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One

CALL ME ZITS.

Everybody calls me Zits.

That’s not my real name, of course. My real name isn’t important.

This morning, I wake in a room I do not recognize. I often wake in strange rooms. It’s what I do. The alarm clock beeps at me. I know I didn’t set that thing. I always set alarm clocks to play wake-up music. Something good like the White Stripes or PJ Harvey or Yeah Yeah Yeahs or Kanye West. Something to start your brain, cook your guts, and get you angry and horny at the same time. Sometimes I wake to my mother’s favorite music, like Marvin Gaye or Blood, Sweat & Tears.

Yes, there used to be a band called Blood, Sweat & Tears.

Isn’t that the most amazing name for a rock band you ever heard? When it comes right down to it, everything in the world is about blood, sweat, and tears. So that name is perfect. No, it’s almost perfect. The perfect name would be Blood, Sweat, Tears & Come, but I wonder if people would buy a CD by a band named so graphically.

All of the guys in Blood, Sweat & Tears had long stringy hair and greasy beards and bloodshot eyes. They were ugly. Back in the seventies, all of the rocks stars were ugly. And they were great musicians. Do ugly guys compensate for their ugliness by becoming great guitar players? Or do certain guitars choose their homely players like Excalibur chose Lancelot? I wish I lived back in the seventies. As ugly as I am, I might have been the biggest rock star in the world.

I love Blood, Sweat & Tears because they’re ugly and because they rock hard. And because they were my mother’s favorite rock band. Her favorite song was the one called “I Love You More Than You’ll Ever Know.”

She used to sing that to me when I was a baby. I remember her singing it to me. I know I’m not supposed to remember it. But I do.

My memory is strange that way. I often remember people I’ve never met and events and places I’ve never seen.

I don’t think I’m some mystical bastard. I just think I pay attention to the details.

I remember my mother and father slow-dancing to that Blood, Sweat & Tears song. I remember how my father whisper-sang “I Love You More Than You’ll Ever Know” to my mother. I remember how they conceived me that night. Okay, I don’t exactly remember it. I can’t see my mother and father naked in bed, but I can feel a lightning ball rebound off my soul whenever I think about it.

I figure my father’s sperm and my mother’s egg were equal parts electricity and water.

So, yes, I was created because of that bloody, sweaty, tearful, and sex-soaked song. And so my mother always sang it to me to celebrate my creation.

My mother loved me more than any of you will ever know.

But I don’t like to think about my mother or father. Especially this early in the morning. And my alarm clock isn’t playing Blood, Sweat & Tears or any other kind of music, so I punch it quiet, get out of bed, walk into the strange pink bathroom, and pee for three minutes.

I keep trying to figure out where I am, and then I remember: This is my new foster home.

I can hear my new foster family bumping around in the other rooms. I don’t care about them. There are more important things to think about, so I look in the mirror and count the zits on my face.

One, two, three, four, all the way up to forty-seven.

Fourteen zits on my forehead. Twenty-one on my left cheek. Six on my right cheek. Five on my chin. A huge North Star zit shines brightly on the end of my nose.

I can’t even count the Milky Way on my back. There are billions and billions of those pimple-stars. I bet I could sell the rights to name each of them. Maybe I’ll stand at a freeway exit and shout at all of those lonely commuters: “Back zits for sale! Back zits for sale! Yes, you can purchase the rights to name one of my back pimples! Give it as a birthday gift! Buy one for your Valentine! Name one after your clear-skinned and beautiful teenage daughter to remind her how lucky she is!”

The skin doctor tells me I have six months to live. I’m exaggerating. I don’t have a skin doctor and you can’t actually die of zits. But you can die of shame. And, trust me, my zit-shame is killing me.

I’m dying from about ninety-nine kinds of shame.

I’m ashamed of being fifteen years old. And being tall. And skinny. And ugly.

I’m ashamed that I look like a bag of zits tied to a broomstick.

I wonder if loneliness causes acne. I wonder if being Indian causes acne.

My father was an Indian. From this or that tribe. From this or that reservation. I never knew him, but I have a photograph of his acne-blasted face. I’ve inherited his ruined complexion and black hair and big Indian nose.

My father was a drunk, too, more in love with beer and vodka than with my mother and me.

He vanished like a cruel magician about two minutes after I was born.

My mother died of breast cancer when I was six. I remember a few things about her. Her voice, her red hair, and the way she raised one eyebrow when she laughed. I sometimes wish she’d died when I was younger so I wouldn’t remember her at all.

I remember her green eyes.

She was a white woman. Irish, I guess. I have a photograph of her, too, and she is gorgeous. My eyes are green, like hers, but I’m not pretty. I wish I looked more like her.

Yes, I am Irish and Indian, which would be the coolest blend in the world if my parents were around to teach me how to be Irish and Indian. But they’re not here and haven’t been for years, so I’m not really Irish or Indian. I’m a blank sky, a human solar eclipse.

A social worker, a woman who wore blue eyeglasses with a green stripe and perfect black pants, once told me that I had never developed a sense of citizenship.

“It’s all in the small ceremonies,” she said. “For instance, do you know how to knot a necktie?”

“No,” I said.

“Do you know how to shine a pair of shoes?”

“No,” I said.

“When you walk around this city, how many men do you see wearing neckties and shiny shoes?”

“A lot, I guess.”

“Hundreds of men, right?”

“Probably.”

“Thousands in Seattle, thousands in other cities, hundreds of thousands in the country.”

“So what?”

“So what do you think it means for you?”

She stared at me with sympathy. I hate sympathy.

“This is bullshit,” I said.

“What is bullshit?” she said.

I laughed at her. I hate it when social workers curse to prove how connected they are to youth and street culture.

“You’re a fucking dreamer,” I said to her. “What do you think this is, the nineteen-fifties or something? Do you really think I’d become some kind of asshole citizen if I wore a tie and shiny shoes?”

“It would help,” she said.

“Whatever.”

She leaned close to me. She smelled like cigarettes and cinnamon gum.

“Here’s the thing,” she said. “You’ve never learned how to be a fully realized human being.”

Jesus, what kind of overeducated bitch says that to a kid?

She made me sound like I was raised by wolves when, in fact, I haven’t been raised by anybody.

No, that’s not true.

I’ve been partially raised by too many people.

I’ve lived in twenty different foster homes and attended twenty-two different schools. I own only two pairs of pants and three shirts and four pairs of underwear and one baseball hat and three pairs of socks and three paperback novels (Grapes of Wrath, Winter in the Blood, and The Dead Zone) and the photographs of my mother and father.

My entire life fits into one small backpack.

I don’t know any other Native Americans, except the homeless Indians who wander around downtown Seattle. I like to run away from my foster homes and get drunk with those street Indians. Yeah, I’m a drunk, just like my father. I’m a good drunk, too. Gifted, you might say. I can outdrink any of those homeless Indians and remain on my feet and still tell my stories. Those street Indians enjoy my company. I’m good at begging. I make good coin and buy whiskey and beer for all of us to drink.

Of course, those wandering Indians are not the only Indians in the world, but they’re the only ones who pay attention to me.

The rich and educated Indians don’t give a shit about me. They pretend I don’t exist. They say, The drunken Indian is just a racist cartoon. They say, The lonely Indian is just a ghost in a ghost story.

I wish I could learn how to hate those rich Indians. I wish I could ignore them. But I want them to pay attention to me. I want everybody to pay attention to me.

So I shoplift candy and food and magazines and cigarettes and books and CDs and anything that can fit in my pockets. The police always catch me and put me in juvenile jail.

I get into arguments and fistfights with everybody.

I get so angry that I go blind and deaf and mute.

I like to start fires. And I’m ashamed that I’m a fire starter.

I’m ashamed of everything, and I’m ashamed of being ashamed.

This morning, as I count my zits in the mirror, I’m ashamed that I can’t remember the names of my new foster mother and father.

I’ve only been living here in this strange house, with its strange pink bathroom, for two days.

I can’t remember the names of my new foster parents’ two real kids, either, or the names of the other five foster kids.

When it comes to foster parents, there are only two kinds: the good but messy people who are trying to help kids or the absolute welfare vultures who like to cash government checks every month.

It’s easy to tell what kind of people my latest foster parents are. Their real kids have new shoes; the foster kids are wearing crap shoes.

But who cares, right? It’s not like I’m going to be here much longer. I’m never in any one place long enough to care.

There’s this law called the Indian Child Welfare Act that’s supposed to protect half-breed orphans like me. I’m only supposed to be placed with Indian foster parents and families. But I’m not an official Indian. My Indian daddy gave me his looks, but he was never legally established as my father.

Since I’m not a legal Indian, the government can put me wherever they want. So they put me with anybody who will take me. Mostly they’re white people. I suppose that makes sense. I am half white. And it’s not like any of this makes any difference. I’ve had two Indian foster fathers, and they were bigger jerks than any of my eighteen white foster fathers.

Of course, I assumed those Indian men would automatically be better fathers to me than any white guy, but I was wrong.

I had this one Indian foster daddy, Edgar, who was great at the beginning. He was a jock, a muscular machine. He took me to Seahawks games. We played touch football and one-on-one hoops in the park. He bought me books.

One time, he gave me this amazing remote control airplane, an F-15 fighter jet. I loved that thing. It was the most amazing gift I’d ever received. It must have cost three hundred dollars. Edgar bought one for himself, too, and we drove out to this remote airplane field in the Cascade Mountain foothills.

“I’ve been racing planes for years,” Edgar said. “So don’t take it too hard if you lose, okay?”

“Okay,” I said, but I didn’t plan on losing.

We piloted our planes around this circular course marked by flags and landed them on a grassy runway.

I beat him three races in a row.

“Wow,” he said. “Beginner’s luck is something else, huh?”

“I guess,” I said.

I could tell he was getting mad. And if I were a smarter kid or a diplomat, I would have let him win the next race. But I couldn’t do that. Who wants to lose?

“There must be something wrong with my plane,” Edgar said.

“You want to switch?” I said.

“Yeah.”

So we switched planes and I beat him two more times, landing my plane in the grass more quickly and smoothly than he ever would.

“There’s something wrong with this plane, too,” Edgar said.

“Yeah, the pilot,” I said.

Edgar took my remote control out of my hands, taxied my plane down the runway, lifted it into the air, and flew it full speed into a tree.

Crash.

I ran over to the plane, picked it up, and stared at the damage. One wing was broken; the rudder was bent; the miniature pilot was missing his head. I was scared and sad. But I couldn’t show it. I’d always been punished for showing emotion. It’s best to stay as remote as those airplanes.

“What do you think of that?” Edgar asked, and lip-pointed at the wreck in my hands.

“This is your plane,” I said.

Yes, Edgar had forgotten we’d switched planes. But I suppose it didn’t matter because he flew the other plane into a tree, too.

Crash.

He didn’t yell or cuss or get all crazy. Edgar calmly destroyed six hundred dollars’ worth of model airplane.

Crash, crash.

If we’d had twenty airplanes, Edgar would have crashed all of them, too.

So who cares if Edgar was an Indian or not? His Indian identity was completely secondary to his primary identity as a plane-crashing asshole.

Yes, that’s my life, a series of cruel bastards and airplane crashes. Twenty little airplane crashes. I am a flaming jet, crashing into each new foster family.

And here I am, for the twenty-first time, crashing into a strange pink bathroom in a strange house in a strange world, and all I can do is count my zits. How lame. The only positive thing I can do is change their name. Maybe I’ll start calling them spots, like the British do. That almost makes zits sound harmless, doesn’t it?

I can hear my new foster family. I don’t want to see them. I wish I could stay in this room forever. I wish I had a television in my bedroom. I’ve never met any person who is as interesting as a good TV show.

I never understood the people who think that TV is bad for you. I guess they’ve never seen the Discovery Channel. You can learn science, history, geography, and politics from TV. If you want to find some faith in human beings, just watch one episode of Storm Stories on the Weather Channel, and you’ll see heroic people risk their lives to save strangers.

I don’t understand human beings. I don’t understand the people who risk their lives to save strangers. I wish I knew people like that.

Everything I know about Indians (and I could easily beat 99 percent of the world in a Native American version of Trivial Pursuit) I’ve learned from television.

I know about famous chiefs, broken treaties, the political activism of the 1960s and 1970s, and the Indian wars of the nineteenth century.

I know all this stuff because it makes me feel more like a real Indian. Maybe I can’t live like an Indian, but I can learn how real Indians used to live and how they’re supposed to live now.

Jesus, I’m pathetic. I make it sound like I’m just a television addict. But I’m also addicted to books. And I know there has never been a human being or a television show, no matter how great, that could measure up to a great book.

But there are no books in this bathroom or in my bedroom, and I’ve already read the books in my backpack a hundred times each. So I’m living a new life without new books.

I bet you a million dollars there are less than five books in this whole house. What kind of life can you have in a house without books?

I give up counting my spots, walk into the kitchen, and look at a room full of strangers.

“Good morning,” the foster mother says. “Do you want a bowl of cornflakes?”

She’s a short fat woman. If this were a fairy tale, she’d be the evil stepmother who eats children. This isn’t a fairy tale, so she’s just a loser who gorges on food like alcoholics drink booze.

The foster father grunts from behind his newspaper. Foster fathers like to grunt and read newspapers. If I had to describe this guy to a police sketch artist, I’d say he looks like the sports section with a bad haircut.

“Excuse me,” the foster mother says to me. “I said good morning.”

I don’t say anything.

“Hey, young man,” the foster mother says. “We have rules around here. And rule number one is be nice.”

“Whatever,” I say.

The foster father puts down his paper and stares at me like I was a news story about a killer tsunami. He’s got one eyebrow and a thick forehead like a caveman.

He’s eating cereal flakes, but his breath smells like beer and onions.

“Good morning,” he says.

“Whatever,” I say again.

The other kids, the real and the fake ones, all stare at me. It’s a riot of cold blue eyes. Those kids know what I’m doing. Some of them already hate me for being a jerk. The rest of them are bored. They’ve seen it all before.

“Good morning,” the foster father says again.

He’s challenging me. He thinks he’s stronger than I am. He’s bigger and taller and older, sure, and has a million more muscles than I do, but I am stronger. I am stronger than all of my fathers.

“What…ever,” I say, for the third time.

And I say it slow and hard and mean, like each letter was a cussword. And I don’t mean the little cusswords like dick and shit. I mean the big ones like cock and cunt and motherfucker. I think it’s strange how curse words frighten and disgust some people. Yes, there are people afraid of certain combinations of vowels and consonants. Isn’t that hilarious? Don’t those wimps realize that each and every word only has the power and meaning you assign to it? If I decided that plop was a dirty word, and started using it to curse people, and convinced enough people to use it as a curse word also, it would eventually become an obscenity.

“Hey,” the foster father says. “Look at me.”

He’s one hundred and eighty-five pounds of blood, and I want to punch him in the carotid artery.

“Don’t you look at me that way,” he says. “Don’t try to stare me down.”

Of course, I keep staring at him.

“Stop staring at me,” he says.

“Plop,” I say.

“What did you say?”

“Plopping plop.”

Jesus, I sound like a pissed-off Dr. Seuss character. That thought makes me laugh.

“Are you laughing at me?” he asks.

“You bet your plopping ass I’m laughing at you,” I say.

I know he wants to punch me.

“I’m going to say good morning one more time,” he says. “And if you don’t return the favor, you don’t get to eat breakfast.”

Yeah, like that’s a real threat. Yeah, like I haven’t been hungry before. Yeah, like I care.

“Good morning,” the foster father says.

“Fuck you,” I say.



Two

MY ZITS GIVE ME superpowers.

After I cuss out my new foster father, I put on my cape and fly right through the roof of the house.

I am Zit Man, master of the Universe!

Okay, I don’t fly. I dodge the foster father’s angry slap at my head, shove my foster mother against the wall, and run out the front door.

I run the city streets, randomly turning left and right and left and right, because it just feels good to run. I used to dream that I could run fast enough to burn up like a meteor and drop little pieces of me all over the world.

I run (and burn) until a police car pulls up in front of me. I’m an absolute genius, so I turn around and run the other way.

Come on, fuzz boys, you can’t catch me. I’m an orphan meteor.

Two cops jump out of their cruiser. It takes them only thirty-five seconds to catch me.

They crash into me and send me sprawling to the sidewalk.

They try to grab my arms, but I punch one of them in the ear, and I bite the other cop on the hand. They hold me down and handcuff me.

I’m fighting and kicking because that’s what I do. It’s how I’m wired. It’s my programming. I read once that if a kid has enough bad things happen to him before he turns five, he’s screwed for the rest of his life. So that’s me, a screwed half-breed who can’t do anything but spit and kick and bite and punch.

“Zits! Zits!” one of the cops yells. “Calm down! Calm down! It’s me! It’s me!”

I recognize his voice. I know this guy. He’s arrested me a few dozen times. He’s always been pretty cool. I trust him not to hurt me, so I calm down a little.

“Officer Dave,” I say. “It’s good to see you again.”

The cops laugh. I’m a funny kid, even in handcuffs.

“Zits, why you think you’re so bad?” Officer Dave asks me. “How come you always punch the moms and never the dads?”

“I just punched your partner in the ear,” I say. “And he’s a dude, I think.”

“You punch like a girl,” that cop says.

“Fuck you,” I say. “I didn’t punch that foster mom. I pushed her. Look in the dictionary. There’s a big difference between punch and push.”

“Tell that to Judge Ireland,” Officer Dave says. “I’m sure she’ll appreciate the vocabulary lesson.”

Dave is a big white dude. But he’s got one of those gentle voices like he’s talking you down from the ledge of a tall building. Most cops are pretty cool, I guess. It’s a tough job. And most of them just keep quiet and do the work.

I don’t like cops, okay? I just have respect for them. A tiny bit of respect. I think a lot of them had drunk, shitty, or missing fathers, just like I did. I think many of them endured chaotic and brutal childhoods, so they become cops because they want to create order in the world. And those cops, forever reminded of their troubled youth, often try to rescue kids like me. Good cops are lifeguards on the shores of Lake Fucked.

Like Officer Dave. He’s never said much about his life, but I can tell he’s scarred. And he knows I’m scarred, too. The wounded always recognize the wounded. We can smell each other.

“You and me aren’t so different,” Officer Dave has said more than once. “We’re like the sun and moon, kid. Different bodies, but we’re orbiting in the same sky.”

Yes, Officer Dave is a poet. He even formed a police officer poetry slam team and metaphorically battled against teams of firefighters, judges, defense attorneys, and homeless kids.

Dave is okay.

Of course, plenty of cops just like to be assholes, and having a badge means you get to be a professional asshole.

“You think you’ll get Russell as your lawyer?” Officer Dave asks me.

Russell is a public defender, the tallest, skinniest, whitest lawyer in Seattle. And man, oh, man, does he talk fast. I maybe catch every third or fourth word. He’s crazy good, I guess, but I wonder why he doesn’t go make tons of money at some corporation or something. I guess he’s yet another lifeguard who likes to save drowners like me. I bet you anything that Russell has about twenty-nine stray cats stinking up his house.

“I’m an Indian,” I say to Officer Dave, “and we hate lawyers.”

The cops laugh. They keep laughing as they drive me to kid jail in Seattle’s Central District. The CD used to be a black folks’ neighborhood. Now it’s filled with rich white people who like to pretend it’s still a black folks’ neighborhood. But the kid jail is still here, right across the street from a fancy coffee shop.

Starbucks can kiss my shiny red ass.

They put me in a holding cell with a black kid and a white kid and a Chinese kid. We’re the United Nations of juvenile delinquents.

“Where you from?” the black kid asks me, because he wants to know what gang I run with and if he should fight me or not.

“I’m from a little town called Eat Me,” I say.

The white kid and the Chinese kid laugh. The black kid doesn’t do anything. He’s already beaten by my words and doesn’t want to get beaten by my fists. I can tell he isn’t a gangbanger. He’s just an ordinary sad black kid. I could steal his basketball shoes right off his feet if I wanted to, but I don’t. I’m a nice guy. And those fancy shoes might be the only valuable thing the kid owns.

“What’s your name?” the white kid asks me.

“Zits,” I say.

“I’ve heard of you,” he says.

“What you hear?”

“I hear you’re tough.”

“Tougher than you,” I say.

There’s no reason to talk after that. Why would we talk? We’re boys. Boys aren’t supposed to talk. So we sit there in our boy silence.

Pretty soon, the Chinese kid’s parents pick him up and spank him like he was five years old, and the black kid gets transferred to another cell.

And then it’s the white kid and me.

He sits on the floor at one end of the cell. I sit on the floor at the other end. He stares at me for a long time. He’s studying me.

“What are you looking at?” I ask.

“Your face,” he says.

“What about my face?”

“It doesn’t have to be like that,” he says. “They got all sorts of medicine now. I see it on TV. They got miracle zit stuff. Clear your face right up.”

I’ve seen those commercials too. The ones where famous people like P. Diddy and Jessica Simpson and Brooke Shields talk about their zits and how they got cured by this miracle face cream made from sacred Mexican mud and the sweet spit of a prom queen. And, yeah, I’d love to buy that stuff, but it costs fifty bucks a jar. These days, you see a kid with bad acne, and you know he’s poor. Rich kids don’t get acne anymore. Not really. They just get a few spots now and again.

“Why do you care so much about my face?” I ask the white kid. “You some kind of fag?”

I don’t care if he’s a fag. I just know that fag is a powerful insult.

“Just talking,” he says. “I’m not looking for a fight.”

And the thing is, I can tell he’s not looking for a fight. He stares at me with kindness. Real kindness. I just met the guy, and I feel like he cares about my skin and me.

His complexion is so clear that it’s translucent. I can see the blue veins running through his skin like rivers. I have to admit, he’s a good-looking guy. In fact, he’s pretty like a girl.

Damn, maybe I’m a fag.

“How come you don’t get zits?” I ask him.

“Because I pray,” he says.

I laugh hard.

“What’s so funny?” he asks.

“You’re one of them fucking Christians, aren’t you?” I ask. Those bastards are always trying to save me, a poor Injun heathen. “Are you going to give me a ticket to Heaven?” I ask.

And now this pretty white boy laughs hard. “Beware of the man whose God is in the skies,” he says.

“What does that mean?”

“George Bernard Shaw wrote it.”

“So what?”

“So it means I’m not Christian,” he says. “I hate Christians. I hate Muslims and Jews and Buddhists. I hate all organized religions and all disorganized ones, too.”

“That’s a lot of hate,” I say.

“I suppose. But hate can be empowering.”

“That’s a big word.”

“You don’t know what it means, do you.”

“I know what it means.”

“Tell me, then.”

This guy probably thinks I’m just another stupid street kid. A dyslexic drone in the social welfare system. But I’m smart. Really smart.

Well, okay, maybe not that smart. I am currently sitting in a jail cell.

People go to jail for a reason. Well, for a couple of reasons. They’re in jail because they’re stupid enough to commit crimes. And because they’re stupid enough to get caught. And so, yeah, maybe I’m smart but I’m also double-stuff stupid. Adults are always telling me I don’t live up to my potential.

I say, fuck potential and anybody who says that fucking word to me.

“You sound like a teacher,” I say to the pretty white boy. “Or a preacher.”

“And you sound like a child,” he says.

“What are you, my grandfather?”

“I’m wise for my age,” he says, and laughs, like he’s making fun of himself, like people have described him that way before and he thinks it’s goofy.

“How old are you?” I ask.

“Seventeen. How old are you?”

“Fifteen.”

“All right, Mr. Fifteen,” he says. “Tell me what it means to be empowered.”

All of a sudden, I feel the need to impress this kid. I want him to like me. More than that, I want him to admire me.

“Empowered means you feel powerful,” I say.

“Well, yes, that’s obvious,” he says. “But how do you obtain that feeling of power? And what do you do with your power after you’ve found it?”

“I don’t know,” I say.

He smiles. I can see all thirty-two of his teeth.

“I can show you,” he says.



Three

SUDDENLY, THE PRETTY WHITE boy is my best friend. Maybe the only real friend of my life.

We talk for hours. He understands me. He’s only two years older, but it seems like he’s lived for two thousand years.

I fall in love with him. Not romantically; it’s not about sex or anything physical like that. No, this kid is some kind of Jesus. I know it’s silly. And I know this kid doesn’t even like or respect Jesus—or Allah or Buddha or LeBron James or any other God. But I really get the feeling this white kid could save me from being lonely. I bet he could save the whole world from being lonely.

When I tell him my mother is dead and my father is invisible, the white kid says, “Santayana says there is no cure for birth and death so you better enjoy the interval.”

When I tell him I’m an Indian, he says, “I’m sorry that my people nearly destroyed your people. This country, the so-called United States, is evil. And you Indians were the only people who fought against that white evil. Everybody else thinks we live in a democracy. Everybody else thinks we’re free.”

“Indians have never been free,” I say.

“Exactly,” he says. “Do you know what Teddy Roosevelt said about Indians? He said, ‘I don’t go so far as to think that the only good Indians are dead Indians, but I believe nine out of ten are, and I shouldn’t inquire too closely into the case of the tenth.’ How can it be a democracy when presidents talk like that?”

When I tell him I like to start fires, he says, “It’s wrong to burn good things. If you want to set fires, you must burn down bad things. Remember, revolution is not about spontaneous combustion. The true revolutionary must set himself aflame.”

When I tell him that I get lonely, he says, “The individual has always had to work hard to avoid being overwhelmed by the tribe. If you try it, you will be lonely often and sometimes frightened. But no price is too high for the privilege of owning yourself.”

“Who said that?”

“Nietzsche.”

He amazes me. I’ve never known anybody, especially a kid, who can talk like him.

“You’re so damn smart,” I say. “How many books have you read?”

“All of them,” he says.

We laugh.

And he hugs me. I’m not afraid of him. I’m not afraid that the cops might see us hugging. I’m not afraid of myself for hugging him. I’m a fatherless kid who wants another teenager to be my father.

This pretty boy gets out of jail before I do, but he promises me he’ll come rescue me from wherever they send me.

I hate my country. There are so many rich people who don’t share their shit. They’re like spoiled little ten-year-old bullies on the playground. They hog the monkey bars and the slide and the seesaw. And if you complain even a little bit, if you try to get just one spin on the merry-go-round, the bullies beat the shit out of you.

I get so angry sometimes that I want to hurt people. I dream about hurting people. About killing them. I’ve always had those kind of dreams.

I have this recurring dream where I’m attacked by this gang of black men. They’re punching and kicking me, and I think I’m going to die. But somehow I get to my feet and turn into a raving maniac. I tear those black guys apart. I kill them and go cannibal. I rip open those black guys’ bellies and chests and eat their livers and lungs. I break open their skulls and eat their brains.

Sounds racist, right?

But I don’t think I’m a racist. I measure men by the content of their character, not the color of their skin, and I find all of them are assholes.

A couple years back, this kid psychiatrist told me I have violent dreams and fantasies because I’ve seen so much violence in my life.

“You dream about killing and eating black guys,” he said, “because, in American society, black men are the metaphoric embodiment of rage and fear and pain.”

What the hell is a metaphoric embodiment? And why do I want to eat it?

The kid shrink told me I was programmed for violence.

“You can get better,” he said. “But your first response will always be to fight. To hurt. To cause pain and fear.”

Doesn’t that just give you hope for me?

The shrink also told me I have attachment issues. “All you know about is absence,” he said. “And you’re always looking to fill that absence.”

And do you know what I said to him? “You can stick your head up your hairy puss-filled absence.”

Ha, ha, ha, ha. Isn’t that funny? I threw a pun in his face. Of course, it was a violent pun, so maybe that doctor was right about me. Maybe I’m doomed to fill my empty life with fires and fists. Maybe I’m doomed to spend the rest of my life in jail cells like this one.

So I’m mulling these things, feeling double-dip-doomed, when Officer Dave visits me.

“Hey,” he says.

“Hey,” I say.

“Aren’t you getting tired of spending all your time in jail?”

“Jail here, jail there, it’s all the same.”

“You’re too young to be talking like that,” he says.

“Whatever,” I say.

Dave shakes his head. He looks disappointed. Depressed, even. I figure he’s going to walk away and never return.

“You’re running out of chances,” he says.

“What chances?” I ask.

“The chance to change your life.”

“Whatever,” I say.

“Well, listen up, Mr. Whatever,” Dave says. “I got you one more chance. Instead of more jail, I talked the judge into sending you to a halfway house.”

“Halfway to where?” I ask.

Officer Dave laughs and leaves me to my jailers. And those dang bullies take me out of my cell and ship me to a halfway house for juvenile offenders. I hate group homes even more than I hate foster homes.

I’ve had some nasty counselors and supervisors in group homes. Mean people, ugly people, and those sick bastards, those Uncle Creepy types, who try to stick their hands down your pants. I got sent to jail once because I punched one of those pedophiles in the crotch. I wanted to break his dick in half.

So I’m lying awake in a ground-floor bedroom of this juvie halfway house, where all the counselors are Uncle Creepy types who want to give you candy, and I’m thinking about running away when there’s a knock on the window.

I pull back the curtains and see him, the beautiful white kid, my new best friend.

I don’t know how he found me. But there he is. My hero.

He smiles and breaks the window.

I climb out and we escape together.

We run to an abandoned warehouse in SoDo, an industrial section of Seattle down near the waterfront.

We climb the dangerous stairs to the top floor where the white kid has made a home out of garbage and abandoned office furniture. We sit on chairs made out of newspapers. I laugh.

“What’s so funny?” he asks.

“I don’t even know your name,” I say.

He smiles, walks over to the corner, pulls something out of a sack, and walks back to me.

“This is my name,” he says, and hands me two pistols. One of them looks like a regular gun and the other one looks like a Star Wars laser.

“That one is a thirty-eight special,” the pretty boy says, “and the other one is a paint gun.”

I’ve seen paint-gun competitions on ESPN, those fake fights where fat white guys run around fake battlefields and shoot each other with balls of Day-Glo dye.

They like to fight fake wars because there aren’t enough real ones.

I’ve seen real people get shot by real guns. But I’ve never held a real gun. I’ve always heard and read that guns are cold metal. But not this one. It feels warm and comfortable, like a leather recliner sitting in front of a sixty-inch HDTV.

I laugh again.

“What’s funny this time?” he asks.

“Your name is Guns,” I say. “That’s a really stupid name.”

It’s his turn to laugh. “My name isn’t Guns,” he says. “My name is Justice.”

We laugh together.

“That is a corny-ass name,” I say. “Where’d you get it?”

“I gave it to myself,” he says. “But I wish I’d been given my name by Indians. You guys used to give out names because people earned them. Because they did something amazing. And it was the old people who gave out those names: the elders, the wise ones. I wish the wise ones were still here.”

I think of the great Oglala Sioux warrior Crazy Horse, who was given his name after he battled heroically against other Indians.

Yes, Indians have always loved to kill other Indians. Isn’t that twisted?

I think of how Crazy Horse was speared in the stomach by a U.S. Cavalry soldier while his best friend, Little Big Man, held his arms. I think of the millions of dead and dying Indians.

“Do you know about the Ghost Dance?” I ask.

“No,” Justice says. “Teach me.”

“It was this ceremony created by the Paiute holy man Wovoka, back in the eighteen-seventies. He said, if the Indians danced this dance long enough, all the dead Indians would return and the white people would disappear.”

“Sounds like my kind of dance,” Justice said.

“Yeah, but it didn’t work. All the Ghost Dancers were slaughtered.”

“Maybe they didn’t have the right kind of music.”

“Yeah, they should have had Metallica.”

Justice and I laugh. And then he stops laughing.

“Did you ever try to Ghost-Dance?” he asks.

“Nobody’s Ghost-Danced in over a hundred years,” I say. “And I don’t think one person can do it well enough to make it work. I think you need all Indians to do it.”

“Well, I think you’re strong enough to Ghost-Dance all by yourself. I think you can bring back all the Indians and disappear all the white people.”

I want to tell Justice that the only Indian I want to bring back is my father and the only white people I want to disappear are my evil foster families.

I guess Justice doesn’t realize that a successful Ghost Dance would make him disappear, too. But maybe he doesn’t think he’s white. Or maybe he thinks he’s invincible.

“The thing is,” Justice says, “what if this Ghost Dance is real? What if you can bring back your parents if you dance?”

“I don’t have rhythm,” I say.

“Be serious,” he says, and flashes the pistols at me. “What if you could resurrect your parents with these? Would you kill a white man if it would bring back your mother?”

Jesus, what a question.

Justice lets me think about my answer for two or three minutes, but I can’t say yes or no. I don’t know what I would do if I knew that killing someone would bring my mother back to life.

Then Justice says he’s hungry, so he hides the pistols again and we go on a food quest, rummaging through supermarket Dumpsters and restaurant trash cans.

For two weeks, we hunt for food during the night and talk during the day.

When we talk, Justice lets me hold the real pistol. We take the bullets out of it, and I practice pulling the trigger.

Click, click.

Then we tape up newspaper and magazine photos of people we hate, like George W Bush and Dick Cheney and Michael Jackson and that British dude from American Idol, and I practice shooting at them with the empty gun.

Click, click, click.

Then we go up on the roof of the warehouse, and I practice shooting at cars driving by on the freeway. And at people walking the streets down below us.

Click, click, click, click.

Some nights, Justice and I go out with the paint gun, hide in dark places, and shoot people.

The thing is, when two kids jump out of an alley and point a gun at you, it isn’t like you’re going to think, Oh, it’s just a paint gun.

Nope, you’re going to think, Oh, shit, two kids are going to kill me!

So, man, oh, man, do I hear some people scream. You know what’s really funny? When people think they’re going to die, they all scream like nine-year-old girls.

One night, down on the waterfront, a big old white guy faints when I point the gun at him. I don’t even have to cover him with red dye. He just falls down on the sidewalk and twitches.

Justice and I stand over the unconscious dude. He looks dead, and I feel powerful.

There are moments when a boy can feel immortal.

I practice killing people until it feels like I’m really killing them. I wonder how long it would take me to really shoot somebody. I wonder what would happen if I killed ten, twenty, or thirty people. If I killed enough people for real, would it begin to feel like practice?

Every night, after hours of talking and practice-shooting with the real gun and fake-shooting with the paint gun, Justice asks, “What would you do if the Ghost Dance is real?”

His question echoes in my head. It stays there and I want to give Justice the best answer. The only answer. The answer he wants.

“What if the Ghost Dance is real?” Justice asks me again and again.

The question crawls into my clothes and pushes its way through my skin and into my stomach. The question feeds me.

“Do you think the Ghost Dance is real?” Justice asks.

After hearing that question a thousand times, I finally have the answer.

“Yes,” I say.

Justice laughs and hugs me. I am so proud. I feel like I finally deserve his love.

“Okay, okay,” he says. “Now you can dance. Now you understand. Now you have the knowledge. Now you have the power. So what are you going to do with that power?”

I stare at the pistol in my hand.

“I’m going to start a fire,” I say.

“Yes,” Justice says, and keeps on hugging me. He loves me. And I love Justice.

The next day, during lunch hour, I stand in the lobby of a bank in downtown Seattle. Fifty or sixty people are here with me: men, women, and children of many different colors. I hear four or five different languages being spoken. And I guess these people have many different religions. But none of that matters. I know these people must die so my mother and father can return.

I breathe, try to relax, and pull the real and paint pistols out of my pocket. I say a little prayer and dance through the lobby. I aim my pistols at the faces of these strangers. They scream or fall to the floor or run or freeze or weep or curse or close their eyes.

One man points at me.

“You’re not real,” he says.

What a strange thing to say to a boy with a gun. But then I wonder if he’s right. Maybe I’m not real. And if I’m not real, none of these people are real. Maybe all of us are ghosts.

Can a ghost kill another ghost?

I push the real and paint pistols into the man’s face. And I pull the triggers.

I spin in circles and shoot and shoot and shoot. I keep pulling the triggers until the bank guard shoots me in the back of the head. I am still alive when I start to fall, but I die before I hit the floor.



Four

“WAKE UP, KID; COME ON, it’s time to go.”

I open my eyes. I’m lying in a hospital bed. No. I’m in a motel-room bed, a small and cheap and filthy motel room. A room where a million ugly people have done a million ugly things. There are stains on the walls, and you don’t even want to guess what caused them.

Why am I in this horrible motel room? Well, I did one of the ugliest things a person can do, right? I just shot up a bank full of people. How could I have done that? I think about that man who didn’t think I was real. Maybe I wasn’t real. Maybe none of it happened. I pray to God that it didn’t happen.

But I remember the bank so clearly. I can hear the screams and smell the gunpowder. No nightmare can feel that real, can it?

I want to vomit.

I once read that twenty or thirty people jump off Seattle’s Aurora Avenue Bridge every year. And I’m sure that all of them probably changed their minds about suicide the moment after they jumped. Let me tell you, I feel like one of those jumpers. I feel like I jumped off some kind of bridge and changed my mind too late to save any of us.

But why am I alive? Did I really survive a bullet to the brain?

“Damn it, kid,” a man says. “Get up, we only have a few minutes.”

I don’t recognize the man’s voice. I sit up in bed and see him sitting on the other bed. He puts on his shoes. He’s a serious white guy, maybe forty years old, wearing a blue shirt and blue jeans. He’s fat but strong-looking at the same time, like a professional wrestler.

He’s also got a pistol in the holster on his belt.

A cop.

I’m not dead, but I am under arrest. But how could I not be dead? I felt that bullet crash through my brain. I saw white light. And then it went dark. And I don’t mean asleep dark. I mean shot-in-the-brain-until-you’re-dead dark.

But I guess they saved me. Some amazing doctors and nurses must have saved me. They saved the life of a killer. I wonder if it makes them mad or sad when they do that. I wonder if I deserve to live. What the hell was I thinking? What kind of bastard am I? I’m just another zit-faced freak with a gun. Man, I had no idea I was this evil. And then it makes me wonder. Do evil people know they’re evil? Or do they just think they’re doing the right thing?

I think about Justice. I think he fooled me. I think he brainwashed me. If he was so righteous, why wasn’t he in the bank with me?

He’s free and I’m trapped.

That bullet must have done some major damage. I hope I still have a face and complete skull. I reach up to touch the bandages. But there are no bandages. And there’s no blood or scars or any other disgusting head-wound shit. I don’t feel any pain at all. In fact, I feel stronger than ever before.

I don’t understand what has happened. I survived a bullet to the brain. And I’m in a motel room with a cop.

“Where am I?” I ask the cop.

“We’ll both be in a shit storm if we miss this meeting. We fell asleep. Come on. Get up, get your stuff, and let’s go.”

“Where are we going?”

“Jeez, Hank, shake the sleep out of your brain and get moving.”

Hank? Did he just call me Hank?

“My name isn’t Hank,” I say.

“Quit fooling around, Hank, you’re getting me mad.”

“Quit calling me Hank.”

The cop stands and walks over to me. He leans over me and stares hard at me. His breath smells like beer and onions.

Yes, I’ve had quite a few ugly smelly guys lean over my bed. I get the urge to punch this cop in the crotch.

“Are you still asleep?” he asks.

“No.”

“You’re in one of them waking dreams, aren’t you?” he asks. “Like sleepwalking or something, right?”

He slaps my cheek lightly. Then slaps me harder.

“Did that help, Hank?” he asks.

“You call me Hank one more time,” I say, “and I’m going to kick your ass.”

He laughs, pulls me off the bed and to my feet, and shoves me across the room. I trip over a pair of shoes and bump the back of my head against a mirror.

“That’s police brutality!” I shout.

The cop just laughs. I’ve always been good at making cops laugh. But I’m not trying to be funny this time.

“I just got shot in the brain,” I say. “Are you trying to kill me?”

He laughs again, grabs a holstered pistol off the table, and hands it to me.

“Okay, soldier up, funny guy,” he says. “We got real work to do.”

I am stunned. I am the psycho teen who shot up a bank filled with people and a cop just handed me a gigantic freakin’ gun! A .357 Magnum! At least, I think it’s a Magnum. I don’t know guns much, but I’ve seen this one in the movies.

I turn around to look at myself in the mirror. I expect to see me pretending to be Clint Eastwood. But instead I am looking at a face that is not my own.

Huh. Isn’t that something?

They must have done plastic surgery on me. That bullet must have taken off my face. And so they had to take my zitty teenage Indian mug and replace it with a handsome white guy’s face.

Yes, I am looking at a very handsome white guy in the mirror. His hair is blond. His eyes are blue. His skin is clear. This guy hasn’t had a zit in his whole life. And this guy is me.

Isn’t modern medicine amazing?

“Wow,” I say to the cop. “I really like my new face.”

He just stares at me.

“It’s like that movie with John Travolta,” I say. “The one where he switches faces with Nicolas Cage. I didn’t know that stuff was real.”

The cop’s face changes expression. All of a sudden he looks a little confused. And worried. “Did you have a stroke or something, Hank?” he asks. “You’re not talking or looking right.”

I can’t figure out why he keeps calling me Hank. Well, maybe they changed my face and my name. And so I look down and realize I am shorter than I used to be. In fact, I realize I’m about six or seven inches shorter than I used to be. I’m a short guy now, but I have a lot more muscles. My arms are huge. I have the face and body of a bodybuilder white guy. I am beautiful.

Jeez, I should get shot in the brain every day.

I suddenly get an idea. I reach down and check the size of my groinal region, and I realize that I’m different down there, too. I am a big guy in all sorts of ways.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” the cop asks me. “I’m calling this off if you’re not okay. It’s too dangerous if you’re not okay.”

“No, no, no,” I say. “Everything is good.”

Of course, I’m lying. I don’t know that everything is good. I am very confused.

“Tell me you’re okay,” the cop says. “We’re not leaving this room unless you say you’re okay.”

“I’m okay,” I say.

He believes me.

“Good. Good, partner, let’s go kick some butt,” the cop says, and tosses me a wallet. My wallet. I open it up and see a gold badge. My badge. And then I pull an ID card out of the wallet and look at the photo. It’s me.

Well, it’s a picture of a guy with my new white face. But that ID says that this face belongs to a guy named Hank Storm, and that he’s thirty-five years old, and that he’s an FBI agent. Yep, a federal agent. A supercop.

“I’m Hank Storm?” I ask the other cop, who must be an FBI guy, too.

“Yes,” he says. “You’re finally awake. Jeez, Hank, you really had me worried there. All right, let’s go save the world.”

I put on my shoes and follow him out the door.



Five

THE OTHER FBI DUDE and I step out of our motel room. It’s dark and clear and I can see stars in the sky. More stars than I’ve ever seen. I also see a sign that says this is the Red River Motor Inn.

Red River, Red River, Red River; that name is so familiar. I think I read about it somewhere. And then I remember. Red River is on the Nannapush Indian Reservation.

“Red River, Idaho,” I say.

“Yep,” the other FBI says. “The asshole of America.”

“Lot of Indians here.”

“Yeah. I wish Custer would have killed a few more of these damn tepee creepers.”

“Wow,” I say. “You really hate Indians, don’t you?”

“I didn’t know any Indians until they sent me to work here. And then I met Indians. And trust me, none of them is worth much. Well, maybe some of the kids. Some of the kids are still okay. But they’re going to go bad, too. Just you watch. There’s something bad inside these Indians. They can’t help themselves.”

I wonder what this racist FBI man would do if he knew his partner was really a half-breed Indian. I want to tell him, but I don’t want to get punched. Or shot in the head. Again.

So I keep quiet. As quiet as this reservation.

I look at the map inside my memory and realize I’m six hundred miles from the nearest real city. And there are so many stars. I know city lights but I don’t know stars.

“The sky is beautiful,” I say. “Like a starry blanket.”

The other FBI laughs and laughs. “Jeez,” he says. “You go to sleep a killer and you wake up like some kind of poet.”

“I’m a killer poet,” I say.

The other FBI loves that. He slaps me hard on the back, but it doesn’t hurt at all because I am very muscular.

“What time is it anyway?” I ask.

“Three in the morn,” the other FBI says. “We have to hurry.”

So we get into the government sedan and the other FBI drives us through a maze of dirt roads to an old shack sitting out the middle of a dark nowhere. It’s so dark I can’t see more than four or five feet away. It’s like being in the belly of a whale.

“I bet you can’t get cell phone reception out here,” I say.

“What’s a cell phone?” the other FBI asks.

It’s my turn to laugh.

“Is the FBI too cheap to give cell phones to its agents?” I ask.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says.

Wow, this guy isn’t kidding. He doesn’t know about cell phones. I guess he’s old-fashioned. I want to ask him if he’s heard of electricity.

Then I see headlights coming down the road behind us.

“All right, all right, get your game face on, kid,” says the other FBI. “Things could get ugly real quick.”

He pulls out his pistol and checks the ammo.

“Are we going to have a gunfight?” I ask.

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” he says.

So I pull out my pistol and check the ammo. Okay, I think, I have to be in some kind of dream. This can’t be real. I cannot be getting ready for a gunfight. I’m excited and scared. And then I realize something.

“Hey,” I say to the other FBI. “What’s your name?”

He reacts like I just slapped him.

“You’re not okay, are you?” he asks. I can see big fear in his eyes. That fear doesn’t seem fake. It doesn’t feel like a dream. The headlights behind us move closer.

“I’m okay,” I say. “I just forgot your name.”

“You lied to me,” he says. “There is something wrong with you, isn’t there? Jeez, you had one of them strokes, didn’t you? Ah, man, we’re in trouble.”

He looks back at those headlights traveling toward us. There must be seriously dangerous dudes in that car.

“Just tell me your name,” I say.

“Art,” he says. “My name is Art. You and I have been partners for twelve years.”

“That’s a long time,” I say.

The other car pulls up beside us. I look inside and see two Indian guys. They look familiar. I stare at them. And they stare at me. And then I realize who they are. They’re activists from IRON, which is the acronym for Indigenous Rights Now!

“Hey, Art,” I say, “those guys are famous.”

Art almost gasps and lets out this squeaky whine, like a little girl on a roller coaster.

“The passenger, what’s his name?” I ask.

I remember that the members of IRON gave up their birth names because they were “colonial poison” and named themselves after animals.

“Oh, I remember, his name is Horse,” I say.

“Yeah,” Art says. His voice cracks.

“And the driver, that’s Elk,” I say.

Art just nods his head. He looks at me bug-eyed.

“Those guys are super famous,” I say. “Famous for Indians, at least. I saw them both in this documentary about the civil war in Red River. You know, that’s where IRON was protecting traditional Indians from the evil Indian tribal government dudes. What were they called?”

“HAMMER,” Art says.

“Yeah, HAMMER,” I say. “What was that short for?”

“Nothing, they just call themselves HAMMER.”

“Yeah, IRON versus HAMMER. It was like a goddamn monster movie,” I say.

Art’s eyes are wide like he’s looking at a ghost. And he’s looking at me, so I guess he is looking at a ghost. He looks over at Horse and Elk, the IRON dudes in the other car. They’re talking to each other. But we can’t hear them through the glass. Everybody has secrets.

“Oh, yeah, man, I remember now,” I say. “Those HAMMER guys were killing everybody back then. And then the FBI joined up with HAMMER and started killing people, too. Man, when was that, back in 1975 or 1976?”

“Hank, you are fucking crazy,” Art says. “This is 1975, and—you and me—we are the FBI.”

I laugh. But Art is not kidding. He’s telling the truth. Oh, my God! Those damn doctors changed my face and body and put me in a time machine. No, wait. I realize the bank guard did kill me when he shot me in the brain. And I did die, and now I’m living in Hell. I’ve been sent to Hell. And Hell is Red River, Idaho, in 1975.

“Am I in Hell?” I ask.

Art’s anger suddenly changes. There’s a little bit of water in his eyes. He looks all compassionate.

“Kid,” he says, “I’m sorry, but I think your mind just snapped. But you got to hold it together—okay?—just for a little while. I’ll get you through this shit, and we’ll get you out of here as soon as we can, okay? We’ll get you a head doctor, okay?”

“Okay,” I say. I wonder if maybe I did survive that bank guard’s bullet but it put me into some kind of coma. I hope this is just a coma nightmare.

“Art,” I say, “I’m getting a little freaked out here.”

My partner’s compassion runs away. His eyes get mean.

“I love you, Hank,” he says. “I really do. You’re my best friend. You and me, man, together we’ve been partners for twelve years. I respect you for that, okay? I love you for it. But if you screw this up, I’m going to shoot you in the face.”

I believe Art does love me. I am his best friend. And despite all that love and friendship, I am convinced that he will kill me if he has to.

Art rolls down his window. Horse rolls down his window. He has a blue feather tied to his long black braid.

“Hey, Art,” Horse says.

“Hey,” Art says.

“Hey, Hank,” Horse says.

He knows me.

The driver, Elk, who has a square face like he’s some kind of Indian Frankenstein, doesn’t say anything. He just tries to look tough, and he’s doing a pretty good job of it. I’m scared of him.

And then I wonder why these two famous Indian guys are having a meeting with us, the white FBI. I thought they hated the FBI. I thought they were fighting against the FBI.

And then I realize that Elk and Horse are double agents. They are traitors to IRON.

This is major news. Back in the future, these guys are still heroes. Everybody still thinks they fought against the FBI. My heart is beating a punk rock song against my chest.

“You ready to do this?” Elk asks Art.

“Ready steady,” Art says.

All four of us get out of the cars.

Then Elk and Horse open their trunk and pull out another Indian guy: a young dude, maybe twenty. His hands are tied behind his back. His mouth is gagged. And his face is bloody and beaten. He’s terrified. And then I notice that all the fingers on his right hand are missing. Somebody cut them off.

I think I’m going to die tonight. Again.

“Is this him?” Art asks. “Does he know what we need to know?”

“Yeah,” Elk says. “But he won’t tell us.”

“What’s his name?”

“Junior.”

“Looks like you tortured poor Junior,” Art says.

“Yeah, but we heap primitive Injuns,” Elk says. “We don’t have fancy interrogation techniques like the F and B and I.”

“I don’t know anything fancy,” Art says. “Take off his gag.”

Elk pulls the gag out of Junior’s mouth. All of his teeth are smashed and broken. I almost vomit.

“How’s he going to talk with a mouth like that?” Art asks.

“Didn’t mean to punch him that hard,” Horse says.

“You did that much damage with one punch?” Art asks.

“Yeah,” Horse says. He’s proud. And I do vomit a little bit into my mouth and swallow it back down.

“All right,” Art says. “Hold his arms.”

Elk and Horse hold Junior’s arms. He doesn’t fight back.

“All right, Junior,” Art says. “Are you going to tell me what I want to know?”

Junior shakes his head.

In my head, I scream, Tell them, Junior, tell them everything!

I wish I knew what Art wanted to know. Maybe I could save Junior if I knew.

Art takes out his pistol and presses it against Junior’s forehead. Poor Junior barely even reacts. He’s already given up.

I look at Elk and Horse. They’re smiling. I realize they aren’t freedom fighters or anything like that. They don’t care about protecting the poor and defenseless. No, man, these guys just like to hurt people. And I look at the weird light in Art’s eyes. He isn’t a lawman. He doesn’t protect our country. He just likes to hurt people, too.

“All right, Junior,” Art says. “You get one chance. Tell me what I want to know.”

And then Junior, amazing little Junior, he gets this look in his eyes. It’s peaceful and defiant at the same time. It’s like he’s saying, Kill me if you want. It doesn’t matter. I’m still a better person than you.

“Are you going to talk?” Art asks.

Junior shakes his head.

“Are you going to talk?” Art asks again.

“No,” Junior says.

Horse and Elk release Junior’s arms and step back. He could run now if he wanted to, but he wouldn’t get far.

“Are you going to talk?” Art asks for the third time.

“Fuck you,” Junior says.

Art shoots him in the face and Junior drops. He’s gone.

“You got blood on me,” Elk says to Art.

“We all got blood on us,” Art says.

He’s right about that.

Art looks at me. I stare back. And then I spin around and vomit all over the place.

Art killed that guy so easily. You don’t kill that easily unless you’ve done it lots of times before. I wonder who taught Art how to shoot people with a real gun.

And all of this just makes me vomit some more.

When I look up, Elk and Horse smirk at me.

“What’s wrong with you, FBI?” Elk asks. “It’s not like this is your first one.”

“What?” I ask.

“Don’t play dumb,” he says. “I know what you did. I saw you.”

Elk smiles. I hate that smile. He knows me.

Have I killed somebody out here on the reservation? Why don’t I remember it? Maybe Hank Storm killed people. But then I remember the bank. I’m not any better than these men. I’m not any better than the real Hank Storm.

I am Hank Storm, too.

“Don’t worry about Hank,” Art says. “He isn’t himself tonight.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I am most definitely not the old Hank Storm. I’m a whole different kind of Hank.”

“What are we going to do about Junior’s body?” Elk asks.

“Let him rot,” Art says.

“He’s a traditionalist,” Elk says. “His soul won’t get to Heaven if we don’t bury him the Indian way.”

“Why do you care?” Art asks.

“Because I was taught to,” Elk says. He’s thinking hard. Then he surprises me. “Why don’t you guys get going,” he says. “We’ll bury him the right way.”

Horse grunts in agreement.

Elk and Horse tortured Junior and delivered him to his murderers. But now they are going to bury him with respect. I don’t understand people.

“All right,” Art says. “But I need something else first.”

“What?” Elk asks.

Art looks hard at me. “Shoot Junior,” he says.

“What?” I ask.

“Shoot Junior,” Art says again.

“He’s already dead.”

“Shoot him,” Art says and points his gun at me. “Or I’ll shoot you.”

“I don’t understand,” I say. “He’s already dead. You can’t kill him twice.”

“I want your bullet in him,” Art says. “I want us to be in this one together.”

“But that’s not respectful, is it?” I ask Elk. “That’s not the Indian thing to do, is it?”

“You’re not Indian,” Elk says.

“Shoot him,” Art says. “Now.”

Scared, I pull out my pistol and stand over Junior’s body. He looks so young. He’s a kid. Like me. I aim my gun at his chest. At his heart.

I can’t do this. It somehow seems worse to shoot a dead body than to shoot a living man. Justice made killing make sense. But it doesn’t make sense, does it?

I’m going crazy. I am crazy. I want somebody to tell me that I’m not real.

“Shoot him,” Art says.

I close my eyes and pull the trigger.

Maybe you can’t kill somebody twice for real, but it sure hurts your heart just the same.
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WHEN I OPEN MY eyes, I’m in a hospital room. For a moment I wonder if I’m back to being myself, to being Zits, but then I see Art sitting in a chair at the foot of my bed. I’m still trapped inside Hank Storm. But then I wonder if I’ve always been Hank Storm and was only Zits in a nightmare. Maybe I didn’t shoot up that bank full of people. I hope I’m just the man who shot an already dead guy in the face. Jesus, what kind of sick consolation can that be?

“Hey, Hank,” Art says. “Welcome back.”

“Where have I been?” I ask.

“Asleep.”

I just stare at him.

“How you feeling?” he asks.

Fucked by time, I think, and fucked by memory.

“Art,” I say, “you have no idea where my brain is right now.”

“You’re talking about that thing back on the reservation?” Art asks.

Not really, I think, but I might as well talk about that awful shit, too.

“Yeah,” I say. “The last thing I remember was standing over that guy, and—”

I can’t finish the sentence.

“After you did what I told you to do,” Art says, “you passed out.”

Can you blame me? I want to get out of bed and run away from Art, but I’m too weak.

“What happened after I passed out?” I ask.

“I thought you’d gone mental,” he says, “but it turns out you had some virus.”

“I’m sick?”

“Yeah. After you passed out, I shoved you into the car and drove fast. I barely got you to the hospital in time. I thought you were going to die.”

I think about Elk and Horse.

“What happened to those two other guys?” I ask.

“I left them there,” Art says. “They had stuff to do.”

“How long have I been out?” I ask.

“Three days.”

“Wow,” I say.

“Yeah, the doctors thought you maybe damaged your brain with that fever.”

“Am I going to be okay?” I ask.

“Yeah, the docs say you’ll be here a few more days; then they’re sending you back to D.C. You’re going to work a desk until you get strong again.”

“Listen,” I say. “About last night—”

“Just shut up about it,” Art says. “We don’t need to talk about it anymore. We’re at war. We’re soldiers. And soldiers have to do some tough things. That’s why we’re soldiers. And some of the things we have to do, they hurt us, you know? They hurt us inside.”

Art’s eyes fill with tears. But he doesn’t even notice he’s crying. He just keeps talking.

“In order to fight evil, sometimes we have to do evil things,” he says.

Art gasps for breath. I don’t think he’s ever said these things before. I don’t think he’ll ever say them again.

“I believe that what we did the other night was necessary,” he says. “Horrible and necessary. Do you understand that?”

Art and Justice fight on opposite sides of the war but they sound exactly like each other. How can you tell the difference between the good guys and the bad guys when they say the same things?

“I’m scared of you, Art,” I say.

“Oh, kid,” he says, “I’d never hurt you. Never. I love you, man. So many people love you.”

Three beautiful boys and a beautiful woman walk into the room. I don’t know who they are, but they know me.

“Daddy! Daddy!” the boys scream and jump on the bed with me. They jump on me.

I’m a father.

“Okay, okay,” Art says, and pulls the kids off me. “Your daddy is sick. You got to give him some room.”

“Uncle Art, Uncle Art!” the kids shout. “Do you have any toys for us?”

They call him Uncle Art.

This guy and I are best friends. This guy loves me. He loves my children. He loves my wife. This guy is part of my family.

Yes, this is the loving man who shot another man in the face.

“Hey, kids,” Art says, “why don’t we head to the cafeteria and let your mom and dad have a little time alone?”

My kids cheer as their Uncle Art, the killer, takes them downstairs for chocolate pudding.

After they’re gone, the beautiful woman leans over me. She is my wife and I don’t know her.

“Oh, Hank,” she says. “It’s so good to see you awake.”

“Yes,” I say.

“Are you contagious?” she asks.

If you can catch crazy, I’m a walking epidemic.

“It’s only a virus,” I say. “I don’t think you can catch what I have.”

“Maybe I want to,” she says.

I can’t believe this woman is my wife. She is beautiful. Black hair, blue eyes, pale skin. She is maybe the most beautiful woman I have ever seen in person.

I wonder if I’ll get to have sex with her.

I know this sexy woman is Hank’s wife. But I’m Hank right now. And she loves him so she loves me, too. I wonder if she knows that Hank kills people. I wonder if she knows that Hank helped kill a man a few nights ago. I wonder if she would still love Hank if she knew. I suspect she might. I suspect she sees Hank as her protector, as her children’s protector.

Hank makes the world safe. He is a good and loving husband and father. He is one hundred different versions of himself, and only one of them is a killer.

“I hear you’re coming home,” my wife says.

“I think so,” I say.

“That’s good, we’ve missed you so much.”

She kisses me on the mouth. It makes me feel powerful. I close my eyes again and kiss her back as hard as I can.

God, I think I would kill for her kiss.
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I’M RUNNING THROUGH THE dark. I run toward the sound of laughter. I run toward a bright light in the distance.

I run super fast. And I wonder if I’m not running at all. What if I’m flying? What if I have become that bank guard’s bullet? What if I’m the bullet that blasted through my brain?

But, wait, no, I suddenly burst through the bright light, which is really the opening of a buffalo-skin tepee, and I run outside and stop.

I am standing in the middle of a gigantic Indian camp. And I don’t mean some Disneyland, Nickelodeon, roller-coaster, stuffed-animal, cotton-candy Indian camp.

Nope.

I am standing in the middle of a real Indian camp, complete with thousands of real Indian tepees and tens of thousands of real old-time Indians.

The tepees go on forever. They’re grouped in little circles inside bigger circles inside the biggest circles. This camp sits beside a small river. Small dusty hills rise above the water. Thin dry trees cover the hills.

I breathe dust; it makes mud in my mouth.

And there are so many Indians.

Yep, a bunch of real old-time Indians. I’m not exactly sure what year it is. It’s tough to tell the difference between seventeenth-and eighteenth-and nineteenth-century Indians.

These are how Indians used to be, how Indians are supposed to be. Justice always talked with admiration about Indians like this.

These old-time Indians have dark skin. There aren’t any half-breed pale-beige green-eyed Indians here. Nope, unlike me, these Indians are the real deal.

I don’t hear any of them speaking English. I don’t know what Indian language they are speaking. I can’t understand it, but all of them are speaking it. In fact, as I listen more closely, I realize these Indians—men, women, children, and old people—are speaking a bunch of different languages. So there are a lot of different tribes here.

Even the dogs seem to be barking in Indian. And there are a lot of dogs, hundreds of dogs.

And it stinks something fierce.

There are tens of thousands of human beings living in close quarters in the summer heat. And yes, it has to be summer because the sun is huge in the blue sky and it must be about 120 degrees.

So imagine a camp filled with tens of thousands of sweating Indians, dogs, and horses, along with what appears to be the rotting and drying corpses of hundreds of buffalo, deer, porcupines, badgers, squirrels, rats, and who-knows-what other animals, hanging on racks everywhere I look.

These Indians eat a lot of meat.

And deodorant has not been invented yet.

And it’s hotter than the pizza cheese that gets stuck to the roof of your mouth and burns you so bad you can have one of those skin flaps hanging down.

Imagine what this smells like.

Justice never said anything about the smell of old-time Indians. I never read anything about this smell. I never saw a television show that mentioned it.

I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but it smells like the Devil dropped a shit right here in the middle of this camp.

But you know what’s really crazy? I seem to be the only one bothered by the stench. Everybody else is smiling and gossiping and singing and laughing and living their way-cool old-time Indian lives. None of them are gagging and covering their noses like me.

And then I remember how some people’s houses just smell funny. They don’t stink. Not really. But they smell different. A few times in my life, I walked into new foster homes and knew I’d never be able to live there because of the strange smell.

Everybody’s house smells different. Some of them smell good, most of them just smell different, and a few of them stink.

So this huge village is like one of those stink houses. And the people who live here don’t notice the stink.

People smell different, too. Sometimes you meet people and you think they’re nice and decent, and it seems like you might be friends. But you get closer to them and they stink. They smell like rotten fish or dead raccoons or something. And you just have to run away.

Later, you mention the bad smell to your other friends and they say they didn’t smell anything different. That stink is reserved especially for you.

But, hey, it works the other way, too. Sometimes you meet a person, and you catch the scent and it’s like you’ve smelled a garden in Heaven, because all you want to do is follow that person around and breathe in for the rest of your life.

And later you mention this great scent to your other friends, and they say they didn’t smell anything different.

I remember this one time, when I was taking a video class at a special program for homeless kids in Seattle. I was learning how to use a computer to edit movies. And the teacher—her name was Sue—she smelled exactly like Campbell’s vegetable soup.

Now I never thought the smell of Campbell’s vegetable soup was sexy. I always liked it, but it didn’t get me all hormonal or anything. But when I smelled Sue, I began to think that Campbell’s vegetable soup might be the sexiest thing in the world.

Of course, being young and stupid and in love, I told Sue that she smelled exactly like Campbell’s vegetable soup. She just laughed at me.

But, wait, why am I talking about soup? Maybe it’s just safer and funnier to think about soup and sexy women named Sue than it is to find yourself transported to an old-time Indian camp.

And then I look down at myself and realize that I’m an old-time Indian kid, maybe twelve or thirteen years old. I’m thin and muscular, and the only thing I’m wearing is a loincloth.

I get shy for a second because I’m almost naked. But then I realize that every boy and man in the camp is wearing only a loincloth. And a few of the women and girls are pretty much naked, too.

Then I solve a mystery: I look under my loincloth.

Okay. I know for sure now that Indians didn’t have underwear beneath their loincloths.

Then I see this huge Indian guy, like the Arnold Schwarzenegger of Indian warriors, walking toward me. He gets closer and closer. He’s fierce. His face and body are war-painted in ten different colors, he’s carrying this epic tomahawk, and I get scared. I wonder if he’s magic. Maybe he knows I’m not really this old-time Indian boy. Maybe he can feel that I’m just borrowing this body.

I want to run but I’m frozen. Where would I run to anyway? When you’re trying to escape from Indians, it’s probably best if you don’t start your escape from inside their huge camp.

But just when I think the warrior guy is going to chop off my head, he leans over, picks me up, and hugs me tightly. And I realize this is my father.

My father.

Well, okay, he’s the father of the kid whose body I’m inside at the moment. But as long as I’m this kid, this man is my father. And since I never knew my real Indian father, I feel like I’m going to explode.

I want to hug this guy forever and forever.

I scream out Daddy! But nothing comes out of my mouth. Huh. What happened? I try to scream Daddy! again. Nothing.

My father sets me down and then takes my hand and leads me through the camp. I keep trying to scream Daddy! but nothing happens.

I reach up, touch my throat, and feel a huge fleshy knot. It’s on my voice box. I don’t know if I was attacked by a person or by a disease, but my voice has been taken away.

Damn.

But I feel okay. This guy loves me. He’s singing to me. Who knew that old-time Indian braves serenaded their sons? It’s beautiful. I’m in love.

I wonder if this is Heaven. Maybe God sent me to Hell first. Maybe he made me watch Art kill Junior because I needed to learn from my mistakes.

Maybe I learned something.

Maybe God forgave me and sent me to Heaven.

Maybe this Indian camp is Heaven—a stinky Heaven.

And, okay, maybe God didn’t forgive me completely, so he put me in the body of a kid without a voice. But that’s okay. I can live without a voice as long as this man, my new father, keeps loving me like he does.

And then I am hit with more love lightning. I bet my new father is carrying me to our family tepee, where my new mother and my new brothers and sisters are waiting for me. I have a family. A real family. A true family.

I am happy for the first time in my life.
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HAPPINESS NEVER LASTS LONG, does it?

As my new father leads me through camp, I realize this cannot be Heaven.

All these old-time Indians are doomed. They’re going to die of disease. And they’ll be slaughtered by U.S. Cavalry soldiers. They’ll be packed into train cars and shipped off to reservations. And they’ll starve in winter camps near iced-over rivers.

The children are going to be kidnapped and sent off to boarding schools. Their hair will be cut short and they will be beaten for speaking their tribal languages. They’ll be beaten for dancing and singing the old-time Indian songs.

All of them are going to start drinking booze. And their children will drink booze. And their grandchildren and great-grandchildren will drink booze. And one of those great-grandchildren will grow up to be my real father, the one who decided that drinking booze was more important than being my father. The one who abandoned my mother and me.

That’s what is going to happen to all these old-time Indians. That’s what’s going to happen to me. This is what Justice was always talking about. Old-time Indians were so beautiful, and they were destroyed.

It makes me angry. I want to spit and kick and punch and slap. I want to cry and sing, but I cannot use my voice.

And then my father stops to talk to a funny-looking Indian guy. I listen to them talk Indian. I don’t know exactly what they’re saying, but I do know they’re arguing.

This new Indian guy is short, barely taller than I am. And he’s very pale, almost white-skinned. In fact, he’s got patches of skin peeling off his back, chest, and arms. This Indian is so white he gets sunburned.

His hair isn’t black at all. Nope, it’s light brown, and some strands of it are almost blond. He’s got a single eagle feather tied into his braid and white lightning bolts painted on his body.

Oh, my God! This pale little dude is Crazy Horse, the strange man of the Oglalas!

Yes, this is the famous mystical Indian warrior who killed hundreds of white people. This guy was the greatest warrior ever.

I am looking at Crazy Horse, the magical one. Bullets couldn’t hit him. He could never be photographed. He was a holy ghost, the Sioux Jesus. Well, sort of like Jesus. I mean, Jesus didn’t kill anybody, you know? So Crazy Horse was like Jesus, if Jesus had been a warrior.

I am standing right next to him. And his eyes are gold-colored.

I think the greatest warrior in Sioux history is a half-breed mystery. I think this legendary killer of white men is half white, like me.

I look around again at the Indian camp. Thousands of tepees. Tens of thousands of Indians. Hot summer day. Dusty hills surrounding us. The skinny river close by.

Crazy Horse is here. And that older Indian dude standing over there by the horses? He sure looks like Sitting Bull does in the history-book pictorials.

I realize this skinny river is the Little Bighorn, and I have been transported back to June 1876.

I grab my father’s leg and shake him.

I scream, Daddy! Daddy! This is the camp at the Little Bighorn! Custer is coming! Custer is coming! He’s bringing the Seventh Cavalry and they’re coming to kill us! But of course I cannot actually say anything because I don’t have a working voice box.

My father stares at me. I don’t need to speak his language to know he wants me to shut up, even if I’m not really making any noise.

And then I remember that the Indians at Little Bighorn already know that Custer is—was—coming. In fact, they set up this camp so that Custer would come for them. It’s a trap.

George Armstrong Custer and his Seventh Cavalry are marching here. There are only about seven hundred white soldiers riding with Custer. And waiting here in the camp for him are three or four or five thousand Indian warriors. Custer is marching toward his slaughter.

Custer is a crazy egomaniac who thinks he is going to be president of the United States. Custer is one of the top two or three dumb asses in American history.

I can’t believe I’m here. This is the Battle of the Little Bighorn. This is Custer’s Last Stand. I wonder when it’s going to start.

And then I hear gunfire in the distance. We all hear that gunfire. The Indian warriors race for their weapons and their horses.

Thousands of hot and angry Indian dudes ride out to meet Custer and his doomed soldiers.
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THEY NAMED THE BATTLE all wrong.

They shouldn’t have called it Custer’s Last Stand. Oh, it was his last stand. He died there. Here, I mean. But Custer wasn’t important. He was easily replaced. There were plenty of other soldiers who were smarter and better at killing Indians.

Little Bighorn was the last real battle of the Indian Wars. After that, the Indians gave up. So Custer’s Last Stand was really the Indians’ last stand. But, oh, on that day, this day, the Indians are crazy good. And crazy ready.

I’m not stupid. I don’t want to get shot again. I’m only twelve or thirteen years old, and I’m small. So I stay in camp and listen to the sounds of battle.

I can’t see anything, but I know what’s happening. I read about this fight. I watched a TV show about it on the History Channel.

A few days ago, Custer ignored his superior officer’s orders and force-marched his men toward the Little Bighorn. They were only supposed to march twenty miles a day but Custer made them march seventy miles a day.

He was supposed to take his time and not arrive here ahead of the soldiers who were hauling the huge and heavy Gatling guns. Custer decided he didn’t need the Gatling guns, those old-time machine guns that blasted one hundred bullets a minute.

What an overconfident asshole, huh?

When Custer arrived on the hills above the Little Bighorn, he was supposed to wait for the other army dudes to show up. A couple thousand more soldiers.

But he didn’t wait. He wanted all the glory for himself. So he sent half of his men to attack one side of the Indian camp, and he took the other half and rode toward the opposite end of the camp.

He thought he was going to terrify the Indians and make them run away, but he ran into a few thousand organized Indians—with repeating rifles.

Yep, these particular Indians said, “Fuck bows and arrows. We’re going to get technological!”

After meeting the superior numbers of Indians, Custer ordered the retreat. The cavalry rode back up into the hills with the Indians in hot pursuit. But it was too late. It was going to be Custer’s last day.

It is his last day. I stand in the camp and listen to the battle.

It’s all gunfire and screams and Indian singing and silence and more silence and then the sounds of celebration. I swear I hear laughter.

The battle is over. It only takes about an hour. A quick and brutal fight.

So I walk toward the hill where Custer and his soldiers he dead and dying. I walk with hundreds of other Indians. Women, children, old people.

We walk to join the warrior men. And some warrior women. A lot of women put on war paint and rode out into battle against Custer. I never knew Indian women could be warriors, too.

It’s hormonal to say this, but those women warriors are sexy in their war paint.

But there is nothing sexy or beautiful on Custer’s Hill. There are hundreds of dead cavalry soldiers. Bloody corpses everywhere. They look like red and white flowers blooming in the green grass.

I feel sick in my stomach and brain. I feel sick in my soul. I remember that in another life I killed people like this. I left behind a bank lobby filled with dead bodies.

But this is war. The Indians were protecting themselves from the soldiers. Custer had ridden into camp to kill men, women, and children. He had to be stopped.

I understand why he’s dead. I understand why he had to be killed. It was self-defense. Wasn’t it self-defense?

I understand why the soldiers had to be killed, but I don’t understand what is happening to the soldiers now. To their bodies.

All around me, Indian men, women, and children are desecrating the bodies of the dead white soldiers.

Right there, an Indian grandmother is stabbing a soldier with his own bayonet. He’s dead and bloody, but she keeps stabbing him over and over again.

I stand and watch as she strips off his clothes. She wants him to be naked and ashamed in the afterlife.

And now she cuts off his penis and stuffs it into his mouth. She wants the gods to laugh at him when he arrives in the afterlife. “Hey, kid,” the gods will say to him, “do you know you have your own cock stuffed between your teeth?”

All around me, grandmothers are cutting off penises and ears and hands and fingers and feet.

I see a young woman, a girl, maybe ten years old, digging at a dead soldier’s eyes. I run over to her and push her away. She’s trying to take his eyes.

She shouts at me in her tribal language. I don’t know exactly what she’s saying, but she’s cursing. And then I realize that she thinks I want his eyes. She thinks I’m fighting for his eyes.

She pushes me. I push her back. She pushes me. I punch her in the face.

And then somebody grabs me. I am being dragged across the grass, up the hill, toward the summit. My father drags me.

I look back and watch that girl cut out the dead soldier’s eyes. He’ll be blind in the afterlife and he won’t be able to find Heaven. Lost and alone, his ghost will wander this battlefield forever.

My father drags me to the summit.

There I see a hundred Indian warriors have surrounded six white soldiers, the only survivors. They are being tortured.

The warriors slap and kick and punch the white soldiers. They toss them to the ground. Then they pick them up and throw them down again. They cut them with arrowheads and knives and hatchets. A thousand little cuts.

This is war.

My father drags me into the circle. The other Indian warriors stop to watch this. Something important is happening. I am somebody important.

My father grabs one of the white soldiers. He’s just a kid, like me. I didn’t know they let kids join the cavalry.

My father tosses the kid to the ground and steps on him. Holds him down. Then my father takes the long knife out of his belt and hands it to me.

I see the knife is the broken end of a cavalry bayonet. The handle is a thick wrap of beaded buckskin.

My father says something to me in his language. I don’t understand.

He says the same thing again. I still don’t understand.

He points at me, at my throat. I reach up and touch the huge scar on my neck.

And then I remember: A white soldier cut my throat. In another camp on a different river, a white soldier grabbed my hair, lifted my chin, and slashed my throat with a bayonet. And now my father wants revenge. He wants me to want revenge.

I remember, back when I was Zits, back when I was eight years old, and I was living in this foster home on a mountain near Seattle. A rich white family. I thought their money made me rich, too. They bought me new shoes. It was the first time I ever wore new shoes.

I remember I’d been living there for a week, with my new brother and new sister and new mother, when my new father took me into the basement to show me his model trains. He had miles and miles of railroad track down there. Thousands of miles and hundreds of trains. He had built cities and towns and mountains and forests.

I remember I played with those trains for hours and hours. Played until I could barely keep my eyes open. Then my new father took me into another dark room in the basement, one without any trains, and did evil things to me. Things that hurt. Things that made me bleed.

I stare at the white kid, the soldier, lying on the ground of Little Bighorn. I stare at the bayonet in my hand.

I stare at my Indian father. I notice that he has little hands war-painted on his chest, children’s hands. I wonder if he paints himself that way to remember the Indian children who have been destroyed by white soldiers.

I stare at the white soldier again.

I wonder what I would do now if that model-train man were lying on the grass here at Little Bighorn. Would I kill him? Would I take revenge on him for what he did to me in the dark basement room?

I don’t know.

All around me, Indian men, women, and children watch me. They all want revenge. They all want me to want revenge.

The other white soldiers, bloody and broken, watch me. They know they are going to die and they weep. They want to live.

Yes, they are soldiers. They are killers. And they want to live.

We all want to live. I don’t know what to do.

I feel the anger building inside of me. I feel the need for revenge. Maybe I’m only feeling the old-time Indian kid’s need for revenge. Or maybe I’m only feeling my need for revenge. Maybe I’m feeling both needs for revenge.

And then I wonder if that’s the reason I killed all the people in the bank.

Did I want revenge? Did I blame those strangers for my loneliness? Did they deserve to die because of my loneliness?

Does this little white soldier deserve to die because one of his fellow soldiers slashed my throat?

If I kill him, do I deserve to be killed by this white soldier’s family and friends?

Is revenge a circle inside of a circle inside of a circle?

I look away from the white kid’s eyes. I look across the distance and see Crazy Horse astride a pony on another hill. He’s alone. He’s always alone.

He watches us. He is not participating. Yes, he killed dozens of soldiers during this fight. And he killed Custer. But then he rode away to watch the rest of it. Alone.

I remember that he always camped alone. That he often left his people and traveled into the wilderness. I remember that he went missing for weeks and months at a time. Nobody knew where he went.

And now I watch him ride over the hill and disappear.

Soon, he will be killed. Not by a bullet. According to legend, Crazy Horse was bulletproof. Crazy Horse will be murdered by one of his old friends: by Little Big Man.

Another Indian warrior will betray Crazy Horse. Little Big Man will hold Crazy Horse’s arms as a white soldier punches a bayonet into the strange one’s belly.

A bayonet will kill Crazy Horse. Like the bayonet in my hand.

My father yells at me in his language. He wants me to be a warrior.

I’m only twelve or thirteen. This body is only twelve or thirteen. I am only a child.

I stare at the white soldier in front of me. He’s probably eighteen. Or younger. He’s seventeen or sixteen or fifteen. He’s a child and I’m a child and I’m supposed to slash his throat.

What do I do?

I close my eyes.



Ten

I OPEN MY EYES to reveille. Somebody blares away on his trumpet. No, a bugle. The military uses a bugle. What is the difference between a trumpet and a bugle? I try to picture a bugle in my mind. And a trumpet.

The bugle doesn’t have valves or keys. The bugle is a naked trumpet. I wonder who plays that bugle.

I get out of bed. No, it’s a cot. And I realize I’m in a tent, with maybe ten or twelve other cots. But they’re all empty. I’m alone here.

I can hear people running and yelling outside the tent.

Oh, yeah, that’s reveille. That means it’s morning. Everybody must be up getting breakfast or getting ready to fight. I guess I must be a soldier now. I wonder which war I’m going to be fighting.

I wonder who I might have to kill now. I want this to stop. But what can I do? There must be some way to escape. I have to make something happen. So I walk outside the tent.

One hundred U.S. Cavalry soldiers are rushing around. These are old-time soldiers, nineteenth or eighteenth century, like the soldiers at the Little Bighorn, I think. Jesus, I hope this isn’t Custer’s Seventh Cavalry.

I need a mirror. I want to look at my reflection to see who I am this time. But then I notice that the other soldiers are looking at me. Some are laughing and pointing. Then all of them are laughing and pointing.

There’s something wrong. With me.

I look at myself: I am naked as a bugle.

I guess this guy likes to sleep naked.

I’m embarrassed but also relieved. I am not that kid soldier. Nope. I am an old man, skinny and wrinkly. That’s bad enough, but you know what’s worse? My pubic hair is gray.

So, okay, I suddenly realize I’ve been staring at my nakedness for way too long. I look up to see the soldiers laughing even harder at me. So I dash back into my tent. Well, I go as fast as I can. I limp, really. But I limp fast, damn it. I notice that my body is not too responsive to my commands. My legs hurt, especially my knees. I bet I have arthritis; old people get that disease, and I’m old.

So I limp to my cot and look for clothes, my uniform. I find it. I guess it’s my uniform. It seems to be my size. I sniff it. It smells like the old man I am now. I try to put the thing on, but it has snaps and buttons and suspenders and belts I don’t understand. And my fingers don’t work too well. I have to concentrate on making them work right. And they hurt. It’s like little knives stabbing my knuckles.

Then I remember that God is really, really old. So maybe God has God arthritis. And maybe that’s why the world sucks. Maybe God’s hands and fingers don’t work as well as they used to.

Maybe God looks down on earth and sees the bad guys and tries to pick them up. Maybe he wants to squish them like bugs. But God’s arthritis is so bad he can’t make his fingers work.

Maybe God saw me pull out my guns in the bank and tried to reach down and squish me before I could kill anybody. But God’s hands were too slow. He got me, but only after I shot a bunch of people.

I’m ashamed of myself. Who was I? Well, I was me. I don’t have any excuses. I shot people. That’s all I can say. I deserve whatever punishment comes my way.

But no punishment will be big enough. My punishment will not bring back the dead. It doesn’t work that way.

I will be punished and the dead will stay dead. And the world will keep going on like that.

Frustrated, I keep losing my grip as I try to button my uniform. I am late for reveille. And I’m sure it’s bad to be late for reveille.

So, okay, now I’m dressed and I limp out of the tent to join the other soldiers. Everybody else is already lined up in neat rows—or semi-neat rows, I guess. All of these soldiers are young and hungry. I wonder how long they’ve been on the march. They’re not starving to death, but they look hollow-eyed and barren, like they’ve been fed just enough food but never enough happiness.

But why am I so worried about their happiness? About their loneliness? I know I’m going to get my ass kicked if I can’t figure out where I belong in this formation. But I don’t see a sign that says OLD-FART SOLDIERS BELONG HERE.

“Gus!”

I hear somebody shout that name but I don’t connect to it, so I keep walking up and down the rows of young soldiers, looking for my place. I’m about to shove some kid aside and take his place in line. I already hate these little shits. They’re still laughing and insulting me with quiet voices. They snicker.

Are soldiers allowed to snicker? I thought military training gets rid of snickering.

This feels like a nomadic high school in the middle of the Old West. These guys are soldiers, sure, and they might be good soldiers. But they’re still just kids, cruel and impulsive.

It reminds me of the time when I was twelve years old, and this rich Seattle dude decided to start a charity for disadvantaged youth. He was going to take us homeless and pointless kids on “educational journeys” all over the world.

The rich guy’s motto: “How can you be a part of the world if you haven’t seen the world?”

My motto: “I don’t need to see the world in order to know the world is filled with homeless and pointless kids.”

Each day, worldwide, twelve thousand children starve to death. That is fucked up.

So, anyway, this rich guy picked twelve of us Seattle kids and we went to New York City. It was fun, I guess. We stayed in a fancy hotel and went to museums and Broadway plays and the Statue of Liberty. But it was at Newark Airport where I received a real education.

At the baggage claim, I saw a bunch of army soldiers waiting for their baggage. Three or four soldiers grabbed another soldier’s bag and played keep-away with it. They were all dressed in their best uniforms with all their little medals and ribbons, and they were playing keep-away from this nerd soldier, who was wearing thick black army glasses and had big old army-nerd zits on his face. His zits were worse than mine.

Yeah, sure, these guys were serving their country, and a few of them might become big-time heroes, but they were just kids, all eighteen or nineteen years old: immature and goofy and mean and acne-scarred and funny and stupid and silly and unsure about everything.

And these are the children we send to fight our wars. I’m the child that Justice sent to war. And all of us children fight to defend adults. Doesn’t that seem backward?

“Gus! You deaf dusty bastard! Get up here!”

Somebody is yelling at me. I guess my name is Gus. Stupid name, really. But who am I to judge? I’m a time-traveling mass murderer and my name is Zits.

“Gus!” the guy shouts again. He’s a little general dude with a mustache that probably weighs more than he does. “Have you gone mad? Please, sir, get up here now.”

“All right, all right,” I say, and I notice that I’m speaking with this weird accent, like I’m Irish or something. Maybe I am finally Irish. Gus doesn’t sound like an Irish name, but Zits isn’t exactly a highly sacred Indian name, either.

“Okay, troops,” General Mustache shouts to the assembled children, “I want you to meet Augustus Sullivan. You can call him Gus. He’s the best Indian tracker in the entire U.S. Army.”

Oh, shit! I’m in the body of a guy who hunts Indians. God is definitely one funny deity-dude.

“I want you all to take a good hard look at Gus,” General Mustache says. “He’s an old man, and you might think he’s weak and useless, but this is the bravest, strongest man I have ever known. I have fought alongside him for twenty years. I believe in him. I trust him. I would follow him anywhere.”

I guess I am some kind of hero.

“Two months ago, in Kansas,” General Mustache continues, “a group of settlers was attacked by wild Indians. They were all slaughtered: men, women, and children. Whole families. Those savages murdered twenty-five Christian folks. And Gus here, all on his own, went looking for the Indians who did it. And he found their camp on the Colorado River and he’s going to lead us there. And we are going to deliver unto them the swift and deadly blow of justice.”

Okay, so this is not good. I am supposed to lead one hundred white soldiers into an Indian village.

I can’t do it.

I’m in control of Gus now so I’m just going to lead all these soldiers away from the Indian village. That might be a little difficult, I suppose, since I have no idea where the village is. I don’t even know north from south. But my lack of direction will probably be a good thing. I don’t need to get lost on purpose.

So that’s my plan. I’m just going to get on my horse, point it in a random direction, and get very, very lost.

Of course, when you’re a time-traveling mass murderer, you can’t really expect things to work out as planned. If there are rules for time travelers, I don’t know them.

But things are not just happening. None of this is random.

You see, I try to get lost. I try to lead the soldiers astray. But it doesn’t work that way.

Some part of the old Gus remains inside of me. I still have Gus’s abilities. Whenever I zig, Gus makes me zag and so, zigzagging through the trees and grass and hills, we make our way toward the Indian camp. And even though I keep thinking, I want to be lost, I want to be lost, I want to be lost, I can’t do it. Gus won’t let me. What it comes to is this: I can’t completely control Gus. I can move his arms and legs. I can talk with his voice. And I can think my own thoughts. But Gus is stronger than I am. His memories become my memories, too. This is new. I couldn’t see into the past of the other bodies I’ve inhabited. I’m scared that Gus might reclaim his body and drown me in his blood.

And so here we are on the ridge above the Indian camp. The sun is hot over the hills. And Gus remembers—and I remember—what he saw when he came upon those slaughtered white settlers.

Dead white bodies stripped naked and mutilated and ruined.

There was the body of a little girl, blond, blue-eyed, pretty even in death. She was still wearing her little blue gingham dress. She was the only person still wearing her clothes. The Indians had shown her that much respect: They murdered her, but they didn’t strip her naked. They let her die as an innocent.

Three arrows in her stomach. She was still clutching a rag doll.

Gus’s eyes water at the memory. My eyes water.

I weep on the ridge above the Indian camp. I stare with watery vision down on the camp where that little girl’s murderers are sleeping and eating and laughing and telling stories and having sex and dancing and singing.

It’s Indians down there. And I’m an Indian. But we’re not all the same kind of Indians, are we?

No, those Indians down there killed a little girl. Shot three arrows into her belly and left her to die. And two feet away from that little girl’s body lay the naked body of a woman. Three arrows in her belly, too. A blond and blue-eyed woman, bloody and violated, her right hand forever reaching out toward the little girl.

Yes, the girl’s mother, as she was dying, crawled across the grass toward her dying daughter and didn’t make it.

The mother died two feet away from her daughter. Separated. They are cursed to be ghost mother and ghost daughter and will wander the grassy plains in the endless search for each other.

These are not my thoughts. This is not my sadness. This all belongs to Gus, and his grief and rage are huge, so my grief and rage are huge, too, and I scream as I lead one hundred soldiers down the hill into the Indian camp.



Eleven

THIS IS WHAT REVENGE can do to you.

I lead those one hundred soldiers down the hill toward the Indian camp.

We are killers.

As we ride to the bottom of the hill and race the short distance across the flats toward camp, I can feel Gus’s rage and grief leaving my body. With each hoof-beat, I lose pieces of my rage, until I am left with only my fear.

I had wanted to kill, but now I just want to stop.

I throw away my rifle. I don’t want to use it. But I keep riding. I am unarmed. I think I want to die. I think I want Gus to die.

I think I want to lose this fight.

We didn’t really surprise the Indians with our attack. We didn’t even try to sneak up on them. We wanted them to know we were coming. And so, yes, they knew we were coming, and they’re ready.

But only twenty-five Indian warriors ride out to meet us. Most of them are boys. And only a few of them have rifles.

The rest have bows and arrows. And, sure, they’re accurate. I see one soldier get hit in the chest with an arrow and another get hit in the stomach.

But we have repeating rifles.

It’s one hundred repeating rifles versus seven rifles and eighteen bows.

We only lose a few men as we roar toward the Indian warriors. They are screaming and crying. They must prevent us from reaching their camp. If we reach it, we will kill old people, women, and children. We will destroy families. But the warriors can’t stop us. They are riding to their deaths. And they are singing their death songs.

Most of them fall before we’re even close to them. One hundred rifles equals one hundred bullets every three seconds. In the twenty-one seconds it takes us to close the distance, we shoot seven hundred bullets.

Only a few of the warriors survive that crash of bullets.

And then we swarm into them. Ninety-five surviving white soldiers attack eleven Indian warriors. We barely pause as we kill all of them, with bullet and fist and saber and boot.

I don’t kill anybody. But I ride with killers, so that makes me a killer.

We ride into camp. There’s only twenty or thirty tents arranged in loose circles. I don’t know what tribe. Gus doesn’t care. He almost makes me not care.

We are attacked as we ride through the camp. A few of the women have bows and arrows, too. And a few old men.

And one tiny Indian boy. He can’t be more than five years old. He holds a bow. He is Bow Boy. Is he strong enough to even use his weapon? Can he pull back the string and let loose an arrow?

No, he can’t.

He bloodies his fingers on the taut string. And he cries out in pain. But he keeps trying to shoot us. And he bloodies his hand again and again.

I see a soldier slam his horse into an old woman. She falls. The soldier spins his horse around and tramples her. He spins again and rides over her one more time.

A soldier dismounts and chases down a woman and her little daughter. He shoots the woman in the back. She falls. The daughter drops to her knees beside her mother. Daughter wails. The soldier shoots at the daughter. But his gun jams. He pulls the trigger again. Nothing. So he grabs the barrel of his rifle, still so hot that it burns his hands. But he doesn’t feel the pain, not yet, as he smashes the gun down on the girl’s skull. He hits her again and again. Keeps hitting her until his rifle breaks in half.

A group of soldiers, seven or eight of them, drag two screaming and kicking women into a tent.

A soldier jumps up and down on the belly and chest of an old man.

And everywhere, everywhere, other soldiers are shooting Indians.

Bullet after bullet after bullet after bullet.

I see General Mustache down on one knee, taking careful aim at the women and children and old people who flee from us. They run toward the faraway hills. To the thick woods on the faraway hills. Two or three miles away.

The general pulls the trigger. Again and again. And a person falls each time he shoots.

It’s madness.

I wish I had kept my rifle so I could shoot myself. I don’t want to see anymore. I want to be blind. I want to leave this place. I don’t care where I go. I don’t care about which body or time period is waiting for me. I will gladly float in the nowhere. I will gladly be a ghost, if I can be a ghost who can’t see or hear.

And then a stray bullet strikes my horse. Blows my horse’s head into pieces. Covers me with blood and launches me toward the sky.

I think the quickest prayer of my life as I fly: Lord, please break my neck.

And then I crash into the ground and roll through a campfire and land on a pile of dead bodies.

I scream.

I look up to see Bow Boy running. Oh, my God. He’s only five years old. His hands are bloody. His father must have died with the other warriors. And his mother, oh, where is his mother?

And now I see a soldier running after Bow Boy. The soldier carries a saber—a sword—the simplest killing machine. This white soldier, a boy himself, maybe sixteen years old, chases Bow Boy.

Oh, Jesus, stop this. Oh, God, reach down and crush all of us like insects.

But when have Jesus and God ever stopped a man from taking revenge?

Bow Boy runs fast. The white soldier cannot catch him. Bow Boy spins in circles, dodges, ducks, and spins back toward me.

I stagger to my feet. I will protect him. I will save him.

I run toward Bow Boy, but I am old and hurt. My knees give out, and I stagger and fall again. I bloody my face in the dirt.

I look up to see Bow Boy fall, too. With saber raised high, the white soldier races toward Bow Boy. I am going to watch this murder.

This is my punishment. Yes, this is God’s final punishment for me. I will watch this boy die.

But, no.

Wait.

Without stopping, that white soldier reaches down and picks up Bow Boy. Cradles the child in one arm. And the white soldier keeps running. He’s running toward the faraway hills. Toward those faraway trees. Toward cover. Toward safety. Carrying an Indian child, a white soldier is running with Indians.

I can’t believe it. It can’t be true. But it is true.

That white soldier, a small saint, is trying to save Bow Boy.

I wonder if the other escaping Indians see this. I wonder if it gives them hope. I wonder if this act of love makes it easier for them to face death.

In the midst of all this madness and murder, one soldier has refused to participate. He has chosen the opposite of revenge. Somehow that one white boy, that small saint, has held on to a good and kind heart. A courageous and beautiful heart.

I have to help him.

The other soldiers haven’t noticed Small Saint’s escape. They are too busy with blood.

But they will see him soon enough. And they will kill him, too.

I stand and run-limp, looking for a rifle and a horse. My tools. I need my tools. The tools of war. The tools of revenge. The tools of offense and defense. Of attack and protection. Of good and evil.

I find a rifle, stringed with beads and buckskin, lying on the ground. One of the fallen warriors’ guns, an ancient single-shot rifle. I don’t even know if it works. But I pick it up and run after a painted pony that spins in circles. The pony doesn’t know where to go.

I reach him, crawl painfully onto his back, and race after Small Saint and Bow Boy.

As I ride, I see that General Mustache has finally noticed them, too.

“It’s a deserter!” Mustache yells. “He’s gone Indian!”

What does that mean, gone Indian? I don’t know. Mustache aims at Small Saint’s back. Aiming for the center of mass. A kill shot. He will not miss.

I ride hard toward Mustache. He doesn’t know I am coming. I don’t know if I will reach him before he fires.

Small Saint runs with Bow Boy. Confused, terrified, Bow Boy struggles to get free. But Small Saint will not let go. He runs and runs and runs.

General Mustache takes careful aim. He wants to kill this traitorous soldier. He hates soldiers who refuse to kill. And he hates the ones who have killed but refuse to kill again. The ones who drop their weapons and run. The ones who drop their weapons and stand still. The ones who shoot themselves in the foot, heart, and head.

Traitors, all traitors.

I scream as I reach General Mustache. He turns, and fires his weapon at me. But he misses wide as I swing my rifle and smash him in the face. He falls.

And I ride after Small Saint and Bow Boy.

Other soldiers pursue me. I can hear the curses and hoofbeats behind me. I can hear and feel their gunfire. All around me, running Indians, the old people, women, and children, so many of them fall to gunfire.

How many rifles are behind me? How many soldiers? I don’t know.

Some part of me, the part that is Gus, wants me to stop, to turn around and re-swear my allegiance to the other soldiers. But I can defeat Gus now. I am doing the right thing. I am trying to save the soldier who is trying to save Bow Boy.

My painted pony is fast, faster than the other horses. He runs for his life, too. I wonder if the soldiers’ horses are cursing this Indian pony. I wonder if horses judge each other based on their human riders.

I catch up to Small Saint and Bow Boy. For a second, Small Saint thinks he’s been caught, that I am there to kill them.

But I reach out a hand, Small Saint grabs it, and I haul him and the boy on the horse, all of this at full gallop.

With his ancient broken body, Gus could never have done that. I own this body now.

And how can this small pony carry three people and not collapse or slow down?

Because of fear. Because of grace. Because we want to live.

Terrified, overloaded, on our powerful pony we outrace the soldiers and their horses.

We all race for the faraway hills. The faraway trees. Getting closer now, so close.

Faster, faster now, faster than I thought possible. I wonder if the pony will catch fire. If the pony has caught fire. If the pony is leaving behind hoofprints that spark and smolder.

We are two hundred yards from the trees, one hundred yards, fifty yards.

I don’t want to look behind me, but the sounds of gunfire and hooves and curses grow fainter and fainter. We are leaving our enemies behind. They will not catch us on horseback. But they can still catch us with gunfire.

I hear the bullets sizzle past us.

Thirty, twenty, ten yards. The pony leaps into the air. It grows wings and flies into the forest.

No, of course not. It doesn’t grow wings. How can a horse grow wings?

That kind of extraordinary magic is not permitted here. No, the only magic here is ordinary. It’s so ordinary that it might not be magic at all. It might only be luck.

But I’ll take luck.

As we crash through the underbrush and leap over stumps and fallen trees, I praise luck. As we leave behind the soldiers who want to kill us, who have killed so many others, I praise luck. As I hear the weeping of Small Saint and Bow Boy, who are happy to be alive, however temporarily, I praise luck. As we outrun horses and bullets, as we outrun that monster revenge, I praise luck.



Twelve

THIS IS WHAT IT feels like to be old.

After crashing headfirst off a horse into a campfire, and swinging two people onto the back of your pony with one arm, and all the excitement of outrunning killer soldiers with rifles, you have a few bruises and burns and scrapes and cuts and sore muscles.

In fact, after you ride fast and hard a mile or two into the trees, and think you have left behind your enemies, you need to slow down.

And when an old guy relaxes, when the fear juices leave his body, he is immediately reminded of exactly how old he is.

How old am I? How old is this body?

After I relax, my back seizes up. It goes completely stiff, like I’m made out of steel. And I fall off my pony.

I hit the ground and hurt my ribs. I think I might have cracked something. I can barely breathe.

Small Saint and Bow Boy are still on the horse. Small Saint has taken the reins and spins the pony back toward me.

There are sixteen tiny little men with sharp knives slashing my spine. I’m curled into a ball. And every time I try to straighten up, or even move or breathe, another tiny little guy shows up with a sharp knife.

If the soldiers caught up to us right now, I wouldn’t be able to defend myself. They could walk right up to me and I’d just be curled into a ball like a bug. And one of them, or all of them, would raise their boots and squish me.

I’m useless.

And then it’s over. My back relaxes. The knife-wielding little guys run away. And I can slowly straighten my back. I don’t want to stand up yet. I can still feel little tremors in my muscles, as if my body was just waiting and preparing for another big quake. Or for those little bastards to come back with chain saws.

So I lie on the ground and I look up at Small Saint and Bow Boy still on the pony. The Indian boy has curled into the white soldier. Has his little arms wrapped around the soldier’s neck. Bow Boy loves Small Saint like he was his father. Or his mother. Or both.

I remember I used to be like that little boy, holding tightly on to anybody who showed me even the tiniest bit of love. I haven’t been like that in a long time.

“Are you okay, sir?” Small Saint asks me.

“Define okay,” I say.

Small Saint smiles. He’s missing half his teeth. I guess dental care wasn’t a high priority in the nineteenth century.

“We can’t stay here long, sir,” Small Saint says. “They’re going to be coming after us. They’re not going to let us go.”

He’s right. I’m not a soldier, but I know that we just did about two million of the worst things any soldier can do. We disobeyed orders. I smacked a general in the face with a rifle. I might have killed him.

And I think I broke my rifle. I notice I’m still holding on to it. The rifle covered with buckskin and beads. It was an Indian warrior’s rifle; now it’s mine. I wonder if it works. Did I break it when I smashed it over the general’s head?

And how much I already love this weapon. It saved me. It saved Small Saint and Bow Boy. I didn’t have to fire a bullet to use it.

Even after falling off the pony, I kept hold of this rifle. An old soldier’s reflexes, I guess. Or maybe it’s because my hands are frozen shut from that arthritis stuff.

I’m not much of a hero.

Small Saint and I saved an Indian kid. That makes us traitors. And traitors are never, ever forgiven or forgotten.

“I just need to rest a few more minutes,” I say. “My back is fucked. I’m afraid it will knock me down again if I try to stand up too soon.”

I laugh at my accent. I’m trying to sound like me, but I can only sound like Irish Gus.

“I’m Irish,” I say.

“My granddaddy’s from there, sir,” Small Saint says.

Bow Boy doesn’t say anything.

“Are you about ready to get up, sir?” Small Saint says. He keeps looking back and listening hard. “They’re out there coming. I can feel them.”

“I think I might have broken a rib,” I say. “It hurts to breathe.”

“I know you’re hurting, sir,” Small Saint says. “I’m hurting. Indian boy’s hurting. We’re all hurting, sir, but we’re going to be hurting a lot more if they catch us.”

I know I should get up. I want to get up. But I can’t seem to find the willpower.

All I know is that I need to stand, shake off the pain and fear, get back on that pony, and ride away from here.

And I’m going to get up in a minute.

I’m going to stand in a second.

Any moment now.

Right now.

Pretty soon.

Any moment.

“Sir,” Small Saint says. “I hate to bother you again. But we really need to go now. Right now. I can hear them coming.”

I listen hard. I can’t hear anything. But I’ve got old ears. I’m tired and broken and beaten, and I don’t know if I can get up. Part of me wants to become a part of the dirt and grass.

Other soldiers are coming to kill me, and I can’t even find the courage or strength to stand up. I know that it would be easier to give up than to stand up. Easier for me.

But Bow Boy and Small Saint need me.

I need me.

So I roll over onto my stomach, onto my hands and knees, and push myself up. I’m on my feet. My back trembles. I can feel the little pain that wants to be bigger pain.

Come on, Gus! Toughen up!

I take a little step. I’m walking! I take a big step! I look around for my adoring audience. I feel like I need applause. I’m up and ready to go. I’m up and ready to run from the killers.

“All right, kid,” I say to Small Saint. “Let’s go.”

“You want to ride with us?” he asks.

“No, I think it’s better for my back if I walk.”

So Small Saint and Bow Boy ride the pony and I walk. And we begin our slow-motion escape.

With my old ears, I can hear the soldiers catching up to us.

“How far back you think they are?” I ask Small Saint.

“Maybe three miles, sir. Probably closer to two.”

“Can we outrun them?” I ask.

I know that Gus is supposed to be the experienced scout, but I’m not going to make guesses. This kid knows more than I do.

He’s thinking hard.

“Can we outrun them?” I ask again.

“Probably not, sir,” he says. “But we have to try.”

“How long before they catch us?”

“At this rate, ten-fifteen minutes, maybe.”

“All right, then,” I say, because I don’t know what else to say. And then I think to ask something else. “Hey, kid,” I say. “Why’d you do it?”

“Do what, sir?” Small Saint asks.

“Why’d you save the Indian boy?”

Small Saint thinks for a moment. “I joined the military to defend people,” he said. “And that’s what I’m doing right now.”

I will never be as good or as brave as this kid.

I try to walk faster, and then I jog a bit. My knees and back are hurting. But I pick up the pace. I’m trying to replace Gus’s old body with my young spirit.

I’m trying to replace Gus’s knees with my knees.

And so Small Saint pushes the pony to a slow trot. And I’m pushing Gus to a slow trot. And we go.

I know I won’t be able to keep up this pace. I know this chase is unfair. But we have to run. We have to keep running.

And so we run.

Behind us, the curses and hoofbeats of the cavalry. Ahead of us, who knows?

Behind us, death.

And so we run.

And then I trip over a fallen branch and fall beside it. My back seizes up again. I curl. And I scream.

“Sir!” Small Saint shouts. “Sir! Are you okay?”

All I can do is scream. The pain is so huge, like a thousand little men are digging a train tunnel through my back.

Please, please, make the pain stop.

“Sir!” Small Saint shouts. “Sir! What should I do?”

The soldiers are so close now, I imagine I can smell them. I smell gunpowder and sweat and blood and hate.

“Go!” I yell. “Run!”

“But what about you, sir!” Small Saint shouts. “I wont leave a man behind, sir!”

“You have to! Go! Go!”

“No, sir! No, sir!”

I can tell by the look in his eyes that he’s ready to make his stand here. That he will fight a million soldiers to save the Indian boy.

But this is not supposed to be his end.

There are two children riding that pony. They’re supposed to be children and stay children for as long as possible.

“You have to save him!” I shout. “Save the kid!”

And now Small Saint understands. He knows he might escape if he leaves me behind. He knows he has a better chance. It’s a horrible choice to make, but he must make it.

“I’ll hold them off,” I say. “I’ll buy you more time.”

How crazy. I can’t even uncurl my back and I’m going to fight charging cavalry soldiers?

“Go,” I say. “Please.”

It’s the please that does it. Funny how a little politeness can change people’s minds.

Small Saint salutes me and then he’s off, galloping at full tilt, to disappear into the dark trees.

I’m lying alone.

The soldiers ride closer and closer.

In great pain, I roll over on my stomach, and then crawl to a log. My cover. I brace my rifle on the log. I don’t even know if this old Indian rifle works anymore. But I’m going to try.

I take careful aim at the tree line.

The cavalry roars closer and closer, just minutes and seconds away.

I take careful aim. Then I laugh. This journey started when I shot a bunch of strangers in a bank. A horrible, evil act. And now I’m lying in the dirt, getting ready to shoot a bunch of other strangers. This time in self-defense and in defense of the two boys who are riding farther and farther away from me.

Is there really a difference between that killing and this killing? Does God approve of some killing and not other killing? If I kill these soldiers so that Small Saint and Bow Boy can escape, does that make me a hero?

I don’t know. How am I supposed to know? I don’t even have a good guess.

I take careful aim at the trees. In my fear, I realize the trees look like people. Giants. An audience of eager giants. All waiting for the show.

Me versus the soldiers.

I take careful aim at the dozen soldiers who crash into my view. They see me and curse and laugh. They are happy to have caught me. They ride hard toward me.

The general is with them. His face a mass of bloody bandages.

I take careful aim. I don’t know if I have the heart to kill them. Isn’t that odd? I once filled a room with bullets. I shot people who would never do me harm. And now I’m not sure I can shoot at the men who plan to kill me.

I hear screaming. I realize it is me screaming.

I hear weeping. I realize it is me weeping.

I close my eyes.



Thirteen

I’M FLYING.

I open my eyes in an airplane: a small plane. There’s enough room for two or three people, but I’m alone.

I’m the pilot. I’m inside the body of the pilot.

No, I have become the pilot. I don’t feel separate from him.

I fly just below a ceiling of clouds and above the ocean. If I flipped the plane over, the ocean would be my ceiling and the clouds my floor, and it would not matter.

It is my plane, the clouds, the ocean, and me. All of it is beautiful and interchangeable. All of it is equally important and unimportant. All of it is connected.

I am the pilot and the clouds and the ocean and the plane.

Man, this has to be Heaven.

I laugh.

Yes, it is Heaven.

I have survived my journey through time and place and person and war and have now arrived in my Heaven.

And my Heaven is a small airplane that will forever fly. It will never land.

Maybe that sounds boring. A small part of me thinks, Well, yeah, that is boring. But I am happy right now. It feels like the kind of happy that can last forever.

I wonder about Small Saint and Bow Boy. Did they escape? What happened after I left old Gus’s body? Did he suddenly wake up and shit himself when he saw his old friend General Mustache shooting at him?

But I can’t wonder and worry too much. I’ll go insane, I think. But if being crazy means I get to fly a plane, then I’ll take crazy.

The really funny thing is that I’m scared of flying. Terrified, really.

I’ve only been on two flights before: the one to visit New York with that rich Seattle do-gooder and the other with my mother. When she was pregnant with me. I know I’m not supposed to remember it. And I don’t remember it, not really. But I can feel it. I have the memory of it in my DNA.

I have the photograph of my mother sitting in the airplane: a big jet. I don’t know who took the photograph. I think it was my Indian father. I think so because my mother smiles in that photograph. She stares into the camera and smiles.

It’s obvious that my mother loved my father.

A few months after that photograph, my mother was in labor with me, and my father was leaving. By the time my mother held me, a newborn, in her arms, my father was already hundreds of miles away, never to return.

Fucking bastard.

And then six years after he left, my mother was dead of breast cancer. I think she missed my father so much that it killed her. I think her sadness caused her cancer. I think her grief grew those tumors.

I miss my mother. I miss her all the time. I want to see her again. And now here I am in the body of a pilot as he flies.

It makes sense.

The last time my mother was happy she was on an airplane. So maybe this is my last place to be happy. Maybe I’ll be as happy as my mother. Maybe I am flying to meet her.

But no, that’s not it.

I can feel this body remembering. Every part of you has different memories. Your fingers remember the feel of a velvet coat. Your feet remember a warm sandy beach. Your eyes remember a face.

My eyes remember a face.

I remember a brown-skinned man. Black hair, curly black hair. Brown eyes. Eyeglasses. A short man, thin but muscular. He wore a black shirt and blue jeans every day of his life, every day that I knew him. Who is he? Who is this man I’m remembering? Is it me? Am I the man I am remembering?

No, I am a pale man. Blond, blue-eyed. Big. Strong. I fill up this airplane.

I am much larger than the man I am remembering. I am reconstructing him. His name is Abbad. He is an Ethiopian, a Muslim.

He’s lived in the United States for fifteen years. Came here for college, to study mechanical engineering, and never went back home.

I look over at the empty seat beside me, and Abbad is there. Or the memory of him is there. Or his ghost is there.

“Jimmy,” he says to me, “tell me the truth. You must tell me the truth.”

His English is slightly accented. It is a beautiful accent. Abbad is a beautiful man. Small and dark and beautiful.

“You cannot hide the truth from me, Jimmy,” Abbad says, and laughs. “I can smell your lies. They smell like onions and beer.”

My name is Jimmy. I am Jimmy the pilot.

“Abbad,” I say, “I didn’t think you were a terrorist.”

“You are a liar, Jimmy. When I came to your door, when I said, I want to be a pilot, you immediately thought of September eleventh. You immediately thought I was another crazy terrorist who wanted to learn how to fly planes into skyscrapers.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Yes, you did. Of course you did. And do you know how I know you thought such things?”

“How?”

“Because I was turned away from seven flight instructors before I came to you. One flight instructor pulled a gun on me.”

“Now you’re lying,” I say.

“I wish I were lying,” Abbad says. “But no, he told me to wait a minute while he grabbed some paperwork. Then he went into the back room and came out with a shotgun. He called me a sand nigger and said he was going to blow off my head if I didn’t get the fuck out of his place of business.”

Abbad laughs.

“You Americans love capitalism so much,” he says. “That man didn’t tell me to get out of his house, or out of his life. He didn’t tell me to go to hell or back to Africa or back to wherever he thought I came from. No, he told me to get out of his place of business. Business! That’s all he could think about.”

Abbad laughs.

What kind of man can laugh at such a horrible story? A kind and funny and forgiving man.

“So, Jimmy, now tell me the truth. You thought I was a terrorist, didn’t you?”

I laugh.

“You did, didn’t you?” Abbad asks.

“Yes,” I say. “Maybe I was a little worried about you.”

“Ha, see, I knew it,” Abbad says, and laughs. He rocks back and forth in his seat. The small plane bounces. Abbad is happy turbulence.

“And now? What do you think now?” Abbad asks.

“I think you’re an asshole,” I say.

Abbad laughs even louder. He laughs so hard that he chokes. Coughing and choking, he keeps laughing. I laugh with him.

We are friends.

And then Abbad is gone. His memory fades away. And I am alone in the airplane again.

I can fall so far inside a person, inside his memories, that I can play them like a movie.

And I can feel the pilot’s emotions. He misses Abbad. Misses him very much. I can feel his heartbreak.

Jimmy’s hands work the controls, switching buttons, flipping switches, guiding the plane from left to right across the sky. I guess that pilots call it port and starboard, but I call it left and right. It’s all I know. But it doesn’t matter that I’m a flying moron. I have nothing to do with this. I am a spectator.

And that’s okay. I can relax and enjoy the flight.

This is not Heaven, after all, but it feels great to fly. Jimmy is not afraid of flying, so I’m not afraid. I have borrowed his courage and joy, as well as his sadness and regret.

And I feel the joy and sadness in equal parts as Jimmy floats the plane lower and lower toward a small airport. I see the airport in the distance. Landing lights, control tower, terminal, hangar. All is gold and green.

Jimmy smiles as the plane touches down. I understand that he never takes flight for granted. He is always happy to fly and happier to land safely.

He taxies the plane into the hangar and shuts it down.

He opens the door, steps out onto the wing, and jumps down onto the floor. He walks over to a large sink, fills a bucket with soap and water, and begins to wash his airplane.

He does this with great care, even affection.

As he washes each airplane part, he says its name aloud: stabilizer, rudder, lift, wing, elevator, aileron, spoiler, slat, wheel.

I remember my mother naming my parts as she bathed me. How could I remember that? I was just a baby. She had to wash me in a tub that sat on the kitchen table. Do I really remember that? Or am I pretending to remember it?

As Jimmy washes his plane, he again remembers Abbad. And as he remembers, Abbad appears again. Also carrying a bucket and sponge.

“Jimmy, you are a fool,” Abbad says. “You have a beautiful wife at home and you spend all your time with your airplane.”

“My airplane is more dependable,” Jimmy says.

“Ah, you Americans, you let your wives control your destiny. That is not our way.”

“You’re full of it, Abbad. You might think you control your women, but it’s always the other way around. Muslim women just have to be craftier. They can’t say they’re in charge, but they’re in charge.”

“No. My wife knows that I wear the big pants in our family.”

“You mean you wear the pants.”

“That’s what I said.”

“No, you said big pants. They’re just pants.”

“I don’t understand.”

Abbad’s English is nearly perfect, better than most native speakers, but he doesn’t know how to use clichés.

Abbad shakes his head. “That doesn’t make sense,” he says. “How can you be the king if you don’t have big pants?”

“Forget it,” Jimmy says.

“I don’t forget anything,” Abbad says. And he says it so seriously that it makes Jimmy laugh.

It makes me laugh.

And then Abbad’s cell phone rings. He looks at the caller ID.

“It’s my wife,” he says.

“Aren’t you going to talk to her?”

“No, she’s still mad at me because I forgot to bring home milk last night.”

Abbad stares at the caller ID for a moment, then he smiles. And laughs.

Jimmy laughs, too.

“I guess I am the king of milk,” Abbad says.

The men laugh harder. The laughter echoes in the hangar. And then it fades away.

Abbad fades away.

Jimmy is alone again with his airplane.

No, he’s not alone.

“Hello, Jimmy.” A woman’s voice.

She’s standing in a nearby doorway. She wears a T-shirt and blue jeans. She’s young, maybe twenty. Red hair, green eyes. And she’s pretty. Very short and very curvy. Cheerleader curvy.

I hope this is Jimmy’s wife. And I wonder why he wants to spend more time with his airplane than he does with this woman.

“Hello, Helda,” he says.

Helda! Her name is Helda? How does a beautiful girl get such an ugly name? Her parents must have been cruel and cold people.

“How was it up there today?” she asks.

“Beautiful. I could see for miles and miles,” he says. “You should let me take you up.”

“No way,” she says. “You know I hate flying.”

“You’ll get over it,” Jimmy says. I can feel his impatience with her. He wants her to love flying as much as he does.

“Are you hungry?” Helda asks.

I can’t believe her name is Helda.

“I could eat,” he says.

“Good, I brought a little picnic.”

Jimmy walks into the office. She’s laid out a feast on a blanket on the floor. Bread, fruit, fried chicken, wine. Wow, this woman is romantic. She’s trying to woo Jimmy. Oh, that’s so cute. Their marriage must be fragile. Married people only have picnics when their marriages are in trouble. I read that somewhere. But Jimmy is touched by this. I can feel his happiness. It makes me happy.

“Have a seat,” she says.

Jimmy sits on the floor. He grabs a piece of fried chicken, a leg, and takes a bite. It’s a little dry. So, okay, Helda isn’t much of a cook. But that’s okay. That’s perfectly okay. Because she turns on a CD player and starts dancing.

She dances for Jimmy! Dances for me!

This has never happened to me before. And from the way that Jimmy feels, I don’t think it’s happened to him before either.

And that’s sad. You’d think some beautiful woman would have danced for Jimmy before today.

But who’s to judge? Helda dances for Jimmy now. She sexes their marriage. And I’m getting to enjoy a little bit of that sex.

I wonder if Helda will take off her clothes.

And then I hear another woman’s voice. Or, rather, I hear a choked sob.

I turn to see another woman standing in the doorway. She’s older, gray-haired, a little bit pretty and a little bit chubby. Her brown eyes are huge. Her knees buckle. But she catches her balance, puts a hand against the doorjamb for support, and covers her mouth. She sobs.

Then she turns and runs away.

“Who was that?” Helda asks.

“My wife,” Jimmy says.



Fourteen

OKAY, SO I GUESS that Jimmy the pilot is a dirty liar and a cheat.

My Indian father was a dirty liar and a cheat.

So I guess this is another kind of justice. I’ve been dropped into the body of a man just like my father.

But I do know that Jimmy feels terrible. There’s acid bubbling in his stomach and rising up his throat into his mouth. It tastes awful. Burning awful. I guess that’s what guilt tastes like.

“Jesus,” Helda says. “I didn’t mean—”

She doesn’t know what to say. She just stands there and stares at the doorway where Jimmy’s wife used to be.

“She’s never been here before,” Jimmy says. “I’ve been flying planes for twelve years, and never, not once in all that time, has she ever come down here.”

Jimmy is a traitor. I’m mad at him, sure, but I also feel sorry for him. Or maybe he’s just feeling sorry for himself, and so I feel him feeling sorry.

“What are we going to do?” Helda asks.

Jimmy looks at her. He doesn’t love her. I can feel that he doesn’t love her.

He is having an affair with a woman he doesn’t love. So he’s cheating on her, too, sort of. I mean, I don’t think you’re supposed to have sex with people you don’t love. I know, I know, I know. People do it all the time. But I really think you’re supposed to be a little bit in love with them. At least a tiny bit. And I can feel that Jimmy doesn’t love Helda at all. In fact, he thinks she’s irritating.

“Jimmy,” Helda says again. “What are we going to do now?”

“I’m going to go find my wife,” Jimmy says.

“But what about me?” she asks.

“I love my wife,” Jimmy says.

Helda starts crying.

Jimmy is a major-league jerk. He’s made two women weep and wail in two minutes. And he made Helda cry by saying, “I love my wife.” I mean, normally, those four words are romantic and lovely, right? But right now they’re as cold and sharp as an icicle stabbed into the heart.

Why do people hurt each other like this?

I just know I never want to be as much in love with anybody as these women are in love with Jimmy. You can’t trust people with your love. People will use your love. They’ll take advantage of you. They’ll lie to you. They’ll cheat you.

“I love my wife,” Jimmy says again.

“But what about me?” Helda asks.

“I have to go,” Jimmy says.

He leaves her like that. I try to make him stay. I try to hold him back. But I have zero control of his body. I try to influence his mind. I shout. But he can’t hear me.

He walks out the door and leaves Helda behind. I can hear her crying hard as Jimmy walks into the parking lot. Jimmy jumps into a big pickup and drives off.

He thinks about betrayal, so I think about betrayal.

He thinks of how many wives and husbands are cheating on each other. And thinks of how many fathers are abandoning their children. He thinks of how many people are going to war against other people. We’re all betraying one another all the time.

I think how I betrayed those people in the bank. Those people in the bank trusted me to be sober and smart and kind. I betrayed them. I’m a betrayer.

I want to weep, but it’s kind of hard to do that when you don’t have a body. I want to make Jimmy weep for me, but his eyes are filled with his own tears.

He’s crying about his marriage and he’s crying about other shit, too.

He’s crying about Abbad, I think, because that beautiful brown man suddenly materializes in the truck with us.

“Jimmy, Jimmy,” he says, “you Americans are so arrogant. You think the whole world wants to be like you.”

“All I know for sure is this,” Jimmy says. “You’ve lived in our country for fifteen years. And you’ve done really well—for yourself, for your wife, and for that new baby. Fifteen years, Abbad, fifteen good years.”

“Yes, Jimmy,” Abbad says. “I’ve lived here for fifteen years, and I have been sad and lonely for my real home on every one of my days. I live in the United States because my real home has been destroyed.”

Abbad is crying. He wipes his eyes and fades away.

Jimmy is alone in his truck. He drives fast.

He has destroyed his home, his marriage. He drives fast.

He has turned his wife into a refugee.

Jimmy drives into a small town, turns a corner onto a quiet street, and pulls into the driveway of a green house: his home.

His wife is there, too. And she’s throwing his clothes out the front door onto the lawn: shirts, pants, shoes.

Jimmy sits in the truck and watches.

She’s now throwing out magazines and books and CDs and DVDs and trophies and everything else that might belong to him.

Jimmy sits and watches.

Then she throws out plastic airplanes, toy airplanes, model airplanes, remote control airplanes. They crash onto the lawn. They crash into the apple tree in the front yard. They crash onto the driveway. They glide and crash into the street.

Five, ten, fifteen, twenty little plane crashes.

Jimmy sits and watches it happen. He watches his wife destroy all his things.

He knows he deserves it.

She carries out photo albums, opens them up, and tears out any photo of Jimmy, any photo that includes Jimmy, and any photo that reminds her of Jimmy.

Soon enough she realizes that every photo reminds her of Jimmy, so she throws all the photo albums into the yard.

She wants to tear out the parts of her brain and heart that remember Jimmy, but she can’t do that. So she tears off her wedding ring and throws that into the street. It clinks against the pavement and rolls and rolls and rolls and disappears.

That takes the last of her energy. She falls to her knees on the porch. She pushes her forehead against the floor and she weeps.

Jimmy sits and watches.

I wonder if my mother mourned like this when my father left her. I wonder if Jimmy’s wife will get cancer from her sadness.

Finally, Jimmy gets out of his truck and walks toward his wife. He steps over and around his things strewn all over the lawn. He steps onto the porch and stands above his wife.

“Linda,” he says.

Her name is Linda. A simple, pretty name.

“Linda,” he says again.

She doesn’t respond. She keeps weeping.

“Linda,” he says, for the third time.

Without looking up, without moving, she speaks.

“How long has this been going on, Jimmy?”

“A year, thirteen months,” he says.

“Do you love her?”

“No.”

She wails louder. Why is she crying harder now? I don’t understand. Would it have been better if he’d said yes?

“Linda,” he says, for the fourth time.

Does this guy think he can fix things if he keeps saying her name? Is he that stupid? He might be. People are that stupid.

“Did you ever do it in our bed?” she asks.

“No,” he says.

“You’re lying,” she says. “Tell me the truth, okay? For once, tell me the truth. Did you sleep with her in our bed?”

“Yes,” he says.

Linda suddenly sits up. She pulls a pistol from her coat, a little pistol, and points it at Jimmy.

And at me.



Fifteen

JIMMY WANTS TO DIE.

As he stands there and stares at the pistol in his wife’s hand, Jimmy realizes he wants her to pull the trigger.

Jimmy wants his wife to kill him.

That’s crazy.

But it happens all the time, right?

Strangers hardly ever kill strangers. All over the world, thousands of times a day, husbands and wives kill one another.

It’s mostly husbands killing wives, I think.

But sometimes a wife will kill a husband.

Like, right now, as Linda points a pistol at Jimmy and pulls the trigger.

Click.

Jimmy doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t move.

“I took the bullets out,” Linda says. “I just wanted to see you shit your pants, you bastard.”

But Jimmy is strangely disappointed. He wants to be punished for his crimes. I want to be punished for my crimes.

“Why are you just standing there?” Linda asks. “Aren’t you going to say anything to me?”

“I wish there were bullets in the gun,” Jimmy says.

“You’re sad,” she says. “You’ve always been so sad.”

I can feel his sadness. It feels like he’s wearing a sad coat with rocks in his pockets.

“I’m going to my mother’s,” Linda says. “And when I come back, I want you and your shit gone. I don’t ever want to see you again.”

“Okay,” Jimmy says.

“Is that all you have to say?” she asks. “Okay? That’s all you’re going to say? Married for twenty years and all you’ve got for me is okay?”

“Yeah,” Jimmy says.

“Fuck you, Jimmy.” She walks over to her little car and drives away.

Jimmy looks around his yard. A few neighbors are watching. They’ve heard the fight. They’re not surprised. They expected this to happen someday.

Jimmy thinks he should clean up the yard. He thinks he should throw everything into the back of his truck and drive away. And he does start the cleanup. He picks up a broken model plane, a DC-10. It’s snapped in half.

He carries the broken plane into the house and sits in his chair in the living room.

He sits there alone and quiet for a long time.

He stares at the blank television.

And then a memory comes to him. And me.

That memory plays on the television.

It’s a home video of Abbad. He’s speaking directly to the camera. And then he’s shouting in a foreign language, his language. I don’t know what he’s saying, but he’s angry. Furious.

Then another home video, shot from a boat in the harbor, of a passenger airplane falling from the sky into downtown Chicago. An explosion. Flames rising.

Then a photograph of Abbad, his wife, and his baby.

Then a news reporter speaks.

“Late this afternoon, in Chicago’s Midway Airport, Abbad X and his wife and baby daughter boarded a commuter flight along with thirty-six other passengers. Shortly after takeoff, it appears that Abbad took over the airplane. The details are not clear at this time, but it appears that Abbad and his wife somehow disabled the passengers and crew. Abbad then took control of the airplane and crashed it into downtown Chicago during rush hour.”

More video of cars and buildings on fire. Fire trucks, ambulances, police cars.

“All passengers on the airplane died instantly, and it appears that dozens of people on the ground have been injured. Police won’t speculate on the number, but initial estimates are that at least nine people on the street have been killed.”

A video of a little boy, weeping and wailing, as a fireman carries him through the smoke.

Jimmy taught Abbad how to fly a plane. And once you know how to fly a plane, you also know how to crash it.

Jimmy sits in his chair and stares at the blank television.

Oh, Abbad, you are a murderer. Oh, Abbad, you are a betrayer.

Furious, Jimmy stands and throws the pieces of his model plane across the room. They crash into a wall and break into more pieces.

How can Jimmy ever be aerodynamic again?

He runs out to his truck, jumps in, and speeds away.

He remembers the reporters who came to his door. The first one, a woman, promised to be fair.

“Jimmy,” she said. “What can you tell us about Abbad?”

Jimmy could not answer the question. He didn’t want to answer the question.

“Jimmy,” she said. “You taught Abbad how to fly a plane. How did it make you feel when he used that knowledge to kill dozens of people?”

He could not answer that question. He didn’t want to answer it.

“Jimmy,” she said. “Do you want to defend yourself?”

He could not defend himself. He didn’t want to defend himself. He was guilty. He had not murdered anybody. He had never wanted to hurt anybody. But it was his fault. He had trusted Abbad.

Jimmy races his truck back to the airport. He pulls into the parking lot, jumps out, and runs into the hangar.

Helda is gone. Linda is gone. Abbad is gone. Everybody is gone, gone, gone.

Jimmy climbs into his airplane, starts it up, and taxis onto the runway.

He takes off, lifting his plane into the sky.

The clouds are the ceiling, the ground is the floor. Everything is green and golden.

Flight is supposed to be beautiful. It’s supposed to be pure.

“Okay, Abbad, are you ready to take the controls?” Jimmy says.

Abbad materializes in the next seat.

“I don’t know if I’m ready,” Abbad says. “I don’t think I’m ready to do it alone.”

“You’re not alone,” Jimmy says. “I’m right here.”

“Okay, okay, just give me a moment. I’ll be ready in a moment. Just give me a moment.”

“I’m right here, Abbad. Just trust me, okay? Just trust the plane. She’ll take care of you.”

Abbad reaches out and takes the controls. The plane feels lighter than it should.

“Okay, you have the helm,” Jimmy says. “You have control.”

Abbad flies the plane. He’s smiling. And then he laughs.

“I’m flying!” Abbad screams.

“Yes, you are,” Jimmy says. “How does it feel?”

“It’s beautiful, it’s so beautiful. Nothing is as beautiful as this.”

Jimmy laughs at Abbad’s poetry. He has heard it before. All first-time pilots have this moment, when they see the face of God in the sky ahead of them.

“Ah, fuck the birds!” Abbad shouts. “Fuck them, they get to fly like this whenever they want!”

Yes, Jimmy thinks. Yes, fuck the birds and their fucking wings.

Jimmy remembers Abbad’s first landing, how they skidded to a sideways stop.

“Jimmy, I almost wrecked your plane,” Abbad said.

“It’s okay, first landings are always rough,” Jimmy said.

“What would you have done if I wrecked your plane?”

“I would have killed you.”

They laughed.

Jimmy remembers getting drunk with the less than devout Abbad later that night. In celebration.

“To Abbad!” Jimmy toasted.

“To flight!” Abbad toasted.

They drank whiskey and wine and good beer and cheap beer. They talked about sex and love and marriage and planes and religion and politics and both kinds of football.

Too drunk to drive, they walked back to the airport and fell down on the hangar floor beneath Jimmy’s glorious airplane.

“To your plane!” Abbad toasted.

“Her name is Linda!” Jimmy shouted. His plane and his wife. Jimmy’s two loves shared the same name.

“To Linda!” Abbad toasted.

“To Linda!” Jimmy agreed.

Lying on the floor, Jimmy reached out and grabbed Abbad’s hand.

“You are my best friend,” Jimmy said.

“You are my brother,” Abbad said.

Oh, Abbad, you are a murderer. Oh, Abbad, you are a betrayer.

Alone in his airplane, Jimmy flies. I am with him. Jimmy flies out over the water, over the great lake, until the blue of the water and the blue of the sky are the same blue. He flies until he cannot see any land. Then he pushes down on the controls and sends the plane plummeting toward the water.

As we fall, I think about my mother and father. I think about the people I loved. I think about the people I hated. I think about the people I betrayed. I think about the people who have betrayed me.

We’re all the same people. And we are all falling.

I close my eyes and pray.

Jimmy stays silent all the way down.



Sixteen

WHEN I OPEN MY eyes I am staring at a rat.

No, wait.

The rat stares at me.

It’s a huge wharf rat, two feet long, with intelligent eyes. And the rat seems to be thinking, You’re too big to kill, but I’m going to take a bite out of your ass anyway.

I panic and roll away, thinking that the rat’s violent intentions might actually be amorous. What if I’ve dropped into the body of a rat? What if I’m about to get fucked by another rat?

Shit.

But, no, I feel human. I am human. A human who rolls away from a rat.

I roll through rotten food and dog shit and rank water and moldy newspaper. And then I slam into a Dumpster. Damn, it hurts.

But I have no time to complain. What if that rat has followed me? What if it’s ready to attack? I look back for it, my enemy.

It hasn’t moved. It stares at me.

“Fuck you, rat,” I say.

My words are quickly followed by projectile vomit. I spew half-digested food and booze toward the rat.

That scares it away, and I laugh.

Damn rat wasn’t expecting that. Of course, if I hadn’t scared him, the rat would have gladly eaten my vomit. And that disgusting thought makes me vomit again.

I retch. My stomach convulses. And I see blood in my vomit.

Am I dying?

Well, I’m certainly a street drunk, a loser whose belly is torn apart by booze. That’s why they call it rotgut.

A cliché now, but somebody coined that word centuries ago. And imagine how funny and sad and accurate it was the first time somebody said it.

Yeah, that whiskey will rot your guts. It’s rotgut.

Why the hell am I thinking this stupid shit? Probably because I’m still drunk.

“Hey, buddy!”

Somebody yells at me.

“Hey, buddy!”

I see two pairs of shoes walking toward me. I know those shoes are connected to legs, bodies, and faces, but I can’t lift my head high enough to see any details.

“You all right, dude?” A young man’s voice.

I roll onto my back and look up at a young man and woman. A couple. Pretty white people. Cameras around their necks, genuine concern in their eyes.

Gorgeous tourists.

“You okay?” the young man asks again.

“I’m drunk,” I say.

“Yes, you are.”

“What do I look like?” I ask.

“What do you mean?”

“Am I young or old?”

The young couple look at each other and laugh. I don’t mean to amuse them. I just want to know whose body I’ve dropped into this time.

“Am I young or old?” I ask again.

“You look about fifty,” the young woman says. “Like my father.”

“Am I white?”

“No,” she says. “You’re Indian.”

“How do you know I’m Indian?”

“Your braids. And your shirt.”

I look down at my dirty T-shirt, emblazoned with a black-and-white photograph of the Apache warrior Geronimo and the ironed-on caption FIGHTING TERRORISM SINCE 1492.

“Do you need some help?” the young woman asks.

“What’s your name?” I ask.

“Pam,” she says. “And this is Paul.”

“Pam and Paul,” I say. “That’s too fucking cute.”

They laugh again. He laughs so hard that he stumbles and almost steps in my vomit. He dances and spins away from it, and that makes them laugh harder. Are they drunk, too?

“Where am I?” I ask. “What city?”

“Tacoma,” Paul says.

Just thirty miles from Seattle. I’m getting closer to home, if not closer to my own body.

“What year is it?” I ask.

That makes them laugh, too.

“Dude,” Paul says, “you are way drunk.”

“Just tell me what year it is,” I say. “Please.”

“Two thousand seven,” he says.

“It’s now,” I say.

“Well, no matter where you are, dude, it’s always now, ain’t it?”

Great, a fucking philosopher.

“Can you help me get up?” I ask.

“Sure,” he says.

Pam and Paul help me to my feet. I’m dizzy. And I vomit again. Pam and Paul leap away as I fall to my knees. I vomit again.

And it’s filled with blood, too much blood.

I must be dying.

“Dude,” Paul says. “You need a doctor.”

“Call nine-one-one,” Pam says.

Paul pulls his cell phone out of his pocket and calls for help.

“They’re on the way,” he says.

But I don’t want help.

No, wait. This body doesn’t want help. I’m vomiting blood but I want to flee.

That doesn’t make any sense. But I can’t control my emotions. My fears. Yes, I’m afraid.

“I have to go,” I say to Pam and Paul.

I don’t want to say it. But I can’t stop myself. This body is stronger than me. And this body wants to escape.

And so I run. No, I shamble.

Jesus, that’s the absolute worst way in which any human can travel: shambling. Shit.

“Come back,” Pam and Paul call after me. I can hear the concern in their voices, but I don’t hear any passion. They’re not going to detain me or follow me or let me become anything other than an anecdote to tell at dinner parties.

And then there was the time we helped this homeless Indian guy…

Of course, they’d revise history in order to make themselves look more heroic, to give the story a happy fucking ending.

And then the ambulance came and saved him. And the paramedic said the Indian dude would have died if we’d called, like, five minutes later.

I don’t look back at Pam and Paul as I continue to shamble away. I hate their alliteration almost as much as I hate their reflexive compassion.

I want to hurt them.

So I turn around and point a finger at them. I want to accuse them. To curse them.

“It’s all your fault,” I say.

“What?” Paul asks.

“It’s all your fault,” I say again.

“What’s our fault?”

“White people did this to Indians. You make us like this.”

I don’t even know if I believe that. But I think this homeless body believes it. I think this fifty-year-old guy wants to blame somebody for his pain and his hunger.

But what if it’s his fault? What if he made all the decisions that led him to this sad-ass fate?

Fuck me, I think, and fuck this body I’m occupying.

“And fuck you,” I say to Pam and Paul. “And fuck your whiteness.”

Jesus, I wonder if this homeless guy understands the difference between white and whiteness. And then I wonder if I should be so condescending, considering that I am this homeless guy.

“Please,” Pam says. “We’re just trying to help.”

“Fuck you,” I say again. I don’t want to say it. Not really. But this homeless guy’s anger is even stronger than my anger. And anger is never added to anger. It multiplies.

“The ambulance will be here soon,” Pam says. “Please wait.”

“Did you tell them I was Indian?”

“Yes,” Paul says.

“Did you tell them I was homeless?”

“Yes.”

“Then they ain’t coming. Not for a long time, at least. I’m way down on their priority list.”

“But you’re important to us,” Pam says.

I laugh.

But I can tell she means it. And I hate her for meaning it. Her sincerity makes her weak and easily manipulated.

“You want to fuck me?” I ask.

“What?” Pam and Paul say together.

“Do you want to fuck me?” I ask again, slowly.

I can see the sudden anger in Paul. His eyes go lightning. His hands make beautiful fists. Good. He’s not a pussy. Great. I want him to hit me. I want to fight.

“Come on, Pam,” he says. “Let’s get out of here.”

“She doesn’t want to go with you,” I say. “She wants to stay here and fuck me.”

Paul takes a quick step toward me, but Pam grabs his arm.

“No,” she says. “Leave him alone. He doesn’t know what he’s saying.”

God, she’s tough. She won’t let me take away her compassion. Maybe she can’t be manipulated. Maybe I can’t defeat her with my rage and self-hatred.

Jesus, I don’t understand her.

“He can’t talk to you like that,” Paul says.

“It’s all he knows how to do,” she says. “Don’t let it get to you.”

He relaxes a bit. I can tell that he listens to her. He pays attention. He takes her advice. He seeks her counsel. He respects her.

I hate him for it. And I hate her for inspiring him.

“Hey, Paul,” I say. “Does she like it in the ass?”

She can’t stop him this time. He rushes toward me and punches me in the face.



Seventeen

I THINK HE BROKE my jaw.

I shamble through an alley, blood filling my mouth and nose, and wonder if a man can drown in his own blood. Well, yes, of course, a man can drown in his blood. But can he drown while walking? If I stay upright, will I stay alive?

This alley smells like rotten food. Huge Dumpsters and garbage cans line both sides. They’re filled with expired food and half-eaten meals. This must be an alley between rows of restaurants.

Other homeless folks forage. Flocks of sparrows, pigeons, and seagulls forage. And murders of crows bully the other birds and bully the humans, too.

I wish I’d wake up inside a crow.

Nobody looks at me as I stagger past. I’m not an uncommon sight. I’m a beaten bloody Indian. Who turns to look at such a man? There are other beaten bloody Indians in this alley.

What do you call a group of beaten bloody Indians, a murder of Indians? A herd of Indians? A bottle of Indians?

I want the other Indians to recognize me. To shout out my name. But they are hungry. And their pain is more important than my pain.

I don’t remember how I got here. I remember that Paul punched me. And then I remember stepping into this alley. I don’t remember the in-between. I have lost time.

Losing time: That’s all I know how to do now.

Jesus, I’m pathetic. Didn’t I just force that poor guy to hit me? Didn’t I want his violence? Fuck me. I’m leaving this alley.

I’m going to walk out of this sad-sack alley and find a bathroom. And I’m going to wash my face and clothes. No, I’ll steal some clothes. Good clothes. A white shirt and black pants. And I’ll steal good shoes, too. Black leather shoes, cap toes, with intricate designs cut into the leather. In good clothes, I can be a good man.

And so I shamble out of the alley. No, I suck in my stomach muscles, straighten my spine, and hold my head level and I strut out of the alley.

And I horrify my audience. People sprint around me. A few just turn around and walk in the opposite direction. One woman screams.

Jesus, I must look like a horror movie. But that doesn’t matter. I am covered with the same blood that is inside everybody else. They can’t judge me because of this blood.

“I want some respect,” I say.

Nobody hears me. Worse, nobody understands me.

“I want some respect,” I say again, louder this time.

A man walks around the corner, almost bumps into me, and then continues on. He didn’t notice me. He didn’t see my blood. I follow him. A gray man, he wears a cheap three-button suit with better shoes. He talks loudly into a Bluetooth earpiece.

“I want some respect,” I say to him.

He stops, turns around, and looks at me. He regards me.

“I want some respect,” I say.

“I’ll call you back, Jim, I got some drunk guy talking to me,” he says into his earpiece, and hits the hangup button. And then he asks me, “What the fuck do you want, chief?”

He thinks the curse word will scare me. He thinks the curse word will let me know that he once shot a man just to watch him die.

“I knew Johnny Cash,” I say, “and you ain’t Johnny Cash.”

The man laughs. He thinks I’m crazy. I laugh. I am crazy. He offers me a handful of spare change.

“There you go, chief,” he says.

“I don’t want your money,” I say. “I want your respect.”

The man laughs again. Is laughter all I can expect?

“Don’t laugh at me,” I say.

“All right, all right, chief,” he says. “I won’t laugh at you. You have a good day.”

He turns to walk away, but I grab his shoulder. He grabs my wrist and judos me into the brick wall.

“All right, all right, chief,” he says. “I don’t want you touching me.”

He could snap my bones if he wanted to. He could drive his thumb into my temple and kill me. I can feel his strength, his skill, his muscle memory.

It’s my turn to laugh.

“What’s so funny?” he asks.

“I’m just wondering how many white guys are going to beat my ass today.”

“Chief, you keep acting this way and we’re all going to beat your ass today.”

We both think that’s funny, so we laugh together. And we almost bond because of our shared amusement.

“I’m going to let you go,” he says. “And when I do, I want us both to act like gentlemen, okay?”

“I want some respect,” I say.

“Are you going to be a gentleman?”

“I want some respect.”

“How many times are you going to say that?”

“I’m going to say it until I get some respect.”

The man looks around. He realizes that he’s pinned a bloody homeless man against a brick wall. Not one of his prouder moments. But he’s scared to let me go.

“All right, all right,” he says. “How do I show you some respect?”

Shit, I don’t have an answer for that. And then I realize that respect isn’t exactly what I want. This body wants respect. I don’t know what I want. And I don’t know how to define respect, for me or for this homeless guy. So I take a guess.

“Tell me a story,” I say.

“You want me to tell you a story?”

“Yeah.”

“And that will give you respect?”

“Yeah.”

The guy pauses again. He is flabbergasted to be in this situation. And I’m flabbergasted that I have used the word flabbergasted. This homeless Indian has an old-fashioned vocabulary wired into his brain.

“All right,” he says. “What kind of story do you want to hear?”

“Something personal,” I say. “Something you haven’t told anybody. Something secret.”

“I can’t tell you secrets,” he says. “I don’t even know you.”

And then the guy realizes that he can tell me anything precisely because he doesn’t know me. He realizes that any stranger can be your priest.

“All right,” he says. “I got a bird story.”

“Bird stories are my favorite stories.”

“You liar,” he says, and lets me go.

He takes a step back. I turn and face him. He waits to see if I’m going to attack him.

“I’m listening,” I say.

“All right,” he says. “I have a daughter, Jill. She’s seven. And she’s been crying about getting a pet. A dog, a cat, a turtle, anything with four legs, right?”

“Kids like pets,” I say.

“Just let me tell the story, Captain Obvious,” he says.

“Then tell it.”

“So, okay, we don’t want to get a cat or dog or turtle or whatever because we don’t want to clean up shit. Or we don’t want to clean up a lot of shit. So my wife and I, we go to the pet store, and we ask the clerk what kind of animal shits the least.”

“Fish,” I say.

“See there, that’s what I thought, too. Little fish, little poop. But then the clerk says that fish might shit small but they shit in their own water—”

“—so the aquarium itself becomes one big shit,” I say.

“Gallons of shit and piss,” he says. “So the clerk says that snakes only eat once a month, so they only shit once a month.”

“And then you asked him what kind of asshole father would give a snake to his seven-year-old daughter.”

“Well, I didn’t say it in so many words, but that’s essentially what I said.”

“Then what did the clerk say?”

“Bird.”

“What?”

“He said parakeet.”

“Small bird, small shit.”

“Exactly.”

“And you believed him?”

“Yeah, stupid of me, right? I mean, we took that little bird home and he was a shit-master. Poop, poop, poop everywhere.”

“And you hated it, right?”

“Well, I didn’t like the shit, but I loved that bird.”

The man is embarrassed to admit that. I like him for it.

“You see, he was a smart little fucker,” the man says. “Could talk, liked to dance to AC/DC, and sat on my shoulder.”

“You let him out of his cage?” I ask.

“Well, his wings were clipped.”

“A clipped-wing bird ain’t a bird,” I say.

“All right, all right, Dr. Earth First, I’m not the one who clipped them. He was clipped when we bought him. And it wasn’t like we bought him to be a tiny little Thanksgiving dinner. We loved that bird. I loved him. My daughter named him Harry Potter.”

“That’s cute.”

“Damn right, it’s cute. You want to hear the cutest part?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m the cook of the family, the domestic, and Harry Potter loved to sit on my shoulder while I was cooking and insult my food.”

“No.”

“Yes, my wife and daughter told him to say Too much salt and I’m being poisoned and I want pizza instead.”

“That’s hilarious.”

“Yes, it is. And there’s more. You see, my daughter’s favorite dish is pasta-anything. So I’m always boiling water. And Harry Potter is always sitting on my shoulder.”

“Oh, shit,” I say, already guessing at the end of the story.

“You got that right. A few days ago, Harry Potter jumped off my shoulder. And maybe he forgot he couldn’t fly or maybe he thought the pot of boiling water was a birdbath. All I know is that he fucking splashed into the water.”

“You cooked him?”

“He was only in there a second. I scooped him out with a spoon.”

“Where was your daughter?”

“She was right there, and she was screaming like she was burning to death.”

“Well, you killed her bird.”

“I didn’t kill the bird. The bird committed suicide. Attempted suicide. He wasn’t dead. He was moving around in my hand. And he was struggling to breathe. And my daughter was screaming at me to save her bird. And I was trying to figure out how to do CPR on a fucking parakeet.”

“So you panicked, then.”

“I froze. But my wife was on the phone, calling up the all-night emergency vet place. I mean, man, I didn’t even know there was such a thing as an all-night animal ER.”

“Did they send an ambulance?”

“Oh, fuck you, you know they didn’t send an ambulance. They told us to get that bird into the ER as soon as we could. And so we all piled into my car and busted ass over there.”

“Where was the bird?” I ask.

“My wife had it wrapped in a towel on her lap.”

“And it survived the ride to the hospital?”

“Tough bird, man. He made it to the hospital. And the doctors took him into the back room and we waited in the waiting room. And my daughter was crying and my wife was crying.”

“Were you crying?”

“Yeah, I was bawling like a baby. And there were, like, twenty other people in the waiting room crying for their pets. It was the Waiting Room of the Damned.”

“What happened to the bird?”

“He was still alive. The ER doc came out, like it was a fucking movie, and told us the bird was in critical condition and might not make it through the night. So my daughter asks if we could see Harry Potter, and the doc says yes, so he leads us back into the ICU, and we see the bird, and he’s hooked up to this tiny little oxygen machine and this tiny little oxygen tube is running down his throat.”

“No,” I say. I try not to laugh, which makes me laugh. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to laugh. It’s not funny.”

“Oh, no, that’s the whole thing. It is funny. It’s horrible, too. But it’s hilarious at the same time. And when I saw that bird hooked up to those tiny little machines, I laughed.”

“No.”

“Yes, I laughed so hard that I forgot my wife and daughter were standing there. And when I remembered, I turned and looked at them, and they were staring at me with those eyes. Do you know what kind of eyes I’m talking about?”

“Disappointed eyes.”

“Yeah, disappointed eyes. But I’m used to those eyes. I mean, I’m married, right? My wife gives me those eyes sixteen times a day. But my daughter was giving me those eyes. And you know what’s worse?”

“What?”

“She was ashamed of me. My little girl was ashamed of me. I turned her love and pain into a big fucking laugh.”

The man was crying slow tears.

“And then my wife and daughter left me. They got into the car and left me. They went to my mother-in-law’s house and they won’t talk to me.”

“Jesus,” I say.

“Christ,” he says.

“What happened to the bird?” I asked.

“He died, you stupid shit. You think there’s a long list of birds who survive a pot of boiling water? You think God pardons a few parakeets every fucking Memorial Day?”

“I’m sorry,” I say.

“You keep your sorrow to yourself,” he says.

“Okay.”

“Do you feel respected now?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“Can I go now?”

“Yes—no, wait,” I say. “Do you have a picture?”

“Of the bird?”

“No, of your daughter.”

He opens his wallet and shows me a school photo of a pretty little blonde with missing teeth.

“She’s great,” I say.

“Yeah,” he says. “And now she hates me.”

“She’ll forgive you,” I say.

“Do you have any kids?”

That startles me. I don’t know this homeless Indian’s name, let alone if he has any kids. Does he carry a wallet? I reach into my pockets and find a mess of cards, photos, and receipts fastened with a rubber band.

I snap the rubber band and sort through the mess until I come across a familiar photo.

“Is that your son?” the man asks.

I study the boy’s eyes and nose and chin.

“Is that your son?” the man asks again.

“No,” I say. “It’s me.”

“You carry around pictures of yourself?” he asks.

“I don’t mean to,” I say.

“All right, then,” he says. “I’m late for work. I’ll see you later.”

Without further emotion, the man leaves me. I stare at the photograph. It is me, the five-year-old me. The five-year-old Zits. The real me. How did this homeless guy get my photograph? Did my mother send it to him?

I walk over to a delivery truck and turn the side-view mirror. I stare at my bloody reflection. I am older than I used to be. I am battered, bruised, and broken. But I know who I am.

I am my father.



Eighteen

WHO CAN SURVIVE SUCH a revelation?

It was father love and father shame and father rage that killed Hamlet. Imagine a new act. Imagine that Hamlet, after being poisoned by his own sword, wakes in the body of his father. Or, worse, inside the body of his incestuous Uncle Claudius?

What would Hamlet do if he looked into the mirror and saw the face of the man who’d betrayed and murdered his father?

And what should I do now that I am looking into the mirror at the face of the man who betrayed and abandoned my mother and me?

If I had a sword, I might slide it into my belly and pull upward until I fell dead, but I have no weapon. And what satisfaction is there in killing a man who wants to die?

All my life, I’ve been wanting to see my father, to meet him for the first time. I’ve wanted to ask him questions. To interrogate him.

I stare at his face in the mirror.

“Why did you leave me?” I ask.

He doesn’t answer.

“Why do you have a photograph of me when I was five? Did my mother send it to you? Why did you want to carry a photograph of me but not me?”

I can feel him fighting me. He doesn’t want to remember the day he left me.

But I am younger and stronger. I am better. I will make him remember. I will force him to remember. I will kill him if I have to.

And so I push against my father’s mind and soul. I crash through his fortifications and rampage into his memory and tear through his homes, wells, and streets, until I see it: the hospital where I was born. Or, rather, the memory of that hospital. And I burst inside and race up the stairs, and back through the years, and rush through a door into the maternity ward hallway where my father paces.

Somewhere on this floor, my mother is giving birth to me. But my father is not in that room. No, he’s outside, removed, remote.

“Sir?” a nurse asks him. “Can I help you?”

“My wife is giving birth,” he says.

“Do you know where?”

“Yes, room eight-twelve.”

The nurse is confused. Why is he standing here while his wife is giving birth? Men don’t wait outside anymore. Men aren’t allowed to wait outside anymore. Or maybe there are problems. Maybe it’s a difficult birth. Maybe this poor man needs compassion.

“Sir,” the nurse says, “your wife and child are going to be okay. We have the finest—”

He puts his hand over her mouth. She doesn’t stop him. She’s too surprised. Confused. No father has ever touched her face like that. Has violated her boundaries like that. Expectant and fearful fathers have grabbed her. Even pushed or pulled her. But nobody has ever tried to silence her. He realizes his error. He pulls his hand away.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he says. “It’s just—I can’t stand words right now. I can’t stand to hear anybody say anything. Please, just go. Just go and leave me alone.”

She quickly walks away, wonders briefly if she should call security, but then realizes that the man has enough problems. She knows he’s just a weak man ashamed of his weakness.

She prays for him. Dear God, she thinks, help this man become a better man than he is now.

My father doesn’t feel her prayers.

He only feels a sharp pain in his chest. Something has broken. He knows he is sick and damaged. But what has made him sick? And what has damaged him?

My father remembers being eight years old, lying in bed while a man stands in the dark doorway. Who is that man?

It is my father’s father.

“I know you’re awake,” my grandfather says. He is drunk, slurs his words, and wavers in the doorway.

My father doesn’t move. He believes that his father will go away if he doesn’t move. It’s a magic spell that gets repeated every Friday and Saturday night.

“Your momma said you went out shooting today,” Grandfather says.

When my father hunts, he imagines the animals, the targets, are his father.

“Did you bring down anything?” Grandfather asks.

My father imagines pressing the rifle barrel against my grandfather’s temple. Imagines pulling the trigger.

“Did you kill anything? Any meat?” Grandfather asks.

That day, my father shot at and missed three quail and one deer.

“I asked you if you got any meat,” Grandfather says.

My father doesn’t want to tell the truth. The truth will get him hurt. A lie will also get him hurt. He’s going to get hurt no matter what he does.

“If you don’t answer my question, boy, I’m gonna get mad.”

Silence.

“I’m gonna ask you one more time,” Grandfather says. “Did you shoot anything today?”

“No,” my father says.

“Jesus,” Grandfather says. “What good are you? What kind of man are you? Ain’t I taught you how to shoot? And you waste my time and my bullets and my energy. You’re just a pussy boy. I can’t believe you are part of me. I wish you’d just go away.”

And then my grandfather leaves my father alone in the dark.

My father wants to weep. He wants to cry out for his father. He wants to be forgiven, to be loved. But if he speaks he will only be ridiculed again. He will only be diminished.

And then my grandfather walks back into the room. He stands over my father.

“I want you to know what I know,” my grandfather says. “You ain’t worth shit now. And you ain’t ever gonna be worth shit.”

My father stares at a stain on the ceiling. He has memorized the shape of that stain.

“Say it,” my grandfather says.

“Say what?” my father asks.

“Say you ain’t worth shit.”

My father wants to resist, to rebel, but he knows the punishment will end only if he submits.

“I ain’t worth shit,” my father says.

“Say it again.”

“I ain’t worth shit.”

“Louder.”

“I ain’t worth shit!” my father screams.

“Louder.”

“I ain’t worth shit!” my father screams. “I ain’t worth shit! I ain’t worth shit! I ain’t worth shit! I ain’t worth shit!”

My father screams long after my grandfather has left the room.

And now my father, whipped and bloodied by his memory, stops pacing in the hospital hallway. Somewhere on this floor, my mother is giving birth to me. But my father cannot be a participant. He cannot be a witness. He cannot be a father.

And so he runs. And as he runs, he closes his eyes. And as he closes his eyes, I close my eyes.



Nineteen

WHEN I OPEN MY eyes, I’m standing in a bank in downtown Seattle.

Yes, that bank.

I have two pistols in my coat, a paint gun and a .38 special.

Yes, those guns.

I’m supposed to pull them out and shoot everybody I see.

Yes, I’m supposed to kill for Justice.

I did it before: a long time ago, a little while ago, a second ago. I don’t understand how time works anymore.

There’s that man again, the one who told me I wasn’t real.

I think he’s wrong; I think I am real.

I have returned to my body. And my ugly face. And my anger. And my loneliness.

And then I think, Maybe I never left my body at all. Maybe I never left this bank. Maybe I’ve been standing here for hours, minutes, seconds, trying to decide what I should do.

Do I pull out my guns and shoot all these people?

Do I shoot that little boy over there with his mother? He is maybe five years old. He has blue eyes and blond hair. He’s wearing good shoes. A jean jacket. Khaki pants. Blue shirt. He’s beautiful. A beautiful little man. His mother, also blond and blue-eyed, smiles down at him. She loves him. She sees me watching them and she smiles at me. For me. She wants me to know how much she loves her son. She’s proud of the little guy.

Did my mother love me like that? I hope so.

I wave at the little boy. He waves back.

I hate him for being loved so well.

I want to be him.

I close my eyes and try to step inside his body. But it doesn’t work. I cannot be him.

I open my eyes. I think all the people in this bank are better than I am. They have better lives than I do. Or maybe they don’t. Maybe we’re all lonely. Maybe some of them also hurtle through time and see war, war, war. Maybe we’re all in this together.

I turn around and walk out of the bank. I step out onto First Avenue.

It’s not really raining, but this is Seattle. There are only fifty-eight sunny days a year in our city. So it always feels like it’s just about to rain, even when the sun is out.

I used to hate the rain. But now I want it to pour. I want it to storm. I want to be clean.

I am surrounded by people who trust me to be a respectful stranger. Am I trustworthy? Are any of us trustworthy? I hope so.

I remember my first day of school. Kindergarten. My mother walked me there. It was only six blocks away from our apartment, but six blocks is forever to a child.

As we walked, my mother talked to me.

“It’s going to be okay,” she said. “School is a good thing. You’re going to have lots of friends. And you’ll learn so much. And the teachers will take care of you, okay? I love you, okay? You’ll be okay. I’m going to wait right here for you. All day, I’ll wait right here.”

She was wrong, of course. School was not good for me.

I never made friends.

I didn’t learn much.

I was not okay.

And my mother didn’t wait for me. She died.

After she died, I went to live with her sister, my aunt.

Yes, that’s the dirtiest secret I own.

This is what I don’t tell anybody. I don’t talk about it. I don’t dream about it. I don’t want anybody to know.

My aunt was supposed to take care of me. She had promised her sister she would take care of me. She was the only family I had.

My father was gone. My mother was gone. My grandparents were gone. Everybody was gone.

My aunt was all I had.

Aunt Zooey. Auntie Z.

She lived in an apartment with her boyfriend. A man who smelled of onions and beer. A man who leaned over my bed in the middle of the night. A man who hurt me.

I told Auntie Z.

She slapped me.

I told Auntie Z again.

She slapped me again.

I was six years old. I cried for my mother. Like a lost dog, I howled all night. I could not stop crying. I missed my mother.

My mommy. My mommy. My mommy.

I cried for one week. Then two weeks. Then three weeks.

Every night, Auntie Z rushed into my room, shook me, slapped me, and screamed at me.

Stop crying, stop crying, stop crying.

I miss her, too. I miss her, too. I miss her, too.

She’s not coming back. She’s not coming back. She’s not coming back.

Some nights, her boyfriend came to see me. He hurt me and whispered to me in the dark.

Don’t tell anybody, don’t tell anybody, don’t tell anybody.

Everybody knows you’re a liar. Everybody knows you’re a liar. Everybody knows you’re a liar.

Nobody loves you anymore. Nobody loves you anymore. Nobody loves you anymore.

I learned how to stop crying.

I learned how to hide inside of myself.

I learned how to be somebody else.

I learned how to be cold and numb.

When I was eight years old, I ran away for the first time.

When I was nine, I poured lighter fluid on my aunt’s boyfriend and tried to set him on fire. He woke up and punched me into the hospital. They sent him to jail.

After he got out of jail, he left my aunt. She blamed me.

When I was ten, Auntie Z gave me twenty dollars and sent me to buy some hamburgers and fries. When I got back to the apartment, she was gone. She never came back.

When I was eleven, I ran away from my first foster home and got drunk in the street with three homeless Indians from Alaska.

When I was twelve, I ran away from my seventh foster home.

When I was thirteen, I smoked crack for the first time.

When I was fourteen, I stole a car and wrecked it into a building beneath the Alaska Way Viaduct.

When I was fifteen, I met a kid named Justice who taught me how to shoot guns.

But I am tired of hurting people. I am tired of being hurt.

I need help.

I walk from street to street, looking for help. I walk past Pike Place Market and Nordstrom’s. I walk past Gameworks and the Space Needle. I walk past Lake Washington and Lake Union. I walk for miles. I walk for days. I walk for years.

I don’t understand how time works anymore.

I walk until I see a police car parked in front of a restaurant.

I walk inside.

It’s a cheap diner. Eight tables. Two waitresses. A cook in the back.

At one of the tables sit two cops, Officer Dave and his partner. They’ve arrested me more often than any other duo.

I walk up to them.

“Officer Dave,” I say.

“Hey, Zits,” he says. “What’s going on?”

I want to tell him the entire story. I want to tell him that I fell through time and have only now returned. I want to tell him I learned a valuable lesson. But I don’t know what that lesson is. It’s too complicated, too strange. Or maybe it really is simple. Maybe it’s so simple it makes me feel stupid to say it.

Maybe you’re not supposed to kill. No matter who tells you to do it. No matter how good or bad the reason. Maybe you’re supposed to believe that all life is sacred.

“Officer Dave,” I say, and raise my hands high in the air, “I want you to know that I respect you. And I’m here for a good reason. I’m raising my hands up because I have two guns inside my coat. One of them is just a paint gun, but the other one is real.”

Officer Dave and his partner quickly get to their feet. Their hands touch their guns, ready to pull them out of their holsters.

“This isn’t funny, Zits,” Officer Dave says. “You say stuff like that, you’re going to get shot.”

I start laughing.

“What’s so funny?” Officer Dave asks.

“I’m not trying to be funny,” I say. “And I don’t want to get shot. I really do have two guns. I want you to take them from me. Please, take them away.”



Twenty

OFFICER DAVE TAKES MY guns.

And then he takes me to the police station. He stands nearby as a detective interviews me. He’s a big black man with big eyeglasses. He calls it an interview. It’s really an interrogation. I don’t mind. I guess I deserve to be interrogated.

“Where did you get the guns?” Detective Eyeglasses asks.

“I got them from a kid named Justice,” I say.

“Was Justice his first or last name?”

“He just called himself Justice. That’s all. He said he gave himself the name.”

“You don’t know his real name?”

“No.”

“Where did you meet him?”

“In jail.”

“When was this?”

“A few months ago, I guess. Don’t really remember. I’ve been in jail a lot.”

“Okay, so you met him in jail. But you don’t remember exactly when. And you say his name is Justice. But that’s not his real name.”

“Yeah.”

“None of that information helps us much, does it? It’s not very specific, is it?”

“No, I guess not.”

I can tell that Detective Eyeglasses doesn’t believe me. He thinks I invented Justice.

“You say this guy named Justice is the one who told you to go to the bank and kill people?” Eyeglasses asks me.

“Yeah,” I say.

The detective stares at me hard, like his eyes were twin suns. I feel burned.

He pulls a TV cart into the room and plays a video for me. It’s a copy of the bank security tape.

Eyeglasses, Officer Dave, and I watch a kid named Zits walk into the bank and stand near a huge potted plant.

I laugh.

“What’s so funny?” Eyeglasses asks.

“I just look stupid next to that big plant. Look at me, I’m trying to hide behind it.”

It’s true. I’m using it for cover. Eyeglasses and Officer Dave have to laugh, too. It is funny. But it’s only funny because I didn’t do what I was supposed to do. It’s only funny because I’m alive to watch it. It’s only funny because everybody in that bank is still alive.

So maybe it’s not really funny at all.

Maybe we’re all laughing because it’s so fucking unfunny.

In the video, I pat my coat once, twice, three times.

“What are you doing?” Eyeglasses asks.

“I’m checking to see if my guns are still there,” I say.

“Are you thinking about using them?”

“Yeah.”

“But you didn’t. Why not?”

On the video, my image disappears for a second. I’m gone. And then I reappear.

“Whoa,” Officer Dave says. “Did you see that?”

The detective rewinds the tape. Presses PLAY. I’m there in the bank. Then I’m gone—poof. And then I reappear.

“That’s weird,” Officer Dave says.

“Aw, it’s just a flaw in the tape,” Eyeglasses says. “They reuse these tapes over and over. The quality goes down. They got weird bumps and cuts in them.”

Eyeglasses is probably right.

On the video, I am staring at the little blond boy and his mother. I smile and wave.

“Who is that?” Eyeglasses asks me.

“It’s just a boy and his mother,” I say.

“Do you know them?”

“No.”

“Then why are you being so friendly to them?”

“They were beautiful,” I say.

Detective Eyeglasses snorts at me. He thinks I’m goofy. But Officer Dave smiles. He must be a father.

“Do you know where we might find this Justice?” Eyeglasses asks me.

“Maybe,” I say. “We lived together in this warehouse down in SoDo.”

“Jesus,” he says. “Why didn’t you tell us this before?”

“You didn’t ask.”

I lead them to the warehouse. I wait outside with two rookie cops while Dave and Eyeglasses and a SWAT team check out the whole building.

Nobody is there.

Pretty soon, Eyeglasses comes out and takes me upstairs to the room where Justice and I lived for a few weeks.

There are empty cans, bottles, and plastic containers. There are two beds made out of newspaper and cardboard. There are newspaper photos and magazine articles taped on the walls. All the people in those photos and articles have crosshairs painted over their faces. They were all targets.

“This is where you and Justice lived?” Eyeglasses asks me.

“Yeah.”

“Well, if he was here, he’s gone now.”

“Yeah.”

I know that I won’t see Justice again.

Eyeglasses stares at me hard. He’s good at staring hard.

“Zits,” he says. “I’m happy you changed your mind about using those guns.”

I’m happy, too, but I can’t say that.

Later, as I sit in a holding cell, waiting for a transfer to yet another halfway house or juvie hall or real prison, Officer Dave visits me.

He leans against the bars of my cell.

“You’re going to die,” he says.

I’m trying to be as tough as I used to be, but it’s not working. I feel like a carton of eggs holding up an elephant.

“You are going to die,” Dave says again. He says each syllable like it was a cussword. Or a prayer.

“So I’m going to die,” I say. “What does it matter? I don’t matter. I’m nothing.”

“Zits,” he says. “You matter. Everybody matters. You matter to me.”

“You’re a cop,” I say. “You don’t care about anything.”

“I care too much, man,” Dave says.

I look at him. Tears are rolling down his big cop face. Who knew that cops could cry?

“What’s wrong with you?” I ask.

Dave wipes his face. He’s embarrassed by his tears. But he has something important to say, so he says it.

“A few weeks ago, we got this nine-one-one call,” he tells me. “A man said there was this crazy screaming in the house next door. Like babies just crying and crying, louder than he ever heard before.”

Dave looks at the ceiling as if his memory was playing like a movie up there. I look up and see it, too.

I can’t jump into Dave’s body but I can feel and see and understand a little bit about his pain, I guess.

In their squad car, Dave and his partner pull up in front of a house. A small, dirty house. Garbage on the lawn. Two broken cars in the driveway.

The cops knock on the front door.

No answer.

They knock.

No answer.

Dave puts his ear to the door.

“Can you hear that?” he asks.

“What is it?” his partner asks.

“It sounds like water running.”

Dave steps down on the lawn and peers through the front window. Through a crack in the curtains, he can see two people lying on the floor.

“Two people down, two people down,” he says.

Dave and his partner draw their guns and burst through the front door.

Two people lying on the living room floor. A man and a woman. Dead.

No, alive: passed out.

Beer bottles, wine bottles, vodka bottles, crack pipes, the stink of meth.

“Jesus, I hate that smell,” the partner says. He kicks the man. “Wake up,” he says.

The man doesn’t move. Just breathes heavy.

He kicks the man again. Harder. “Wake the fuck up,” he says.

The man just lies there.

“I hate these freaks,” the partner says.

But Dave is already moving into another room. He’s following that sound: running water. He steps into a pool of water in the hallway.

Cold water. Where’s it coming from? The bathroom at the end of the hallway.

“We got something going on here,” Dave says to his partner.

Together, they walk down the hallway. Through the water. Getting deeper. Flooding the house.

They reach the bathroom door.

With head nods and hand signals, they talk to each other.

Are you ready to go in?

Yes.

Okay, on three.

One, two, three.

Dave turns the knob and pushes against the door.

It’s locked.

No, it’s just stuck. A difficult door. Dave pushes hard. The door screeches open.

And they see two toddlers, a boy and a girl, two or three years old, lying still on the floor.

Covered with burns: their legs, their backs, their bellies.

Hot-water scalds.

The tub faucet pours out water. Overfills the tub. Floods the room.

It’s cold water now. Ice cold. But it was boiling hot when it overflowed the tub, when the two babies were trapped by the difficult door, when they screamed so loud that the neighbor could hear them, but not so loud that it woke their parents from their drunken stoned slumber.

“Oh, my God! Oh…my…God!” Dave shouts. “Get an ambulance here, now, now, now!”

Dave’s partner calls for help.

Dave kneels down in the water and picks up the babies, one in each arm. Their eyes are open and blue and blind. They’re gone.

Dave cries.

He wants to go back in time. He only needs to travel back an hour—just one hour—and he’ll be able to save these kids. He’ll take them away from their terrible parents, from this terrible life, and he’ll love them. He’ll keep them safe.

“They were just babies,” Dave says to me. “Helpless little babies. I couldn’t save them. I was too late.”

I don’t know what to say.

Dave weeps. I weep with him.

He leans against the bars of my cell. I don’t know if I’m the one in jail, or if he is.



Twenty-one

AFTER MONTHS OF COUNSELING, social work, mental therapy, and absolute boredom, the medical professionals and social workers and cops decide that I am not going to kill anybody. I am not dangerous.

Really, that’s what they say to me: “Zits, we don’t think you’re dangerous.”

How am I supposed to respond to something like that?

“Oh, uh, thank you, ma’am.”

I mean, jeez, I’m a fifteen-year-old foster kid with a history of fire setting, time traveling, body shifting, and mass-murder contemplation. I think I’m a lot more than just dangerous.

I think I might be unlovable.

But as dangerous and unlovable as I am, the state places me in a temporary foster home.

With Officer Dave’s brother and sister-in-law.

“They don’t have any kids,” Officer Dave says. “But they always wanted a baby.”

I don’t think I exactly qualify as a bouncing baby boy, but who am I to complain?

“Is your brother a cop?” I ask.

“He’s a fireman,” Dave says. “My other brother works for the post office.”

“Jesus,” I say. “You guys are like the civil servant hall of fame or something.”

Dave laughs. I always could make him laugh. I hope I can make his brother laugh.

Man, I can’t believe that a firefighter is going to be my new foster father, but it does make some kind of metaphorical sense, doesn’t it?

I guess they really want me to be under close supervision. Well, I’m happy it’s only going to be temporary. I’ll go crazy living with a firefighter. They always walk around looking for smoke.

I want to ask Dave why he’s sending me to his brother. Why doesn’t Dave just take care of me by himself? I think I know the answer. I think he’s scared of disappointing me.

The social workers deliver me to the firefighter’s house in the middle of the night, like some sort of major-league prisoner or something. They don’t have me in handcuffs, but I feel handcuffed, if you know what I mean.

They put me in this little bedroom. And I lie there in the dark and wonder if I can fall asleep in a strange bed. But I fall asleep while worrying that I might not fall asleep.

The alarm clock wakes me up at 7 A.M. It plays Blood, Sweat & Tears. Really.

That song called “I Love You More Than You Will Ever Know.” The one my mother used to sing to me.

It makes me want to gag. How cruel is this? I’m living in a firefighter’s house and the alarm plays my mother’s favorite song.

I turn off the music, go into the bathroom, and pee for two minutes.

Then I walk out into the kitchen.

Officer Dave is eating breakfast with his brother and sister-in-law: oatmeal and fruit and sausage. It smells great. Dave and the firefighter are wearing their uniforms. The wife is wearing a nurse’s uniform. And she’s kind of hot, you know. She’s really tall and has long brown hair and brown eyes. Her cheekbones are big, too, like Indian cheekbones. I wonder if she’s a little bit Indian. She smells pretty great, too. She smells even better than the oatmeal, fruit, and sausage.

“Good morning,” she says to me. “Do you want some oatmeal?”

“Whatever,” I say, and sit down.

The firefighter looks at me. He’s not reading a newspaper. He’s not ignoring me. He looks right at me.

“My name is Robert,” he says and offers his hand. I take it. We shake like gentlemen.

Officer Dave stares at me, too. I think he’s thinking about those two babies in the bathroom. I wonder if he’ll always look at me and see those two babies in the bathroom. I hope not. I hope someday he looks at me and just sees me.

“Hey, Zits,” he says. “After work today, I’m thinking all of us men should go to the Mariners game. What do you think?”

I want to say Whatever, but it doesn’t come out that way. I realize that Dave isn’t leaving me to his brother. Dave is going to take care of me, too. That makes sense, I suppose. I need as many fathers as possible.

“You ever been to a baseball game?” Robert asks me.

“I’ve never seen one in person,” I say.

A baseball game! Jesus, how American. Next thing you know, Dave and the firefighter and I will be playing catch in the backyard.

“Well, I got some tickets,” Dave says.

“They’re shitty seats,” Robert says. “My brother is a cheap-ass bastard. We’re going to be way up in the sky. Behind home plate. But they’re fun anyway. We’ll watch the game and eat hot dogs and drink lemonade. How does that sound?”

Before I can answer, his wife speaks up.

“You will not eat junk,” she says. “I’ll pack you some fruits and vegetables. And you’ll drink water. Lots of water.”

She smiles at me. Her teeth are the brightest teeth in the world. Every one of those teeth is a statue of somebody beautiful.

“My name is Mary,” she says. “I’m happy you’re here with us.”

“It’s only temporary,” I say.

“Well, Robert and I are hoping to make it permanent,” she says. “How does that sound to you?”

For a second, I can’t even remember what that word means. For a moment, I forget that the word permanent ever existed.

“Wow,” I say. “Permanent might be pretty cool.”

I look at Dave. He’s smiling. How often do cops smile? Not very much, I guess, because Dave’s smile is goofy and big. If he knew how goofy and big it was, he’d practice more.

He’s trying to save me. And he’s smiling about it. I guess that’s okay. Maybe I can save him, too.

“Okay, kid,” he says. “We got to go. I’ll see you back here after work.”

Robert kisses Mary and leaves. Dave tousles my hair and leaves. Yes, he tousles my hair. No father has tousled a kid’s hair since 1955. I wonder if I have dropped into some weird time-travel thing again. But no, Dave is just a decent guy. Wow.

So I’m here alone with Mary. I’m in love.

Is it okay to be in love with your foster mother? Well, to be honest, I don’t care if it’s okay or not.

“All right,” she says. “After breakfast, I’m going to take you down to the new school and get you enrolled. And then I’m going to work for a few hours. And then I’ll come back and pick you up after, okay?”

She’s giving me a schedule.

“What time will you pick me up?” I ask.

“Well,” she says. “School gets out at two-thirty. So I’ll meet you in front about two-forty-five. How does that sound?”

“Are you really going to be there?” I ask.

She smiles, but there’s a little sadness in her eyes, too. She knows I’ve been lied to a million times.

“I’ll be there,” she says. “I promise.”

Promise. What a good word. What a hopeful word.

“Whatever,” I say, because it hurts to have hope.

“Hey, listen,” she says, and leans down close to me. Her face is three inches from mine. She looks right into my eyes. “When I make promises, I keep them. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I say.

“Do you believe me?”

“Yes,” I say. And you know what’s weird? I do believe her.

“All right, then,” she says. “Finish your breakfast.”

So I eat until my belly is stuffed and then I go into my bathroom to get ready.

I have my own bathroom!

Pretty soon there’s a knock on the door.

“Yes,” I say.

“Can I come in?” she asks.

“Yeah, I’m decent,” I say, and laugh. I’ve never been decent, not once. And I’ve never used that word before. I’m getting soft.

Mary comes in. She looks a little nervous. She’s carrying a bag of stuff.

“Is there something wrong?” I ask.

“No,” she says. “It’s just—well, this is difficult. But can I say something really personal to you?”

“Okay, I guess.”

“Well, it’s about your face.”

“I know. I’m ugly.”

“No, you’re not ugly. You’re handsome, actually. But your skin—we need to start working on your skin. You’ll be a lot happier if we do.”

She reaches into the bag and pulls out three jars and sets them on the sink.

“Okay,” she says. “This is some skin-care treatment stuff, okay? I’m going to teach you how to use it, okay?”

“Okay,” I say.

“Well, first of all, you need to wash your face with this stuff. It’s an acne scrub. It will clean your pores and get rid of the old dead skin, okay?”

“Okay,” I say, and wash my face.

“Good, good,” she says. “Then we use this stuff to put right on your pimples. This goes after the bacteria in there. So just put a little on your fingertip and dab it on the big zits, okay?”

That takes me awhile. I have a lot of zits.

“Okay, good,” she says. “Now this last stuff, it’s an all-over moisturizer and oil-reducing cream. It’s funny, but it will keep your skin moist but dry at the same time.”

“I don’t get it,” I say.

“I don’t either,” she says, “but it works, okay? Trust me.”

I rub that stuff all over my face.

“There, that’s good,” she says. “We do this twice a day, and your face should start clearing up in a week or two. A few months from now, you’ll be brand-new.”

That just gets me in the soul. Right there, I start to cry. Really. I just weep and wail.

Mary hugs me. She hugs me tightly. It feels great. I haven’t been hugged like that since my mother died.

I’m happy.

I’m scared, too. I mean, I know the world is still a cold and cruel place.

I know that people will always go to war against each other.

I know that children will always be targets.

I know that people will always betray each other.

I know that I am a betrayer.

But I’m beginning to think I’ve been given a chance. I’m beginning to think I might get unlonely. I’m beginning to think I might have an almost real family.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I keep saying.

“It’s okay,” she says. “You’ll be okay.”

“Michael,” I say. “My real name is Michael. Please, call me Michael.”
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