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PROLOGUE


Things start where you don’t know and end up where you know. When you know is when you ask, How did this start?


Wolf Swamp. That’s how this story started. When I crossed over the East River into the mystery, this city, the fuck-you city.


Wolf Swamp. Or, as you probably know it, Manhattan.


Quite a story, this story, how the fog settles and Manhattan shape-shifts into Wolf Swamp.


Like all stories it’s a mystery. At the beginning you don’t know and then at the end you know. But this mystery isn’t the Agatha Christie kind where there’s covering up all along and a big revelation at the end.


In this mystery, everything is out there from the first but you don’t realize it.


The revelation is when you’re going this way and then shit happens and then you’re going that way, and for some reason this time you stop, you notice what was there all along, and because you notice, everything gets perfectly clear.


Even myself, at the end of this story, my bare feet on horseflesh galloping up Avenue A, I am the mystery: the Mystery of the Will of Heaven.


There’s a couple suicides, a couple sacrifices, a betrayal. An ethical act. A famous movie star. An ancient Indian legend. A journey into the underworld to find a lost lover. There’s a greedy king and his evil queen. Vicious Totalitarian Assholes. A virus—an epidemic—thousands of dead.


A hero on a white stallion.


It’s a tale lip-synced by a drag queen.


So the ending is happy, sort of.


Torch songs forever.


It’s all drag.


* * *


AUGUST 8, 1988. This was the headline in The New York Times: TOMPKINS SQUARE PARK RIOT. THOUSANDS OF HOMELESS. BARRICADE.


But it’s not the truth. The headline wasn’t that big. And Tompkins Square Park was no riot. It was war, the Dog Shit Park War.


My tasks were simple: Kill the monster, save the maiden.


Fatum.


The fates lead those who will, who won’t they drag.


For me, it was all drag.


My first task was plain as day. I knew this was the monster, and I had to kill him, and I did.


The moment that after, you’re different. Didn’t know my first task, not really, until the moment I pulled the trigger.


Same way with my second task: didn’t know.


All at once, there I was, the hero on the white stallion, rescuing the maiden.


But it’s not the truth.


My tasks were not to kill the monster and save the maiden. The truth is, my task was to wake up, to notice.


It’s like Rose told me: The life I am trying to grasp is the me who is trying to grasp it. My task was to not abandon myself, to not confuse the confusion with myself, to not turn into salt, into dust, charcoal, into purple bumps of Karposi’s sarcoma like the rest.


No one can tell this story the way I know it but me. The characters—Rose, Fiona, True Shot, Ruby Prestigiacomo, Charlie 2Moons, Bobbie, Harry O’Connor, Fred, Mother, Father—are memories of myself.


Except for True Shot and Ruby, the closest any one of them got to each other was me.


In the twilight of what I remember of the day, I am lying, cheating, stealing, but not to mislead you.


I am lip-syncing here, so sometimes the words don’t go with my mouth.


Language is my second language.


I’m just making it up where I don’t know.


Ergo: The story does not follow a consecutive horizontal plot line.


Ergo: Time gets lost.


Plus also, some of this story, not much, is en Français, so there’s some places you might get confused.


It all comes around at the end, though. I promise.


What else?


I just got to say it: I can tell I’m already in love with you. Which means I’m going to hurt you.


* * *


ON AVENUE C with Ruby Prestigiacomo one evening, one twilight, Ruby stopped, hiked his pants up over his skinny ass, and pointed his finger. My eyes followed Ruby’s pointing arm, down from his red polyester shirt rolled up to the elbow, down his forearm, the yellow hair, over the tracks and purple bumps, to his finger pointing the way man points to the Sistine Chapel God.


In the space in between Ruby’s finger and God was the hierarchy of humiliations, plus the telephone booth. On the corner, the telephone booth, inside and outside painted all over with words. The cyclone fence behind it, the empty lot, bits of broken glass shiny from the streetlamp light, tiny illuminations in the dust, sandy dirt, rocks, and dead grass. Beat to hell, the telephone booth, receiver hanging down.


Like your limp dick, Ruby said.


Ruby smiled his famous smile.


When all else fails, Ruby said, When there’s no place left to go, when you’re up Shit Creek. You can come here to talk. A special kind of phone booth: Saint Jude phone booth. Direct line to God, Ruby said. Hopeless cases.


Last call.


THAT TELEPHONE BOOTH got stuck in my head. The telephone booth was more like a Catholic statue, a shrine you could kneel down in front of and pray, a broken shrine to all things broken, a shrine you could lift the receiver off, put your ear against, your lips against, and speak into, and you wouldn’t be alone.


It’s like what Rose said once: We don’t live on things, we live on the meaning of things.


That telephone booth, the thing. The meaning of it.


Not to be alone.


ALL OF US together in Fish Bar.


Fish Bar was the same as ever with the string of fish lights hanging across the back, the light a burnt red on the green and amber bottles, the jukebox with the black-girl songs, songs each one of us knew by heart.


But everything was different. Different and bright. Everything about the world was brighter, clearer, like the kind of painting that, when you first look at the painting you think it’s a photograph the photographer took when the light made the edges of things hard and more real, or maybe the photographer took acid and took a photograph of how he was seeing, but then you step closer and you see the brush strokes, you see how the guy painted a painting to look like a photograph that looks just like the world, only brighter.


That night in Fish Bar. At the same round table in the corner by the window with the red lantern-glass candle. When we looked around the table at each other, we didn’t know, none of us knew how we’d got so lost, how all at once the world had changed on us.


We were sitting closer together than usual, and we were holding hands. Most always, sitting there, we touched each other, even Rose, but this last night we were hand in hand, a circle of hands holding each other around the round table. My right hand palm to palm with Rose’s Sahara Desert palm, my left hand palm to palm with Fiona’s bleached sand dollar, my knees touching True Shot’s knees.


True Shot, Rose, Fiona, and myself, Ruby and Harry and Fred in spirit, holding hands.


We were just talking talking, playing at talking, and then for some reason we were talking about the one moment.


The moment that after you’re different.


Jackson Holeewood, Wyoming, I said, May 13, 1983.


Myself, even myself with my Heineken same as ever, my black zip-to-the neck turtle, my black knit stretch pants, my shiny Shinola black combat boots, my black baseball cap backwards—all that black avant-garde shit covering up my Coors flannel plaid white-trash roots.


Of all the stories I could have told that night, of all the moments, I chose the one about Crummy Dog.


I was waiting tables at Café Libre and living in a room above the Big O Tire Center.


Café Libre was the only place in town with a decent wine list and real coffee.


It was Sunday. I was off. I was sitting with my coffee on the deck of Café Libre, studying French from the Maison de Français book Première Année.


Maison de Français: proof I wasn’t local.


It wasn’t a car, it was a pickup, a blue Silverado, with a gun in the gun rack in the back window, a four-wheeler, and the guy didn’t stop.


Sunday morning.


Pauvre petit chien.


Crummy was his name, Crummy Dog, terrier mix. Arrogant little mutt. Crummy ran out, wild fool that he was, kamikaze under the big wheel. There was the sound, the unmistakable sound, and my body did all those things people describe when they know shit has just happened, and I looked. Crummy went under the front wheel, then the back wheel. Sunday morning, in front of Café Libre, after my coffee, the sun shining, Première Année.


The hardest part was Crummy running back to me, his back legs dragging, Crummy dragging his back legs back to me.


Frozen moments in time. If we could unfreeze them.


I knelt right there on the pavement, laid Première Année down, and that little golden dog, so uncomplicated and real and full of life, the one who loved me, looked up at me with all the understanding, sorrow, and bewilderment that goes with being aware of being alive.


I always said Crummy wasn’t really a dog, he was a magic being who could do everything but talk, and right then, at that moment, Crummy talked. He said, This is death, Will, au revoir. Then Crummy’s eyes rolled back up into his head, and he laid his head on Première Années open page, and a big gush of blood came out of his mouth and nose, blood on French, and Crummy wasn’t looking at me anymore.


WHEN I ASKED Rose about the one moment, I expected Rose’s moment to be one of his Elizabeth Taylor stories or one of his theah-tah stories—how he dined with Sir Lawrence Olivier and Danny Kaye, cocktails with Cary Grant and Randolph Scott by the pool, or Carmen Miranda without any underwear dancing with Cesar Romero. One of those. But it wasn’t.


Rose in his Saint Francis Is A Sissy look, his Marrakesh earrings and his new pedal pushers and the silver lamé top Mrs. Alvarez, Rose’s personal tailor, made for him. His shiny oiled head smelling of rosemary and eucalyptus, and his black black skin and the gold loops in his queer ear, his jewels sparkly sparkly.


Drop-dead freshly fucked gorgeous.


Rose put out the cigarette I’d rolled for him and lit a Gauloise, crossed his legs, shook his head so his earrings picked up the green and amber light, lifted his arms up like a symphony conductor, bracelets clack-clack.


The moment that after you’re different.


Rose raised his shoulders, lowered his chin, and looked his black eyes straight into my eyes.


Houston 1955, Rose said.


It was hard to look at Rose when he made his eyes so open. Rose hardly ever showed the world his eyes so open that way—a Shy Hunter wasn’t supposed to do that—but that night he did. Rose opened his eyes and showed me vasty deep, his fire inside I would stand too close to. Roosevelt Washington King.


I was eleven years old, Rose said. A Saturday night, Rose said. And like most other Saturday nights, my father was slow driving us through the neighborhood on our way to Wooten’s Ice Cream Parlor. My two brothers and I, Calvin and L’lrah, and my two sisters, Magnolia and Elnora. We were sitting all five of us, quietly, behaved, me the oldest by the window on my pa’s side. My brothers’ and my sisters’ legs eight sticks across the seat stuck out in front of us, sitting on the old red blanket Mama put over the seat for Saturday nights because kids and ice cream and Texas heat together in the same place always meant trouble.


Ice cream the beginning of sacred, Rose said, Ice cream and riding around in the Buick Saturday night was always how Sunday began, Sunday and church and Sunday clothes and singing and preaching all day at the John the Baptist Church on Dowling, up from the corner of Dowling and Magown and the taxi stand and the Golden Arrow Bar where uncle Elasha King—my father Elijah King’s twin brother—drove a taxi and drank and hung out with fancy women. My mother, Montserrat, called them fancy women.


The Buick was washed and waxed shiny with Turtle Wax by my father’s big hands. Every Saturday morning, I sat on the curb and watched those hands scrub the whitewalls white with Old Dutch Cleanser. And every Saturday night, the whitewalls and the chrome Buick hubcaps rolling along residential streets, Elijah and Montserrat, waving at the neighbors, Elijah now and then giving the horn a honk at folks sitting on the gary of their skinny wood shotgun houses fanning themselves, heat lightning flashing across the purple sky, the streetlamps on the light poles a mess of mosquitoes, moths, and flying bugs. In the yards, barefoot children running after fireflies. The fireflies, now and then the flash of a TV, the lightning, the lights on the light poles, the headlights of the Buick—solitary illuminations in the night.


Wooten’s Ice Cream Parlor, bright windows on Dowling.


My father’s big hands, a nickel to each one of us, his children, placed in the our palms. I herded Calvin, L’lrah, Elnora, and Magnolia inside the bright and sat us down at the counter on the high red stools that turned. Each one of us each clutching our nickel, elbows on the counter, plastic-covered menus next to the napkin holders, one napkin each.


In the car, driving down Dowling, licking chocolate, licking pineapple, strawberry—no one ever got vanilla; I always chose chocolate—my father, Elijah King, driving his Buick Special home toward Sunday.


The red flashing light pulling us over, another illumination.


My father steered us to the curb just in front of the Golden Arrow Bar, in front of the neon Lone Star Beer sign. My father looked over to Mama first. Mama looked back. Then my father opened the door, pulled up his weight, stepped out of the Buick saying, What’s the problem, officer, sir? Was I traveling over the speed?


Two white cops, the one of them threw my father up against the Buick, frisked him, calling my father, calling Elijah King nigger, over and over again: nigger-nigger-nigger. I was looking out the open back window of the ’49 Buick Special at my father’s face, his eyes right into my eyes.


Close the window, son, my father said.


So I rolled up the window slow, eyes right into my father’s eyes.


There was the split concrete of the sidewalk, the Lone Star Beer sign, Uncle Elasha in his black-and-white cab, the door to the cab open, Elasha smoking, spread-legged, fancy women standing around watching.


Eleven years old, Rose said. Roosevelt Washington King, Rose said, Rolled up the window all the way into the felt slot, my father’s face pushing against the window. One cop took his gun and hit Elijah King upside the head, then my pa down and the cops kicking him.


Not a sound, only the blows to my father, the cops’ nigger-nigger-nigger, and the breath going out of my father.


Inside the car, from Mama not a sound, not a word, only the horrific whisper, the admonition to us her children in the backseat of the ’49 Buick Special to hush, eat your ice cream, don’t make one peep, keep your eyes on the floor, keep your mouths closed no matter what.


I never said a word, Rose said, But I did not look at the floor. I looked out the window, watched my father, Elijah King, watched Elijah King’s face while the cops broke his ribs and busted his nose.


It was the blood on the whitewall, Rose said, Father’s blood on the whitewall tire and the chrome Buick hubcap. The bloodstain on the whitewall when we got home that never scrubbed off for good. The blood there on the whitewall was the moment, Rose said, The moment that after, life and living was different.


* * *


SARAH VAUGHAN WAS singing “Slow Boat to China.” After Sarah Vaughan, the jukebox would go through Etta James, “At Last,” Chuck Mangione’s “Children of the Sanchez,” and Aretha singing “Drinking Again.”


Fish Bar sounded like dogs barking. That night at Fish Bar when Rose stopped talking, all around us, dogs barking.


Rose went to pee; we ordered more drinks around. When Rose got back, I rolled cigarettes with one hand like I can, lit each cigarette. Fiona sat back, put her leg over my leg. Rose wiped the sweat off his shiny head with the Fish Bar cocktail napkin from under True Shot’s soda and lime.


True Shot. Extra lovely urban Injun, Spirit Schlepper, AA. True Shot at the table, drinking his soda and lime same as ever. A silver ring on every finger, even his thumbs, the red bandanna around his head, his hair tied back in a bun, the way I like it. The blue-beaded horizontal and the intersecting beaded-red vertical buckskin bag hanging on the strand of buckskin around his neck. Designer mirror sunglasses.


True Shot put his index with the silver ring onto the bridge of his mirrors. All his rings catching the green and amber light. The light of the flame in the red candleholder. Then True Shot moved his hand down to his neck, put his palm against the buckskin bag.


The moment that after you’re different.


It is this way, True Shot said, Let me tell you a story.


It never failed. Whenever True Shot started out with It is this way, the drums and the rattles always started going in my mind. Like he’d brought his own sound track with him.


You may tell of power, True Shot said, And how power is received only when you are on the battlefield, only when approaching the enemy ready to fight for life, only then are things told—what power has been given, what power you must use. It is at such a time that power, previously hidden, enters you.


It is this way, True Shot said. It was a time of fasting. I call it fasting, True Shot said, But really I was out of frog hides. Flat broke.


One morning I woke up, True Shot said, Put my clothes on, walked out my apartment door, and just started walking. At Washington Square, I started walking up Fifth Avenue, walked up Fifth Avenue, past Fourteenth, through midtown, the Plaza, walked along the park until the park ended, walked across town on 110th Street to Broadway, kept on walking up, through Harlem, kept walking until the city was behind me, the riches to rags behind me, and I was on the palisades of the Hudson River. There was the river and the sun on the river, big brown smooth lava rock, and trees everywhere. I found me a rock under a tree and I sat. The little people—the lizards and salamanders—were laying out in the sun, dashing under rocks, playing hide-and-seek.


Something about the rock, the rock and the little people, made me sit on the rock for three days and nights. I didn’t even know I was on the rock for that long until after.


I’d lost three days and nights before, True Shot said, But never sober.


But we’ve all been captured by the little people, True Shot said, At one time or another; we just always forget.


When I came to, when the rock and the little people let me go, it was dark. My heart felt good, my head was clear, and my belly was empty.


At Dyckman Street, I jumped the stile and got on the A downtown. The clock on the platform said two-eighteen. There were only three people besides myself in the subway car, a middle-aged African American woman in a nurse’s uniform, a young Puerto Rican man in a shiny suit, and a drunk, a white man, laying across the seat, a stack of The New York Times for a pillow. At 190th Street, a white man in a gray trench coat and a Yankees ball cap got on. His black horn-rimmed glasses were taped together in the middle. Two more stops went by. Nobody got on or off.


At 168th, the train stopped. There was no one on the platform and no one got on the train. When the doors closed, the man in the trench coat and ball cap pulled out a gun. He started yelling something about foreigners, waving the gun around, pointing the gun every which way.


The man turned his ball cap around, and all at once, in the light, his skin was white like milk and his eyes were huge and blue through the magnified glasses. The white man told the people on the train to sit next to each other, to where the white man pointed with his gun, told them to sit next to the drunk man.


Nobody looked at anybody else. Nobody moved.


The white man screamed, high-pitched and crazy, shot the gun, the bullet going out an open window. The nurse and the Puerto Rican man got up, moved next to the drunk. I got up and sat down with them.


At 163rd Street, the train stopped, the doors opened. Nobody moved. There was no one on the platform and no one got on the train. The doors closed.


The white man went to the woman first. He held on to a pole, sliding down as he knelt in front of the woman, the white man with the blue eyes a smiling mask, the gun always pointed at her. Made the woman hike up her white dress so you could see her through the panty hose. The white man with the huge blue eyes put the gun onto the woman’s crotch.


At 155th Street, the train stopped, the doors opened. Nobody moved. The white man kept the gun on the woman down between her legs. There was no one on the platform and no one got on the train. The doors closed.


The white man went to the Puerto Rican man next, holding the gun straight-armed, pointed at the man’s face. Just then the drunk rolled over, shouting something from his dream. The white man hit the drunk man hard in the face with the gun. Blood gushed out his nose and the drunk man went limp.


Then: Suck this, Pedro! the white man yelled and he put the gun into the Puerto Rican man’s mouth.


At 145th Street the train stopped, the doors opened. The white man kept the gun in the man’s mouth, pulling the man’s head back by the hair, the white man’s huge blue eyes not a blink in the neon. There was no one on the platform and no one got on the train. The doors closed.


When the white man got to me, True Shot said, The nurse was crying and the Puerto Rican man was sobbing. The white man told me to take my pants off. My intention, True Shot said, Was to stand up and do that very thing, but something got into my arm and my arm reached out and slapped the white man’s face, knocked the glasses off his face—his poor squinty blue eyes—then slapped him again. Then my arm reached out and grabbed the gun and then I shot the white man, where the tape had been on his glasses, shot him between the eyes.


At 135th street, the train stopped. There was no one on the platform and no one got on the train. Everyone got off. I carried the drunk man out over my shoulder, laid him down on the platform.


When the train pulled out, I looked back, True Shot said. What power had been given: A rattlesnake was curled up on the seat where I’d been sitting.


Imagine that, True Shot said, A rattlesnake right here in New York City. On the A train no less, True Shot said.


OUTSIDE FISH BAR’S window, the early sun made the smog burnt peach and the buildings on East Fifth maroon and navy shadows. My hand, my arm, fingers, my cigarette were shadows on the table.


Fiona made a joke that she had no shadow, that she was a vampire. Fiona was sitting so her shadow wasn’t on the table, and when Fiona said she was a vampire, I looked at her close, her white skin almost blue, kohl around her eyes like two smashed grapes, and for a moment I believed her.


Dogs barking. Coyotes, wolves maybe. Billy Strayhorn and Duke Ellington and “Lush Life.”


Rose crossed his legs, his foot against my calf. He reached for his Brandy Alexander, his bracelets clack-clack. True Shot slurped the bottom of his soda water, rattled the ice cubes in his glass, put the green swizzle stick in his mouth. His knees were against my knee.


We all looked at Fiona.


Fiona, beautiful according to Fellini. Beautiful the way New York is beautiful: something monstrous, wrong, dark, corrupt, bigger than you, important, too much attitude, always compelling. High cheekbones. Skin all milk and blueberries. Roman nose. Her right upper lip crooked up to the nostril, even with the three operations. Her voice Tallulah Bankhead from years of practice before she had a roof in her mouth. Too many cigarettes already.


Fiona’s black snakes with red-rubber-band tails stuck out from under her backwards baseball cap. She was wearing all black as usual, lips so red against her pale white skin they had a life all their own.


She and Rose—and now that I think of it, Ruby and True Shot and me too—ultimate drag queens. It was our appearance of being real.


Fiona’s black leotard leg was draped over my legs, her elbow brushing my crotch.


Cool. I can fuck you blind and keep it simple.


Try me.


At our table in the corner by the window, huddled around a flame in a red glass, all of us, body to body to body to body. The touch that proves you’re not alone, that someone else is there.


Fiona ordered just one more Southern Comfort, and Peter the bartender-owner walked through the blue smoke of the bar with the bottle and poured her glass half full. It was way after four and the bar was closed. Fiona took out her compact and looked at herself in the mirror, powdered across her forehead, down her cheeks, her chin, down her nose.


Then the lipstick.


Fiona’s long fingers stroked the red from the left top lip down, to the corner of the mouth. Then one red swipe across the bottom lip. Then up to the scar, the vertical scar from under the nostril through the lip, just left of center. Lip line and skin not a line there. Fiona’s long fingers with the lip liner made the line.


Cool, Fiona said, puckered her lips.


You could understand so much by just how Fiona said cool.


Fiona snapped her compact closed.


I see that I am playing at being beautiful, Fiona said. She took a breath and pressed her red lipstick lips together.


I see, I said, That you are enjoying playing at being beautiful.


Fiona looked around the table, into Rose’s eyes. True Shot’s mirrors looked into my eyes.


I’m twice her size, just as drunk.


The fates lead her who will, Fiona said, Who won’t they drag.


And just like that, we are laughing. Fiona and Rose and True Shot and I embraced, holding on to our drinks, our cigarettes, holding on for dear life, laughing so hard our gums showed, so hard that man and woman, white and Indian and black, gay and straight, all went away between us and there we were just four people laughing.


The moment that after you’re different.


The night Harry died, Fiona said. AIDS. I was on the couch. I woke up and Harry was sitting up in bed. Harry had a tube running up his arm that ran to his heart, and there was a pump that made a whirring sound that pumped medicine into Harry’s heart. Harry’s cat, Madonna, was sitting by the pump. The only light in the room was the amber night-light, the Christmas-tree-light kind you plug in the socket.


Fiona’s lips were rubber around the words. Harry told me, Fiona said, I’m the luckiest man. Life is absolutely, mysteriously beautiful. Life has always been here all around me, in me, of me, has always been this fascinating mystery, but it wasn’t until now that I have been present, been aware enough, to witness. I am here now in this room in this light with the sound of the pump and Madonna watching the pump and listening to the pump, and just now, Fiona, you were snoring and I realized I was alive and I was aware. When you’re thirsty, Harry said, Water is so beautiful.


I got up, Fiona said, Poured a glass of water, took the glass of water to Harry. I sat on the bed and helped Harry hold his head up. I put the glass to Harry’s lips. Harry took a sip. Harry said, Beautiful, just beautiful. And then all at once, Harry was staring at me; his eyes rolled up and Harry wasn’t present, wasn’t there with me anymore.


LENA HORNE’S “Where or When.” Snot on Fiona’s broken lip. She wiped her nose, smeared the red. Her bird hand perched on my big farm hand, my bitten cuticles. Dogs barking. Then Fiona’s ear was at my chest, and Fiona’s heartbeat and my heartbeat were one heartbeat.


In all the world, our heartbeat the only thing.


THAT NIGHT IN Fish Bar, not one of us knew what we were really talking about. We were all just talking talking, playing at talking, and then we were talking about the one moment. The one moment that before it we were going this way and after it we were going that way.


Didn’t know.


Personae.


True Shot, Rose, Fiona, me. None of us knew that when we started talking about the one moment, what we were talking about was death.


BUT IT’S NOT the truth. We were never all of us in Fish Bar together.


The way this all happened together was only in me.




BOOK ONE




CHAPTER


ONE


The airplane landed at La Guardia, August 3, 1983. My first time ever in New York City, and in all the world, I was leaning up against a cement wall, an unrelenting fluorescent light above me, the bill of my red ball cap the only shade for miles. Exhaust fumes. I was minding my business, just outside the doors where you claim your baggage, waiting for the express bus to the city. My wallet was in my inside jacket pocket. Inside my chest, no room for breath. Sweat rolling from my pits. My duffel bag was against the wall next to me. On top of my duffel bag, my suitcase with the travel stickers on it, and on top of the suitcase, my backpack. I was rolling a cigarette with one hand like I can when I saw the van. A 1970 maroon Dodge van with hippie calligraphy DOOR OF THE DEAD on the side.


Door of the Dead was a game my sister Bobbie and Charlie 2Moons and I used to play.


I took it as a sign.


Blue smoke was coming out the back of the van and people were climbing inside, through the side door, white people all in black. Black leotards, black luggage, black hats, black shoes.


Then, just like that, Ruby Prestigiacomo’s face was smiling right in front of me.


Don’t let the van spook you, Ruby said. We just bought it from the band, Ruby said, smiling, The Door of the Dead band.


There’s room for one more, Ruby said. You’ll be all night here waiting for a cab. I can give you a ride for fifteen dollars. Cab’ll cost you twenty-five.


Inside my chest, near the sore place where I smoke, so easy, I felt Ruby’s smile.


I wished I could be so easy, wished I could smile like that.


My wallet was still in my inside jacket pocket. Ruby just kept there, kept standing in the unrelenting fluorescence, smiling, too close, his blue eyes the way crazy people look at you, moving in on you, like when you go to kiss somebody. Blue eyes and thick red-blond hair, blond hair on his forearms. Beautiful. The kind of skin that freckles and tans gold. His red polyester shirt—buttons open so far down I had to avert my eyes. Hair pulled back in a ponytail. A silver ankh dangling from his queer ear, soul-patch triangle of red-blond hair just under his bottom lip.


Ruby Prestigiacomo, what am I going to do with you?


All death did was make Ruby smile all the more.


YOU’RE GOING TO wait all night here for a cab, Ruby said. Fifteen dollars, Ruby said, Anywhere in Wolf Swamp.


Wolf Swamp? I said.


Manhattan, Ruby said.


Ruby reached into his inside coat pocket and pulled out an old blue Velcro wallet, pulled the wallet open, and from the wad of papers pulled out a business card. Ruby’s fingers were long and thin and there was grease under his thumbnail. Thumb print of grease on the business card.


ROMEOMOVERS SPIRIT SCHLEPPERS were the words on the card, WOLF SWAMP. Under SPIRIT SCHLEPPERS was DOG SHIT PARK, then under DOG SHIT PARK was RUBY PRESTIGIACOMO, under RUBY PRESTIGIACOMO a phone number, then under the phone number was CLYDE TRUE SHOT EXPERIENCED DRIVER.


Shit on a business card.


What’s Dog Shit Park? I said.


Lower East Side, Ruby said. It’s a park. Tompkins Square, but everybody I know calls it Dog Shit Park.


Where you going? Ruby said.


Two-oh-five East Fifth Street, I said.


Between Second and Third, Ruby said.


Ruby grabbed my duffel bag and my old suitcase with the travel stickers on it. I picked up my backpack and followed Ruby past the line of people waiting for taxis. My wallet was in the inside pocket of my jacket.


The four white people all in black were sitting on their luggage in the back of the van, all of them with big red lips, even the man. Big hoops in their ears, all of them smoking cigarettes.


They’re from France, Ruby said, Vogue magazine. They only speak French except for fuck you. You got the fifteen dollars?


My wallet from my inside jacket pocket, when I opened it, my money was suddenly public domain opened up like that on the street. I gave Ruby a ten and a five, stuck my wallet back in my inside jacket pocket.


Bonsoir, I said in French.


The French Vogues all looked like mannequins. They all said quick French things back. Twice as hot inside the van. I sat down where I was standing, started doing what I always do when I don’t know what to do, rolled a cigarette with one hand like I can, French Vogue mannequins all around watching me. When I got the cigarette rolled, I offered the cigarette to the man French Vogue first. He looked away, poked his left shoulder up, pointed his hand and took the cigarette, silver loop dangle side to side, the fuck-you smile on his red lips, red lips pursing, French grunt.


Then it was a cigarette for each of the others, each accepting with a choreography of stance, silver loop, hair tossing.


Sophistication.


Savoir faire.


Postured disregard.


Sexy totale.


Shit from Parisian Shinola.


I’ll have one of those too, Ruby said. Then: Where’d you learn to roll a cigarette like that?


A friend of mine, I said. Charlie 2Moons, I said, Taught me, I said, A long time ago.


I have my mother’s nerves, so sometimes I stutter.


Language my second language.


CLYDE TRUE SHOT Experienced Driver was big, everything about him big, extra lovely as Rose would say—chest, belly, thighs, shoulders, arms, hands. His big hands on the steering wheel, on both hands on every finger, even the thumbs, the same silver ring. From the side I was on, True Shot’s nose was a hook that poked out of two high cheekbones. His hair was black and thick and long and tied back in a bun with a red paisley bandanna tied around his head. From his neck, a beaded buckskin bag. The horizontal line was blue trader beads and the intersecting vertical line, red beads. The buckskin bag hung from a buckskin necklace.


No doubt about it, I was staring. Same way as when you stare at a big snake. And big snakes always look back. On a lava rock ledge in full sun, the big snake doesn’t want to even move, but the snake turns, and his eyes end on you.


On me. True Shot put his eyes on me. I mean, his mirrors.


True Shot’s mirrors. An accessory True Shot never went without, his mirrored Armani sunglasses.


When True Shot put his mirrors on me, I could see myself in there on the surface, a circus freak, distorted at the state fair, my big circus nose and mustache and bug eyes.


I saw him first! Ruby said. He’s mine!


Clyde True Shot? I said.


Drop the Clyde, Ruby said. He’s just True Shot.


True Shot, I said. Would you like, I said, A cigarette?


No, thank you, Ruby said. He don’t smoke socially.


There was a hand on my shoulder, and it was the French Vogue man handing me one of his cigarettes, rolled fat.


Merci, I said, lit the cigarette, inhaled. Marijuana? I said.


Fucking hashish, French Vogue said.


In the rearview mirror, True Shot’s mirrors were on me. Smoke big, True Shot said. His voice was soft, resonant, like a child singing a lullaby in a culvert.


TRUE SHOT AT the wheel, Ruby riding shotgun, French Vogues, me; we are inside, in our smoke cut through with high-beam headlights. Outside, all about us, out the windshield in front, out the windows in back: stars, speeding light, red and amber, huge white flying saucers, eyes.


I was rolling another cigarette, rolling six more cigarettes around. I was not speaking French or any words of any language. My butt was burning on the van floor, so I sat on the old suitcase with the travel stickers on it. Drops of sweat all around me.


True Shot hit the brakes and under us was a screeching. We swerved. One French Vogue banged her head on the side of the van. We slid to a stop. From out Ruby’s window, I could see a wall of concrete. A backhoe. An electric sign pointed repeating yellow arrows at Ruby’s head. There was water flowing onto the right lane of the roadway, and mud. I thought it was mud. The electric yellow made the water look like thin buttermilk. There were cans and things floating. From the embankment, the thin buttermilk was a waterfall onto the roadway over a truck tire and the back seat of a car. Then the turds. I smelled and I knew: The milk was a river of sewage. True Shot started honking.


Fuck! Ruby said. We should have taken the fucking tunnel.


Fuck! the French Vogues all said. Fuck!


Then: Watch for cops! True Shot said.


True Shot shifted into first and turned the steering wheel to the right.


Watch for cops! Ruby yelled back at us.


Then Ruby watched the right side and True Shot the left side, and True Shot guided the van through the narrow space in between the backhoe and the electric yellow arrow sign. Milk-shit river lapped at the bottom of the side door. There was a bump and the front right tire went up on the curb, then another bump for the back right tire. True Shot hugged the wheel, leaned forward, and aimed the van in between the line of traffic on the left and a wall of concrete on the right.


Clyde True Shot, race-car driver, hit the gas.


WE ARE AN arrow, Door of the Dead arrow, howling through, tilted, banking, racing down where you’re not supposed to go, right wheels on the curb, left wheels in the gutter, guard-rail concrete wall only inches from us to the right. To the left, Day-Glo traffic cones, and the Volkswagen Chevrolet Ford Toyota line of cars, pickups, semis, and limousines traffic jam. Where we’re heading hellbent is in between, space enough or not.


Ruby’s forehead is shiny with lights on the sweat. Ruby’s bones poking through, his smile skeleton big. He’s staring straight ahead, like all of us, at the trajectory, our thrust, but he’s watching True Shot too. Ruby loves True Shot and he’s watching True Shot, race-car driver, the two of them two guys, rodeo yee-haws, Friday-night homeboys, going fast, right-flanking one mile, two miles, three miles of traffic jam and counting.


French Vogues lit French cigarettes. Fuck. Merde. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.


Toll booth! True Shot yelled, like this was Nintendo and toll booth was the dragon. The right front wheel bumped off the curb back onto the road, then the right rear wheel. True Shot shifted down to second.


Watch for cops! True Shot yelled.


Watch for cops! Ruby yelled.


One of the French Vogues, a woman, reached down, opened the sliding side door. Blast of hot air, city lights, guard rail right there speeding by, air. I held my hand against my heart, my wallet in my inside jacket pocket, pulled my cap off, knelt forward, head out the side door. Wind blowing in my hair.


There it was right in front of us: the yellow-and-black-striped toll booth STOP arm coming down. True Shot shifted into second.


Geronimo! True Shot yelled. Geronimo! Ruby yelled.


I closed my eyes.


The yellow-and-black-striped toll booth STOP arm karate-chopped into the roof of the Door of the Dead van.


But it’s not the truth.


I knelt back, opened my eyes. Through the back windows, the yellow- and-black-striped toll booth STOP arm was locked in place behind us.


Out the windshield, out the back windows, out the side door, there were no cops.


True Shot yelled, Welcome to Wolf Swamp! And we cheered, all of us, me and the French Vogues, these people I didn’t know—we cheered. I rolled more cigarettes, lit six all around, and we smoked and smoked, and it wasn’t long before: Waldorf Hysteria! Ruby yelled.


True Shot pulled up to the bright curb. The doorman opened the van’s side door. He wore a powder-blue military uniform. He was speaking French, snapping his fingers. Young brown men in matching outfits rushed to the van.


One by one, the French Vogues stepped out. The doorman took each French Vogue by the hand. One by one, the bellhops slid the monogrammed alligator luggage out of Door of the Dead van.


Alligators, True Shot said.


Dangerous cargo, Ruby said.


Faux alligators, True Shot said.


Worst kind, Ruby said.


The only good faux alligator, Ruby said, Is a dead faux alligator.


Every extra lovely muscle in True Shot was laughing. Ruby too, but Ruby had to put his fist over his mouth. A deep cough was coming up, rattling Ruby’s bones. Ruby’s arm held his side.


I stuck my head out the van’s side door, looked left, right, then all around, then up. Waldorf Astoria.


Lunch at the Waldorf was a game my mother and I used to play.


Hysteria. The lights of Waldorf Hysteria were bright bright, unrelenting. The light was inside me, moving through me. On the street was the swirl and flash of lights, a high off-pitch ringing, and something else: a sound, like in monster movies. The footfall of a huge monster.


ALL DODGES SOUND the same when you start them up.


Ruby reached behind True Shot and, from out of a heap, pulled a five-gallon bucket, turned the bucket over, brushed the bottom off, patted it, and said, Here, come up and sit on this bucket, up here between us.


My wallet was in my inside jacket pocket.


Can get stuffy back there, Ruby said. Then: Here, this’ll help, he said, and pulled a can of Budweiser out from its plastic ring and handed me the beer, put the joint to his Ruby lips, inhaled, and passed the joint to me.


This’ll help too, Ruby said, holding his breath and sucking in the words like you do.


It’ll take the edge off, Ruby said. Ruby was smiling.


Seemed like a good idea at the time.


I offered the joint to True Shot.


He don’t smoke socially, Ruby said.


I handed the joint back to Ruby. Opened the can of beer.


Driving more like floating.


Punch in that Sioux tape! Ruby said.


True Shot punched in his Sioux tape and both he and Ruby, all at once, started singing, howling, and crying singing, Indian songs like in Fort Hall when Bobbie and Charlie 2Moons and I lived on the rez.


Where are we? I said.


When my words came out, they did not stutter.


True Shot and Ruby looked at me, looked at each other.


Broadway, Ruby said.


You ain’t from here, are you? Ruby said.


Broadway? I said.


Earth, Ruby said. His famous smile.


New York, Ruby said. Here, he said, putting both his hands on my shoulders and pushing down. Here.


Now here, Ruby said, Or nowhere, Ruby said. Depends on the space in between.


Outside the windows of Door of the Dead van, neon vegetable stands passed, windows, concrete columns, lampposts, traffic, parked cars, wires, and lights: green, amber, red, go, wait, stop.


The wind was blowing Ruby’s gold-red hair.


You know, Ruby said, sucking on the joint, I’ve been trying to figure out who you look like. He handed the joint to me.


And I think I’ve figured it out, Ruby said. What do you think, True Shot? Handsome Einstein or intelligent Tom Selleck?


True Shot’s bandanna. His mirrors. The silver ring on every finger, even his thumbs. The buckskin bag with the blue horizontal and the red vertical hanging on the buckskin necklace. True Shot’s lips, under his mirrors, moved.


Handsome Einstein, True Shot said.


His voice, the child out of the culvert, hollering into the wind.


You sure? Ruby said.


Selleck can’t look intelligent, True Shot said.


Then: What’s your name? Ruby asked.


William, I said. William Parker.


Friends call you Bill?


Will, I said.


I’ll call you Will then, Ruby said. Ruby’s smile.


This here’s True Shot and I’m Ruby Prestigiacomo.


Glad to meet, I said, You guys, I said.


I shook Ruby’s hand, went to shake True Shot’s, but thought, He don’t shake hands socially, so I just looked at him.


I didn’t expect, I said, New York folks to be so friendly.


Ruby ate the roach.


When you’re in the Spirit Schlepping business like ours, Ruby said, Friendly’s just part of the program. Besides, that’s bullshit. New Yorkers can be the friendliest people you ever met.


Not what I’ve heard, I said. Back west, I said, Where I’m from, folks think New Yorkers are rich Jews, I said, Mafia Italians, and black guys in gangs who play basketball and kill white people.


Ain’t too far off, Ruby said.


Then: Where back west?


A bunch of places, I said. Jackson Hole, I said. Most of my time in northern Idaho, but I was born in Pocatello.


Ruby turned his head around quick, put his hands to his cheeks, and screamed: In a trunk in the Princess Theater!


Then Ruby was laughing the way you do on good dope. I started laughing too, though I didn’t know why.


You know, Ruby said. The song, A Star Is Born, Ruby said. Judy Garland!


I was born in a trunk in the Princess Theater in Pocatello, Idaho, Ruby sang.


Never heard it, I said.


Then: Brooklyn, Ruby said. I was born in Brooklyn. Bensonhurst.


I waited for True Shot to say where he was born, but he didn’t.


Staying here long? Ruby asked.


Living here, I said, Now. Got an apartment: Two-oh-five East Fifth Street.


Got a job? Ruby asked.


Restaurants, I said.


Hard time to get a restaurant job, Ruby said. August. You might try Life Café, Tenth and B, on the northeast corner of Dog Shit Park. You could tell them Ruby Prestigiacomo sent you, but it won’t do any good.


Dog Shit Park, I said.


Yeah, Ruby said. You remember—Tompkins Square, not far from you.


Why’d you move here of all places? Ruby said.


Shit happens, I said.


Seemed like a good idea at the time, I said.


If I can make it here I’ll make it anywhere, I said.


But it’s not the truth.


Of all the things I could’ve said right then, practiced things I didn’t stutter, I said this: Because I was afraid to, I said. And also, I said, Because I’m looking for someone.


True Shot’s mirrors were on me from the left, and from the right Ruby’s too close with his breath.


Ruby crossed his hazel eyes. Crossed over, huh? Ruby said.


Crossed over? I said.


That’s when you stop being one way and start being another, Ruby said. Not something many people can do, or want to do. In fact, Ruby said, The only people who cross over, cross over because they’re on some kind of Mission Impossible.


I could no longer live and stay the way I was, I said.


But it’s not the truth.


I didn’t say anything.


Then: Two-oh-five East Fifth Street! Ruby yelled, the same way as Waldorf Hysteria!


We were stopped on a street, in front of a building, double-parked. True Shot turned the engine off.


Between Second and Third, Ruby said, On the street where you live.


I have often walked down this street before, Ruby sang.


THE SIOUX TAPE’S drums was the way my heart was beating. Sweat rolling down from my pits, my head still floating. I was way stoned, sitting on a bucket between a guy named True Shot and a guy named Ruby Prestigiacomo, and there I was in all the world, double-parked in front of 205 East Fifth Street, between Second and Third.


From Door of the Dead van, the light above the steps of 205 East Fifth Street was right behind Ruby’s head. The mercury-vapor streetlamp light the color of dust storms, ocher through the windows, hard edges, New York angles.


I knew it, Ruby said, Soon as I saw you.


What? I said.


True Shot’s going to tell you a story, Ruby said.


What story? I said.


Who can tell? Ruby said. Maybe the Secret of Wolf Swamp.


My suitcase with the travel stickers on it, my duffel bag, and my backpack were all lined up. I went to open the side door when Ruby put his hand on my knee, grabbing my knee the way you do when you’re trying to keep something still.


My butt was on the bucket.


Just then outside big thunder and a flash of light.


But it’s not the truth. The thunder wasn’t outside. The thunder was inside me, the flash inside.


True Shot raised his head up and looked at the roof of the van. From under the chin, True Shot didn’t look Indian at all, or any one way. He just looked like a kid on a summer night looking up at the stars.


So Will Parker . . . True Shot said.


Handsome Einstein . . . Ruby said.


In True Shot’s mirrors, I was a red ball cap with crooked bottom teeth.


Only silence inside Door of the Dead van. True Shot cleared his throat, spit out the window. He put his fingers up to the buckskin bag with the beaded blue horizontal and the red vertical hanging from the buckskin necklace, turned around, and put his mirrors onto me.


Just like that, True Shot took my hand, open palm to open palm, and put his fingers in with mine, his silver rings against my fingers.


It is this way, True Shot said, You will find your friend.


I will? I said, How do you know?


True Shot just knows, Ruby said.


Meanwhile, True Shot said, Have some fun while you wait for the will of heaven.


The porch light in True Shots’ mirrors made it look like I had a halo around my head.


I didn’t know what to say, so I said something like thanks or Okay see ya, and pulled my hand away.


RUBY GOT OUT of the van and opened the side door, and I stepped out. Smoke out onto the street. For a moment, I thought the smoke was my body smoking. My feet were standing in a rectangle of earth, the rectangle of earth where I’d plant the cherry tree—cement sidewalk everywhere else but where I was standing. My wallet was in my inside jacket pocket.


Ruby and 1 were about the same: six foot two. I had twenty pounds on him. Something about the way Ruby looked right then—his jaw, the skin of his face below his sidebum—so beautiful. When I stood full up, I was face-to-face with Ruby’s smile.


Ruby poked his finger in my chest. The will of heaven, Ruby said, Is in your heart.


Then: New York, new place, Ruby said.


His hands pressed down the lapel of my corduroy coat.


Handsome Einstein new self-concept, Ruby said.


New concept new name, Ruby said.


New name? I said.


When you cross over, Ruby said, You need a new name.


Will of Heaven! Ruby said, his arm in the air; his hand cupped, fingers and thumb together like Italians do, five points of a star: his grand easy smile.


From inside the van, True Shot yelled, William of Heaven! Ho!


Ruby pulled the hair tie from around his ponytail and shook his head. His red-blond hair was shiny all the way to his shoulders.


You got our business card? Ruby said. You’re sure?


Sure, I said, and pulled the card from my side pocket, ROMEOMOVERS. SPIRIT SCHLEPPERS. DOG SHIT PARK.


Where’s the keys to the apartment? Ruby said.


I took my wallet out of my inside jacket pocket, and out of the side pocket of my wallet I pulled three big keys, one little key.


One for the outside door, two for the inside, Ruby said. The little one’s for the mailbox. Get a duplicate made. Give a set to somebody you trust. You can trust me, Ruby said, his smile. Keep the other set. Always remember, New Yorkers love only those who love themselves. Always put yourself first. Dress down for the subway. Get an answering machine. And remember, New Yorkers take pride in always knowing where they are. Buy a map. Always know where you are. If you don’t, act like you do.


Then: LA is the me city, Ruby said, and New York is the you city. In LA it’s fuck me. In New York it’s fuck you. Adopt the attitude. It’s all in the face. Mostly in the eyes.


Like this, Ruby said.


Ruby’s eyes were looking right at me, but they were more like looking through me: no smile, his lip curled up, his nostrils in and out.


New York drop-dead fuck-you, Ruby said. The attitude. Now you try it.


I made like I thought Ruby wanted me to look.


Pull your ball cap down, Ruby said. Look at me but don’t see me. No no no! Ruby said, and tapped each shoulder. No chip on your shoulder—somebody will try and knock it off. It’s passive, Ruby said. It’s like you’re already dead and you wish everybody else was dead too.


New York drop-dead fuck-you, Ruby said.


It takes practice, Ruby said.


Ruby picked up my duffel bag, slung it over his shoulder.


Want me to spend the night with you? Ruby said. First night of your crossover and all. I could help if there’s a problem. Ain’t easy fixing a center, Ruby said. Ruby’s smile.


No, I said. No, thanks. I’ll be fine.


Don’t get me wrong, Ruby said. It ain’t usual—Ruby pulled the brim of my ball cap back up—that I feel this way about a person, one that I just met.


Then: If it’s the gay cancer you’re worried about, Ruby said, We can just hold each other.


Inside Door of the Dead van, I bent and turned my head into True Shot’s mirrors. His shiny silver rings. The beaded blue horizontal and red vertical on the buckskin bag hanging on the buckskin strand, his red bandanna.


Ruby said, True Shot doesn’t have sex socially. It would be just me.


No, I said. Thanks.


Then: I can carry the duffel bag, I said.


Ruby let my duffel bag drop.


I don’t mean to freak you out, man, Ruby said, And I’m not irresponsible. Just lonely. And Einstein’s the sexiest man ever, next to Martin Luther King, Jr. And when I saw you at the airport, standing alone in the fluorescence, checking for your wallet, I don’t know what the fuck happened to me.


It was just so human how you were, Ruby said. Ruby’s smile.


I was wounded by a blow of love, Ruby said.


My heartbeat at my ears was a siren.


Then my lips were flying lips against Ruby’s. Ruby’s lips were soft, his breath was cigarettes and beer and the sweet smell of his soul. We kissed big, a deep kiss like in the movies, my hands in his hair, down his back, and onto his ass.


But it’s not the truth.


Thanks, I said, For the ride. For everything.


ALL DODGES SOUND the same when you start them up.


Vaya con Dios, True Shot said.


Happy Trails! Ruby said. Until we meet again!


Keep smiling until then was the song in my head as I put the key in the door of 205 East Fifth Street. Down the street, Door of the Dead van turned right on Third Avenue. True Shot shifted into second, and just like that the Dodge van was gone. I turned the key and pushed the steel door and I was inside, under the unrelenting fluorescent halo in the hallway.


APARTMENT I-A WAS on my right. It took me awhile in the bright to find the right key. Just as I turned the key in the top lock, the door behind me, I-C, opened up as far as the chain allowed. A cat tried to jump out the door, but a foot in a dirty fluffy pink slipper kicked it. The cat yowled and ducked back in. The woman stuck the cat she was holding in her hand out the door first, before she stuck her own self out. This cat was a longhaired yellow and looked at me with the New York drop-dead fuck-you.


What I first saw about the woman was her blue shower hat and the Kleenex under the elastic part of the shower hat. Then her eyebrows: two red swoops exactly the way in my mother’s penmanship how she crossed her T’s: too fancy. Then it was Scotch I smelled, and cigarettes. Scotch and cigarettes and cat shit and kitty litter.


Mrs. Lupino came together all at once as herself when she spoke. You knew all about her with that voice, deep as a lava flow, soft as mud.


You Ellen’s cowboy? Mrs. Lupino said. The one that’s moving in?


Ellen? I said. How do you know about Ellen?


She told me about you, Mrs. Lupino said. Everything.


The one from potato country? Mrs. Lupino asked.


From Idaho, I said. Yes.


Mrs. Lupino’s hand on the yellow cat was liver spots and pink Lee Press-On nails.


Then do it! Mrs. Lupino said.


Do it? I said.


What you do with the cigarettes, she said.


I put down my duffel bag and my suitcase. Rolled a cigarette with one hand like I can, handed the cigarette through the opening in the door. Mrs. Lupino took the cigarette, pink Lee Press-On nails, liver spots, put the cigarette in between her lips, wrinkles all around her lips, no lipstick. I lit Mrs. Lupino’s cigarette.


Watch for my babies because I’m opening the door, she said, and closed the door, undid the chain, and opened the door again. Cats everywhere.


Upstairs, another door opened, and at the top of the stairs stood a person and then a little dog, a terrier, who started yapping, then a bigger dog, then an old dog, limping, with spots. There was no light on the second-story landing, and I couldn’t see who was standing at the top of the stairs. The person was big and wearing a long robe, that’s all I could tell, except I knew this person was black.


Things start where you don’t know.


That person was Rose, Rose and his dogs, Mona, Mary, and Jack Flash. Bracelets, lots of bracelets, the clack-clack of them.


Rose upstairs, Ruby just gone around the corner. The closest those two ever got. Except for in me.


It’s all right, Rose! Mrs. Lupino called sing-songy up the stairs. This is Ellen’s cowboy. You remember Ellen telling us about her cowboy?


The voice from the second landing was a real deep James Earl Jones.


Which one? Rose said. There were so many.


Oh, Rose! Mrs. Lupino laughed. The cowboy—you know the one. The one from potato country.


The grilled salmon and the Pinot Gris and the limp dick? Rose said.


Mrs. Lupino inhaled on the cigarette. Wrinkles around her lips, all smiles at me.


Yes, Mrs. Lupino said, That’s the one!


The pain starts in my forearms, then goes up my arms, then splashes down through my heart, a cattle prod straight to my cock.


Nice cats, I said.


Cats! What cats? Mrs. Lupino said, eyebrows into Kleenex. There’s no cats.


From the deep voice on the second landing: Mrs. Lupino got rid of all her cats.


Every one of them, Mrs. Lupino said. All around her lips, wrinkles, wrinkles.


Every single cat, she said. Not one fucking iota of a single fucking cat left.


There were three cats in the hall. Mrs. Lupino was holding the yellow fuck-you drop-dead cat, and there were cats at Mrs. Lupino’s feet, cats running behind her inside her apartment.


No cats, I said.


No cats already! Mrs. Lupino said, and made a click with her tongue. Just like that, the cats in the hallway all ran back into the apartment. Mrs. Lupino closed her door.


My eyes counted up thirteen blue linoleum steps to the second floor.


This is, I said loud, The right apartment? I said pointing to I-A.


Ellen Zigman’s apartment, I said. Right?


My mother’s nerves.


Clavelle, the deep voice said. She got married. Her name is now Ellen Clavelle.


Right, I said, Clavelle. This is her apartment? Ellen Clavelle’s apartment?


You’ve got it wrong, the deep voice said. Mrs. Lupino is in Ellen’s old apartment, I-C. It’s hers now. The landlord, Ellen’s uncle, gave her Ellen’s apartment when Mrs. Lupino got rid of her cats. Your apartment is Mrs. Lupino’s old apartment—I-A—and it’s the door to your right.


We’re neighbors, Mrs. Lupino said through her closed door. Then: ’Night, Rose, she called out, sing-songy.


Good night, Mrs. Lupino, the deep voice up the stairs said—bracelets, lots of bracelets, clack-clack—and then Rose at the top of the stairs was gone, and the dogs, and I heard the door close, and then each of the three locks were locked, just as Mrs. Lupino locked her three locks, then the chains.


In all the world, in a narrow blue hallway, there I was standing alone, squinting in the unrelenting fluorescence.


ONE-A. THE OTHER key unlocked the bottom lock. The last turn of the key on the bottom you had to push the door. The steel door opened into dark.


Cat shit. Cat piss. Cat spray. Cat hair. Cat food. Cat litter.


To the wall on the right, I reached my hand into the dark. Turned the light on.


A bright box. More fluorescent halos. Unrelenting, the light from above.


Home.


THAT’S WHEN IT happened: the worst possible thing. My wallet was not in my inside jacket pocket. Not in my side pockets, my back pockets, not in the front pockets of my Levi’s. Not in the suitcase with the travel stickers on it, not in my backpack, not in the duffel bag. No wallet.


Not in the narrow blue hallway on the floor.


Not on any of the eleven cast-iron steps of the stoop, not on the sidewalk, not in the gutter, not in the street.


Door of the Dead van pulled up. True Shot shifted into second, put on the brakes. Ruby’s ponytail, his arm out the window.


Lose something? Ruby hollered.


My wallet! I hollered back. I’ve lost my wallet!


The red-yellow hair on Ruby’s arm. Inside the van True Shot’s mirrors, his shiny silver rings. I put my head in close, my body not so close.


My wallet’s gone, I said.


That’s because I stole it, Ruby said. Ruby’s smile.


Ruby handed me my wallet.


In all the world, in New York City on East Fifth Street, standing in the rectangle of earth where I’d plant the cherry tree, I stood looking at my wallet in my hands.


You stole my wallet? I said. Why did you steal my wallet?


Dumb question, Ruby said. For the five hundred and ninety-three dollars, for the traveler’s checks, for the cashier’s check.


In my wallet: five hundred-dollar bills, the other bills, the traveler’s checks, the cashier’s check.


It is this way, True Shot said. Ruby stole your wallet because you asked him to.


But that’s the last thing, I said, I wanted!


Ruby’s eyes were looking right at me, but they were more like looking through me. No smile, his lip curled up, and his nostrils went in and out.


New York drop-dead fuck-you.


Ruby winked.


When you don’t want something as much as you didn’t want your wallet to get stole that means only one thing, Ruby said.


Your worst fears, True Shot said.


That’s what’s important about Wolf Swamp and why you’ve come here, Ruby said. You can’t want anything or not want anything that much.


Now that you’re in Wolf Swamp, True Shot said, Now that you’ve come because you were afraid to come—


You’re in a whole new ball game, Ruby said. Crossed over. You got to be careful in a whole ’nother way of what you want and what you don’t want. What you fear.


Before, you were afraid of your fears happening and you spent all your time making sure they didn’t happen, True Shot said. Now that you’ve crossed over, you’re spending all your time making sure they do.


Hell of a fix, Ruby said.


Up Shit Creek, True Shot said.


In a world of hurt, Ruby said.


If you go around checking your wallet every goddamn minute like a goddamn fool, Ruby said, Then you, William of Heaven, are destined for New York Fucking City fucking roadkill.


Then: Did you lock yourself out? Ruby asked.


My hands went quick all over all my pockets, and my keys were in my right side pocket. I held my keys up and showed them to Ruby and True Shot.


I’ll bet you left your apartment door open, Ruby said. Never leave your apartment door open!


All Dodges sound the same when you start them up. Blue smoke everywhere. True Shot shifted into first.


Adios, amigo! Ruby said. Don’t let the motherfuckers get you down!


It’s the Puritan undertow, Ruby said, What we got to look out for.


The van took off, True Shot shifting into second.


Ruby was singing, True Shot was singing:




Fools rush in where wise men never go,


But wise men never fall in love,


So how are they to know?





When we met I felt my life begin was what I was singing this time, standing on East Fifth Street, somewhere between Second and Third—in the rectangle of dirt where I’d plant the cherry tree, my wallet in my hands, holding on to my wallet.


* * *


ELLEN WAS A New Yorker and a Jew, a counselor with Outward Bound who came to Jackson Holeewood with kids who’d never been out of the city. I walked into Cowboy Bar and there was Ellen straddling a saddle at the bar. Big bush of black hair with combs and scarves and chopsticks in it. Her heart-shaped butt in designer jeans snug in the saddle.


As soon as Ellen saw my dog, she fell in love. More women fell in love with Crummy Dog than I can tell you. So it wasn’t long before Ellen and I were bellied up to the bar, sitting on the saddles, Crummy Dog on the saddle in between, Ellen and I doing what she called Boilermakers and what I called In the Ditch, which was shots of Crown Royal backed by Heineken for her, Coors for me, Coors not for her politically, she said.


Somewhere in there, I took the Bull Durham from my shirt pocket and, with one hand like I can, started rolling a cigarette. Ellen asked me to roll her a cigarette too, so I rolled her a cigarette, then lit the cigarette for her. Ellen inhaled, then spit tobacco.


I suppose if I asked you to wrestle down a steer for me, you could do that too, Ellen said.


Fuckin’ A, I said.


What is this shit? Ellen said. I mean, where does this western shit stop?


Ellen’s mouth was moving extra for the amount of her words, and a big hank of hair with a chopstick in it was hanging down over her ear.


It all seems so movie, so stereo . . . typical, Ellen said. So fake.


Tourist Town, I said. Robert Goulet right down the road.


Oh, God, I’m in Camelot! Ellen said. Cowboy Camelot!


Jackson Holeewood, I said.


I can’t tell you how funny Ellen and I were just then, so funny that man and woman went away between us, and there we were in all the world, just two people laughing.


THAT SEPTEMBER, 1982, Ellen stayed on an extra week. We went backpacking in the Tetons. Fresh salmon on the grill, Pinot Gris in the wineglasses, her nipples through her halter top, Ellen said love on Jenny’s Lake. I said no to sex.


All hat and no cowboy.


My belt buckle the tombstone for my dead dick.


At the Jackson Hole airport, Ellen and I parted friends. Then my dog got run over by a car. I wrote Ellen a letter, told her about Crummy Dog, and proposed a Christmas visit to New York City, thinking as I wrote her, Maybe I should say Chanukah visit. Thinking as I wrote down her address on the envelope—205 East Fifth Street—that I didn’t know East Fifth from West Fifth, didn’t know the five boroughs from the seven wonders of the world, shit from Shinola. Didn’t know what was important, what wasn’t.


Chanukah, for Ellen, however, was Monsieur Maurice Clavelle, wedding bells, the Arc de Triomphe, the Tour Eiffel, and Paris, France. Maurice Clavelle was a man she could fuck marry.


Back in Jackson Holeewood, I enrolled in French class and a correspondence course in fine wines called Vin et Vous.


That spring, Ellen wrote a letter back, offering her everlasting friendship, and something else.


Her Manhattan apartment—$650 a month. Ellen’s uncle owned the building.


You need to come east, Ellen wrote, To the center of things. Start a new life. Get some sophistication. What are you so fucking afraid of?


IN 205 EAST Fifth Street, I-A, I turned off the unrelenting fluorescence from above and closed and locked the door behind me. My strange footsteps in my damp, wall-stained, cat-spray home. I opened the kitchen window, stripped down to my T-shirt and shorts, rolled a cigarette, leaned out into the hot August Wolf Swamp night.


Outside was a courtyard. Four brick walls went up five and six stories, the brick walls at the top, where there’s more weather, faced with a layer of mortar. Below the line of mortar, the bricks made a dull red grid, chinked, sagging, settled. The windows were barred, were broken, were cacti and suffocating philodendron-pressed, plastic-flowered, window-fanned, were open, closed, filthy, were clean red-and-white checkered curtains. The fire escapes rusted zigzags, cat perches, meat-frying Hibachi stands, catchalls. A patch of city light a diagonal down the side of a building.


In the kitchen, I slid my fingers through a drawer of leftover stuff. A thumbtack tacked itself to my thumb. The kitchen light was an unrelenting halo of fluorescence when I turned it on. I stood right under the bright halo, put the thumbtack between my teeth, opened my blue Velcro wallet, found the folded newspaper clipping.


My fingers unfolded the newspaper clipping, the sound, and then the newspaper clipping was in my hand, against my open palm.


On the wall, on the tobacco-yellow kitchen wall, next to the window, I pushed Charlie 2Moons’s photo onto the plaster with the thumbtack, blew the plaster powder off with my breath. My fingers smoothing smoothing the newsprint, the photo out flat.


A photograph. No bigger than the palm of my hand.


Things and the meaning of things.


Charlie 2 Moons’s head is turned a bit to the side. His hair is in a ponytail, white shirt and tie, black leather jacket, gap-toothed, smiling big, standing on the stairway to an airplane, waving. An Idaho State flag in his hand, a bundle of ocelot skin under his arm.


September 17, 1978. Five years ago.


LOCAL MAN RECEIVES SCHOLARSHIP WAS THE HEADLINE IN THE Idaho State Journal. COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY WRITING PROGRAM, NEW YORK CITY.


POETRY.


My forearms, the pain always starts in my forearms, up to my shoulders, splashes down through my heart, cattle prod to cock.


Against the tobacco-yellow wall, the photo of Charlie was gray. My index touched the liar’s space in between his two front teeth, moved the line down the back of his head, touched the Idaho flag, the bundled ocelot skin. My index led my eyes off the photo, down to the window-frame, to the open window.


Out on the fire escape, my bare feet against iron rods, my bare skin felt the breeze. I rolled a cigarette, lit the cigarette. Tiny orange illumination in the dark. To the horizon was tarred roofs and TV antennae and wooden water towers. The top of the Con Ed building poked up blue and white.


My hands, white knuckles around the fire-escape railing, I leaned onto the railing. Below, through my feet, grids of iron, empty space all the way down.


My breath in. My breath out.


You could call this a prayer.


Into the big smoggy dark loud Manhattan, I yelled, Charlie! Charlie 2Moons! I’m here! In New York City! I’ve come to find you! Just like we promised!


There was a slight stirring of the wind. Below, between my feet, through the grids of iron, a paper cup rolled across the cement.


Then a voice out of the dark yelled, Shut the fuck up!


A big drag on the cigarette. In the night my shorts and T-shirt, my pink skin, glowing like Catholic statues.


My next words I didn’t yell. I spoke them clearly, out loud but not loud, pointing their intent to the blue and white top of Con Ed.


Please Charlie, I said, Forgive me. You got to forgive me. I didn’t have a fucking clue what to do.




CHAPTER


TWO


August 8, 1961, the day I met Charlie 2Moons, was the day after we moved from Hope, Idaho, to Fort Hall, Idaho—to the reservation.


The reason we moved to the reservation, into the Residency, was because Mother lost a baby, a girl, and when she got home from the hospital, all she did was sit at the kitchen table, her hair sticking up all over, in her yellow terry-cloth bathrobe, staring at the red tulips on the tablecloth and drinking coffee and smoking Herbert Tareytons.


Then one day, just like that, Mother wasn’t in the kitchen, wasn’t in her bedroom, wasn’t anywhere. None of her clothes or shoes were gone and we didn’t have a car. I thought the Door of the Dead had opened up for sure.


Bobbie said I got all sweaty and feverish and she had to sit on Mother’s bed with me and hold a cold washrag to my forehead.


That night, Father got home late, with his bottle of Crown Royal. Bobbie told him Mother was gone, and Father slammed his fist down on the table.


That woman’s gone looking for her baby girl. She’s going to break! Father said.


Father didn’t go looking for Mother until morning. Then he saddled up his horse and rode out. He found mother, barefoot, in her yellow terry-cloth bathrobe out in the straw field.


After that, it was a regular thing. Mother kept running out into the field. So Father figured we needed a change, that we’d better move, but Mother said we didn’t have any money, we’d never have any money to move to a respectable brick home with a fireplace and picture window, and she was right because all my father did was work on the rodeo circuit—bronc riding mostly, steer wrestling, rodeo clown.


Father made a deal to be the caretaker for the red-brick building with the fireplace and the picture windows with this one tribal council guy, Lou Racing, who Father drank with. Father caretaking and fifty bucks a month in rent got us the brick house.


The house was brick but there were no picture windows, and the windows that were there had bars on them.


The house had been empty since the war. Nobody wanted to live there. No white people wanted to live in the Residency because it was on the reservation and too far to town and any grocery store. No Indians wanted to live there because of all the Indian kids who had gone to the school and been taught to forget their language and forget they were Indians.


The missionaries had built the red-brick house for the Sisters of the Holy Cross to live in next to the red-brick school. There was nothing left of the school, Saint Anthony’s Academy; it burnt down in 1953. All that was left was a big empty graveled yard where Father turned his matching swimming-pool-blue pickup and trailer and horse trailer around.


Out back of the house was a red-brick barn with a gabled roof. At one end of the hayloft were bales of straw—most of them broke open on the floor. Yellow sunlight through the gable doors and sunlight through the cracks in the slates of the roof onto the yellow straw made it a soft place. Even just thinking about it made you want to lie down.


The rusted old swing set and teeter-totter were between the house and the barn on the cement playground. Three swings on chains hanging down, each with a 2-by-6 for a seat. Charlie and Bobbie and I used to almost go all the way over on those swings, and there was many a long afternoon when two of the three of us tried to hit balance on the teeter-totter. Charlie was the biggest, then Bobbie, even though she was oldest, and then me. Charlie and I could hit balance—our feet off the ground, me leaning way out over the edge on my end of the teeter-totter, holding on to the handle, Charlie toward the center on his end. Bobbie and I could hit balance too.


Charlie and Bobbie, though, no matter how long they slid their butts center to end, never did hit balance. Bobbie would start ordering Charlie around, lean-forward lean-back scoot-up scoot-back, and in no time at all those two would be going at it.


The good thing about the Residency was the trees: one half mile, each side of the road, one right after another—silver-leafed, silver-tongued cottonwoods.


Big chandelabra tree limbs touching chandelabra tree limbs across the road. One half mile of whispery shade, the only shade like that in Idaho. And when the cottonwoods got to the Residency, they made a wide arch, taking in about five acres, circled around, and came back into themselves.


Flying over in an airplane, if you looked down you’d see the cottonwoods in the shape of a keyhole, the kind where the bottom’s not flared.


Also there was a big cottonwood right next to the house, branching up high, cottonwood leaves poking into my window in the attic where my room was.


All told, there were one hundred and seventy-six trees. Bobbie counted them.


WE MOVED INTO the Residency, into Mother’s brick home with a fireplace, on one of those big bright windy Idaho days. Took up residency in the Residency.


The day we moved, Bobbie and I got to ride in the back of Father’s old Dodge pickup all the way from Hope, lying next to each other, holding hands so I wouldn’t fall off, on Mother’s blue Montgomery Ward mattress and box spring, hanging our feet over the edge of the mattress so we wouldn’t get the mattress dirty, the wind all around us, people in their cars on the highway looking at us.


That day, lying on Mother’s mattress in the back of the pickup, the wind going by outside us blowing against our bodies, through our hair, in our ears, whipping our clothes like sheets on a line, Bobbie told me one of her secrets.


There never was a person with so many secrets as Bobbie.


Bobbie had her secrets; Charlie, his books; Charlie and Bobbie were what I had.


We were between Chubbuck and Tyhee. Bobbie turned her face to me and rolled over closer on the mattress.


The golden flecks in Bobbie’s eyes, her brown rusty hair cut short like a boy’s. Bobbie wanted to cut her hair so short it looked like brain surgery, but Father wouldn’t allow it.


I am the happiest, Bobbie said, With the wind going around me. Wind makes things cool and dry, she said, And you always feel like someone else is there with the wind, touching you and blowing your hair and blowing in your ears.


My father’s Dodge pickup the color of swimming pools turned off Highway 30, went over the railroad tracks, and crossed over the cattle guard; then, just like that, hanging over us like guardian angels were the chandelabra branching arms and silver leaves. It was like diving shallow into Spring Creek, the shadows and light and the coolness all around you.


Bobbie and I lay on the blue mattress, hand in hand, me with Bobbie, Bobbie with her secrets, one full half mile of cottonwoods on both sides of us going by going by.


The branching arms of the trees and the sunlight through the leaves was the most beauty and wonder I had known so far.


MOTHER’S ROOM WAS on the same side of the house as Bobbie’s, but on the main floor, just off the big green dining hall, the same green as the whole inside of the house, no light at all coming in her windows, the green shades pulled down. We set the bed down and Father put it together, set the vanity next to the bed in the middle of the room. The dresser, night table, and lamp—set them down every which way, not up against the walls, more like five pieces tossed into the room. That bedroom set never moved the whole time we lived there.


Mother didn’t even unpack the picture of Saint Cecilia, or the Sacred Heart of Jesus, or the Immaculate Heart of Mary, or the framed holy card of the Baby Jesus. No more rosaries hanging on the bedpost either. No more giving up things for Lent. No more Easter Sunday outfits. No more Midnight Mass. No cocoa and cinnamon toast in the afternoons, no Lunch at the Waldorf. Just green dark in Mother’s room with the green shades pulled down, the same green dark in Spring Creek when you dived deep and opened your eyes underwater.


When Mother lost her baby girl, we all lost Mother.


BIG ENOUGH TO feed an army, Father said, when he and Mother walked through the dark wood swinging doors into the dining hall. Father said it too loud, the way he said things when they were his, too loud in the place where everything was too loud, too bright, too big, too green, in the summer too hot—relieved only by the fan Mother bought when she was carrying the baby girl—and in the winter too cold. Never been so cold.


Mother smiled a little, the way she smiled at him, not a real smile. She wore her red housedress that day, and white ankle socks, and her Keds. I remember I told her she looked nice, and she said, I’m doing the best I can.


Bobbie got to choose her room before me because she was older and got things first. Bobbie chose the second floor for her room—even though she liked the sloping ceiling of the attic—because a bathroom was next to her room, and because she said she was tired of being always cheek to jowl with me, and also Bobbie wanted that side of the Residency because there was no Highway 30 on that side, no railroad tracks, only the red-brick barn, the arch of cottonwoods, and the foothills sloping up to hills and then to blue mountains and trees and snow in winter.


Bobbie’s room was on the other side of the hallway and one floor down from me. Around the bottom of the room and around the doors, and the doors too, the same dark wood like in my room, like in the whole house. Bobbie’s room was green and completely square, Bobbie said, and she knew because she measured it.


First thing Bobbie did after she chose which one was her room was get out her tape measure.


Bobbie tied the carpenter’s apron around her waist, unscrewed the cap on the plastic bottle where she kept her finish nails, stuck her hammer in the hammer loop. The gold flecks in Bobbie’s eyes shined, and her cropped hair was sticking up all over. Bobbie was wearing her red plaid shirt cut cowboy style with pearl buttons on the pockets. She’d cut the sleeves off and rolled them up so you could see her muscles. Then there was her Levi’s and her Red Wing boots.


On the east wall of her room—I held the end of the tape—Bobbie made a mark with her carpenter’s pencil and put the head of the dark wood single bed exactly half and half on each side of the pencil mark. Then the green rug exactly in the middle, same distance front and back from the ends of the bed.


The last thing we had to do—and this took damn near the whole day—was find the exact middle point side to side and up and down of the west wall of her room so Bobbie could thumbtack her map of the Known Universe with four red thumbtacks exactly in the middle of the wall.


When we finally got the map of the Known Universe exactly right, Bobbie and I made up her bed with the sheets and the two brown army blankets folded down like in the army the way she liked. Bobbie took her leather apron off, put the apron in her tool box, and lay down on the bed exactly straight, her arms along her sides and her legs out straight and Red Wing boots together and Bobbie looked down her body to the map of the Known Universe.


Perfect, Bobbie said.


Bobbie had such a good look on her face that I wanted to do it too—lie down exactly straight—and so she let me.


Perfect, I said.


The map of the Known Universe was the most beautiful thing Bobbie or I had. The map was the only thing allowed on the walls that wasn’t Catholic.


Mostly I loved the map of the Known Universe because of the colors—deep blue background—and then red Mars and orange and red Jupiter and the white white moon and Earth’s brown and green and blue, and purple Pluto and swimming-pool-blue Neptune, rose-colored Venus, red-and-yellow Saturn with orange around, and all the rest of them, planets and stars and moons, all in all colors.


The sun a still point in the turning universe.


The problem in both our bedrooms, the biggest problem with the whole house, Bobbie said, was the lights were bright fluorescent tubes from above, unrelenting, and while Bobbie liked how they were exactly in the center of the ceiling, Bobbie never turned those lights on, never.


Unrelenting, Bobbie said, Light from above, Bobbie said, Suicide light.


Good thing she had saved up her S&H Green Stamps for her white glass lamp, set on a wood fruit box spray-painted red.


The stereo hi-fi—which came on a chrome stand with rollers and a place for albums—Bobbie set exactly in the northeast corner at a forty-five-degree angle. In the chrome stand, placed so you could see both album covers, Bobbie’s two albums, Hits from the Movies and Johnny Mathis, Heavenly.


Father bought Bobbie her stereo hi-fi. One day Father just rolled in the yard, after he’d been gone for God knows how long, with a stereo hi-fi for Bobbie but nothing for Mother or me.


The final touch was Bobbie tied one of Mother’s scarves around her lamp. The scarf was the color of Marilyn Monroe’s fuchsia dress when Marilyn sang “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend” in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, and it was a secret because Bobbie didn’t tell Mother she pulled the scarf out of the trash the day Mother threw all her scarves away.


That night—after Father said, too loud, Make us some dinner, Ma!—Mother fixed us Swanson’s Fish Sticks and canned peas and mixed ketchup and mayonnaise together for the sauce.


We ate dinner in the dining hall, our forks hard sounds onto the green walls when the forks hit the plates.


After Father excused us, Bobbie and I ran up to her room and turned on the lamp. Bobbie lay down on the bed exactly straight, her arms along her sides and her legs straight out and feet together.


The Marilyn Monroe scarf made a beautiful light in the room that made the planets of the map of the Known Universe glow.


Perfect, Bobbie, said, Just perfect.


Just perfect, I said.


MY ROOM WAS big with a shiny hardwood floor and around the bottom of the walls and around the door and the closet door was the dark brown wood. The walls were sloping green. Outside my window, thick branches, the sigh and scratch of cottonwood leaves. Past the cottonwood south to the railroad tracks and Highway 30 and, across the highway, was Viv’s Double Wide House of Beauty.


Nothing else in the room, just the bed and the window. A green rug right along the side of the bed on the hardwood floor to put your feet on when you got up. No pictures on the walls, nothing Catholic.


In the room with the fireplace, we put the couch and the chair and the three-way floor lamp and the end table with the doily, and in front of the fireplace on the hardwood floor the flowered carpet, and the wagon-wheel coffee table on the carpet. We called the room the living room and it looked like dollhouse furniture in there, the green walls way far, the green ceiling way high.


The first winter, above the fireplace, fingers of black reached out of the fireplace and up the green wall, spreading soot like some hand from inside grasping onto the wall.


Chimney needs work! Father said, too loud, I’ll take care of it! he said. But Father never took care.


The best place was the kitchen. Not the whole kitchen, because the whole kitchen was big enough to cook for an army, just the alcove part where the table was by the window. The big stove was right there, and we opened the oven door and turned the oven on full blast, and all the burners, and in the mornings before school we sat—Bobbie with Rice Krispies, me with Cheerios, Charlie 2Moons a disgusting mix of Cheerios and Rice Krispies, each of us with our cups of Nestlé Quik hot chocolate—on dark wood chairs in front of the stove with our feet up toasty on the open oven door, with all our clothes on, even our winter coats, and the army blanket over us.


I liked to be the one who got up first, so I could turn the oven on and all the burners and have the milk hot, not scalded—when we had milk; just hot water if we didn’t—for the hot chocolate, and have the cereal out and the army blanket ready.


If Father wasn’t home, Charlie was always there with us. Mother never said anything about Charlie, one way or the other, except one time when she got drunk. Charlie was like a stick of furniture to Mother. But then, so were Bobbie and I. Mother mostly stayed in her room with the dark green shades pulled down and only came out for coffee and Herbert Tareytons late in the morning and sometimes not at all.


At least she’d stopped running out into the field.


In the summer, you could open the window in the kitchen alcove and right outside was the cottonwood tree, and in the morning the sun came in the window, making a square of gold on the table, and you could sit in the square with the window open and hear the cottonwood and the wind and smell the smells in the wind, of grass—especially after the grass was mowed—and the smell of the cottonwood, and the geraniums Charlie got from Viv.


Viv was Charlie’s mother, and Viv’s Double Wide House of Beauty always had lots of customers, mostly Indian women. Some white women went to Viv too because Viv was so good with hair, but Mother never did because Mother never left the house. Besides, even if Mother did want her hair done by Viv, Father would never have allowed it.


Father hated Indians.


Ne’er-do-wells.


Especially Charlie.


THAT FIRST NIGHT in the Residency, Father slept on the screened-in porch. Then, later in the night, I heard him down in Bobbie’s room, in Bobbie’s Marilyn Monroe light with Bobbie.


Before sunrise, out my window, I watched his matching swimming-pool-blue Dodge pickup and trailer and horse trailer drive down the lane in between the cottonwoods to Highway 30 and turn left toward Pocatello. I watched Father’s pickup until I couldn’t see it anymore.


The next morning, our second day at the Residency, Charlie 2Moons came riding up on his horse, ayaHuaska.


I was out back behind the barn, when up the lane, the cottonwoods touching chandelabras across, I saw a boy on a horse.


The boy’s hair was long and thick and almost to his shoulders; his skin was cinnamon brown. When he got close enough for me to see his eyes, that was it.


I was wounded by a blow of love.


Charlie pulled on the reins and ayaHuaska rared up a little. Charlie was big, an Indian; his long black hair was wavy. He was riding bare-back and on the bridle was beadwork.


Charlie got off his horse.


Step over the fence! Charlie said. Come meet me! he said.


I knew because Bobbie’d told me that the fence was an electric fence, so I didn’t step over, didn’t say anything.


What’s the matter, Charlie said, Cat got your tongue?


Even back then, the cat got my tongue.


So then Charlie 2Moons called me a fucking queer and threw a handful of gravel at me, and a piece of gravel got me hard next to my eye and I ran crying to Bobbie.


By the time Bobbie and I got back to behind the barn, Charlie 2Moons had disappeared. But Bobbie said, Just wait, he’ll be back. So Bobbie and I waited and she was right, and pretty soon Charlie came galloping up the lane, and when he got to us, he pulled on the reins and his horse rared up a little.


Step over the fence! Charlie said. Come meet me! he said.


Eat shit and die, Geronimo, Bobbie said, and flipped Charlie the bird.


Charlie got off his horse and started dancing around making war whoops. He called Bobbie and me fucking tybos, called us fucking ugly greedy pink pig people, told us to get off Indian land, and then yelled at us that the place was haunted, the whole area was haunted because of all the Indian children who had died there, and we’d better get our old roses out of there quick or Tsoavich Big Foot would murder us and eat us alive, starting with the toes and fingers.


Come over here and say that to my face! Bobbie yelled. Come over here and I’ll tell you a thing or two! So Charlie came over because Charlie was bigger than both Bobbie and me, and Charlie thought since Bobbie was a girl this would be a piece of cake. Charlie jumped over the electric fence, an antelope leaping, and came right at us.


Bobbie socked Charlie once hard in the face and then kicked him in the balls, and all at once Charlie was kneeling on the ground, holding himself and crying.


Bobbie took Charlie’s long wavy black hair in a grip and pulled his head back. Charlie looking up, head twisted that way, made me all of a sudden sad, his dark eyes rolled back, tears making tracks down his dusty face. Bobbie open-handed Charlie a slap across his face and then again, Bobbie spit in his face—not a lunger, just a spray—and while she held his head back, Bobbie told Charlie 2Moons never to fuck with her or fuck with her little brother ever again and made Charlie promise.


Say it! Bobbie said.


I promise I won’t fuck with you or fuck with your little brother ever again, Charlie said.


Then Bobbie said, I ought to make you pee on that electric fence, you goddamn bully.


But Bobbie didn’t make Charlie pee on the electric fence, and after that day Bobbie and Charlie and I were best friends. Even though my father hated Charlie, Charlie and Bobbie and I were still the best friends that could ever be.


But it’s not the truth.


Bobbie and I were brother and sister.


Charlie and I were the best friends that could ever be.




CHAPTER


THREE


The gods know what’s important, what’s wrong about you. They know everything. If you go out searching for the Holy Grail, they won’t let you find it. So that’s why, when I went out into Manhattan, what I did was not-search for Charlie. I’d crossed over the river of shit and I was in a world of hurt, and I was in Manhattan, in Wolf Swamp, and I just let the fuck-you city fuck me.


It’s like the killdeer bird Charlie’s Grandfather Alessandro pointed out. The killdeer plays a broken-wing trick on you, so you’ll follow her as she moves away from her nest. She leads you away from what you really want. Then, after she’s betrayed you, the killdeer bird leaves you alone in the middle of the desert in the twilight, she abandons you to what you’ve been looking for all your life. Yourself.


But there’s no fooling the gods. The whole time the gods knew. My only intent, the only thing on my mind, the only reason I moved to New York City, was to find Charlie 2Moons. I looked in every face I came across for the liar’s space between his teeth, Charlie’s deep-set eyes, his wavy black hair, the scar. In the subways, in elevators, on the bus, on the bar stool next to me, at the café counter, in the toilets, I smelled for him.


Then at the end, when the shit was hitting the fan, after I hadn’t eaten or slept for days and everybody in Wolf Swamp was either in the hospital or the loony bin or dead, there was a moment, just before the Dog Shit Park War, there was a moment I ended up forgetting about Charlie 2Moons.


It was only then, just like True Shot said, that I found him. Not the way I thought I’d find him, but I found him.


I mean, he found me.


* * *


NO ONE CAN tell this story the way I know it but me. It’s the responsibility of the survivor to tell the story.


The first thing I did at 205 East Fifth Street, I-A, was to open all the windows and turn the oscillating fan on high. I was down to boxer shorts and crotch rash, praying for a breeze. Alone and counting every penny.


I was creating a center with sweat equity: my home, the ex-cat palace. Cat-shit carpet, cat-sprayed walls, cat-litter bathroom, piss kitchen. Elbow grease, a new broom and mop, roach motels, Pine-Sol, and a box of Brillo. I was on my hands and knees.


Ruby was right: August and September in New York, everybody but the criminals are in Connecticut.


August and September, the way things go when you get home from a job interview with your suit pants stuck up your ass.


I was two hours standing in line at Con Ed. No Charlie 2Moons. Two hours standing in line at NYT&T. No Charlie 2Moons. One-hundred-dollar deposit for a red touch-tone phone. I was digging deep down in my pockets and my pockets weren’t deep.


Sabrett sausages with sauerkraut and onions and mustard and ketchup. I stole cans of tuna fish from the A&P.


My résumé of northwest restaurants I’d worked in made me look like I knew what I was doing.


But it’s not the truth.


I was from from Idaho and I was New York City fucking roadkill.


The Wine Bar was my first try. I chose the Wine Bar because of Vin et Vous, the correspondence course on fine wines I took in Jackson Hole.


I wore my gray sharkskin suit, a thin black tie, and a white shirt with a tab collar you snap under the tie. Polished my high-top grandpa shoes. Slicked my hair back—went through three whole tubes of mousse before I finally got a job—dumped my socks and underwear out of the old suitcase with the travel stickers on it, and put the red plastic see-through folder with my résumé of restaurants in the suitcase. On the corner of Second Avenue and St. Mark’s Place, I bought a New York City map at Gem Spa, a store that sold a drink called Egg Cream that had nothing to do with eggs or cream.


SoHo. South of Houston.


The Wine Bar was busy. The maître d’hôtel, a beautiful man with black hair and olive skin, wearing a coke-bottle-green silk shirt, pleated black pants, and shoes with leather the color of Kraft caramels, asked me how many in my party.


I’m lunching alone, I said, and wondered if lunching was a word.


The beautiful maître d’hôtel looked down at my suitcase with the travel stickers on it and sat me in the corner.


No Charlie 2Moons, but I wasn’t looking.


The busboy brought the French bread and I cleared my palate with the French bread. Ordered a glass of Zinfandel because the Zinfandel was fifty cents cheaper than the Merlot, went through the Vin et Vous ritual of swirling and gurgling the wine. Ordered a glass of Côtes-du Rhone, cleared my palate with the French bread, went through the Vin et Vous ritual of swirling and gurgling the wine. Ordered a glass of the Merlot—at that point the $6.50 wasn’t that bad. Cleared my palate with the French bread, went through the ritual of swirling and gurgling.


Then the Beaujolais and the Oregon Pinot Noir, each time, the palate clearing, the swirling, the gurgling.


And the drinking.


Never did get it up to ask for a job.


The only thing on the Wine Bar menu in English was THE WINE BAR RESERVES THE RIGHT TO REFUSE SERVICE TO ANYONE.


My spray-starched tabbed white shirt was red polka dot with thousands of tiny spills of red wine on it.


Overexuberance with the swirling and the gurgling.


Vin et Moi.


L’addition: Thirty-eight dollars and fifty-six cents.


Mon Dieu.


Twenty percent tip, twice the tax, too drunk to figure.


I left the whole fifty-dollar bill, left the Wine Bar. Me and my suitcase with the travel stickers on it postured our disregard right out of there. Didn’t knock anything important over, just an empty glass.


On my way home, no Charlie 2Moons. I looked at everybody as if they were already dead and I was dead too.


A ROLLS-ROYCE with the license plate DR LNDLRD was double-parked outside Ellen’s Uncle David’s office on Seventh Street betweeen First and Avenue A. There was a small waiting room with bad paneling and orange chairs and a vase on an end table with plastic red roses in it. Bullet-proof Plexiglas between me and a woman. When I asked to see Ellen Zigman Clavelle’s Uncle David, the woman—bright red frizzy hair, a lime-green skirt and blouse, and half-glasses that hung around her neck by a strand of pearls—started at my feet and looked up, looked back down again, both times stopping her eyes just below my middle.


Speak up, honey, she said. Can’t hear you.


Ellen Zigman Clavelle’s Uncle David! I yelled through the Plexiglas. I’m subletting her apartment!


You got some ID? the woman asked.


I pulled out my wallet, took out my driver’s license, and handed it to her. The woman took the driver’s license and put it under the light on her desk. Lime-green espadrilles. She put her glasses on the end of her nose.


Idaho! she yelled, and threw her head back. Her glasses fell off her nose.


What is this license, she said, To ride a horse?


The woman had to sit down, she was laughing so hard.
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