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Praise for JT LeRoy and The Heart Is Deceitful Above All Things


“I can’t think of any other presence in lit like JT LeRoy, one who upon mere appearance completely redrew the lines between author and art, persona and myth. Even better is rediscovering years later how boldly and bewitchingly these words trace out their somehow ghostly landscapes of desire and debris, and therein, in their essential beauty, how alive the mystery actually still is.”


—Blake Butler, author of There Is No Year


“One of the unfortunate casualties of the JT LeRoy saga was the career of Laura Albert, a tremendously gifted and empathetic writer who found herself overshadowed by her own creation. But long after the media frenzy died down, the stories endure—harrowing, haunting and heartfelt tales that speak with the sort of raw, devastating honesty that can seem almost impossible to muster without a pseudonym. It’s thrilling to finally have Laura’s stories liberated from JT’s story, and to have Laura and her words back together again.”


—Adam Langer, author of Crossing California


“An eyewitness’s imagination burns in his language, which is not lyrical but as vivid as a match held close to the face.”


—New York Times


“LeRoy manages to write simply about the most tangled of emotions—and to describe, without hatred or self-pity, the most monstrous of deeds.”


—Newsweek


“[LeRoy is] a hungry writer with the instincts of a person who fishes to eat. Once he hooks the reader he doesn’t let go.”


—Bookforum
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The things I’ve written about are happening to people all the time.


And when they happen to you,
you believe nobody knows and nobody cares.


But I know and I care, and I’ve written this book for you.




Foreword


In May of 2010, it had been almost five years since the New York Times revealed that cause célèbre international best-selling West Virginian, former heroin-addicted, cross-dressing, truck-stop-prostitute, and transgressive gay-lit “It Boy,” author Jeremiah “Terminator” LeRoy, was in fact Laura Albert, a middle-aged former punk rocker and mother from Brooklyn. The radioactive fallout from this discovery was swift and savage. The media labeled her a pariah. She was condemned and excommunicated by the literary community and found guilty of fraud in New York Supreme Court for signing the name “JT LeRoy”—a fictitious person—on the contract for a movie option of her novel Sarah.


When a journalist buddy of mine brought this story of what was being called “The Greatest Literary Hoax Of All Time” to my attention, I was only familiar with the name JT LeRoy as a byline on entertaining, over-the-top celebrity pieces in The New York Press, an alternative weekly that had its heyday in late ’90’s New York City. But my interest was piqued, and I quickly devoured the onslaught of JT-centric articles in Vanity Fair, New York Magazine, Rolling Stone, Salon, and beyond.


After ruminating on these well-researched accounts, I had a gut feeling that there was way more to the story than we were being told. One voice was glaringly missing, that of Laura Albert—the person who befriended numerous literati, music, fashion, art world and film celebs over a decade of lengthy intimate, often salacious phone calls in the voice of JT LeRoy. Laura appeared in public as Speedie, the raven-haired, pushy British-voiced handler of JT LeRoy, who himself was played flawlessly, in wig and sunglasses, by her androgynous lesbian sister in law, Savannah Knoop. Most importantly, it was Laura who put pen to paper and actually wrote the glowingly-reviewed books: the novel Sarah and the collection of short stories The Heart Is Deceitful Above All Things. “This,” I said to myself, “is the voice I want to hear.”


So I reached out to Laura Albert via email. After a few unsuccessful attempts, due to dead JT LeRoy email addresses—a metaphor for the author’s current status—we connected, and I expressed my interest in having her tell her story of the JT LeRoy saga to me in a New Journalism–inspired feature length nonfiction film.






From: Laura Albert [image: image]


Date: February 3, 2011 11:17:51 AM PST


To: Jeff Feuerzeig [image: image]


Subject: Re: JT Leroy—Feature Documentary


I’ve had so many frogs to kiss—folks coming around—to make a film or whatever … and I am like the street kid suspect of any one coming around that seems too perfect. You check out with folks I know for what it’s worth. :) In a way I feel angry—How dare you offer me hope? I’ve felt the right person to work with would appear—when we were both made ready.


It can be painful to have hope. I have to do the next indicated thing every moment. And often that is just finding a reason to stay alive. It sounds so dramatic and I can exist in both—the commentary and the powerlessness of my crazy thoughts. I do believe I have the capacity to be honest and G-d made me ready. Not the devil. I’m a Jew. Satan is what happens when there is no more dark chocolate in the house. I do love SARAH. And I will tell you something spooky. Everything that happens in that book has come true. You’ll see. Well, with my help. LOL!


Take care,


LA


PS if we do decide to do this—you have funding? I mean—you can move on this?








I then sent her The Devil and Daniel Johnston, my Sundance award-winning documentary from 2005 chronicling the inconceivable life of the bipolar singer-songwriter/outsider artist—with its themes of madness and creativity vividly explored, without judgment, front and center.






Laura Albert [image: image] wrote:


Jeff, watched movie. Finished it this morning. It’s very very beautifully made. I have a complex reaction—which has little to do with the filmmaking and more to do with the subject. Which speaks to the organic seamlessness of your creation. That the viewer can just float within the dreamscape. I cried after—it is painful. Too painful to put down why.


So even if it does not work out—with us, I am glad I saw the film. It’s as if you painted it with a feather. I always thought I would see the film but was scared to. Just knew it would stir it up within me. He’s a bloodline relation in the non-reality living artist kin. We’re different species, but we got the same makeup. I feel envious of how clear-cut his jazz is. It’s always easier when it is clear. B&W. Crazy? Yes or No. “Do I contradict myself? Very well, I contradict myself, I am large I contain multitudes.” That does not go down very well for women in our culture.


Anywayz, I try to keep my craziness compartmentalized. When it comes out full force it is frightening to everyone around me and myself. I think my whole life has been about trying to find ways to function with the impediment of distortion of reality and normalize it, for everyone else. The problem was I lived in both lands. Unlike Daniel—I knew, but could not stop it. Knowing—OK this is not normal, and the same time being absolutely powerless to change it. The only option was to have the world see what I saw & felt. In a form that I could tolerate. Ahh, it’s very complex. You really are lovely at getting out of the way—being Casper. Are you in SARAH? There’s another good story you might read—it’s in THE BEST AMERICAN NONREQUIRED READING 2003 By Dave Eggers, Zadie Smith—JT’s story is called STUFF. You can probably find it used.


Take care,


LA








And now it was my turn. If I was going to spend the years it would take to unravel this massively complex, Byzantine narrative and try to understand why this unique case of fiction took place so far off the page—I would have to love the writing.


So, with great trepidation I cracked open Sarah. Immediately, I was in. The critics’ hosannas for “Alice In Wonderland on acid” were not overstated. This often hilarious, surreal world of truck stop “lot lizards,” a Christ-like libido-enhancing empowered Jackalope, the oddly poignant competitive yearnings of this young boy-girl to win the love and attention of his drug-addled hooker mom, revolving around a gay West Virginia diner serving out-of-place James Beard award-winning foodie-cuisine, culminating in a nail-biting 18-wheeler truck chase that easily rivals Smokey and the Bandit was, simply, a joy to read.


In college I went through a period where I became a big fan of Southern Gothic literature, particularly Flannery O’Connor, Harry Crews and Tennessee Williams. The writing of JT LeRoy, to me, fell neatly into that darkly comic, world-weary and wild-ass tradition.


And then I read The Heart Is Deceitful Above All Things. It chronicled this fictional character’s much darker sexual and physical abuse-laden coming-of-age. I was equally impressed. The striking, poetic metaphors, the unflinching portrayal of psycho-sexual relationships, and the surprising empathy for the abusers of this young boy-girl, born without choice into this sad and hidden underworld, were evidence that I was in the presence of a truly great and original writer. And I decided to move forward.


In making AUTHOR: The JT LeRoy Story I felt it was important for the audience to feel the power of this writing. Needless to say, in the medium of film it is simply not possible to read the audience an entire short story, let alone a full-length novel. So I came up with an idea: edit a few of my favorite JT LeRoy passages into short sound-bites, to be read in a voice-over by Jeremiah “Terminator” LeRoy himself, little animations of Laura Albert’s own hand-written words and primitive blue-ink-doodles-come-to-life, a parade of fantasy boy-girls found in the margins of her aging coffee-stained lined notebooks.


The first voice-over we recorded together was Balloons, the first of the new short stories in this expanded edition of The Heart Is Deceitful Above All Things. This is fitting as this was the first piece that Terminator faxed to Dr. Terrence Owens. It was Owens who suggested that Terminator write down his thoughts, as a form of therapy, after three long years of daily one-hour suicide help-line conversations. With its theme of nihilistic, heroin-addicted punk rock-style redemption, Balloons unintentionally launched the soaring writing career that JT LeRoy rode into the sun, before that same sun burned him.


Laura Albert nervously entered the recording booth and approached the large microphone and music stand holding her script. Before her spread the words she had written almost two decades ago. Around her neck she wore a silver raccoon penis bone and a tiny typewriter pendant with a legend that read “Write Hard, Die Free.” After a bite of the Green & Black’s dark 85% cocoa chocolate bar she requested, Laura indicated that she was ready. We dimmed the lights. She took a breath, cleared her throat and, from deep within, came this boyish Southern drawl, “It was something I always knew. Heroin, coming in balloons, was a special message to me …” And suddenly, for the first time since I’d met her, Laura Albert was free. She was relaxed. She was who she was, once again conjuring the voice of JT LeRoy, inhabiting the fictional character who inhabited her as she wrote the stories in this collection.






Jeff Feuerzeig


Director/Writer/Producer


Author: The JT LeRoy Story










The Heart Is Deceitful Above All Things




Disappearances


His long white buck teeth hang out from a smile, like a wolf dog. His eyes have a vacant, excited, mad look. The lady holding it, crouched down to my height, is grinning too widely. She looks like my babysitter, without the braces, the same long blond braid that starts somewhere inside the top of her head. She shakes Bugs Bunny in my face, making the carrot he’s clutching plunge up and down like a knife. I wait for one of the social workers to tell her I’m not allowed to watch Bugs Bunny.


‘Look what your momma got you,’ I hear.


Momma.


I say it softly like a magic word you use only when severely outnumbered.


‘Right here, honey,’ the woman with the bunny says. She smiles even wider, looking up at the three surrounding social workers, nodding at them. Their tilted heads grin back. She shakes the rabbit again.


‘I’m your momma.’ I watch her red, glossy lips, and I can taste the word, metallic and sour in my mouth. And I ache so badly for Her, the real one that rescues me.


I stare out at the blank faces, and from deep inside I scream and scream for Her to come save me.


•  •  •


When we first get back to the tiny, one-bedroom bungalow, I throw myself on the floor, kicking and screaming for my real momma.


She ignores me and makes dinner.


‘Look, SpaghettiOs,’ she says. I won’t move. I fall asleep on the floor. I wake up in a narrow cot with Bugs Bunny next to me, and I scream.


She shows me the few toys she’s gotten me. I have more and better at my real home. I throw hers out the window.


One of the social workers comes by, and I cry so hard I throw up on her navy blue tassel shoes.


‘He’ll get used to it, Sarah,’ I hear her tell my new mom. ‘Hang in there, honey,’ she tells her, and pats her shoulder.


At lunch she gives me peanut butter and jelly with the crusts on. My real momma cuts the crust off. I fling the plastic Mickey Mouse plate off the table.


She spins around, hand raised into a fist. I scream, she freezes, her fist shaking, a foot away from my chest.


We both stare at each other, breathing hard. And something passes between us, and her face seals up. I don’t know what it is exactly.


As my sobs start she grabs her denim jacket and leaves. I’d never been alone before, not even for five minutes, but I know something has changed, something is different, and I don’t scream.


I run to my bed, curl up tight, and wait for everything to be different.


The phone’s shrill ringing wakes me up. It’s dark without the dinosaur night-light I used to have.


‘Thank you, Operator, it works,’ I hear her say quietly. Then, almost yelling, ‘Hello? … Hello? … Yes, Jeremiah is here …’


My heart starts pounding. ‘Jeremiah, honey, are you awake?’ she calls out, her shadow haunting my partly opened door.


‘Momma?’ I call out, pushing my sheets away.


‘Yes, honey, it’s your foster parents.’ I run to her and the phone.


‘Oh yes, he’s here.’ I reach up for the phone with every muscle.


‘What … oh …’ She frowns. I jump up and down, straining.


‘Bad? … Well he hasn’t been very bad …’ She turns away from me, the black phone cord wrapping around her.


‘Momma!’ I shout, and pull on the phone cord.


‘Yes … I see,’ she says, nodding, turning away from me farther. ‘Oh, is that why? OK, I’ll tell him.’


‘Gimme … Momma!’ I yell, and yank hard on the cord.


‘So you don’t want to speak to him?’


‘Daddy!’ I yell, and grab hard. The phone receiver flies out of her hands, bounces on the blue, sparkled linoleum, and slides under the table. It spins like a bottle, the mouthpiece facing up. I spring for it, sliding like my daddy taught me when we played whiffleball. Just as my finger touches the dull, black plastic of the phone, it jerks and flies out from under the table and away from me.


‘Got it!’ I hear her gasp. ‘Hello? … Yes! Yes! He did that … Fuck yeah, I’ll tell him.’


I twist around and drag myself from under the table.


‘OK, thanks.’ She smiles into the phone.


‘No!’ I reach up with my arms.


‘Y’all take care …’


‘No!’ My feet skid under me, leaving me back on my stomach.


‘Good-bye.’ In slow motion she swirls like a ballerina, a grin wide on her face.


‘No!’


Her arm rises into the air, the spiral cord swinging in front of me. I grab for it, her hand sweeps backward, and I catch nothing.


‘Momma!’ I scream, and I watch the receiver lowered into its cradle on the couch’s white plastic end table.


I scramble to the phone and snatch it up. ‘Momma, Momma, Daddy!’ I shout into it.


‘They hung up,’ she says. She sits on the opposite end of the couch and lights a cigarette, her bare legs pulled to her chest, tucked under her large white T-shirt.


Even though I hear the dial tone humming, I still call for them. I press the receiver to my ear as tightly as I can, in case they’re there, past the digital tone calling to me like voices lost in a snowstorm.


‘They’re gone,’ she says, blowing smoke out. ‘You wanna know what they said?’


‘Hello? … Hello?’ I say quieter.


‘They didn’t want to talk to you.’


‘Hello?’ I turn away from her and wrap myself in the cord.


‘I said they did not want to talk to you.’


‘Uh-uh,’ I whisper. I twist more, and the receiver slips out of my hands, banging on the linoleum.


‘Don’t you throw my phone!’ She gets up quickly and grabs the receiver at my feet.


‘You ain’t gonna be throwing things no more,’ she says, and unwraps the wire snaked around me, jerking it violently around my Superman pajamas like a whip.


She hangs up the phone and goes back to the couch, crossing her legs. She twists backward to look at me.


‘I went through a lot to get you back, and you’re going to be grateful, you, you little shit.’


A loud gasp pops out of me, a silent sob. I’m beyond regular crying.


When Momma and Daddy go out without me, leaving me with Cathy the babysitter, I always cry awhile. Sometimes I even scream and lay on the wood floor near the front door, smelling the leftover trail of sweet perfume Momma left. But I always stop crying, remembering my special treats left in the top drawer for being a good, grown-up boy. Cathy and me watch the Rainbow Brite video, and she reads three books to me, and when I wake up they’re back, Momma and Daddy are always back in their place. ‘We always come back,’ they tell me.


‘Do you want to know what they said about you?’ I hear her puff hard on the cigarette. I stare at a huge water bug scurrying under the couch past her foot. I shake my head no, turn around, and go back to my bed.


I grab Bugs Bunny from under the cot where I’d shoved him, wrap my arms around him under my blankets, and between hiccups whisper in his oversize fuzzy ear, ‘When you wake up, they’ll be back, they’ll be back.’


That was the first night I wet. I woke up feeling a cold dampness under my blankets as if an air conditioner had been turned on somewhere beneath me. I’d never wet before, unlike Alex, my best friend from preschool when I lived with my real parents. When he spent the night, my momma had to put the special plastic cover under the galaxy sheets. ‘He has accidents,’ I repeated to my momma as I helped her stretch the opaque white plastic over the mattress. ‘I don’t,’ I told her.


‘No, you use the toilet like a big boy.’ She smiled at me, and I laughed with joy. I had a giraffe ladder I’d climb up on. I’d stand tall as a giant, raise the seat myself, and I’d rain down my powerful stream. I used to float my toy boats in the toilet and pour down on them, sinking them, till my mom explained that’s not good to do, so I did it in my bath instead, making my speedboats and tankers suffer under my forceful gale.


When Alex and I lay in bed discussing who had a bigger rocketship that went fastest to the moon, I felt proud every time I heard the aluminum foil-like crinkle of him moving on his sheets against the smooth swishing of mine. ‘It’s OK,’ I’d tell him in the morning, patting his shoulder. ‘It’s just an accident. You’ll use the giraffe one day, too.’


I peel the wet blanket and sheet off me carefully and look down at the wet, my wet. Bugs Bunny grins up at me, his fuzzy cheek fur matted and damp.


I sit up slowly and stare at the bright yellow room around me. I had had dinosaurs painted all over my old walls. Here, tacked up, is a poster of a large clown, frowning, maybe crying, holding a droopy flower.


‘Look at the clown, look at the clown, isn’t he funny?!’ my new momma had said. I nodded but didn’t smile. In my old room my momma would complain, ‘There’s no place to put all these toys.’ Two blue milk crates side by side hold all my clothes and toys now, and they’re not half-full.


I stand there leaning against the cot, staring at it all: the dark wet patch on my red Superman pajamas, the orange swirly-patterned linoleum lumpy and bubbled like little turtles are living beneath it, the whitish brown cottage-cheese stuff in the ceiling corners, the ABC books I’d outgrown six months ago buried in the crates.


And I know I won’t cry. I just know it isn’t possible. I undress quickly and repeat to myself all I need to dress myself. I dig in the milk crate: one shirt, two arms, one underwear, two legs, one pants, two legs, two socks, two feet. My old sneakers. I put on the ones I can close and open with sticky stuff by myself, not hers that she got me, ones you have to tie. Two sneakers, two feet.


‘You dressed yourself!’ she’d say.


‘All by myself,’ I’d tell her, and I’d get a star on my chart. Twenty stars and I got a matchbox car. I had near a hundred of them.


I go into the living room quietly. She lies on the couch, curled under a fuzzy blanket with a lion on it. Open cans and cigarettes are strewn on the floor and coffee table. The TV is on with no sound, no cartoons, just a man talking.


I tiptoe past her, silently pull a chair over to the front door, climb up, and noiselessly turn the locks. I know how, my daddy taught me in case of a fire or an emergency and I needed to get out.


I climb down, turn the knob, and pull. The light makes me squint, and the coolness of the air makes me shiver, but I know I have to go, it’s an emergency. I have to get out.


I walk for a long time, staring at my sneakers, the only familiar thing around me. I concentrate on them, walking quickly on the cracked, weed-filled sidewalk, trying to escape the crooked bungalows, all with sagging, rotting porches, with paint cracking like dried mud. Dogs bark and howl, a few birds chirp now and then, and the slam of car doors makes me jump as people get home or leave for work.


A huge gray factory hovers up ahead, like a metallic castle floating in its thick, yellowish bellows of smoke. I watch my sneakers for directions. They’re from home. Like stories about carrier pigeons I loved to hear, I know they’ll return me to home. I survive crossing streets by myself for the first time. Even though no cars are visible, I run, my heart thudding, expecting to be crushed suddenly. I walk fast, shaking my hands like rattles to keep me going, like a train’s engine forcing me forward, keeping me from stopping, keeping me from curling up in a tight ball and trying to wake up.


Past the heavy-gated factory, chugging and snorting so loud I can’t hear the soft padding of my sneakers on the gravel as I run. Run from the gaping, smoking, metal dragon’s mouth, trying to swallow me whole. And then I’m going uphill, through a field so thick with brown grass I can’t see my sneakers, but I know at the top I’ll see my home, my real home. I’ll run through the door and into their arms, and everything will be right again.


My foot catches on a half-buried rubber tire, and I fall forward, my chin and hands digging into the reddish brown earth.


I lie there quietly, too surprised to move. I lift my chin and stare at the tilted world around me. The dark clay earth’s spread out and glitters from the multicolored shards, as if a pane of stained glass is hiding beneath.


A slow stream of watery red fills the moats my sliding hands made, and the pain, stinging and sharp, stops my breath. I pull my hands back and there are wet dark slits in them. My white T-shirt catches the red tear in my chin.


And I know they’re really gonna be sorry now. I get up and run toward the top of the cliff. The tears are coming now and little yelplike screams slowly getting louder as I get closer.


Right over the hill is the house with the big green lawn, and swings and slides, and my castle in the back. My house.


I’ll burst through the door and scream till they come running like they did when I fell off my swing and scraped my forehead. But I won’t shut up, I won’t let them kiss it better. I’ll scream till the roof flies off, till all the windows shatter, till they themselves blow apart and explode. I’ll make them sorry.


I’m almost at the top of the hill. I can smell the eucalyptus scent of the living room, hear the tick tick of the wood clock that chimes with a colorful cuckoo every hour.


I scream and lunge for the top.


The grass is deep and thick on the flat hilltop. I push my way through the brush. I see the edge ahead where it all drops down, down to the yard fenced in white. I slow down, my breath hitching, my hands balled into soggy fists. I reach out a shaking arm and move aside the last weeds blocking my way home.


I’ll let them cover me in kisses. I’ll let them hug me long and hard. I’ll let them give me hot cocoa and cookies because I’m such a brave boy.


I’ll let them, if only their house were down there instead of the tight rows and rows of peeling, rotting bungalows.


At that ledge, overlooking the worn and ruined houses, I understand the world has suddenly become as frightening, violent, and make-believe as the cartoons I wasn’t supposed to watch.


When Sarah walks into the brick police station I scream so loud, everything goes silent except her high heels clicking toward me.


I cling to the officer who found me, showed me how to use his radio, bought me a chocolate ice cream, and let me wear his cap after I let a nurse clean my cuts.


‘Your mommy’s here.’ He leans down and tries to push me toward her. They speak above me, and I can smell the strong perfume on her, not like my mom’s clean laundry scent.


I hold tighter and bury my face in the soft dark blue weave of his pants.


‘I thought you wanted to go home to your mommy,’ he says, looking down at me. I shake my head no.


‘He’s just confused,’ she says. She crouches and whispers into my ear, ‘If you come with me now, I’ll take you back to your momma.’ I turn to face her. She smiles, winks at me, and puts out her hand, tan and thin with long red nails.


I slowly let go of the policeman’s leg and give her my hand, wrapped in a bandage and stained with chocolate ice cream that looks like blood.


‘Good boy.’ The officer pats my head. I let my mother lead me through the brightly lit fluorescent station, but my head is turned back to the policeman, watching him wave and smile good-bye, as if I know I will never see the police in that magic, protective light ever again.


She only nods her head while blowing smoke out of the window as we drive from the police station.


‘Take me home,’ I repeat again and again. She stares straight ahead. She slides her palm up to her forehead in a heavy, slow movement, like ironing.


Soon the road looks familiar, the cracked two-lane tar and the big metal factory, its pipes connecting to itself like silver luggage handles. Panic lurches in my chest, and I turn toward her in my seat.


‘You said you’d take me home!’ Her lips suck in as she chews them.


I pound on the window. ‘Lemme out, lemme out, lemme out!’ The car veers suddenly off the road, opposite the gated factory. The ripping sound of the emergency brake reminds me of my daddy pulling up to our house, and I sob. She holds her cigarette up and blows on its red, dusty tip till it glows like a night lamp.


‘It’s bad to smoke,’ I tell her between gasps. ‘My momma, my momma says so.’


She looks over at me. ‘Is that what they say?’ she says, real singsong-like. I nod, spit I can’t swallow dribbling from my mouth.


‘Well, I’ll have to make myself a note to thank them very, very much.’ She sucks hard on the cigarette, then pulls out the ashtray, crumbles it into it, and blows a stream of white smoke into my face.


‘Does that meet your spec-i-fications?’ She smiles, closemouthed.


The tears are bubbling in my eyes, hazing everything like a cotton film.


‘OK, OK. Now before you start wailing, let’s you and I have us a little chat.’ She turns to me, a leg bent on the bench-type seat between us. I blink at my tears, and the picture clears some, but more are coming too fast.


‘Let’s get this straight. I’m your mother. I had you. You came right from here.’ She pulls up her denim skirt and pats the flat dark under her pantyhose, between her legs. I look away, out the window, toward the blurry factory.


‘No, you pay me mind.’ She reaches out and turns my face toward her. Before I can scream she says quickly, ‘Your momma and daddy want you to hear me. If you want to go home to them, you listen.’ I swallow my scream and nod.


‘You gonna listen?’


‘I go home!’


‘You gonna listen?’ She reaches under my chin, raising my face to hers. I nod and then shake my head free of her hand. I hiccup hard, and chocolate ice cream runs down my mouth and shirt.


‘Jesus …’ She grabs an end of my shirt and wipes at my face, hard, not the soft dabs my momma does, even as I wriggle my face away from her. I don’t try to pull away, though.


As she rubs my face, pressing my lips into my teeth, she says, ‘I had you when I was just fourteen years old, can’t say I wanted you; can’t say I didn’t do rabbits’ tricks to try and get rid of you.’ She spits on my chin and wipes hard, ignoring my Band-Aid.


‘If my father’d let me, you’d long been flushed down some toilet. You understand?’ I nod, even though I don’t. I sob quietly, my lips sucking in.


‘They took you from me … goddamn social worker cunts.’ She lets my face go and looks past me to the factory. ‘Now I’m eighteen now …’ She looks at me, nods. ‘I got you back.’ She pats my head. ‘See, you’re mine.’


‘Take me home,’ I whisper.


‘Do you hear what I’m saying to you?’ she yells. She reaches down into her denim bag and pulls out another cigarette. I turn toward my window.


‘Take me home,’ I say louder.


‘They don’t want you.’ She flicks her lighter.


‘Take me home!’ I yell, and hit the glass.


‘You goddamn, spoilt brat …’ She grabs my hand and twists me toward her. ‘Don’t make me whoop you!’


I gasp hard, and a little more chocolate ice cream dribbles out. She jerks my arms above my head, puffs on her cigarette, and exhales, her head shaking the smoke out like a released balloon.


‘They said they got rid of you ’cause you’re bad … you understand?’


I try to pull my arms down, my face red and swollen. She leans closer, into my ear. ‘Your foster par … your momma and daddy …’ She grabs my cheeks with her other hand and turns my face to her, the cigarette hanging from her lips.


‘They … shit!’ The cigarette drops. ‘Shit!’ She lets go of me. ‘See what you made me do?’ She leans down to retrieve the lit cigarette, and I jump over to the door, pushing and pulling at the handle.


‘Momma and Daddy never showed you how to unlock a goddamn car door?’ She laughs behind me. ‘You wanna go home? … Fine, I’ll take you, I’ll take you back.’


The keys jingle in the ignition, and the brake rips again. The car rumbles beneath us. I let go of the door handle.


‘Go—go home,’ I sputter.


‘Yeah, go fucking home!’ She rolls down her window and flicks her cigarette out.


She pulls back out onto the tarmac, drives past the factory and the dirty, broken houses, one of which is hers.


I sit back in my seat, heaving, wiping chocolate drool off my mouth.


‘I was just trying to help you,’ she says quietly.


I look out at the abandoned shacks overrun with grass and vines, like a museum exhibit of another world.


‘My guess is they’ll just call the police when I bring you back.’


We pass children with sooty faces playing in a turned-sideways refrigerator.


‘The reason you’re with me, you know, is because they don’t want you no more.’ I turn in my seat, a little toward her. ‘They told me, ’member when they called last night?’ She adjusts the rearview mirror. ‘They said you’re a bad boy, and that’s why they gave you away. If they loved you so goddamn much, well then, why’d they get rid of you? Answer me that.’


I sniffle and swallow a snot glob.


‘They found out how evil you are, those police … they were ready to do you in. If I hadn’t’ve begged them, those cops would’ve taken out their guns and shot you through.’ She adjusts her mirror again, then runs her finger under her eyes, wiping off the black smears.


‘I got ice cream,’ I whisper.


‘Just because I convinced them not to kill you.’ She looks over at me. ‘If I hadn’t taken you from your foster, your momma and daddy, where you think you’d be?’


I choke on a hiccup. She pats my back a little too hard.


‘They didn’t try to stop the social worker from taking you away, now, did they?’ she asks me softly. I look out at the mountains rising and falling into each other, little gray wood shacks lodged between them like food caught between teeth. They hadn’t tried to stop the social worker from taking me. They’d even turned away fast from the car once I was in it. As I screamed and banged on the back windshield for them, I saw my daddy hug my momma with both arms, her head on his chest, and they walked back toward the house, they didn’t turn around.


‘How many times did you go cryin’ and throwing tantrums like a spoilt baby if you didn’t get your way, huh?’


I look up at the clouds, too gray and weighted to be floating over the mountain peaks. ‘Be a good boy and don’t cry for Momma,’ she had said lots of times. I usually ended up crying, though.


‘Why do you think the police got you when you ran away, not your foster, not your momma and daddy, huh?’


I watch a yellow dog chasing what looks like a long-tail fox through the burnt orange bushes near the road.


‘I begged the cop not to take long sharp knives and stick them in your eyes so they pop like grapes.’ She reaches down to her bag, pulls out and lights another cigarette. ‘I had to pay them, too.’ She pulls up her bag. ‘See my wallet in there … go on.’ She pats my shoulder, a cigarette ash falling down my shirt. I reach into her bag. ‘The wallet with the red heart on it, open it.’ I pull the Velcro lips apart; she reaches over and pulls the money out from inside. ‘You know what a hundred-dollar bill looks like?’ She glances at me. I nod, my Daddy had shown me, Ben Franklin and kites. She blows a plume of smoke straight up.


‘See any one-oh-ohs in there, kid?’ she says, the cigarette dangling in her mouth.


I shake my head and swallow a hiccup.


‘Ain’t in there, right? … Huh? … Answer me, darlin’, I ain’t gettin’ any younger.’


‘No,’ I mumble. Her red-nailed hand scrunches them up back into the wallet. ‘Well, you said it, kid, no one-oh-ohs, you got your proof. You know who got the one-oh-oh? Huh?’ She turns from the road and looks at me while sealing up the pink heart-covered wallet. I breathe in deeply to try to smell the musty, leathery smell of my daddy’s wallet. I put my hand on her wallet, but it’s not the smooth, worn skin warmed from his back pocket.


‘Get offa!’ Her hand knocks mine. ‘Little thief, trying to get everything. You better not have taken none.’


I blink at her, too disoriented to cry. She drops the wallet into her bag at her feet.


‘So you saw for your own self? No goddamn one-oh-oh. So guess who got it?’ She jabs me with her elbow. I look out my window.


‘The cops, the policeman, he has it, I had to give him all that, one-oh-oh, to not …’ She pushes me lightly. ‘You listenin’? I had to pay them not to strap you down and put you in the electric chair.’


I’ve seen the electric chair on one of those cartoons I’m not supposed to watch. A cat got tricked into one, strapped down, and the switch pulled. His skeleton glowed, his eyes bulged out, and after, he was just a pile of ashes.


‘I’ve done you a favor taking you … so it’s up to you … we can go to the police and turn you in. If I take you to your fosters, they’re only going to call the police and get you arrested.’


My stomach is cramped. Everything looks strangely lit and too shiny under the greenish, mold-colored sky. The clouds aren’t even trying to clear the mountains any more, they’re too loaded down with dark, smashing into the treeless peaks.


‘If I didn’t take you when I did, you’d be hung up on a cross. They teach you about Jesus?’


I nod a small yes. When I’d stayed at my babysitter Cathy’s house, I saw a picture of Him. He was almost naked, with nails in him, on a cross, and if I moved my head back and forth, his blood flowed, his head tilted more, and his eyes closed, then popped open, looking out in an accusing stare.


‘The police will nail you up on the cross, if they don’t give you the chair.’ She spits on her cigarette, tucks it behind her ear, and reaches out, takes my hand, and opens it in her lap. I watch her press a long red fingernail into my bandaged palm.


‘They drive the nail in here.’ She presses harder. My hand curls up around her finger, but I don’t try to move it.


‘Your momma and daddy will hammer another nail in right here …’ She drops my hand, lifts my T-shirt, and presses her long nail below my ribs. She twists her finger in.


‘And they’ll stick one here …’ She slides her nail under my shirt to my chest, under my throat, and digs it in.


My head is shaking, racing all His blood out, draining him, till it crashes like waves and surrounds the big white house with my parents inside and carries them all away forever.


‘I want to stay with you,’ I whisper.


‘Well, we’re not that far from the police station … they’ll be real glad to get their hands on you again.’


I swallow loudly, feeling her hand resting on my throat, pressing.


‘I want to stay with you,’ I whisper again.


‘What did you say?’ Her nail flicks against my skin.


When I asked Cathy why He was like that, she told me it was because He loved me and because I was a sinner. Jesus died like that, suffering for me.


‘No policeman.’


‘You don’t want me to take you to your foster parents?’


I shake my head a small no.


‘You better learn some manners, kid … if I’m not going to turn you in.’ Her nail slides up my throat to under my chin, lifting my head toward her.


‘Ma’am, you say. Understand? You say ma’am, you say sir, you say thank you, you say please … you were rude with your fosters and they got rid of you. You’re rude to me and we go right to the police, you hear?’


I avoid her eyes, looking past her to the dark clouds tumbling ahead.


‘Ma’am,’ I repeat just like the coffee-colored maid would call my momma.


‘Yes, ma’am, please let me stay with you, thank you. Is that what you mean to be saying?’


A dry swallow squeezes down my stretched-up neck like a snake digesting a rat.


‘Ma’am …’ My voice cracks. ‘Thank you, please, no policeman …’


She pulls her nail away, and my head drops some.


‘So, if you ever cry about your fosters again, we go straight to the police. You hear?’


I nod, staring vaguely at trees starting to bend and shake in the wind. Her hand flies up quickly and slaps the top of my head, bouncing it back against the seat. ‘If I take the time and energy to waste my breath speaking to you, you damn well better afford me the courtesy of replyin’.’


I don’t understand her, so I nod again, sucking on my lips to still them from shaking, and I taste the salty ooze running from my nose.


Her fist bangs down on my shoulder, knocking me sideways to the seat.


‘You answer when I talk to you,’ she says loudly but calmly above me.


I stay down on the seat, my stomach releasing a horrible trembling that spreads throughout me. A loud sob fills the car.


‘Don’t you dare cry!’ Her hand searches in my hair. ‘I’ve had about enough of you crying to last me a lifetime.’ She yanks my head up by my hair and then pulls my face back to look up into hers. Her eyes gleam like glazed blue enamel, her mouth turned into a red semi-smile.


‘If you cry any more, not only will I give you something to be really cryin’ for …’ She shakes my head. ‘I will drive you straight to your foster parents and watch while they and the cops nail you up, set you on fire, and chop you up, while everyone cheers and laughs and spits at you. Understand?’
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