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To Steven and Marta MacDonald






chapter one

The Viking my brother got me for my birthday was tall and had muscles. Even if you were not an expert on Vikings and had not read Kepple’s Guide to the Vikings, you would say, that is a Viking. He looked like he could defeat hordes of villains and commit acts of bravery, like Beowulf, the most famous Viking, who defeated Grendel, who was not only a regular villain but also a monster.

But since I am an expert, I noticed many incorrect things. For example, the Viking’s sword wasn’t made of real metal, and his outfit was plastic instead of brynja, which is an armor made of rings to protect warriors from being cut with swords. His blond hair was not really blond. I could see that it had actually been colored.

After seeing the Viking, I chose a new Word of Today. The word ended up being gargantuan, a way of saying something, or someone, is amazingly large. It was a word that I had written on my list, with the help of my best friend, AK47, and since I remembered the definition, and since the Viking and the word went together, I decided I would put my other Word of Today (eloquent) away and make gargantuan the new Word of Today.

The Viking boomed through the door of our apartment, past Gert, and stood holding his sword. The first thing he said was: “WHERE IS ZELDA?”

He looked around the room, which was empty except for the couch, Gert’s chair, the lamp in the corner, the coffee table, and Gert’s TV, the most legendary thing we owned.

Gert pointed at me and made a sound with his throat.

“You,” the Viking said, waving his plastic sword at me. “Are you Zelda?”

The Viking had already broken three of the rules that Gert and I have posted by the door to make sure our apartment stays clean and orderly and a good place for us both to live:


	Take off shoes to stop outside dirt from going all over the apartment.

	Do not stand in the doorway instead of closing the door and locking it as soon as possible, since people will try to rob us if they see the chance.

	Do not drop bags and things by the door, instead of taking them to the right place in the apartment.



The rules are written in big block letters that say: RULES OF COMING IN AND OUT, and there’s a picture of the door and a person walking in that Gert and I drew together using the box of crayons I borrowed from the Community Center.

The Viking didn’t see the rules, but when Gert made a noise and pointed to his own shoes, the Viking said, “Oh, shit,” and kicked them off. “Sorry,” he said.

(Even though swearwords are allowed, one of the House Rules is that we should at least try not to use them, which Gert finds harder than me.)

“The door too,” Gert said, smiling.

The smiling was not a rule that we wrote down, but something we did for each other to show that we were happy with what the other person was doing without actually having to say, THANK YOU FOR DOING SOMETHING SMALL THAT I LIKED. That way we could save our Big Thank-You’s for more gargantuan things.

“I have come to wish you a happy birthday,” the Viking said to me. When he came closer he smelled like oranges sitting on the counter too long.

“Góðan dag!” I said to the Viking.

“Excuse me?” the Viking said.

“Góðan dag!” I said, louder and making sure that every sound of the words was clear and enunciated (Word of Today, June 4).

Góðan dag is the traditional Viking greeting, according to Kepple’s Guide to the Vikings. Kepple’s website has a video guide to pronouncing Viking phrases and words. Góðan dag is pronounced “go-than-dag.” When you say words in Old Norse, you should sound like you’re spitting. One of the things I did when I started trying to speak Viking was hold my hand in front of my mouth, so that I could tell if I was saying things properly by how wet my hand got.

He looked at my brother. “What’s she saying?”

“Góðan dag,” I repeated, then said: “Ek heiti Zelda! Hvat heitir þú?”

Which was me telling him my name and then asking what his name was.

“Tell her what I told you to say,” Gert said to the Viking.

Gert was sitting on the arm of the couch, wearing a cone birthday hat with wrinkled fingers coming out of the top. The wrinkly fingers waved around from the balcony wind.

The Viking stared for a second, not knowing what my brother was talking about, and then his face got big with understanding. “Oh, right. One second.”

The Viking closed his eyes and cleared his throat, like he was the President about to tell the world something very important. Gert turned down the drum music, which I had him download specially off the Internet from Kepple’s website.

“Ack anne there,” he said, stopping after each word and looking at me the entire time. “Ack anne there.” The Viking turned to Gert. “Am I saying it right?”

“Is he?” Gert asked me.

“Ack anne there,” I said.

It sounded like Old Norse, or sort of like Old Norse, only with less spitting. “Can you say it again, please? With more spitting?”

“Ack anne there.” He coughed and took out a sheet of folded paper from his plastic underwear, which was shiny and gold (something a real Viking wouldn’t be wearing). He handed me the piece of paper.

The words were in Old Norse. I sounded out each letter. “Oh,” I said. “Ek ann þér.”

Gert smiled. “Right?”

It was not perfect, but I told Gert that I liked the Viking very much with my smile.



Most Viking women stay at home and have babies and cook and clean. But that was never the type of woman I wanted to be. My favorite part of Kepple’s Guide to the Vikings is the Valkyries, strong magical women who decide who gets to live and die in battles. They bring the warriors they choose to a place called Valhalla, a house where Odin and the other gods are that must be gargantuan to hold so many people. You can’t become a Valkyrie, though. You are born one. Not like heroes, who become heroes by being legendary.

I am not someone people would think is a Viking. I am five feet and one inch and my arms are very skinny. My legs are not skinny because I play a lot of basketball with Gert, and basketball makes your legs strong. I am a very good runner and can run forever, even though a Viking spends more time fighting than running. I was on the running team when I was in school. Our school mascot is the Crusader, who is almost like a Viking and also wears armor. But then I could not go to school anymore after I failed most classes.

Many people like me have big foreheads and small eyes. My friend Yoda has a face like that. But with me you would not know that I am not normal.

I have the element of surprise in battle.

Even though I liked Gert’s Viking, I wish he would have asked a Valkyrie to come. Most people know a few things about Vikings, but not many people know things about Valkyries, who are more powerful than Vikings. If they do know anything, it’s the song “The Ride of the Valkyries.” It comes from an opera and was originally made by an old musician named Wagner.

Vikings like legends and since people still know about Wagner, even so long after he died, I like Wagner and respect his legend.

There were three other people I wanted to be at my birthday party. Mom was not alive, so I could not actually invite her, except in spirit in the way that Vikings can get the spirits of their dead family members and friends to come to parties invisibly, but I did invite AK47 and Marxy.

Our apartment building is in a crappy neighborhood, and Marxy lives in a very rich part of the city, so his mother, Pearl, never lets him come over, even for something as special as my first birthday since he and I fell in love.

Pearl also thinks that Gert is a thug. That is a stupid thing to believe, I think. Do thugs go to college on big scholarships to study about money?

No, they do not. They behave like villains and hurt others, instead of saving them.

My brother is good-hearted, but Gert scares a lot of people because of his shaved head and tattoos, especially the tattoo of the skull on his forearm that is laughing and has a big red tongue, and because he doesn’t dress like someone who works at a bank or has a real job. He wears jeans and tight black shirts.

Those people, the ones who don’t trust Gert, are shit-heels and fuck-dicks, because Gert is one of the smartest people I know, and the bravest, and if we were in the past, people would be writing legends about him, no problem. If villains attacked your tribe, you would want Gert there to defend you in battle.

I also missed AK47, though, and wished she was there. I knew that her and Gert still loved each other, even if she said she hated his stupid guts and he said she was never allowed to be in the apartment again.

AK47 would have liked the Viking. He was standing in his shiny gold underwear, making animals out of balloons. He said that his specialty was dogs. “But I can do some requests.”

“What kind of animal do you want him to make?” Gert asked me.

I asked him for a dragon, since many of the oldest Viking sagas have dragons in them.

He blew up a balloon and in a second it was an almost-dragon. I held up the balloon and told him it looked good, even though it was more like a snake that had tried to tie itself like shoelaces.

“Another?” he asked.

The intercom buzzed. Gert didn’t get up to answer it, the way he usually does whenever someone buzzes. That is a rule we have: whenever Gert is home and someone buzzes the intercom, he’s the one to answer it and decide if the person in the lobby of the building is allowed to come in or not.

The intercom buzzed again. The Viking stopped his balloon and looked at Gert. I looked at Gert too.

“There is someone at the door,” I said.

“I know. Do you want to answer it?”

“But the rule,” I said.

Gert smiled. “I think this is a rule you can break today because it’s your birthday. And because I think it’s going to be someone special.”

Normally we don’t break rules, since we both like knowing how everything is supposed to work, and because I have trouble acting properly if I don’t have rules to follow. But it was true, it was my birthday, and I was now an adult and twenty-one years old.

I stood in the middle of the living room, not sure what to do.

The intercom buzzed again.

“Seriously,” Gert said. “Go answer it.”

I closed my eyes and counted to ten, one of the things Dr. Laird told me to do whenever I felt all of the rules being broken.

“You can do this,” Gert said.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s do this.”

I took the dragon balloon and went to the intercom box on the door and pressed the button that said TALK.

“Hello?” I asked the intercom.

“Is this Zelda?”

It was a woman’s voice. I said it was me, Zelda. Then I heard Marxy’s voice.

“Happy birthday,” he said.

I looked at Gert, talking to the Viking. He smiled over the Viking’s shoulder and gave me a thumbs-up.

He had made magic happen.



Marxy could not remember the traditional Viking greeting, but Pearl, who brought a smell of perfume with her, pointed to the sign so that he could read the House Rules.

“Remember your book?” Pearl said. “This is like a page from it.”

At his house Marxy had a book of pictures that helped him get through the day, sort of like the House Rules.

Marxy is tall and when he walks he moves his head down, like he is afraid of his head hitting the clouds. He also talks slowly and does not like looking people in the eyes, except for the people he loves and trusts. Sometimes he picks up string he finds and rolls the string into tiny balls that he likes to chew on, which is gross but when you love someone you try not to be bothered by gross things they do when they can’t help it.

A big problem is that he has trouble remembering a lot of the things he needs to remember.

Marxy was dressed very nicely, even though he was always dressed nicely. Today he was dressed like he was going to a wedding. He wore a shirt with a collar and buttons up the front. It was blue, my favorite color. His hair sat on one side and was shiny and combed.

“Gert,” Pearl said, nodding at my brother, who was still with the Viking.

“Hey.”

She looked at the Viking, her jewelry on her arm, gold rings, jangling. “And this is?”

“Thor,” the Viking said. “King of the Vikings.”

Pearl stared and then said, “Okay then. The stripper’s going to keep his clothes on, right?”

“Only balloon animals for this Viking,” the Viking said.

“You’re a stripper?” I asked the Viking. “You take off your clothes?”

“I have many talents,” he said.

“Well, keep it PG-13 for this party,” Pearl said. She handed Gert a card and told him to call her if there were any problems.

“I’ll be back in one hour.”

“We’ll try not to burn the house down,” Gert said, which was a joke, since Gert is very careful about fire in the house and doesn’t even like me cooking unless he’s around, a rule we changed after I proved I could cook things for myself like pasta.

Pearl held Marxy’s shoulders. “You can call anytime. Do you have your phone?”

Marxy showed her his phone. He bent over and she kissed his cheek.



Once Pearl left, the Viking made another balloon dragon and handed it to Marxy. I had been trying to teach Marxy how to speak Old Norse for months, but no matter how hard we both practiced, he couldn’t remember.

He even had trouble remembering the Word of Today. I started keeping track of how long he could remember the Word of Today for and learned that with smaller words he didn’t know, those words he could hold in his brain for three days. Even though his brain is probably bigger than my brain in size, there is something wrong with how it works, so actually he has less space in his brain than normal people.

For longer words, like gargantuan, he would forget the word in a day. We wanted to have a language we could speak together, one that nobody else could speak. That was why I tried to teach him Viking.

For my birthday Marxy had already given me a gift, a drawing he made of us as two Vikings. Marxy is not very talented at hands and feet and faces. I think he is very talented at showing that we are in love. And swords. Our swords look gargantuan and amazing in the picture he gave me for my birthday.

Marxy let the balloon dragon the Viking made float to the ground. The Viking scratched his hairless, sun-yellow stomach.

“Ack anne there,” the Viking said to Marxy.

“What does it mean?” Marxy asked. He picked up his balloon dragon and was petting it on his lap.

“I love you,” I said.

“I love you,” Marxy said, wrapping his arms around me. “Eck anne pear.”

I smiled at my brother.

“Should I keep making balloon animals?” the Viking asked.

“I don’t know,” Gert said. “Ask the birthday girl.”

Marxy had another present for me: a French kiss. We had kissed before, but not the French way.

Since Marxy is the only person I’ve ever kissed, all I know is what the videos on YouTube tell me about kissing, and what AK47 told me about kissing, which is: not too much of anything. Not too much tongue, AK47 told me. Not too much lips. Not too much of anything.

Marxy’s kisses are probably too much of everything, but that’s okay. He put his tongue in my mouth and moved it around. We had talked about French-kissing before. We hadn’t French-kissed yet, though, and Marxy thought that my birthday was the best time to do it.

He put his arms around me and then his mouth went on my mouth.

The kissing was in front of the Viking, who was standing by the stereo, looking at Gert’s huge speakers. He watched for a second before calling out to Gert and saying, “I think you need to come in here,” and when Gert came in from the kitchen he handed his cake to the Viking and pulled us apart.

“French-kissing,” Marxy said, smiling and wiping spit that could have been either of ours off of his face.

“Yes,” Gert said, patting him on the back. “Yes, French-kissing.”

Marxy is tall like the Viking, but has less muscles. He’s taller than Gert too. Even though he’s almost gargantuan, Marxy is frightened of almost everything. I never tell him so, but he would be a terrible Viking warrior. Viking tribes have lots of people, not just warriors or heroes like Gert. Marxy could be a very good farmer because he likes being outside and in the sun, and he works very hard.



At the end of the night, after Marxy and the Viking left, Gert sat down on the couch beside me and stretched his arms and let out a deep yawn.

“Well, that went all right,” he said, and he opened a can of grape soda, our favorite. He took a drink and handed the can to me. “Right?”

I told him it was a powerful birthday and even though I wanted to mention how it would have been better if he made up with AK47, I didn’t. We sat on the couch for a while, drinking the can of soda. Then I sat up and remembered what I had wanted to do before going to bed.

“Can we watch it?” I asked.

Gert groaned. “It’s getting late, and it takes forever to set up.”

“Please?” I pinched the weird flabby skin on his elbow and gave it a twist.

He said we could, “but only once through,” and put the can of soda on the coffee table, next to his pack of cigarettes and one of the Viking’s balloon-dragons. He came back with a plastic bag with the VCR in one hand and the VHS tape in the other.

I helped him set up the VCR by plugging the cords into their holes in the TV, putting the red cord into the red hole and the yellow cord into the yellow one, while Gert balanced the VCR on top of the DVD player.

Then I sat on the couch and he put in the videocassette.

The TV was fuzzy at first and then everything became clear. Gert turned up the volume so we could hear the laughter.

In the video we are by the beach. Gert and Mom are wearing sunglasses and their blond hair shines in the sun. The wind makes the waves of the ocean lap against the sand. I am very small and wearing a pink bathing suit, and I have sunglasses on too—big green ones that cover half my face.

“Do your handstand,” Mom says to me, and I am doing a handstand and Gert is holding one of my ankles, and Mom is laughing and holds the other and I am upside down. The waves splash into us, and then we are suddenly running down the beach, all three of us, and shouting as the camera follows us.

We are happy and wet. There are seagulls in the air and no clouds, so they look like letters of the alphabet flying through the sky.

“Where was this again?”

“Florida,” Gert said. “Outside of Fort Lauderdale. We went here on vacation in—”

I closed my eyes. “Nineteen ninety-four,” I said. “I was six years old.”

“You got it.”

The entire video is eleven minutes, then a TV show about the Amazon jungle comes on that someone accidentally taped over the beach video halfway through. The last thing the video shows is Mom laughing as Gert takes the camera and puts it right in her face, her teeth white and her lips wide and her hand pushes the camera away while she laughs like a famous person who does not want to be videotaped.

Then Gert hit STOP and the TV became black again. I had been holding my breath without realizing it and had to catch it.

“All right, time for bed,” Gert said, taking the tape out and putting it into its case.

We did not talk about how Dad was behind the camera, the one who was running after us on the beach, or how the only time I can remember seeing him is when the camera looks down at his bare, hairy feet.



Vikings spend a lot of time talking about people who are dead, especially those who have died bravely in battle. Our mother died of cancer, not fighting other people, though when Gert tells it sometimes it sounds like a kind of battle: her fighting against a tribe of villains inside her body.

He told me that her hair fell out, that she became skinny and died because they were poisoning her. I don’t remember her being poisoned with radiation, which is invisible. I don’t remember much of anything about her. In the pictures around our apartment, she looks beautiful and blond, which is the hair color of all the famous Viking women.

Gert is blond, when he has his hair and doesn’t shave it. I have dark hair, which is almost black. I do not shave it. Gert will not let me. At times I feel like I should have blond hair too, since I am the one who knows everything about Vikings, then I remind myself that hair color doesn’t make anyone a Viking.

Deeds and actions are what will make a person great and legendary.

Our father named Gert Gert because it is a traditional German name. Gert does not know that I found his box of pictures of our father, which he got after our mother died. There is a photo of our father on a bed, without his shirt, smoking a cigarette. He has a shaved head and tattoos and a mustache and looks very much like Gert. There is another one of him on a motorcycle and Mom hanging on to his stomach, with her arms around him. He has a leather jacket and no helmet, even though riding a motorcycle without a helmet is against the rules and dangerous because if you crack your skull your brains could come out.

We do not know what happened to him. Gert says that he was arrested for breaking into houses and then when he got out of prison he did not come back to the family.

“He’s probably six feet under,” Gert said, meaning dead and buried under the ground.

We are not allowed to talk about Dad, and only sometimes allowed to talk about Mom. Gert does not like to talk about either of them very much.

I don’t know very much about our mother, except what Gert told me. I make up stories about her and tell them to everyone. Vikings believe that telling stories here, on earth, will make a person in Valhalla very happy, and the best way to make someone happy is to make them into a legend that everyone talks about.

That is why I tell people my mother fought off fifty million boatloads of cancers with a single sword.

“She was the bravest woman to ever live,” I tell people.

Before going to bed, I took the photo of Mom that I had in a frame on my desk and, in my head so that I didn’t wake anybody else, sung her praise. If you think about someone before going to sleep, sometimes you dream of them. In my dreams sometimes I think that Mom died and became a Valkyrie, that one day, when I am in a battle, she will take me with her to Valhalla.






chapter two

It is important to have a schedule to follow, so that everyone knows where you are and you know what to do.

For example:

On Mondays, I go to the library after breakfast to read the books about Vikings. Gert comes home from school and we have lunch together. I like to also play basketball on Mondays, on the basketball court outside of the apartment building.

On Tuesdays, I see Dr. Laird during the day for one hour, then I have Recreation Time at the Community Center.

On Wednesdays, I go to the library to read National Geographic magazine, to see if any new Viking pictures are in them. I also like to look at the pictures of animals.

On Thursdays, Gert and I see Dr. Laird together. Gert has no classes on Thursdays, so we go somewhere fun together on that day too.

On Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays, I go to the Community Center for Recreation Time, Literacy Class, or Social Class.

My birthday party was on a Monday, and the next morning was Tuesday, so according to the schedule I would be seeing Dr. Laird.

Normally we leave the house at 11:15 a.m. in order to get to Dr. Laird’s by 12 p.m. Today, Gert said, our schedule was different. He had gotten a very important call and said we would eat breakfast earlier and leave the house earlier, because we had a place we needed to go first.

“Is it another birthday surprise?” I asked.

“More like an errand,” Gert said, and he told me not to worry about it.

With Gert, I do not mind going to new places. If I am alone, I do not like new places, since it’s easy to become lost and kidnapped and held for ransom.

I also like Gert’s car, which he keeps very clean and shiny.



The place Gert took me to before Dr. Laird’s was not a place I had been before. There were a bunch of houses with dead flowers and lawns that looked like they hadn’t been cut in a long time. All of the houses were orange and yellow and looked very tired. Some had shrubs, and the leaves were brown and the grass on the lawns was brown and thirsty for water.

Gert pulled over by one of the houses, with a metal front door that had no screen. In front were two white plastic lawn chairs.

He parked the car and unbuckled his seat belt and turned the music off and the car engine grumbled until it was quiet.

“Where are we?” I asked. “These houses look sick.”

“Nowhere. Just chill out and I’ll be back in a couple minutes.”

“One hundred and twenty seconds,” I said. “Which is two minutes.”

“I don’t mean literally two minutes,” Gert said.

“So then literally how long?”

He sighed. “Fifteen minutes. Tops. But if I take longer, don’t freak out.”

This is a problem Gert has: he likes to not be precise, a Word of Today that I use a lot because it helps me know exactly what to expect. When you are the opposite of precise, imprecise or very general, people do not know when something is going to happen, or how.

I set my watch for fifteen minutes.

“Will that give us enough time to get to Dr. Laird’s? Because he gets angry when you make me late.”

“We’ll be fine. Plenty of time. Now roll down the windows so you don’t boil to death.”

Gert walked up the sidewalk toward the house, to the door, and I smelled my armpits. He knocked and it opened, and he went inside. After rolling the windows down I took out my phone and texted Marxy and asked him what he was doing. He texted back and said Nothing and asked what I was doing, and I said waiting for Gert to come out of a house so we could go to Dr. Laird’s.

He sent a smiley face that was kissing and hearts and said his mother told him to put his phone away. I sent him a picture of a smiley face and sunglasses, and also a fist emoticon to show that we were powerful.

Across the street, a woman in a green bikini sat in front of two young children who were splashing in a blue plastic pool. They started wrestling with each other and the woman in the bikini told them to quit roughhousing. They kept going so she put down her drink and got up and grabbed the child who had started the wrestling by the arm. She pulled him up and pulled down his pants and started hitting his backside until he started crying.

I did not want to keep looking at that.

In my opinion, parents should never hit their children. Uncle Richard used to hit Gert when he was younger. AK47 says it leads to emotional problems.

I turned away from the woman and watched the house Gert went into, which was number 334.

The time was 10:41 a.m. Eleven minutes had passed by. My appointment with Dr. Laird was always at 12 p.m.

We had exactly one hour and nineteen minutes to get there.

Since I did not know where we were, I could not do my problem-solving and minus the time it would take to drive from where we were to Dr. Laird’s office, which is downtown.

Gert came out of the house and walked to the car. It had been twelve minutes.

“Come in with me,” he said.

“But you said I should stay here.”

“I know. But this is going to take a bit longer than I thought.”

“We have one hour and seventeen minutes before we have to be at Dr. Laird’s,” I said, and Gert told me it would be fine, that we had plenty of time.

While walking I tried to take Gert’s hand and he did not want to hold hands. “Not now,” he said, and before we got to the door he told me to try not to say anything. “Just be quiet, and if you get asked questions, just answer them with as few words as possible. Okay?”

“Why are we here?” I asked.

“Got it?”

He took my wrist and squeezed it until it started hurting. I pulled my hand away.

“Got it, okay. Jeez. Hurting children causes emotional unstability as adults,” I said, and the woman in the green bikini watched us, while one of the children cried. He would be emotionally unstable when he got older.

That was a fact.

Inside, the house smelled like cigarettes and marijuana smoke. There was the sound of a toilet flushing and a door opened down the hall. Then a large man with tattoos came out and opened his arms. Gert said that his name was Toucan and that he was very important, so I should be polite. Toucan had a cigarette in his mouth and didn’t care when the ash fell off it and onto the floor.

“So you are the famous Zelda,” he said to me, and he dabbed Gert and held out his hand to dab me.

I stared at his hand.

“Is my hand dirty?” he asked me, and looked at Gert. “Why isn’t she dabbing?”

Gert said, “It’s one of her things. Zelda, come on. Dab the man.”

One of my rules is that I use dabs for people who I like, or who have earned my respect. Hugs are for members of my tribe only. I do not like being touched at all by strangers, and do not like being in places with a lot of people.

Gert gave me THE LOOK and so I held out my hand and dabbed Toucan’s hand.

“I asked Gert to bring you in so we could meet,” he said. “Plus it’s hot as hell out there and I didn’t want you cooking in the car. We’re going to be seeing a lot of each other, so I’d prefer you weren’t, you know, burnt to a crisp.”

“I’m not that famous,” I said.

Nobody took off their shoes, which meant that the Rules of the House here were different from those at home. Most houses allow you to wear shoes, and so I kept mine on.

“Mi casa es su casa,” Toucan said. He stopped. “You know what it means?”

“My house is your house,” Gert said.

Toucan took his cigarette out of his mouth and moved it around while he talked. “True. Now, do you know where it came from?” He was looking at me so I shook my head and said I did not know. Toucan continued explaining. “When Cortés first met Montezuma, the king of the Aztecs, Montezuma said, ‘This is your house.’ You know who Cortés was, Zelda?”

“He was an explorer.”

Toucan nodded. “The right word is conquistador. And you know what they did to the Aztecs?”

“I don’t know,” I said. Toucan bent over until his cigarette was close to my face.

“He fucked them and took everything and killed them all.”

I coughed from the cigarette smoke going into my face. It was quiet for a second.

Then Toucan laughed. Gert laughed too, not a serious laugh, but a quiet one. I did not know what was funny.

“He sounds like a shit-heel,” I said. “Cortés.”

“He was a badass motherfucker, is what he was. Now. Come, I need to talk to your brother about some things, so we’ll set you up in here.”

Toucan brought us to the living room, where there was a couch and a big TV. The carpet needed to be cleaned. We also have carpets in our apartment, and once a month Gert drives to the grocery store and rents a machine to wash the floor in our apartment, which gets very dirty after a while, even when we take off our shoes. Toucan for sure needed that machine.

At a round table in the living room some people were playing cards and smoking cigarettes. Toucan clapped his hands and they stopped playing their card game.

“Everyone. I am pleased to introduce Zelda, Gert’s sister. Zelda, this is the gang.”

I waved. “Hello, gang.”

All of them turned to me and I felt like a stick standing around trees.

They started playing cards again. Toucan threw his cigarette so that it landed right in the middle of the table.

“She said, ‘Hello, gang.’ ”

The gang put their cards down and each of them said hello to me. Toucan took out another cigarette and lit it.

“We’ve got some good games, Zelda,” Toucan said, pointing to the TV. “Have a seat on the couch there.”

I sat after Gert gave me a slow nod to show that it was okay. Toucan asked if I wanted anything. “Like a soda or something?”

I said I was thirsty and he asked one of the card players to bring me a Coke. “We’ve got the new NBA game. You like basketball, right?”

“We actually can’t stay that long,” Gert said.

I checked my watch. “We have one hour and twelve minutes until we have to be somewhere else.”

“Relax,” Toucan said, patting Gert on the back. “Plenty of time.”

Toucan pointed to one of the people playing cards and told him to set me up. “Get her going on some NBA2K,” Toucan said.

Gert told me he’d be right back. “I won’t be long,” he said.

And then he and Toucan went down the hall, talking in low voices. They looked like two large Vikings.

The person who was setting it up had low-hanging black Nike shorts so that you could see the top of his butt while he pulled out cords and untangled the controller. It was almost as bad to look at that as the woman who was hitting her child.

He handed the controller to me.

“Make sure when you play you do a new account,” he said. “I don’t want you fucking with my season.”

He went back to playing cards with the gang.

I drank my soda and began playing. The game was very good. I had played older versions of it at the Community Center, during Games Nights, and I picked the Boston Celtics, who were my favorite team, even though nobody else liked them. Everyone else liked either the Lakers or the Warriors. People thought that the Celtics were boring.

I played for a while. I won one of the games, against the Denver Nuggets, and then lost to the San Antonio Spurs, who were the champions, so their team was very good. They are boring to watch on television but get things done on the basketball court. Gert likes that they do not get fancy and do things like behind-the-back passes or dribble too much. They pass a lot and are like a good tribe doing battle and working together instead of trying to do everything on their own.

The people playing cards drank beer and kept smoking. The house was full of smoke. I finished my can of soda and put it on the coffee table, next to the ashtray, which was very full. One of them got up and left because he had run out of money, and the others tried to get him to stay but he left anyway. After he left, another person left too.

After winning another game, I checked my watch. Twenty-one minutes. Gert had been gone for a while.

I put down the controller and I walked over to the people playing cards. I stood behind the person who had set up the NBA2K and watched the game. There were five people left playing cards and they all wore baseball caps and had tattoos.

There was money and cigarettes in piles in front of them. One was smoking from a vaporizer box. I knew that many people stopped smoking regular cigarettes and instead smoked from the boxes because they smelled better and looked like bathroom steam whenever it breathed out. The man was very large and fat and looked at me over his shoulder.

“Can I help you?” the Fat Man asked.

“I’m just watching,” I said.

I had seen Gert playing poker before, in high school, and Uncle Richard used to play too. You put money in the middle and the winner who had the best cards got all the money. If you didn’t want to put money in, you could also put cigarettes. That was what Gert did during high school. Uncle Richard liked playing for money.

The Fat Man I was standing behind ended up losing.

“Man, you’re bad luck,” he told me. “Go stand behind someone else.”

“I got something you can sit on,” said the poker player who had a red hat on. “Come on over here.”

The Fat Man told him to shut his mouth. “That’s Gert’s sister.”

The man in the red hat looked me up and down. “Doesn’t look like Gert’s sister to me,” he said, and then patted his knee and said to come on over.

I decided to sit on one of the empty chairs, beside the person who had just won the last hand. He was thin and had his face hairs shaved into something called a Chin Strap that is thin and goes from your ears along the chin, like the straps you use to keep a bicycle helmet from falling off your head.

He stuck out his hand and said his name was Hendo.

“All right, Zelda,” Hendo said. “You can help advise me. Could use a bit more luck.”

“Pffft,” said the Fat Man. “Your funeral.”



We played poker together, like one team. Hendo liked to make jokes while playing. Nobody else laughed as much or made jokes like he did.

“So the chicken and egg are in bed together,” Hendo said.

“Can you just deal?” the Fat Man said.

Hendo passed out cards and kept talking. “So the chicken is really happy. Big fucking smile on its face.”

He finished dealing the cards and everyone picked them up.

“And then the egg, really frustrated, goes, ‘Well, I guess we answered that question.’ ”

“Ha ha,” one of the other players said.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “What was the question?”

The man in the red hat lit another cigarette and turned to the Fat Man. “Is she for real?”

I said that I was for real, but that I still wanted to know what the question was. Hendo said that the joke was that the egg and chicken just had sex, and that the chicken got off first and the egg was angry because it wanted to get off but it wasn’t going to happen.

“Why wasn’t it going to happen?” I asked, and was going to add, “and what is it?” but people do not like it when you ask too many questions at once.

“Is she retarded or something?” the man in the red hat asked, and the Fat Man punched him in the arm.

“That’s actually not an okay thing to say,” I said. “Like the n-word.”

“Like the n-word,” the man in the red hat said. “What planet are you from?”

“The planet where we keep taking your money,” Hendo said, because we had won again. He made a smaller pile for me, where I got a little bit of money every time we won.

While we played I told him about runes and drew one for him on a napkin.

“It is supposed to protect you in battle,” I said, and Hendo liked that.

“That’s perfect. Poker is like a battlefield. Winner takes all.”

Before the part of the card game where everyone takes turns and decides what to do, whether to bet more money or give up, he wanted to rub the rune for good luck.

“How much do you think I should bet?” he asked me, and even though I could not tell how good the cards in his hands were, I told him more or less. And he would always listen.

There was a break in the game when the Fat Man went to get more beer, and the man in the red hat went to the bathroom, taking all his money with him. The other two players went for a smoke. Hendo apologized for how rude the man in the red hat was being.

I told him that I was used to it. “People call me a retard all the time.”

“Well, you don’t look it,” Hendo said, counting up the money in front of him. “I think he’s just jealous because you’re sitting over here and not with him.”

Hendo stacked the five-dollar bills in front of him in one pile, the one-dollar bills in another. I helped him by putting the coins into piles, one for each number of cents.

“Like if you hadn’t told me,” he said, “I wouldn’t have known you and Gert were related.”

“Gert is more gargantuan than I am,” I said.

“Yeah, but I just mean… you’re a good-looking girl. And good frigging luck. Those runes are for real.”

The Fat Man came out with a six-pack of beers. He put one in front of Hendo, one where the man in the red hat was sitting, and the rest in front of himself.

I thought about what Hendo said—how I was a good-looking girl, and how he could not believe I was Gert’s sister. While we played poker I pretended I was not Gert’s sister at all, and that I was a normal person playing poker. Things happened very fast in the game. I watched and tried to learn which cards were better than others. Hendo did not get mad when I picked the wrong cards or said what to do, and he high-fived whenever I told him to do something and he won.

This made the man in the red hat madder and madder, because even when we didn’t win, the Fat Man won. The man in the red hat was the only person who wasn’t winning at all.

“Why don’t I get my own retard,” he said, and turned to the Fat Man. “Do you think she fucks like a retard? Hey, do you swallow, retard?”

“You’ve got a rotten mouth on you, you know that?” Hendo said, putting his cards down.

“Swallow what?” I asked.

The man in the red hat started unzipping his pants. “You want to see? It’ll be like sex ed—”

“Goddamn it,” the Fat Man said. “Nobody wants to see that. Can we just play?”

“And you don’t want to deal with Gert when he’s pissed,” Hendo said, holding his cards so I could see.

One of the other poker players got up and said he was leaving. But the man in the red hat told him to sit back down.

“Just because he’s Toucan’s new butt boy doesn’t mean I have to suck him off like everyone else,” the man in the red hat said.

“Gert is nobody’s new butt boy,” I said.

“Toucan tells him to jump, and Gert asks how high.” The man in the red hat put another handful of coins into the middle of the table. “Raise.”

A “raise” means that he believed he could win and wanted to bet more money to see if anyone else was just as confident.

Hendo threw in all of his bills, even the twenty-dollar bills, before I could even say anything. I knew that his cards were not very good cards, since there were no same numbers, and they did not count in a row like two, three, four, five, six. Altogether with the cards on the table, he had a four of diamonds, a king of hearts, a two of diamonds, a six of spades, and a seven of clubs.

“Put your money where your mouth is,” Hendo said.

The Fat Man threw his cards down. “Well, I’m out.”

“What about you?” Hendo asked the man in the red hat. “Going to spit or swallow?”

There was so much money in the middle of the table that I couldn’t count it. But I knew that Hendo had at least fifty dollars in the bills from when we counted before. And then there were the coins and also the money that the Fat Man had put in the middle before giving up, and the money the man in the red hat put in.

I felt my heart thump in my chest. Hendo was smiling and did not seem to realize that he had bad cards that would not defeat anything.

Something incredible happened. The man in the red hat gave up too, throwing his cards down.

“That’s what I thought,” Hendo said, pulling all the money toward him. “Like a bitch.”

Hendo and I dabbed and the man in the red hat stood up and started swearing. I said that the honorable thing to do was accept defeat with courage. That was when he flicked his cigarette at me.

Hendo stood up and they got in each other’s faces and started pushing each other, the man in the red hat saying ugly things about me and Gert and how Gert probably fucked me every night, which was a gross thing to say.

Before they could fight, Toucan came in and asked what the fuck was going on, right when the man in the red hat was saying more things about me being a retard. Gert was with him, and when he heard the word retard, his eyes got wide and I knew that he was going into Berserker mode. Toucan put his hand on Gert’s shoulder and went up to the man in the red hat.

“What did you just say?” Toucan said, pushing Hendo out of the way until he was almost nose to nose with the man in the red hat.

Gert stood in front of me so I had to stand on my toes and move my head to see. The man in the red hat looked down and said nothing. The Fat Man and Hendo were standing back, like they were worried a bomb was going to go off but weren’t sure when and wanted to see anyway.

Toucan slapped the man’s face. His hat fell off his head and Toucan slapped the man again and told him to apologize to me. The man in the red hat didn’t try to stop himself from being slapped. He let Toucan hit him again and again.

He said he was sorry, looking at the ground.

“Louder,” Toucan said. “I don’t think she heard you,” and the man in the red hat said sorry so loud that he was almost yelling, and Toucan held on to his head and made it so he was looking right at me while he said sorry for a third time.

Toucan asked Gert if he wanted to hit him. Gert started moving toward him but I held Gert’s arm. “Don’t,” I said, because the man seemed very weak all of a sudden.

“I accept your apology,” I told him, and told Gert it was time to go.

Gert told me to thank Toucan, and I held out my hand for a dab. He laughed and said we were going to have a special handshake, and he took my hand, opened it, slapped our hands together, tightened the fingers, and then patted me on the back.

I did not like being touched and stepped back as soon as he was done patting me.

“You and Gert can practice that,” he said.

Gert gave me the keys to the car and told me I could get it started, that he’d be out in a minute.

As I was leaving, Hendo gave me a fist pound and told me I was the best good-luck charm he’d ever had. “You should come by every time I play. I’ll be a millionaire in a month.”

He told me to stay cool.

“I will. You stay cool too.”

The man in the red hat stood by himself. As I walked by him he did not say anything to me, and when I took one last look at him I saw that he was crying.

I went outside and saw that the woman and her children across the street weren’t playing anymore. The woman was inside of the house but one of the children was sitting alone on the front porch. I went to the car and got inside and turned it on. The air-conditioning whooshed in my face.

Gert came out from the house with a gym bag and threw the bag in the backseat. He said we were off like a herd of turtles, something he sometimes said as a joke. He pointed to the clock and said, “See? Plenty of time.”

Gert started the car and we started driving. The little boy in the yard waved at me and I waved back.

“Are you Toucan’s new butt boy?” I asked.

“Am I what?”

“That’s what he said. That you were Toucan’s new butt boy.”

“I’m nobody’s butt boy,” Gert said. “And I’m sorry about that. If I’d known that piece of garbage was going to be there, I wouldn’t have brought you.” He sighed. “You know I’d never let anything happen to you, right?”

“I don’t like those people,” I said.

He drove for a bit. “Yeah, well. You’re just going to have to trust me,” Gert said. “You trust me, right?”

I stared out the window.

“Hey, come on. Have I let you down yet?”

“No.”

“Because together we’re unbeatable.”

One of our favorite songs came on the radio, AC/DC’s song “Thunderstruck,” and he turned it up and started singing, and then I was singing, and I really did feel like together we could not be beat.






chapter three

It was 11:49 a.m. when we got to Dr. Laird’s. Going upstairs took exactly eight minutes, unless the elevator was broken, but I could see from the car that it was working, because someone got out of it.

Gert asked me what our rule is.

“I know the rule,” I said.

“I want to hear you say it.”

“We do not talk about Gert’s personal life.”

He nodded. “Right. So, are you going to talk about the last hour?”

“Hour and eighteen minutes,” I said. The clock changed. “Hour and nineteen minutes. And no, I will not talk about playing poker, or Toucan, or anything else.”

“Good.” Gert smiled. He told me to wait and got the envelope from his gym bag. “Give this to Laird.”



Dr. Laird specializes in development, meaning he works with children who are smarter than other children, and children who are not as smart as other children, and the kinds of kids like me and Marxy.

On his business card, which is stuck to our fridge with a magnet, he calls himself a “Developmental Psychologist.”

Dr. Laird is not like other doctors. He doesn’t take your temperature or give you medicine, at least not usually. Dr. Laird is more about asking questions and writing things down. Sometimes I go to the hospital where he has me lie down on a cold table and sends me into a machine that looks like a can of Pringles. A blue light shines across my entire body. It takes pictures of the insides of me, especially my brain, and every once in a while Dr. Laird lets me see my brain, all orange and pink and blue, which he says means those parts of my brain were working really hard when the picture was taken. Mostly we just talk, which I like because he is good at listening and asks me questions that show he is not just pretending to pay attention. There is a folder all about me, almost as long as Kepple’s Guide to the Vikings, and Dr. Laird puts the notes he makes about me every week into the file.

After I sat down, he took out a piece of paper from the file, moved his glasses down his nose, to the pointy end, and started writing.

Dr. Laird is short and has a haircut that Gert says belongs in the seventies, longer on the top and in the back than on the sides. His office is full of books and papers and pieces of paper framed and stuck to the wall that show all the schools he went to. He has big forearms that have a lot of hair on them. Gert says those forearms also belong in the seventies, which I guess means he acts like we don’t live in today, but back in time when people had hairy forearms and hair short on the sides and long everywhere else. Sometimes I thought he looked like the pictures of Vikings in Kepple’s Guide to the Vikings.

He is very good at making you talk. He does not get weird and wiggly during silences but waits for you to feel weird and wiggly and talk, which he was doing to me.

Gert does not have insurance, so we have to pay Dr. Laird with our own money. If you have a good job they give you insurance and you don’t have to pay for things like doctors or dentists. In Canada, for example, everyone has insurance. Since Dr. Laird knows we don’t have insurance, he says we can pay on a Sliding Scale. Instead of making everyone pay the same, he makes rich people pay more, and poor people like me and Gert pay less.

This is an example of Dr. Laird being heroic, even though he does not fight actual battles with his fists.

Once Gert gets his degree and a powerful job, we will have insurance and won’t have to pay anything.

Dr. Laird asked me how my birthday went. “Did you get any good presents?” he asked.

I told him about the Viking that Gert got me. “He was really cool. He wasn’t a real Viking. I think he was a stripper who takes off his clothes, only he kept his Viking clothes on.”

“A stripper,” Dr. Laird said.

“Marxy came too, with his mother. We French-kissed.”

“Ah. And how did that make you feel?”

“Good,” I said. “Though it’s kind of gross too. Because you put the tongues together. Have you ever French-kissed?”
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