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To the unenrolled, the unrecognized, the unsung.











Native stories are not priestly liturgies. The stories of creation and the marvelous scenes of trickster transmotion and transformation are related in motion and visual memory without recitations, storyline or plot resolutions, shibboleths of character development, or the denouement of commercial literature.


—GERALD VIZENOR, “THE UNMISSABLE: TRANSMOTION IN NATIVE STORIES AND LITERATURE,” 2015













Author’s Note



This is a work of fiction. Any and all references to persons or places living or dead, dead, dead, are purely incidental. While reference may be made to actual events or existing locations, the names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.


Versions of the following chapters have appeared elsewhere as noted here:


BULL Magazine: “Rent Town”


Chicago Review: “Go Blue”


Indiana Review: “Over the River”


Support literary magazines and journals!










WAMAKOGNAKA CREATION



It wasn’t a long run of bushes, what he thought the English called a hedgerow in old books he’d read, and it wasn’t tall, but it was dense on top, yellowy green and thick like the sky most days here in summer. Heavy and swaying on its thin grasp of narrow dirt laid up against crumbling aggregate sidewalk, you could walk one end to the other in about a minute. It lined the front of a courtyard building on Hoyne Avenue, a multiunit sprawl of apartments that squatted from alley to alley in dark-red Chicago brick and held a gated courtyard full of even more shadows and secrets than the hedge. The dappled light across the trimmed lawns and well-swept paths behind it called and beckoned, its draw all the stronger for its locked gates. He’d never been on that other side, always wondered who could’ve lived there in such calm, privilege, and security.


He made it a point to run his hands along the edge of the hedge every time he walked by it, no matter the season. With him at eight years old, those bushes were about waist high, and so his fingers trailed easily through the boxwood leaves at his side in the cold fall rain, icy-crusted winter snow, damp humid spring, or hot dry summer. The hedge breathed in and out, contracted, rustled, glowed green and shimmered lemon sage, all the light in the air pulled to the fine detail of its leaves that reflected the time, the weather, the thoughts of travelers by.


The oldest of four, he had a brother and two sisters. One afternoon his mom asked him to go to the store, trusted him to buy a gallon of milk. He took the family’s dollar and headed down the block, all the way to the Hi-Neighbor on Howard Street, made his important purchase, one his whole family was counting on.


Spring was sliding into summer. That meant dramatic, roiling humidity and wild temperature swings, forty-five-degree mornings became eighty-degree afternoons with olive-green skies and terrifying, unpredictable winds that hit your face like opening oven doors. Yeah. The best. What’s more exciting than the possibility the heavens could crack open and pour down screaming devils and purple-black lightning accompanied by deluge and cracking thunder that put the world on the edge of ending?


Halfway down the hedge, a roiling mass of inky demons ripped through rolling now-aqua clouds directly over his head. Unseen by him, their flapping black oversized wings blew wind warm and wet down on his face as he marched toward home along the bushes, one hand trailing, the other raising, lowering, then dipping the gallon of milk, a precious commodity just recently made available in plastic rather than glass jugs.


Eight of his lives flashed in front of him while the ninth gasped and laughed as amazingly that plastic gallon of milk slipped from his fingers, hit the sidewalk hard on the downstroke, and magically bounced back into his grip on the uptake. Shaken, unstirred, he strolled on, not missing a beat, laughing out loud.


Sixteen starved and sinewy devils drew back their wings, dipped low to the sidewalk, glistened midnight blue with silver lightning veining their iridescent skin, and laughed and howled with him, taking pause to smile in turn into his young face, then slapped each other on the back, twisted high for the sky, indigo-lime funnels trailing in their wakes. He stopped to follow their progress, raised the unshattered milk jug in salute.


Walking again, he bounced and skimmed his fingers across the top of the hedge. A luminescent praying mantis crept past the back of his hand. Seafoam green, she picked a startled blue bottle fly from the crook of his forearm. He turned his elbow in, watched her devour. Lightning flashed, and he counted three Mississippi before the thunder came.










1.THE NEVER ENDING INIPI





Chicago is an October sort of city even in spring.


—NELSON ALGREN





Whether you’re walking the Ancestor’s Road


or waiting in line at the Pearly Gates,


you got a lot to answer for.


I’m anxious to head into the next life, but there’s a hold up.


First, I have to recount and account for the previous one.


I know Creator likes stories, so this is what I tell them.


JD and Tooty shouldered Joe’s casket with help from Jimmy and Tommy. In a bit, the Reverend would work to ease that cadaver into whatever world followed this one. ’Cause Joe was Irish or Scottish or something and their funerals weren’t like American ones, I walked behind those two, the corner of the coffin digging into my poorly healed collarbone while I wondered what was in the box. There was no sixth man.


I fucking hated funerals. Wakes were worse. I kinda wished the old man was here. I’m pretty sure he hated both occasions too, but he played that shit out with jokes.


“Speedy,” he said one time. “Don’t look in the casket.”


“How come?”


“Your uncle got a boner.”


Hahaha. Today I’d laugh and shake my head, ask him if we could go for a smoke.


So, the old man, he was a Theo, a Theodore, named for his dad’s favorite uncle. I guess he really dug it, or hated it, ’cause he named me the same. Just so you know, the t in there isn’t really a t like it is in the rest of the country, except maybe New York or something. It’s a t but like if your tongue is jammed up against your two front teeth, more of a weird d than a t, which if you’re from Chicago is how you say the and this and that and three, you get it. And nice, that’s what a t sounds like in Lakota. Example: when I finally moved away from Chicago I was up in Maine one day listening to the radio in the car at the bank waiting to make a de-paahsit, and there was a commercial for a loan company and they were like “call 1-800-456-TREE,” and I was just waiting for the last three numbers that never came. Anyway, it ended up working out, because in the hometown there’s no h after t’s and the two names sound the same in Lakota or Chicago—T’eeo. That’s how you say it. If you’re gonna say it. Which you probably won’t, ’cause almost everybody calls me Teddy. Unless I’m in trouble, then out comes the Theo. Or you’re the old man, and you call me Speedy, because I didn’t bother walking until I was two or three, scooted everywhere I went on my ass and was quick about it.


We rolled through the side door by the rectory, set the box up front for the big show, and were supposed to make our way back out the way we came in, but I stopped to peek around a bit. I’d never been on this side of the rail before, so I said some words in a priestly way to Joe down in the casket, whether he was in there or not. Figured some eyes in the smallish crowd might be on me, so I tried to look officious and whatnot. I was always convinced coffins were empty, that someone would do something with the bodies between the wakes and the funerals. Folks would get shitfaced after the wake, never notice, eat too much, get high, laugh about the dearly departed, tell stories. That was my favorite part, anyway. Be a good human, make sure you get good stories told about you when you walk on. And be funny, for fuck’s sake. No one likes a sad wake. But the bodies after the funeral? Yeah. I figured the morticians sold them or some shit, if they hadn’t already, made a little money off the organs and the jewelry. How else did they pay for those sweet fancy old funeral homes? Man. I always figured if I ever made it, I’d buy one, smudge it out, and live there. Undertakers always have the best-looking cribs. I thought about the one that used to be on Addison where all our wakes were held when we were younger, probably some yuppie asshole’s house now, as I made my way to the double doors, headed for the street.


Kinda wild. It was sunny out, March in Chicago, but one of those days you waited all February to get there. Warm cotton-candy winds swept in off Lake Michigan, a long mile or so to the east. Snow-laced lawns showed new green as the white crystals winked and melted into the yellowy matted dregs of wintered grass. I took off my black suit coat, held it in the crook of my elbow, started to stroll. Rolled up my sleeves, unsurprised but reassured by the heavy web of tattoos covering my arms and hands. Lit a cigarette, threw my head back, and blew the smoke to the voiceless sky. Kept it there for a minute, watched clouds that when I was a kid used to be wizards and goats and castles six lifetimes ago, enjoyed the shit out of being alive for a bit.


I was standing in front of the parking lot on Chase Avenue, to the left of the limestone church. The corner of my eye read the graffiti in the alley on garages across the street. Still Simon City Royals hood after all these years, a fairly fresh tag throwing up a bent-eared bunny in a top hat. That and the three-pointed cross, big fat upside-down crown, and cracked five point let Folks and People know real clear whose neighborhood this was.


St. Margaret Mary’s (there’s no apostrophe s in the actual name, but in Chicago, churches, like the grocery stores “Jewel’s,” “Dominick’s,” “the National’s,” etc., get one) was built back in the ’30s, blessed, or authorized, or whatever, by Mundelein, who has a whole fucking town named after him, right up the road from here. I guess it was built by people from Luxembourg. For fuck’s sake, I thought that was a rich country. Who leaves a place like that? They must’ve really pissed off the neighbors or something.


Over in the public school, we called it Margaret Mary’s. Those guys had their own football team in grammar school, played against the team some of our boys could afford to join, the High Ridge Chargers, from the local YMCA. We fought their asses on the blacktop at our school, pulled off their red-and-white-striped Dr. Seuss–looking hats and knocked their Italian and Irish asses out. Shit, we were down for our team, even if some of us didn’t play on it. I remember humbugging with some boys from the Skokie Raiders. Mugs were gripping to these guys in their silver and black. I was like, shit, fuck these guys. Youth is a helluva drug. We beat their asses with broomsticks and cleats one Saturday afternoon after a game. That Raider shit flew just as high as the Crips and Bloods when they came to recruit in the hometown. Shit, motherfuckers. This is Chicago. We been having sets and better colors since before you all was a one-horse poison-well town in the California desert. Sociologists and Chicago Magazine wrote about us. Get the fuck outta here with that bullshit.


So yeah, Margaret Mary’s. I went there on some exchange-program type thing in eighth grade. It was crazy. Kids in uniforms and shit. After a while I found the class I was supposed to be in, late of course. It was math or something. There was a nun and, wow—just nuts. An up-close penguin in charge of a regular class. I took one look at my pristine desk and proceeded to graffiti the living shit out of it. They sent me home at lunchtime, told me to never come back.


The thing that was crazy, was most unsettling, was I actually went to Margaret Mary’s for CCD, even though I could never figure out what those initials meant at the time. I thought the Cs were for some Catholic shit like Crisp Catholic Deacons, but I found out much later it was “Confraternity of Christian Doctrine,” and it’s apparently how they scare the crap out of kids and make them Catholics for life when the judgy Jesus in the old-lady windows in the apartments on your block ain’t enough. So I’d been here a bunch of times, but only on weekends and sitting in the back of the basement they stuck us in. Yeah. Before my parents got divorced the same year, I was sentenced to Saturday-morning school at the church. Fuck.


I was finishing eighth grade, so it was like a big year, the one where you make your first communion or confession, I don’t remember which. One Saturday morning, sitting in this classroom, mildly hungover, you know how it is when you’re like eleven or twelve and hungover just means you’re vaguely annoyed with the world rather than physically ill in any way, I was contemplating a comparison between Catholicism and Buddhism. At this level in CCD, we were assigned a paper, a study (what the fuck, really, regular school ain’t enough?) of another religion. I decided to engage with the Buddha for no particular reason other than there were statues of him at the restaurants the old man drank in and there was definitely no Jesus in those places.


I had a question for the sister, so I raised my hand.


“Sister, I have a question.”


Big eye roll. Probably a sigh incoming, too. “What is it?”


“Well, I’m wondering about purgatory.” I tapped the toe of my royal blue–laced black Chuck Taylors on the marbled linoleum floor.


“Yes?” she breathed out through her pinched nose.


“Let me get this straight. If we don’t believe Jesus is the Son of God, we go to hell?”


“Yes.” She rubbed just above her temples.


“What about Buddhists? They seem like good people.” I smiled big.


“They don’t know the word of God yet, so they’re going to hell.”


“Okay. What about the folks born before Jesus? What about—”


“What?” she interrupted.


“What about them? I mean, I’m sure there were plenty of good folks in the world who—”


“Not today.” Again with the interruptions. So rude.


“—who were born before Jesus. What about them?” I sincerely wanted to know.


“That’s not what we’re talking about today.”


“Do they go to purgatory? I mean, really—”


“Not today.” She cleaned her little Ben Franklin glasses, all mad.


“Is purgatory like the bleachers instead of the grandstands or home-plate seats at Wrigley Field?” I persisted. “Like, ‘yeah, you were a good person, but sorry about the whole Jesus hasn’t been born yet thing? You have to sit over here until we get it figured out?’”


“That’s not how it works.”


“Well how does it work, then?” I picked at my shoes, watching them fall apart around my feet.


“That’s for another time.” Her tight hands were working to calmly set her glasses back on her face.


“I don’t think I can proceed until I know. Really.”


She gave me that look, not the first time I’d seen it, but yeah, it was the one I’d see for the rest of my life whenever I questioned authority of any kind.


The sky overhead started to rumble, those wizards finally deciding to attack the castle, I supposed. The goats screamed, and lightning snapped their tails to the south. I flicked my cigarette out into the street just as the rain started. I wondered what it looked like up close in the clouds. How terrified do you think the raindrop is just before she plummets earthward? Released from their


gauzy, cottony embrace, lightning skirls below her feet


and she falls,


rushing to


an element


she’s never seen.


I headed into the church.
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This was the church where I had seen baby JD (if you remember, run the J and D together, say it “Jayde”) do the hand-over-the-mouth three-stream spew through his fingers for the father, son, and holy-you-know-who right onto the red carpet one Sunday after communion. Margaret Mary’s was the home of Father Thomas, the not-so-Irish-named monsignor who nevertheless was from the Old Country, and the crazy cool stained glass with the stations and the Jesus murder illuminated by the big fat mourning sun over Lake Michigan in the east windows. After His resurrection He found a home on this massive wooden crucifix that caught your eye the minute you strolled through the oaken double doors. Impressive enough it could make you forget to do the holy-water thing.


The Son of God surveyed me from His perch above the altar. We locked gazes for a minute, and His reminded me to go back to the font, knock out the water and cross myself routine, the muscle memory mechanical from forehead to chest and across the shoulders. I think He smiled a little afterward, His eyes shiny through His agony under the crown of thorns. I used to think about that holy passion a lot. Our Greek Orthodox neighbors, who owned a little two flat across the alley where at Easter the mom would make one of those tradish but weird lamb cakes with the coconut frosting and then bake red eggs and fifty-cent pieces into really delicious bread and, yeah, while the dad was cooking a whole-ass lamb in the backyard, had a son out of seven or so who was truly gifted in the visual realm but not a werewolf no matter what the rules said about that. Their apartments had walls he frescoed with flamingos and cityscapes on both floors, sure, but one time I saw this stark charcoal piece on big paper tacked to the wall he had done of the Nazarene; the perspective had you looking just over His nailed-to-the-cross left hand straight into His eyes as His face turned toward you, the why of it shuddering through the universe. It’s still in the world somewhere, I’m sure. I’d buy it if I could. Really, whatever the cost, I’d like to see it just one more time.


I remembered Him up there, a prisoner of His own questionable commitments, now confined in graded, shaded black and white, and rack focused Him in deep close-up to a charred willow-stick rendering. It made it even scarier than it sounds, our human failings never redeemable. We knew that, told Him in fumbled deep-night prayers, but stubborn is the lifeblood of the martyr, and so it goes.


Dipping into the pew, I hit the kneeler, the half-remembered routine driving my movements. Reached for the booklet, flipped through all the songs and directions, accent marks for the uninitiated arresting on the page. They even had little shake hands emojis from back in the day for the “also with you” part. I put the Order of Mass back in its holder and eased up onto the pew, idle fingers tracing unformed poems in slack, still-knowing, now-empty palms. Residual judgement lived in the worn carpet, the ass-smoothed pews; waxed powerful over all these lapsed Catholics. Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned: It has been thirteen years, eight months, and sixteen days since my last confession. My soul considers nothing even as I imagine everything.


Somehow, we had convinced the monsignor to let the Reverend give the homily, a demented sort of guest lecture. I would imagine attendance in the parish lately was pure shite anyway, folks in the world realizing God had played a great joke on them, wage servitude and lowered expectations the order of the day. When you’re worried about the price of canned peaches versus your kids getting rickets in the twenty-first century, who gives a fuck, after all?


To my left and right slumped the greatest of my generation, or at least my neighborhood. Poets and lovers, fighters and writers, painters and playwrights, directors and dealers, machinists and murderers, the mystified in our hordes, wondering, but never too deeply because why bother, how our parents, however absent, had royally fucked us over in front of our faces, laughing as they watched us sleep on their burnt-orange castoff couches, eat on their chipped and stained plates, drink up their lies as they sat on the stolen wealth of our dreams, our hopes shattered long ago in the sunburnt nights and moonlit days they let us play outside in, never asking where we’d been, what we’d been doing, what or if we’d eaten—the endless hours lived together telling us in silent nods and abrupt unfounded laughter that no bright future lay ahead, only moms and dads passed out on couches or numb in kitchens to any desires we might have expressed, no matter how young or wide-eyed we shone when maybe we told them we only wanted a bit of the lives they threw away in their own shitty first drafts.
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My eyes clicked back up to Sonny Boy on the big wooden, wondered if He struggled with this same shit. Probably, since after all He already had one brother living in Dad’s basement, and isn’t that the cliché of young folks the world over now, even if that one brother told the Old Man to jam it and got His own kingdom out of the deal, no matter how crappy they said it was, and for all we know still is? Do you really want to go to heaven, spend your days drifting on clouds trying to figure out how to play a harp or a lute or some shit? He returned my stare, gave me the “yeah, I know” look. In that moment I could see how the Protestants nailed shit to doors, said fuck this, and went out on their own. Sometimes you need to talk to the Old Man, or his Kid, or even better the Ghostly One, directly.


The Holy Spirit, well yeah, He’s the real deal, ’cause you don’t need to be in the fancy house, or the CCD classroom, or even in front of the votives, the St. Christophers and the St. Anthony of Paduas from the corner store, to talk to Him. He’s right there, coming down on you when you’re cutting through the alley on your way home in deep winter, city dark, just you looking up at the yellowy arc lights, thinking about how snow at night with all its quiet and magic is so much better than snow during the day, which is a fucking bummer every time it happens. The purple-midnight behind the glow of sodium is warmer than the ill wind blowing against your unzipped tanker and ripping at the hands in the pockets of your thin baggies, the snow that squeaks under your black suede roller bottoms while your eyes water in the ice-blue air, whipping from gangway to shattered garage door, always on the lookout for Kings to get down with and big blank spaces to stop and tag, a fat Magnum marker in your pocket ever ready to throw up the Old English R with a 3D cross and the bent-eared playboy bunny [image: Image] in a top hat rampant above an upside-down crown [image: Image] and a cracked five-point star, which is how the Ghost tells you where to look, holds your hand when your boys ain’t lookin’.


I think the whole Holy Spirit part of the Trinity works best for us, and by us I mean at least all those Indians who’ve been part of converted families. I’m not a believer like my great-grandma was, a first-gen convert who argued in priest’s missals about the right time of day for prayers and details only the daughter of a medicine woman could, and would, fight about, even though her own mother resisted to the end. I have to agree with her though. I mean, really, if you’re gonna do something, do it right, right? Native converts were severe, called the missionaries out on their shit. But yeah, it’s the Spirit who’s with us, like all our ancestors are with us all the time. Who do you think gets you out of trouble, tells you when to run when the cops are coming, when to not go to that crib with those guys you just met? It’s the ancestors, dumbass. Listen up, stupid. I saw the back of a T-shirt one time that changed my life. Said, “Walk Like Your Ancestors Are Beside You,” instead of the usual “Behind You,” and, yeah, that’s the real deal right there. Changes everyfuckingthing.


So, I looked over the Kid’s shoulder right now for His other incarnation, the Spirit, the Specter, the Ghost, but He had checked out, found something better to do. As I surveyed our stubbornly gathered congregation, I felt a love I hadn’t known in forever, maybe never, a love likely peculiar to our generation. It was enough for us to be together, always had been—we were never pressed to talk, to fill the air like our parents did, or like I guess white folks did—being in our spaces together was good enough and always would be. Maybe that was the gift of Gen X, maybe not all of ’em but at least the best of, how lots of us knew we were the first generation to know that separation by color and race, tongue and talk, were bullshit, how being with each other was all we ever wanted, all we ever needed. The pews showed me that, and the music we listened to confirmed it—for fuck’s sake, we had the Judgment Night soundtrack, didn’t we?


This rambly bullshit filled my head. I could complain though, I supposed, or I could take notes, and, well, yeah, here we are. Everything’s on the table with Gen X—I’m writing this up while I’m listening to Charlie Pride, for fuck’s sake. You know, there was a debate on what used to be called Twitter the other day about the proper usage concerning “for fuck’s sake.” I’m here to tell you it gets the apostrophe s just like churches and grocery stores, because fuck is the greatest word in the English language and deserves its own standing, the appended plain s not proper. Fuck this and fuck that, fuck it all and fuck you, fuck, that’s rotten and fuck! what just happened, and fuck, look at that, and fuck, that’s crazy, and fuck, I’m going to bed, and fuck, podcasts are just AM radio, and you get it; fuck’s versatility and renown is amazing, no doubt. Let’s be real for a minute. When folks move to this country, at least in my youthful experience, they learn to say two things in English. One is, “What the fuck?!” and the other is, “I call the police!” Yeah. Let’s give fuck its due where the fuck it’s due.


The Son Of gave me that baleful stare of His ’cause of course He heard me cussing in His house. I felt no shame but did feel like maybe we should get on with the show. I wondered about His ire and wrath, thought how less lonely He might’ve been if He really could turn His blood into wine. Calvary Hill would’ve been a lot more than Dismas and Gestas hanging around; folks like Jonas Gin Heels, Martin Mead Hound, and Last Call Lazarus, hands cupped in supplication, collecting the precious from the wounds of their Savior, would fill countless unpainted frescoes, and the Good Book would read a whole lot different. I did the shift in my seat along with some perfunctory coughs and adjustments to my black suit jacket. I peeked around at my fellow congregants. They mostly looked high and chill in the hard-backed pews, but some of them seemed to have found their way back to Christianity in their dotage. Sorrow, woe, and poverty keep Jesus close, the prayers lively and numerous. Prosperity sees them disappear. This is an essential difference in traditional ways, where we pray for others, enemies too, ever thankful for the bit that comes to us—it’s maybe key to the way lots, but not all, of our generation see the world, traditional or not. Given the whispered petitions in this tight and damp nave, success exists in belief rather than reality.


Outside it was midday, and thunder boomed and rolled across a sky we didn’t see but felt through the bleached plaster and heavy wooden beams. Laughter and creeping older-age coughs filled the church while lightning cracked heavy and dry across the stained glass, up and down the red-carpeted aisles edging the plaster-over-limestone chapel walls. That was fine and reassuring in the weirdest of ways; we waited in the warmth of God’s little house on the North Side, knowing a tornado or straight-line wind wasn’t out of the realm of possibility, and maybe hoping for a li’l disaster to lighten up our lives, give us something to tell our too-soon-born kids about. In the back of my head me and Freddie Mercury are having such a good time now we spit lines like the Lord of Light makes us do it. I wanted to sing along loud, to burst out in this house of god that should’ve welcomed that rendition of God’s Love, even as it shushed us.


I felt this and more


but right now I was ready for some righteous thunder from the Big Man’s bullpen. Bring on the Reverend.










2.GO BLUE BAPTISM





I warn you, Jedediah, you’re not going to like it in Chicago.


—CITIZEN KANE





Iburnt down our bathroom. Almost did the whole apartment, too.


My idiot parents were separated, soon to be blessed with a divorce they’d need to survive this shit world of theirs we all lived in for now. If ever there was a pair people who should’ve been separated so they didn’t hate-fuck each other to death, it was those two.


The four of us kids avoided them daily in a decent-sized apartment on Hoyne Avenue up on the North Side. Two bedrooms—one for the juvenile parents, one for my two baby sisters—and a sunporch for me and my little brother.


I was tired all the time, worn out from dropping my eyebrows at the fights they had on the other side of the walls, not because I was disappointed in them, which I was, but because they only fought at night, whenever the old man decided to traipse his drunk ass through the back door, and I always had school the next morning. The daily dodges and intricacies required of a twelve-year-old gangbanger were exhausting. The last thing I needed was a fucked-up home base. I was years asleep, eyes wide open, until my grandfathers dreamed me awake, saved me. If I was going to live, I’d have to celebrate the day that came when I knew my parents’ struggles were strangling us and I, at least, could find some peace and focus. It’s when I started to actively root for their divorce if not their demise. Kids should not have kids.


It was a munky-ass apartment, had weird smells and a weirder landlord’s kid. It sat on the corner and dearly paid for that location when a station wagon (probably a Buick Roadmaster or some other ’70s tank) drunk drove into its basement windows one night. The gaping hole left behind forever smelled like raccoons and possums had used it as a convenient shitter on their way to better places in the neighborhood, and the landlady never really closed it up, just kept the insurance money for booze and smokes. The stench, of course, floated up into our crib, and though we were on the second floor in a three-story six flat, it seemed to make its permanent home in our apartment, dead center of the building, probably on account of some physics I didn’t understand yet and never would.
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Sure, it reeks, but it’s home, so yeah. You know, the place where you’re laying up in that back room, with a minute alone, the old man not home, Ma in her room on the phone with whatever other pill-popping neighbor that’ll yow out with her all high on blue and clears and six pots of coffee and Vivarin and twenty-eight smokes an hour with two in the ashtray at once, and it’s like trying to put those feelings into words when you hear a song that takes you out of the back of the bus, or the El, or your grandma’s car when they finally pick you up after promising for two years to take you the fuck out of here, to somewhere not here, but you don’t have Jose Feliciano’s guitar to accompany you, to add that flavor, those salty tears, that urge, the color your words need, so it all plays behind your eyes, but you can’t share because you don’t know how and no one would care if you did? That’s when you sit on your hands and chew the inside of your lip and tell yourself someday you’ll be able to say it, express it, share it, even if today ain’t that day. But you better take notes anyway.


The neighbor comes down. Ma’s in the middle of her rambling shit-talking day, Marlboro 100s whirling around her head, and he says to her, hey, we’re going camping. Would love to take the kids.


She don’t know this fucker from Adam, really, so of course she says yes, sends us away with this hippy and his weird hippy wife. What the fuck does she care? NO KIDS.


Well just the boys, he says. The girls are too young.


He says it in a weirdly way that makes it even weirder, but sure, she glosses right over that, consigns us to this giant mangy Viking-looking fucker, name DJ. It’s your parents never so happy to be dropping you off with some people you ain’t even know so they can get their freak on or pop some pills in peace or whatever they’re into. Thanks. Doesn’t even ask where we’re going.


But maybe you are.


So yeah, we’re fixing to go camping in the Kettle Moraine State Forest, Wisconsin, USA.


Dude. I’ve never been camping in my life. Seems to me one of the objects of life is to not have to sleep outside, but ain’t nobody listening to me.


Kinda cool, though, I guess. This guy DJ knows what the fuck he’s doing, anyway. Brings all the gear. Pitches a couple of tents. Has us dig trenches around them in case it rains and says those’d take the water away. That seemed smart. I had thought about a whole lot seeming not that smart as I sat in the back of his old rickety-ass Volvo all the way to Wisconsin, the first time I’d been west of Cicero Avenue and north of Davis Street in my life. Saw signs for the Dells; made me wonder about Tommy Bartlett’s Water Ski & Jumping Boat Thrill Show for years.


About ten minutes after we dig those smart trenches, we hear an explosion. Not like an M-80 or a quarter-stick, but like a wet one with a loud bang, like a right-away shot when someone takes a .38 to the meat in the leg or something. We head out from camp, want to take a look around. DJ’s red beard wiggles; a mouth in there somewhere says let’s check it out.
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