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The Indian agent in 1854 wrote: “All bands of the Sioux have already received their presents with great appearance of friendship, excepting the Minnecowzues (Miniconjou), Blackfeet (Sihasapa), and Honepapas (Hunkpapa). The former band are daily expected at the fort, and will gladly receive their annuities; but the Blackfeet and Honepapas still persist in refusing any annuities, and are constantly violating all the stipulations of the treaty.


“They are continually warring and committing depredations on whites and neighboring tribes, killing men and stealing horses. They even defy the Great White Father, the President, and declare their intention to murder indiscriminately all that come within their reach. They, of all Indians, are now the most dreaded on the Missouri.”


—FRANK H. GILLE AND DONALD B. RICKY, Indians of Oregon, Plateau, and Plains





OLD GOLD COUCH


My dad smoked Old Golds. He became my pop because I watched a lot of Sanford and Son and, well, Redd Foxx is the shit, you know. I never told him why I called him Pop until he was much older. He was funny that way. Here’s a good example of his low-key bigot stuff.


One day when I was about sixteen, Pop says to me,


What’s the deal there, fiddy?


I’m like, Fiddy? What are you talking about?


He says, Fiddy. You always say


Fiddy dis.


Fiddy dat.


Gimme fiddy cent.


He’s getting a li’l worked up now, says,


You dress like a Puerto Rican


and


you talk like you’re black.


Shiiiiit, he finishes.


I don’t know what possessed me (maybe the Mickey’s Big Mouth Malt Liquor?) and I say,


We’re going to have a discussion about stereotypes?


Do you know where we live?


I keep going. I say,


Look at you, man. We live in the middle of the city. You wear western shirts and cowboy boots every day. Do you think Dennis Weaver is going to step off some McCloud in downtown Chicago and offer you a job as an Indian extra on his show?


Ha ha ha, he says.


Shiiiiiit.


Like he always said.


And he never said a whole lot else, really. Shit. One time he didn’t say a word for two whole weeks. What the fuck is that? Anyway, we had lived together since my ma kicked me out of the house when I was thirteen, a year or two after they got divorced. Said to go find the old man and live with him, see if he gave a shit if I kept a gun in the house, and a bunch of other crap that I tuned out, Ma sounding like the teachers on Peanuts and, after a couple of years, looking like them too. I searched all around the North Side of Chicago. Found him near Belmont and Broadway. We lived in a few different places on the North Side—roach motels, converted SROs, dumpy apartments, tiny studios. I was a teenage gangbanger, he was a middle-aged alcoholic, and we were Indians in the city, mostly unmoored and ignorant in more ways than I can count. We sort of had each other, knew each other even less. When I moved in, the old man gave me two rules and a gift:


1. Don’t get busted, because I’m not coming to get you.


2. Never cheat on your girlfriend. If you’re done, just end it. I never cheated on your mother.


Then he said,


Here’s a map of Chicago,


and,


Don’t get lost. I’ll never find you.


I memorized that map. I can still visualize it, clear as day, and get to any part of the city I want. Along with that map, and the moving out of my old neighborhood and going to school halfway across the North Side, I became extremely familiar with every set, every gang, every branch of Latin Kings, Gaylords, Insane Deuces, Mexican Playboys, Spanish Cobras, Harrison Gents, Maniac Latin Disciples, Vice Lords, Black Gangster Disciples, Latin Eagles, Lovers, Counts, Hoods, and all the rest in the hundreds and thousands at least from Howard Street on the north to Division Street on the south, and from the lakefront on the east to about Kedzie on the west. I think it’s around twenty-four square miles total. And I learned pretty quick how to draw all of their symbols and shit upside down and backwards.


Just so you know,


there are a shit ton of gangbangers in Chicago.


There’s a lot of graffiti to learn


and


you better learn how to fight, if you don’t like to run.


Anyways, my pop smoked Old Golds. A lot of Old Golds. You have no idea.


On weekends sometimes, if we both happened to be home, he would say,


Hey. Let’s count.


Shit.


We would have to count the fucking coupons that came with each pack of Old Golds. He saved them all. But this wasn’t the Camel / Marlboro Miles foolishness that could get you a belt buckle or a pool table or whatever. You could buy shit with the Old Gold coupons.


His dad smoked Bel-Airs, and those had coupons too. I don’t remember him counting any coupons, or getting us to do it, but Grandpa never seemed to be interested in the coupons except as something he got out of the tobacco company. What he was really interested in was the little gold peely things that came off when you opened up a pack of smokes. He would burn them—well, not burn them, but he would sort of melt them. He would sit at the kitchen table with his big, weird ashtrays and he would trace his lit cigarette about a sixteenth of an inch along the gold strands. They would twist and curve depending on his movements. He was like the director of a flea circus or something, with these little curly twists of gold arcing and folding in his orange plastic arena. And the best part was that he wasn’t limited to his tiny pastime by the opening of a pack of cigarettes, though that seemed to be a fairly frequent occasion, because he smoked a lot. Nope. He had a pile of the friggin’ things. Folks would save them and bring them to him. All he had to do was reach behind that dusty bottle of Pinch that looked like a big butterscotch candy on the little shelf that ran under the kitchen window and take out another whenever he felt like it.


My dad burned those things too. I did as well, of course, but the skills of grandpas tend to get lost in successive generations.


Pop burned different things with great success.


He also liked to light stuff on fire. He would burn pine needles in his outdoor ashtray when he got older and moved back to Michigan, into Grandma and Grandpa’s house after they passed. But when we lived together in the apartment he would burn coleus leaves in the ashtray. When you touch a dried coleus leaf with a lit cigarette, it smolders and burns in fits and starts like gunpowder.


Sometimes he would burn dandelion greens in the tub, but I never figured that one out.


We counted and counted and counted the coupons. They were green as fuck. But minty green. He smoked a lot of Old Golds, and he’d done so for a long time. How long? When he would buy them in the store he would ask for two packs of Old Gold Filters. That’s how long. When I would forge the notes that you probably couldn’t get away with nowadays they would say,


Please sell my son a package of Old Gold Filters.


Thanks,


Pop


The coupons.


If you go online you can find some of the old (Old Gold!) commercials and a picture of the coupons (5 Gift Stars!). In case you don’t believe me (I played them for my wife and she says it even sounds like the old man): here.


There you can be seduced by a guy who sounds like a cross between Claude Akins and Allen Baron’s Baby Boy Frankie Bono from Blast of Silence, but if both were really high on syrup. He says, “Old Gold Filters. The cigarette for independent people. Old Gold Filters. A delicious mixture of rich tobacco flavors. Flavors that never came through a filter before.”


5 Gift Stars!


That’s right.


Coupon Saturday. We’re counting away. Stacks and stacks of these friggin’ coupons. With some rules. Each stack had to be yay high. Sold by weight, not by volume. Yay high. And when you were done, you put a little slip of paper on there with the amount of coupons and the amount of points. I think there were some Gold Gift Stars! that might have been worth something different, so you prolly would have to do some math, too.


You all want to know, don’t you? How many fuckin’ coupons, man?


A lot.


Like I said. Stacks.


One time the coupons bought us some dishes (and here is where things get foggy, or smoky, depending on your point of view).


Oh yeah. About the dishes. I told this story to one of my aunties over the phone a couple of months ago. I won’t say she’s my favorite, in case this ever gets printed. Man, she said. I never heard that one.


We had dishes. I’m not gonna lie to you and say we ate off of paper towels and whatnot, even though that would come later for a while. We started out with dishes anyways. The problem was, the problem with the dishes was, they had to get washed.


Hey, fiddy. You gonna wash those dishes?


Yup, I say.


When?


Today I guess.


You better.


Another day goes by.


Speedy. You gonna wash those dishes?


Speedy? you’re sayin’. Where did that come from? When I was a little dude, I wasn’t too enamored of the walking thing. So, I scooched on my ass wherever I went. And apparently I went everywhere. And I was fast. So why would I bother with some new method of perambulation? So fast, my old man nicknamed me Speedy. And it stuck. For a long time. But none of my friends ever called me that. Ever.


Yeah, Pop. I’ll get ’em.


And this went on for a bit. But you have to know, Pop came home drunk. Every night. Usually about 10:30 or 11:00. And that was good. Because the restaurant next to the roach motel on Broadway near Buckingham with the Murphy bed that we used to live in would still be open.


He would open the door with his soury breath and say,


Jeet?


I’d say,


No. Jew?


He’d say,


Squeet.


And off we would go, down to the diner. Do you know what a Francheezie is? Look it up. But in my fourteen-year-old eyes it meant love. Or something like that.


One night his breath opened the door, but it was only 8:00.


Shit.


Thought you were going to do those dishes.


I forgot. I’ll do ’em right now.


There’s a whole fuckin’ sink full of fuckin’ dishes, goddamnit.


I’ll get ’em.


A whole fuckin’ sink full.


I’m gettin’ em.


A whole fuckin’


goddamnsonofa


bitch!


Crash, he puts his fist through a sink full of dishes.


Again.


And again.


And again.


Blood and shit is everywhere.


Fuck, I think. I’m gonna get it.


He looks at me. And his eyes refocus.


And get smaller.


And he breathes out of his nose.


That’s not good.


And he whips his drunken head around.


Don’t wanna wash the fuckin’ dishes?


he says in that falsely calm and controlled voice of the person thinking of unleashing even more.


Don’t wanna wash the fuckin’ dishes?


FUCK IT.


You don’t have to.


And that motherfucker started pulling out dishes from the cupboard and breaking those in the sink too. Clean fuckin’ dishes.


BAM. Coffee cups fly. Cheap but sharp-as-hell porcelain shards would be picked out of the insecticide-soaked carpet (tile? asphalt? the apartment was in a building that was a hotel back at the turn of the century but had been rented by various chronological contracts for many tired years) for a long time coming.


BAM. Plates smash. Loud enough to hurt.


BAM.


BAM.


BAM.


There. You won’t have to worry about doing any fuckin’ dishes at all.


Clean that up.


BAM


went the door.


Ho-lay. Aunt Jessie was laughing big tears when I told her that one, but I tell it to her a little different.


The other day I was txting my daughter back because she’s away at school and wanted to know what Indian Summer is—she says there’s a song that says something like, “UR an Indian Summer in Winter,” so while I’m writing (I don’t txtmebck well) and listening to Gordon Lightfoot tell stories from the Chippewa on down about the big lake they call Gitchigoomi I text her back and tell her about NDN Summer, and she texts back in about one fifth of the time and says,


Oh okay thats


been bugging me


forever


sorry had to ask


thanks [image: image]


Guess her ma’s not in the kitchen breaking any dishes now is she?


But here’s the deal with the dishes. I thought either we’d need to use some of the coupons to buy the dishes that were, uh, lost, and then find some dough to buy the couch that we were gonna need because my ma had just kicked my brother out too, or we’d be sleeping on the floor and eating off napkins, but that ended up not being the deal. This is what I remember.


We had a big coupon Saturday. A good one. One of those ones that after the counting we could go to the bar and I would eat caramel corn and drink nasty bar cokes and hear jokes about Six-Pack Annie until all three would make me sick. We busted out all the coupons, all the shoeboxes, all the coffee cans, and a secret stash of some other ones that I had never seen before.


Some big shit was about to go down.


Speedy. We’re getting a couch.


What?


A couch. Clean the shit out of your ears.


How are we gonna get a couch?


With these.


The coupons?


I wanted to say,


With the motherfuckin’ Gift Stars old man? Can those fuckin’ things buy me some pants that fit?


Yeah. The coupons. Jesus Christ. Get your shoes on.


Where we goin’?


To get the couch. Jeee-eee-sus Christ. Smoke, smoke, smoke.


No, where are we gonna get a couch?


At the Nelson Brothers.


Shit, I thought. By the old neighborhood. That’s at Broadway and Lawrence. Gaylords. Uptown Rebels. Assorted hillbillies. By the Sears where I got into a humbug with a punk-ass GL from Sunnyside and Magnolia. Pushed him into a rack of Dickies, and we beat on each other for a minute, and the old man was like,


What the fuck?


I told him,


I told you not to bring me here.


He goes,


It’s a fucking Sears.


I’m like,


He’s a hillbilly Gaylord. What do you expect?


Jeee-eee-sus Christ.


How are we gonna get a couch on the bus?


What?


They’ll deliver it?


Yeah.


Should I get the coupons?


Bring ’em.


Now I say,


Jeee-eee-sus Christ.


And I smoke, smoke, smoke.


But I think,


This’ll get rid of these fucking coupons once and for all.


So we got a couch.


And the color?


It was Old Gold when we got it new.


When I was a kid, I collected hockey, baseball, football, and basketball cards. And I wouldn’t really look at them, but I would count them. And stack them. And rubber-band them. Stan Mikita. Tony Esposito. Lew Alcindor. Bobby Douglass. Mickey Mantle. Harmon Killebrew. Stacked and numbered. Banded and dusty.


Jeee-eee-sus Christ.


Thanks, Pop.





JAGG’D


Get me the fuck out of here, he says. Teeth and jaw clench, unclench.


Me and Freckles are looking at Gooch strapped in this contraption that looks like what they call now an elliptical machine but it’s a bed that revolves around or whatever because Gooch is paralyzed and they have to rotate him or something. I don’t know. What do I know? I’m a fuckin’ kid.


Get me the fuck out of here, now, he says. Clench, unclench.


Gooch can’t go nowhere without us, and he knows it. We know it too. That doesn’t make it any less scary, but I’m starting to get the feeling we’re gonna be stuck with him if we do this thing.


He’s paralyzed. From the waist down. He got that way when some Harrison Gent put six bullets in his back, said fuck it, reloaded, and gave him one more for luck. His jaw broke when one of the bullets, maybe that last one, tore up through his shoulder and into his face. He’s been this way for just a little while, but he’s been in the hospital for way too long. I can see it in his face. Him and his brothers all kind of look the same, but different. Gooch is the oldest, and hanging there, looking down on us a little, from that big rotating bed, his face is drawn, but really alive. His hair hangs down kind of on the one side, but I can still see he’s using Vitalis in it. I think him and his brothers have parents who must’ve rowed over on the very last cases of it in the world when they moved here from Ireland in the ’50s. They all look like [image: image], and at least one of them actually was, from Howard Street. A couple of the others were [image: image], and Gooch here, he of the gaunt, and haunt, well, Gooch is a [image: image].


Freckles and me, we’re not [image: image]. Still though, we spin the bed around, the elliptical part, but not too fast. I tried. Was all,


Hey, Gooch,


wanna go for a ride?


He gives me the look,


that one that says,


I’ll fuckin’ kill you, Teddy,


but his mouth never even moves.


No clench, no unclench.


So we take it easy, get him spun around to where he’s lying on his back.


Prop me up, fuckers. He starts the wwwnnnnnnnnngngnggnn motor thing and the bed raises up slow like, Gooch looking like a resurrection, I guess, I think. We’re in a semi-private room in St. Francis. Seems like as good a place as any for a revivification.


Give me that bottle of Jack, he says. I know you brought it.


Freckles, that ginger ass-kissin’ hillbilly double, gulps his too-pointy Adam’s apple and almost fuckin’ says,


Yessir.


Does this motherfucker have Vitalis in his hair too? I ask myself, looking at that greasy red mop (and this red hair ain’t like Muck’s, which we all know—because we always tell him—is red as the head of a dick on a dog). Have some self-respect for fuck’s sake, I say.


What? Freckles says.


Nothin’.


Help me get this pillow behind him, I say.


Gooch is just chugging that Jack with the side of his mouth,


straining it through his teeth,


spilling just a little.


Goddamn, Gooch, I think,


but instead I say,


Hey, Gooch,


you want some pop with that?


Yeah, he says.


A coke or something.


Freckles, go get Gooch a coke or something, dipshit, I say.


Fuck you, Teddy. He stomps off down the hallway.


Gimme a smoke, Teddy, Gooch says. Clench, unclench.


I don’t think we can smoke in here, I say.


Fuck that, Gooch says.


What are they gonna do? Take away my legs and strap me to a bed?


Clench, unclench.


What about your buddy over there, I say. Isn’t that an oxygen tank?


So? Gooch says. Just don’t smoke by it.


Hahaha. We laugh and light up some smokes.


Doesn’t the nurse ever come by? I say.


Yeah. Sometimes, but not much. There’s a couple of ’em that are okay, but the day shift one is a bitch, he says.


Clench, unclench, clench, unclench.


Hunh, I say, and flick my ashes in a plastic water cup.


Freckles comes back with a can of coke.


Here you go, Gooch, he says.


Get me some ice, bitch, Gooch goes, and gives me a wink as he hands the bucket to Freckles.


Freckles stomps back out and down the hallway again.


So what are we gonna do? I say.


Get me the fuck out of here, like I said before, he says.


Clench, unclench.


Shit, man, I think.


He was fuckin’ serious.


What do you want me to do, man? Just put you in a chair? I say.


Yeah. Like that, he says. Just put me in a chair and wheel me the fuck out of here.


I clench, unclench.


I do this, because Wacker.


A couple of years ago, on my thirteenth birthday, Wacker got out of jail. I didn’t know him then, had never met him. We were all hanging out at State Park (before the city took it over and made a golf course out of it—what the fuck?) and there were like these two KKK guys who were bugging me to paint a mural for them, pressing me, because I had some definite skills in the art department, could even write upside down just as fast as right side up and draw any gangbanger shit you wanted. Telling me they would take me here and there. I could draw, so, yeah. And Wacker, who had just been sitting there, being quiet and saying nothing, says,


Man, get the fuck out of here with that shit.


Nobody wants that shit around here,


fuckin’ Klan shit.


Fuck you.


And these two redneck fuckers just backed away,


took off,


looked back,


and


Wacker made


this face


that made


them not look back again.


It wasn’t exactly a reverse of that time the Choctaw took up a collection to help the Irish, but yeah, it was close enough, and the sentiment was the same.


Thanks, man. What did you do that for? I say.


Fuck those guys. Stupid-ass Klan.


Draw murals for us, he says.


Fuck them.


Forever.


Damn straight, I thought.


Yeah, I say.


Fuck them.


Somebody told me it’s your birthday, Teddy, he says.


Yeah, I say. I guess so.


Shit. Well all right.


Open this, he says


and


hands me a brown paper bag with the coldest quart of Old Style I’ve ever had before or since. Shit. I can taste it right now. We had other shit to drink, wine and Mickey’s and whatnot, but all I can remember really is that brown glass bottle full of beer, sweating in the bag.


Damn.


I chug a bunch and


hand it back to him.


We don’t talk really. Or not much. Or actually, we talk like guys talk when they meet each other. We say what’s up and hey not much and yeah. I think we think a lot, but we don’t say what we think. We all look like we’re making James Dean face, or Michael Beck from The Warriors face, or one-thousand-mile-stare face, any and all the faces not our own. Your face is the cover to your book. And if you look out and off to the side from it, under the scratched-out title, well, no one can read that, can they?


How old are you, man? he says.


I say, Thirteen.


Hunh, he says. Well all right.


We finish the bottle.


Better get some more, he says.


Yup, I say.


We’ll do whatever, I guess.


He’s buying.


We walk around, check shit out. It’s not too hot out—it’s just starting to be summer in the city, still nice, especially in the early evening. That smog-inflected pinkish sunlight, and the nighthawks, and the cool breeze, the not-yet-hot winds that tell so much, full of food smells and little kids laughing up on third floors. That light. Not much is happening here. It’s a park that’s been kind of abandoned by the state. You have to hop a barbed-wire fence to even get in. It’s overgrown and cool, with a big lightning-struck willow in the middle that sits over what we called a lagoon. I always think Saruman would totally hang out here and boss around hobbits. There must have been a spring to feed all that, because there was a little river attached, and you could Huck Finn that shit if you wanted. Me and Idiot tried it one time on this old, green-painted section of fence, but it didn’t really work out. I started thinking how no one would come looking for us, and that made me say fuck it. I didn’t want to give anyone the satisfaction of me being right.


We get bored after a bit and need something to do. I know this guy Marty who lives close by. I remembered some things about him that you could always count on: food in the house, a hot sister, a stepmom from Mexico who smoked much weed, and an out-of-town dad. Plus Richard Pryor, Redd Foxx, and Cheech & Chong albums. The first time I ever smoked weed was at Marty’s house. He used the cardboard tube from a tampon and some tinfoil to make a pipe. I think that’s where I learned you could just make shit you needed and that you didn’t always have to have the store-bought crap.


We head over to Marty’s. We’re kind of drunk, and I’m thinking pickles or something. Marty’s is the first place I had hot—like spicy hot—food. Hot homemade pickles. That are super hot when you’re high. That would be alright.


We’re almost there when we run into this dude. I can’t remember his name—it’s like Dave, or Rickey, or Carlo, or some shit—I don’t know. Chunkychubby whitish guy.


What’s up, we nod at him.


Nothin’, he says.


Randall goes,


Hey, you still got that sweater?


Which one? he says.


He’s got more than one? Wacker says.


Apparently, I say.


The Imperial Gangster party sweater, Randall goes.


Yeah, Dave or whatever his name is says.


Randall says, Well let’s check it out, fucker, and then makes this weird cackly laugh like he would sometimes. He looked like Justin Timberlake. But he could, because his brothers all boxed Gold Gloves.


The sweaters he’s talking about—I don’t even know if they make them anymore, but back then those cardigan-style sweaters were the shit—they were everything. Those were your colors. Man. And not like that boring LA-style duo-color shit they would try to bring later on, that shit that we told them, yeah, we’re all set with the whole club thing here in Chicago. We been gangbangin’ for about a century or more here, so thanks anyway. Yeah, sure they were your colors and that meant the same and all, but our colors were colors. All the sets had two colors—most were black and another color (except for [image: image]
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