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Chapter 1

I noticed the doorknob first. You’d think the carpet would have 
warned me, the soft shag carpet beneath my bare feet instead of 
smooth hard wood. That should have registered something. But the 
pain in my bladder bothered me more than the creepy fact that my 
flooring had changed overnight. When I reached the door, I had to 
pay attention, because it felt like – it felt like – the ancient brass knob 
jumped up and flung itself at my face. It stuck out all, “Hello!” right 
at my eye level and knocked me back against the bed. 

I browsed my room in the dim morning light, eyes half open. The 
ceiling had pulled away from me. The walls had shrunk backward, and 
an unfamiliar bookshelf loomed high above me like the Times Square 
Jumbotron. 

I finally reached up to flip on the light, then I gazed around at 
the peculiar changes to my bedroom. I stood there and stared. You’d 
think I’d have felt shock or fear, but I didn’t; a mild confusion merely 
fuzzed around the edges of my brain. How had a teenager moved into 
my room while I slept? Posters of Foreigner and AC/DC and Lynyrd 
Skynyrd patched the walls. Another bookshelf climbed upward by the 
window – but no books. Just a lava lamp. A gooey green lava lamp. 
And sports trophies and board games. A series of Star Wars action 
figures stood in game-on poses across the top shelf.

I gripped a wad of my sweatpants in my fist; they had grown ten 
sizes too big and threatened to fall off me. As I glanced down, I saw 
I’d walked up into the legs, so I dropped the wad and stepped out of 
them. My gray t-shirt hung to my knees and sort of draped over one 
shoulder, leaving the other shoulder exposed to the cold morning air. 

My bladder whined at me, so I trudged from the room that was 
no longer my bedroom and down the hall into my bathroom, which 
was clearly no longer my bathroom. Brown and gold linoleum. Geez. 
Orange Formica swamped the sink. The blue curtain that guarded 
my bathtub had replaced itself with one of those opaque sliding glass 
doors - the plastic and metal kind that always get stuck in the metal 
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runner when you try to slide them. Whatever giants had invaded my 
house had super tacky taste. They’d taken the whole 1970s retro thing 
a bit too seriously. 

And their toilet was so huge I almost fell into the bowl. But, they 
had ultra-soft toilet paper, so that was nice. 

I might have made a bigger fuss, but I had just woken up. My 
brain hadn’t warmed to an ambient temperature. The morning dew 
hadn’t evaporated from between my ears yet. As I went to scrub my 
hands, I noticed that I had to stand on my tiptoes to reach the faucet, 
and I made the decision to investigate. I climbed up on the toilet and 
increased my height by 18 inches so that my chest and face appeared 
in the mirror above the sink. I stood on the toilet and stared at a ver-
sion of the little kid me, chubby cheeks and all. My blonde hair fell 
past my shoulders, and my bangs stuck up all cockeyed because of 
my cowlicks. I stuck out my tongue, and the little girl in the mirror 
responded in kind.

I laughed. I laughed out loud, and little kid laughter bounced 
around the bathroom. 

“Oh, that’s fun,” I said. 
Then I worried. Because if I’d shrunk back into the form of a small 

child, that meant I’d entered a super lucid dream, and I had just peed 
in a dream-toilet. And that meant that I had wet my bed. 

I had to wake myself up.  
I hopped down from the toilet and walked down the hall. How? 

How to wake up? It didn’t feel like a dream; I could move freely, and 
I could see every single detail of this 1970s version of my living room. 
I dragged my feet through the red shag carpet, and the rough fibers 
caught between my toes. I climbed onto the couch with its green leafy 
upholstery and bounced up and down a few times. I had forgotten 
how light 40 pounds felt. I grabbed my face with all ten fingers and 
dug the tips into my cheeks. That smarted. My small, thin fingernails 
did a good job gouging. 

I tried to levitate, to rise through the ceiling – not a problem in 
dreams. Nothing. I couldn’t levitate. I catapulted off the couch in an 
attempt to fly, but I just crashed onto the carpet on all fours, banging 
my knees. 

I sat in that fuzzy field of ugly red shag, genuinely puzzled. I 
looked at my knees, and legitimate rug burns peered back up at me. 
Rug burns. That hurt. 

A shout bounced out from behind Hudson’s bedroom door, right 
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off the living room.
“Dammit, Shane! It’s Saturday! Go back to bed!”
I stared at the door. A man’s voice had barked at me, not the voice 

of my 12-year-old son. “It’s supposed to be Sunday,” part of my brain 
said, and I wondered if that mattered.

My knees burned, and I examined them, amazed at the distinct 
discomfort and the high definition of the raw, damp marks. I studied 
my knees, and the pain of reality started to poke and shove its way 
into my understanding. I refused to accept it, because people don’t 
randomly fall asleep in their perfectly good beds and wake up in shag-
carpet-land as a little kid.

I hopped up and hunted around this living room that was no lon-
ger my living room, seeking out the object I knew would tell me what 
was up. A newspaper. Didn’t these people own a newspaper? No. No 
they didn’t. The fireplace sat cold and empty. No papers piled on the 
brick hearth, ready for kindling fires. A small gray TV perched on a 
stand across from the couches, but I couldn’t click the knob to find the 
news, because the guy behind Hudson’s door would yell again. 

“I’m trespassing,” I shook my head. “This is somebody else’s house.”
Well, I couldn’t leave, because I wore only a baggy t-shirt. I pushed 

aside the drapes and peeked out the living room window, where snow 
piled high on both sides of the driveway. Heat emanated from the 
hot water radiator under the window, and I briefly rested my chest 
and arms against its lovely warmth. We always used the wood stove 
downstairs, because the gas furnace stabbed us in the bank account, 
but Shane’s dad obviously didn’t care. I stood and rotated slowly in 
that living room and took in its details. Couches. Coffee table. Family 
photos on the walls – two parents and three boys. 

“They don’t own a single book.”
I had to find something that would tell me the date! I wanted a 

phone, a day planner. Something. 
I trotted through the dining room into the kitchen. The clock on 

the wall read 6:48. No wonder Shane’s dad had yelled at my failed 
flight efforts. The weekend morning had barely rubbed the sleep out 
of its eyes. But, geez. What was it with the ugly linoleum and the 
obsession with avocado green? I sighed and searched the walls for the 
item that absolutely had to be in a 1970’s kitchen. 

There! Haha! A yellow phone had been mounted on the wall like 
a big banana, and next to it a wall calendar smiled down at me! The 
page hung open to February. February of 1980.
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I shook my head. I had landed in 1980 as a four-year-old child. 
And this wasn’t a dream. 
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Chapter 2

I stared at that calendar without moving. I felt no anger or horror. 
I didn’t panic or collapse in tears. I just stood there. 

1980? I hadn’t done a single thing to get myself shot back in time, 
reverse-aged. I held my baby hand in front of my eyes and twisted it 
slowly back and forth. I turned it over and examined my palm, my 
soft, perfect little palm. The deep white scar from my ice accident 
on Diamond Lake had disappeared. I hadn’t reached age 11. I hadn’t 
fallen through the ice and gashed open my hand, so that scar didn’t 
exist. The purple nitric acid burn had vanished from my wrist. I’m a 
chemist, and I’d dripped nitric acid above my glove line in December, 
but that burn mark had disappeared. The multitude of white nicks 
that had long populated my fingers had moved their family elsewhere, 
to older hands. 

Had I stolen my childhood body? Were my parents going to wake 
up in Everett, Washington and wonder where I’d gone?

“Do I still know things?” 
I expected to have a brain filled with things like Oscar the Grouch 

and Little Bo Peep, to have lost my decades of learning. It was this 
thought that stabbed the first real shock of adrenaline through my 
gut. No no no! All those years of school!

Filled with dread, I sang the Preamble to the Constitution: “We 
the people in order to form a more perfect union, establish justice, 
insure domestic tranquility…” Oh, thank God. 

I pictured the entire world in my head, all the continents, all the 
countries. What about Africa? Yep. The Earth rotated in my mind and 
Africa spun into view. I could see Chad, like a face with a flat hat on 
top, and there sat Cameroon, looking like a deformed kangaroo. 

I travelled through different subjects: the periodic table and the 
history of Rome. Phew. My body had gone back in time, but the filing 
cabinets in my head hadn’t emptied. I thought about all those years of 
living, of study and reading. I dropped my face into my hands in relief 
that it hadn’t all vanished. I was still me. In a four-year-old’s body. 
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“I’m four-years-old!” I muttered into my palms. “How do I handle 
being four-years-old!” I couldn’t absorb it. It didn’t compute. 

I pulled at my giant gray t-shirt. First thing, I needed some clothes. 
This might be my kitchen in the future, but it wasn’t my house yet, 
and I didn’t want to be here when the guy in Hudson’s room finally 
rolled out of bed. I gazed past the wall calendar up the stairs to the 
second floor. That’s where I had to go. I grabbed the wooden handrail 
and started climbing those steep stairs, because children lived in this 
house, and I needed those children. I knew they hadn’t grown up and 
left home, because the man had blamed Shane when I made noise on 
a weekend morning.

I reached the bedroom and gently pushed the door inward. Two 
beds sat on opposite sides of the room under the slanted ceiling. One 
boy slept deeply on his stomach, his face half buried in a pillow, his 
arm wrapped around his head. I found another boy curled up in a 
bean bag chair at the end of the second bed. He raised his eyebrows at 
me, and I raised my eyebrows back at him.

“Are you Shane?” I asked. 
He nodded, his thumb deep in his mouth. He wore Scoobie Doo 

pajamas, the polyester kind that stick to your skin. 
“How old are you?” I asked him.
He didn’t bother to take the thumb out. “Ixth.”
“Six?” I nodded hopefully at him. “You’re six?”
He nodded.
The sleeping brother looked bigger than Shane. Maybe Shane had 

clothes he’d outgrown. 
“Are there any pants that I could wear?” I asked him. “I only have 

this t-shirt.”
Shane finally let his hand fall from his mouth and wriggled to 

stand up. 
“Maybe in the closet?” I pointed at the closet door. 
“Yeah,” Shane said. “There’s clothes in there. Not girl clothes, 

though. Only boy clothes.”
“It’s okay,” I said. “I don’t care.”
I flipped on the light and surveyed the garments that littered the 

closet floor, checking tags for sizes. Good good. Shane’s mother hadn’t 
done a Goodwill run in awhile. I found a white t-shirt and a pair of 
size 5 jeans and a green sweater.

“Shane!” I hissed. “Could you get me some underwear? Fresh, 
clean underwear!”
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Half a minute later, a pair of whitey tighties flew through the door. 
“Thanks!” 
I tugged on the clothes, and I felt a lot better. The pants bagged on 

me a bit, but I tucked in my t-shirt, and they stayed up. I rolled up the 
cuffs so they hung to the top of my feet.

Shane didn’t seem the least bit worried that a little girl had marched 
into his room at 7:00 a.m. on a February morning. He just watched 
me. Finally he said, “We have to stay quiet. Dad likes to sleep in.”

I nodded.
“How long are you here?” he asked then. 
“I don’t know,” I shrugged. 
“You want some cereal?”
“Do you have any extra socks and shoes? Shoes that are too small 

for you?”
I carried my new socks and Velcro shoes as I slunk down the stairs, 

because we had to stay quiet. As we reached the bottom and I saw the 
calendar again, I thought to ask a question.

“Hey Shane,” I said. “What day is today?”
“Saturday.”
“Not Sunday?”
Shane shook his head. “Nope. It’s Saturday.”
“What’s the date?” 
“Oh. I guess… Yesterday at school was February first, so I guess 

it’s February second.”
February 2, 1980. I’d travelled back in time 40 years. The day I 

left… it would have been 02/02/2020. 
“So many twos and fours,” I said. 
And it was Groundhog Day. I glanced up at the ceiling. “Oh, 

that’s funny,” I told God. “That’s just hilarious.”
How…how was I supposed to get back home? I mean, technically, 

I hadn’t left my house, but this was my house 40 years ago. How did 
I return to my life in 2020, to my kids and my stupid cats and the 
chemistry lab I had to manage?

I worked it over in my mind. Ronald Reagan hadn’t been elected 
yet, and Jimmy Carter still presided in the Oval Office! Mike Tyson 
hadn’t started knocking people out. The Berlin Wall still stood, keep-
ing all those poor people locked away in East Germany. 

Earthquakes. What earthquakes loomed ahead of us? I couldn’t 
think of any for a few moments. The big San Francisco quake, the one 
during the World Series, when did that take place? Shoot. It was... it 
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was my sister’s 11th birthday. October 17, 1989. Nine years away.
Weird. So weird. 
Shane and I soon ate our Fruit Loops in the kitchen, cross-legged 

on the floor with our backs to the cupboards. I crunched away on the 
fruity circles, astonished at the lack of nutrition in this house. The 
pantry had offered Apple Jacks and Fruit Loops as our lone, sugary 
choices for breakfast cereal. In the refrigerator I’d found white bread 
and rubbery singles cheese and bologna. Sunny Delight. I enjoyed an 
occasional bologna sandwich on white bread, but these people had no 
vegetables. No whole grains. They seemed determined to die young.

“So,” I munched on the Fruit Loops, milk dripping down my 
chin. “When your parents get up, can we tell them I came over to 
play?”

Shane shrugged. “Yeah. I want you to play with my Hot Wheels 
with me. Maybe we can bring them down to the living room and set 
them up there.” He got a little excited. “I can make the track reach all 
the way to the kitchen!”

I honestly thought that sounded fun. I liked Hot Wheels, but I 
wanted to figure out how to get back to 2020. Maybe if I went back 
to sleep in my room, I would wake up in my own bed again.

“How long do we have to keep quiet?” I asked.
“Dad likes to sleep until nine.”
I had an unpleasant thought: if Shane’s dad got up and saw a 

little girl in his house, he might send me home. I couldn’t explain to 
him that he inhabited my house in the wrong decade. I needed to 
fall asleep in my bedroom, and I didn’t want to get kicked out of the 
house before then.

“You want to play Hot Wheels, Shane?”
Shane nodded. “Yeah. It’ll be fun! The cars go so sooo fast! And I 

have loop de loops. You’ll see, it’s a lot of fun.”
“Okay,” I said. “But, I’m tired. I’m going to take a nap in your 

brother’s room.”
Shane’s eyes widened. “Oh, you can’t! Todd will kill you. You can’t 

go into his room.”
I groaned. Yes, Shane. I have to go into his room.
“When does Todd get home?” I asked. “He’s not here right now. 

He doesn’t have to know.”
“He’ll know,” Shane bobbed his head up and down. “And then 

he’ll yell at me, and then Dad’ll get mad at me.”
Good grief, buddy. You are entirely too concerned about people 
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getting mad at you.
“Fine,” I said. “I gotta go to the bathroom.”
I shoved my empty bowl onto the counter by the sink, and I can’t 

tell you how ridiculous it felt to be so short that I couldn’t even see 
the sink itself. I had to stand on my toes and push the bowl with my 
fingertips to move it farther back on the counter. Then I slunk to the 
bathroom to find some scissors.

 If I were going to be stuck in 1980 in boy’s clothes, then I might 
as well have a boy’s haircut. People were more inclined to protect a 
little girl. They might feel obliged to walk a little girl home. A little 
boy, though… they might simply tell me to get lost. I had to cut off all 
that long blonde hair, because I needed to stick around long enough 
to go back to sleep in Todd’s bed.

I slowly, quietly slid open each drawer in the bathroom. I found 
toothpaste and baby powder, extra toothbrushes and dental floss – the 
old kind of waxed dental floss, not the Glide stuff that floats between 
your teeth. I found Ben Gay and Tylenol and extra combs and soap 
and all the stuff people keep in their bathrooms. Finally, in one of the 
two bottom drawers, I found a leather bag that contained hair clippers 
and all the attachments. Woot!

I heaved the bag from the drawer, and I returned to the kitchen.
I said, “Shane, buddy, we are going to buzz off my hair.”
Horror widened the boy’s eyes. “I cut my own hair once, and Dad 

got so mad!”
“Your dad isn’t going to get mad,” I said. “I’m not his kid. He’s just 

going to think I’m a boy. See?”
Shane shook his head warily. “I don’t think you should,” he said.
I felt a twinge of guilt. They had Shane trained so well, and I 

wanted to jump-start his corruption. 
I plugged the cord into an outlet near the ground, then I stripped 

down to my new underwear. I turned the little switch to extend the 
guard a smidge. I wanted a buzz cut; I didn’t want to skinhead myself. 
I snapped on the clippers and proceeded to run them through the hair 
above my right ear. That light, fine-textured four-year-old hair could 
not withstand the sharp little razor edges. It fell to the ugly linoleum 
floor like chaff. The clippers weighed down my hands, and I had to 
grapple them with both fists, but I ran them through my hair again, 
and row after row of locks showered down around me.

Shane just stared. 
“Would you help me?” I held the clippers to him. “This is hard.”
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He shook his head. “I don’t know how.”
Useless child! I started to hate this family. They stocked sugar 

breakfast cereal and white bread, had no books in the entire house, 
and raised a six-year-old who was too scared to go to the bathroom on 
a Saturday morning. I struggled to run those heavy clippers over my 
head until my arm muscles ached. It didn’t take long. 

“Please do the back,” I begged Shane. No parents had risen to the 
morning light. They hadn’t noticed the buzzing noise clear across the 
house. Shane watched in fascination as the clippers mowed down my 
hair. “I promise you won’t get in trouble,” I told him. “Please get the 
back of my head. I can’t reach.”

His lips bundled up with anxiety, but he finally nodded and took 
the clippers from my hands. “Turn around,” he whispered. 

I bent my head over so he had easy access to the area around the 
back of my neck, and he clumsily buzzed back and forth until the hair 
gave up from sheer abuse. 

I reached up and felt around my head, looking for missed tufts. 
“There,” I pulled out some hairs. “Get these.”

Within five minutes, I had an easy-to-manage fuzzy bald head. 
The soft hairs hardly zipped against my hand when I brushed against 
the grain. I grabbed the hand towel from the stove door handle and 
used it to brush myself off, and I wished I could take a shower. I found 
the broom and used it to sweep up the light hay fluff all over the floor. 
I managed, but I kept giggling, because half of the broomstick poked 
into the air over my head.

“I am so short!” I couldn’t get over it. Shane towered over me by at 
least three monstrously huge inches.

He held the dustpan for me, and we dumped my hair into the 
trash bin under the sink. I pulled pop cans and a mashed potatoes 
box out of the bag to place on top so nobody would notice the hair. 
Then, I tugged all my clothes back on, complete with socks and my 
cool Velcro shoes. 

“Do I look like a boy now?” I asked.
Shane nodded.
“Would you even think I was a girl?” I asked.
“No,” Shane said. “Not in a million years.”
“Or. At least eight years.” I giggled to myself. 
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Shane’s parents walked out a bit later in bathrobes. Not remotely 

scary people. They didn’t seem concerned that I had appeared in their 
house, except the mother said, “Oh. Shane has a sweater like that.” 

Wait. First she asked me my name. Then she said the bit about the 
sweater.

She saw me standing in the kitchen when she went to make coffee. 
“Hello there,” she stood above me. “What’s your name?”

I gawked at her for a few moments, blinking. A name. I hadn’t 
thought about that. I needed a new name. A boy’s name. I tried to 
think of something amazing.

“It’s okay,” she said. “Don’t be shy. Did you move into that house 
a few doors down? The blue house?”

I shook my head. What was a good name? Bemus. LL Cool J. 
Frank. Dakota. Frankenstein. I laughed. It came out as a cute, little 
kid giggle. 

“Does your mom know you’re here?” she asked. 
“Dodge,” I said. “My name is Dodge.”
“Like the car?” she asked.
No, I shook my head. “Like… like Dodge City. You know. ‘I gotta 

get out of Dodge?’”
She smiled politely, but I could tell she didn’t get it. I guessed she 

had never watched Gunsmoke.
“That’s a very nice green sweater you’re wearing today, Dodge,” she 

said. “Shane has one that looks just like it. Maybe he can get his and 
you can be twins.”

I nodded, and then I ran into the living room. Four-year-olds can 
get away with anything. They don’t have to stand politely and make 
small talk.

Shane and I dragged down all his Hot Wheels tracks in three trips, 
and we set them up while the parents got dressed for the day. Shane’s 
nine-year-old brother Elroy hauled the coffee table out of the way and 
built the tracks up and down all over the living room. They tried to 
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make them go up the couch and down the other side, but the cars just 
flew off into the dining room and didn’t land on the tracks. 

The boys ignored any suggestions I made, and they were having so 
much fun without me, I saw my opportunity to sneak away and hide 
in big brother’s room. I shut the door behind me, and I climbed up 
into Todd’s bed to send myself back to my own time, my own family. 

As I lay there, I felt a little sad. Not everybody gets to fall asleep 
and wake up in 1980. I had a new name! Dodge. Dodger, the Artful 
Dodger.

To be honest - absolutely and completely dog-truth honest - the 
fact that I had managed to rewind 40 years pleased me. I found it 
ridiculous and entertaining that I walked around pretending to be a 
preschool-age child. I had 44 years of information stored in my head, 
and I knew about the future! I could say, “I, Carnac the Magnificent 
in my divine and mystical wisdom will ascertain the answers before 
even knowing the questions.”

I could make some money!
I snuggled beneath the covers, considering my place in history. 

Had Raiders of the Lost Ark come out in the theaters yet? Darn. I didn’t 
know. “Hindsight’s not always 20-20,” I said to myself, and I laughed 
again. 2020. 

Weariness tugged at my eyes. I had risen early with a full bladder, 
and I had the body of a four-year old. I tried to remember the 1980s 
with my head on Todd’s pillow, and in a few minutes, I fell asleep.

I awoke several hours later because a 13-year-old boy threw his 
coat on the bed. 

I sat up and looked around. “Well, that didn’t work,” I frowned.
The boy jerked up his fists, startled. “What are you doing in my 

room!” he barked.
“I’m a time traveler,” I said. “In the year 2020, this is my room. 

But, today I woke up in your bed.”
He shook his head. “Shane knows he’s not supposed to be in my 

room. Get out of here.”
“He didn’t come in.” I slid off the bed with a thump. “He told me 

not to. But, I was trying to return to the future, so I went back to sleep 
in your bed.”

“Look, I hate little kids in my room,” Todd glared at me and 
pointed at the door. “Get out!”

I dashed through his door and trotted around the house. Hot 
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Wheels tracks slashed back and forth across the living room, but the 
rest of the family had disappeared while I slept. 

I stood desolately in the kitchen for a few minutes. The clock on 
the wall said 1:12. “Wheel in the Sky” by Journey emanated from 
Todd’s room. 

I made myself a bologna sandwich on white bread and ate at the 
dining room table, confused. It hadn’t worked. Falling asleep in Todd’s 
bed hadn’t sent me home to my own time. What was I going to do? I 
gazed around my no-longer dining room and realized that I couldn’t 
stay here. I tried to think of a single person I knew who would have 
lived nearby in 1980. Not a person. Nobody. I chewed on my bologna 
sandwich and pondered.

“Oh!” I realized I hadn’t answered one of my first questions. Had I 
stolen my body? Were my parents looking for me, or had I manifested 
as an entirely separate being? I finished my food. Then, I dragged a 
chair into the kitchen and climbed up to that banana-colored phone. 
There was one number from my childhood that I remembered, and I 
needed to call it.

My forever friend Suzie had lived in the same house for 14 years 
when we were kids. My mom was always moving, and I couldn’t recall 
my own phone number, but I knew Suzie’s, no problem. I punched in 
1-2-0-6-7-4-7-4-1-3-6 and waited for the phone to ring three times. 
Suzie’s parents always answered on the third ring. It was their thing. 
If they had to walk across the house, they answered on the third ring, 
and if they chewed on pizza next to the telephone, they still answered 
on the third ring. I held that yellow phone to my ear with both of my 
small hands, and I waited for those three “brrrinngs” in my ear.

“Hello?” Judy answered. Suzie’s mom. Oh, good, they were home. 
“Hi,” I said. I realized I didn’t know exactly how to handle this. 

“Um. Is Sadie Cook there?”
“Just a minute. I’ll go get her.”
“Really?” I panicked. “Okay. Thanks.” 
I didn’t actually want to talk to myself! I had expected Judy to say, 

“No,” and then I could follow up with, “Oh. Well, do you have her 
number?” Then I’d call my house and talk to my mom. Of course, 
it made sense that the four-year-old me would be playing with my 
friend Doozie Suzie. But! I worried about speaking to myself. Would 
the universe unravel? Would time fold in on itself? Would I explode?

“Hang up,” I told myself. 
No, I needed to make sure. 
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A child’s voice spoke into the phone. “Hello?”
I glanced at the wall clock, and the secondhand kept ticking. No 

explosions blasted my world apart. Space-time didn’t crack open to 
suck me into a void.

“Hello?” the little voice repeated.
“Hi,” I said cautiously. “Um. Are you Sadie Cook?”
“Uh-huh. Who is this?”
“Do you have a little sister named Kiersten?”
“Huh? No.”
“Oh.” Stupid me; Kiersten hadn’t been born yet. “Do you have a 

sister named Lila?”
“Yes.”
“Is your mom Madeleine?”
“Yeah?”
“Okay. Hey. You know dogs named Baron and Shadow?”
“Oh yeah. They live next-door.”
“Okay cool. Your mom is going to have babies soon. She thinks 

they’re going to be girls, because the doctor said they’d be girls. When 
she has boys instead, she won’t have names for them. You should say 
to name them Baron and Shadow. Okay?”

“Oh! Okay. I like those dogs.”
“Cool. Well, thanks. Bye.”
“Okay. Bye.”
I hung up. Honestly, Mom should have named them Baron and 

Shadow. 
I plopped down onto the chair and put my hands on my face. 

“This is absurd. This is crazy. This is crazy. This is crazy. This is insane.” 
I sat there, listening to Journey songs pour from Todd’s room down 
the hall. I had to make a decision about what to do. 

I had gone back in time. I had gone BACK IN TIME! I sat on the 
chair, mentally sucking on that like a Lifesaver. I realized something 
quickly. I couldn’t go home and see my parents. I couldn’t interact 
with my original life at all, because I didn’t want to risk messing it up. 
I still wanted that original me – that little girl on the phone – to grow 
up and meet my husband and fall in love with him! I wanted our kids 
to be born! I couldn’t do anything to screw that up.

What was I going to do then?
I needed something to write on. I hopped down and rummaged 

through the drawers in the kitchen until I found a small spiral note-
pad and a pencil. I tore off a sheet of paper, then I leaned on the chair 



21

2020

under the phone and used it like a desk. 
 “All right!” I said to myself. “What are my challenges?” I wrote the 

word “Challenges” at the top of the paper.
Under it, I wrote “1. Short.”
What else. “2. No money.”
What else. “3. No identity. No birth certificate. No SS#. I do not 

exist on paper.”
Whoa. I didn’t exist! 
I looked at the words I’d written, nice big words with nice straight 

lines. I drew a line down the center of the page for a second column. 
At the top I wrote “Assets.” I realized that most of the things in the 
first column had the potential to be assets. Except for “No money.” I 
couldn’t see anything good about that. 

If I had managed to return to 1980 with the mind of a 44-year-
old, though, I could find ways to take advantage. I wondered if I 
would just continue from this point onward, living in the 1980s, or if 
I would – pop – disappear from the past and reappear in the future in 
an hour or a day or a month.

“What if I have to repeat the next 40 years?”
That overwhelmed me for a moment. I didn’t want to think about 

it. “But, if I do have to do a repeat...when I reach Groundhog Day in 
2020, I’ll have to show up here and take over for the original me that 
disappeared. So that my kids still have a mother.”

Unless I returned to 4-years-old again. An eternal loop from ages 4 
to 44 over and again. That seemed a bit miserable and pointless.

That’s when a realization power-punched me. Right then, right 
as I pictured myself looping through eternity, an outlandish idea 
smashed through my brain like a train engine, obliterating all the 
other thoughts in its way.

I stood up. “I can go anywhere,” I told myself. 
I had complete freedom! I had no house. No car payment. No bills. 

I had no parents looking for me or a job to go to. I had absolutely no 
responsibilities in the entire world. I couldn’t go home to Everett, but 
I also didn’t have to live in the frozen mountains of the north.

Jeopardy! I could head to Los Angeles and go on Jeopardy! If I 
were stuck back in time in a short little body, I might as well use my 
brains and win Kids’ Week on a game show. I could make a ton of 
money and stick it in the bank so that it would be waiting for me if I 
suddenly popped back into the future again. 

I imagined the ocean and palm trees and a wonderful shortage of 
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snow. I needed to find my way to southern California.
I glanced at the clock. It was almost 2:00. It would be getting dark 

in a couple hours, and I had to think quickly. 
I climbed back up the stairs to the boys’ room and hunted through 

their closet again. A snow jacket hanging in the way back looked my 
size. Hats? No hats. Bags? A cheap nylon book bag hid under a pile 
of Shane’s Legos. I dumped the Legos and took the bag. I stole a pair 
of socks from his drawer and another pair of stupid whitey tighties 
and put them in the bag. Geez, how long before boxer briefs became 
a thing? 

I stepped lightly down the stairs to the kitchen and added two 
Nutty Buddy bars and a tin of sardines from the pantry. The bag 
weighed maybe eight ounces. In the hall closet I found a box of snow 
stuff, and I grabbed a hat and two mismatched mittens. Not proper 
snow gloves, just fuzzy mittens. I wanted snow boots, but I worried 
that I’d take something Shane still needed. Finally, I grabbed a new 
toothbrush from the drawer in the bathroom.

I tugged on my stolen hat and mittens and slung the stolen bag 
over my shoulder, and I headed out the door and down the snowy 
steps. One day those steps would belong to me. One far far away day.
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No great concrete freeway marred Wallace, Idaho in 1980. Trucks 
rumbled through town all day and night, and the brick mining town 
seemed locked back in time, as though the people still lived in the 
1950s. Or the 1850s, because working girls still openly populated the 
brothels. 

It took me 30 minutes to walk the half mile from my house to the 
center of town. “I am short,” I said as I marched down the sidewalk 
on the main street. “I’m little and weak. I can’t walk fast, but being 
short and light can be an advantage.” It meant that I could sneak into 
places. I could climb into a car or truck with California license plates, 
and it was possible nobody would notice me. At first, I thought I’d 
slip into the cab of a big semi truck, but the idea of climbing up into 
a monster like that seemed impossible. I’d have to find a small vehicle 
of some kind. This idea first led me to the nearest gas station, where I 
hid behind a dumpster.

 I looked for something very specific: a small car (which meant 
small doors that I could open) with California plates, which drove in 
when the place was empty. That was my brilliant plan, and I figured 
it would work because there were no credit card readers on the pumps 
back then. Those gas pumps had numbers that rolled mechanically, 
and you flipped up the lever to get the gas going. I assumed every 
single driver would have to pop inside to pay for their gas.

I hadn’t realized something, though. An important something. The 
town of Wallace still had full-service gas stations in 1980. I hid behind 
the dumpster and watched in deep disappointment as one driver after 
another sat in their cars while the gas station attendant walked out to 
serve them. I couldn’t go sneaking into anybody’s car while they sat 
behind the steering wheel and the attendant stood pumping their gas!

As I grieved over this development, a train blared on its way 
through town right behind me. A train! 

No. I instantly realized this was a bad idea. First, I’d freeze to death. 
I imagined my tiny little body climbing up the icy metal of a train car, 
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and I saw myself fall right under the train and get sliced into pieces. 
They’d find me in two frozen little lumps like a Tootsie Roll bitten in 
half. Plus, I didn’t want to end up in icy, windy Chicago. I wanted 
to land somewhere warm, where I could sleep outside in playground 
equipment and be fine.

I leaned against the cold metal of the dumpster for a minute. Big 
fat snowflakes drifted onto my neck, and I began to appreciate the 
danger of my situation. Serious danger. The sun glowed beyond the 
snow clouds on the west side of town, but night would soon dominate 
that Groundhog Day in North Idaho. I had no friends to hunt down. 
I didn’t want to hide in somebody’s house or camp out in the library, 
because that only delayed the problem. I needed to find a way to jump 
into a car on its way out of town, and there wasn’t a better time than 
now. I pictured all the shops along Bank Street, walking mentally past 
them to the end of town. And that’s when sunshine glowed on my sad 
little form by the dumpster. The grocery store. That was my ticket out. 

Thirty minutes later, I hid behind a giant Buick and surveyed the 
store. Ten cars dotted the parking lot in two rows facing the front 
doors. Plenty of folks had stopped to shop for dinner, and I hid and 
watched them enter and exit. I hoped they wouldn’t notice me while 
they were focused on their lists of milk and lettuce and burger. 

Slop slop slop, I dashed through the half-frozen slush, hopping 
from car to car, checking plates. Idaho. Montana. Idaho. Wisconsin. 

“Wisconsin? What the heck?” 
I had reached the end of the row. Groan.
I hid behind a station wagon, thinking. I didn’t want to try the 

next row, the one closer to the front door. I hated the idea of all that 
exposure as people pushed carts through the swinging doors. I ran 
back the way I’d come, peeking between the cars at those other license 
plates. 

“This is crap!” I growled. “The snow!” Dirty slush and frozen mush 
half-coated the license plates and blocked my view. I fell back behind 
the lamp post and hid there in the dusky evening shadows, watching 
as cars left and others pulled in. I waited as each drove past, and I eyed 
their plates in the dimming light.

My slush-drenched feet had long passed the numbness stage when 
a Washington plate finally passed me. Washington! That might get 
me to Spokane or Seattle, which were both warmer than Wallace. I 
had only seen Montana and Idaho plates, and I didn’t dare hold out 
for California at this point. I scurried to get into position behind my 
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target, and I watched as a lone man climbed out. He slumped through 
the snow until he had entered through the store’s automatic doors. 
They weren’t sliding glass doors, like they were in my time. There were 
two doors, and they opened inward and outward. He disappeared 
inside, and I cautiously dashed to his driver’s side door, praying he 
hadn’t locked it. 

All my plans had failed. California plates? No! Small car? Not a 
bit. “It’s like my father’s Oldsmobile.” A big, huge, metal Olds. 

I used both thumbs to press in the fat button on the handle, and 
magically, wonderfully, the mechanism clicked inside. I pulled on the 
handle with both hands, leaning away from that huge metal door with 
all my forty pounds of weight, and it eased open just enough for me to 
wriggle inside. I climbed up on the blue vinyl bench seat and turned 
and pulled the door shut as hard as I could.

“Clunch.” 
“Thank you, Jesus,” I said wholeheartedly. “Thank you.”
I jumped over the front seat into the back, and then I turned and 

glanced down at the front seat. Slush from my shoes made a sloppy 
mess below the steering wheel. Oh no. I leaned over the seat back on 
my stomach and reached down with my mittens to dry the wet off, 
but it didn’t do much good, because my mittens were so soaked. I 
grunted as I wiped. The seat back pressed into my tummy as I dangled 
down, and my feet practically bumped into the ceiling. I managed to 
clean the driver’s seat to a nice shiny dampness, then I heaved myself 
back up and dropped to the floor in the back. I placed my face on the 
carpeted hump from the driveline tunnel. And I waited.

I sure hoped this guy headed west. I hoped he hadn’t just taken 
off from Spokane on his way to Bismarck or Fargo. I loathed turning 
myself in so early in my journey, and I absolutely did not want to end 
up in a foster home in North Dakota! My brave grandmother had 
grown up in North Dakota, and we were durable Scandinavian folks, 
but I didn’t care. The North Dakota wind and I made bitter, hateful 
enemies. 

I rested on the floor for a solid 10 minutes. The longer I lay there, 
the worse I feared discovery. If he bought a lot of groceries, the guy 
might open a back door and start shoving bags in, and I felt certain 
he’d see a little kid piled in a heap on his floor. 

The car insides had warmed me when I’d first climbed in, but the 
car and my body both cooled as the minutes ticked by. I felt the wet 
of my clothing, my socks and shoes and mittens. I longed for the guy 
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to return, to start the car and warm me up. But, I also feared he’d spy 
me. Grab me and drag me out. Hold me up in the air and ask, “Kid, 
what are you doing in my car?”

 “Please don’t let him see me,” I begged. Please. Pleeeease. I even 
started crying there, the smell of old vinyl and rubber floor mats in 
my face. The salty warm tears mixed with melted snow that burned 
my cheeks. 

I heard a crunching outside the car, and a mixture of relief and 
anxiety swirled around inside me. I heard no squeaky wheels of a cart, 
just the slushy stomp of footsteps, and I listened, trying to decide what 
he was doing. Shuffling. The passenger door creaked open and cold 
snow blew in. Icy fresh air mixed with the vinyl odor. Two paper bags 
scraped across passenger seat. The heavy door slammed shut. Slomp 
slomp slomp, he walked around the front of the car to his door. The 
driver’s door creaked open. Keys jingled. The heavy woven seatbelt 
pulled across his chest, and the buckle clicketty clunk, snapped into 
place. The keys jingled again, and rummm rummm… that beautiful 
engine growled to a happy rumbling life. 

In a moment, the radio clicked on and turned that vinyl cave into 
a bubble of merriment. The Beach Boys sang at us about their little 
deuce coupe, and soon warm air drifted at me under the front seat. As 
we backed up, the potholes and mushy road under the tires bounced 
and vibrated up into my face. I stuffed a damp arm under my head 
and rested as we headed out onto the road.

Right or left? East or West? 
Left. West. Thank you. 
I rested in relief. Go west, young man! And stowaway!
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That big boat of an Oldsmobile drove through the evening. As the 
radio hissed and sputtered, I took the opportunity to ease up onto the 
back seat itself. I quietly slid onto the bench seat, first body, then legs, 
then shoes. Ahhh, that felt better. Small or not, I’d felt cramped curled 
up on the floor. 

The guy occasionally reached around in his paper bags and ate 
things out of them. A potato chips bag rustled, and he crunched and 
crunched. A root beer can popped open, and the sweet aroma wafted 
over the back of the seat and down to me. Who didn’t like root beer?

I stuffed my arm under my head again and started planning my 
next stowaway project, in the likely case that we pulled off the freeway 
into a Spokane neighborhood. We soon passed the glow of Coeur 
d’Alene and then Spokane, however, and my driver never once pulled 
off. We kept zooming zooming beyond the city lights until dark night 
swamped the Oldsmobile. The vibration of the engine and the warmth 
of the heater and the sounds of oldies soothed me as mile after mile 
passed, and I finally fell into a damp, warm sleep. 

I awoke when bright gas station lights flashed into my face, but my 
driver just filled up his car and continued into the dark night again. 
Eventually, the radio failed us. The driver turned the dial through the 
entire array of stations, and only an occasional crackle or faint singing 
behind white noise greeted us. He finally gave up, and then he started 
singing out loud.

My chauffeur’s songs were…hilarious. His voice wasn’t good, but 
it wasn’t bad either, and he sang songs that I knew. Then, he changed 
them up with his own words, sometimes rhyming and sometimes not 
as he worked to pass the time. I’m certain that he’d never have crooned 
so freely if he knew he had an audience. 

I lay there, pleased at the entertainment. I decided I liked him. I 
liked Olds Driver. 

“I had a girl, and her name was Sal, and she left me colder than 
the Erie Canal. She weren’t a mule and she weren’t a sow, but she left 
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me colder than the Erie Canal. I hate her face more than a boil. I gots 
an Olds that burns up oil. Oh, Sal’s a drag and she’s the worst, and I 
hope her next car’s a big black hearse!”

He chuckled in the front seat. I stuffed my face inside my elbow 
crook and breathed in and out, in and out, until the urge to laugh left.

“Oh Sally, Sally what went wrong, oh so wrong!” he started again 
at full volume. “We went together for so long! Oh yes we did. I never 
thought a guy could die, until you made with Fred the Pie… face. Oh 
Sally, you went and left me alone. Hurts so bad! Sally, Sally left me 
alone. I hope you fly to Bermuda and explode in a fiery crash into the 
ocean. Oh Sally… Sally, you smell of bacon grease anyway…”

Wow. He was not bitter at all. 
He sang a few more songs, and then he tried the radio again. I 

hadn’t seen a single light for an hour, and I expected to eventually hit 
the mountains. The Columbia River. Something.

While my driver sang, I scooted to the window behind his head, 
sat up, and tried to peek outside. I’d forgotten that it was difficult to 
look out windows when you’re a little kid, because you’re too short. 
I could see upward better than I could see outward, and I gazed up 
and out the window at the dim stars above us, and I tried to recognize 
them. I thought we were driving west, toward Seattle or Portland, 
and that meant my window faced south, but I couldn’t recognize a 
single constellation. I expected to see Orion, all huge and bright in the 
southern sky out my window, but no Orion appeared. Which meant 
… we weren’t driving west. 

Where was Olds Driver going? I felt momentary concern that 
we headed north, toward Omak or something, and I slowly turned 
and eased onto my knees to look out the back window. A full moon 
washed out most of the starlight, but the Big Dipper smiled faintly at 
me. I followed its pointer stars to Polaris. 

Okay, then we were driving due south. Well, that was fine. South 
was good.

I lay back down and listened as my driver twisted his radio dial 
through the stations. He soon gave up, and we drove for a long time 
in silence. He reached into his bag and unwrapped something. As he 
chewed, I smelled pepperoni? No, pastrami. And pickles. My stomach 
grumbled at me, and I thought of the stolen Nutty Buddies in my 
bag. I’d have to wait until he got out again before I could eat them. I 
hoped he’d stop soon. I had to use the bathroom. 

I had almost fallen asleep again when he started talking to himself. 
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Muttering at first. Then outright talking. He did both parts of a long 
conversation with himself. Sometimes three parts. 

“Nah, I dint say that.”
“Oh yes you did.”
“No I dint. You always gots to put words in my mouth.”
“Don’t say ‘gots.’ You cain’t talk right.”
“Hesh yo mouth. You smell like kumquats.”
“Don’t you say that about her! She’s a lady!”
“She’s not a lady! She’s a toad that smells like kumquats.”
“Kumquats. What the hell’s a kumquat? You make no sense.”
“That’s cuz I ain’t got no cents. I spent ‘em all on kumquats.”
“Don’t say ‘ain’t.’ You cain’t talk right.”
“Hesh yo mouth. Jo mama’s got jowels that would make a saddle-

bag proud.”
“You leave my mama out of this.”
“Oh no. Jo mama ain’t gots a chance when I’m around.”
“Seymour, you be nice.”
“Now now now… I’m not nice. Don’t you go tryin to change me.”
“You cain’t change!”
“Nope, I cain’t! I done spent all my change on kumquats.”
And that’s when I giggled.
It was like the time back when I was five. I talked and talked and 

wouldn’t shut up, so my Uncle George said, “Hey Sadie, I’ll bet you 
five dollars you can’t stop talking for an hour.” 

I said, “Okay! It’s a bet!” 
Then, I just retired to the rec room upstairs, where it was easy to 

keep quiet while watching Bugs Bunny. 
In the middle of my second show, Uncle George called up the 

stairs, “Hey Sadie!”
“What!” I answered.
“Haha!” he said. “You lose!”
Oh!!! That rat! He tricked me! He waited until I’d forgotten that I 

was supposed to keep quiet, and then he called to me.
Seymour made that last crack about kumquats, and I laughed. I 

had just forgotten. For a moment - one single moment I forgot I had 
to keep quiet.

And I felt his foot lift off the gas. 
I froze. I lay still, my eyes wide open in the back seat. I could hear 

him listening. I could hear him wondering if he had simply imagined 
an audience in the back. I knew he was looking in the rearview mirror, 
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but all he saw behind him was darkness. Blackness. 
Olds Driver pressed the gas and drove on, but he no longer enter-

tained us with his spastic trialogue. I lay absolutely still, breathing as 
quietly as I could without suffocating myself. 

I started to relax. Maybe he’d shrugged it off. 
Then, without warning, the car slammed over to the side of the 

road, and I slid involuntarily to the floor with a thump. We skidded 
to a stop in the gravel, and clunk, the gear lever moved to Park. His 
door slung open and the dome light came on, shining like a veritable 
sun through my dark vinyl bubble.

I curled up into a ball on the floor, tucked into the smallest space 
that I could, trying to look like a lump of rags. It didn’t work. The 
door opened behind me, and a hand grabbed me by the back of my 
stolen coat and plopped me up on the back seat.

A variety of unmentionables popped out of the man’s mouth as 
he stared at the stowaway that he’d carted away from Wallace, Idaho. 

“What’s wrong with you!” he shouted at me. Then, he stomped 
around outside his car on a black, lonely road, cursing at the moonlit 
night sky.

He stuck his face back through the door. He looked about 30, 
both young and grown up at the same time. He hadn’t shaved that 
day. His five-o-clock shadow had darkened into something like a two-
day-o-clock shadow. His dark hair stuck up over his head, as though 
he’d been wearing a snow hat. 

“Where do you live? I can’t take you home! I do not have the gas 
money or - or - or the time to drive you home! You stupid little kid! 
Where do you live?”

He did not strangle me, and I felt grateful. I decided we needed 
to get on the same page as quickly as we could. I needed him to stop 
freaking out.

“What’s your name?” I asked. “Is your name Seymour?” He had 
used that name in his trialogue.

“No!” he shook his head. “No, that’s… that’s just one of my - I 
- I just have made-up names for- That’s not important. What’s your 
name?”

“My name is Dodge. What’s your name?”
“Dodge, I need to know where to put you.” He got angry again. 

“Why did you do that! Why did you climb into my car! Do you realize 
how far we’ve driven? Wait a minute. Did you get in at Kennewick or 
… or Wallace… or Missoula? How long have you been stowed back 
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there?”
“It’s okay, Seymour,” I said. “You don’t need to take me backward. 

I don’t want to go back.”
“Mike! I’m Mike. Don’t be stupid. You can’t run away. You have 

to go home.”
“That’s the thing,” I tried to explain. “I don’t have a home. I don’t 

have parents. Nobody is going to be looking for me. I’m trying to get 
to California.”

“What do you mean you don’t have parents! Of course you have 
parents.”

“No,” I said. “I lost them. And I’m a genius, with super ridiculous 
crazy genius powers. And I don’t want the CIA to get ahold of me and 
stick me in a little room and do electroshock on me to control me. 
I really don’t want that to happen. Please calm down, and just keep 
going to wherever you were going, and we can talk while you drive.”

I’m sure that whole spiel sounded other-worldly spilling from the 
mouth of a little kid. I should have been crying and snotting on myself 
like a respectable child, but I just met Mike’s stare and waited for him 
to make a decision. I knew he wasn’t going to leave me alongside the 
road, and that was the only thing I couldn’t handle at that moment. 
He would have to keep driving with me somewhere. Somewhere that 
wasn’t the middle of nowhere. 

He just glared at me. “You’re a super genius, huh? And you don’t 
want the CIA to get you?” He sounded less than convinced.

I nodded. “But, I have to poop. Can we go somewhere sanitary 
where I could do that?”

Mike gave up. He sort of wilted, like he had no energy to fight 
about it. 

“Okay, listen up. You’re going to sit in the front seat and answer 
every question I ask. And you’re not going to be a little jerk about it, 
okay?”

I nodded. 
He grabbed his two bags of groceries from across his front seat and 

stuffed them past me into the back seat. Then he slid me out by my 
coat, physically picked me up, and slung me over his shoulder around 
the front of the car to the passenger door. His flannel jacket bounced 
against my face fuzzily as he walked. I couldn’t see anything until he 
had uprighted me, and the dashboard came into focus as he dropped 
me into my new seat.

“Where are we?” I asked. 
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“No. I ask questions,” Mike answered. He reached down and slid 
the broad seatbelt across me to click it into place. The shoulder strap 
hit me in the face, so he tucked it behind me, then tugged on the lap 
belt until it snugged against my middle. Then, he slammed the door.

A half minute later, the Oldsmobile rumbled back down the road.
“I am entirely pissed at you,” he informed me. “I don’t care if you 

are a super genius or an alien or a secret government weapon, I am 
pissed that you got into my car.”

I didn’t say anything. To be honest, I felt a little victorious. We 
had driven too far for him to return me to Wallace, and I no longer 
had to hide in the back. I didn’t have to curl up on the floor, breathing 
exhaust. 

“What did you say your name is? Dodge?”
I nodded. 
“Dodge?”
He couldn’t see me in the dark car. I had to answer.
“Yes.”
“Dodge what?”
I said the first thing that came to mind. “Dodge Journey.” I said 

that, and I laughed. I had just named myself after a car after all.
“What’s funny?” Mike asked. “That’s not funny. Nothing about 

this is funny.”
“I’m sorry, Mike,” I said. “I really am. I know you’re ticked off that 

I got into your car, but I think you’re fantastic. I’m glad I stowed away 
with you and not some psycho. I like you a lot.”

I could feel him glowering at the road. It’s hard to return, “You’re 
fantastic,” with, “You’re a little prick.” But, he managed it.

“Well. You’re a little prick,” Mike growled.
I sighed. “Probably. But, you saved my life. I was going to freeze 

to death in the slush, and getting into your car saved me. So! Ask me 
questions.”

He drove in silence for a few moments. “Okay. Where are you 
from?” he asked. “Do your parents beat you? Is that why you ran 
away?”

“No. I don’t have parents.”
“Are they going to report you missing, and I’m going to get charged 

with kidnapping?”
“I. Don’t. Have. Parents.”
“Are you a science experiment?”
I hadn’t thought about that. “You know…” I said, thoughtfully. 
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“Maybe I am.”
“You don’t know?”
“No. I don’t. But, I am a real human being. I’m not a robot or an 

android or anything.”
“How old are you?”
“Forty-four,” I said.
“I told you not to be a jerk,” he said.
I sighed again. This whole thing was going to be difficult. I hated 

lying, but the truth didn’t sound believable. People weren’t going to 
believe the truth. I’d have to give them an amended truth, something 
relatively reasonable, something that made sense to them. I didn’t 
want to tell Mike I’d fallen asleep the night before in 2020 and that I 
had 40 years of memories not accounted for by my small body.

“I was born in 1975,” I said honestly.
“Okay. And where are you from?” he asked.
“I was born in Lynnwood, Washington,” I said. “But I’ve moved 

about 25 times since then.” See? That was true. My four-year-old self 
had only moved two times, but the full me had moved all over the 
country.

“Really?” he sounded doubtful. “Like where?”
I took a deep breath. “Washington, Idaho, Colorado. But I woke 

up this morning in somebody else’s house, where I didn’t want to be. 
So, I figured I’d escape the north and head to Southern California. 
At least, south where it’s warm. Maybe Santa Monica. Doesn’t Santa 
Monica sound nice?”

Mike said nothing for awhile, as though he were absorbing what 
I had said. 

“What do you mean, you ‘woke up this morning’ in somebody 
else’s house?”

“Exactly that,” I said openly. “I woke up in some other kid’s bed, 
and I had no clue how I got there. It wasn’t my bed, and it wasn’t my 
house. But, I have no parents, so nobody is missing me. It’s not like 
I am a lost child. I guarantee, there isn’t a soul on this planet who is 
looking for me.”

“Well,” he said. “What happened to your parents? Did they die?”
I shrugged. “Whether they are alive or dead really doesn’t matter. 

They just don’t know I exist.” 
“Did somebody kidnap you? Who has been raising you?”
I scratched my nose. “That’s a good question,” I answered. “Mike, 

I really have to go poop. Is there a town nearby at all? Can you tell my 
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colon how long it has to hold on?”
He snorted. I think he’d tried to stifle a laugh, and it came out 

wrong. “You are a pain, you know that, right?” 
“Yes, sir,” I said. “I’m certain of it.”
“Okay. We’re about ten miles north of Grass Valley.”
“Is that Oregon?” I asked.
“Yep,” Mike grunted.
We drove in silence for a minute.
“Do you live in Oregon?” I asked. “You have Washington plates.”
“Yes, I have Washington plates,” he admitted. “Until a little while 

ago, I lived in Washington.”
“Like… a month ago?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Four years? I’ll get them changed one of these 

days.” Then he barked, “And no questions about me! I’m interrogating 
you! I think you’re a big fat liar. But, I want to know - if you’re a super 
genius - I want to know how much you actually know.”

I just sat for a moment, not wanting to answer him. I knew that 
I could spit out impressive things, and it didn’t seem fun anymore. I 
just felt like a humbug, the Wizard of Oz, pretending to be something 
I wasn’t. “I dunno. Just ask me something.”

“Can you do algebra?”
“Yeah.”
“Whatever. No you can’t.”
“Yeah, I can,” I said dispassionately. “I can do geometry, but I 

mean… I think any four-year-old should be able to do geometry. It’s 
long division that’s a pain in the neck.”

Mike chuckled. “Tell me about it.” He thought for a moment. 
“Can you read?”

“Sure.”
“Spell something for me, then.”
“Okay.”
He sucked on his lower lip. “Spell cow.”
“C-O-W.”
“Spell Frankenstein.”
I laughed. Frankenstein. “Okay. F-R-A-N-K-E-N-S-T-E-I-N.”
I could tell that impressed him. “Not bad. Spell chrysanthemum.”
“You’re full of it,” I said. “I bet you don’t even know how to spell 

chrysanthemum. Even if I spelled it right, you wouldn’t know.”
“I do, as a matter of fact,” Mike said. “Try it.”
“Okay!” I tried to think of Anne of Green Gables. Gilbert Blythe 
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had spelled it wrong, and Anne got it right. “Okay. C-H-R-Y-S…A-
N-T-H…E…M-U-M.” That E in the middle was important.

Mike started laughing for real. “That’s pretty awesome,” he said. 
“What’s 18 x 6?”

“Ow. Um. That’s 60 plus 48. So. 108.”
“What’s the square root of 121?”
“Eleven.”
“What’s 20 cubed?”
“So, 400 times 20 is 8000.”
“What’s the capital of California?”
“Sacramento?”
“What’s the capital of Minnesota?”
“St. Paul.”
“New York?”
“Albany.”
“Who is buried in Grant’s tomb?”
“I never understood why people ask that,” I said. “Isn’t it just 

Grant? Like. It’s a question to stump stupid people?”
“Yes. Who was the 40th president?”
“Ronald Reagan.”
“Well,” Mike said. “That’s a good guess.”
I was tempted to tell him - that I knew Ronald Reagan would be 

the 40th president. I wanted to tell him what would happen in the 
future.

“You don’t think he can beat Carter?” I asked.
“I mean, I’m sure he can. I think a dancing duck could beat Cart-

er.”
We drove in silence for a moment.
“You want to know what is really weird, Mike?” I said. 
“What?”
“You were probably born in 1950.”
“Another good guess.”
“Really?”
“Well, 1949.”
I shook my head. He was the same age as my mom. He was this 

young guy, and in 2020, Mike would be 70-years-old, maybe already 
71. In my world, he was legitimately an old man, and I was driving in 
a 1960s Oldsmobile with him as a young, 30-year-old guy. It just felt 
so strange. I almost wanted to cry.

“Why’s that so weird?” he asked. 
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“Oh nothing,” I shook my head. “I feel older than somebody who 
was born in 1975.”

I could feel him nod in the seat next to me. “Yeah. I can see that.”
A few minutes later, we drove into a little town. Most of the lights 

glowed dimly, and I doubted that any gas stations stayed open so late 
at night. It had to be past midnight.

“I really have to go,” I said. “Are there any places open?”
“No,” he said. “But I have an aunt here. We’ll sneak into her place 

and you can use her bathroom.” 
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I realized that age had changed me, had softened me. I had come 
to realize how few things were worth fussing about. When I was 12, I 
might have felt deep embarrassment about sneaking into a stranger’s 
house in the middle of the night, potentially waking her up. At this 
point in my life, I’d gotten exceptionally practical, and I was happy 
if I didn’t have to go in a field. I didn’t care if Mike’s aunt yelled at us 
for waking her up. I didn’t care if she chased us out with a shotgun, as 
long as I had the opportunity to use her bathroom first.

Or, maybe I felt that way because I’d returned to early childhood, 
and I had no sense of propriety yet.

Mike turned down one street and then another before he pulled 
in front of a tiny square house with a separate garage. A small electric 
candle glowed in the darkness of the big window out front. I shoved 
open my heavy door and stepped out into the cool night air. The 
moon shone big and bright in the northeast, almost a full round circle.

“Come on,” Mike hissed. “Let’s make this quick.”
He led me up the concrete front steps and through the unlocked 

front door. The warmth inside the house felt nice after the brief cold 
outside. Mike led me through the living room, then used his whole 
arm to point to the left, down a small hallway where the bathroom 
door sat open.

“Go. And try to be quiet.”
I gently shut the door and took care of my business. So relieved. 

I felt like Mike had saved my life again, and I owed him the world. I 
owed him a million dollars. One day, I would find ways to bless his 
grandchildren.

Of course, Auntie heard us, because old women are like owls and 
cats. Old men will sleep through atomic bomb testing, but old women 
wake up when the dog shifts its weight on the couch. After I’d washed 
and dried my hands, I emerged from the bathroom to find Mike in the 
kitchen just off the living room, chatting with a middle-aged woman. 
She sat in a white terry cloth bathrobe, her short brown hair still in the 
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process of going silver. She’d flipped the lights on, and she’d already 
put on a kettle of water. It hissed on the stove as it heated. 

“This is the child?” she asked. 
Mike nodded.
“I’m Dodge,” I reached out my hand to shake hers.
“Well, he’s just a tiny thing!” she insisted. “And he’s soaking wet, 

Mike! Here, baby. You take those things off.”
Oh, I liked this aunt! My clothes weren’t soaking, but they were 

damp enough. She started pulling off my excess cover: my mismatched 
mittens and hat, my jacket and sweater and pants and socks. When 
she’d peeled me down to my t-shirt and underwear, she stopped. That’s 
where the wet seemed to end.

“I do have a pair of dry socks,” I said.
“Don’t worry about that,” she said. “We’ll throw these in the dryer 

and get them nice and warm. Mikey, hon, why don’t you both sleep 
here tonight? I can wash his things and dry them, and you can have 
breakfast and drive the rest of the way in the morning.”

Mike sighed. “It’s just two hours farther.”
“Yes, but you’re tired. It’s one in the morning. You should sleep. 

And this little one needs dry clothes. Don’t you, Dodge?”
“Yes ma’am,” I said. I tried to imagine myself as a tiny little kid. I 

smiled, because I knew I looked adorable, standing there acting super 
polite in a t-shirt and baggy underwear.

“Are you hungry, Dodge?”
“Yes, ma’am,” I nodded.
She grinned, tickled. “Well, baby. I’ll make you up a grilled cheese 

sandwich, okay? And you don’t have to call me ‘ma’am,’ Dodge. You 
just call me ‘Aunt Mindy.’”

I nodded again. A hot sandwich sounded awesome. The last thing 
I’d eaten was that bologna thing hours earlier, and my poor tummy 
felt painfully empty. As soon as she said, “grilled cheese,” I felt I would 
die before she’d finished making it. I thought of the Nutty Buddies in 
my bag in the car. It was good I could save those for later. 

“Do you want to take a bath, Dodge?” she asked. “You can get 
nice and warmed up, and I’ll wash your underclothes too, okay?”

I felt nervous about that, and it showed. Aunt Mindy read my face 
and assumed I was shy, not guessing that I wanted to hide the deeper 
realities of my identity. 

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I have jammies for my grandson here. 
You can take those into the bathroom with you, and you can have 



39

2020

all the privacy you need, okay? Do you know how to run a bath for 
yourself?”

“I can take a shower,” I said. “I can do it.”
In a few minutes, I hugged a pair of footie pajamas with the feet 

cut out and (AND) a set of Captain America Underoos. I cannot 
tell you the excitement those Underoos gave me. When Aunt Mindy 
placed the briefs and undershirt in my hands, I gaped with my mouth 
half open. “These are amazing,” I breathed. “I love them.”

“Well then,” Aunt Mindy grinned, pleased at my delight. “You go 
ahead and keep them, baby. Charlie’s outgrown them.”

I carried my garments into the bathroom and took a hot shower 
that chased away every last shiver I had. I dried off, then I borrowed 
the hair dryer from under the sink. I dried out my ears and enjoyed 
the wonderful warm air. With every bit of dampness gone, I girded 
my loins and chest with the noble Captain America, and I climbed up 
on the toilet and studied myself in the mirror. 

Haha! That was so fun. I looked like a tiny little boy with a fuzzy 
head. I made muscles, and I laughed at myself. Then I hopped down 
and pulled on my pjs and trotted out into the living room.

Aunt Mindy grabbed me and swooped me into a seat at the table 
in front of a large grilled cheese sandwich on whole wheat bread. I 
glanced up at Mike. He sat opposite me, pulling apart his own grilled 
cheese and stuffing it into his mouth. He still looked disgusted, as 
though I had gotten him into this. I had forced him to visit his aunt 
and eat a hot gooey sandwich and sleep instead of driving through the 
night.

I chewed on my sandwich, enjoying every creamy bite. She’d used 
real cheddar. “May I have some water?” I asked between mouthfuls.

“I have hot water,” she said. “I thought I’d make you cocoa.”
“Thank you,” I said. “May I have some cold water too? I’m awfully 

thirsty.”
She set a glass of water before me, then she returned to the counter 

to make my cocoa. 
“Aren’t you tired?” I asked her. “I’m sorry we woke you up. I just 

had to go to the bathroom.”
“Oh, I’m glad you had to go to the bathroom, baby. Mikey hardly 

ever stops by, and I love to see him. I don’t mind that you had to drag 
him here in the middle of the night.”

I smiled at that sweet lady, then I set down my sandwich and 
guzzled my water. So so thirsty. It tasted cool and wonderful, and my 
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tiny tummy swelled. Next, I started on the cocoa with both hands. 
“What did Mike tell you about me?” I asked.
Mike didn’t even look up. He just concentrated on his food. 
Aunt Mindy settled down next to me with her own cup. She 

poured milk into it from a quart container. “Would you like some 
milk to cool your cocoa?” she asked.

I nodded. She had only filled my mug halfway, wise woman. 
She poured in a bit of milk that swirled and lightened the brown 

in my cup. “Oh,” she finally answered. “He told me that he was friends 
with your dad. That you had a little trip to visit your grandparents, 
and he’s taking you home. And, he tells me that you’re very smart.”

I tried to thank Mike with my eyes. I didn’t want Aunt Mindy to 
know about my homeless status. I didn’t want the cops to appear at 
Aunt Mindy’s door in the morning and cart me away with my cool 
new Captain America underwear. I wanted to thank Aunt Mindy for 
being such an honest, open person who willingly believed her fibbing 
nephew. 

“He says your dad is an engineer in his firm. Do you think you 
might be an engineer one day like your dad?”

 I shook my head. “I’m going to be a chemist,” I said.
“Really?” Aunt Mindy raised her eyebrows. “What does a chemist 

do?”
“Well,” I said. “The kind of chemist I’m going to be is the kind 

that can tell people what’s in their rocks.” I didn’t want to sound too 
smart to Aunt Mindy. I might talk quantum physics wtih Mike, but 
Aunt Mindy needed to see me as a little kid who liked shiny things. 
“Miners are looking for gold, and they need to know if there’s gold or 
silver in their rocks. So, that’s what I wanna do.”

I glanced at Mike across the table and saw him shaking his head. 
He recognized that I was pretending to be a normal little kid. Smart, 
but normal. Well, he was the one who had outright lied! We were a 
pair, telling stories to his precious Aunt Mindy. Except that I really 
did want to be a geochemist. Or rather, I had been a geochemist in a 
future life.

I asked, “Mike, are you an engineer too? Like my dad?”
Mike took a bite of his cheese sandwich and chewed for awhile. 

“No,” he swallowed his food and drank down his cocoa. “I’m in sales. 
I sell the things your dad helps develop.”

“Oh,” I nodded. “That’s right.”
“That’s right.” He finished chewing and swallowed, then he said, 
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“Aunt dear. I love you, but I’m tired and I need to get some sleep. You 
feel free to talk to Dodge all you want, but don’t tell him any of my 
secrets. He’s a sneaky little guy. He’ll be figuring out how to empty my 
bank account if you’re not careful.” Mike reached over and gave his 
aunt a kiss on the head, then he disappeared into another room.

“I like Mike,” I said when he’d gone. “He’s funny.”
Aunt Mindy’s face warmed into a big smile. “Yes, he is,” she said. 
“Thank you drying my clothes,” I said. “I was running around in 

the snow before I got in Mike’s car. It wasn’t Mike’s fault, it was mine.”
“Well, that’s what little boys do,” she said. “But, don’t feel too bad. 

If you need to throw a snowball at Mike’s head,” she leaned forward 
and whispered, “I think you should. Tomorrow, you throw snow at 
him for me, would you?”

I snickered. “Okay.”
“Okay,” she smiled. 
At that very moment, a feeling of longing swept over me so strong 

and sweet that tears blubbed up in my eyes. I thought of my own little 
children, separated from me by decades. I thought of all the people I 
had lost in one strange day. I tried to hide my face in my sleeve, but 
that precious woman saw my emotion before I managed it. 

“My goodness! What’s wrong, Dodge?” she asked, alarmed. 
“Nothing,” I said. I took a long draw from the cooled cocoa, and 

I wiped my eyes. That cured me a little. I felt better. “I just,” I wanted 
her to know part of the truth. “I just think you’re so kind and nice. I 
wish I had met you before today.”

“Aww, Dodge,” she smiled. “Well! Maybe you can come back and 
visit me someday. Make my nephew come and see me.”

That didn’t sound too bad. “Okay. Maybe I can. Hey!” I thought 
of something. “I have an idea. Write down your address for me. I’ll 
write you a letter!”

“That’s a wonderful idea!” she said. “I would love to get a letter 
from you.”

Aunt Mindy disappeared into the other room and returned with a 
tiny notepad. It was so small, it looked like it belonged to a doll. 

“I’m going to give this to you, Dodge. It’s your address book, and 
every time you meet a friend that you want to write letters to, you just 
put their address in here. Okay?”

“Okay.” 
I watched as she wrote her name and address and phone number 

on the first page. Her information filled the tiny paper. 
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“Will the sheets fall out easily?” I asked. I liked Aunt Mindy, and 
there might come a day when I needed her help again. I didn’t want 
to lose her address.

She tugged on several of the pages. “They seem pretty well glued 
in there,” she said. “Just don’t get it wet. Don’t go dropping it in the 
snow.”

I turned the tough little pages; the book contained 20 small square 
sheets in total. I had an address book! What a splendid thing. Much 
better than writing on a single sheet that would get dropped or run 
through the laundry.

“Thank you, Aunt Mindy.” I took the cup of cocoa, and I drank it 
down deeply. Then I wiped my face. 

I excused myself, and I dashed out to the car in my bare feet to 
grab my toothbrush. Snow or no snow, I wanted to brush my teeth. 
In my original childhood, I hadn’t cared about oral hygiene, but now 
I couldn’t bear to go to sleep without brushing. If I were in this new 
life for good, I had the opportunity to take care of my teeth and avoid 
the fillings and the crowns that had previously cost me thousands of 
dollars.
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I woke up on a couch with Mike shaking me. He had shaved his 
face smooth and dressed in clean jeans and a fresh button-up shirt.

“Whoa,” I said. “You look sharp.” 
“Get up,” he answered. “We need to get going.”
Aunt Mindy had risen and produced scrambled eggs and sausages 

and orange slices. She had laid out my clean, dry clothes, and I pulled 
my pants and t-shirt and sweater on over my Underoos. I gave Aunt 
Mindy a hug and a kiss before I climbed back into Mike’s car. Mike 
did the same, and I waved at her until we turned the corner. 

In the light of day, full of food and dry, I felt pretty darn good. 
Mike headed south, and I didn’t have to walk those long miles that 
Mike’s blue Olds ate up at 60 miles-per-hour. As we drove through 
the Oregon countryside, still white with snow, Mike glanced down at 
me and shook his head.

“Your legs hardly stick past the edge of the seat,” he said. “Did you 
tell Aunt Mindy you could do trigonometry and calculus and stuff?”

“I never told you that I could do trig and calculus and stuff,” I 
said.

“Yeah, but I wouldn’t be surprised. You didn’t tell her you knew 
the nuclear strike codes either, but I think you probably do.” 

“I might,” I said.
“That’s what I thought,” he nodded. “Listen. The biggest question 

is this: what am I going to do with you?”
“You don’t have to do anything with me,” I said. “When we get 

to where you’re going, I’m going to be very naughty, and I’m going 
to run off. I will disappear, and you shan’t have to bother your head 
about me.”

“I shan’t?” he said. “No, young man. I don’t think that’s a good 
idea. You might be a supergenius with your finger on the red nuclear 
button, but I can’t just let you run off. We’ll figure something out. Do 
you have any relatives in Santa Monica where you intend to land?”

I thought for a few moments. My mom’s family all lived north of 
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Los Angeles. I had aunts and uncles down there, but I couldn’t go see 
any of them. I sighed, overwhelmed again by loneliness. I had been 
cut off from everybody I had ever known. 

“My situation is ridiculously complicated, Mike. When I said that 
my parents don’t know I exist, I was telling you the truth. I don’t mind 
going into foster care, but I need to go into foster care somewhere near 
Hollywood.”

“Near Hollywood? Why?”
“Or Burbank, or wherever it is they film Jeopardy. They have Kids’ 

Week on Jeopardy, don’t they?”
Mike gave me a half smile. “Sorry to break it to you, kiddo, but 

Jeopardy was cancelled.”
“What! No Jeopardy?” I couldn’t believe it! I realized I didn’t know 

the exact dates for things. I imagined Alex Trebek walking around, 
begging for a job. “Well, Jeopardy will resurrect like the phoenix,” I 
told Mike. “And I want to get on it. Anyway, I don’t want to get stuck 
in the icy north.”

“How were you planning to get to Hollywood, anyway?” Mike 
frowned at me. “Were you just gonna stow away in random cars until 
you finally got there? Were you planning to call on hawks to fly you?”

“Well,” I nodded, “Gandalf owes me a favor. I was going to hit 
him up for a ride on his eagles.” I glanced up and saw that Mike didn’t 
look amused. I heaved out a breath. “Yeah, I figured I’d sneak into a 
car with California plates next. With or without Gandalf, I was pretty 
much winging it.” I snickered. Haha. Winging it. Hahaha…

Mike just shook his head. “That was bad.”
I kept giggling. “What are you talking about? That’s funny!”
“So bad,” Mike kept shaking his head. 
We must have drifted toward the shoulder, because he abruptly 

straightened the car and kept it between the lines. “It’s really weird,” 
he said. “I look at you and you’re this tiny little kid, but then you start 
talking, and I feel like we should be sitting somewhere having a beer. 
And it doesn’t do any good to watch the road, because you have this 
baby bear voice, this tiny Chip and Dale chipmunk voice, and I can’t 
get over it.” 

“Yep,” I nodded. “I can see that.”
 We drove for two more hours, and Mike started to answer some of 

my questions. He’d grown up in Vancouver, Washington. He worked 
for an office machines company in Bend, Oregon. He wasn’t married. 
Yes, Sally had dumped him.
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“Oh no,” he groaned. “You heard me singing, didn’t you?”
“I loved it,” I said. “It’s when I decided I liked you. What was her 

problem anyway?”
Mike shrugged. “I’m gone all the time for work, and she wanted 

me to be home. She wanted me to take a job at the paper factory in 
Camas, Washington, because they’re trying to modernize. But Dodge, 
have you ever been to Camas?”

I had, as a matter of fact. “Camas is pretty. It’s nice and green 
there.”

“Yes, but it’s a paper factory town, and paper mills plain stink. 
The stench covers the whole area, and I didn’t want my kids to grow 
up having the Papermakers as their school mascot. So, I told Sally I 
wanted to try something else, and she decided to try somebody else.”

“That’s cheeseball,” I shook my head. “You should be glad she 
moved on. If she didn’t love you deeply enough to wait a minute for 
you, it’s wise not to spend the rest of your life with her.” That was a 
fact.

“Oh, I know,” he curled his lip in more of a pout than a snarl. 
“I know. But, Fred! He’s got the personality of a ski jump. It’s totally 
insulting that she dumped me for Fred. He’s probably already chained 
up there in Camas, happy with a life of shoveling paper pulp.” 

Mike’s lips popped the p’s in “paper pulp” so that they sounded 
even pulpier.

“Don’t worry, Mike,” I tried to soothe him. “There are nice girls 
out there. Shoot, I’d tell you to marry my mom. But, of course, you 
can’t. And now I’m sad.”

“Thanks, twerp. I appreciate that.”
I stared at my smooth, tender hands again. At that moment, at 

that very moment, my mother’s stomach swelled out like the Good 
Year Blimp, 32 weeks pregnant with my twin brothers. In three years, 
she’d leave my dad and stumble through a series of lousy relationships 
and never ever happily marry. I doubted that Mike wanted to wait 
three years to take on a woman with five small children.

I said, “Mike, I know I cannot stay with you. I have other things I 
need to do, and you didn’t ask me to climb into your car.”

He stared straight ahead, his head slowly bobbing up and down. 
“These things are correct.”

“But,” I thought about it. “I don’t intend to lose you forever. One 
day you might get a note from me, maybe 20 years from now, and it 
would be fun to have that beer with you.”
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Mike smiled, and a wry wrinkle tugged at the corners of his eyes. 
“Okay kid. Sure thing.”

We reached Bend about mid-morning, and Mike pulled into an 
apartment complex and parked his car. He grabbed his groceries and a 
suitcase from the trunk, and then he directed me to follow him inside. 

“Here’s the deal, Dodge,” he said as he unlocked the door. “I need 
to go into work, and you’re going to stay here. Normally I wouldn’t 
leave a little boy alone by himself, but you’re not normal, right? You 
are not, under any circumstances, to leave this apartment. Do you 
understand?”

“Yes,” I said. “I got it. Do you have any books?”
“I have books. Look. I have books, see?” He led me into a small 

living room that included shelves that contained honest-to-goodness 
histories and mysteries! The place boasted a small kitchenette and a 
round table, a bedroom and a bathroom, and that was it. Just a one-
bedroom cubby hole. 

“Wait. Why are you going to work on Sunday?” I asked Mike.
“I’m just dropping by my office to check on something.” Mike 

placed the two bags of food on the table, tossed the suitcase onto his 
bed, and shut the door to his bedroom. He glanced around and felt 
his pockets for important things. Wallet? Yes. Keys? Yes. 

“Dodge, you can stay here and read or watch TV,” he said. “I don’t 
have cable, so you can’t get into too much trouble.”

I saw Mike’s tiny television, and I thought of the giant flat screens 
of the future. We didn’t have hoverboards or flying cars in 2020. We 
didn’t have regularly chartered flights to the moon. We had to grow 
our apples on trees. But! We had monstrous, gargantuan televisions. 
And smart phones that could tell us the temperature in Tokyo and 
give us videos on DNA transcription just because we asked.

I wanted to tell Mike. I wanted to tell him about the flat screen 
TVs and the Internet and smart phones. But I didn’t.

“All right,” he said as he opened the front door again. “You stay 
out of trouble. If you’re hungry, eat something, but clean up after 
yourself. If you so much as open the front door, I will kick your rear-
end, got it?”

I crossed my heart. “I got it.”
“Hope to die, stick a needle in your eye?”
I grinned. “Yes.”
“And stay out of my room!” he barked as he shut the door. I heard 

the key click in the lock, and that was it. 
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I turned around and around in the living room. Where was Mike’s 
Atari? Where was his Rubik’s Cube? See? That was my problem. I 
didn’t know when things became popular. Maybe the Rubik’s Cube 
hadn’t multiplied across the country yet. It was possible that it hadn’t 
descended on the masses, a cruel Hungarian device of torture meant 
to brutalize the Americans.

I put away the last of Mike’s groceries: the rest of the root beer, the 
rest of the chips, and some oranges. Not a single kumquat. I did hunt 
through the books on Mike’s shelves, mostly to learn about him. 

The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich jumped up all bold. Hmmm. 
He had a set of Dickens. Books on selling things. Books on home 
repair and wood working. U.S. Civil War history. So much Civil War 
history. The man must be a Civil War fiend. No westerns, although 
he did have a Time-Life collection on The Old West. No philosophy. 
No Voltaire. No Stephen King. No Tom Clancy or Michael Crichton 
or Sue Grafton. No biographies. He did have The Complete Sherlock 
Holmes. He also had some John Updike and John Steinbeck and Ray 
Bradbury. Ha. And George Orwell’s 1984. 

When did Tom Clancy start publishing? I’d read The Hunt For Red 
October my freshman year of high school in 1989... 

I skimmed through the titles on Mike’s shelf and found that none 
of them interested me. Not even the phenomenal Ray Bradbury. 
Something Wicked This Way Comes sat there, staring at me, and I just 
didn’t feel like it. 

I glanced around and saw Mike’s stereo system with a turntable 
and vinyl records! I spent a little bit of time fiddling with the setup to 
get it going, and I walked my fingers through his record collection. I 
put on Marty Robbins’ Gunfighter Ballads, and I lay on the carpet and 
stared at the ceiling. Those ballads made me think of my dad.

As I listened to the familiar old cowboy songs, I wondered what 
secret developments Mike had going on during his absence. Had he 
told the police on me? I hoped not. I tried to imagine what I would 
do if I found a genius child in my car. I’m pretty sure I’d have called 
the police to check if he were missing. All children lie, and I’d expect 
a genius child to lie with more skill than a normal rotten kid. Part of 
me kept waiting for the cops to arrive and knock on the door to take 
me away.

When Mike finally returned two hours later, he found me lying 
on the carpet under the crooning of Three Dog Night, trying to find 
pictures in the sprayed popcorn on his ceiling.
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“Hi Mike,” I waved lazily from the floor as he returned the record 
player needle to its cradle. “Do you see that there? Don’t you think 
that looks like Yogi Bear?”

Mike sat on the couch above me and peered up at the ceiling. “I 
can’t see it,” he said. “Sorry. But I did always think that patch looked 
like Fred Astaire.”

“Oh yeah. Yeah.”
“Okay kiddo. To business. Come sit up here real quick.”
I rolled over and obeyed. “Did you tell the police on me?” I asked 

as I climbed onto the couch beside him. “Are they going to come take 
me away?”

Mike shook his head. “Not gonna lie to you, I want to know 
where you belong, but I don’t know how to figure that out. Somebody 
somewhere has got to be looking for you.”

“Nobody is looking for me!” I said.
He rolled his eyes. “But, I also considered the possibility that if 

somebody is looking for you, they might not be the good guys.”
“Nobody is looking-”
“Shhh.” Mike took hold of both my hands and studied me with 

his serious brown eyes. He looked respectable with his face shaved 
smooth and his dark waves combed back, a little like Superman. I had 
pulled off Shane’s green sweater, and I sat there in my white t-shirt and 
jeans. Mike lifted my arms up and down, and he checked my ears. He 
had me open my mouth to say, “Ahhhh.” He took his index finger and 
pressed it slowly into my left cheek, as though testing to see if I were 
real. He worked his fingers over my neck and fuzzy blonde skull. Then 
he gently squeezed down my arms like he were giving me a massage, 
first my left arm and then my right. 

“What are you doing?” I frowned at him.
“You seem okay.” He looked so puzzled, like he just didn’t know 

what to make of me. 
I smiled. “I’m not injured.”
“No, I don’t think you are,” Mike murmured.
“I’m not a robot,” I nodded.
Mike smiled and sat up. “Okay. Here’s the deal. In two days, I 

have to drive down to San Francisco. You can stay here two days and 
then drive down with me. You want to land in Los Angeles. Right? 
We’ll get on a plane, and I’ll deposit you in Los Angeles, but I can’t 
stay. I’ll have to turn around and return to San Francisco.”

“Really?” I said. “Really? Thanks. That’s… that’s amazing.”
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“But, here’s the catch. At the other end, there will be child protec-
tion people to pick you up and find a home for you.”

I slumped, but I nodded. That made more sense than dropping 
me off on the streets. “Thanks. That works.”

“Unless there’s a relative I could send you to,” he offered.
I thought of my Uncle George in Santa Clarita and my Aunt Shelly 

in Palmdale, but I shook my head. “Honestly, there is nobody I can 
go to. I mean, I would go see my grandparents if I could. But, I can’t.”

“Why not?” Mike asked more gently than before. “Why can’t you 
go home? Are you in some kind of trouble?”

I shook my head, miserable. “I’m not in trouble,” I said. “I’m not. 
I just plain don’t have a home.”

I looked up at him, and he looked back at me. Then, he nodded, 
and that was that.
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Chapter 8

The next day, Mike and I made chicken and dumplings together. 
I told him what to do, because he wouldn’t trust me to cut up carrots 
and celery, but in the end we both enjoyed a feast. 

While I added the dumplings, Mike took pictures of me standing 
on a chair next to the pot of chicken soup.

“Do you want pictures so you can prove me to your friends?” I 
asked.

He shook his head. “Nope. I want to prove you to me. Once you’re 
gone, I won’t believe you ever existed.”

He even got out an ancient Super 8 camera and filmed me reading 
Oliver Twist.

“Now read about Hitler.” He handed me his giant book about the 
Third Reich. So I did. He made me do math at his table so he could 
film it. I penciled out multiplication and division problems, fractions 
and decimals. I explained how to find the angles of a triangle and the 
volume of a cylinder. I didn’t offer to do any derivatives or integrals, 
because that seemed plain obnoxious.

On Monday afternoon, Mike took me to the local thrift store and 
bought me another pair of jeans and a hooded sweatshirt, three shirts 
and a pack of socks. I found an L.A. Dodgers backpack, and I almost 
jumped up and down I was so excited to buy it. Then, early Tuesday 
morning, we packed into his Oldsmobile and drove to San Francisco.

“You need a car that gets better gas mileage,” I said. “Don’t you 
have a company car?”

He shrugged. “I like this car. And they pay me mileage.”
 Mike did not take the most direct route. I knew he went out of 

his way about 100 miles, because I had charge of the map book. He 
instructed me to navigate so that we’d wind through the northwestern 
corner of California, and Mike … Mike took me to see the redwoods. 
How great was that? I’d never stood under those monstrous sequoias 
or appreciated their magnificence. Mike asked a fellow explorer to 
take pictures of the two of us in front of the famous General Sherman 
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tree, 25 feet in diameter at the height of Mike’s chest. Mike swooped 
me up onto his shoulders, and we smiled widely at the camera – two 
ants at the base of a tower. Neither of us said, “Hi there, Mr. Tourist. 
We met four days ago.”

We drove and drove and reached the hotel about 10 p.m., and 
Mike carried me on his shoulder to his room and tucked me into bed. 
I awoke to the San Francisco sunlight shining through the window.

This was the day. For the fun of it, we took a trolley to breakfast, 
but then Mike drove the Oldsmobile out to the airport and led me 
through ticketing and security. As we walked along, Mike held my 
hand firmly.

“Wow,” I said offhand. “You don’t have to take off your shoes in 
security.”

“Why would they make you do that?” Mike asked.
“Because of shoe bombers...” I shook my head. “Never mind.”
As we climbed onto the plane, I felt guilty. I recognized that Mike 

had spent a large sum of dollars to make sure I reached Los Angeles 
safely, and he didn’t have to do it. He could have taken me down to 
the social services in Bend, Oregon. 

“Mike.” I hung my head as I buckled myself into my seat. “Mike, 
do you have a spare sheet of paper? I have something I want to write 
out for you. I want to tell you something.”

“Yeah?” he said. “I bet you have a lot of things to tell me.”
“I’m not telling you where I came from,” I warned him. “But, I do 

want to write some things down, and I don’t want you to read them 
until after I leave.”

Mike reached into his briefcase and pulled out a legal pad. He tore 
off a sheet of lined yellow paper, folded it in half, and placed it on the 
small tray in front of me. Next, he handed me a pencil. 

“Thanks, Mike.” I hoped my eyes expressed how deeply I meant it.
“You’re welcome, twerp.”
“No, really. You saved my life. You really did.”
“I know. Go ahead and write your deep, dark secrets.”
I turned my back on Mike, hiding my paper with my body. I had 

been thinking about what to tell him, what details to give. When did 
Steve Jobs’ brilliance materialize as Apple computers? My hindsight 
was not 20-20.

I did know a couple of dates. Just a couple. November 22nd stuck 
out bold and bright in my mind because of JFK’s assassination. On 
that same date in 1963, C.S. Lewis had died and my grandmother had 



53

2020

turned 51. On November 22nd in 1986, Mike Tyson knocked out 
Trevor Berbick to become the heavyweight champion of the world. 
I also knew that Tyson had won on that same date the year earlier 
in 1985, both fights in the second round. I remembered significant 
events that took place on November 22nd. 

What else? What else! I could say, “Hey Mike! Invest in bitcoin!” 
But, I didn’t want to make him wait 30 years. What important events 
happened in the 1980s that could be valuable to him? 

I decided to give Mike a few facts that I could remember, because 
I didn’t know how else to repay him. I thought about it, and I wrote:

Dear Mike,

Once in awhile, I plan to send a letter to your Aunt Mindy’s. 
Maybe one day I can tell you more than I can tell you right 
now.

But, if something happens, if I get sucked into the ground in 
an earthquake next week, I have some treasures for you. You’ve 
saved my life. So, I’m giving you treasures.

The years will have a way of shining light on these things, and 
you’ll know what they mean at the right time. The first ones 
are to let you know that the last ones are real, and they’ll offer 
you opportunities if you’re paying attention.

-January, 1981, Iran Hostage Crisis ends.
-Rubik’s Cube, ALF, Pac-Man, MacGyver, Fraggle Rock.
-IBM, Google, Amazon.
-Apple (wait until it drops, and then just sit on it for 30 years). 
-Mike Tyson, November 22, both 1985 and 1986, 2nd round.
-October 17, 1989, Giants vs A’s. Make sure you watch from 
Grass Valley.

Give Aunt Mindy a kiss for me.
D.J.

I read it over a few times. I studied my print, large and straight, 
like somebody who needed more practice. I folded up the paper, and 
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I handed it to Mike. He tucked the yellow rectangle straight into his 
left breast pocket. 

“All right,” he said. “Now, look out your window for bit.”
Of course, Mike hadn’t promised not to read his yellow prophecy-

present. I awoke an hour later when Mike shook my shoulder, because 
airlines still fed people in the 1980s.

“C’mon Dodge. Here’s your lunch.”
I gazed around, bleary. The clouds made a white blanket beneath 

us. The stewardess placed a tray of Salisbury steak with a dinner roll 
and salad in front of me, and I brightened and started cutting up my 
food. Mike watched, but he declined his meal.

“So!” Mike confessed. “I read it.”
I shook my head, horrified, mouth full of steak. “I said no!” I tried 

to protest through the food.
“I didn’t agree,” Mike said. “Besides. You might get sucked into a 

crack in the ground next week. I want a couple of answers. Seriously, 
what’s the deal! Do you bend space-time with your mind? Is that what 
you do? You just pull the future toward you and look at it and say, 
‘Yeah. That’s it! That’s when the earthquake happens.’”

I stuffed the steak into my cheek, amazed at his insight. “How did 
you know it was an earthquake?” 

Mike’s whole head flicked in response, and I realized he’d just 
thrown out a random idea.

“I mean,” I muttered, “I didn’t say anything about an earthquake.”
He studied the yellow paper. “Which one?” he said. “Which one 

is the earthquake?”
“Stop. See? This is precisely why I wanted you to wait! Forget it. 

I’m not explaining the clues on your treasure hunt. I’m not cheating.”
“Okay!” he grinned. “Okay. But, one day, I’m going to find out 

what you are, Dodge Journey. I’ll figure it out.”
“You do that,” I nodded, chewing. “Just don’t forget about me.”
He laughed, an honest cheerful laugh. “If only I could. All right. 

Don’t talk with your mouth full.”
As the plane dipped through the clouds, a grief started to rise in 

my heart. I hoped to see Mike again. I expected that he’d write me 
back if I wrote to him. I felt sure he would. But, I plain liked Mike, 
and we’d become buddies in those five short days. I felt comfortable 
sitting next to him. He’d looked after me.

Now he led me through an airport to meet a woman who would 
take charge of me and get me registered in the system of orphans and 
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abandoned children. Mike didn’t take off right away; he waited with 
me until she arrived. He waited. We had both agreed that he’d hand 
me over to her, that he’d leave and return to San Francisco, and I’d stay 
there in Los Angeles. So, that’s what happened. We found the woman, 
and she spoke for a few minutes with Mike. He set my backpack on 
the ground next to her.

Then, Mike did something he hadn’t done before. Not really. He 
picked me up and held me in a tight hug, then he kissed my forehead 
and my cheek.

“Go save the world, kiddo,” he said. 
He hugged me one more time before he set me down. He picked 

up my backpack from the concourse floor and handed it to me, and 
he thanked the woman. With one last wave, he walked away.

I watched him go, and I held my Dodgers backpack close. “I have 
your Aunt Mindy’s address,” I whispered to him. “I’ll see you again 
one day.”

And I started to cry. 
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Chapter 9

If I’d truly had prophetic powers, if I’d really had the ability to 
bend space-time and pull the future toward myself, I might have run 
after Mike and begged him to keep me. We’d have figured things out. 
I could have traveled across the country with him and kept him com-
pany while he sold office machines, and we’d have had a blast togeth-
er. If I had seen the future, I might have raced away from the social 
worker that morning and grabbed Mike’s hand. I bet I could have 
convinced Mike to change his mind, but I didn’t even try. I let him 
let me go. He left me behind, and I let him walk away. Neither of us 
understood. We didn’t appreciate that we had taken for granted the 
kindness of strangers to little kids. 

Child welfare workers spent the next few days trying to decide 
what to do with me. I had no records. I had no parents. I told them 
my real birthday, because there’s something personal about a birthday. 
I had little else true to tell them. 

I did decide that I needed a third name, though. A last name. The 
name Dodge Journey might eventually get awkward, nothing against 
Chrysler. So I decided to add a final name to cap it all off. I scanned 
mentally through my family tree, and I picked “Spicer,” a surname on 
my Grandmother’s side that went back to the Revolutionary War. A 
solid, zesty name.

“What’s your name?”
“Dodge Journey Spicer.” I liked it.
They asked me plenty of other questions, but I had few answers. I 

told them my mother’s name was Madeleine, and that was it. I spoke 
as little as possible, and they let me get away with it. In the end, they 
must have worked it out, because I was assigned to a foster family in 
the suburbs: Ted and Ashlynn Cresson. 

Ted and Ashlynn. Ted and Ashlynn Cresson.
Thinking about them even now, I long to cover my face with my 

hands. I’ve had to tell this story over and over, and I still don’t want 
anybody to look at me or talk to me about it. I didn’t know completely 
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disturbed people could slip through the foster care screening process. 
If you want to skip the next five chapters, that’s okay with me. I’m 

serious. I wouldn’t want to read them.
Ted and Ashlynn both amazed me by their acting skills. They 

could pretend to be whatever people wanted them to be. They lived in 
a nice single-story bungalow in a pleasant neighborhood. They both 
earned a decent income. Ted worked as the accountant for a large tech 
firm, and Ashlynn sold makeup to rich socialites. They smiled at the 
right times when the social worker spoke to them. They said the right 
things.

I stared up at them at that first meeting, when my case worker 
Cheryl brought me into the Cresson home. I studied them, looking 
up from face to face, trying to figure out what was odd. Ashlynn’s dark 
hair curled enough naturally that she didn’t require a perm, and Ted 
dressed like he’d just come in from the racquetball court. They seemed 
young and respectable, but there was something wrong, and I sensed 
it without being able to label the problem. It was like holding onto 
somebody’s wrist and not feeling a pulse. I kept pressing the fingers 
of my emotional intelligence here and there, and I couldn’t find a 
heartbeat.

I think Ashlynn bothered me the most at first, because she wore 
plastic face. I watched Cheryl as she talked to Ashlynn, and I waited for 
Cheryl to notice, to recognize that every smile Ashlynn offered hung 
empty between her cheeks. It was like Ashlynn understood, “This is 
the appropriate time to do that upward bend thing with my mouth.” 
No joy warmed those pink lipglossed smiles, and it astonished me that 
Cheryl didn’t react at all to Ashlynn’s mannequin-like coldness.

Ted seemed better, just a normal businessman. I felt safe taking 
his hand as he showed me to my room, and shoot, it looked like an 
excellent little boy’s room. A fuzzy brown bear greeted me from the 
bed. Blue stripes ran down the cotton comforter, a big box of blocks 
had been tucked under the bed, and kids’ books filled the bookshelf. 
I could dig it. 

Ted and Ashlynn already had one foster daughter. Donnielle had 
turned seven in January, and as soon as I met her later that afternoon, 
I wanted to give her hugs. Extremely shy. So shy. I tried to talk to her, 
and she didn’t talk back; she just smiled. Her bedroom sat past mine 
in the hallway, across from the bathroom, and I planned right away to 
make friends with Donny and draw her out.

As soon as Cheryl left, I felt as though somebody had locked me 
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in a cave with tigers. It wasn’t the house itself. I was growing used to 
the 1980s look to everything, and this house had wide open, brightly 
lit rooms. A danger lurked there anyway, as though the tigers weren’t 
hungry yet. I had never experienced anything like it, and I began to 
wonder if the house weren’t possessed by demons, or whether aliens 
had slurped clean the bodies of the original Ted and Ashlynn and had 
donned their human forms like Halloween costumes. I just sensed 
that I had to be aware, to pay attention, to be on guard. That was it. I 
had to be on my guard. 

Later, I wondered if my reluctance to talk had earned me that spot 
with Ted and Ashlynn. Maybe the Cressons had requested a quiet 
child. I had felt free to jabber on and on with Mike, but Ashlynn and 
Ted sucked all the chatter right out of me. I studied their house and 
took in information, but I didn’t share anything about myself. That 
seemed the wisest approach.

I arrived mid-afternoon on Friday, February 8th. Ted returned to 
work or racquetball or whatever he did after Cheryl left, and I stood 
in that clean, stylish living room with Ashlynn. She had me sit at the 
small kitchen table and wait while she cut up food for me. Afternoon 
sunlight flooded through wide-open shades and shone cheerfully on 
clean, yellow counters. 

Ashlynn set a plate of carrot and apple slices in front of me, and I 
thanked her before I crunched quietly. Otherwise, Ashlynn didn’t talk 
to me. She didn’t seem interested in me at all. As I chewed my food, a 
knock came at the door, and Ashlynn unlocked it for a little girl with 
long, blonde, curling hair. The pale, pretty child saw me sitting at the 
table, eating carrots and apples, and she happily sat down across from 
me. She looked up at Ashlynn expectantly, and we both waited for 
Ashlynn to give her a snack too. 

Then, Ashlynn did a bizarre thing. As soon as the little girl sat 
down, Ashlynn barked, “No Donnielle! You don’t get any. Take your 
backpack and go to your room.”

Donnielle’s eyes rimmed red, but she obediently slid off her seat 
and grabbed her bookbag. As she slunk down the hall, I smoothly 
slipped two carrot sticks and two apple slices into my hoodie sleeve 
with one hand. I crunched happily on my last chunk of apple as 
though I were emotional Styrofoam. 

When I swallowed my last bite, I asked, “May I go to my room?” 
Ashlynn nodded, so I walked down the hall but entered Donnielle’s 
room instead of my own.
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“Shhhh,” I put my forefinger to my mouth, and I carefully closed 
the door. I pulled the carrots and apples out of my sleeve, and the girl’s 
eyes brightened. I wondered if she even knew how to talk. I waited 
while she ate my small food offering, and I smiled at her enjoyment. 
She opened her mouth and showed me her food all chewed up, and I 
smiled and mimed for her to eat with her mouth closed.

“I’m Dodge,” I pointed at myself. “What’s your name?”
Donnielle dropped her chin, her big brown eyes hidden by her 

hair. She didn’t answer me. 
“Is it Donnielle?” I asked.
She nodded and smiled shyly at the yellow rug that covered the 

hardwood floor of her room.
“That’s a pretty name. Can I call you Donny for short?”
She nodded again, smiling larger.
I reached out my hand to shake hers, and she just stared at it. I 

tried to take her hand, and she pulled away. 
“It’s okay,” I said. “It’s okay, Donny. You don’t have to shake my 

hand. You’re my friend anyway. We’re friends.”
Panic flashed across Donny’s face, and she slid silently beyond the 

foot of her bed, against the back wall. I heard the footsteps down the 
hall, but they passed Donny’s closed door and turned into the last 
bedroom, the master bedroom.

“Should I go away?” I whispered. 
Donny nodded energetically. 
I scooted to her door and listened for noises in the hall. I heard 

nothing, so I slipped out.
Ashlynn marched back out of her room and saw me just as I had 

my hand on my own doorknob.
“What are you doing out of your room!” she shouted. “You’re not 

permitted to run around the house!”
I nodded. “Bathroom,” I said. 
“You should have gone after snack time. You’ll just have to wait 

until Ted gets home. I can’t have children out loose like ferrets.”
Wide-eyed, I entered my room and closed the door and sat in 

there. Wow. Good thing I didn’t really have to use the bathroom. 
What was her problem? I could have stepped across the hall to go and 
stepped right back, good grief.

Well, I had my blocks. I heaved on the box, and it slowly rolled 
out from under my bed. I admired the multitude of blocks in that 
box, and I kneeled down to examine their sizes and shapes and quan-
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tities. They were old and oak and had the rich brown tone of blocks 
that had spent hours and hours in the hands of small children who 
had rubbed oils into the wood. Large blocks. Big and durable and just 
right for building a castle.

I kicked my small blue rug to the side and started setting out base 
blocks on the hardwood floor. As I stacked blocks, I considered the 
possibility that I had misunderstood myself. Yes, I had the memories 
of an adult, but there was far more child in me than I’d realized. I didn’t 
simply have a child’s body. I had a child’s tastes. I even had a child’s 
reactions to things. I’d felt genuinely excited by my Captain America 
underclothes, and I wanted to wear them as much as possible. When I 
saw those oak blocks under the bed, I admired and delighted in them. 
I remembered that I had been an adult, and I remembered that fool’s 
gold is pyrite, and I remembered that pyrite is an iron sulfide. I could 
reason like an adult, but there was a great deal of me that felt four-
years-old. I felt four and I felt old at the same time.

I missed Mike, but I realized that it hadn’t even entered my mind 
to say, “He’s good looking. I like him.” I hadn’t thought that. I had 
thought, “Wow, I wish he would marry my mom. I wish he were my 
stepfather.”

I considered the many times I’d been stripped to my underwear 
and how it didn’t matter at all. I didn’t feel a bit of embarrassment. I’d 
liked it when Mike had carried me on his shoulders, and I hadn’t felt 
offended when he’d slung me upside down and plopped me into the 
front seat of his car. That felt like a natural, normal thing. I’d loved 
that last hug he gave me, but I’d loved it as a little child, and I had 
grieved when he left as though I had lost a dad.

I had wanted to listen to music rather than read Ray Bradbury. 
I’d wanted to listen to music and find pictures of Yogi Bear in the 
popcorn ceiling.

I started stacking my blocks, and I decided that I wasn’t exactly a 
normal child, but I wasn’t an adult either. I felt like a strange mixture, 
like a child with memories of the future. Like a little kid with a big 
brain.

As I contemplated these things, I constructed my block castle. I 
carefully arranged each block until I had a structure tall enough for 
me to climb inside. I built a solid base with two rows of blocks, but 
the structure slimmed out as it grew taller, topped with pillars and 
wooden triangle flags. I laid out long flat boards on top of my castle 
walls as ramparts and added small blocks with spaces between them so 
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that my archers would have a place to hide before they shot through 
the cracks. 

I had no actual toy soldiers to use as archers, so I had to imagine 
them. “Pew pew pew!” I shot down at the enemy invaders. I set up 
small rectangular blocks as the invading army.

 I couldn’t make a roof, though. The long, slender board-like 
blocks didn’t stretch quite far enough. I’d made it too large, and no 
one block could reach across the gap at the top of my castle. I stood 
back and thought about it. Maybe I’d just start all over again.

I knocked it down, and CRASH, the blocks tumbled and bounced 
over my hardwood flooring. I knelt down to start building anew. This 
time, I’d make the castle smaller and more stable so that I could make 
it a proper roof. Then I’d give the castle a courtyard and build a wall. 
From there I could set up the enemy armies all around and plan my 
defenses. I wished I had some Lego men. Lego guys would fit up on 
the ramparts and stand as guards, ready with their crossbows to shoot 
at invaders.

I picked up one of the biggest blocks to start, when the door 
dashed open and banged against the bookshelf. 

Ashlynn burst into my room like an explosion from a cannon. 
I hadn’t even heard her coming. Her behavior didn’t fit the scene at 
all, and I stared up at her, confused. My armies of triangle blocks still 
lined the floor, and she kicked through them so that one breezed my 
ear and hit the wall behind me. In the next moment, she swooped 
down and wrapped her hands around my chest so that her fingers dug 
into my ribs. She heaved me up by my middle and flung me onto the 
bed, and my face bounced against the wall. Utterly shocked, I spun 
myself around, hardly noticing the jarring smart on the ridge beneath 
my eye. 

Something had ticked off Ashlynn, and I puzzled as fast as I could, 
trying to work out what I’d done. The blocks. Something about the 
blocks. I’d infuriated her with the blocks. As I mentally scrambled to 
figure it out, she reached down and grabbed one of the boards that 
I’d planned to use as my castle roof. It wasn’t quite four inches wide 
and it wasn’t quite a foot long, but it looked like a sword to me as she 
wrapped her hand around it.

Alarmed, I tried to shove away from her, but Ashlynn grabbed me 
by one leg and dragged me across the blue-striped comforter on my 
stomach so that my sweatshirt rolled up under me. She forced my face 
into the soft cotton, and she started wailing on me with that board.
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“You!” Whack.
“Will!” Whack.
“Not!” Whack.
“Make!” Whack.
“Loud!” Whack.
“Noises!” Whack.
“In!” Whack.
“This!” Whack.
“House!” Whack. Whack. Whack.
She flung the board back against the other blocks with a clatter 

and screamed at me, “Put these back before Ted gets home, and I don’t 
want to hear any of it!” Then, she swept out of the room and slammed 
my poor door closed again.

Ashlynn had put all her strength into those blows, and they weren’t 
funny. I thought of Joan Crawford and Mommy Dearest: I had always 
hated that movie. I wriggled in misery, trying to rub the hurt out 
of my back end. Shocked and sore, I crawled up to my pillow and 
climbed under it. More than the physical pain, I felt humiliated. All 
she’d had to do was ask. She didn’t have to beat me like a dusty rug. I 
felt glad she painted faces for a living and didn’t haul bags of concrete 
mix, or she might have broken me in half and crumbled me up into 
pieces.

The combination of injustice and physical injury overwhelmed 
me, and I curled up under my pillow and sobbed. Softly. Because I 
believed that if I had cried loudly, Ashlynn would have returned and 
beat me all over again. 

I rested for about 15 minutes before I felt able to tackle the blocks. 
Quietly, gently, I stacked all those wooden squares back into the box. I 
organized them by size and type. Large rectangles, large squares, large 
triangles, long rectangles, little half circles, long cylinder pillars, little 
half squares, and arches. I organized them, and I shoved with all my 
strength, my feet sliding a little on the smooth floor, to roll the box 
back under the bed. Then, I climbed back onto the comforter and 
curled up on my side to go to sleep.

I woke an hour later when Ted’s keys jingled and the front door 
swooshed open. I heard mumbles in the living room, and after a bit 
Ted’s head poked into my room. “Can I come in, Dodge?” he asked. 

I nodded.
“I heard you got into trouble today. Did you?”
I wanted to plead my case. I wanted to describe the unfairness 
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of the whole thing, but something in Ted’s face told me he honestly 
didn’t care. His appearance in my room meant that Ashlynn had com-
plained about me, and my comfort didn’t matter to him. I saw it in his 
face before he spoke a word: this was a moment of, “Don’t you dare 
upset Ashlynn again in the future. Do you understand?”

“What did you do?” he ordered me to tell him.
“I made a lot of noise knocking down my blocks.”
“Yes, that’s what Ashlynn said. Will you ever do that again?”
“No,” I whispered. 
“Okay,” Ted said. “That’s good. Because if Ashlynn tells me you’ve 

upset her again by making noise, I’ll spank you when I get home. Do 
you have a handle on that?”

I nodded. I had an excellent handle on that. I gazed through my 
wall, imagining Donnielle in her room. No wonder poor little Donny 
never talked. She had forgotten how to do it. 
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I started preschool the next morning, and I rejoiced to escape that 
horrible house for the land of crayons and graham crackers. I hoped 
I could find a sympathetic teacher who’d let me snuggle in the corner 
and read C.S. Lewis; I had a sudden urge for The Lion, the Witch, and 
the Wardrobe. I felt a kinship with Lucy, who had grown to adulthood 
in another world only to tumble back through the wardrobe as a child 
again. I felt like that. I had become the ward of a real live witch, and 
a cruel wizard stood at her back, ready to zap me with his powers, to 
paralyze and hold me down while she tortured me. 

I refused to speak to Ted and Ashlynn in the morning, and they 
seemed content with that. I figured their bliss would be complete if 
I went mute like Donny. I sat in the back of the car as we drove to 
school to get me registered, and I wondered what had possessed these 
two people to seek out foster children. Did the state pay that well? It 
seemed clear that Ashlynn didn’t even like children, yet she and Ted 
had collected a second one. 

How bizarre. How bizarre.
Happily, the school tucked me into Mrs. Borglum’s room, and she 

seemed as jovial and plump as a sugar plum fairy. Not overtly crazy 
like Ashlynn, not at all. 

I spent the morning doing what I was told. I listened to stories 
and colored pictures and consumed apple juice. I had planned to wait 
a few days before exposing my brains, but that day I couldn’t bear 
it. The longing to read about Narnia overwhelmed me, and I almost 
started crying again. At one point, I drew away by myself and picked 
at the carpet. 

Mrs. Borglum eased over and stood beside me. “Hello Dodge,” 
she said. “Are you having fun your first day here? Are you making 
friends?”

I gazed mournfully at Mrs. Borglum. “Mrs. B., I need your help,” 
I said.

I hadn’t spoken a word until that moment, and my plump little 
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teacher’s head perked up.
“You do talk! I wondered,” she smiled.
I smiled back. “But, I have a secret. Can I trust you?”
She said, “Well, of course you can trust me.”
“Will you promise not to tell anybody unless I say okay?”
“Yes.” She clearly didn’t know what she was getting into.
“Okay,” I said. “Promise that you won’t send me to another class.”
“Well, of course, Dodge. Is that your secret? That you don’t want 

to be sent away?”
“No, Mrs. B. My secret is bigger than that.” I nodded at her.
“Okay,” she said.
I took a deep breath, and I leaned up into her ear. I whispered, “I 

…can… already… read.”
I sat back and watched her eyebrows pop up in surprise. “You 

can?” she said. “Well that’s wonderful. Let’s get a book, and you can 
show me.”

She led me to the storybook corner and asked me to pick out a 
book. I found a collection of Aesop’s Fables, and I read “The Lion and 
The Mouse.” I didn’t stumble or guess at words, and Mrs. Borglum 
laughed, such an easy laugh, just as easy as butterflies flitting through 
the air. 

“Now, you promised,” I said. “You promised you wouldn’t send 
me away. You promised not to tell anybody. Nobody.”

“But, Dodge,” she said. “This is a good thing to tell people. You 
should want people to know. You might get to go into the first grade. 
Wouldn’t that be fun?”

“More fun than preschool?” I grimaced. “I’m too jumpy for first 
grade. And you promised.”

I didn’t let her renege on our deal. I made it clear that all I wanted 
was a set of The Chronicles of Narnia to read during my free time each 
day. While the other children stood at easels painting trucks with fat 
brushes, I wanted the freedom to read to myself. Mrs. B. obliged me, 
and I curled up in the pillow corner and soothed my heart with Lucy 
and talking animals and Aslan.

I liked preschool. I liked finger-painting and bouncing balls in 
the gym. I enjoyed resting in the pillow corner with my books, and I 
adored my freedom from Ashlynn for four hours a day.
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It took me a bit to figure out Ashlynn and Ted. They confused me 

utterly and completely at first, which compounded my suffering. I 
wanted to understand the monster I faced every day. What turned the 
crank on its cage and let it loose? I wanted to know how to shut the 
door and keep that thing safely behind its bars.

Ashlynn had an anger problem; she made that obvious. She’d ebb 
and flow like the tide. On one day she’d be almost normal, cleaning 
or baking cookies, letting me play in the back yard before Donny got 
home. By the fourth or fifth day, though, it became clear she needed 
to punish somebody, and I made a convenient victim. She’d erupt and 
attack me, and then she’d be fine for another few days. She’d leave me 
alone until her next episode. Geyser. She was like a geyser. Ashlynn 
Old Faithful.

Nothing I did changed this cycle. I always obeyed her, performing 
every task she required swiftly and silently, and I think that frustrated 
her; she needed some excuse to flip out on me. The second time she hit 
me, she had me sit in the kitchen to eat saltine crackers smeared with 
peanut butter. I swear that she lost her temper because I didn’t chew 
fast enough. She started barking, “Hurry up! Why are you taking so 
long?” Ridiculousness. I needed to chew the crackers completely or 
I’d choke. I had a small mouth and a small throat. She wanted me 
to eat faster, and I couldn’t, so she finally stomped across the kitchen 
and slapped me. Bam! Right across the face with the full force of her 
body. The shock jolted through my head, an orange-red explosion that 
knocked me off my chair. I jumped up and ran to my room to hide 
until Donny got home.

I had to make a quick trip to the bathroom, because my nose 
started to bleed. As soon as I heard Ashlynn’s bedroom door close, I 
slipped out of my room and sneaked back a minute later with a small 
pillow of soft wadding pressed against my nostrils. I had spun out 
half a roll of Charmin and gathered it up as a bit of passive aggressive 
generosity to myself.
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Ashlynn’s craziness had one benefit. She hated noise, hated it, and 
that produced a genuinely excellent condition in the house. None of 
the doors squeaked. Ted must have used WD-40 on every hinge until 
they opened and shut on angel’s wings. I could push my door open, 
slip across the hall, steal a world of toilet paper from the bathroom, 
and sneak back into my room without a sound.

Of course, four days later, Ashlynn discovered a few drops of blood 
on the area rug in my room, and she grabbed a yardstick and wailed 
on me again. It was like that. About every four or five days, I could 
expect to get punished for something, and she didn’t have a single, 
favorite weapon – she’d hit me with whatever object lay nearby. She 
threw a cookbook at me once. 

The fourth beating she gave me wasn’t bad. She threw her energy 
into it, but it didn’t do much damage. She had emptied a plastic two 
liter of RC Cola, and she hammered and hammered on me with that 
fat bottle. The blows hurt if she caught me with the hard end of it, but 
they mostly made a lot of hollow bopping noises.

I felt deeply for poor Donny. So silent. So scared all the time. I 
decided that I’d become Donny’s replacement. She had been Ashlynn’s 
first victim, but Ted didn’t want the witch battering his pretty little 
girl, so I acted as the new recruit brought in for the time-honored 
position of whipping boy, like in a medieval castle. The golden-haired 
princess could not be touched, and when Ashlynn felt the urge to 
pound on somebody, she found me and invented something wrong 
I’d done so she had an excuse.

Ashlynn didn’t slap me flat across the face a second time, because 
she’d left a bruise in the pinkish purplish shape of fingers when she’d 
knocked me off the kitchen chair. Ted walked in the door that night 
and saw those fiery welts across my cheek, and he strode past me into 
the kitchen to speak quietly to Ashlynn. I stood still, terrified that he’d 
work me over himself for whatever offense I’d given his wife. 

He did nothing, though. He simply returned to me and stooped 
down to my level. “You made Ashlynn mad again today, didn’t you?” 
he asked.

I nodded. Tears gushed up in my eyes as I awaited destruction. 
Ted shook his head back and forth. “Okay. Your punishment is 

that you don’t get to go to preschool for a week. You don’t get to go on 
walks. You are grounded to your room.”

I watched him walk off, and I thought, “You bastard! You know 
exactly how she is, and you don’t want anybody seeing these marks on 
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my face!”
I had started to see the pattern by the RC Cola bottle incident, 

and I recognized that Ted had no interest in protecting me from his 
violent wife. That’s when I started to keep a record. I hunted through 
the books on my bookshelf and found an innocuous, unassuming 
book about trains, something that had been published in 1960 or 
so. I picked it because it attracted no attention – the least interesting 
book on the shelf. Nobody would miss an ancient yellow book with  
pictures all in black and grays. I opened to the back page, the empty 
page at the back of the book, and I began my record.

My name is Dodge Journey Spicer, D.O.B. 7/15/1975. I 
am living with Ashlynn and Ted Cresson of Pasadena, CA. 
This is a record of all the times Ashlynn has hit me.

2/8 – A 1x4 board – 11x. 
2/12 – One slap. It left red finger marks on my face, so 
           I was kept home from preschool.
2/17 – A yardstick – 8x.
2/21– An RC Cola bottle - I lost count.

I did enjoy that week. Ashlynn worked mornings. She booked 
all her appointments early in the day, and she arrived home at noon 
to watch me after my half day at preschool. When Ted grounded me 
from school, she left me home alone. She still went off to remake the 
faces of uber rich ladies, and she plain abandoned me to myself with 
orders to stay in my room.

What a crazy, completely irresponsible lady! I could have burned 
down the house. I should have pulled all the flour out of the cupboard 
and flung it around the kitchen or painted the refrigerator with jars of 
her nail polish.

Instead, I spent those days exploring every little spot in that house. 
I climbed up on Ashlynn and Ted’s huge bed and watched their TV 
with their remote control. Daytime programming nearly bored me 
to death, but they did have HBO. I hunted through the TV Guide 
and watched Saturday Night Fever with John Travolta and Goin’ South 
with Jack Nicholson and a documentary on the 1950s. I explored the 
off-limits parental bathroom and discovered that Ashlynn possessed 
all the moisturizers and beauty creams developed since the Persian 
Empire. Jars and tubes and bottles littered the large vanity counter 
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and filled her drawers, along with baskets of eyeshadows and blushes 
and cover-up and lipsticks and powders.

Ashlynn loved jewelry – necklaces and earrings and bangles. Her 
ring collection bothered me the most. All those rings. She always wore 
four or six different rings on her fingers, and that’s what had bloodied 
my nose. I didn’t touch the jewelry, worried that I might turn into a 
gremlin - as though evil itself sprung out and danced from her gaudy 
rings.

I next explored the desk and read through paperwork. I found no 
psychiatric bills, and that deeply disappointed me. I found Ashlynn 
and Ted’s address on envelopes, though, and that’s how I learned that 
we lived in Pasadena. 

During my investigations through their room, I also discovered 
that Ted liked porn. An envelope under the mattress contained a pile 
of photographs - not magazine cut outs - and a few quick glances 
revealed that he was into some weird crap. I absolutely didn’t want 
any of it in my brain, so I stuffed the envelope back and searched for 
something on television to bleach my eyeballs. 

Ashlynn’s morning absences gave me something greater than the 
freedom to trespass into my foster parents’ private domains; those 
mornings provided me with peace. I felt free for about three hours, 
free to wander and snack, free to watch TV, free to peek into baskets 
and boxes. As 11:00 passed, the anxiety began to settle in. I carefully 
picked every crumb off the counters, tugged on bedding to make it 
smooth, walked the place over to make sure I hadn’t missed anything, 
and then hid in my room. By the time Ashlynn’s keys jingled in the 
door, my emotional rubber band had stretched nice and taut, and I 
spent the rest of the afternoon in hyper vigilance, waiting for her to 
flip out over something meaningless. 
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I returned to preschool on February 22nd, after an alleged bad 
case of the flu. The marks on my face had mostly faded to yellowish 
splotches. When I walked into the classroom, Mrs. B. handed me my 
big pink and red construction paper valentines holder, and I realized 
that I had missed the Valentine’s Day party! I held that big heart full 
of notes, and I started crying. I could think to myself, “This is silly. 
Why am I so upset?” But it didn’t matter, because I bawled anyway. 
Mrs. B. sat down with me and helped me open my cards, but I knew 
that I had missed the heart-shaped cookies with sprinkles, and that 
broke my heart.

I gazed down at my pile of Batman and Strawberry Shortcake love 
letters, and I asked, “Mrs. Borglum? Do you know if the kindergarten 
is full-day?” I considered the possibility that if I avoided my alone 
time with Ashlynn, I could escape her eruptions as well. 

Things usually improved after Donny stepped through the door 
every day. When my face wasn’t bruised, Ashlynn took us on walks 
through the neighborhood under the rows of leafy trees. She pasted 
on her fairy-tale smile and laughed with the neighbors while Donny 
and I stood on both sides of her, dutifully and silently holding her 
hands. It wasn’t great, but it was better than sitting in the house with 
her, waiting for her to go banshee on me.

“Yes!” Mrs. B. seemed pleased. “Yes, kindergarten can be full- day. 
Do you want to go into kindergarten?”

“I don’t know,” I shook my head. “I have to ask.” 
I waited another week before I dared mention the idea of moving 

to kindergarten. Apparently, the plastic RC Cola bottle had failed to  
satisfy Ashlynn, because she started screaming at me minutes after I 
walked through the door that afternoon of the 22nd. She wanted my 
valentines off the table. Why did I put them on the table? Did I want 
to make an f-ing mess wherever I went? Metal spatula: pow pow pow 
pow pow pow pow. 

I didn’t dare talk. I didn’t dare say anything. I felt sure that if I 
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spoke up even a little, it would be fifteen pows instead of seven. 
Look, I knew perfectly well that foster parents weren’t supposed to 

be hitting children, and I had found the number for my case worker 
on Ted’s desk. But, I had a greater concern: Donny. I began to suspect 
that Ted had reasons for protecting Donny that had nothing to do 
with what was best for that wounded little girl. I didn’t want to risk 
being moved from the house and leaving Donny there all alone.

Ted spent too much time interested in the little princess with her 
golden curls. I began carefully watching his attentions toward her. 
He brushed her hair at night and tucked her into bed and told her 
bedtime stories, and that was good and all. It was the way he looked 
at her that concerned me. He didn’t look that way at Ashlynn, and I 
never saw those two adults hugging or kissing each other. When I’d 
found Ted’s porn pictures under the mattress, I had worried that I’d 
see pictures of Donny in there. Mortified at the thought, I’d stuffed 
the pictures back, but they increased my concerns about him.

An idea slowly wriggled into my head: Ashlynn hated Donny, but 
Ted wouldn’t let her hurt Donny anymore, so he let her hurt me. Ted 
wanted Donny. And Ashlynn had to be pacified.

“These people are sick,” I said to myself.
Ashlynn clocked me in the shoulder with that cookbook the next 

day, and I realized that something was up. The stresses between Ted 
and Ashlynn had been escalating. If Ashlynn’s central source of angst 
had everything to do with Ted and Donny, that meant that I was in 
trouble. And more importantly, Donny was in trouble.

I knew it was no good to call the authorities with accusations and 
no proof. I could call and complain, and they might treat it seriously 
and rescue us from the Cressons. Maybe they would. On the other 
hand, they might move me and not Donny, or they might require 
Ashlynn to take parenting classes, then turn around and place other 
children with her and Ted, and I couldn’t risk that. I couldn’t leave 
Donny there without me. I decided to put up with Ashlynn’s abuse 
until I had the evidence I needed to protect Donny and ensure that no 
other children were ever placed with the Cressons. 

I grew weary of my role as the family piñata, though, so I finally 
suggested the move from preschool into kindergarten. 

Leap Day evening, I caught Ted’s eye across the table, and I said 
softly, “Mr. Cresson, my teacher wants me to go into kindergarten.” 
It had taken me all those weeks to talk at dinner, so this large number 
of words surprised both adults. Ted nodded, interested in the idea. 
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“Well, that sounds fine,” he said. 
Instantly, Ashlynn’s face twisted, and I saw the rage flush up inside 

her. “What are you talking about, Ted! He can’t go to school full time 
yet, he’s just a little kid.”

“What’s the problem?” Ted frowned at her. “If they want to put 
him-”

“Kindergarten is full-day, Ted!”
“Oh!” Ted said. “Yeah, Dodge. You can’t go to kindergarten. You’re 

too little to go more than half-time.”
This response didn’t surprise me. I had suspected that Ashlynn 

needed me around. She hated me, but she needed me there, and her 
anger and fretfulness obviously ramped up to something awful. Which 
is why I decided to start sleeping with Donny.

Every night for the next five nights, I slid out of my bed in the dark 
and tiptoed down the hall to Donny’s room. I found her door slightly 
ajar, so I sneaked in and climbed into bed with her. I placed my cheek 
next to hers, and that first night she surprised me by throwing her arm 
over me. Cozy and happy, we both slept through the night.

The sixth night, a harsh jerk on my back awoke me. I swiftly came 
to consciousness as I levitated above Donny’s pillow in the gray light. 
Ted had caught me up by the back of my pajamas, and he hauled me 
down to my own room while I dangled like a kitten. He dropped me 
on my bed, then grabbed me by the shoulders so that I had to look 
him in the face.

Even in the dim light from the hall, I saw that the blood pumped 
around his eyes. He had furious, wild eyes, like a man who had woken 
from terrible dreams that gave him no rest. Or. Like a man who had 
lain awake, unable to sleep because of the terrible ideas that slashed 
around in his head. Maybe he’d been fighting those ideas. Maybe he 
had been fighting and losing for years, and he hated the things he 
longed to do. But he’d also allowed that enemy to set up residence in 
his head, and he’d hid and fed it.

“She’s not yours,” he growled, glaring at me with those eyes. “Stay 
out of her room!” He shoved me against my pillow and left. I listened 
carefully until I heard his bedroom door shut. It took me an hour to 
return to sleep. 

Ted’s smothered rage terrified me, but I realized I couldn’t think 
that way. I’d remained in that house on purpose to protect Donny, 
so that’s what I had to do. I had to protect her. The next night, I did 
it again. I slid out of bed and climbed into bed with Donny. She 
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wrapped her arms around me again, but I lay awake, hyper-aware, 
listening to her deep breathing. My heart pounded in my ears until I 
finally drifted off, only to be jolted up again sometime after midnight.

This time Ted carried me to my room upside down by one leg. 
When we got there, he flicked on the light. Then, he dangled me in 
the air for a good ten seconds so that his form swayed in front of me. 
His white t-shirt and boxers filled my view, and I wondered what 
thoughts whirred through his mind.

It took a few seconds, but he finally made his decision. He dropped 
onto the bed and pulled me across his lap. I tried to kick, but it didn’t 
do any good. The skin on his leg felt warm and hairy, and I pressed my 
cheek into his thigh, unable to fight as he beat on my already-tender 
backside. He used no other weapon than his hand, but Ted was a lot 
stronger than Ashlynn, and I finally broke down and howled. Ted 
then flipped me over and held my arms, forcing me into the mattress. 
He leaned over me so that gravity pulled at the skin on his face - his 
dark, enraged face.

“Do you want me really angry at you, Dodge?” he asked.
Tears burned my cheeks; I shook my head, “No.” 
“Don’t you go into Donnielle’s room at night again, Dodge. If I 

catch you in there again, I’m going to hurt you.”
He spoke the word “hurt” slowly, meaningfully, and the heat from 

his face warmed my cheeks. As I peered up at his dark eyes, I knew he 
hadn’t slept much again. A million red spiderwebs laced through the 
whites of his eyeballs, and I felt the anger that pulsed blood through 
his red skin. I believed him. I believed he would hurt me.

In that moment as he leaned over me, though, his restrained fury 
no longer scared me. A collage of bruises already decorated my body, 
because of his wife, because of what she did. He’d just pounded on 
me for no good reason, and a rage crept up in me to match his. If he 
felt frustrated, I felt the desperation of my small size. I met his hostile 
brown eyes with my own, and I said the worst thing I knew how to 
say to him.

“Do you have a small dick, Ted?”
He jolted back. He hadn’t expected those words from so young a 

mouth.
I glared, furious. “You must have a small dick if you want to have 

sex with a seven-year-old.”
That did it. The red almost blistered his face. His eyes bulged, and 

I knew I had just declared war with the Minotaur. I expected him to 
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tear me to pieces, but it didn’t matter because I couldn’t let him hurt 
Donny. He took several deep breaths in and out, in and out, and he 
swallowed, as though his throat had gone dry.

He still gripped my arms, and I cringed, wound up, waiting for 
death. Ted didn’t do anything just then, though. He just dropped my 
arms and stood over me. “I swear, Dodge,” he choked. He swallowed 
again and said, “If I catch you in there again, you won’t be going to 
school for a long long time. I’ll have to tell them you moved.”

I stared back at him, knowing he meant it. 
I agreed. “Okay.”
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Don’t you know, things calmed down after that? They really did. 
Ashlynn relaxed, and she seemed almost happy. The list in my train 
book grew slower. 

I didn’t give up. I still slept in Donny’s room every night, and 
every morning I awoke early and slipped into my own bed. Nobody 
yanked me out of sleep in the middle of the night. My bruises almost 
healed. Well. I mean. Ashlynn was still Ashlynn. She still had crazy 
fits, but her rain of fury eased into a sprinkle.

Then, a night came when Ted suggested we all go to the movies 
and watch Coal Miner’s Daughter with Sissy Spacek and Tommy Lee 
Jones. Ashlynn seemed to spark with real enthusiasm, and Donny and 
I perked up, excited to see to a show. 

“Will you be good, Donnielle?” Ted asked. “Will you sit still and 
watch the whole movie?” Donny nodded happily. 

“Dodge?” 
“Yes,” I said.
Ted acted so pleasant, so friendly that night, I almost thought he’d 

turned into a human. He bought a huge popcorn for Donny and me 
to share, along with Red Vines and Milk Duds and cups of Coke. 
Donny and I ate our popcorn and candy and guzzled our soda pop. I 
have no idea what happened in Coal Miner’s Daughter, though. I guess 
Loretta Lynn became a big star, and Sissy Spacek won an Oscar, but I 
have no idea what happened, because I zonked right out.

I awoke in the middle of the night with the horrible impression 
that I’d been tricked. I listened to the house, and I heard no sounds 
but the clock ticking in the living room. I lay still in my bed, irritated 
that my teeth felt fuzzy and unbrushed after all that sugar.

Then, through the wall, Donny gave a muffled whimper, and her 
springs squeaked a little. Silent Donny. I’d snuggled with her every 
night for weeks, her little brother teddy bear, and Ted had tricked me 
into falling asleep at the movies and had put me into my own bed.

My stomach bubbled, hot with panic. I dropped lightly onto my 
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rug and crept out the door and down the lighted hall. I found Donny’s 
door closed. We had no locks on our doors, and I turned the knob and 
pushed the door inward without a sound. 

I felt it as soon as the door opened. Something about the room 
had changed; there was more presence, more warmth. I had expected 
the worst, but my brain still refused to recognize it. My eyes dilated 
to allow in light, and as they focused, I finally saw him there - on the 
bed with Donny. 

Every bit of fury and indignation available seethed up inside me. 
I wanted to wail on him with a baseball bat and shoot him. I stood 
there, appalled, aware that I had absolutely no physical power to 
stop him, so I used the best and only real weapon available to me. I 
screamed. I screamed with all the festering wrath that can erupt from 
the heart of a four-year-old child.

Ted stumbled out of the bed and tripped and fell on the floor. 
“You sonofabitch!!” I screamed at him. “You bastard! Raping a 

little girl, you disgusting low life!” I threw out every horrible insult I 
could muster as he scrambled to his feet, tugging up his boxers. In a 
moment, his hands wrapped around my arms, and he lifted me into 
the air and shook me.

“Shut up!” he roared into my face. “Shut up!!”
I kept screaming. I wouldn’t stop – couldn’t stop.
“That’s it!” he barked. He tucked me against his skin, muffling 

my curses and insults as we strode into my bedroom, banging my 
head on the doorway as he flew through it. He flung me down and 
I bounced into the white headboard. Dizzy, forehead singing, I spun 
and watched him tower above me in nothing but his boxers.

“I told you, Dodge!” I saw in his face the intensity of frustration, 
of waiting and waiting, always tripping on this little kid in his way. “I 
told you! What did I say would happen if you upset Ashlynn by being 
loud? What did I say! What did I say about staying out of Donnielle’s 
room! What did I say!!” 

As he shrieked, Ted kept spinning in place, looking, hunting 
around and around the room. He finally saw my lamp, and bellowing 
curses, he grabbed my lamp in the crook of his elbow and ripped the 
cord right off it. It was an old lamp with a thin but heavy cord, and 
he tore it off with one jerk. Then he bashed the cordless lamp into the 
wall beside my bookshelf so the drywall buckled. The lamp fell and 
crunched against the floor.

I crawled backward into the corner between the headboard and 
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the wall, searching frantically. Ted was preparing to kill me. He had 
that cord and he was going to strangle me and hang up my body as a 
warning to other defiant toddlers.

“You want to go into Donnielle’s room?” He grabbed me by the 
shoulder, and I punched and kicked, fighting for my life to break free. 
It was a pitiful effort, like a kitten in the mouth of a mastiff. “You 
want to ignore me and completely disobey me! Is that what you want 
to do?” He tossed me onto my stomach and pulled the back of my 
shirt up over my face, muffling me in cloth. I found my arms couldn’t 
move freely, and I couldn’t see. “You want to make noise? You want to 
scream and wake up the neighbors!” He held my neck, and I felt the 
danger, the terror of exposure as I lay face down on my bed, unable 
to wriggle free.

The shock radiated out to my fingertips when Ted first slashed that 
doubled-up lamp cord across my bare skin, and I shrieked into the 
cloth of my shirt. I had never even whimpered when Ashlynn attacked 
me, but I screamed then. 

There’s a scene in David Copperfield where David’s stepfather canes 
him half to death in an upstairs room of the house. David flashed 
into my mind at that moment, and I wondered about Dickens and 
how much of his own suffering he’d written into his books. I tried to 
think of Tommy Traddles, crying and drawing skeletons all the time, 
or Roald Dahl’s years in the brutal British school system, long before 
he wrote Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. I thought back through 
time to the Inquisitions and the Apostle Paul and Jesus Christ himself. 
I had to. I had to focus elsewhere, because Ted Cresson had made me 
the whipping boy the family, and he intended to do a thorough job.
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Chapter 14

I honestly don’t know how many times Ted slashed me with that 
cord. The blows blended together in a searing symphony. My back 
didn’t offer Ted a large piece of real estate, and it didn’t take long for 
him to plow across most of it, lacerating certain spots over and over. I 
just know that when he finally left me alone, I couldn’t move. I hardly 
had the energy to sob. I lay there in the dark, tears leaking into my 
shirt prison. My back burned and burned, and I felt raw and tender 
and damaged. I rested, lying perfectly still as the torn sensation dulled 
to a tender throbbing. 

Voices rumbled in the other room, first loud, then low-grade. 
People wandered through the kitchen, and the odors of fried eggs and 
toast filtered into my room. After a time, Ted opened my door and 
placed his face near mine - I think he wanted to check on whether I’d 
stopped breathing. I let him hear me. I let him hear long, even breaths, 
then he disappeared again and closed my door. The house grew quiet.

Resting there gave me time to think, and I considered what Ted 
had just done. I worked it over in my mind and realized an important 
truth: I had won. Ted had made his mistake. Little flames of victory 
joined together in my chest, and they helped me ignore the all-over 
hurt. Ted had lost, and Donnielle and I had won. The only thing I had 
to do was get up out of that bed.

Slowly, slowly, I worked my shirt the rest of the way over my head 
and freed my arms from the sleeves. I didn’t want anything to touch 
my skin, and the cool night air felt soothing. That cord had caught 
from my shoulders to the backs of my legs, but Ted had focused on 
the middle and upper part of my back. Painfully, carefully, I eased 
down off my bed, pulled my train book from its hiding place and 
tucked it under my left arm. He’d lashed the ribs on my right side 
quite a bit, but my left side had hidden safely in the lee of the storm. 

I opened my door and listened to the house. The clock continued 
to tick, and that’s all I heard. I crept lightly to the door of Ted and 
Ashlynn’s bedroom, and I waited for a long minute for any sounds to 
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emanate from the room. Silence answered my careful question. 
Donny’s door opened easily, but I had the sense that this would 

change. I had an idea that Ted planned to buy new doorknobs for our 
doors - knobs with locking mechanisms. Maybe that had been one of 
the rumbles I’d half-heard from the kitchen. I had to get Donny out 
of the house. I had to get her out right now. Right now.

I sneaked quietly up to her. “Are you okay?” I whispered into her 
ear. I felt the wetness on her pillow, on her cheeks, in her hair.

She grabbed my hand and squeezed it. 
“It’s okay,” I said as quietly as I could. “We have to leave. Will you 

leave with me?”
She hesitated, always so afraid. So afraid, poor girl.
“I am going right now,” I breathed near her ear. “Come with me.”
I didn’t say anything else to her. I just held her hand and led her 

off the bed. I briefly knelt and picked up her shoes by the wall; I 
didn’t dare bend over. Donnielle followed me into the hallway, and we 
stepped lightly to the front door in our sock feet.

I cautiously turned the locks and twisted the doorknob. I eased the 
door open a crack, then another centimeter, and then another. Dread 
almost deafened me. I heard the blood pounding in my ears and felt 
it pumping through the wounds in my back with such tremendous 
thuds, I didn’t think I could have heard Ted if he were an elephant 
stomping over the couch. Donny and I both kept glancing backwards 
every three seconds while the door eased open.

Stiff. My skin felt so stiff. 
The crack in the door had widened just enough to slip out when 

I heard a murmur in the room down the hall. Outside air wafted 
through that dark opening, the air of liberty. We stood silent, because 
somebody had stepped out of bed.

“Go,” I breathed to Donny. “Go.”
Donny eased out, and I followed, careful not to touch my back 

on the doorframe. I left the door ajar as I stepped out onto the porch. 
Then I pushed Donny forward, and we ran down the steps, across the 
grassy front yard, and into the street.

I tucked the book under my left arm, and I clung to Donny’s 
shoes with the fingers of my other hand. Directing her to follow me, 
I dashed into the Simmons’ yard. We needed to get off the street, off 
the sidewalk, out of sight. As soon as we could hide between a tree and 
a hedge, I knelt down in the sparse grass and offered Donny her shoes 
to wear. It hurt to hold them while I ran. It hurt to move, period. Stiff 
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soreness had replaced the searing sensation that had first tormented 
me, but every step jarred my injuries.

Donny and I both peeked through the hedges, back across the 
street at the prison house we’d escaped. It appeared so calm and quiet, 
a bungalow like a thousand others. I watched the house as Donny 
pulled on her shoes, and a yellow light glowed through the window of 
Donny’s bedroom. A few moments later, my bedroom light popped 
on.

“C’mon!” We hopped up and ran. I had no clue about the time. I 
didn’t know where we could find refuge in the dark morning, but we 
couldn’t stay put. The front door slammed behind us, and I knew Ted 
had emerged to bloodhound us down.

I led Donny through yards and between houses. We had taken 
walks all over this neighborhood with Ashlynn. We knew it. We knew 
the people here, because she had stopped to fake-talk with them over 
and over again. 

I visualized the blocks around us and focused in on each house 
at a time, on each group of people. People with children. Who had 
children? More importantly, who had dogs? Who had dogs that would 
bark when we trespassed through their territory, dogs who could alert 
Ted to our location?

A rock bounced down the street and skittered into the curb. I 
pulled Donny beside the hydrangeas under the Taylors’ front window 
and huddled there in the shadows. I couldn’t watch as Ted approached 
at a light jog. I ducked my head down, and I saw that Donny did the 
same. He’d see us if a little light caught on our golden hair, but we 
didn’t move. We waited, silent, as the enemy’s tennis shoes pad pad 
padded past us. I heard the growls that muttered from his mouth, and 
I thought, “What a stupid man. He should be listening for us. He 
can’t listen for us if he’s cussing at us.”

Ted jogged by, and we held still, like rocks in the shadows. I 
thought about sitting there all night, but I knew we had to move 
soon. I could hope that Ted ran on and on all night, but it was likely 
he’d double-back and explore each yard carefully, one set of bushes at 
a time. 

I shuddered, shirtless in the crisp night air. It had been getting into 
the 70s during the day, but the nights were still cold. I dashed around 
the neighborhood in my mind, trying to decide where we should go. 
We had to have a plan, a specific destination! 

That house with the swings in the back. They had children there. 
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The kids at that house had been splashing in puddles on the week-
ends, two little girls and a boy about my age. I remembered him. They 
lived a few houses farther down in the same direction Ted had jogged.

I grabbed Donny’s hand and pulled her into the Taylor’s side yard, 
and there we huddled again and listened. This house had a huge priva-
cy fence, so we couldn’t just zip through back yards. Donny and I both 
sat and tried to draw in any sounds from the neighborhood, straining 
to hear Ted’s shoes on the pavement. I had horrible visions of racing 
up to somebody’s door and banging, shouting, only to have Ted arrive 
a few moments later. He’d punch me and knock me out, then carry us 
over his shoulders back to our personal penitentiary. 

I needed a wristwatch! I never knew the time, and I didn’t know 
how long we waited in that side yard. I didn’t know where Ted had 
gone or whether he lingered out there in the street. I couldn’t hear 
him anywhere. We needed to travel just three houses farther down 
the road!

“Pray,” I told Donny, and she bowed her head.
I shivered and thought hard. I knew Ted wouldn’t stop walking, 

walking and hunting all night, and the approaching dawn had already 
started to warm the gray sky in the east. 

That’s when we heard a dog barking. Two dogs now. Where? The 
next block over. Yes! The dogs could tattle on Ted just as easily as they 
could tattle on us!

Those dogs gave me the courage I needed to make the final dash. I 
led Donny along the edge of the house and peeked out into the street. 
It looked empty both ways. I took the chance and ran swiftly around 
a front porch and across a driveway. We slipped from bushes to tree 
trunks, and I finally made a run for it, bolting the last fifty yards to 
the house I had picked out in my mind. A short gate guarded the 
front yard. My hands shook, but I flipped the latch and opened it for 
Donny, and we skirted around the house to the back door. 

I had no fears about getting caught by the house owners. I didn’t 
worry that they’d call the cops, because I needed them to call the cops. 
No matter how they reacted to us, none of it mattered as long as Ted 
didn’t reach us first. I trotted up the steps, and I tried that back door. 
Magically, it opened.
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The door creaked as I pushed it, but I didn’t even care. I pulled 
Donny in after me, and I gently closed and locked the door behind us. 

We stood in a sort of coat closet entryway. Donny didn’t want to 
move, but I tugged her hand, and she followed me around the corner 
into the kitchen itself. A dog did start growling then, a deep rumble in 
its chest. A light emanated from the stove hood, and I glanced around 
the kitchen until I finally spied a yellow Labrador in a doggy bed just 
past the refrigerator. 

“Hi there,” I put out a hand. “We’re your friends.”
Being short had its advantages. The shaggy dog eased up and 

clicked across the kitchen, where she started sniffing us and licking 
my face. I could tell she took care of children. That’s what she did. 
That was her purpose. I sat with her and rubbed her ears and hugged 
her. That hugging stretched the skin on my back, and I gasped in pain 
when I did it, but I felt a massive relief in my heart. Donny finally 
relaxed and started petting the dog too, and that just made everything 
better. The adults of the house could help us when they woke up in 
the morning, I felt sure of it. I didn’t think they’d just call Ashlynn and 
send us back. They wouldn’t…would they? 

Weariness weighed down my eyebrows. I shivered, chilled after 
spending too much time outside. I led Donny through the kitchen 
into a front room with couches, and I climbed onto the biggest soft 
sofa. Donny followed me, and I pulled a fuzzy afghan off the back of 
the couch to drape over us. As we snuggled up together, and I warmed 
up, we both fell sleep.

The cat woke me up that morning by stepping on my head. Coffee 
brewed in the kitchen, and the aroma brushed comfortingly across my 
face. I removed Donny’s soft arm from my neck, and I rolled onto the 
carpet then eased to the doorway and peeked around the corner at the 
person I knew must be the lord of the home. A man stood at the stove 
in pajama bottoms, his back all hairy. He’d buzzed off the hair on his 
head, unable to hide the fact that hardly any grew on top anymore. I 
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heard the sizzle of eggs as he cracked them into a cast iron pan. Aside 
from those light sounds, the house sat silent.

I knew I needed to introduce myself, so that I didn’t startle him. 
Fear sickened me for a moment. What if he acted like Ted? Normal on 
the outside, but brutal inside, willing for other adults to batter little 
kids? That thought paused me in the doorway as my back started to 
throb again, a dull, stiff throbbing. Tears bubbled over and gushed 
down my cheeks. I didn’t know what else to do. 

“Hello?” I whispered, tearfully. “Good morning?”
The man didn’t spin around. He just kept cooking his eggs.
“Good morning, bud,” he said. “You’re up awful early. Jump up to 

the table and I’ll give you some scrambled eggs.”
I paused. I had to get him to notice me, but I wanted him to see 

me and I didn’t want him to see me at the same time.
“No, sir,” I tried to speak up, tried to make my voice heard. “No, 

I live down the block. I need you to call the police for me.”
The man turned then and gazed down at me. From the front, I 

looked like a little boy in just my sweatpants. The two of us made 
a pair of shirtless balding guys. Except that my hair had grown and 
started to poof a bit. 

“Hello,” he said, surprised. “What are you doing here?”
“I need you to call the police,” I started bawling then for real. 

I couldn’t hold it back. All the stress and pain and fear rose up and 
spilled out of me, and I had no more ability to be strong. “Call the 
police. We need the police to come!”

Do you know what he did? That dear man stepped over and got 
down on his knees and gently brushed the tears from my eyes with his 
thumbs. “It’s okay, buddy,” he said, his voice concerned. “It’s okay. It’s 
okay. What’s the matter? You sure have a big egg on your forehead. 
You must have whacked your head pretty hard.”

I couldn’t breathe. I pressed my hands against his bare, hairy chest 
and rested my head on it and sobbed big shuddering sobs. 

He placed a large, warm hand on my fluffy hair, and he went to 
wrap an arm around me to give me a hug, but the insta-agony jolted 
me.

“Don’t. Ow! Don’t,” I cried.
And that’s when he saw my back. I didn’t know what it looked 

like, but I imagined it shocked him. The man took me by the top 
of the head and turned me around so he could examine me, and he 
cursed softly under his breath.
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“Who did this to you?” he asked. “What happened?”
I gushed tears, standing in his kitchen doorway, unable to look up 

at him. “He was hurting Donny,” I tried to look up, but it felt awful 
to speak the words out loud. “He wanted to rape her, and I screamed 
at him. Please call the police. Please.”

Confusion washed over the man’s face, but he nodded and grabbed 
his phone receiver off the wall to punch the buttons. “Hello. It’s 608 
North Michigan Avenue. Hi, we have a badly beaten neighbor boy 
here. Somebody did a real number on him. He has bruising all over. 
Yeah, we need an officer. No, no he’s conscious. He’s breathing. He can 
walk. Thanks. Another child might be injured too, so -” He paused for 
a few moments, listening. “Okay. Okay. Thanks.” He answered a few 
more questions before he finally hung up.

“They’re gonna be here in a few minutes, buddy.” He got down on 
my level again, the anger obvious in his face. 

“You’re not mad at me, are you?” I said. “He was trying to find us, 
so I thought we could hide here.”

“Oh no,” the man shook his head. “No no no, I’m not mad at you! 
Not a little bit. Come sit up here and have some eggs. Are you hungry? 
Do you want a warm cloth for your back?”

I shook my head. I didn’t want anything to touch my back, and I 
had no desire to eat. “I’m so thirsty,” I said. “Can I have some water?”

“Sure. Sure, you can have water.” He quickly filled a plastic cup for 
me at the tap. Then he picked me up and set me at the table. My butt 
hurt. Everything hurt, but I could sit. 

“So, is the other child still back at your home?” he asked. “Where’s 
your brother?”

“My brother?” I asked.
“Who did you say? Uh...Donny?”
“Oh, no. She’s my foster sister. She’s in the other room on your 

couch.”
“She is?” he said, surprised. He walked into the living room and 

saw pretty little Donny in her nightgown, asleep.
“Oh,” he said. “Okay. So, was it your foster father who did this to 

you.” He pulled up a chair and settled at the table beside me. 
The cup blocked my mouth, and I kept gulping and gulping. I 

tried to nod.
“Who? What’s his name?”
I pulled the cup away and breathed out, “Ted Cresson.” I took 

another breath, then I returned to my water.
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The anger flashed back into the man’s face, and I understood that 
he knew Ted. He knew him. He stood and shoved his chair back, and 
I saw the violence in his movements.

“No!” I barked. “Don’t!” I choked on the water when I did that, 
and I had a painful coughing fit. “No,” I tried to breathe again, draw-
ing in the air slowly.

I knew what the man wanted to do. He glared in the direction of 
Ted’s house, then he pulled the chair back under him and sat down.

I finished coughing. “The police will take care of it,” I wiped my 
eyes. “He tried to rape Donny. They’ll get him.”

“Ohhh, I see. He was hurting her, and you wanted to stop him.” 
The man looked at me in a new way. “How old are you? What’s your 
name?”

I set my cup down and breathed for a moment. “My name is 
Dodge.” I reached out my hand.

“Bill,” he said. He grabbed my small hand in his huge, rough 
hand, and we shook. 

I wiped the tears off my cheeks, then I placed my hands on the 
table and rested my face on them. I had no more energy.

Bill kept shaking his head, staring at my back. “I should kill him.”
“It’s bad, I know it is,” I said. “Am I bleeding? Is there blood?” I 

didn’t lift my head. I just sat there, letting myself rest.
He nodded. “Some. Honey, what did he use?” Bill studied my 

wounds, clearly puzzled. “What did he hit you with?”
“He tore the cord off the lamp,” I muttered. “He threw the lamp 

against the wall, and I thought he was going to strangle me to death.”
Bill closed his eyes and shook his head. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s what it 

looks like. A f-ing cord. Geeeeez.” He got up then, and he disappeared 
into the other room. He returned with a Polaroid camera.

“I’m going to take some pictures, okay?” he said. He took several 
snapshots of my back. He had me drop my pants enough to get my 
backside. He took shots from the side to show my ribs. He let me look 
at the photographs as they slowly brightened in the kitchen light, and 
I couldn’t understand what I saw at first. 

I expected stripes, but the full force of the blows had concentrated 
at the rounded end of Ted’s doubled-up cord; it  had created a cascade 
of swollen and darkening violet marks, some split open and blood-
crusted, each shaped like the top half of a paper clip - like long fish 
scales. Most would heal as the weeks passed, but the worst ones never 
disappeared altogether. Ted had given me a series of permanent scars 
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on the upper right side of my back that honestly looked like repeating 
stamps of the Nike swoosh.

The police soon arrived. They didn’t use sirens, but we heard them 
pull up outside.

I sat up. “Bill,” I said earnestly. “Bill, listen. The police need to 
have Donny tested right away. At the hospital. Because there will be 
proof that he tried to do that to her. I don’t know how far he got, but 
he was already hurting her when I walked in.”

I didn’t think that Ted had gotten to Donny before I’d moved 
in. Ashlynn frightened Donnielle, but Donny seemed perfectly calm 
around Ted. She’d enjoyed it when Ted brushed her hair and put her 
to bed. I hoped I’d broken into her room and interrupted Ted in time. 
I hoped she’d been crying from fear more than anything else. I didn’t 
want to think about it, but there would be evidence if he’d damaged 
her.

“Okay, okay,” Bill said. “I’ll let them know.” 
The law men knocked at the door, and Bill led them to me in the 

living room. They asked me questions, and I answered them as well as 
I could. They tried to interview Donny, but of course Donny didn’t 
talk. 

“Ashlynn is bad too,” I said to them. “Ted wouldn’t let her beat 
up Donny. So, she beat me instead. Oh! I have a book! I wrote it all 
down!”

I set my train book on the coffee table and opened it to the last 
page. 

My name is Dodge Journey Spicer, D.O.B. 7/15/1975. I 
am living with Ashlynn and Ted Cresson of Pasadena, CA. 
This is a record of all the times Ashlynn has hit me.

2/8 – A 1x4 board – 11x. 
2/12 – One slap. It left red finger marks on my face, so 
           I was kept home from preschool.
2/17 – A yardstick – 8x.
2/21– An RC Cola bottle - I lost count.
2/22 – A spatula – 7x.
2/23 – A cookbook. She threw it at me.
2/26 – Slapped my ears back and forth.
2/28 – Knocked me to the floor. Kicked me. 
3/2 – Hit me on the arms and shoulders with metal 

salad tongs.
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3/4 – A yardstick again – forgot to count
3/14 – Slapped my ears again.
3/18 – A wooden dowel of some kind – forgot to count.

Embarrassment heated my cheeks as I read through all those 
things. I didn’t want Bill to know all that, so I shook my head and 
closed the book.

Bill’s wife walked into the middle of the whole thing, and he pulled 
her into the kitchen to explain the situation. The officers wanted us to 
head to the hospital. Bill offered to go with us, and at first I said, “No.” 
As soon as I imagined leaving him, though, the fear pulsed up in me 
again. I worried that Ted and Ashlynn would appear and convince 
the police to give us back, and I quickly changed my mind. “Okay,” I 
nodded at Bill. “You’ll keep us safe.”

The paramedics helped Donny and me into the back. Bill had 
pulled on a shirt, and nobody stopped him as he joined us. He handed 
me a light jacket, which I held in my arms, and he guarded us the rest 
of the morning.
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They cleaned and patched me up at the hospital, but I had to deal 
with legal matters after that. The police questioned me. The welfare 
people questioned me. They asked the same things 20 different ways, 
and I gave them the same story every time.

My train book really stirred them up. I’d forgotten that four-year-
olds don’t write; they draw pictures. Not only could I write, but I 
spelled everything correctly. I realized that I should have thrown in 
some all-phonetic spellings, because little kids don’t write “slapped.” 
They write “slaped” or “slpd.” I wrote much better than any little kid 
should write. 

I had to show them I could do it. They dictated to me, and I wrote 
what they said.

“The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog.” I wrote the words 
in large print, but I spelled them correctly. “Once upon a midnight 
dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary, over many a quaint and 
curious volume of forgotten lore.” I wrote that too, and they decided 
I was a child prodigy.

“How did you know to keep a record?” they asked. “Who told you 
to do that - to write everything down?”

I shrugged. “Police television shows.” 
I tried to… not dumb myself down so much as tone it down. I 

had to be careful with my vocabulary. One adult after another stared 
when I explained myself, and I didn’t like them paying close attention 
to me.

They took pictures of what Ted had done to me, but I pointed 
out my other bruises too. I explained repeatedly that Ashlynn’s attacks 
were all about her anger over Ted’s thing for Donny, and they’d never 
been meant to correct me as a parent. 

“She hit me because she was mad,” I said. “She didn’t care if she 
hurt me. She wanted to hurt somebody. That’s why she’d gotten me 
in the first place, because she couldn’t hit Donny, and she couldn’t hit 
Ted, and so she hit me.”



92

Amy The Joy

They asked me to tell about a specific incident. 
“Ashlynn would set me up,” I tried to explain. “If I didn’t do any-

thing wrong, she made things up. That last time with the dowel - I 
think it was a handle off … like a croquet mallet or something - I 
asked to get down to go pee, and she said, ‘No. Sit.’ Then she made 
me sit and sit and sit at the table until I wet my pants. I held it and 
held it, and it hurt to hold it. I begged her to let me go. Then I wet 
my pants, because that’s what she wanted. It gave her an excuse, and I 
have bruises still because of it.”

I wanted people to believe me, and I felt so scared they wouldn’t. 
The same people returned and asked me the same questions they’d 
asked before, but in a slightly different way. I only had a true story to 
tell, so my answers never changed.

I didn’t know if the hospital had found enough evidence of Ted’s 
dalliance with Donny to make a case against him. Nobody would tell 
me the results. The biggest source of comfort I had about Donny was 
something the prosecuting attorney said. I met with him a couple 
of times, and before one of the hearings, he said, “It’s good that you 
want to tell your story, Dodge. Your testimony is very very important. 
What you tell the jury might be the most important thing to send Ted 
to jail.”

That gave me hope. If the hospital hadn’t found solid evidence that 
Ted had molested Donny, that was good news to me. I wanted her as 
innocent and unharmed as possible! Donny couldn’t talk, though, and 
she was so shy. I didn’t know what she’d been able to communicate 
to all those strangers. I had to testify on her behalf and describe what 
I’d seen.

A doctor at the hospital could have blown my cover, by the way. 
He had checked me over, but he didn’t correct the “male” listed on my 
paperwork. He just noted that I had no evidence of sexual abuse and 
signed off on it. Cheryl rescued my things from Ted and Ashlynn’s 
house. I dressed myself in my boy’s clothes, complete with my favorite 
Captain America underwear, and I went on with life.

I attended several hearings and trials over those next months. The 
judge gave Ashlynn six months jail time, but it was all suspended. She 
had to do community service, that’s it. Her sentence infuriated me at 
first, because it made me feel like the judge didn’t care about me at all. 
Battering me wasn’t worth actual jail time? Still, I knew she’d never get 
another foster child, and that victory did please me. The newspapers 
had also trashed Ashlynn’s name, and I suspected she’d have to leave 
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Pasadena if she ever wanted to work again.
Meanwhile, they took Donny away somewhere, and I didn’t get 

to see her. When I asked about her, they assured me she was receiving 
good care. “You don’t understand!” I shouted at them. “She needs me! 
At least let me tell her goodbye!” It didn’t seem to matter to them. 

The court scheduled Ted’s trial for July, right before my birthday. 
I hoped I’d see Donny there, but they kept me in a little room on the 
day of my trial so the other witnesses didn’t influence my testimony. 
When my turn came to testify, they led me across the courtroom to 
the stand. I hunted through the faces in the seats as I walked to the 
front. No Donny.

I sat behind a wooden barrier to the left of the judge and watched 
as the prosecuting attorney approached me. Because I was so young, 
he first needed to demonstrate my competence as a witness.

“Dodge,” the attorney asked me. “Do you promise to tell the truth 
here today?” 

“Yes,” I nodded.
“Okay, good. Could you tell me what truth is?”
“What is truth?” I clarified his question. Did he really just ask 

that?
The attorney nodded, “Yes. What is truth?”
I stifled a smile. That was the philosophical question of the ages, 

wasn’t it? I behaved myself, though, and I answered seriously. “The 
truth is something that really happened. A lie is something that people 
just make up.”

“Good.” He pulled out a card and showed it to the room. “If I said 
this card had an orange circle on it, would that be the truth?”

“No.”
“Why?”
“Because it’s a picture of a blue square.”
“Right. And if I said this is a picture of a blue square, would that 

be the truth?”
“Yes.”
“So, you know the difference between the truth and a lie, don’t 

you? Have you ever told a lie?” the prosecutor asked.
“Oh,” I nodded. “Yes.”
I glanced up at the judge. He looked surprised. I guessed that most 

little kids didn’t admit to lying.
“When did you tell a lie?” the prosecutor continued.
“Well,” I said. “Once I cut my own hair, and I blamed it on a kid 
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at school.”
People in the courtroom tittered. 
I remembered that hair-cutting incident and closed my eyes for a 

moment; it wouldn’t actually take place in my original life for another 
two or three years. I shook my head to myself and took a deep breath. 
Now and then I experienced a shot of anxiety over the strange fact 
that I remembered my own future. I had mostly grown used to it, but 
the peculiarity of the whole thing still overwhelmed me on occasion.

 “Why did you lie about it?” the attorney asked.
“I didn’t want to get in trouble. But, then my mom planned to 

talk to my teacher about it, and that was gonna end in a huge mess. 
So I just ‘fessed up and told her I did it.”

The titters rustled across the courtroom again.
 “Is there ever a time when you should lie?” the attorney said.
I thought about the folks who bravely hid Jews from the Nazis. I 

also thought about the fact that I was pretending to be a boy, but I 
shook my head and gave the reassuring answer. “It gets you into more 
and more trouble. My mom used to always say, ‘What a tangled web 
we weave when first we practice to deceive.’”

The prosecutor laughed spontaneously at that. “My mom used to 
say the same thing.”

“So did mine,” the judge murmured.
“Do you promise to tell the truth, Dodge?” the prosecutor asked.
“Yes I do,” I said. 
That ended the truth-lie portion of my testimony.
Under the prosecutor’s guidance, I told them my story as simply 

as I could. I explained the entire series of events that had led up to the 
horrific night that Donny and I had escaped. And I felt good about it. 
I could feel the anger, the outrage in the room. I heard the whispers. 

Then, the rotten defense attorney Ted had hired cross-examined 
me. That guy had no shame. He didn’t act mean. He spoke gently 
and patiently, but he asked the worst things and used my intelligence 
against me. Evil man. No, really. He had to be an evil man to do what 
he did.

“It’s clear that you’re a very smart fellow, Dodge,” the defense con 
artist nodded kindly at me. “Psychologist Dr. Tesky testified earlier 
that you have an IQ of 180. That’s astounding. I’ve never been in the 
same room as somebody with an IQ of 180. In fact, she stated it was 
‘at least’ that high, and she said that you were actually ‘off the charts.’”

I didn’t answer him. I stared at his dark moustache, wishing he’d 
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shave it. Where he was going with this? Ted’s lawyer was not my 
friend. He had arrived in that courtroom to defend my enemy, the 
abuser of small children, and that meant I couldn’t trust him one bit. 
He wasn’t making an effort to prove I was incompetent or forgetful. 
This lawyer wasn’t trying to convince the jury that I didn’t know right 
from wrong. He was taking steps to highlight my intelligence. Why? 

“Do you remember the reading tests the doctor gave you?”
“Yes.” 
“You read Edgar Allen Poe out loud and answered questions. 

That’s impressive. According to her results, you read at the same level 
as the average 10th grade student.” 

I smiled at that. Frankly, an IQ of 180 at age five meant I had the 
mental age of a 9-year-old, and I hoped that the average 10th grader 
was better off than that. 

Here’s the thing about Dr. Tesky: she saw through me. She saw 
that I would offer the wrong answers when I knew the right ones. She 
gave me all kinds of tests. Pattern tests. Memory. Vocabulary. Math. 
Puzzles. I don’t think Edgar Allen Poe was a normal part of her IQ 
testing repertoire. I think she pulled out The Raven just because she 
was curious. 

When I purposely flubbed on words, she asked me, “Dodge, why 
are you trying to pretend you’re not as smart as you are? What are you 
afraid of?” 

The evil lawyer brought my mind back to the courtroom.
“What do you think of Edgar Allen Poe?” he asked me.
“What do I think of him?” I blinked. It was too late to claim I 

was anything like a normal child, so I decided to go along with it. He 
wanted to present me as somebody with a 10th grade reading level? 
Okay then. What had I thought about The Raven back in high school?

“Well. I think he’s frustrating,” I finally answered.
“Why? Why does Poe frustrate you?”
“So. They had me read his poem The Raven,” I said. “In the poem, 

the guy keeps asking the raven questions, and the raven always says, 
‘Never more.’ When I first read it, I thought, ‘He knows the raven is 
going to say, “Never more.” Why doesn’t he ask questions that would 
give him hope when the raven says, “Never more?”’ After all, he could 
have asked, ‘Will Lenore and I be miserable? Will we be poor?’ Then, 
it would have been good when the raven said, ‘Never more.’ But, he 
didn’t. He set himself up for disappointment.”

The crowd murmured, and I wondered if I’d made a mistake. I’d 
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amused them, and the general anger I’d successfully built seemed to 
dissipate a little.

“That’s very good, Dodge. You really thought that through, didn’t 
you?”

I looked out at the audience and then over to the jury. Maybe it 
was okay to let them laugh a little. I didn’t know.

“You do think things through, don’t you?”
“Yes, I do,” I agreed carefully.
“Your brain is more like the brain of a teenager than a preschool-

age child. That’s pretty amazing. Did you know that’s amazing?”
“Sure,” I shrugged. “I believe you.”
The audience laughed again.
“Do you think you’re just as smart as an adult?”
“What?” I asked.
“Do you think that you’re as smart as Ted, for instance?”
I stared at him. Darn. I didn’t want to lie, even to play the game.
“Do you think you’re as smart as Ted?” he repeated.
I took a deep breath. “I could be.”
“Do you think you’re smarter than Ted?”
I shook my head. “Not necessarily.” 
A few people chuckled again. We had somehow softened the 

room, and I scowled. How could they allow themselves to think any 
of this was funny?

“Is that why you disobeyed Ted?”
He didn’t sound mean when he asked it. He asked like he’d been 

puzzled and wanted to know the answer, and I didn’t know how to 
respond. I sat and stared at him.

“Did you think that you were being smart by disobeying Ted?” he 
asked again.

I tried to clarify. “That’s not the-”
“Please answer with just a ‘yes’ or a ‘no,’ Dodge.”
“Wise. I was being wise by disobeying Ted,” I corrected him.
“It’s obvious you’re intelligent, Dodge. You’re a very aware young 

man. Before you moved in with Ted and Ashlynn, were you used to 
making your own decisions? Doing whatever you chose to do?”

“Mostly.”
“That changed when you moved into Ted and Ashlynn’s home, 

didn’t it.”
“Yes, it did,” I said.
“Was that frustrating?”
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“Yes.”
“For instance, when Ted took you to Eaton Canyon Park, did you 

run off to explore?”
This again! Ted’s lawyer had brought this up when we met before 

the trial. Ted had taken me and Donny to a neighborhood park one 
Saturday, and I had rolled down a grassy hill over and over, trying to 
get Donny to join me. I’d bruised one knee a little bit, that was it.

“Ted didn’t say I couldn’t,” I said.
“So, you ran, and you climbed up a hill at Eaton Canyon Park?”
“Yes,” I shrugged. It was more of a knoll than a hill, but okay.
“Did you try to get Donny to follow you?”
“Yes.”
“Even after Ted told her to stay with him?”
“I didn’t hear him say that.”
“Did you fall down the hill after that?” he asked me.
“Yes. I mean. I rolled down it.”
“Did you scrape yourself?”
“I scraped my knee.”
“Did you scrape your back?”
I stared at him. “No.”
He smiled and spoke confidingly. “You tumbled down a great big 

hill, and you didn’t scrape your back even a little? Should we really 
believe that?”

I felt my jaw clench. Was he even allowed to accuse me of lying 
like that? Shouldn’t the prosecutor object?

As Ted’s lawyer continued this line of questioning, it occurred to 
me that we were talking about two different places. I thought that 
Eaton Canyon Park was the name of a park near our house. He kept 
talking like the hill was enormous and rocky, and that confused me. 
Ted must have told the lawyer I’d run off and climbed up the side of a 
ravine or something. Then, I’d slipped and fallen, tumbled down the 
hill banging and scratching myself up pretty badly. 

I hadn’t slid and tumbled down any hillside on my back! 
Then, I understood this particular lawyer didn’t care. He didn’t 

care about the truth. He only wanted to cast doubt on my story. That 
was his whole point, and he did it very well; he provided an alterna-
tive explanation that sounded reasonable, and I’d foolishly agreed we’d 
gone to Eaton Canyon Park when I didn’t know the actual name of 
the park. I had screwed up! 

I studied the jury and wondered if his explanation could sway 
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them. They had to be smarter than that. Then, I thought of Ashlynn’s 
trial, and insecurity filled me for the first time. I could not let Ted get 
off with community service over this! That couldn’t happen!

“Then you disobeyed Ted again when he told you to sleep in your 
own bed, didn’t you.”

“That’s not-”
He interrupted me. “You seem to have disobeyed Ted a lot, 

Dodge. You said earlier that Ted told you not to sleep with Donielle, 
but you did anyway.” He raised his eyebrows at me and squinted a 
little. “Didn’t you?’

“Yes, but it was because-”
“You love Donnielle, don’t you?” he asked.
“Yes,” I said. 
“Is that why you slept in there with her?”
I glared at him.
“She’s a pretty girl, isn’t she?”
I felt the heat rise into my ears. “She’s beautiful.”
“And did you enjoy snuggling with her every night?”
“She’s my sister.” My face warmed and my neck warmed. For some 

reason, the other questions didn’t affect me. The stupid lawyer could 
exaggerate about my falling down some hillside, and it only irritated 
me. When he started trying to use Donny against me, a dizzy tunnel 
vision clouded in and fuzzed around the edges of my eyes.

I clenched my hands at my sides. He had more presence than I 
did. I felt certain his voice reached the back of the room, while I was 
stuck half-hidden behind that wooden barrier. I didn’t have the verbal 
bulk to wrestle past the defensive line he was building. I couldn’t force 
my voice over his.

“I get it. You love her, and you wanted to snuggle up in there with 
her. Did it upset you when Ted told you to stay in your own bed?”

“I had to sleep in there specifically because Ted didn’t want me to.” 
I tried to explain.

“What was that?”
“I had to sleep in there because Ted didn’t want me to. Because-”
“Because you didn’t like him telling you what to do? You didn’t 

think he had that right? And it made you angry that he told you to 
stay out of Donnielle’s room?”

I looked at the prosecutor, but he still didn’t object! He sat there,  
scribbling on a legal pad. He was supposed to be stopping this guy!

“Which question do you want me to answer?” I glared at Ted’s 
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lawyer. He didn’t ask them again, though. He just moved on.
“You stated earlier that Ted swatted you with his hand. So, you 

disobeyed Ted. Over and over. He finally swatted you for it, as though 
you were just a normal little boy doing what he was told not to do. 
And that made you angry.”

I suddenly popped. “No! No, you big jerk! That’s not what it was!”
“Young man,” the judge reprimanded me. “No outbursts like 

that.”
“He’s trying to trick people, your honor!”
“Don’t worry, Dodge. Just answer his questions.”
“Isn’t he leading the witness, though?”
“He’s allowed to during cross-examination.” 
The lawyer’s eyes narrowed at me. I had rumpled him, and that 

pleased me. He was good at this, though, and he maintained a voice 
of calm reason. 

“I understand this upsets you, Dodge. These aren’t good memories 
for you, are they?”

I glared at him. “Of course not.”
“I appreciate that. Is it too difficult for you to answer questions? 

Do you want to get down now?”
“No, I’m fine,” I said. I hated this guy.
“It’s okay. I’m almost finished,” he said kindly, as though he were 

a decent human being who cared about little children. “When Ted 
disciplined you, that made you angry. Did you feel humiliated?” 

“Yes.”
“Were you frustrated and angry with him?”
“Of course I was.”
“He treated you like you were just a regular little boy. He tried to 

tell you what to do. He wouldn’t let you sleep with Donny. Did you 
want to get back at him?”

“No.”
“Are you sure? Even after you felt humiliated?”
“No,” I repeated.
“Everybody understands, Dodge,” the lawyer said gently. “You 

truly are a very very bright boy.”
Before I could respond, he said, “No more questions.”
For half a moment, I felt relieved that the evil lawyer had sat down. 

Then, I looked over at the jury. Had they bought any of it? 
I glanced down at Ted, the young, handsome accountant in his 

suit and tie. He looked so respectable, so calm and pleasant. Not the 
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kind of monster who would abuse little children. Maybe they’d believe 
him over me. Maybe they’d believe I made it all up after all.

I wanted a chance to rebut the lawyer’s rotten suggestions, because 
I pictured his final summation in my head. I saw it; he just hadn’t 
made it yet. All he had to do was throw enough doubt on my story to 
shake them. He’d tell them, “Don’t be deceived by his cherubic face. 
Dodge admitted that he was angry at Ted for disciplining him. Dodge 
was angry that Ted wouldn’t let him sleep in bed with Donny. He was 
jealous of the attention Ted paid Donnielle, because Dodge wanted her 
attention. Dodge wanted to snuggle up with her. When he tumbled 
and banged himself up, he determined to get back at Ted. He decided 
to go to the neighbors and phone the police so that he could blame 
Ted for the bruises that he had actually given himself. Nobody wants 
to be treated like a little kid when they have the mind of an adult.”

I looked to the prosecutor for help, but he just kept scribbling on 
legal paper. What was wrong with him! 

I glanced up and saw the judge studying me. I think he under-
stood, because he took the situation in hand. “Dodge, why did it 
make you uncomfortable when Ted would brush Donny’s hair and 
put her to bed?”

The frustration of being blocked in suddenly overwhelmed me. 
“Your honor, is it okay if I stand up?”

“In your seat?”
“Yes, please.”
“Okay, but be careful.”
I stood, and it made such a difference. I had a much better view 

of the room. 
I said earnestly, “I didn’t know if Ted was bad, but I wanted to keep 

her safe, just in case. That’s why I slept in her room. Ted never hugged 
or kissed Ashlynn. He only kissed and petted Donny, and that made 
me feel worried. ” I pointed at Ted’s lawyer and grimaced. “That guy 
said weird things. Shoot. I don’t even like girls.”

The audience laughed again, but I could feel that the balloon of 
their anger had pumped back up. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe it had 
never deflated.

“When Ted found me in Donny’s room that first time, it wasn’t 
at bedtime. It was in the middle of the night. He went into Donny’s 
room way after midnight, your honor. Why would he do that?”

“That’s a good question,” the judge agreed.
“Yes, sir, it’s a good question. He didn’t say, ‘Now Dodge. You 
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need to sleep in your own bed,’ all reasonable like a normal adult. He 
grabbed me by my shoulders, so angry his face was red, and he said, 
‘She’s not yours. Stay out of there!’”

“And you kept sleeping in her room after that?”
“Yes, sir. But, it scared me to go back into her room every night. 

I had a hard time going to sleep. I’d lay awake listening, listening for 
so long…”

The judge studied me for a few moments. “That was brave of you,” 
he said.

And that’s when the tears blubbed up and spilled over. I covered 
my face and struggled to breathe. The adult part of me felt grateful for 
the tears and their effect on the audience, but the child part of me just 
felt the heaviness of all that fear and stress night after night. So much 
fear. So much stress. I recognized it more now than I had at the time, 
now that it was over. I wiped my face with my sleeve and kept going. 

“The one night I didn’t sleep in her room, I woke up and realized 
Ted had tricked me.” I wiped my face again and tried hard to keep my 
voice calm. “So, I ran into her room, and he was on the bed with her.”

Most of my lash marks had healed by that point, but the worst 
ones remained, seven purple-red swooping scars on the upper right 
side of my back, all blending together. My tender, young skin had 
captured that night forever like a photograph, a still-shot of cruelty. I 
didn’t want those people to depend on photographs. I wanted to make 
Ted’s actions personal to them. 

My new foster mother had dressed me in a blue button-up shirt 
with a collar. Standing in the chair, I turned and pulled that dress shirt 
up over my head and exposed my back to the whole court. 

“These scars aren’t from rocks or branches! They’re cord marks. 
They’re from a doubled-up lamp cord,” I raised my voice. “See how 
the marks are swoops? The same shape over and over? Ted Cresson did 
this to me almost four months ago, that’s how badly he whipped me. 
All because I found him in bed with a 7-year-old girl!”

Those angry swooshes told the truth, and the whole courtroom 
knew it. I imagined that even the evil lawyer cringed in his seat. I 
waited several seconds before tugging down my shirt again.

“Okay son,” the judge said. “Okay. It’s okay. You go ahead and sit 
back down.”

I obeyed him, still upset. “Your honor, please. Please. I haven’t 
seen Donny since that night. I don’t know where she is. They never 
even let me say goodbye to her. She can’t talk! She can’t tell you herself! 
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Will you tell them to let me see her?”
“Okay okay,” the judge shushed me with his hand. “It’s okay, 

Dodge.”
“I just want to make sure she’s happy. They need to put her with 

people who will be nice to her.”
“It’s all right. I’ll take care of it.”
In the end, the jury found Ted guilty of all charges. That excellent 

judge gave Ted the maximum sentence. He ordered social services to 
arrange for me to see Donny. 

Then the judge said one last thing to me. He said, “Dodge, when 
you grow up, I hope you go into public service.”

Dear Mike,

I’m sorry that it’s taken so long for me to write you. Please 
tell Aunt Mindy that I wear my Captain America under-
wear all the time, because I love them. I’m a superhero! Dun! 
Dun! Dun! I put bad guys in jail! I save little girls! My new 
foster parents are great, and I like them a lot. They take really 
good care of me. I turned five on July 15th by the way. Oh! 
I know what you could get me! One of those Simon Says 
games! I’d really like that for my birthday.

Tell Aunt Mindy that I miss her. Also tell her that I would 
never ever throw a snowball at your head, because you’re the 
greatest sort of guy! You’re a guy who buys little kids Simon 
Says games for their 5th birthdays.

Love, 
Dodge
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 After Ted and Ashlynn, the child welfare folks moved me into the 

home of John and Shirley Chester, and they were good people. The 
Chesters had one other foster child and two biological children, and I 
enjoyed my cheerfully normal time with them. 

I stayed with John and Shirley until after the trial, glad to live in a 
home with pleasant people, a real mom and dad. Something bothered 
me, though, and it took me time to work it out. It finally occurred to 
me that I didn’t want the happy home. Wait. That’s not exactly what 
I mean. I adored John and Shirley, and I especially liked not getting 
beat up every other day. However, I knew other Ted and Ashlynn-
types still existed, and some other little kid was getting tortured while 
I slept safely in my bed every night. 

As strange as it sounds, I’d considered it fortunate that I had been 
the one stuck with the Cresson monsters. I had a bit more presence of 
mind, more wherewithal to fight off tigers than a normal kid with no 
sense of the world. When I imagined another four-year-old stuck in 
the Cresson house, the thought sickened me. I had to protect them. I 
had to look out for the other kids in the system.

I called up my case worker Cheryl one day and asked to meet with 
her. 

“I need you to move me,” I said when she sat across the table from 
me later that week.

“Why?” she asked. “What’s the problem?”
“Nothing,” I said. “Nothing. That’s the problem. I have an idea. 

And I want you to not freak out.”
“There’s not a problem? And that’s a problem?” She frowned at 

me.
“Cheryl, listen to me. Listen. There are a whole bunch of little kids 

out there who need a safe, happy home – like the one I now have with 
John and Shirley. I have a different idea for me. I want you to make 
me a foster home spy.”

Cheryl obviously did not track with me.
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“See, you screen foster parents, but you don’t know which ones 
just look good on the surface. You don’t know which houses are pretty 
on the outside but hell on the inside for the kids living there. But! I 
could tell you! You place me in a home, and I’ll stay there for awhile 
and scope it out. I’ll tell you if the parents are good parents, and I’ll 
tell you if they’re not treating the kids right. I’ll give you reports. I can 
be the quality control!”

“No,” Cheryl said. “I’m not going to do that. That’s wrong. I’m 
not going to play with your life.” 

Cheryl had grown used to the way I talked. I tried to act like a 
normal child around most people, just to keep them at ease. A scared, 
confused look always wrinkled their faces if I slipped up and started 
adulting, so I’d apologize and admit, “Normal little kids don’t say that, 
do they? They told me I’m a prodigy. Is that what prodigies say?” 
Then people always relaxed and said, “Yes.” They assumed that a child 
genius could do amazing, impossible things, and they accepted me. I 
always spoke my true mind with Cheryl, though, because Cheryl had 
gotten used to me.

“Cheryl, what are you talking about! You already play with the 
lives of the children in the system. Every single one. So, let me help 
make these places safer and better for the kids who live there.”

“No Dodge,” she said. “I can’t just do that. Besides, we have a lot 
of kids to place and not enough homes as it is.”

“I have confidence in you! I’d be a temporary. I’d be there a few 
weeks, that’s all.”

“You are a child, Dodge! I know you forget that, but you are. You 
need a stable home and a stable family. That’s what’s good for you.”

“I am a child. I am. But, I’m stable inside my head. Send me to a 
counselor if you need to, but I can keep record of what goes on with 
different guardians and make sure the homes are good places.”

Cheryl frowned.
“Pleeeeeeease?” I begged. “I want to do it! Please? Let’s just try it!”
Eventually Cheryl gave in. It took persistence on my part, and I 

think she figured I’d switch homes once or twice and give up. I hugged 
John and Shirley goodbye and told them I loved them and thought 
they were awesome. I wrote down their address in Aunt Mindy’s little 
notebook so that I could send them letters. Then, Cheryl moved me 
in with the Faulkners.
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I liked Jeff and Laurie Faulkner just fine. They did not sweep me 
up and give me big hugs, but they weren’t mean. They provided me 
with shelter and food, a bed to sleep in, toys to play with, and books 
to read. Their house lacked something, though…a warm, homey 
quality that I expected in a family. At first, I thought the Faulkners 
were being polite and giving me my space. After a few days, though, I 
decided they just didn’t understand that little kids require one-on-one 
time. I needed people to pay attention to me, but I spent all day in my 
room or outside in the back yard, until the lack of human interaction 
bordered on legitimate neglect. 

I considered reporting this to Cheryl, but I figured the Faulkners 
weren’t bad people. They meant well. 

They had a teenage son named Trevor, and I liked Trevor a lot. He 
built Legos with me at the table one afternoon, and he played music 
in the mornings on his stereo. We rocked out to Supertramp and Pat 
Benatar and had a legitimately good time. Summer had arrived in full 
force, though, and most days he drove off in a car with his teenage 
friends. Laurie worked from home, but she needed her space during 
the day, and I spent a lot of time alone.

Jeff watched baseball in the evening, so I climbed up on the couch 
and sat next to him. “Who is playing?” I engaged him. 

He looked down, surprised to see me there. “Shhh,” he said. “Just 
watch.”

I decided I had to act like a normal child if I were going to churn 
up the depths of Jeff’s personality, and normal kids don’t sit quietly 
and watch.

The pitcher had walked onto the mound, and he threw the ball 
back and forth to the catcher as part of his warm-up. “C’mon. Tell 
me who is playing. What does that guy do?” I pointed to the catcher. 
“What does that guy do?” I pointed to the pitcher. 

“I think you need to go to your room now,” Jeff said. 
I got it. Jeff didn’t want to deal with children. I slid off the couch, 
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but I scooted into the other room and waited for the commercial. 
Then, I ran back in.

“Please tell me who is playing, Jeff!” I leaned my elbows on the 
couch next to him. “Please. It’s the commercial.”

“Dodge. What’s your problem! I want to watch baseball in peace.”
“But it’s a commercial!” I bellowed up at him. I stood on my short 

little legs, and he sat on the couch towering over me.
Jeff winced as though I didn’t get it. “This is my quiet time, Dodge, 

and I want to be left alone.” 
I didn’t let him go. He could spend a couple of moments with 

me. “You are supposed to be my foster father,” I said. “Isn’t that what 
fathers do? They teach their kids about baseball.”

He did the thing that all adults did. He stared at me. 
“Yeah. But, you’re not my son!” he said. “Laurie was the one who 

wanted to do this whole foster home thing. Go bother her.”
“Yeah?” I stared at him for a moment. 
“Yeah,” he raised his eyes wide at me, then he took a sip of his beer 

and returned to the television. 
I couldn’t believe him. “Well. Then you can go to hell, Jeff!” I 

barked at him. What a jerk. I just wanted to watch baseball with him! 
I waited for him to reach over and smack my mouth, but he didn’t. 

He turned back to me, disbelief on his face, and he said, “What? You 
go to hell!” 

And that made me laugh. I started laughing, and I walked away.
Laurie did show interest in me when I tried talking to her, and I 

started helping her make dinner in the afternoons. We talked as she 
diced up onions or peeled potatoes or breaded chicken, and she grew 
warmer and warmer, telling me stories and laughing at my jokes. I 
didn’t want to spoil her too much, but I buttered bread or tore up 
lettuce for salads. Mostly, I kept her company and talked to her. The 
more time we spent together, the more she opened up and relaxed 
around me. She simply hadn’t known what to do with a new human 
in her house.

“Have you had a lot of foster kids?” I asked her one day.
“Nope,” she said. “You’re the first.”
“That’s what I thought,” I said. “Well. I like your food. I think it’s 

yummy. But your next foster kid might be a picky little guy, so don’t 
force food into his mouth or hit him if he won’t eat.”

“What! Dodge?” Laurie said. “What a horrible thing to say. I 
wouldn’t do that!”



107

2020

I believed her. “But, you might want to!”
“No,” she said firmly. 
“Then what would you do?” I said. I scowled at my half-eaten 

turkey sandwich and scrunched up my face and said, “Ew. I don’t like 
that.” I looked back up at her. “Okay. How would you handle that?”

Laurie just laughed. “You’re so funny!”
I grinned because she was laughing, but I wanted to be serious. 

“Laurie!” I said. “One day, you might have a little boy who is so picky 
because he only ate macaroni and cheese every day of his life. He’s 
never even seen a turkey sandwich. Or a cucumber. What do you do?”

Laurie squinted at me. “Where do you come up with these things?” 
she said. 

“Yuck!” I made faces at the turkey. “I want potato chips!”
She laughed, “You’re such a goofball! I’d tell him he needed to try 

a little of it.”
“Okay. Just don’t be mean to him.”
“Dodge! I promise I won’t be mean. I’ll just give him some potato 

chips, you know. Or make him macaroni and cheese.”
“It’s okay to make him eat your food,” I nodded. “Just be nice.”
“I’ll make it fun,” Laurie tried to reassure me. “I’ll reward him if 

he tries a bit of everything.”
I nodded. “That’s a good idea. It’s just...the thing is...sometimes 

kids get messed up. We need to feel safe, even if you have to make sure 
we try new food. And we need hugs.”

She thought about that. “I know that, honey,” she said.
“Yes,” I said. “But you were afraid of me when I first came here. 

Because I’m a strange kid. Don’t be afraid of me. Think of me like I’m 
really your kid. Like… I got lost in the woods for years, and you just 
found me again.”

She grinned and rolled her eyes at me a little. “I got it.”

Laurie and I had a pleasant time together, but Jeff kept blowing 
me off, and it bugged me. It bugged me!

I crawled up on the couch beside Jeff every evening and watched 
sports with him, and he ignored me. If I kept quiet, he didn’t seem to 
care what I did.

Finally, one day, I shouted, “Hooray! The Mariners! My team!” 
“Are you kidding?” he asked. “The Angels are gonna cream them 

by 10 runs. You watch.”
“Oh probably,” I admitted. “The Mariners aren’t very good. And 
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if they do get any good players, the Yankees will probably steal them 
away. But, we used to go buy cheap seats at the Kingdome, and it was 
fun.”

Jeff sipped his beer. “I thought you didn’t know anything about 
baseball,” he grunted. 

“I just wanted you to talk to me.”
Jeff didn’t respond. He watched the television and acted like I did 

not exist on his planet.
I tried again. “Can I like the Dodgers? They’re in the National 

League, right? So, they won’t be playing your precious Angels.”
Jeff stared straight ahead. “You know what, Dodge? Sometimes 

you’re almost cool. And then you turn into a brat.”
“Pay attention to me!” I begged. “I promise I’ll be cool!” 
“Shhh. The game is starting.”
“Hey. Would you play catch with me sometime?”
Jeff groaned. “I just want it quiet in here, Dodge.”
I groaned back. “Fine. Do you have a ball so I can play by myself?”
Jeff didn’t get up. “Go ask Laurie. Or Trevor. He might still have 

one.”
I had spent a lonely eight days there. I’d already gotten through 

all of Jeff’s Louis L’Amour books, and I’d resorted to looking through 
Sports Illustrated magazines. Gahhhh, I was bored!

Which is how I came to almost get Trevor killed. Or maimed. 
Something bad, either way.

I dug through the bottom of Trevor’s closet. He had hockey stuff, 
which I hadn’t expected in Los Angeles. I found a ball glove four sizes 
too big and no ball. I dove next into Trevor’s drawers, and I still didn’t 
find a ball, but I did find a Hershey’s tin box under his shirts. I settled 
down on Trevor’s carpet and popped open his tin, just for something 
to do. I didn’t plan to harm anything. I didn’t plan to take anything. I 
was just curious about what he had hidden in a tin in his shirt drawer. 

On top, I found several Thurman Munson baseball cards from the 
early 70s, each protected in durable little plastic sleeves. 

“Thurman Munson,” I muttered. “Never heard of him.”
Underneath, I found a couple of Morgan silver dollars and other 

old coins, like buffalo nickels and Mercury dimes. There were bone-
colored dice, lead toy soldiers, a few weird token things, a wooden 
top, and four little balls of white powder tied up in sandwich bags. 

I took one of the small white balls and studied it, puzzled. The 
first thing I thought - and I know this is silly - was that Trevor had 
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a sweet tooth and kept portion-sized amounts of powdered sugar in 
his room. There was maybe a tablespoon of white powder in each of 
the bags... more than 10 grams. Closer to 15 grams. I was a chemist. 
I knew grams. 

I held up the bags and studied them. Were they part of a recipe, an 
unused Christmas gift? A very small gift? I tried to remember where 
I’d seen little packages like this before, and it finally occurred to me 
what they might be. 

“Crap!” I barked. I couldn’t believe it! Not Trevor!
I tugged on the knot of one small baggie until I opened it, and a 

smell like acetone puffed into my face. Acetone, you know, the stuff in 
nail polish remover. The smooth powder shone a little in the light, like 
a pearl, and when I pushed my finger into it, it felt oily. I had never 
seen real cocaine before in my life, and these details surprised me. 

What was Trevor doing with 60 grams of cocaine? Was that a lot? 
That seemed like a lot to me. 

I tied the little baggie back up and stuck the four balls into the 
pockets of my shorts. What time was it? Almost my bed time. Trevor 
was still out with his friends, but he had to be home by 9:00 on week-
days. I replaced the lid on the tin and tucked it back into his shirt 
drawer, then I ran to my bedroom and hopped up on my bed to think.

And I fell asleep. Because I was a little kid. 

In the morning, I got up and watched cartoons on the television, 
but it wasn’t until I heard the fridge open that I remembered the round 
balls in my pockets. I trotted into the kitchen and watched as Trevor 
lumbered from the fridge in his blue Superman pajama bottoms. He 
set the milk on the bar next to his bowl and a box of Cheerios, and he 
settled down to eat. 

This kitchen was a three-sided square. The fridge and stove lined 
one wall, and the sink and dishwasher sat on the second side, under 
the window. A wide bar made the final side, separating the kitchen 
proper from the dining area with the table. Trevor sat at the bar and 
munched on his cereal.

“You want some Cheerios, Dodge?” he glanced at me from under 
his mop of curly brown hair. 

I shook my head. Then I grabbed a bar stool and dragged it around 
to the counter by the sink. I climbed up and sat on the counter, right 
next to the garbage disposal.

“Be careful up there, Dodge,” Trevor raised heavy eyebrows. “Don’t 
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fall.”
“Trevor,” I said. “I like you.”
“Well, thanks,” he offered me a sleepy smile across the room.
“But, I need to know something.”
“Hm?” He stuffed a spoonful in his mouth and crunched.
“What are you doing with these?”
I held up all four little white bags. And held them. Because Trevor 

kept on chewing and not looking. Which was unfortunate, because 
as soon as he did look up, he choked on his mouthful of cereal. He 
jumped up but instantly suffered through an explosion of coughing. 

“Don’t move!” I shouted. I reached over and turned on the water 
in the sink. 

Trevor started around the bar, but he continued to cough, deep 
chest coughs.

“Don’t move!” I bellowed, but Trevor kept coming, so I flipped on 
the garbage disposal, and he magically stopped in the middle of the 
kitchen floor. His eyes remained fixed on me, wide with horror, as he 
coughed a few more times and wiped his mouth with his hand. 

“Dodge, don’t!” he took a few deep breaths. “Don’t. Don’t do that.”
“What are you doing with these?” I demanded. I could hardly hear 

myself over the sound of the garbage disposal.
“Give those to me, Dodge. Please,” he begged.
I put my hand out “halt” at him, and I slowly reached over and 

flipped off the noise. So he could hear me. 
“Don’t come closer, Trevor, or these are gone.” The water still - 

shhhhhhh - rushed into the sink.
“That’s a few thousand dollars there, Dodge. It’s a lot of money. 

Just... just give them to me.”
“I know what they are, Trevor,” I hissed. “What are you doing 

with them?”
“Shhh!” He waved his hand at me and looked around nervously. 

“Shhh... Give those to me. I need them.”
“Why?” I demanded.
“I need a car. But, I gotta give a dude money for those.”
“You’re a drug dealer? Getting other kids hooked on drugs?”
“Quiet! One time. One time, that’s it! There’s a big party this 

weekend, and I’m just selling some fun to a bunch of rich kids.”
“Whatever!” I shook my head at him. “Who gave them to you?”
Trevor took a step toward me, and I flipped the garbage disposal 

back on.
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He stopped, hands up, every muscle tense.
I stared at him, watching him. Slowly I reached back and turned 

off the noise again.
“Please Dodge. Please give those to me.”
“Who gave them to you?”
“Why, Dodge?”
“What’s his name!”
“Please, just hand those over,” Trevor begged. “Mom’s gonna come 

in. Please.”
I stared at him. He was only 16-years-old, and I didn’t want some 

drug thugs bashing his kneecaps, but this thing wasn’t going to stop. 
There was no such thing as “one time.” 

I took a deep breath. Then, I dropped the baggies into the garbage 
disposal, and I flipped that switch back on.

The shriek from Trevor’s mouth almost knocked me into the 
sink. He stood in the middle of the kitchen for a second, disbelief on 
his face. Then, he ran to the sink and vomited into it. It was mostly 
Cheerios, and the water was still running, but I turned my face away 
from the smell. He leaned over the sink for long seconds, watching the 
water run down the drain.

“I’m dead! I’m dead. I’m dead.” He repeated the phrase over and 
over again. He scooped water into his mouth and spit it out. “I’m so 
dead. They’re gonna kill me. I’m dead!”

I reached over and turned everything off. “No, you’re not.”
“I am!” he shouted, his eyes a bit wild. Then he wrapped his hands 

around my upper arms and carried me, wriggling, down the hall to his 
room. He set me down and closed the door. He walked around and 
around in a circle for a minute. Then he dropped onto his bed and 
covered his face with his hands. “Dodge,” he said. “I know you think 
drugs are bad. I know. I know. But, I owe men money, men who are 
gonna hurt me if I don’t give them money!”

“Tell them your little foster brother destroyed it.”
“No way! They’ll still blame me.”
I took another deep breath. “That’s why you have to turn them in. 

Call the police.”
“What?” Trevor looked at me like I’d squished caterpillars on his 

birthday cake. “Are you out of your mind!”
“That’s your only chance,” I said. “If they get busted, they can’t 

come looking for you.”
“No no no,” he shook his head. “You don’t get it, dude. You don’t 
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even know what you’re talking about.”
I’d known people whose lives were damaged by drugs, but nobody 

had ever offered me any. I’d never lived in the drug world. Still, it 
seemed pretty simple. I said, “Trevor, if they get arrested, then they 
can’t punish you.”

“Noooooo,” he groaned and dropped his face into his hands again. 
“You don’t understand. These are my friends. Loyalty is important 
with these dudes. You don’t call the cops! You don’t snitch on your 
friends, Dodge. And they’re not bad,” he shook his head. “They got 
families. They’re just trying to make a living.”

I squinted. “You’re an idiot,” I told him.
“Dodge, dude. It’s... it’s complicated. Oh my God,” he dropped 

his head down and moaned loudly. “Why did you do that! You want 
to know who gave me that coke? Marko Romero’s uncle Paco. He’s 
got connections with some frickin Mexico cartel, and those dudes are 
crazy! They chop off people’s arms and legs and heads, Dodge!”

“Use a payphone,” I said. “Be anonymous. Cuz if you don’t, then 
I’m telling everybody! Your parents. The cops. Everybody!”

Trevor stared at me in complete dismay. He clenched his fingers 
like claws in front of him. “You do that, and I’ll tear you into little 
pieces,” he threatened.

“Tear me into pieces then!” I wailed. “I’m not gonna let you turn 
into a bad guy! You’re supposed to be a good guy!”

And that’s when Trevor slumped in the middle of the room. Like 
I’d punched him in the stomach, and he had no desire to fight back.

“I’m not a bad guy,” he said. “There are lots of really bad guys. I’m 
not the bad guy.”

“Where does Uncle Paco get it? The stuff you sell?”
“I don’t know,” he muttered.
“You do know! Nobody just gives a teenager 60 grams of coke. 

You’ve been doing this for awhile. You know!”
Across the house, the front door opened, and we both tuned our 

ears in the direction of the living room.
“Trevor!” Laurie called. “Help me with groceries!”

I know it’s messed up, but at least I wasn’t bored anymore.
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Trevor and I ate the omelets his mother made, but I can’t imagine 
Trevor tasted the food any more than I did. As I chewed, he surprised 
me by suggesting to his mother that I go for a drive with him.

“Dodge has been stuck here all day,” he said to his mother. “Can I 
borrow the car? I’ll take him to the movies so you can get work done.”

“Oh, that’s a great idea!” Laurie said. “See if you can find some-
thing rated G for him.”

Soon, Trevor and I left his neighborhood in Laurie’s white VW 
Rabbit and drove through West Torrance and past West High School.

“Where are we going?” I asked. 
Trevor didn’t answer me. “I still can’t believe you did that.” He 

sounded miserable. 
When I was originally five-years-old, 16-year-olds seemed so huge, 

so grownup to me. This time around, Trevor felt big and strong, but I 
could see him for what he was: a scared teenager who had made some 
unwise decisions. I’d purposely destroyed that cocaine, but I didn’t 
want anything bad for him. I didn’t want him getting beaten to pieces 
in some basement. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as heroin or meth, but I had 
seen the destructive power of cocaine firsthand, and I hated the stuff.

I tried to explain it to Trevor. “Once upon a time, I knew a kid 
who got caught stealing at the corner store,” I told him. “He was nine-
years-old, but the owners called the cops to teach him a lesson. When 
the cops talked to him, they found out that he had two little sisters 
at home who hadn’t eaten in two days, because their mom had been 
bingeing on coke. He stole so that he could feed his little sisters.”

Trevor frowned through the windshield. “You’re too little to think 
about things like that,” he said.

“Once upon a time,” I continued, “I knew this other kid whose 
dad overdosed in the living room. Jessica Holmes. She ran into her 
house after school and found her dad dead.” I didn’t tell Trevor I’d 
been with her, that I was still haunted by the look on her face when 
she saw him there on the couch. I could tell he was dead, with his 
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eyes half open in his gray face, the pipe dangling from his hand, but it 
didn’t seem real to me. I felt like I’d entered a room in a wax museum 
where they’d posed a life-sized replica of Jessica’s dad. The thing that 
tormented me was the awful look on Jessica’s face. Ever since that day, 
I associated cocaine with the crushed, utterly defeated expression in 
Jessica Holmes’ eyes when she saw her dead father.

Trevor didn’t respond to me. He just drove and drove, so I shut 
up after that. 

We soon entered Redondo Beach and cruised down a main road 
that ran parallel to the ocean, Trevor rested his hand flat on the dash 
and pointed with his forefinger. “See that seafood place there on the 
left?” he said. “That’s the place. That’s where their shipments come in 
from some big supplier down in San Diego.”

I climbed up on my knees to look out his window, and I tried not 
to stare as we drove past. 

“Do you know... if there’s anything at the restaurant right now?” I 
said. “Is another shipment coming in soon?”

Trevor sighed. “I don’t know. I don’t know, okay? This was your 
idea, dweeb. I’m just an errand boy. I’m nobody.”

“But you’ve been an errand boy for awhile,” I said.
“They trust me!” Trevor shouted. “Marko’s like my brother!”
We drove right on past the restaurant, past other businesses, and 

I peeked between the buildings and down roads to the left, trying to 
catch a view of the vast, open ocean. I knew it had to be out there to 
the west somewhere, and I hunted for the tell-tale masts of sailboats. If 
I remembered right, Redondo Beach had tons of open sand protected 
by a big harbor. 

“Hey!” I said. “Can we go to the beach? Please! I can swim!” 
We slowed to a stop at a red light, and Trevor rubbed his face with 

both hands. “Look. You totally ruined my day, dude. I was gonna 
meet Marko and some girls this afternoon, but you just ruined every-
thing, because now I gotta deal with all this mess and I can’t even look 
at Marko in the face or he’ll know something’s up.”

Occasional puffs of ocean breeze offered us mercy through the 
open windows of Laurie’s Rabbit, but the high sun still baked us in 
that cramped little car, and I thought of of the long stretches of sand 
and cool splashing waves, boom, just to the west of us! Trevor had 
lived this close to the beach his whole life; he didn’t appreciate the 
treasure that spread out here in his backyard. 

We did not turn left toward the ocean. Instead, Trevor turned 
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right to take us eastward.
I groaned. “Where are we going?”
“To the movies,” he growled. “I told Mom I was taking you to the 

movies. You wanna see Cheech and Chong?” he made an effort at a 
joke.

“You’re a dork. Let’s stop and call the cops first.”
Trevor groaned. “You know you’re crazy, right? Marko is gonna 

be so pissed.” Then he sat up straight, as though a single thought had 
jerked him to life. “You know what I should do?” 

“Take me to the beach?”
“No! No, I should take you to Paco’s house, tell him about what 

you did, and sell you to him. That will fix it. He can get his money 
from you, and I’ll be okay.”

I stared at him. “You told your mom you were taking me to the 
movies,” I reminded him. It was my effort at a joke, but he ignored 
me.

“Yeah! People want to buy kids, and you’re healthy. Somebody 
would probably pay a lot for a crazy smart blond boy.”

I studied him in the driver’s seat beside me. I couldn’t believe he 
was talking like this. He couldn’t be serious about it.

“I’ll tell Mom you ran off. She’ll be worried for awhile, but it’s not 
like you’re her real kid.” 

“That won’t work like you think,” I shook my head. 
Then Trevor got vicious for a moment. “You owe me! You owe me 

that money!”
I could not believe him. That morning he’d asked me if I wanted 

Cheerios. He’d told me to be careful so I wouldn’t fall off the counter 
and hurt myself, and now he was contemplating selling me? Selling 
me. 

“What will happen to me then?” I challenged him. “What do you 
think they do to children?”

Trevor shrugged. “They sell them to people who can’t have kids 
and want a family. It would be better for you anyway. You wouldn’t 
have to be a foster kid anymore.”

“Is that what Uncle Paco told you?” I stared at him. Trevor was 
simply trying to make money to buy a car. He had no clue about the 
pit of filth and depravity he’d walked right up to, this dark, stench-
filled pit with a multi-toothed sarlacc at the bottom. Here he was, 
dancing along the edge of it.

Billie Eilish popped into my head just then, and I saw her singing, 
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“I’m the bad guy,” and dancing around like a little girl just having fun. 
I saw her pulling the Invisalign out of her mouth to start jumping in 
her yellow hoodie, talking tough, but not a bad guy at all. 

“Trevor,” I said. “People might buy babies, but nobody wants to 
buy a five-year-old to have a family. They’ll sell me to a pedophile or 
a prostitution ring.”

Disbelief spread over Trevor’s face. “No,” he shook his head. “No. 
You’re too little. And you’re a boy. That’s crazy.”

“Has Paco sold other kids?” I asked. 
“They’re getting families!” Trevor shouted. “Because it’s expensive 

to adopt!”
“Or not,” I shook my head.
Trevor couldn’t take it. He jerked the car over to the curb in front 

of somebody’s house. He sat, shaking his head over and over. His brain 
didn’t process this idea. It made no sense to him. He looked down at 
me, his eyes narrowed in disbelief. “How could you know that? You’re 
just a little kid. You can’t know about that stuff.”

I kept it simple. “I know about bad people, Trevor.”
It took Trevor a few minutes. He glared at his steering wheel for 

awhile, shaking his head back and forth. Finally, he took a breath and 
pulled back onto the road. I wondered if Trevor had abandoned all 
that was good and decent, and we were going to meet Uncle Paco after 
all. I wondered if I’d have to figure my way out of some back room, 
and I daydreamed through several unrealistic escape plots until Trevor 
turned into the parking lot of a bakery. We found a pay phone and he 
picked up the receiver and just stood there for a moment.

“Do I call 911?” he asked. 
The phone book hung from a metal cord at my eye level. I grabbed 

it and held it up at him. 
“Find the DEA,” I said. “Maybe Paco pays off local cops. Call the 

Drug Enforcement Administration.” 
Trevor started thumbing through the phone book blue pages. I 

admit, I felt pretty relieved, but Trevor kept looking up and around, 
outright paranoid.

“You know this is useless,” Trevor pouted as he ran his finger down 
a page. “There is so much cocaine in this city right now. Everybody 
loves it. Even if they stop Paco, tons of other guys are doing the same 
exact thing.”

Still, Trevor did it, and I could tell he was scared. As soon as he 
got an agent on the line, he started dumping information in choppy, 
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short sentences. He didn’t name Marko, but he gave up a bunch of 
other people. He told the agent on the phone their habits. Locations. 
Time schedules.

“Tell them about the child trafficking,” I hissed, and Trevor waved 
his hand at me to shut up. At the end, though, he blurted, “And some-
times Roberto Romero buys and sells children.” Then he slammed the 
phone back onto the receiver.

For being the anonymous drug tipper of the day, Trevor didn’t 
look too happy. He paced backward and forward for a minute. Then 
he got into the car.

“C’mon, let’s go watch your movie,” he snarled. “I gotta go hide 
inside somewhere.”

You know what Trevor picked out for me? Nothing G-rated. 
We watched good old Airplane!, where Lloyd Bridges famously says, 
“Looks like I picked the wrong week to quit sniffing glue.” 

That night after dinner, Jeff sat on the couch like usual to watch 
his ballgame. Like usual, he ignored me, and it just fried me. I wanted 
to bellow at him, “You don’t pay attention to anything! You don’t even 
know that your son could be chewed up by cartel gang members! All 
you care about is your alone time!” I couldn’t say those things, though, 
so I compressed my frustrations into one insult.

“You know what, Jeff?” I snarled as I walked by. “You’re a loser.”
This time, Jeff didn’t let it slide. He jumped up and followed me 

toward my bedroom.
“Hey,” he said above me. “This is my house. It is not okay for you 

to call me a ‘loser’ in my own house.”
I was furious at him. I didn’t want to shine any light on Trevor, so 

I returned to my original frustration. “It’s a good thing what Laurie 
did. She got a foster child, and that was a good thing. You need to be 
a part of it.”

“I don’t want to be a part of it!” Jeff shouted into the air as he 
walked away.

I marched into my room and slammed my door, and it didn’t even 
slam loudly. Gahhh!

Trevor spent the next few days in tense misery. “If Marko comes 
over, you have to act normal!” I told him. I could tell Trevor wasn’t 
good at poker face, though. Not at all. 

He grumbled at me, “I was supposed to have the money by now. 
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These rich sisters wanted two ounces of blow for a party last night, and 
I need to pay Paco. Any brilliant ideas how to handle all that if the 
DEA bites the dust?”

Two ounces. I did math in my head and felt good about myself. 
My 60-gram estimate had been pretty close. 

I frowned. “Haven’t you saved money for your car? Use that.”
“Shut up!” That’s all Trevor said about that. Maybe he hadn’t 

tucked any cash away after all.
In the end, Trevor called Marko and told him the girls had backed 

out. Then, he said he’d been puking his guts out, but he had some 
parties lined up for the next weekend. He did a better job of lying on 
the phone than he did in person. I almost believed him... and that 
concerned me. I didn’t want him to be a good liar.

At least Trevor stuck around during the day that week, since he 
was “sick” and had to stay home. But he didn’t want to do anything 
with me anymore. He refused to take me to the beach. Intead, he kept 
pulling out maps and looking at places he could go if he needed to 
leave town. I felt his tension, but I wanted to play games with him, 
and he only shooed me away.

I’d about had it. Jeff and Laurie and Trevor all ate at the dinner 
table, and I ate with them, but they didn’t talk much there either. 
Their family dynamic seemed so cold, so boring. Maybe if they weren’t 
so boring, Trevor wouldn’t have gone tripping along the edge of the 
sarlacc pit for a little excitement. 

I shook my head to brush away that thought as soon as it had 
entered my head. No, it didn’t matter if his dad was boring, Trevor 
should have known better. Still, maybe I was trying to get rocks to 
bleed, and it just wasn’t going to happen. There was nothing I could 
do for Trevor. I’d either destroyed his life or set him free, and I had 
nothing to offer him. I finally called Cheryl and asked her to move 
me, and she said to give her a few days.

I announced at dinner the next night. “Thank you for giving me a 
safe place to live. Cheryl says I’m leaving soon.”

They all glanced up in surprise. Trevor’s shock included a hint of 
betrayal, which touched me. I thought he’d have been relieved to get 
rid of me, but his eyes demanded to know what I was doing. I had 
gotten him into a mess, and now I planned to take off and abandon 
him? 

Whatever. He didn’t need me.
“Did Cheryl call?” Laurie asked. 
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“I talked to her on the phone,” I said. “I told her you were nice 
to me, Laurie. I think you’re cool. And Trevor, thanks for when you 
played games with me.” 

Jeff felt the slight. “But, I’m not cool,” he concluded. 
“That’s not it,” I shook my head. “You never smacked me, even 

when I told you to go to hell. And you’re patient.”
“Dodge told you to go to hell, Dad?” Trevor smiled for the first 

time in days. He shook his head at me, “You sure are ballsy, dude.”
Jeff just chewed on his pot roast. “I’m patient. But?”
The irritation spurted up and splashed out of me then. A lot of 

words bounced around in my head, and I let some of them spill out 
through my teeth. “You could be a great dad! You could be! And you 
could rescue kids who really need to be rescued, and you don’t want 
to do it. You know what? That makes you a twit!”

Jeff pointed at me and said to Laurie. “Why did you want to do 
this? How was this a good idea?”

That wounded Laurie, and she held her hands up in self-defense. 
“We are helping children! That’s important, Jeff! And besides, Dodge 
is great with me. He’s a big help, and he’s a nice kid.”

“I am great with her, Jeff,” I said. “I do the dishes and sweep the 
floor for her. You never do that. I talk to her. Do you ever talk to her?”

“What?” Jeff sat up straighter, shocked at my accusations. 
I didn’t stop. “You’re the boring guy who won’t even play catch 

with a little kid. You never spend time with Trevor! You never hang 
out with him! He needs a car, and you should fix up an old car with 
him. Your wife is super pretty and cool, and you don’t even appreciate 
her at all. Maybe when I’m all grown up I’ll steal her from you and 
take her to Fiji! How would you like that!”

At that, Jeff shoved his chair back and marched toward me, and my 
eyes flew open in surprise; I didn’t think he had it in him! He grabbed 
me up under my armpits and carried me to my room. “There,” he 
deposited me on the carpet. “No more dinner for you. You stay here 
until you learn some manners.” 

And he closed the door on me. 
I heard them barking at each other in the other room. Their quiet 

dinner had developed into a nice, loud fight, and it was all my fault, 
and I listened through the door in satisfaction. 

Jeff ordered me to keep quiet at dinner the next night. “Or you’re 
going to your room again.” 

So, I ate my food in silence. And the next night too. It seemed so 
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hopeless. Jeff wasn’t a bad guy, and he wouldn’t hurt the children who 
came through his house, so maybe it was good enough that Laurie 
could love them. I continued to climb up on the couch and watch 
sports with Jeff after that, but I didn’t harass him. I just watched, and 
I felt him soften a little toward me.

Then, Friday the phone rang and Laurie called across the house to 
Trevor, “It’s your friend Marko!” 

As he took the phone, Trevor looked like he might really puke 
his guts out. I knew he expected death threats, but the color gently 
flushed back into his cheeks while he listened.

“Dude. Dude, what if they come here?” Trevor muttered into the 
phone. “What do I do with the stuff you gave me? I didn’t get it sold! 
What if they knock down my door?” Trevor listened a few moments. 
“Okay. Yeah, dude. Totally. You can always come here. Yeah. Okay, 
later.”

Trevor hung up the phone, and he laughed into the air. Then he 
grabbed me off the kitchen stool and hauled me down into his room 
again.

“Ahhhhh Hahaha!” He laughed. “Oh man! They flew down on 
them! Redondo Beach’s finest totally busted the restaurant and the 
houses of everybody. Paco had two kilos in his living room, sitting 
right out in the open! But I was smart! I was smart because I didn’t 
name the little guys, Paco’s boys like me. But Marko said to flush those 
two ounces I had, which is awesome.”

“Did they get them all?” I asked.
“Paco’s cousins? I think so. And Marko called to warn me, so they 

don’t think it’s me.”
“Cool,” I said, relieved for him. I really hadn’t wanted him getting 

beat up as an example to the other errand boys. “So, are you gonna 
get a legit job now?”

Trevor scowled. “Shut up. You could have ruined my life.”
Hopefully that was over. Maybe Trevor would grow up and be 

okay. Or, maybe not. I couldn’t force him to make good life choices.

 At dinner that evening, Laurie said, “Cheryl called me. They want 
to come get you on Sunday, Dodge.”

“Really?” Jeff said. “Thank God.” 
“Jeff!” Laurie said. 
I hadn’t given up, but criticizing Jeff hadn’t worked, and I actually 

wanted to get through to him. Trevor needed him. The next foster kid 
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would need him.
“It’s okay, Laurie,” I said. “Jeff works hard all day, and he wants to 

watch television in peace. He’s not mean. He just wants to rest.” 
“Yeah,” Jeff said. “Why is that so hard?”
I slumped in my chair. “Jeff, I’m sorry I called you a ‘loser.’ I know 

that you’re a decent guy.”
He nodded. “Thank you.”
As I snuggled into my pillow that night, I tried to think of any-

thing I could do. I wanted Jeff to understand that he mattered, that 
I breathed and bled just like he did, and he needed to view children 
like me as human beings and not inconveniences. I wanted him to 
realize that his life could have an impact, that he could be a real hero. 
The children who came after me would need a lot of one-on-one care. 
I didn’t knock over lamps and pour bleach on the sofa and puke in 
the hallway in the middle of the night. I didn’t have fetal alcohol syn-
drome or developmental problems because my mom did drugs while 
she was pregnant with me. I didn’t bite or scream for no reason or 
break windows just because I liked the sound of shattering glass. If 
Jeff didn’t care about those kids, the Faulkners wouldn’t last long as 
foster parents.

Maybe having foster siblings would be good for Trevor. He needed 
exercise for that protective nature inside him. It was malnourished 
and weak, but I saw it there. I contemplated overTrevor’s heart, and I 
wondered about Jeff. I suspected that Jeff had a protective nature too 
in there somewhere, and I wanted to wake it up.

The next night, my last night there, I excused myself early from 
the dinner table complaining of a sore tummy. Instead of going to my 
room, I slipped into the living room and climbed up onto the couch. 
The air conditioning kept the house cool in the L.A. summer heat, but 
I peeled my t-shirt over my head and curled up smack in Jeff’s spot on 
the couch. I tucked the shirt under my neck like a pillow and tried to 
go to sleep. 

I had carefully remained dressed in public during those two-plus 
weeks. The scars rose up ugly and horrible on my upper back, and I 
didn’t want people to see them. It felt cheap to expose those purple 
marks, but I figured that Jeff needed to see them, to understand that 
people out there did terrible things to kids. He needed to appreciate 
how important he could be to the lost children who came into his 
house. 

I breathed slowly, deeply, feigning sleep when Trevor walked in. 
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I expected him to shake my shoulder to wake me up, but he didn’t. 
He stood behind me for a moment, then he turned around and left. 
I heard him talking in the kitchen, but I couldn’t hear what he said.

 A minute later, Jeff entered so quietly, I felt his presence more 
than I heard him. He didn’t move me or turn on the television. He 
stood above me for a solid four or five minutes, not speaking, so long 
I almost rolled over to see if he’d left. Five minutes seemed like eternity 
to a child lying still, breathing evenly, waiting. Finally, Jeff bent over 
me, tucked his hands under me and lifted me to his chest. He carried 
me into my room and held me with one arm while he pulled back 
my blankets. He placed me gently on the bed, pulled the covers over 
me, and patted them down. Then, he walked out and closed my door 
behind him.

I expected to hear noise through the wall, but Jeff must not have 
wanted to watch TV. The house remained silent.

Later that evening, Jeff returned. I didn’t know where he’d gone. 
I hadn’t heard him talking to Laurie out in the kitchen, and it sound-
ed like he’d left the house altogether. I lay awake in bed the whole 
time, wondering where Cheryl would take me next and what kind of 
strange people I’d meet. Around my normal bedtime, Jeff surprised 
me by cracking open my door and entering the room. 

Then Jeff did something I didn’t expect at all. He knelt beside my 
bed, and he put his hand on my head. My hair had grown long enough 
to require a normal boy’s haircut, and Jeff gently, kindly, brushed his 
fingers through my hair. 

“I’m sorry,” he said simply. I felt like he wanted to say more, but he 
didn’t. He just took a breath and rested his hand on my head.

I rolled over then, and I looked up at him. The light from the hall 
shone into my room, and I could see his concerned face. I felt bad. 

“Jeff?” I winced at him. “Jeff, is it okay if you give me a hug?”
Jeff nodded. “Sure. I’ll give you a hug, Dodge.” 
Then he pulled me into himself, and he held me for a long time. 

“I want you to know,” he said, “I’m going to do better from now on. 
I’ll try. I’ll try to be a dad to them.”

“And Trevor,” I mumbled. “Trevor needs you too.”
“I know,” Jeff agreed. “I remember.”
I wasn’t sure exactly what he meant, but I nodded and snuggled 

into him while he rubbed my back.
“Jeff?” I said. “I knew. I knew you were one of the good guys.”
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For the next three years, I hopped through foster homes. I stayed 
a few days in some houses, and in others I stayed a month. Over the 
course of those three years, I visited 52 foster homes throughout Los 
Angeles County. 

I didn’t dare tell people I knew the future. I feared that one day 
thugs with flat knuckles would try to knock horse race results out of 
me. Which wouldn’t work. In all my foster homes, I worked hard 
to keep my secret. I figured I could be safe as a child prodigy, but I 
couldn’t be safe as a prodigy who knew the future.

By the way, I want to make an important point. Hey world! It’s 
not always fun being brilliant! It’s not. First, when the adults called 
me a “genius,” other kids wanted to beat me up. Next, people are 
crazy and expect perfection from a genius child - as though brilliant 
people never forget their sweatshirts and never miss directions and 
never knock over their water glasses. My yelling at Jeff was abnormal 
behavior for me; normally I kept my mouth shut. Even then, some 
parents worried that I’d get attitude, and they constantly criticized me 
to keep me…humble? Discouraged? No matter how exceptional they 
are, human beings screw up - especially small children - and it wasn’t 
fair to expect perfection from me. 

I told Cheryl, “Please stop telling them I’m a genius!” Besides, if 
I were going to be spying on people, I needed to look like a normal 
child. Sometimes I let my foster parents know I had brains in my 
head, and sometimes I didn’t, but I didn’t want Cheryl to take that 
choice away from me.

As months and months passed, my fears eased a little, and I did 
get to enjoy inside jokes with myself. When previews for Raiders of 
the Lost Ark came out on TV in 1981, I quoted Indiana Jones and the 
Last Crusade years ahead of time. “Sallah! I said no camels! That’s five 
camels. Can’t you count!” And I laughed to myself.

I wanted to be able to make money from my prophetic powers, 
but I didn’t know how. I did earn a $5 bill on the Iran hostage thing. 
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A week before Reagan was inaugurated in 1981, I told a foster father, 
“I’ll bet you five bucks that all those hostages in Iran will get freed as 
soon as Reagan is president.” 

He said, “You don’t have five bucks.” 
I said, “Okay. If I’m wrong, I’ll wash the floors in the bathrooms 

and the kitchen. But! If they are freed before he’s president one week, 
then you owe me a fiver.”

He laughed at me, and he said, “Okay. You’re on.” 
So, I won that $5. But, I didn’t dare get too serious about being 

Carnac the Magnificent with my divine and mystical powers. I felt 
I’d have to wait until Mike Tyson started winning fights. I figured 
I’d save up my money until then, find some trustworthy adults, and 
have them place bets for me. I didn’t see it as cheating, because I had 
to remember things. I didn’t remember Super Bowl games or World 
Cup matches. If I was stuck being a little kid again, then having the 
foreknowledge to bet on Mike Tyson had to be a legitimate perk.

Quoting movies didn’t cause me any trouble, because nobody 
knew what I meant. I learned I had to be careful which 1980s songs I 
sang, though. I kept singing Journey’s “Don’t Stop Believing” when I’d 
do jigsaw puzzles, and I didn’t think about it. It was my jigsaw puzzle 
song. 

“…Just a city boy, born and raised in south Detroit. He took the 
midnight train going anywhere…” 

Then, on June 3rd, 1981, during my foster sister’s birthday party, 
my jigsaw puzzle song came on the radio for the first time! I sang 
along as I ate my piece of cake, contentedly enjoying the music. I 
glanced around the table and saw the scrunched eyes and wrinkled 
foreheads of my foster family as they all sat, gaping, forks halfway to 
their mouths. 

“It’s a good song,” I said.
“He just said it was a new release,” my foster brother said. “How 

did you hear it already? You’ve been singing it for weeks.”
I shrugged. “We used to play it in my living room?”
This little statement convinced the family that I had lived with 

one of the Journey band members, which pumped instant jealousy 
into the hearts of my foster siblings. They asked all kinds of questions 
about the house, and I had to invent an entire Journey band-member 
world for them. Lies, all lies! I decided I had to be more careful with 
my song singing after that.

Meanwhile, Jeopardy disappointed me month after month by not 
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appearing on television. 
During those three years, I lived in every kind of house you can 

fathom, and it surprised me to walk into single-parent homes. I lived 
with hippies and with old people. I lived with alcoholics and drug 
addicts and artists and architects and aerospace engineers. I slept 
above restaurants and down in spidery basements. Every few weeks 
I accepted a new adventure. Sometimes I enjoyed lovely adventures, 
and sometimes they looked more like Indiana Jones and the Temple of 
Doom. Which still hadn’t come out yet.

There were a couple of homes I honestly wanted to keep forever.
I adored old Dr. Wilkins. The 70-year-old musician became my 

best friend during our few weeks together. He had slaved as a back-
ground music composer until his semi-retirement, and he played the 
piano like Liberace. He sat down every day and gave me delightful 
piano lessons with a rare form of gifted wisdom. 

I had labored over the piano in my previous life, which helped 
some because I already read music, but my small six-year-old fingers 
had a much harder time reaching the keys. That’s not really the point. 
Piano lessons had always felt like torture, but Dr. Wilkins made each 
moment like a game. He taught me how to compensate for my short 
fingers, and I started learning to play Gershwin while I lived with him. 
He gave me the sheet music me when I left, and any time I found a 
piano, I practiced my Gershwin. Every time I landed in a foster home 
remotely close to Dr. Wilkins’ apartment out by Burbank, I’d sneak 
off and take a bus to visit him.

Oh. And Dr. Wilkins discovered my big secret. He immediately 
recognized, unlike the rest of humanity, the reality of my femininity. 
“Of course you’re a girl,” he chuckled at me. “How many people have 
you really fooled?”

“Everybody,” I said. “I’ve fooled everybody.”
“Well, everybody must not be paying even a little bit of attention 

to you. There is nothing masculine about you, dear young lady. You 
are strong and smart and brave, certainly. But, you will grow up to be 
a beautiful, strong, smart, brave woman, and the world needs you just 
like that!”

I loved Dr. Wilkins. We’d found kindred spirits in each other, like 
daisies in a world of sod clumps, and I refused to lose him. 

I wasn’t trying to make a political statement. The fact was simple: 
I had fun looking like a boy. I liked being a girl, but I’d always always 
preferred playing baseball with the boys at recess. Most of the girls 
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liked Barbies and wearing pink, but I had rejected all things “girly” in 
my original childhood. If I had played with the skinny dolls at all, it 
had been to pull off their heads and strip them to see what they looked 
like naked. I chose climbing trees over playing dress-up every time. 
My mother had always given me that freedom, but I no longer lived 
with my mother. I lived with strangers. I liked pretending to be a little 
boy because nobody bought me a Barbie doll and nobody wanted to 
stick me in a dress. 

The spring before my seventh birthday, Cheryl placed me with the 
Jaegers in Malibu, and I didn’t want to leave. They took me swimming 
and boating pretty much every day, and I started learning how to surf. 
I am the whitest thing since Wonder Bread, but we smathered me in 
sunscreen, and I developed a real tan. My scars had faded to whitish 
pink by that time, and when people asked about them, I told them I’d 
had a fight with killer barnacles. I’d put out my fingers like claws, and 
I’d roar. Ha. Because barnacles are so scary after all.

Look at me, I’m a surfing six-year-old badass. 
I lingered at the Jaegers for six weeks, because I plain loved it 

there. I adored Malibu, and I adored living with them. I felt selfish the 
whole time, but I had more fun than I’d ever had in my life! When I 
finally made myself go, I told Cheryl, “Place siblings with them. They 
want to take siblings.” Boys and girls, enjoy your forever home in the 
Jaegers’ happy land of luxury.

Of course, only rare foster homes involved surfing in Malibu. I 
spent most of my time with lower middle-class folks who used foster 
kids as an additional source of income. Plenty of foster parents offered 
reasonably decent homes. I did what I’d told Cheryl I’d do. Wherever 
there were problems, I found them out, and I reported to her about 
filthy houses and drunks and drugs and situations where the kids ate 
only ramen noodles. 

Oh, that was a bad one. The ramen noodles house. If I had been 
a normal six-year-old, I’d have starved to death! Unlike me, the two 
other kids attended school, where they ate free breakfast and lunch. 
Me? The old lady we lived with had no problem dropping me off at 
the library every day without even an apple, and at night she only fed 
us ramen or mashed potatoes or rice. That was it. She didn’t want to 
feed us! The other kids grumbled from hunger, but I began to panic 
in desperation. 

I sneaked into the kitchen one night for food, but I only found 
flour and salt and rice in the cupboard. I couldn’t even track down the 
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noodles or raw potatoes. I seriously stole a one-pound bag of rice and 
sucked on dry grains at the library the next two days while I read my 
book, swallowing a few at a time with water.

The third day, I couldn’t read because I felt too anxious for food. 
I cautiously slunk around the library, waiting for patrons to appear. 
When a young man walked in and sat at a table, I almost immediately 
sidled up beside him.

“Hello,” I didn’t even try to look cheerful.
He frowned at me, startled to see a little child at his elbow. 
“Is there anything I can do to earn a quarter from you?” I asked.
“I don’t need anything,” he said. “You should go find your mom.”
I slumped away. Young men were no good. 
I had more hope when an older man wandered in. I followed him 

down between the tall shelves and quietly watched as he perused titles.
“Are you looking for a certain author?” I finally asked him. “Or are 

you studying a certain subject?”
He glanced down at me, his thick eyebrows furrowed. “A certain 

subject,” he said. “What about you?”
“A certain author. But, then I got hungry for a hot dog. Is there 

anything I could do for you to earn a quarter? I figure if I can make 
fifty cents, I can buy a hot dog.”

He chuckled and dug into his pocket. “Hold out your hand,” he 
said, and he dropped two quarters into my palm. “Go buy a hot dog.”

I grinned. “Thank you.”
I quietly slipped out the front door and around the neighbor-

hood in search of a convenience store. Nope. Nothing. Houses houses 
houses. The only business I encountered was a tan stucco elementary 
school. In disappointment, I returned to the library and pulled out 
my half bag of rice from behind some thick books on China. Dry rice 
is miserable, let me tell you. My mouth grew raw from sucking on it.

The next day, I earned myself another 70 cents and returned to the 
elementary school. When the kids ran out for recess, I joined the ones 
that ran around playing tag. As they trotted back in, I joined the crowd 
that washed straight into a classroom and immediately slipped out the 
far door before the chaos had calmed. Feeling exposed, I rushed down 
the hall until I found a bathroom. I had read about hall monitors in 
books, but I had never seen one in real life. The breezy halls in this 
school remained empty until they swarmed with short humans. 

I hid until the lines of children began streaming from classrooms 
two hours later. Happily, this school fed the younger children first, 
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and I casually tagged myself to the tail end of a class line before the 
next arrived. I handed over $1.10 to a cashier, and she dropped a 
nickel back into my palm. In vast relief, I collected my tray of caf-
eteria food and sat at a table with other children my size. They asked 
me questions, but I had a hard time answering them with my mouth 
full of bread and hamburger casserole. The other children sniffed sus-
piciously at the casserole and contented themselves with eating their 
applesauce and bread. Without shame, I asked for leftovers, and sev-
eral trays passed in front of me before the students crowded out for 
lunch recess. Two stray milks got stuffed into my hoodie pocket, and I 
rushed out with the others, tummy full for the first time in days. I hid 
in the jungle gym until every teacher and child had disappeared, and 
then I returned to the neighborhood library.

By the time I left that old lady’s house, I felt so sorry, so sorry, for 
little children starving in Ethiopia. 

Bad houses were easy, though. If other children lived in the house, 
I could generally tell when something wasn’t right within the first few 
days. It was easy to see if the kids were dirty or hungry or nervous. It 
was easy to get the truth out of them about how things worked in the 
house. It was easy to see that the mother of the house got drunk every 
other night, or that the dogs pooped inside and nobody cleaned it up. 
I only remained a week in really bad houses.

Outwardly decent houses were harder. I behaved myself for the 
most part, and that caused an issue. Even hideous people can be de-
cent around a nice kid. Even hideous people can be tolerable for a 
week or so. I needed to cause a little trouble. It wasn’t in me to con-
stantly whine or steal, and I didn’t want to break windows or lamps or 
do anything destructive, but I knew I had to find a way to add some 
stressers to the situation, to see how the parents would react to a little 
rottenness. Doctors sometimes make patients run on a treadmill to 
stress-test their hearts. I wanted to stress-test homes.

My first effort was to drive the family station wagon to the park 
while my foster brother Jamie pushed on the brake pedal below my 
feet. I put the lever into Drive, and the car rolled forward by itself 
through the quiet neighborhood. We rolled five miles-per-hour those 
2000 yards to the park, and we had fun playing on the swings when 
we got there. I expected the parents to freak out, of course. And they 
did. But then it all backfired on me, because they called Cheryl! And 
she threatened to stop letting me switch homes! I decided that taking 
the car was a little extreme, and I’d have to try something else.
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The “swimming pool test” worked a lot better, and it soon became 
my favorite little jolt to the serenity of a foster home.

It was simple. I’d convince my foster brothers or sisters or any 
friends to sneak out with me in the middle of the night and go for a 
swim. If the family had a pool, we used their own pool. If they didn’t, 
we found the nearest neighbor’s pool and used it instead. I had to have 
other kids involved, because kids are loud. Even if they think they’re 
being quiet, they’re loud. 

I corrupted so many children… But! I didn’t feel too much guilt 
because the whole point was to get caught. 

I love night swimming so much. It’s a whole different world at 
night, and the water feels delicious. I’d back float in the smooth 
warmth, just my face and chest exposed to the cool midnight air, gaz-
ing up at lonely Jupiter in the pale night. I missed my Idaho sky filled 
with stars, but I enjoyed my time under the few dim twinkles that 
forced their way through the Los Angeles light pollution. 

Sometimes it took two or four nights, but eventually we’d get 
found out. An adult would appear and shout at us. They’d lecture 
while we climbed out of the pool. On two occasions, irate homeown-
ers called the police! Boy, that was exciting! Because we were young, 
though, the cops just sat us down and talked to us about the dangers 
of swimming alone – and about how it was wrong to trespass in other 
people’s yards without asking. Then, they marched us home.

We had a scary incident at the nicest pool I had ever invaded. 
We’d walked four blocks, slip over a rock wall and squeeze through an 
iron fence to get to it, but it was worth it. Rock work and palm trees 
surrounded this false-tropical wonder, and a small waterfall splashed 
down off the rocks at the far end. A concrete waterslide had been con-
structed among the rocks, and over and over we slid off it and splashed 
into the water. I imagined we had been transported to paradise.

We were interrupted by the cursing threats of an old man with a 
shovel. He stood at the edge of the pool, his pointy spade raised up 
above the dim pool lights as though he planned to decapitate every 
last one of us and bury us in the back yard. We never moved so fast! 
Four children scrambled out of the pool and through the fence before 
that old man could reach us.

Time after time an adult captured at least a couple of us and 
dragged us home. I made sure that I recruited older kids who knew 
how to swim well, which always made me the youngest one in the 
group. At five and six-years-old, I couldn’t run very fast, and the adults 
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usually grabbed me first. My foster parents opened the door at mid-
night to an irritated neighbor and one or two or three dripping chil-
dren on the front steps. The parents apologized to the neighbor and 
told us to get inside. After the door closed, they usually yelled a lot 
and sent us to bed. “What were you thinking!” was the favorite war 
cry.

A few parents sat us down and earnestly begged us not to do that 
again. One mother – I felt terrible – sobbed and sobbed, because her 
three-year-old had once fallen into a pool and drowned. I hugged that 
dear woman and cried with her and apologized over and over.

Three times the dads pulled out weapons to beat us, but the moms 
stepped in and calmed them down. Out of all the homes, the worst 
outcome was when this psychotic mother started shrieking and slap-
ping us around the living room like a lunatic banshee. I didn’t stay in 
that house long. 

The unexpected response, the one that made me laugh, was when 
four different foster parents - three fathers and one mother - all said, 
“You shouldn’t have done that, but let me tell you about the crazy 
stuff I pulled when I was a kid!” We spent those four nights up late, 
laughing as the parent entertained us with stories from his or her own 
wicked youth.

Throughout all my 52 homes, the majority of the parents were 
okay. It surprised me, but it turned out that other foster children 
proved the most critical threats to my safety. Seriously. Children do 
not enter the system because their lives are Cheerios and Sugar Pops, 
and I had to deal with some messed up kids. The sexual predators were 
the worst, and they were always bigger than I was. I got good at out-
sneaking and out-talking them, but that proved the most precarious 
part of my adventures. 

Most of the children I saw just needed constant security and love. 
They had a range of messy medical and emotional struggles, but at the 
bottom of it they needed somebody to love them. Most of the parents 
were okay, and most of the kids were okay, but a few parents and a few 
kids concerned me. A lot.

Immediately after I left the Jaegers in Malibu, I moved in with the 
Robertsons. It seemed that when I exited some place lovely, I always 
entered a nightmare. I had the comfort in knowing I could escape 
the nightmarish places, but I still faced real danger when I walked 
through the front door.
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The Robertson family had taken in five foster children, and I made 
number six, the maximum allowed in a single home. They lived in a 
three-bedroom apartment, where they stuffed all six of us into two 
rooms. As far as I understood the rules, they weren’t supposed to keep 
more than two children per bedroom, but I found that a variety of 
things had slipped through the cracks in the L.A. welfare system. 

The Robertson parents never harmed me. Not directly. In fact, 
they offered little parental supervision at all. I saw Mr. Robertson only 
once, and Mrs. Robertson left for work before we woke up. We ran 
around the streets of Van Nuys and kicked balls on the dry grounds 
at a sort of park off Lennox Avenue and did pretty much whatever we 
wanted. If we reached the park early enough, we could shoot baskets 
before the big kids in the neighborhood showed up and chased us 
away. The only monster at that house took the form of a boy named 
Jeremy.

I met a few genuinely disturbed children during my foster system 
tour of homes, and Jeremy fit into that special folder. At 9-years-old, 
he liked to stab dolls in their private areas. He terrorized the other 
children, even 12-year-old Benny. And I mean it when I use the term 
“terrorized.” Before I arrived, he’d been tying up the three youngest 
kids on a regular basis. He threatened to cut off their fingers, or he 
heated butter knives on the stove burner and held them near the little 
kids’ faces. My first night there, I found fresh burns on the children’s 
legs and learned that Jeremy had done it. The young sadist himself 
cornered me and told me that if I tattled on him, he’d stab out my eyes 
in my sleep, and I believed him.

My fourth day in Van Nuys, I walked into the living room and 
found Jeremy on top of the six-year-old, Tim, rubbing dog crap across 
the little boy’s face and into his hair. 

“Eat it,” he forced the feces into the child’s face. He growled, 
“Come on, eat it!” 

Jeremy heard my footsteps as I walked in. He turned and saw me, 
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but he didn’t look embarrassed or ashamed. He showed no fear that I’d 
caught him. He glanced at me with green, hard eyes, and he smirked. 

So, I tackled him. There was a two-year size difference between us, 
but I had enough momentum to knock him off Tim and jump onto 
his chest. Before he recovered, I punched him flat in the nose until 
blood poured out of it. I didn’t have a lot of strength, but I threw my 
body into it like Ralph Macchio in Karate Kid II. Jeremy flung out his 
arms to stop me, but he couldn’t see because tears exploded into his 
eyes.

I’d learned two things by that point in my travels between groups 
of troubled, insecure boys. First, he who hesitates is lost, and second, 
punching bullies in the nose demoralizes and blinds them with tears. 
A boy willing to shove dog poop into another child’s face had serious 
psycho-emotional problems, and I needed to get Tim out of there.

I weighed maybe 50 pounds, and I knew Jeremy could roll me 
over in a moment and pin me down, so I had to make a quick escape. 
As soon as I’d pounded on his nose, I hopped off his chest, dragged 
Tim to the bathroom and locked the door. I washed up Tim’s face and 
hair, and then we waited for a good half hour, listening at the door. I 
finally shouted for the other kids to tell me where Jeremy had gone, 
and they said they couldn’t see him anywhere, so Tim and I cautiously 
crept out. 

We obviously had to take care of our Jeremy problem. I left the 
children playing in their room and hunted around for the bully him-
self. I found big Benny in the other bedroom, but he just shrugged. 
Jeremy had disappeared from the house, so I plopped down on the 
floor near Benny, and he readily told me about the awful things that 
Jeremy had been doing. 

“We’re going to get rid of him,” I promised Benny.
“Sounds good to me,” Benny said.
I didn’t hate Jeremy. I didn’t know what darkness in his own life 

had produced the cruel child I’d seen that morning, but I also knew 
he had to be stopped before he took revenge on me or the other kids. 
He towered over me by at least five inches, and I considered sleeping 
in the locked bathroom that night. 

I called Cheryl and described what Jeremy had been doing.
“He’s torturing these children, Cheryl,” I said. “He is torturing 

them. What were you thinking putting him in a home with other 
kids!”

“He’s been through so many homes-” Cheryl started to explain, 
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and I didn’t want to hear it.
“I knew it! You knew he was disturbed! He’s a psychopath, but you 

still placed him in a home with three smaller children!”
Cheryl tried to reassure me, but I remained insistent. “You have to 

move him as soon as possible, Cheryl! He needs help, and you have to 
get him out yesterday. Also, talk to these parents about supervising the 
children. They leave us alone all the time. And they only have enough 
bedrooms for four kids anyway.”

I clunked the phone back onto the receiver. “C’mon, guys,” I said. 
“Let’s go to the park.”

They had a soccer ball, and we kicked it all over the dusty lot. We 
enjoyed ourselves, but I wished we had real grass to lie down in, to 
stare up at the clouds. The weather danced in the low 70s, not too hot, 
but I couldn’t remember a single day of rain that June. Our world had 
dried out, and the city apparently didn’t want to use water to keep the 
grass green. 

“What are we going to do, Benny?” I asked the big kid as we 
kicked rocks on our way back home. “Jeremy already threatened to 
stab out my eyes. I think I’ll sleep with the little kids tonight, and I’ll 
block the door so he can’t get in.”

We never saw Mr. Robertson that night. I finally realized that he 
travelled for work, so he didn’t appear for days at a time. Mrs. Robert-
son did walk up the stairs about 6:00 p.m., and she made us dinner. 
Jeremy still hadn’t showed up, and we enjoyed a relaxed meal in his 
conspicuous absence. 

“Where’s Jeremy?” the foster mom asked after a bit. I realized from 
the way she looked around, she didn’t appreciate the environment of 
toxic waste that Jeremy created in the house. She clearly didn’t pay 
attention. Benny had explained to me that when the adults arrived, 
bloodthirsty Jeremy behaved himself and said “please” and “thank 
you” and acted generally nice and healthy. That put me in an bad po-
sition, because I’d hammered on his nose and made a mess of it. 

Sure enough, when Jeremy climbed up the stairs that evening, the 
bridge of his nose had puffed up red and purple, and nice red bruises 
had formed under his eyes.

“Jeremy!” Mrs. Robertson shouted. “What happened!”
I expected him to tell on me, to get me in trouble. He just shrugged 

it off. “I got into a fight,” he said. “It’s no big deal.”
“You’ve got blood all over your shirt, Jeremy. Look, go change, and 

then get a bag of frozen peas from the freezer to put on your nose.”
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“I’m all right,” he grunted. He walked past us into the kitchen, 
poured himself a glass of water and guzzled it. He’d disappeared for 
most of the day; he had to be dehydrated. He then grabbed himself 
two burritos from the stove and sat down at the table. He took about 
two minutes to chomp them down, then retreated to his room. He 
didn’t look at any of us the whole time, and I wondered what gears 
whirled in his violent mind.

After Jeremy left, something about his appearance bothered me. 
“Hey Benny,” I asked over my own burrito. “Wasn’t he wearing a red 
shirt this morning?”

“Yeah,” Benny agreed. “I think he was.”
Jeremy now wore a light blue shirt, but like Mrs. Robertson said, 

he’d covered it with blood. It made me wonder whose blood it was.



135

Chapter 22

While Mrs. Robertson stood out there in the kitchen, I felt safe 
enough to approach my blood-soaked foster brother. I didn’t think 
he’d shank me with an adult in the other room. As soon as I’d washed 
my plate, I walked into his bedroom and casually confronted him.

“Where’d you go today?” I asked nonchalantly.
He lay on the bottom bunk with his hands behind his head. “I 

dunno. I went places.”
“Is that blood on your shirt human blood or animal blood?”
“I dunno,” he said.
As he said it, I noticed that he had several scratches on his right 

forearm. New, red, flaming scratches.
“Was it a cat?” I asked then. Not a wild animal. He couldn’t have 

easily caught a squirrel. But, a neighborhood kitty cat? Well, those 
come right up to you. He had probably murdered somebody’s pet.

Jeremy finally nodded. 
“Oh,” I said. Queasiness twisted in my stomach, and I tried not 

to think about it.
He rolled onto his side, and he stared at me, the empty stare of 

somebody who needed sleep.  He muttered slowly, “I was practicing 
on the cats. I got pretty good at it too, and maybe tomorrow or maybe 
the next day… I’m not sure. It depends on what’s going on. But, I 
think I can do it good enough now to kill you.” 

I wish I could have recorded him as he said it. His face expressed 
no anger. He looked - he looked - like a boy who needed to take a bath 
and go to bed. He said it so matter-of-factly, as though using cats to 
practice murdering a human made logical sense, and he had worked 
hard all day to get it right. His eyes drooped in exhaustion.

“How many cats did you use for practice?” I asked.
“Oh,” he yawned. “I don’t know. I didn’t count.”
“Okay,” I said. “Well, good night.”
“Good night,” he returned mechanically. 
I turned to leave, but first I suggested, “You should take off that 



136

Amy The Joy

shirt before you fall asleep.”
I felt sick for several different reasons, and I thought that maybe 

Benny should sleep in the room with me and the little kids, because, 
shoot, I didn’t want Jeremy to practice on Benny in the middle of the 
night. 

I trotted into the kitchen and found Benny finishing up the dish-
es. He told me that our foster mother had retired to her bedroom, so 
a moment later, I knocked on her door. “It’s Dodge,” I said. “Can I 
come in?”

“Oh, okay,” she answered.
I entered and closed the door behind me. Mrs. Robertson had 

dressed in her nightgown, and she sat in bed with a crossword puzzle. 
“We have a problem,” I told her. “Jeremy is a dangerous person. 

That blood on his shirt? He spent all day killing cats.”
She didn’t believe me. “What?” she said. “That’s ridiculous.”
“Hold on. I’ll be right back.” I ran to the little kids’ room and 

grabbed the six-year-old and brought him back with me.
“Show her, Tim,” I told the younger boy. “Show her the burns on 

your legs.”
Tim shook his head. Jeremy had threatened him with gouged eyes 

too. 
“It’s okay,” I told Tim. “I won’t let Jeremy hurt you. Show Mom 

the burns on your legs.”
It took some coaxing, but I finally got Tim to pull up his shorts 

to expose his thigh, and three ugly burn wounds appeared. The scabs 
had torn off so that the wounds still looked raw and weepy. I realized 
we needed to bandage him up better.

“Tell her what happened, Tim,” I urged him. 
Tim didn’t want to, so I asked him questions.
“Did Jeremy do that to you?” 
Tim nodded.
“Did he burn you with a butter knife he’d heated on the stove?”
Tim nodded again.
Does Jeremy do bad things all the time?
Tim gave his third affirmation. 
“Mrs. Robertson,” I said. “I already called my case worker and told 

her that Jeremy needs to go to a special home. He needs one-on-one 
care. He’s scary and dangerous, and he told me himself that he’d just 
spent the day killing cats. Do you know why?”

Mrs. Robertson sat there, dazed and puzzled. She didn’t process 



137

2020

this information quickly. “I … I just can’t believe he would do some-
thing like that,” she murmured. “That’s not like him.”

“Why?” I said. “Because he looks like a nice boy? Ted Bundy 
looked like a nice person too. And then he bludgeoned women to 
death.” 

I took a deep breath. I didn’t want to freak her out, but I needed 
her to be the adult.

“Look. Jeremy just told me that he killed cats all day because he 
planned to kill me, and he wanted practice. Please do something. 
Don’t just leave tomorrow and abandon us. Because if you come home 
and find me stabbed to death, that’s going to be your fault, and they’ll 
charge you with criminal negligence.”

She started crying then. Mrs. Robertson started crying. “I told 
Bob it wasn’t good for him to be gone all the time. I can’t do this 
alone!”

I stared at her in disbelief. She didn’t even spend time with the 
kids! She basically left us alone all day and made us dinner at night. 
Benny did more to take care of the little ones than she did, and she 
felt sorry for herself? She wasn’t crying because there was a little mur-
derer in her house, or because I faced real danger of death by knifing, 
or because poor Tim wore torture burns on his legs. She cried because 
she was forced to handle it. 

I gave up. “C’mon Tim,” I said. “Let’s go to sleep.” He stood next 
to me, almost my height. About six months separated us, but I felt 
that he was a little kid, and I was his protector. As I walked out the 
door, I warned our foster mother, “You should put something in front 
of your door tonight, to block it in case Jeremy tries to come in here. 
Maybe he wants to kill you too.” 

I had all the little kids brush their teeth and go to the bathroom 
and get a drink of water. Then, Benny and I pushed the little kids’ 
bunk bed against the door. All five of us slept in their room that night. 

Mrs. Robertson survived until morning, and so did we, but she 
left to work like usual! I called the child welfare office again and left 
several messages for Cheryl, and I waited and waited for somebody to 
show up for Jeremy. But they didn’t.

That’s when I had an idea to offer Jeremy a distraction. I searched 
through the paper until I found the show times for new movies. What 
movies were coming out? I needed to find a movie I recognized. A 
movie that I knew. I planned to talk to Jeremy that night when Mrs. 
Robertson got home, to reason with him. 



138

Amy The Joy

Unfortunately, he found me first.
In my original childhood, I had always been a bit of a tom boy. I’d 

played soccer and baseball and climbed trees. If I skinned my knees, 
I always hopped back up and kept going. However, as a little girl I’d 
never gotten into a fist fight. The girls I knew never tackled other kids 
and punched them in the face. During my second time as a child, I 
walked around looking like a boy, and I learned that boys are different. 
Some boys feel the need to assert dominance or prove they’re tough, 
and some boys just go around wanting to hit somebody. Which forces 
the other boys to have to deal with them. Jeremy… Jeremy wanted to 
kill somebody.

Benny and I walked the little kids down to the park that after-
noon, and we all ran around in the sun, getting red-faced. I jogged 
down to the pop machine to buy a few cans of 7-Up for us to share, 
but when I got back, they’d disappeared. I searched up the main road, 
hoping to spy the other kids while I awkwardly cradled the cold cans 
in my arms.

“I told them I was going for pop,” I said to myself. Why had they 
left? I enjoyed the pleasant chill against my chest, but those three 
cans started getting heavy. I figured the others had headed home, so I 
started walking north.

Lennox Avenue was a quiet street shaded by trees in front of two-
story apartment buildings. It had few places to hide, so I didn’t wor-
ry about Jeremy. I had been hunting for the little kids, focused on 
the cold against my chest, and I plain did not hear the three pairs of 
sneakers run up behind me until they were on top of me. As I passed 
a narrow driveway entrance, I felt a shove that knocked the pop out 
of my arms so that the three cans bounced and rolled against the con-
crete. A thin, foamy spray of 7-Up shot out the side of one can, and 
as I reached for it, somebody kicked me onto my hands and knees. 

I snatched the can, spun onto my back and launched it at the first 
head I saw. It clocked one of Jeremy’s ratty little friends right above the 
eye, and the kid fell on his butt. I quickly hucked a second can, but it 
missed Jeremy altogether and bounced and rolled out onto the main 
road. At that point, I scrambled up and ran – ran super speed down 
that narrow driveway toward a cinder block wall in the back. The en-
closed area roared “danger” at me, and I planned to race around the 
building and out the other side. My legs chewed up the yards slower 
than the bigger kids behind me, though, and they caught me within 
about ten seconds. 
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I knew Jeremy didn’t want to tie me to a telephone pole and slap 
my stomach with grass stalks. He didn’t want to give me a wedgie or 
stick my head in a toilet or take my lunch money. Jeremy wanted to 
kill me. He’d been practicing.

The three boys wrestled me along and shoved me into a cave-like 
doorway in the back of the apartment building. They blocked me in, 
and Jeremy and rat-boy both shoved me back when I tried to break 
free. I realized that Jeremy had already developed his plan, because his 
bigger friend dragged an old wood and metal chair to the doorway, 
and they forced me into it. Jeremy had torn a cloth into strips, and he 
pulled these out of a pocket and handed them to the others. I had a 
fight in me, because I didn’t plan to go all gentle into that good night. 
I kicked somebody in the knee and jumped up to bust Jeremy’s nose 
again, but he punched me in the chest with his palms and knocked 
me back into the chair. He stuck his knee into my crotch area and 
grabbed my arms as I swung at him. 

“Tie him. Tie him, guys,” he said. They grabbed my legs and 
bound them to the legs of the chair. Next, they wrapped the strips 
around my wrists and anchored them down at my sides. I kicked the 
big kid in the mouth as he stooped to tie up my right leg, but I had no 
real chance. One almost-seven-year-old against three bigger, stronger 
boys; it wasn’t sporting at all. 

“They’ll put you in jail forever, you know that, right?” I glared into 
Jeremy’s puffy eyes. “They’ll know it was you.”

“Mmm,” Jeremy stood back up and checked my bonds. Then he 
punched me in the nose. And he punched me again. And again. It 
was all explosions of orange and instant tears and crunching pain and 
helplessness. He stopped then, and I felt grateful for that. I had a 
vague idea that he wanted me to see my guts when he sliced open my 
stomach. Or, he wanted to gaze into my eyes and watch the life leave 
them after he chopped open my jugular vein. In other words, I felt 
certain Jeremy only stopped at that point because he wanted my eyes 
to function.

The cloth chains held my wrists, and I couldn’t stop the blood 
from my nose. It dripped and drained over my lips and off my chin 
and down my throat from my sinuses. Saltwater rolled down my face, 
and I gazed up at Jeremy as he stood - so sickeningly calm - in a blurry 
form above me.

“I’ll see you guys back at our spot,” Jeremy told his two friends. 
“Give me a minute.” 
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“No, I wanna watch!” said little rat. “You said I could watch!”
Good grief. The psychopaths abounded. 
“He can’t kill me,” I stretched at my shoulder to wipe the blood 

off my mouth. I couldn’t reach with my hands tied at my sides, so I 
had to lick my lips and spit on the ground. “He can’t slice me open, 
because Mrs. Robertson and Benny will know. He’ll go to jail forever.”

“Can I punch him?” asked the rat. “You said I could punch him.”
Jeremy pulled out his knife and shoved it in the other kids’ faces. 

“Get out of here!” he yelled at them. He chased them, and the other 
two boys ran away ahead of him.

Soon enough, Jeremy marched back, and I started talking before 
he even reached me. I wanted to get out what I had to say before he 
started belting me in the mouth or something. 

“Jeremy, I have a superpower,” I blurted. “I have a superpower. I 
can tell the future.”

“Shut up,” he kicked me in the shin, hard. Oh, I hated that, and I 
couldn’t rub out the pain with my arms bound to my sides. Then, he 
kicked me in the other shin for good measure. At least he evened it all 
out. My OCD appreciated that.

I waited for the initial pain to ease as Jeremy drew out his knife - a 
small kitchen paring knife. He held it up before my eyes so I could see 
it, a hard humor in his face. Terror gave him pleasure, and he wanted 
to see that fear in me. Don’t think panic didn’t dizzy my brain and give 
me tunnel vision, because it did, but I couldn’t let Jeremy know that. 

“Jeremy, I can tell the future,” I tried again in desperation. “I can 
prove it.”

“You’re a liar. That’s impossible.”
“No,” I said. “No, I know the future. It’s my secret, the thing I 

don’t want anybody to know. And now you know.”
He could have done anything to me, and we both knew it. I sat 

tied to a chair, blood trickling onto my shirt. He held the paring knife 
and brought it near to my eye, but he paused. I saw the thoughts 
pumping in his head. I had just offered him something new.

“Dear God,” I thought. “I do not want to wear a patch over my 
eye for the rest of my life. He’s going to ruin my depth perception!” 

“Jeremy, I swear, if you gouge out my eye, I’ll just scream and 
scream and the adults will come and catch you.” I tried hard to keep 
my voice from pitching upward, but it still sounded much squeakier 
than I liked. “If you wait, I’ll tell you something about the future. I 
know who will be the next president. And the president after that. I 
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know when the Batman movie comes out. I know when there will be 
earthquakes and when terrorists will blow up buildings.”

I wondered if Jeremy didn’t suffer from boredom. I wondered if 
this whole torture bit interested him, and that’s why he did it. He 
stared in fascination as the blood dripped off my chin. He scraped the 
tip of his knife across my upper lip and pulled up a drop of blood to 
examine it.

“Did you ever notice how red blood is?” he asked. “It’s so red.” 
I still couldn’t reach my shoulder to wipe the blood away. 
“There’s a movie that comes out tomorrow,” I said, then I stopped 

to spit again. “Tomorrow is July first, and a movie called The Secret of 
NIMH comes out in the theaters tomorrow. It’s a cartoon. You’ve seen 
the previews, right?”

Jeremy nodded cautiously. He grabbed my face with warm, gritty 
fingers and pressed the blade against my right cheek, experimenting to 
see how hard he had to push before it broke the skin. I forced myself 
to hold still, because I didn’t want him to slip. I ignored my terror 
and the slicing pain in my cheek, doing my utmost to fight the urge 
to pull away. Tears gushed involuntarily into my eyes as Jeremy drew 
the knife slowly across my cheek bone, and my arms started to shake. 
I grabbed the wooden seat of the chair with both hands and forced 
myself to keep still. Jeremy’s green eyes focused intently as he split my 
epidermis cells in a slow trail. As he pulled the blade off the end of my 
face, it struck me that he used his left hand.

“The cats had hair in the way,” he said. “Your face is smooth. It’s 
easier.”

As soon as he let go of my chin, I tried again. “Put the knife down, 
Jeremy, and I’ll tell you what happens in that movie. I can give you 
exact quotes that aren’t in the previews. Quotes that prove that I know 
the future, and then you can tell people that you know the future. You 
can bet them. You can make money.”

Jeremy stepped back then, and I squeezed my eyes shut to press 
out the water. If he could tell the future, they’d revere him. “How can 
I know right now?” he challenged me. “Just tell me what I’m going to 
do to you next. Tell me that.”

I imagined an array of horrors in a flashing montage. I shook my 
head. “No, because that’s your free will. You can choose to do or not 
do what I say. But, the movie – they already made it. It is what it is.”

Jeremy shook his head, then grasped the hair on the back of my 
head for a better hold on me. He brought the knife near to my cheek 
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again, and I watched the dirty knuckles of his left hand grip its handle. 
Fascination filled his eyes as he touched its blade to my cheek, and I 
clenched my teeth and eyes shut and waited for it to end. Two even 
straight stripes. “I dreamed all last night about cutting you up,” he 
said above me, intent on his work. 

When would he stop? I needed to get him to stop!
Jeremy puzzled me. He didn’t seem motivated by anger or hate. 

He seemed motivated by, I tried to decipher it, a hunger maybe? I 
knew he was watching my skin part and the blood bead up and run 
down. I wanted to offer him something else to hunger for.

I blinked and watched him rub his arm across his nose.
I spit again. “You want to cut me up more than you want to know 

the future?” I said. “If I’m wrong, then you can chop on me, and I 
won’t even scream. See? So, you lose nothing.”

Jeremy considered that. 
“If you cut me again right now, Jeremy. I will not tell you a single 

thing about the future. Not a thing. And you’ll miss your chance.”
I think he believed me. I didn’t bawl and beg like a normal kid. 
“Okay,” he said. “Tell me.”
I didn’t trust him. “You might not remember everything I tell you. 

Let me write it down.”
“Yes I will. I’ll remember.” He looked insulted.
“There’s too much,” I said. “I can’t just say one thing. I have to say 

lots of things – so that you know I can really tell the future. And I will 
tell you. But only if you let me go.”

He thought about it, and then he walked away and left me. The 
slices in my face burned. I started tugging at the cloths around my 
wrists to pull my hands free. Most kids can’t tie good knots, and if I 
could just get one loose…

Jeremy returned half a minute later. He’d magically produced a 
used envelope and a cheap pen. 

“Okay, douchebag,” he said. “Tell me. Then I’ll let you go.”
“Could you plug my nose? The blood makes it hard to talk.”
Jeremy surprised me by obliging. He cut two squares off the end of 

my cloth bonds, rolled them, and stuffed them into my nose. Then he 
used the front of my shirt to wipe off my lips and chin. It hurt because 
he was rough, but I was grateful to have my lips clear.

I made a show of it. I had probably watched The Secret of NIMH 
48 times as a child, and when I’d had my own kids, we’d watched it 48 
more times. I knew every voice lilt in every scene, but I made a show 
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for Jeremy. 
I closed my eyes to concentrate. Under my lids, I flicked my 

eyes rapidly back and forth as I accessed my superpower. “Okay,” 
I said. “Write this down and write small so you can get it all.” Eyes still 
closed, deep in prophetic concentration, I started with the opening 
words of the movie:

 “‘Jonathan Brisby was killed today…while helping with the 
plan.’” I dictated each word slowly so Jeremy had time to write them 
down. “‘It is four years since our departure from NIMH, and our 
world is changing.’ You spell NIMH ‘N-I-M-H,’” I told him.

“…NIMH, and our world is changing.” Jeremy wrote each word 
with surprising diligence.

“‘We cannot stay here much longer. Jonathan was a dear friend. I 
am lost in knowing how to help his widow. She knows nothing of us 
or the plan...’” I provided a sentence at a time, and Jeremy scribbled 
down the words. “‘Jonathan, wherever you are, your thoughts must 
comfort her tonight. She’ll be waiting, and you will not return.’” 

“And you will not return,” Jeremy finished up.
“That’s what Nicodemus the old rat says at the beginning,” I told 

him. Then, I repeated the entire monologue so that Jeremy could 
make sure he’d gotten all of it. 

“Okay,” he said. “Something else.” 
I quoted the heck out of the movie for Jeremy, and he filled the 

front and back of the envelope, then tore it open and wrote on the 
inside.

“All right,” he said. “If this all isn’t in the movie – all of it – then 
you’re dead.”

“It will be there,” I said. “When I close my eyes, I can see the 
scenes as they pass by. So, can you untie me?”

Jeremy just laughed. “Yeah. No. You can stay here until after I go 
see it.”

“But, it doesn’t open until tomorrow night!” I protested. 
Jeremy didn’t answer me. He bent over and tugged my knots tight. 

He pulled out additional cloth strips and bound my hands even more 
thoroughly. Finally, he stuffed a wad in my mouth and wrapped strips 
around my head to hold it in place. 

“Don’t worry, I’ll be back.” He patted my head unnecessarily hard 
and walked away.

I had cloth stuffed up my nose and in my mouth, and I couldn’t 
breathe. As soon as he had disappeared, I leaned my chair backward 
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until my head rested on the door behind me. I rubbed my head up 
and down until the binding around my mouth dropped onto my neck 
and then rested the chair back on all fours. I chewed and wet the gag 
until I could spit it out. After I’d sucked in air for a minute, I started 
to rock-walk that chair out of the doorway cave. 

No humans anywhere. Nobody.
As I rock-walked, I sang the end credits song from The Secret of 

NIMH, which I expect Jeremy would have found mushy. I liked the 
song, so I sang it to myself.

I wish somebody had been filming me. Even as I heard the lyrics 
crooning from my mouth, I saw myself tied to a chair, spattered in 
blood, rocking my way to freedom to save my life. The song and the 
scene did not mesh together.

Rock. Rock. “‘Love it seems made flying dreams so hearts could 
soar. Heaven-sent, these wings were meant to prove once more that 
love is the key. Love is the key.’” Rock. Rock. Rock. I had to stop and 
cough up the blood that had drained into my throat. I couldn’t stand 
and walk with my feet tied to the chair legs, but I dug my toes into the 
pavement to keep my balance. I was keenly aware that if I tipped for-
ward, I’d break my face. It took a lot of energy, and after I’d wobbled 
ten feet, I stopped to rest. 

Grunt. Breathe. “‘Ever strong our future song to sing it must be 
free. Every part is from the heart, and love is still the key.’” 

I smiled, relieved. Jeremy hadn’t returned to check on me yet. Over 
the next 10 minutes, I rock-walked my way back onto Lennox Avenue 
and hunted around for somebody to help me. I could not believe the 
emptiness of that street. I saw plenty of parked cars jammed up next 
to the sidewalk, but no people. They had all escaped the glare outside 
by hiding inside in front of their televisions. I didn’t care if drug deal-
ers or gang leaders walked up, I felt certain that any Tyrone or Charlie 
on the street would cut me free if he saw me tied to that chair. That’s 
all I needed. Just one person. 

I wobbled out and rested for a minute. The blood still trickled 
down my cheek, and I could just reach my shoulder to wipe off my 
jaw. 

“Bueller?” I muttered. “Anyone? Anyone?” I searched up and 
down the road for one stranger. Up and down, up and down. Of 
course, the first people I did see turned out to be the very three people 
I didn’t want.
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My enemies spotted me out there in the open, out of my den. I 
glanced north and saw them bust out running toward me, and my 
heart sagged inside. I liked my face whole! I started wobble-walking 
out into the middle of the avenue, where heat billowed at me from the 
pavement, and I watched as my enemies ran my way.

Tires squealed behind me, and a car slid to a stop a few yards 
away. I whipped my head around and watched as a toweringly tall guy 
emerged from the driver’s side. The man’s nose stuck out like a great 
hooked beak, bigger than any human nose should be. The boys up the 
road stopped and watched, and relief drained the last of the energy 
out of me. I stared up at the man, that distinctive, balding tall man 
with his huge honker, and I squinted. 

“Wait a minute. I know you,” I said. 
His eyebrows furrowed down at me like plow rows. I recognized 

that I made a strange sight, a child covered in blood tied to a chair in 
the middle of the street, but I didn’t focus on that. I squinted up at 
him, trying to remember his name.

“Pastor Jack?” I asked. 
My mother had grown up in L.A. County, and in about 1973 she 

had been sitting in dead stopped traffic on the freeway on a boiling 
hot day, and she said to herself, “I am not raising children here.” She 
escaped north to Seattle, where she’d met and married my dad. We’d 
moved to Idaho the year I’d turned 14, and I had grown to resent the 
tedious cold of forever winters. My mother never hated the winter. 
The prospect of hot summers dismayed her, and she relaxed happily as 
the weather grew cold and nasty every fall. 

Mom had lived in Van Nuys before she’d ventured north, just a 
few blocks away from where I sat tied to that metal chair. I didn’t 
know that. However, I did know she’d attended a little church up on 
Sherman Way, and the fellow who stood above me with his giant nose 
served as pastor of that church. The church eventually exploded into a 
big congregation, but Mom knew Pastor Jack as a young pastor, back 
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when the assembly remained small and personal. I’d found some of 
the letters Jack wrote Mom after she’d moved, and after I was born, 
she’d taken the train down to have him dedicate me. 

Basically, the guy who picked me up, chair and all, and placed me 
on the sidewalk happened to be my first family pastor. I admit that 
when I saw him, I felt like the hand of God had settled him right there 
on that road to rescue me. Rotten Jeremy and his friends evaporated 
into the dusty afternoon.

“Pastor Jack!” I shouted. “I’m so glad to see you!” He looked 
young, much younger than the last time I’d seen him. I’d given him a 
hug at a huge event in Michigan at the Pontiac Silverdome in April of 
1999, shortly after the Columbine shooting. When I’d hugged him as 
a grown adult, he’d dwarfed me. As a little kid, he rose over me like a 
clean-shaven Treebeard.

“Did other boys tie you up like this?” he wailed. “I should call the 
cops!” 

I saw the anger, the distress in his face. He kept looking me up and 
down, and I felt grateful.

I nodded. “Do you have a pocketknife or anything?”
“No,” he felt his pockets, then he yelped, “Wait!” He returned to 

his car and pulled a leather satchel of tools out of the trunk. “Hold 
on. Hold on. There’s something in here I bet.” He found a box cutter, 
and soon that lanky man knelt on the ground and sawed through my 
cloth bonds. It didn’t take him long, and I stood up, woozy. I helped 
him gather all the strips off the ground, and he set my chair on the 
sidewalk. Then, he turned to me and examined my injuries. 

He handed one cloth wad back to me, “Here, son. Press this 
against your cheek. There you go. Those cuts might need stitches.”

“I’ll just butterfly bandage them,” I said. 
“I’m gonna call the police,” he shook his head. “I can’t believe 

they’d cut you like that. You want me to give you a ride home so you 
can wash your face?”

I nodded and started toward his car, words tumbling out of my 
mouth. “Thank you for coming when you did! But, I want to talk to 
you, because you knew my mother, and you dedicated me. I haven’t 
seen you in so long!”

As I climbed into his car and shut my door, he studied me, try-
ing to recognize me. “Boy, those kids really did a number on you,” he 
shook his head.  

“I know I look bad,” I said. “But, I’m not a boy, I’m a girl. I’m 
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Sadie Cook. My mom is Madeleine Cook. Or. I mean. You knew her 
back then as Madeleine Christopherson.”

He squinted for a moment. “Oh wow!” he stared at me. He hadn’t 
started the car yet. “Wow. You’re little Sadie? What happened to you! 
I would love to see your mom, she was always such a character!” His 
eyes widened at me. “But she’s going to pitch a fit when she sees what 
those boys did to you! That’s horrible, Sadie!”

“No, I’m not here with my mom. Look, um. I want to talk to you 
about something super important. Do you have a few minutes? Is 
there some place we can go and talk?”

“We need to get you cleaned up. I was heading back into my office 
for a little bit, and you can come with me. You need to tell somebody 
where you are?”

I thought of Benny and the little ones. “Uh. Yeah.” I directed him 
to our apartment and briefly summed up my Jeremy problem on the 
way. I asked if we could get the little kids, because I didn’t want to 
leave them alone with Jeremy still prowling around.

Pastor Jack agreed, and I found the other children at home. I 
pulled the wads out of my nose, washed my face and taped it up. I 
changed my shirt, and then we all piled into Pastor Jack’s big boat of a 
car. He took us up to the church a few blocks away, and I asked Benny 
to watch the others in a children’s classroom while Jack and I talked. 
Benny assumed it was about getting rid of Jeremy, so he gave me a big 
thumbs up.

Jack led me into his office, which held some large, comfortable 
chairs. I sat on the padded edge of one of these, and my toes just 
reached the ground. “You want some water?” the pastor handed me a 
cup from his water cooler. 

I gratefully took the cup and drank heavily. 
He dragged my chair - with me in it - over to his desk. Then, he sat 

down at the desk himself, and he picked up the phone.
“Don’t... don’t call the police just yet,” I begged. “Just wait.”
He frowned down at me. “I need to call them.”
“Okay, just wait a minute. I need to talk to you about something 

really important.”
He sighed. “I need to call your mom at least. How is she doing 

these days, anyway? It’s been years since I last saw her.”
I set my cup on his desk. “She has five little kids and she’s getting 

ready to divorce my dad. You should give her a call. But, that’s not 
what I want to talk about. I have been carrying around a huge secret, 
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and you are the only person I know that I can tell. My mom doesn’t 
know. My dad doesn’t know. Nobody nobody knows this.”

I know he saw a scruffy, taped-up little kid in his chair, and I 
slumped in my seat for a moment. I didn’t feel excited about trying to 
talk to him. The past 29 months were impossible! It didn’t sound real! 
But, I also couldn’t think of anybody I felt safer telling, and I had a 
little hope he might believe me. If anybody would believe me, Pastor 
Jack would.

Concern wrinkled gently in the corners of his eyes. “What don’t 
they know, Sadie?”

I hesitated. It sounded so crazy.
“Whatever was going on with Jeremy?” he suggested.
I shook my head and heaved out a deep breath. “No. Jeremy is 

small potatoes. Here’s the thing,” I confessed. “I know what happens 
on the planet Earth for the next 38 years.”

Pastor Jack didn’t roll his eyes. He didn’t give me the basic adult, 
“C’mon. Whatever,” look. His eyebrows wrinkled, a little puzzled. 
That was it. “You see what happens in the future?” he asked.

 I felt more confident with Jack than I would most people, because 
he believed in things like prophecy. He believed God still performed 
miracles through regular, everyday people, so he didn’t necessarily 
think I was crazy or lying first thing. 

 “No, it’s worse than that. Much worse.” I chewed on my lower lip 
and winced. “I’ve already lived through the future. All the way up to 
the year 2020.”

“What?” He didn’t understand me.
“In the year 2020, I will be a 44-year-old adult. I get married in 

2002, and I have three kids. You and Anna have a long long marriage, 
by the way.

He didn’t know how to take that. He chuckled at me. “Sadie, 
honey. Those kids punched you in the head a lot, and you’re hot. 
Drink more water.”

“I am being serious!” I insisted. “I know that President Reagan 
will be reelected in 1984. He is going to appoint Antonin Scalia to the 
U.S. Supreme Court, and then he’ll nominate a guy named Robert 
Bork, who will be accused of every horrible thing by Ted Kennedy. 
The Senate will reject Bork, and his name will become a verb. To be 
‘borked’ will mean to suffer character assassination by congressional 
enemies who don’t want a nominee confirmed.”

I threw that out on purpose, because these were not sentences a 
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seven-year-old child would know how to invent.
“I know that the Soviet Union will start to collapse in 1989, and 

the Berlin Wall will be torn down shortly after that. I know that 
Saddam Hussein is going to invade Kuwait, and between President 
George Bush the first and his son President George Bush the second, 
they’ll remove Saddam from power.”

Jack didn’t say anything, so I kept going.
“I know that we do not get flying cars or hoverboards. We do not 

have regular flights to the moon. You know what technology gives us? 
It gives us mobile phones that we can carry everywhere. But they’ll 
be more than phones; they’ll be, well, more like pocket computers. 
They’ll be our cameras and our calculators and alarm clocks. We’ll 
used them to listen to music and make videos. We’ll be able to look up 
any information we want and read world newspapers and watch other 
people’s home videos. On our phones.”

Jack listened to this flood of words, and he stared at me just as all 
adults stared at me, but his stare included a spark of interest. I didn’t 
know if he totally believed me, but I had intrigued him. 

“What else?” he asked. “The Soviet Union collapses? So, is the 
Cold War over, or do they shoot their nuclear weapons?”

“Nope,” I said. “Not one nuclear weapon is sent to blow up one 
city. But there’s the Chernobyl thing. Has Chernobyl happened yet?” I 
asked him. “The Chernobyl nuclear disaster? Has that happened yet?” 
I saw in his face that he had no clue what I was talking about. “It’s a 
Russian nuclear power plant accident. It’s a big catastrophe, but our 
problems with Russia are not nuclear.”

Jack shook his head. “Wait. So, you say you lived until 2020. You 
lived it in your mind?”

I shook my head back. “No, I lived it in real life. On February 1st, 
2020, I went to sleep in my bed, and the next day, February 2nd, I 
woke up in 1980. I’d travelled backward in time and turned back into 
a child.”

Jack stared at me for a full 20 seconds without saying a word. He 
was processing, trying to work out how to handle what I’d just told 
him. 

“That’s nuts. Give me a moment, Sadie. I can’t quite wrap my 
mind around that.” 

“I’m having to live my life all over again. Only, it’s a different life 
this time. Because I’m a double of myself.”

“You mean, you’re a time traveller?” He was not accepting the 



150

Amy The Joy

truth quickly.
I nodded. “But. My body also went backward in time. Like I said, 

I was an adult once. In 2002, I bought a house. In 2020, I fell asleep 
in that house and woke up in 1980. Jack, I checked. I checked to see 
if the original Sadie Cook still existed, living with my mom and dad 
in Everett, and she does! The original me is there! As far as my mom is 
concerned, I’m perfectly safe with her and going into the second grade 
this fall. If you called her and said that you had me in your office, she’d 
say, ‘No, that’s impossible. Sadie’s right here with me.’”

I felt like gushing and gushing out information about myself. I 
had stifled myself for so long, and it felt good to erupt the truth all 
over another person.

Jack didn’t accuse me of lying. He just squeezed his eyes shut and 
got up to grab himself another cup of water. He poured the water 
from his cooler and took a few big gulps from a mug.

“You’re saying that you grew up, then woke up one day as a child 
again.” He repeated these basic facts, because they were new and 
strange to him. He wanted to get it all straight.

“Yeah! So, here I am. I’ve been in foster care for two-odd years, and 
I can’t let my parents know I exist. I’m turning seven in two weeks, but 
I have the education of an adult. People think I’m a genius, and they 
accept that, but I’m a big fat fake, because I really had to go through 
all those years of schooling once already. I have a bachelor’s degree in 
inorganic chemistry and a master’s in geochemistry.”

“All right,” Jack said. “All right all right all right. I’m sorry honey, 
but I… can’t… I can’t... this sounds like something out of a movie. 
You definitely talk like an adult. I hear it. But, there’s a disconnect 
between what you’re saying and anything like normal reality. Can you 
give me a minute?”

“Sure. Go get some coffee.”
He didn’t go for coffee. He left the mug at the cooler, sat back 

down beside me and leaned forward on his elbows. “Can you prove 
any of it?” 

I thought about it. “Well. I can explain to you how to digest mine 
samples in acid. I can talk about analytical chemistry for an hour. Or. 
You could call my mom. I’m there with her – the original me is there. 
Ask her questions and hear her answers. It’s a good test. You can ask 
her to send you a picture, and maybe you’ll be able to tell I’m the same 
person.” 

I realized this was harder to do in 1982 than in the 21st century. 
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Mom couldn’t just text him a photo of me, because there was no such 
thing as texting yet. “It’ll take a week to get here, but…” I shrugged. 
“Maybe the swelling in my face will have gone down by then.”

I gazed mournfully at the pastor as he sat above me, thinking. 
“I just wanted somebody I could tell!” I burst out a few moments 

later. “I just wanted somebody to know the truth, and that’s why I’m 
letting you know. For instance, I look like a boy, right?”

Jack settled back in his chair. “I can see now that you’re a girl, 
since you told me, and I know who you are. But, Sadie, you’ll have 
everybody thinking you’re a boy with that haircut and those clothes.”

“Yep,” I said. “Everybody thinks I’m a boy. I’ve been pretending to 
be a boy for two years for a lot of different reasons, but it’s so great to 
be able to tell you that I’m really a girl.”

“Being a girl can be a good thing,” Jack said. He asked a simple 
question. “Do you think that bully Jeremy would have cut up your 
face if he knew you were a girl?” 

I saw his point. “I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve dealt with violent 
older boys, but I’ve gone through 38 foster homes, and I haven’t been 
molested yet.” I didn’t tell him about the sexual predators; I felt like 
I still had a case, because I thought it would have been worse if they 
knew I was a girl.

“Thirty-eight homes?” he barked. “You’ve been in that many?”
I put up my hands to calm him down. “Don’t… don’t worry. That’s 

what I do. I go into homes and find problems and report them. The 
only reason Jeremy cornered me today was because my case worker 
hasn’t taken him away! I told her two days ago he was a psychopath.”

“Have you thought about telling your mother all of this?” Jack 
asked simply.

I shook my head madly. “Absolutely not! I don’t want to disrupt 
the original me in my original life. I want to meet my husband and 
have my kids, and I don’t want to do anything to mess it up, so I’m 
staying the heck away from little Sadie Cook and my whole family.”

Jack stroked his chin for a few moments. Then he reached up with 
both hands and rubbed his head. “You say you just woke up one day? 
Forty years earlier? Why would that happen?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. I chalked it up to my right as the 
firstborn. The firstborn gets a double-portion, and I’m living my life 
all over again.”

Jack laughed. “What! There are probably two billion first-borns in 
the world. That’s not the reason. Do you think God sent you back on 
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purpose?”
That had crossed my mind. “Yeah,” I said. “I’ve thought about it. 

I’m able to do things a normal child couldn’t do. In fact, I’m able to 
do things a normal adult couldn’t do.”

“All right. Okay. So, you know all about the original Sadie, who 
has no clue that she’s got a beat-up doppelganger running around 
L.A.?”

I grinned. “Yes, sir. I know about the original Sadie, and we don’t 
want her to know she has a doppelganger.”

“Where do your parents live right now?” he asked. 
“Everett, Washington.”
“And what’s the area code there?”
“Well, right now it’s 206.”
He asked me questions about my brothers and sisters, our house 

and our neighborhood there in Everett. He asked how to get to the 
nearest park and whether I had a bicycle. He asked about notable 
events my mom would know about. I told him everything I could 
think of.

“Okay,” Jack said. “I’m calling your mom now. Hang on while I 
ask her some questions.” He picked up the receiver from the cradle of 
his desk phone and called directory assistance for my parents’ number, 
then he called my house.

When Mom answered, I could tell from the way Jack talked that 
she was excited to hear from him. They had a nice, long chat, and I 
saw that he enjoyed catching up with her. He cleverly dug into my 
home life, the neighborhood, and my friends. My mother told him a 
story about how I’d broken my hand flipping off my bike, and by the 
end of about 20 minutes, I think she had satisfied him. Which was 
good, because a toddler started crying, and Mom had to hang up. 

I felt melancholy then. I hadn’t spoken to my parents in nearly 
30 months, and I missed them. In 1986, the original Sadie would 
go to spend a summer with cousins in California, and I’d planned to 
use that time to call my family. That left four more years to wait. I’d 
considered just calling and pretending to be somebody else, but... I ... 
I always hung up before anybody answered.

“I always thought your mom has a great sense of humor,” Jack 
chuckled as he returned the phone to its cradle.

I nodded. 
“You check out as far as I can tell,” he shrugged. “You have the 

freckles. You have the cleft chin. You have three or four cowlicks on 
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your hairline, which she says makes it impossible to give you a good 
haircut. Can I see your left hand?”

I shook my head. “There’s no discoloration from where I broke 
my hand,” I said. I knew what he was looking for. “A few months 
ago in Everett, I flipped off my bike and broke my hand. But, a few 
months ago in Los Angeles, I didn’t. I remember losing control and 
flying over the handlebars and how my hand swelled up so huge, so 
fat, I thought it would pop. I remember how it hurt and hurt and 
the doctor couldn’t even cast it right away because of the swelling. I 
remember. But, I remember it from 40 years ago, not this spring.”

Jack sat there and shook his head. “That’s so strange. So strange. 
I’ve never heard of anything like this before. It’s a peculiar thing!”

I nodded.
He pointed at the desk. “Teach me some chemistry.”
I grinned. I had to ask for a pencil and paper, and I wrote out a 

few chemical formulas and did simple reactions and conversions for 
him. I described in detail the work we did at my chemistry lab, where 
we analyzed rocks for up to 55 different elements. He took notes the 
whole time, and I helped by spelling out certain words for him.

“A-Q-U-A R-E-G-I-A digestion. We add a quarter gram of sample 
to a mixture of hydrochloric acid and nitric acid and cook it for half 
an hour. Then we bulk it to 50 milliliters with deionized water. Metals 
like silver or lead will go into solution, and we can run that solution 
through the instruments for analysis.”

I definitely did not sound like a seven-year-old. I imagined what I 
looked like to him, a cut and bruised little girl with scraped knees. It 
had to feel surreal to the poor man to hear words like “deionized” and 
“solution” dropping from my mouth, let alone “aqua regia digestion.” 

He stared at me, shaking his head slowly back and forth. “There 
has to be a reason for it. There’s a reason you were sent back in time!”

I nodded. “Well, I’ve been doing my little part to improve the lives 
of children in the L.A. foster system.”

Jack nodded. “That’s great. That’s noble. I just wonder what else 
God has for you. I don’t think He sent you here to get beaten up by 
the Jeremys of the world.”

I frowned at him. I hadn’t even thought about it. “Well, He sent 
Jesus to get beaten up, and He’s way more important than I am.”

Jack cringed for a moment, and I wondered what the cringe was 
for. He beckoned me to stand up, and he studied my face close up. 
“Have you even looked at yourself in the mirror?” he asked.
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I nodded. I looked swollen and carved up and taped. “I got myself 
into most of the trouble I’ve had,” I told Jack. “I could have played 
things safe. I could have stayed with my second foster family, and I’d 
have a nice, happy life with good people. I chose this instead. I chose 
it. But even though I got popped in the nose today and my face got 
cut up a little, you showed up and I didn’t get stuck in some closet to 
be starved and maybe stabbed to death. See?” 

“Okay,” Jack said, not looking convinced.
I kept going. “That’s your job, to help save people’s lives. I figure 

my purpose is to save lives too, and that’s what I’m doing. And that 
means I sometimes get into dangerous situations.”

“Okay okay!” he said again. “I give in. Is there anything I can do 
to help you?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Don’t tell anybody about me. Not a person, except 
your wife. She’s okay, but nobody else.”

He agreed.
“And call in a complaint to social services about Jeremy. I’m not 

my case worker’s top priority.”
“Sure,” he shrugged. “I can do that.”
“And…” I smiled. “Let us all stay at your house until they come 

and take him away.”
“All of you?” That request startled him. “Those other kids too?” 
I made large nods. “Please. Please call Anna and warn her. There’s 

five of us.”
Sure enough, he did it. Like a brick, he called his wife and told her 

we were having an old-fashioned sleepover. He could have pawned us 
off on some church members, but he didn’t. I called Mrs. Robertson 
at work and told her we were all staying at a friend’s because we were 
afraid of Jeremy. That night, Jack’s dear wife Anna fed us and read 
to us and tucked us into various spare beds and couches. Then Jack 
prayed for us, which was the best. I knew that God parted the waters 
and calmed the storms when Jack prayed. And the next day, Cheryl 
picked up Jeremy.

I never talked to Jeremy again after I gave him all those quotes for 
The Secret of NIMH. I wondered if he got to go see the movie in the 
theaters. I wondered how many people he got to tell that he knew the 
future.
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From the beginning of my house-hopping, Cheryl worried about 
my education. I bounced in and out of kindergartens for half a year, 
and it got a little crazy. I said, “Cheryl, I can read. This is just stupid. 
Wherever I live, I’ll just go to the library every day.”

“No, Dodge,” she said. “You have to be supervised.”
“Let me get my GED, then! I don’t see the point in registering me 

in one school after another every three weeks. I don’t need to go to 
school!”

She finally gave in, and I took my high school equivalency test six 
months after my fifth birthday. My converted score gave me a 3.85 
GPA average, which wasn’t too bad. However, I still needed a place to 
go each day, so every set of parents had to work that out. About half 
of the time, I stayed at home with a parent and other small children. 
I spent a lot of time with nannies and babysitters. Sometimes I had to 
join a parent at work and sit and read quietly. Sometimes I got put to 
work, and I liked that most of the time. A baker had me filling donuts 
with cream or jelly. An Italian restaurant owner set me up to roll sil-
verware inside napkins. The wife of an almond farmer sent me around 
collecting eggs and weeding her home garden. Ultimately, I spent a lot 
of long hours sitting and reading by myself.

After 52 homes, I’d had enough. On the third anniversary of the 
day Mike dropped me off in L.A., in February of 1983, I decided it 
was time to stop. There were a couple thousand homes in Los Angeles 
County, and I couldn’t possibly cover them all. It was time for some-
thing different. 

“Cheryl,” I said. “I’m not going to home hop anymore. I’m getting 
worn out. Can you find me a family in North Hollywood? Maybe I 
can help one family and stay long term. Maybe a place where there 
are a lot of kids and a single woman taking care of them. Something 
like that.”

Cheryl didn’t say anything for a moment through the phone. 
“What?” she finally said. “The jumping bean wants stability?”
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“I want to go to school,” I answered. “If you help me apply to Los 
Angeles Valley College, I can start attending classes next fall. See if we 
can get me a grant or some scholarships to go there, and I’ll just take 
a few credits at a time.”

I wanted to attend USC, the University of Southern California, 
but it cost a bazillion dollars. On the other hand, LAVC offered an 
exceptionally inexpensive, low-key means to earn college credits. It 
sat in a convenient location between Pastor Jack and Dr. Wilkins, my 
two rocks, the two men in my life who came closest to knowing my 
deepest secrets. If I lived in North Hollywood, I could easily take the 
bus to either one of them. When I had tried to map out a place for my 
final foster stop, I wanted to make sure I could get to either of them 
if I needed.

Cheryl did it. She hooked me up, and that’s how I managed to get 
locked into a foster family a few blocks south of Burbank Ave, a short 
bike ride to LAVC.

The truth was that I’d grown weary of leaving little kids. During 
those three years, I helped care for other children, then I’d leave them, 
and it got harder and harder. It would be decades before I saw my own 
children, and I couldn’t do that to myself anymore. I decided I’d find 
a home where a single parent needed help, then I’d take good care of 
those other children for as long as they remained there.

“Here’s the thing,” Cheryl said when she called me back later. “I 
found you a mother in that area, but she already has four. Georgie is 
seven. Shamisha and Tamika are five-year-old twins, and Jason is two. 
She’s already at the max for her space, but she needs help, and I’ve 
already bent so many rules for you, why should today be different?”

“Yep,” I said. 
“I explained to Mia that you’d be a big help to her, and she agreed 

to take you. However, you should also know that she’s black and the 
kids are all black and Latino. Are you okay with that?”

“Sure,” I said. 
Cheryl seemed weirdly uncomfortable about it. I wondered if her 

department tried to place white kids with white parents and black kids 
with black parents. That probably made sense, but it didn’t matter to 
me. In fact, I felt a strange excitement to be meeting my permanent 
family. I’d jumped in and out of homes for so long that I’d walled up 
a nice brick barrier around my heart. I suddenly had hope that I was 
about to move into my home. My home. I’d have a long-term mom 
and long-term brothers and sisters. I planned to stay with them for 
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years and years, and for the first time it mattered that I bonded with 
somebody.

“When do I get to meet them?” I asked Cheryl.
“I’ll take you over there Friday,” she said.
The next day, I spent the morning working out the best bus route 

to old Dr. Wilkins’ home on the west side of Burbank. I’d left the old 
composer and moved on to other foster homes, but he was one foster 
father I still visited. We’d connected in a special way, and I loved to go 
see him. I was living in Canoga Park at the time, and the trip took two 
hours in mid-morning traffic. After North Hollywood, it was just half 
an hour, though. That was it.

By the way, I never had a bus driver reject me. I know! When I first 
tried to ride the bus, I expected they’d say, “Where do you think you’re 
going?” I expected them to tell me I couldn’t ride without an adult. 
I decided to try when I was six, though, because I wanted to see my 
dear Dr. Wilkins. I climbed up the steps of that first bus, and I told 
the driver the stop I needed. I plugged in my coins, and the old black 
man just pointed at the seat nearest him and said, “Sit up by me.” As 
long as I knew where I was going, those bus drivers took me there. I 
didn’t tell them how many times I wanted to change buses. I just told 
them my next stop and sat near the front of the bus until we got there.

When I knocked on his door, Dr. Wilkins grinned big and wiped 
his mouth to brush crumbs off his trimmed gray beard. “Come in, 
Dodge! Come in. You’ve practically abandoned me the past two 
months!” He declared, “I thought you’d been hit by a truck.”

“I missed you too,” I hugged his stomach and dropped into my 
favorite overstuffed chair between his piano and packed bookshelves. 
I liked Dr. Wilkins’ cozy apartment with its maple floors and tall 
shelves and lamps - plenty of lamps - lighting the big soft chair where 
I plopped every time I visited. 

“I’ve got good news!” I sat up straight. “From now on, I’m going 
to be living in North Hollywood, so I can get here easily. And I’m not 
gonna leave. I plan to stay there forever, so what do you think about 
that!”

Dr. Wilkins didn’t answer me for a moment; he’d disappeared into 
the kitchen.

“Doctor!” I shouted. 
He shouted back, “Just a moment! Tea! You need some hot tea, 

dear girl.”
He returned a minute later with a tray and mugs of deliciousness. 
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The doctor always added plenty of milk and sugar to mine. The rain 
gushed down outside, and the 55-degree weather had chilled me. I 
sipped on the hot tea and breathed deeply, recognizing that I’d truly 
lost my northern cold tolerance. 

“Did you hear me?” I asked. “I’ll be living less than five miles away 
from you. I have a permanent home, so I can see you all the time.” 

“That’s wonderful to hear. You must like your new family, then.” 
I could hear the disappointment in his voice. I knew the good doctor 
wished I’d made my permanent home with him. He’d wanted me, and 
he hadn’t taken on another foster child since I’d left.

I shrugged. “I haven’t actually met them yet. I don’t know. They 
might be horrible.”

Dr. Wilkins’ eyes squinted with worry behind his round glasses. “I 
know you’re joking around, Dodge, but they really might be horrible. 
You haven’t met them, but you’ve decided you’re going to stay there 
forever?”

I shrugged. “It’s a single mother with kids,” I said. “It means a lot 
of work for me, that’s all.”

“Well, that’s different. That sounds like Christmas morning.” He 
settled into his leathery recliner and frowned at me over his tea.

“I asked for it,” I said. “That’s what I wanted. I wanted a family I 
could love on.”

He shook his head. “I don’t understand you, young lady. You could 
have just remained here in your own cozy room, and we’d have great 
larks all the time. You’d be a great concert pianist by now, and we’d go 
on the road and make millions of dollars.”

I laughed, “We would not.”
“But no,” he kept going. “You just abandoned me so that you 

could go off into odious places where they tie you up and carve holes 
in your pretty face.”

I started to explain, but he waved me away with his hand. “I know 
I know I know. I know all about it. You’ve already told me.”

I jumped up and gave his wrinkled old face a kiss. He pretended 
to push me away, as though affection was too sloppy for a respectable 
gentleman like himself. 

“You’re the reason I’ve been able to bear all of it, dear father. I’d 
have descended into a pit of despair if it weren’t for you, and you 
know it. But, I’m excited!” I flopped back into my chair. “I plan to 
make them my real mom, my real little brothers and sisters. I mean, 
if she turns out to be a monster, I guess I’ll tell Cheryl, and she’ll have 
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to move all of us, but I don’t think it will be like that. I’m honestly 
excited, like Christmas morning really is coming.”

Dr. Wilkins shook his head again. “Well, no matter what, you’ll 
tell me the truth about it? You won’t pretend everything is glorious if 
it’s not?”

I sucked down my lovely, just-sweet-enough tea and wiped the 
back of my hand across my lips. “Of course! I can’t fib to you anyway. 
You see through everything, right through my guts to my backbone.”

The old man laughed out loud at that. “And you must come see 
me every week. I’ll buy your bus pass every month. You promise me 
you’ll come?”

“My whole bus pass?” I asked. “That’s expensive. You don’t have 
to do that!”

“Yes!” he said. “I don’t want any excuses for you not to see me any 
time you can! You’ll say to yourself, ‘Oh, I have a dollar, and I could 
spend it on bus fare, or I could spend it on crayons for the children. I 
have to buy the crayons.’ Yes! Yes, that’s what you’d do! While I sit here 
all lonely, bored out of my mind, starved for charming conversation.”

I nodded from behind the rim of my mug. I filled my mouth and 
throat with comforting liquid that warmed my eardrums from within. 
I did love him. I needed him too.

The good old composer and I enjoyed our time together. We joked 
and laughed and talked about books and news for a solid hour before 
I sighed and stood up.

“I have to get home. I’m living practically out in Thousand Oaks 
until Friday, and people will worry if I’m not home by five. They think 
I’m at the library.” 

“Thousand Oaks? You took the bus all the way here?”
“Well. Canoga Park.”
“Child, you’re going to kill me. You shouldn’t be riding the bus 

all over the valley by yourself. It’s not safe. Those scars on your face,” 
he grimaced. “I can’t believe you let a rotten little boy do that to you. 
Next time, you throat punch him. Do you hear me? Throat punch 
him!”

I gave the old gentleman another hug - a long hug. “I’m not keen 
on getting hurt any more than you’re keen on me getting hurt. I’ll be 
okay.”

He just frowned at me. “Call me when you get home tonight, 
please? And call me on Friday when you get settled in. You worry me.”

“Okay,” I agreed.



160

Amy The Joy

Friday morning, February 11th, Cheryl drove me across town. We 
rumbled past apartments and single-family homes to the front of a 
squat house with tan stucco siding. Just a few shreds of grass smiled 
at me from the patch of dirt in front of the house, and weeds poked 
out from the cracks in the walkway. I glanced longingly at the green, 
tidy yard of the neighbor next to us, where a mature tree hung heavy 
with oranges. The neighbor kept his lawn and hedges watered and 
neatly trimmed. In my new yard, toy cars and a dented Tonka truck 
had made their grave in a dried-up muddy patch near the front steps. 

As Cheryl led me up the walkway, two little brown faces peered at 
us out the window. One of the little girls had a runny nose, and she 
rubbed her arm across her face as we approached the door. I cringed a 
little as I watched her do it, because the mucous of earlier arm wipes 
had smeared and dried on her cheeks. Somebody needed to wash that 
child’s face.

Cheryl knocked on the door, and a plump black woman threw 
open the door, her bosoms bursting from a red floral blouse. As soon 
as words poured out her mouth, I knew this woman had been raised 
in a Latino home. Puerto Rico? Mexico? I studied her, with her big 
afro hair and blue eye shadow and pink lipstick, and I tried to pin 
her origin on the world map in my head. Argentina? No. It had to be 
Puerto Rico.

“Oh, come inside,” my new mother urged us, the Spanish accent 
thick on her bright lips. “Come in. Jorge, baby you get Ms. Cheryl 
some water. Agua, pronto.” 

A Hispanic boy about my age trotted to the fridge and pulled out 
a jug of water that had been chilling in there. He poured two glasses 
of water and placed them at the oval kitchen table in front of the two 
ladies. 

This was the boy Cheryl called “Georgie,” but Mama pronounced 
it, “Hor-hay.” I soon learned that Jorge liked being called “George,” 
but Mama usually used the Spanish pronunciation. Jorge had big 
brown eyes and a dark birthmark on his right cheek. Skinny kid, but 
cute. I smiled at him and waved. He didn’t smile, but he lifted his 
hand in a greeting.

“Mia,” Cheryl stood beside the table and ignored the water that 
Jorge had brought. “This is Dodge. Dodge, this is Mia.”

“Oh, he can’t call me ‘Mia!’” Mia declared. “Everybody calls me 
‘Mama.’ You call me ‘Mama,’ Dodge.”
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I am not joking. Mama Mia. 
I wanted to laugh, but Jorge’s thin eyebrows furrowed at me, so I 

quickly converted my amusement into a nod. “Okay, Mama,” I said.
The two little black girls crept from the living room window and 

peeked shyly into the kitchen. I wanted to pour warm water on a 
washcloth and clean their crusty brown faces. The black hair of one 
girl had been plaited into two braids in the back, and the other wore 
braided pigtails high on her head, both tied up by those elastic bands 
with the big pink balls at the ends.

“Those devils are Shamisha and Tamika. They’re not this quiet 
ever. You just watch! They’ll turn into spinning gyros in a minute. 
Light will flash out their eyes and we’ll display them at the carnival.” 
Mama placed her hands on her hips and laughed at herself. Then she 
turned and barked, “Jorge! Take Dodge around and show him the 
house.”

Dishes piled in the sink under the dusty kitchen window. Black 
stain-drops spattered the tan tile floors into the living room and down 
the hall toward the bedrooms, as though various cups of Kool-Aid 
had splashed across the room but were only sort of wiped up, and 
leftover drops had collected the dust that blew in through the front 
door. The couch’s floral upholstery looked sticky. Grime. Grime on 
the windows. A coat of dusty grime seemed to dull every room. Grimy 
fingerprints on the once-white walls. I wanted Mary Poppins to show 
up and wiggle her nose. 

“Here’s our room,” Jorge said. I glanced into a small bedroom with 
a set of bunk beds, where the carpet hid under clothes and toys and a 
pile of other nonsense. I peeked around the corner into the girls’ room 
next door. It was the same thing, but they had two separate beds on 
opposite sides of the tiny room: pink framed children’s beds, the kind 
with vinyl-covered mattresses. The whole room smelled of urine, and 
whatever belongings those little girls owned had piled and scattered 
over the middle of the carpet.

Yep, this was home.
“I sleep on the top bunk,” Jorge told me plainly, grabbing my arm 

and hauling me back into my new bedroom. “You sleep with Jason on 
the bottom bunk.”

I pulled back a gritty green comforter and found a little black boy 
underneath in just his cloth diapers. His hair poofed out all fuzzy over 
his baby head and his chest rose and fell slowly in sleep. I wanted to 
kiss his fat cheeks.
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“Jorge!!” Mama called from the other room. “Get the girls ready 
for school! The bus comes in 10 minutes, and I need to go to work.”

“Bianca’s not here yet!” Jorge called back. “Call her!”
“Find the girls clean shirts!” Mama called. 
“They don’t have any! Bianca needs to do laundry!”
I wandered back into the kitchen. “Our laundry machine has been 

broken,” Mama sighed to Cheryl. “I’ve called the landlord to get it 
fixed, but I hear nothing from him. We have to go to the laundromat 
tonight.”

Cheryl raised her eyebrows at me. I smiled and shrugged back.
“Jorge!” Mama shouted again. “Find something these girls can 

wear to school! Hurry!” She marched over and grabbed the little girl 
with the ponytails and tucked her up under her arm. “Tamika, baby, 
we’re going to wash you up.” Mama hauled the little girl to the sink 
and scrubbed water all over her face, then rubbed her dry with a dish 
towel. She set her down, damp and pink-cheeked. Tamika looked bet-
ter crust-free.

“You good, Dodge?” Cheryl asked me.
I nodded.
“Okay. Let’s go get your bags.”
Amid the whirlwind of readying Tamika and Shamisha for school, 

I walked out to Cheryl’s car to collect my duffel bag and backpack - all 
my belongings in the world. I said goodbye to Cheryl like I’d done 52 
other times, and I didn’t even watch her drive away. I just hauled in 
my bags and set them on the top of the television. It was the only spot 
in the house I trusted. 

“Mama,” Jorge begged as she pushed him out the door. “Mama, 
make Bianca wash clothes. The washer works. She just told you it was 
broken because she’s lazy, Mama.”

“Okay okay okay,” Mama shoved a backpack into his chest. “Go 
to school. I have to call her right now.” She guided the three children 
out the door and closed it behind them. Then she pulled the receiv-
er off a green phone on the wall and started shouting in Spanish at 
the woman on the other side. Besides “Bianca!” I didn’t understand a 
word. I decided I’d have to learn Spanish.
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Bianca arrived ten minutes later, a skinny Hispanic woman in 
sweats. I watched her skulk in, and I wondered if she’d gotten high 
that morning, or whether she’d partied all night and hadn’t slept yet. 
Mama gave Bianca a scowl, staring her up and down. Then she started 
off on a tirade in Spanish, and Bianca listlessly settled into a kitchen 
chair and took the scolding without answering a word.

“Jason is still sleeping?” Mama asked me finally, panting.
I nodded.
“I have to go to work. You two make sure he’s alive when I get 

home.”
I nodded again.
“And Bianca has to wash his diapers, okay?” Mama told me. She 

turned to the woman slumped at the kitchen table. “Wash his diapers, 
Bianca!” Then she marched out and slammed the door.

As soon as Mama disappeared, Bianca made her way to the couch 
in the living room and lowered herself onto it. I think she fell asleep 
before her head landed on the cushions.

I trudged through the small house, opening every cupboard and 
door. The kitchen and living room filled the front of the house, with 
the front door smack in the middle between them. Straight across 
from the front door, a hallway ran toward the back of the house and 
dead-ended with Mama’s big bedroom. Two bedrooms sat on the right 
side of the hall and a big bathroom on the left. Just past the bathroom, 
I found a hall closet, and beyond that, a door opened onto a sort of 
concrete patio in the small back yard. Steel clothesline posts stood up-
right at the house and the back of the lot, but the cord had broken and 
lay limp in the dirt between them. The rest of the narrow yard gazed 
back at me all bleak and barren, mottled by broken toys and weeds.

I peeked through a hole in the fence at the neighbor’s back yard. 
He had a patio surrounded by giant pots filled with flowers. Orange 
and lemon trees shaded the grass. Palm trees graced the sky above me 
as I turned around and around. I liked the neighborhood itself, but I 
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sighed as I contemplated my new weedy, ugly back yard. 
“Wow, this place is dismal,” I said. This was it, though. This is 

what I’d asked for.
I returned to my new bedroom, where little Jason wiggled and sat 

up. I reached out my arms to him, and he pulled his little shoulder up 
and frowned away from me. “Get lost,” his pouty face said.

“Hi Jason,” I smiled at him. “Do you want those old diapers off?”
He looked at me a second, then he nodded. 
I lay him on his back, pulled off his plastic pants, and unpinned 

his diapers. They were soaked. I ran them to the washing machine and 
dropped them into its round tub. “Can you go in the toilet?” I asked 
him. Time to get potty trained, kid. He had a rash, so I washed him 
off in the bathtub and let him run around naked. 

I jogged into the kitchen and rummaged through the cupboards. 
Canned food and a bag of spilled flour and… there was nothing good 
in there. At the top of the refrigerator, though, I found a box of Nilla 
Wafers. Haha!

“Jason!” I handed the little boy a piece of one cookie, and he 
smiled as he shoved it into his mouth. “Jason. If you go poop on the 
toilet, I’ll give you the rest. Okay?” I set him up on the toilet and let 
him suck on his cookie chunk.

Next, I peeled the sheets and blankets off all the kids’ beds and 
drag them into the bathroom. I filled the washing machine with 
sheets, dumped in powdered soap, and turned the knob. Water began 
to fill the machine. Phew.

Jason sat on the toilet, watching me in fascination. I ran into the 
kitchen and hunted under the sink for bleach or Pine-Sol, anything I 
could use as disinfectant. Lysol spray. Good. I grabbed the bottle and 
sprayed down all four of the mattresses. Back in the bathroom, Jason 
had slid off the toilet and was throwing himself repeatedly onto the 
pile of blankets. I looked into the toilet. It was empty.

Maybe I should feed him. I just didn’t want to find a little poopie 
pie party on the kitchen floor in an hour.

I pulled a towel off the wall rack to dry off the mattresses. Plastic 
covering on the girls’ mattresses made this easy, but the ones on the 
bunk bed had to air dry. I opened the windows to let in a breeze. Rains 
earlier that week had washed any hints of hazy smog out of the sky, 
and I could see rich blue above me.

I hunted through the bedroom closets and bathroom shelves and 
hall closet, and I couldn’t find any spare sheets. Under the beds? No 
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spare sheets for the kids’ beds. No mattress covers either. 
I scrubbed Jason’s little hands in the sink until every finger had 

been de-stickied. Then, I scrambled us both up a few eggs. Jason stood 
on a chair at the table and used his newly clean fingers to stuff eggs 
into his mouth. That worked for me. I had him drink some water, 
then we sat on the carpet in our bedroom and sorted through the piles 
of stuff.

Dirty clothes, one pile. Baby toys, one pile. Coloring books, 
blocks, screwdrivers and nails and other things that didn’t belong with 
baby toys, Candy Land game pieces and Sorry cards. The clothes and 
every single stuffed animal ended up on the bathroom floor in front of 
the washer. The same thing happened in the girls’ room. Barbie dolls 
with matted hair and beads and coloring books and crayons and hair 
things and Cooties body parts and ponies and trucks and cars and 
trash and erasers and Play-Doh. Those girls had mashed Play-Doh 
into the carpet!

Jason helped by taking items back out of the piles. He generously 
scattered the Candy Land pieces when I wasn’t looking. 

“Jason,” I said to the little naked boy. “Do you have to go poop?”
He shook his head. 
“Tell me if you have to go poop. If you go in the toilet, I’ll give 

you a cookie, right? You’re a big boy now. Are you a baby who has to 
wear diapers?”

He shook his head, “No.” 
“That’s right! You’re a big boy! And you want a cookie. So, go poop 

in the toilet.”
He ran into the bathroom, and he climbed up on the commode 

again. I hoped he’d actually go. 
I got a mixing bowl of warm water and poured in a little Lysol, 

then I dropped all the plastic toys I could find into it. I felt tempted to 
throw away the Barbies with the matted hair, but I didn’t. Somebody 
would wail and cry for those Barbie dolls, I just knew it. I washed out 
the toy buckets and bins, and I set the disinfected, scrubbed toys on 
towels to dry. 

Jason returned and dumped over the Lysol bowl for me.
“Jason...” I groaned. Well. The carpets needed to be cleaned too.
By that time, the first load of sheets had finished, so I dragged 

in a chair and climbed up to pull out the clean sheets. I had to bend 
half my body into the washer to pull the sheets from the bottom, but 
I did it. Then, I hopped down and shoved the sheets into the dryer. 
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I quickly filled the washer with another load of sheets and started it. 
But then I hit a roadblock. The dryer didn’t work. Nope. It made a 
horrible crunching noise when I turned it on, so I opened the door to 
shut it off and trotted out to the clothesline. 

I surveyed the broken clothesline cord. 
Yeah. Yeah, I could fix it.
While Jason played with the broken toys in the weeds, I spent a 

long time untying the knots in the cord tied to the far post. I climbed 
on a chair and used a fork to loosen those knots, and it took forever. 
Plenty of line dangled at the end, though, past the knots. Once I’d 
finally wrestled the cord loose from the post, I gathered the two cord 
ends in the middle of the yard and tied those two sliced ends together. 
Then I re-wrapped the end back around the far steel post, heaving on 
it as hard as I could with my 7 ½ years of strength to make the cord as 
taut as possible. I tied it and gazed up at my work. I had one cord, just 
one line 15 feet long. It drooped a little in the middle, but it provided 
enough room to hang those sheets.

By the time I’d tossed the sheets over the line and straightened 
them, the washing machine had spun to a stop.

I stuck Jason on the potty again. I added two children’s blankets 
to the washer and started the third load. That February day in North 
Hollywood promised to be pleasant. The sun shone down, warming 
the back yard to about 65 degrees by mid-morning, and I knew the 
sheets would dry fast enough. The dust didn’t even kick up in the 
fenced back yard. Hoorah. 

“Poop,” Jason said his first word to me when I returned. 
He’d slid off the toilet and left a smear, but that was better than a 

poopie party. He’d done it. He’d succeeded in his mission.
“Good job, Jason!” I said. I cleaned off the toilet, then set him 

back up on it and got him all wiped up. “Good job! You have to tell 
me when you’re done next time. Tell me, ‘I’m all done!’”

We washed our hands, and I gave him his Nilla Wafer. “You’re a 
big boy now!” I told him, and he nodded seriously with the cookie in 
his mouth.

I spent the next four hours cleaning those rooms and washing 
clothes, and Jason helped me by pulling all the pots and pans out of 
the cupboard and banging on them in the kitchen. I had to hang the 
kids’ clothes on the line too, and I had no clothes pins. I just draped 
the little shirts and pants over the rope. An hour later I flipped the 
clothes over, just like pancakes, so that the damp underside of the 
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shirts and pants could dry faster. Even the tiny socks could be folded 
and hung over the line, but they kept falling off into the weeds. 

I did hit a few problems. First, I ran out of laundry powder. I 
stared dejectedly into the nearly empty box, and I decided to go meet 
the neighbors. Jason and I visited eight houses with a paper lunch bag 
and a laundry cup, and we begged one cup of detergent at each house. 
On this adventure, two of our elderly neighbors spoke very broken 
English; I really needed to learn Spanish. In the end I had success, 
though. I dumped each detergent offering into the paper bag between 
houses, and I’d soon collected enough detergent for four more loads, 
which was about all I needed at that point.

My second problem was … dang…  I hated that the kids had no 
mattress covers on their beds. I couldn’t bear to make the beds with 
those thin sheets on bare plastic mattresses. I visited neighbors in the 
other direction this time. I knew that fitted sheets wore out faster 
than flat sheets, and after years people tended to end up with more 
flat sheets than they needed. I traveled from door-to-door with my 
most hopeful attitude, “Good morning, do you have any top sheets 
you don’t need anymore? I’m doing a project.” I did learn sábana, 
the Spanish word for “bed sheet.” This time, I found several Jewish 
women who all asked if I was making costumes for Purim. 

“Yes!” I smiled at them. Why not? We could learn about Purim. I 
had never celebrated Purim in my life, so huzzah!

After 12 houses, I found one wrinkled old woman who said, “Just 
a minute.” She brought me back a multicolored pile of cotton flat 
sheets and dumped them into my arms. “Take them away. You just 
freed up a shelf in my hall closet.” I hauled home this great treasure 
trove, and I made all the beds.

About 2:00 in the afternoon, I woke up Bianca to deal with the 
bucket of dirty diapers in the bathroom. “I’m not touching those 
things, Bianca. That’s just gross. And you need to scrub the bathroom 
too.” I warned her, “Mama’s going to be so mad that I cleaned the 
house while you slept on the couch the whole time.”

The vacuum disappointed me. I tried to vacuum the carpets in the 
bedrooms, but that vacuum didn’t suck. It sucked, because it didn’t 
suck. So. Carpets would have to wait another day.

In the kitchen, I only put the pots and pans back. By the time I’d 
put away the toys and books and crayons and games and folded all the 
clean clothes and found homes for them in the dressers and closets… 
by the time I’d washed and dried all the blankets and made up the 
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beds with clean sheets, complete with folded sheets underneath acting 
as mattress covers… by the time I’d bathed Jason, tucked him into 
little shorts and put him in bed with a bottle, I wanted to collapse. I 
took a shower, pulled on clean clothes, and snuggled with Jason in our 
nice fresh bed. 

“We need to rent a carpet cleaner,” I mumbled as I dropped off to 
sleep. “Wash the carpets.” 

I discovered several things about Mama that day. First, she wasn’t a 
stupid person. She did not believe Bianca for a moment when Bianca 
tried to claim credit for all the cleaning. I awoke in the early evening, 
because I heard them yammering in the kitchen. 

“Dodge!” Mama called me, so I slipped out of bed and stumbled 
back down the hall.

“Yes, Mama?” I asked.
“Did you help Bianca do the laundry?”
I shook my head. “No, Mama. I did the laundry and Bianca slept 

all morning.”
Bianca’s eyes opened wide, and she began explaining in Spanish, 

pointing at me and pointing at the laundry room. It didn’t matter that 
I couldn’t understand a bit of it, I could tell she was lying her guts out.

“Is it true?” Mama asked me. “Did the landlord come by and fix 
the washer and dryer? Finally! I have been asking him for two weeks!”

“The dryer works now, doesn’t it, Bianca?” I asked her. She nodded 
up and down.

“Yes, the washer and dryer works,” Bianca said in a heavy accent. 
“I cannot do laundry because they do not work, and the landlord 
comes by and fix them, and that’s why I do laundry.”

I shook my head at Mama. “No,” I said. “The landlord didn’t come 
by, and the dryer isn’t fixed. I dried everything on the clothesline out 
back.”

I led them down the hallway to the back door, and Mama saw the 
last of the kids’ blankets hanging in the dimming evening light.

Bianca shoved me ahead of her as we walked back in.
“Bianca cleaned the bathroom, though,” I told Mama. “At least 

she was supposed to. I don’t know if she actually did it. If the diapers 
are washed, she’s the one that washed them. I wasn’t going to touch 
the diapers.”

Mama glared at Bianca, then went off on her in Spanish. That 
seemed to make up the bulk of their relationship – Mama bellowing 
at Bianca in words I couldn’t understand. 
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“Did Bianca make the beds, Dodge?” Mama asked me.
“No, Mama. You know she didn’t. And I tried to vacuum, but the 

vacuum is broken. If you are paying Bianca, I think you should stop 
paying her, and we could use that money to buy a vacuum and rent a 
carpet cleaner at the grocery store.” 

Bianca marched toward me with a hand up, ready to slap me, 
so I dodged her and dashed out the front door. There, I found the 
three older children playing in the yard. I glanced back over my shoul-
der and saw Bianca chugging my way, all red-faced and furious. She 
chased me out into the yard, and I laughed at her. 

“Go home, Bianca!” I said. I dodged her again and ran back inside 
to Mama, where I quickly locked the door. Bianca banged on the 
other side, screaming profanities at me in Spanish. Whether or not I 
knew the language, it’s easy to tell when somebody is cursing at you.

I took a deep breath. “Tomorrow I’ll get the kitchen and floors all 
scrubbed up,” I said. “And we really need a carpet cleaner. The carpets 
in the kids’ rooms are gross.”

“Good Lord,” Mama said. “Cheryl told me you were coming to 
help me. Cheryl told me over and over, ‘Oh, he’s like another adult. 
You want him, because he’ll be a big help to you!’ She kept saying that, 
and I didn’t believe her. She practically begged me to take you, but I 
thought, ‘No little boy is going to be a big help to me!’ Jorge is a good 
boy, but he would never say, ‘Oh, Mama. Tomorrow I’m going to 
scrub the kitchen. Tomorrow let’s wash the carpets.’” Mama grinned 
down at me and laughed out loud, a big cheerful laugh.

I smiled. “You’re my mama now. This is my home now. I want our 
home to be nice.”

Bianca kept screaming through the door.
“Will you tell Bianca to go home now?” I asked Mama. “Do we 

have money to pay her for cleaning the bathroom? …Did she even 
clean the bathroom?”

Mama and I both walked down the hall and peeked through the 
door. Crud still covered the sink and the mirror. The tub had been 
filled with water, and diapers were soaking in it. Hardly a thorough 
job.

“Okay,” I sighed. “And I’ll get the bathroom cleaned tomorrow.”
Mama bit her lip. “Will you wash my sheets and blankets too?”
I nodded. “Yes, Mama. But only if you tell Bianca not to come 

back. And I need more laundry detergent.”
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Within three days I had cleaned all the carpets, washed all the 
floors, wiped all the dirty smudges off the walls and thoroughly 
cleaned and organized the kitchen. I pulled every jar of pickles and 
every bit of Tupperware out of the refrigerator. Armed with a wash-
cloth and a bucket of Lysol water, I scoured the fridge front to back 
and washed all the drawers. I used the carpet cleaner on the couch 
upholstery, and it made such a difference! I stopped feeling afraid to 
touch the furniture. I even washed all the dusty crud and fingerprints 
off the windows. 

It took just a few days to fully potty-train Jason. He made some 
mistakes, but by the end of the week we were out of Nilla Wafers, and 
he faithfully climbed up on the potty himself every day. Mama put 
him in diapers for bedtime – now that she had clean diapers to pin 
on him. By the end of the month, though, his diapers were dry every 
morning, so she stopped bothering. 

In celebration, Mama took us all shopping, and she got Jason big 
boy underwear. I begged for new Captain America underclothes, and 
Mama gave in. I know it sounds silly, but I’d long outgrown my first 
set, and they soothed my soul somehow.

After a week, I called Cheryl and urged her to stop by. “Mama 
makes the kids put their crap away before they go to bed,” I told her. 
“She’s gotten super intense about it. They take baths every night, and 
I throw their clothes into the laundry right then.”

“And Mia?” she asked me. “Is she good to you?”
I nodded. “Yeah, she’s a warm, sweet person. She just has to go to 

work all day.”
I didn’t tell Cheryl that we’d fired Bianca. I didn’t tell her that I 

stayed home alone with Jason during the day.
Mama came home tired in the evenings, so meals became my next 

project. Our clan paraded out to the store Saturday afternoon, and 
Mama clung to Shamisha and Tamika’s wrists as they tried to run off 
and look at every shiny thing. We hauled our food home on the bus, 
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each little kid grabbed a bag, and we stocked the fridge and cupboards 
with things I needed. On Monday night when Mama opened the 
door after work, Jorge and I smiled at her and showed her that we 
had prepared tacos. The girls played with their ugly Barbie dolls in the 
other room, and we played as chefs. 

I liked Jorge. He lacked genius superpowers, but he still possessed 
a sensible mind for his age. We spoke directly to each other and said 
exactly what we thought, and I liked that. I recognized in Jorge the 
maturity that forms in children forced into roles of responsibility. He 
loathed school, and he complained to me every day about his teachers, 
but he had good, practical intelligence. 

When I suggested we start making dinner every night, Jorge 
jumped on it. We produced potato soup one night and burgers a few 
days later. We baked chicken and enchiladas and cooked up chili. 
Jorge didn’t get bored with it, either. He developed into the salad king, 
and I never met a kid who loved fresh vegetables more than he did. 

He got irritated with me at the beginning when I hovered over 
him and watched nervously as he climbed up onto a chair to slice up 
cucumbers and bell peppers on the cutting board. 

“I won’t chop off my fingers, pendejo,” Jorge snarled and shoved 
me back. “I know how to cut things.” I let him alone and watched 
from feet away as he cautiously pushed that butcher knife through the 
vegetables on the cutting board. He took his time, and I didn’t exactly 
have any authority over him. He’d moved in with Mama first, and he’d 
been born in March, so he had four months on me.

Jorge never did slice open an artery and bleed to death. One week 
after my arrival, though, he slipped while slicing an onion and gashed 
his left thumb. Blood immediately dripped everywhere. 

“Oh wow. Oh wow!” Jorge said. “A little help here!”
Tamika saw the blood from her perch at the table, and she stared 

for a moment. Then she burst into loud, shrieking laughter and scur-
ried into the other room. No clue. I … I think she decided that Jorge 
was playing a joke on her.

In the meanwhile, I slammed open the dishtowel drawer and 
clasped the towel around Jorge’s thumb. 

“Hold this tight!”
He did, and the blood stopped splashing onto the floor. I ran into 

the bathroom and hunted for a first aid kit. Something medical. I 
found a mostly-empty box of Band-Aids, one that still held butterfly 
bandages. 
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“Good good,” I set those on the counter and hunted for antiseptic. 
I adored butterfly bandages.

I had to search around, but I performed emergency first aid in 
the end, filling the wound with crazy glue and bandaging it closed. 
We then wiped the blood off the counter and floor. I threw away the 
bloody onion and started again, and we finished the spaghetti sauce 
for dinner that night. 

I couldn’t stop Jorge from cutting up vegetables or cheese after 
that, but he listened to my pointers. “Cut the onion in half first, so 
there’s a nice fat bottom on it. That way it won’t roll.”

“Like Mama?” he grinned, and we both giggled.
Mama worried about us at first. We didn’t tell her about the few 

dishes we broke or the food we burned or other mistakes we made. 
We didn’t mention the wounds we gave ourselves. As weeks passed, 
she grew accustomed to the new order in her domain.

In a perfect world, no authorities should have given Mama charge 
of five children all under eight-years-old. She had no capacity to care 
for us and raise us by herself while working all day, and she couldn’t 
afford to pay for reliable adult help. We shouldn’t have been alone in 
the house in the afternoon. But, she trusted me, and I appreciated her 
for that. It’s not a perfect world, and we made it work. 

Jorge wanted peace as much as I did, and we plotted together to 
give ourselves the home we both longed for. We took the little kids 
outside and played hide-and-seek and tag and CIA, spying on the 
other houses in the neighborhood. We turned off the television after 
cartoons were over, and we read books together. I saw in Jorge’s eyes a 
relaxation and calm that hadn’t existed when I arrived. That calm on 
his face satisfied something deep inside me.

Not that the little girls didn’t fight and scream and try to claw each 
other’s eyes out. Not that they didn’t change their clothes five times an 
afternoon and leave them scattered everywhere. Not that Jason didn’t 
sit and wail over stupid things. 

Jorge kept failing math until I wrestled with him and insisted we 
go over his math homework every afternoon together. 

“Fine!” he shouted when I’d conquered him and sat on his chest. 
“But, then you have to let me teach you Spanish!”

“Okay!” I barked. “I wanted to learn Spanish anyway!”
“Good! Get off me!”
“Okay!” 
On Sundays, Momma marched us down to the Catholic church 
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for Mass. She wanted Jorge and me to take catechism classes, but we 
both refused. She threatened us and pleaded with us, but it was the 
one area we plain defied her. We both had our separate reasons for 
resisting, and neither of us gave in. Neither of us wanted to give up 
our Saturdays.

“We obey you and go to Mass,” I told her. “We believe Jesus paid 
for our sins; we’re not going to Hell.”

She didn’t look so sure.
I couldn’t do catechism! I had reserved Saturdays for my visits to 

Dr. Wilkins, and Jorge… Jorge couldn’t bear taking classes on the 
weekends that were his sanctuary from school. So, Momma gave us 
both a break. She took the little kids for bus rides on Saturdays, Jorge 
stayed home and watched television, and I took off toward Burbank.

That’s how I got my family. 

Then we found something unexpected. We found our community.
I told Jorge we had to celebrate Purim so I wasn’t a complete liar 

about the bed sheets. I’d had a few Jewish foster parents, but never at 
Purim. I didn’t really know what to do, so little Jason and I walked out 
one morning to interrogate our closest Jewish neighbors. Those ladies 
gave me a list of fun ideas about dressing up and making food. 

But then it rained Purim weekend. So much rain.
Jorge decided to bake cupcakes, and the twins helped us decorate 

them with mangled frosting and heaps of sprinkles. We dressed up in 
our bed sheets to look like two Esthers and a Mordecai, a baby Persian 
king and a no-good rotten Haman. During a break in the downpour, 
we toted those cupcakes around to our neighbors, Jews and Gentiles 
alike. Delighted Jewish ladies gabbed and gabbed and fussed over us. 
They pulled us into their homes and fed us these triangle-shaped date 
pastries and played music for us. Soon the little kids ran around and 
chased each other until they tripped over their bed sheets and their 
costumes came off.

That night, Mama tried to read the book of Esther for us while 
we colored at the coffee table. She only made it through two chapters, 
though, because the girls got energetic in their booing of Haman in 
chapter three. That’s what the old ladies had told us to do: we had to 
boo the bad guy. Over and over, Mama told the girls to quiet down, 
because she couldn’t read through all their booing. After the little ones 
went to bed, Mama finished it for Jorge and me. I’d never heard it 
before, and it was great! Intrigue! Good guys! Bad guys! Irony! 
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Something so little as dressing up on Purim accomplished more 
than I’d ever expected. It opened up the neighborhood. We met the 
people around us, and I felt more connection to my neighbors than I 
had since my own home on my own street 37 years in the future. With 
that little act, my family grew and spread to the people around us. The 
fellow next door encouraged us to pick his oranges and lemons. The 
Jewish ladies waved at us whenever we walked by.

The celebration affected Jorge a lot. One little old Hispanic man 
stood and talked with Jorge for 20 minutes the day we brought those 
cupcakes between the rain showers. He just wanted somebody to talk 
to, even a little seven-year-old kid, and it moved Jorge. 

“My papa died last year,” Jorge confessed to me that night. “I didn’t 
even get to see him for two years, because,” he looked away from me.

“Because your mom?” I asked.
He nodded. “Because my mom ran away. He was in a home, and 

then he died, and I didn’t even get to see him. I think I’ll go visit Mr. 
Sanchez again tomorrow.”

Jorge didn’t have to say more than that. It was easy to fill in all the 
blanks for him. I had Dr. Wilkins after all, didn’t I?

Jorge and I sat at the kitchen table after school Monday, and we 
started penciling out ways to make things better for the people in our 
own little world where we lived. We could walk dogs. We could check 
in on the old people now and then. 

“You know what we should do?” I said to Jorge. “We should put 
a garden in our front yard, something that’s easy to water. Garden 
boxes. If we make our front yard pretty, maybe we can put garden 
boxes in other people’s front yards too.”

Jorge liked that idea. It involved wood and construction and 
screws and dirt – all things that appealed to him.

“Let’s go out tomorrow and start collecting boards,” he said. “We 
can find all kinds of broken boards at construction sites.”

But this turned out to be one of the many occasions in which my 
20-20 hindsight failed me. There was no exploring construction sites 
the next day. I awoke in the morning to thunderclaps that shook the 
house. Shamisha ran into my room and pulled me out of bed.

“Look!” she bounced up and down on her toes, pointing out the 
window where the rains pelted the neighbor’s house. The water drops 
hit so hard we could see them bounce and spray on the roof. Winds 
gusted past us, whistling and shaking the telephone poles. Lightning 
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flashed just then, and Shamisha tugged and tugged me up and out of 
the room. Clouds darkened the house, and I flipped on the light just 
in time for the electricity to flicker and shut off. 

“Ohhh,” Mama marched down the hall. “I don’t like this. This 
isn’t good.”

“The power is out!” Jorge declared in triumph. “You think school 
is cancelled?”

“I don’t know,” Mama murmured. 
“Can we stay home anyway!” Jorge said. “I’ll make breakfast! And 

we’ll all get into Mama’s bed and tell ghost stories!”
He got excited and ran to the stove to put on hot water, but of 

course the stove didn’t work without electricity.
Soon we all huddled in the living room and watched the storm 

out the windows. Mama collected some candles and placed them in 
the kitchen and the bathroom to add a little light in those darker 
rooms. Just before 8:00 a.m., we heard a rumbling far away. We didn’t 
know it, but a tornado bounced around in downtown Los Angeles 12 
miles south of us, tearing up homes and businesses and leaving a big 
old hole in the roof of the L.A. Convention Center. Another tornado 
would hit out in Pasadena, and mud slides dropped houses down hill-
sides and overwhelmed portions of the Pacific Coast highway. In vari-
ous towns around L.A. County, roofs were collapsing under the water, 
and floods were washing homes away. Thousands of people had to be 
evacuated. 

We all gathered up on the couch and admired the storm that 
roared at us outside. Then, it started to hail. The hailstones smashed 
and bounced across the road outside, leaving chunks as big as golf 
balls, and we children watched out the window and relished the ex-
citement.

I later learned that Queen Elizabeth II had come to visit, and the 
Navy provided her with a bus to traverse the flooded streets in Long 
Beach on her way to meet with President Reagan.

An exciting day, indeed!
We didn’t get washed away in our little North Hollywood home. 

We didn’t get sucked up in a tornado. In the middle of the day, we 
felt a minor earthquake rumble through. Mama and Jorge made us 
all turkey sandwiches, and we shared some of Mama’s precious orange 
pop. Then we did snuggle up together in a pile on Mama’s bed, and 
she told us the scariest ghost stories I’d ever heard.
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The storm provided Jorge and me with all kinds of treasures. Each 
day after dinner, Jorge and I explored the neighborhoods around us 
for garden box materials. We found bits of metal roofing and a half 
roll of heavy plastic sheeting on the side of the road. Big industrial 
dumpsters offered us gifts, and day after day we dragged home ugly 
boards and sheets of shingles. 

I begged Mama for a few dollars, and we returned victoriously 
with a hammer and roofing nails, a hand saw and screws and screw 
bits. Jorge’s Mr. Sanchez reluctantly lent us a screw gun and a shovel, 
and soon we had everything we needed. We used a string to make 
straight lines, and we dug holes and planted our posts. I knew that 
our boards weren’t cedar. They weren’t pressure treated, and I wanted 
to keep them from rotting. After we’d screwed our boards together, 
we lined the boxes with plastic sheets and corrugated roofing. Then 
we nailed the asphalt shingles on the outside of the boxes so the wood 
wouldn’t weather to dirt in just a few years.

Jorge and I built three garden boxes, all equal sizes, all the same 
distance apart, and we began hauling soil from vacant lots to dump 
into them. That took a lot of work, so we finally decided to move dirt 
from our own back yard. We dug a pit at the back of the lot, and one 
wagon full at a time we filled up our three 4x8-foot garden boxes until 
they had about 18 inches of material in them. The girls helped us drag 
the dirt from the back yard. Mostly, they liked hauling the wagon, 
which was great.

While other children were playing Frogger on their Ataris, Jorge 
and I trekked around to our neighbors and collected all their grass 
clippings. We dumped them in our boxes, along with any food scraps 
or eggshells or coffee grounds that anybody could give us. There were 
no farms around us. I didn’t know a single person with chickens or 
goats for manure, so we had to make do. I took the bus to the clos-
est pet shop and asked for old Guinea pig bedding or dead fish tank 
plants or anything they could give us. In a week, we had several bags 
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of stinky shredded paper, along with a variety of dead feeder fish and 
frogs. All of it went in our garden boxes. We covered the top of our 
organic matter with more dirt from the back yard, turned it all over 
with the shovel, then poured water on it all with the hose.

We returned the drill and shovel to Mr. Sanchez, along with a pile 
of cookies as a thank you. 

I begged Mama for another few dollars and ordered packages of 
red wigglers, just to make sure our gardens had worms. When they 
came, Shamisha made a practical observation. “We gotta cover them 
up or the birds will eat them.” She and Tamika dug big trenches down 
the middle of our boxes and made sure every worm was hidden under 
the soil. Then, they got sticks to guard the worms from birds in the 
afternoons. Which I thought was hilarious.

Mama bought us seedlings for tomatoes and bell peppers, squash, 
cucumbers and beans. We planted onion seeds along with cilantro and 
basil and oregano. On this side of our pit in the back yard, we dug a 
few holes and filled them with our souped up soil and planted canta-
loupe and watermelon where they’d have room to grow and spread. 

Of course, we now had a big pit in the back yard, about six feet 
wide and two feet deep. Jorge and I stood over it one day, and we both 
had the same idea. We lined our pit with some of our plastic sheeting 
and filled it a foot deep with water for the little children to splash in 
on hot days. I had to keep the back door locked, though. I didn’t want 
Jason to tumble into it when I wasn’t looking and drown himself in six 
inches of cloudy, half-evaporated liquid.

And so it went for two years. 
In the summer, big sunflowers towered over our walkway. In the 

winter, we had turnips and winter squash, lettuce and spinach, carrots 
and cabbages. We used the back yard space too, and we ate food from 
our gardens all year long. 

Foster kids often end up going back to their biological parents, 
but not at our house. Mama kept us all. Jason’s mom had died. The 
girls’ auntie never came for them, and Jorge’s mother appeared to have 
run away forever. Jason grew into a four-year-old ready to attend pre-
school. Shamisha and Tamika learned to write hilarious stories. Jorge 
got better at math, and I learned to speak broken Spanish.

Then, in December of 1984, Mama did the worst thing ever. She 
got herself a stupid boyfriend. 
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I’m getting ahead of myself. I just skipped a ton of important facts 
about those two years, so I’d better back up a bit.

First, I started college. I took classes three days a week starting in 
the fall of 1983. I don’t want to bother you much about it. I did go. 
I dropped Jason off with a neighbor mother during the morning on 
those three days, and I rode my bike over to LAVC to take Biology 
and British Literature one semester or Chemistry and U.S. History 
another. Review. Lots of review. I sat in the lecture halls, and my feet 
barely reached the floor.

I felt embarrassed around the other students at first, but I became 
a bit of a celebrity. One group of 20-somethings invited me to eat 
lunch with them every day, and they shared their cafeteria food with 
me. The girls constantly told me I was cute and asked me how I got 
the cool war paint scars on my cheekbone and called me a “heart-
breaker,” which made me laugh.

I studied my two long, mostly-parallel pink scars, and I realized 
they could look like one stripe of war paint. Maybe. No, not really.

Omygoodness. The worst thing, the thing I hadn’t anticipated, 
was that I had little access to good old desktop computers in 1983. I 
had no access to the Internet. I had to do all my research at the library, 
using books. I had to write out rough drafts and final drafts by hand, 
then type up my papers on an electric typewriter. Yeesh. It took so 
much time!

No professor ever smiled when I first appeared in their classrooms, 
by the way. I didn’t want them asking, “Where’s your mom?” in front 
of everybody, so I always tried to go up and speak to them first thing. 

“Hi. I’m Dodge Journey Spicer. You see me there on your list? 
That’s me. No, sir, I’m not here with a parent; I’m a student. Um, yes, 
they call me a prodigy, but… what? Yes, sir, I know my presidents. 
No, that’s Alexander Hamilton, the one on the ten dollar bill. Who? 
Benjamin Franklin. He’s the one on the hundred dollar bill. Nope, 
not presidents. No, sir, neither of them. Yes, hahaha, I do eat a lot of 
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vegetables. Yes, my mom is very proud of me.” 
They all asked me questions, those professors. It didn’t matter 

what they looked like: tall, short, fat thin, black, white, male, female, 
ugly, charming, doofy, clean-cut. They all seemed to want to test me 
at the beginning, just to see if I was real.

“Hi. I’m Dodge Journey Spicer. I’m there on your list for this class. 
I’m eight-years-old. Yes, I like British authors very much. My favor-
ites? C.S. Lewis and Roald Dahl. No, no not Ronald. Roald. Roald 
Dahl. He wrote Charlie and the Chocolate Factory? He’s so much fun. 
In fact, he’s still alive and…I just realized I could go find him… What? 
Oh, I’ve read lots of Dickens too. Yeah, I’ve read Great Expectations 
and Oliver Twist and David Copperfield and Nicholas Nickleby… I’ve 
read Oliver Twist twice, actually. Maybe because Dickens writes about 
orphans a lot? Ah, yes ma’am. I can go sit down now.”

Good old Roald Dahl. I discovered a gloriously chaotic treasure in 
the form of Dutton’s Books a few blocks from our house, a quiet place 
of my own. I walked through the store’s front door on Laurel Canyon 
Boulevard into a maze of shelves and stacks of printed joy. Sometimes 
I took Jason and read him one children’s book after another. When I 
needed alone time, I tucked myself away with The BFG or James and 
the Giant Peach. I needed Roald Dahl’s cheery humor after writing 
research papers and computing how many moles of iron were in two 
kilograms.

Dave Dutton and his wife Judy ran the store, and Dave’s blue eyes 
fascinated me. He had bright blue eyes, almost icy blue. They were 
friendly eyes, though, eyes that adored books even more than I did. 
Dave started setting aside Roald Dahl books for me, which was cool.

“Here’s a new one, Dodge.” Dave handed me The Witches one day, 
which tickled me. It’s about a little boy who gets metamorphosed into 
a mouse at a witch convention. With his new mouse body he can 
jump and sneak and swing by his tail, but he still has the brain of a 
little boy. He decides to feed the witches their own mouse potion, and 
he eliminates the witch problem in England. 

I grinned and thanked Dave. I didn’t tell him I’d read the book to 
my children in the future, or that I’d gone through a metamorphosis 
of my own. I just curled up in a corner to enjoy it again.

I told you, though, I don’t want to bother you about all that. Far 
more interesting things happened during the first two years I lived 
with Mama.

Like the day I met Denzel.
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Yes.
It started in late March of 1983, right after Jorge turned eight. 

One pleasant March evening, we children ate our vegetable beef soup 
and munched our bread, and then two of us – we won’t say who – 
started fighting over whether it was time to pull the new Jello out of 
the fridge. 

Mama declared, “All of you, go for a walk! I cannot handle you 
all arguing over stupid things!” Then she chased us out of the house. 

We oldest four stumbled down the sidewalk, leaving Jason behind.
“I told you it had to stay in there longer,” Shamisha sniffed.
“I knowww,” Tamika answered. “I just wanted to taste it. I just 

wanted to check.”
“Do we have a basketball?” I asked nobody in particular. “I wish 

we could go play basketball.”
“There’s a park. On the other side of the freeway,” Jorge said. 
We tramped down back streets onto Magnolia Boulevard and out 

to the park, block after block after block due east, straight under the 
overpass. When we reached the grass, the kids dashed after each other, 
screaming and doing the things they were supposed to do at a park 
on a pleasant evening in March. I glanced around and decided I liked 
this green oasis. Giant sycamores made a nice shade over the picnic 
benches, and Jorge chased the girls around and around the peeling 
white tree trunks. After a bit, they all ran for the swings and slides, and 
I followed them past the baseball backstop. 

I paused at the tall chain link caging around the basketball courts, 
and I watched as a guy inside shot baskets by himself. The cool chain 
link metal pressed into my forehead, and I watched him in his shorts 
and tube socks, doing his thing. I felt bored. Lonely. I wished I had a 
basketball of my own. 

Then he did a thing. The guy. He jumped up and made a shot. For 
a moment his face flashed at me, and I recognized him!

No. Way. 
“Denzel?” I said. 
He didn’t hear me, so I walked around to the other side of the 

backboard and studied his face through the fence as he made another 
shot.

Wow. He looked young. So young. Just a young black guy at a 
park shooting baskets. No big deal. Was he even famous yet? Did 
anybody know who he was?

I looked over my shoulder at the others; Tamika had managed to 
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climb onto a swing without killing herself.
The tall man glanced at me for a second, then went back to shoot-

ing baskets. “What’s happening,” he said. A casual greeting.
I stared at him for a moment as I realized something immense. 

I knew this man’s future! I could quote movies he hadn’t made yet! 
I stood, amazed, unable to think of a word to say to him. I couldn’t 
shout out, “Hey! Buddy! You’re going to win your first Oscar in just a 
few years!” I couldn’t say that. It wasn’t fair to tell him that.

“You know what, Denzel?” I said. 
“What!” he answered, still shooting.
“I think you’re awesome!”
He stopped then and held the basketball against his hip with one 

arm. He broke into a laugh. “You think I’m awesome?”
“Yeah, I think you’re awesome.”
“Why do you think I’m awesome?” he asked.
“Because…” I tried not to say it. I tried to hold back. It came out 

anyway. It came out because it was the truth. “Because, you’re one of 
my favorite actors of all time.” Seriously, out of any actor I could have 
found shooting baskets, I found the great Denzel? He had no other 
fans crowding him, bombarding him with noisy questions, waving 
pieces of paper at him to sign. There we stood, face to face through 
the metal fencing, and I struggled with myself. “You might be my very 
favorite actor.”

“Your favorite, huh?”
“Of all time,” I repeated. 
He rolled his eyes a little, then he jumped and swished a basket. 

Whoosh. “You must not get out much. So, you saw Carbon Copy? You 
liked that?”

“Uh,” I felt confused. “No. No, I didn’t see that.” I hadn’t even 
heard of Carbon Copy.

“You’ve been watching St. Elsewhere?” he looked skeptical. “You 
like doctor shows?”

I shook my head again. I had to walk away. I couldn’t do it. I 
wanted sooo badly to blub it all out to him, but I had to turn and walk 
away because I didn’t know how to talk to him and not play Mystical 
Carnac.

“What!” he called out after me. “You tell me I’m awesome, that 
I’m your favorite, then you just take off?”

I stopped and half-watched Jorge pulling Tamika backward out 
of the swing. At the last moment, Jorge pulled away his hands, and 
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Tamika fell on her rump in a poof of dust. 
I grabbed my face to shut my mouth. I knew I shouldn’t answer 

him. But shoot! Against my better judgment, I turned around and 
trudged back, around the fencing to where it opened into the court 
itself. I trudged up to him, my face firmly clasped in my hands.

“Drugs are bad for you,” Denzel watched as I gripped my face 
with my fingers. “Don’t you listen to Nancy Reagan?”

I laughed for a moment. Then, I slumped and dropped my hands, 
staring at the concrete. I felt helpless. I felt helpless to stop myself. I 
looked up at him, and I asked carefully, “Do you believe in miracles?” 

He frowned at me, cautious about what to make of that question.
 I cringed. “I have a ... sort of ... superpower.”
“A superpower?” he repeated. He didn’t look excited.
“Yeah, I know things about you. And the reason I grabbed my 

face, the reason I walked away, is because I’m not sure if it’s good to 
tell you those things. But I want to! I want to tell you.”                                                 

“Boy, you need to lay off the hash,” he suggested with confidence 
this time, his eyebrows raised.

I smiled at that, because it was funny, and I didn’t argue with him. 
Instead, I started dumping. I started fact-dumping.

 “Fine. Look. You were born in New York. You moved to L.A. a 
few years ago, but you’ll always be a Knicks fan, a Yankees fan, no 
matter how long you’re here,” I said. “You’re named after your dad. 
Your parents divorced when you were a teenager, but they were good 
parents, and when you were a boy, it always gave you great comfort to 
hear your dad’s car pull into the driveway.”

The part about his dad’s car visibly startled him. He frowned at me 
again, a concentrating, serious look. A very Denzel look.

I opened the Denzel filing cabinet in my head, and I found more 
there than I’d realized I had. “Your dad’s name is Denzel, but your 
mom didn’t want you two confused about who she meant when she 
called for you. So, while he’s ‘Denzle,’ she called you ‘Denzel.’”

“Who told you that?” he kept staring at me.
“And your dad is named after the doctor that delivered him.”
“Who told you that?” he repeated.
“Your mom kept a short leash on you when you were a kid,” I kept 

going. “And it frustrated you when she’d make you come inside earlier 
than the other guys. One day you decided to just ignore her when she 
called you. She called and called, and you just kept playing, trying to 
show you didn’t have to go running just because she yelled. You were 
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trying to go man-child on her, and the next thing you knew, K-Bam! 
She smacked you in front of all those guys. You couldn’t duck down 
fast enough in the car, you were so embarrassed.”

At that, he turned away from me and grinned his big, all-teeth 
grin. “Somebody put you up to this. Did Sam put you up to this? 
What, did he pay you? Are you a kid actor, and he paid you?”

“I know things about you,” I insisted.
“It was Sam, wasn’t it?”
I peered up at him, curious. “Do you have that scar on your eye-

brow yet? Yeah, you do. All my life I’ve wondered how you got that 
scar on your right eyebrow.”

Denzel’s big grin had disappeared, and he reached up and rubbed 
his finger on the scar. “All your life you’ve wondered,” he repeated 
softly.

“Yeah. How did you get it?” 
“It wasn’t Sam?” he pushed, with less enthusiasm. “Nick?”
“Nobody put me up to it!” I insisted. “I just… I remember things 

that haven’t happened yet. It’s my superpower.” I felt him staring at 
me, and embarrassment suddenly overwhelmed me so that I dropped 
my eyes and focused on the concrete as I spoke. “And in my mind, I 
can see interviews that you give in the future, to talk show hosts, and 
these are things you’ve told them. You have a lot of interviews in the 
future. Tons of them.”

“In the future.”
“Yes. If you keep working hard, you’ll be as famous as Al Pacino 

or Robert DeNiro one day. The whole country will know you. The 
whole world.”

He stood up straighter then, and I saw pistons chugging behind 
his eyes. He had not expected this conversation on a comfortable 
March evening with a little kid in the park.

“What’s the next show I’m in?” he challenged. Maybe curious.
I hadn’t paid much attention to Denzel in the 1980s, but I realized 

he didn’t believe me yet, and I wanted him to believe me. 
“I don’t know. But, you’re in a Civil War movie in 1989 after 

I turn 14. It’s about a black regiment in the Civil War. It’s a great 
movie.” I nodded warmly at him, “In a ton of movies you fight bad 
guys. You’re always protecting people and stopping bad guys. And...
you play a Navy psychologist and other military guys. You’re Whitney 
Houston’s husband. You play a corrupt cop and you play a gangster. 
Ha! In fact, the gangster is based on a true story, and at the end your 
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character helps put a stop to corrupt cops. So. You go full circle.” 
“Whitney Houston?” he raised his eyebrows.
I stared at him. “Wait. You don’t know who Whitney Houston is?”
He shook his head. He didn’t have a clue.
I made myself calm down. “I’m sorry. I thought for sure Whitney 

Houston was famous already. I remember things before they happen, 
and I can’t keep them straight. Things get all mixed up in my head.”

“Who is she?” he asked.
“A singer. A beautiful, amazing singer.”
He moved back to the movies. “What’s the gangster’s name? The 

gangster movie you mentioned.”
“I… I can’t remember. Frank. Frank something. Frank...”
“Frank Lucas?”
“Yeah! Frank Lucas. He got his heroin straight from Southeast 

Asia and sold it to people in New York, better quality than anybody 
else. He was ruthless, and he got ridiculously rich, but honest cops 
finally took him down.”

“No, I know, boy,” Denzel said. “I know who Frank Lucas is.”
“My man,” I smiled. “The one with the Navy psychologist? That’s 

a true story, and I loved it. It made me cry. But, you play a lot of real 
life people. You play Malcolm X.”

“Malcolm X,” he nodded.
“Yes. And... that boxer. The Hurricane. Carter. Rubin Carter, the 

one who spent 20 years in prison for murders he didn’t commit.”
“I do Rubin Hurricane Carter?” he looked skeptical. “Does it 

bring attention to his case? Or does it just cause riots?”
I looked at Denzel, confused. “Riots? I mean, it’s awful he was in 

prison for 20 years, but he gets out at the end.”
“See?” he shook his head. “Now I know you’re lying to me. You’re 

making stuff up.”
This response flustered me, and I closed my eyes to remember the 

movie. I felt sure they finally released him.
“That’s... that’s the whole thing,” I shook my head. “Carter was set 

up. A federal court overturned his conviction.” 
Denzel shook his head. “No, you’ve got your facts wrong. They 

still have him locked away.” 
“Look,” I said. “Maybe he’s still in prison right now, but I told 

you, I remember the future. And you make a movie where he gets 
justice and they set him free.”

He studied me for a few moments, then he said, “You’re serious, 
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aren’t you?” 
I nodded.
“Rubin Hurricane Carter finally gets freed?”
“Yeah! Shoot... I didn’t know he hadn’t been released yet.”
Denzel stared at me, puzzled. “How does a little white boy know 

about Frank Lucas and Rubin Carter?”
“Because you’re gonna play them. You tell their stories.” I shrugged. 
He continued to stare at me. I saw him studying me, trying to 

figure me out, his jaw working in and out. I looked up at him, waiting 
for him to respond, to say something. 

“What’s your name, son?”
“Dodge,” I said.
“Okay, Dodge. Okay,” he dared to relax. “You know, you asked 

me if I believe in miracles. I do. I do believe in miracles. You’re not an 
angel, are you?”

I smiled. “No. I’m a lot of things, but I’m not an angel.” Then, I 
gazed at him warmly. “Mister, you get to be the biggest, coolest badass 
… over and over again. You still get to be a cool, scary hero into your 
sixties. Maybe your seventies, I don’t know.” 

“In movies.” He nodded.
“In movies. In real life, though, you scare Leonardo DiCaprio. He 

told Jamie Foxx he thinks you can really fight and kill people. And 
maybe you can. I told you, you’re pretty much my favorite actor of all 
time.” 

He shook his head again at me. “Damn, son. If you’re making this 
all up, you’re pretty good. Somebody should pay you.”

I grinned. “Is it… okay? Can I play ball with you?”
So, I got to shoot baskets with the amazing Denzel, who worked 

two miles down the road at CBS/Fox Studios where they filmed the 
nighttime medical drama St. Elsewhere. Every once in awhile, I found 
D. down at the park shooting baskets. I’d interrupt his personal quiet 
time, and he’d let me try to go one-on-one against him. Jorge and 
Shamisha and Tamika jumped on him sometimes and wrestled him 
into the grass, and he played monster and chased them and swung 
them through the air. Sometimes he asked me questions about the 
future, and sometimes I gave him answers, and sometimes I didn’t. 
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That accidental meeting with Denzel gave me an idea. I knew 

which actors became famous in advance, before the rest of the world 
knew them. How fun was that! I started looking up random people 
in the phonebook, people who might need a little encouragement. 
People I’d always wanted to meet. 

Some future-stars were impossible. Half a million Samuel Jacksons 
were listed in the Los Angeles white pages. Or 35. But DiCaprio! Now, 
that’s a unique name. I found little Leo’s mom in the phone book, and 
I hunted him down at his house in Hollywood some months later. I 
didn’t gush on my fellow eight-year-old. No, I called him names and 
tried to pick a fight with him. He just called me names back, and I 
laughed so hard. So hard. I didn’t tell him about his future. We had 
fun taunting each other, then I got on the bus and went home.

It wasn’t easy to track people down, because a lot of actors were 
plain too young. Jennifer Aniston and Vince Vaughn and “The Rock” 
Dwayne Johnson were probably living with their parents, doing school 
and normal things. I couldn’t find Sandra Bullock or Mel Gibson. 
Hugh Laurie was in England. I knew that Christ Pratt lived up near 
Everett, Washington because we grew up a few stone throws from each 
other. But in April of 1983? He hadn’t even started preschool. Kevin 
Hart? Channing Tatum? When were they even born?

I convinced Mama to let me stay up to watch St. Elsewhere after 
that. It didn’t come on until 10:00 p.m., but she ended up giving in 
and going to bed while I watched it alone on Tuesday nights. I had 
never seen one episode of St. Elsewhere, and I kept recognizing young 
versions of famous actors. Oh look! It’s Howie Mandel (with hair!) 
and David Morse from The Green Mile! 

Mama bought me a used bicycle for my eighth birthday, and I 
rode it to school in the fall. Its red paint had faded, and cracks in the 
handle grips had to be wrapped up with electric tape, but it proved 
a durable and zippy form of transportation. After my classes, I liked 
to pedal down to the CBS/Fox Studios complex just to hang around 
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outside the wall. Studio City was a busy place with mile after mile of 
shops lining Ventura Boulevard, but if the River had water in it, I’d sit 
on a quiet bank and do my homework. The L.A. River is just a huge 
concrete trough that funnels floodwaters out of the city, but I liked 
it. Sometimes ducks and herons enjoyed the water, which soothed me 
immensely. I’d left my home in the mountains for Los Angeles, and I 
no longer saw deer in my front yard in the mornings. I liked it there 
under the trees along the edge of the concrete river. 

Bruce Paltrow’s daughter Gwyneth walked right past me once, but 
I didn’t say anything to stop her. She was a few years older than I 
was, and I felt shy. Another day, a ridiculously young Mark Harmon 
walked by, and I shouted at him.

“Hey Mark!” I said.
He stopped and turned around on the walking path. 
I got embarrassed and shook my head. “Hi,” I waved. Then I shut 

up.
The man surprised me by returning to where I sat. I had settled 

down under a eucalyptus tree to read my biology textbook in the 
shade. He squinted down at it.

“Shouldn’t you be reading comic books?”
I nodded.
“Are you purposely, willingly reading about mitochondria?” He 

looked closer at my book.
I nodded again.
“Isn’t…” he closed his eyes, his faced scrunched a little, “isn’t the 

whole point of skipping school to skip school?”
I laughed. I always forgot about that. I forgot that normal kids my 

age were sitting in third grade classrooms reciting their times tables.
I hated telling people I took college classes. I seriously needed 

some sort of schtick, some joke to make people laugh. I couldn’t think 
of anything fast enough. 

“Hey!” I changed the subject. “Hey, are you working over at the 
studios now? Are you shooting a television show?”

“Yeah, but I have about two hours to wait until I get to do my 
part. Sooo… just stretching my legs.”

“Are you doing St. Elsewhere or… or Falcon Crest… or Newhart?”
“St. Elsewhere.”
“Oh cool!” I said. “I really liked you in that thing, that movie you 

did.”
He chuckled. “Thanks. Well. Enjoy your mitochondria.”
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Then he walked off.
“Mark Mark Mark,” I whispered as he walked away. “In a few 

years, you are going to be the scariest Ted Bundy ever.” It had taken 
me years to get over him as Ted Bundy. Years. But, then he became 
Jethro Gibbs of NCIS and made it all better.

Early in 1984, Denzel saw me walking down the sidewalk, and 
he let me enter with him through the gate and gave me a tour of 
the CBS/Fox studio world, with its huge, barn-like sound stages and 
streets with names like “Gunsmoke Avenue.” I learned that they had 
the lagoon for Gilligan’s Island hidden back there behind that red brick 
wall. I sat at the edge of the beach and ate my lunch, and let me tell 
you, it was weird to munch on my tuna fish sandwich and look out 
over Gilligan’s lagoon, then glance up at big, tan stage buildings right 
there on the other side.

I thanked Denzel for the tour. I considered telling him things 
about the future, about the summer Olympics or Michael Jordan. I 
wanted to tell him all about Michael Jordan. I might have told him 
about Michael Jordan. Or. Maybe I didn’t.

Look. In the big scheme of things, it didn’t matter whether I played 
basketball with Denzel or bantered with Mark Harmon, but I enjoyed 
this little perk of living in North Hollywood.

The summer of 1984, Jorge and I grew watermelons in our back 
yard. We picked dozens of tomatoes from our garden and chopped 
them up with onions and cilantro and peppers for salsa. Wonderful 
salsa! Mama marched around to all the neighbors and passed out little 
jars of it, boasting about us to the whole block. 

We improved our little pit pool, daring to fill it up higher so the 
girls and Jason could learn to swim. The younger kids splashed so 
much that we had hardly any water left in the pool at the end of each 
day.

For my ninth birthday, Jorge and I sneaked down the road to go 
night-swimming. I hadn’t done that since moving to Mama’s, but one 
of Jorge’s teachers had left town for the week, and Jorge boldly pulled 
back the pool cover to expose the warm water. I seriously didn’t want 
to get caught this time, because Mama would have killed us. We tried 
to keep quiet in case neighbors were watching the place, but we had a 
blast. From his backpack, Jorge pulled out little miniature berry pies 
he’d made, and he stuck in a candle for me to blow out. The pies had 
smashed a little, but they tasted great. Super fun. I loved that birthday.
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Oh. And Jorge figured out I was a girl.
All my years in foster care, I’d never stayed anywhere long enough 

to get found out. It was easy to stay private, to change my clothes in 
the bathroom. I didn’t just share my bedroom with Jorge, though. I 
shared my life with him. We explored and worked and plotted and 
cooked and did a ton of things together, and after awhile, Jorge started 
interrogating me.

“Why do you have to go to the toilet so much?” he asked me one 
day. We trudged down a rutty dirt alley behind the Stouffer’s garage. 

“What are you talking about?” I said.
“You always have to use the toilet,” he said. “Every single time you 

have to go.”
I didn’t say anything.
“Did your wiener get chopped off?” 
“No,” I scowled at him.
“Oh really?” Jorge said. “Okay, then, whip it out and write your 

initials in the dirt. Because, I’ve never seen you do that.”
I had been thinking about this. I realized that if I lived at Mama’s 

home until I grew up, they’d all find out eventually.
Jorge’s eyebrows rose in expectation. He wanted an answer.
“Wanna race?” I said.
“What’s wrong with you!” he smiled involuntarily. “Why are you 

so weird!!”
“One two three go!” I shouted, and I broke away full tilt ahead of 

him, pounding my sneakers into the dirt. 
Three minutes later we both sat with our chests heaving under a 

twisted old oak tree in the yard of a house for sale. 
“Okay,” I said. “It wasn’t chopped off. I was born without one.”
Jorge started laughing. “I knew it! I knew it! It’s not that you’re 

not tough, because you are. For a long time I did just think you were 
a boy, especially with those cool scars on your cheek, but there’s some-
thing… there’s something I don’t even know how to explain. Like. I 
look at you sometimes, and I get this flash that you’re a girl. The other 
day one of the guys from school asked who you were, and I almost 
told him you were my sister. I didn’t! I didn’t say it, but it almost came 
out.”

“Good job,” I held out my hand to him, and he shook it. 
Why, though?” he asked. “Why are you pretending to be a boy? 

Even Mama doesn’t know.”
I shrugged. “Because I take the bus all over the place. If Mama 
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knew I was a girl, she’d never let me travel everywhere alone.”
Jorge slowly shook his head. “I don’t think she knows you take the 

bus all over the place.”
“Let me finish up at LAVC and get all my classes out of the way,” 

I said. “Then I’ll come clean.”
Jorge laughed again. “I don’t care. I think it’s hilarious that you’ve 

pulled it off for so long.”
“Then, you can’t blow my cover!” I said. “You can’t go telling peo-

ple I’m your sister.”
“I can’t tell them you’re my brother anymore, though.”
I shrugged. “Okay. Tell them I’m your best friend.”
He nodded. “Well. You are.”

I had ideas, big ideas about the things I could develop and build 
and do. As I lay awake at night with little Jason snuggled up beside 
me, I imagined all the ways I could save lives if I just had some money. 
I wanted to start homes for battered women. I wanted to build big,  
comfortable houses surrounded by gardens as homes for women and 
children rescued from human trafficking, places where they could rest 
and heal. Places where they could paint or care for animals and flowers 
and learn to be people again. I wanted to give homeless people jobs.

All I had to do was earn a few hundred dollars, bet on Mike Tyson, 
invest in the stock market, and in 25 years I’d be rich enough to build 
facilities for rescuing people. It sounded like an awesome 25-year plan 
to me. Meanwhile, I’d go to school to become a forensic scientist for 
the FBI or something. I wasn’t going to take geochemistry. I already 
knew how to do that.

It wasn’t so easy to make money, though. When Jorge and I built 
garden boxes around the neighborhood, we did it for free. We did it 
for our people, for our community. We didn’t charge the old folks to 
walk their dogs, because we chose to help them on purpose, just to be 
good friends. Some older gentlemen handed us a dollar here or there, 
tucking them into our pockets.

“Gracias. Gracias, abuelo.”
I needed to figure out how to get an income! 
Jorge and I set up a lemonade stand, but not a single person 

stopped by. Not one. Shamisha and Tamika took over, though, and 
they must have had sales magnetism. In two days, those girls sold 36 
cups of lemonade for 25 cents each. They paid us back for the cups 
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we’d bought, and then they split the eight dollars they had left. That 
night, they strutted around the house with their $1 bills, boasting 
about their brilliant success to the house until Mama confiscated their 
money.

I started asking my professors and fellow students if I could clean 
their houses. “I’m trying to make some money to pay for a trip to New 
York, and I was just wondering if there was anything around your 
house that I could do for you. Because I can do anything. I can clean 
and weed and … change the oil in your car. Any unpleasant job that 
you need done, I can do it.”

 “No, Dodge,” my history teacher shook his head when I asked 
him. “I like your attitude, buddy, but no.”

“I’m not a normal little kid, I’m a super-genius! Give me one 
chance,” I begged him. “Just one chance. I’ll clean your bathroom for 
free so you can see what kind of job I do.”

I think he talked to his wife, and I think she agreed to have a 
student come in and clean for them. I don’t think he told her I was 
eight-years-old. He gave in, and I hopped up and down on my toes 
in excitement. “You’ll be glad,” I assured him. “It’s a good decision.”

So, I started cleaning his apartment once a week. Vacuuming and 
mopping and dusting - the whole bit. He admitted I did a surprisingly 
thorough job, and I gave him a good price out of gratitude. He then 
talked me up to others, and I got booked for a few more gigs. A music 
teacher wanted the dog poop cleaned out of her yard once a week - 
which sucked, but I did it. One of the other history teachers agreed to 
let me come in and clean her bathrooms.

The best source of funds, I discovered, was typing up papers for 
my fellow students. I charged $5 to proofread a 3-page paper for 
grammar and punctuation, wording, whatever, and I charged another 
$5 to type it up. Their trust was almost superstitious. It shocked me 
how many were happy to pay me to produce neatly typed, well-edited 
reports for them to hand in. 

Many Tuesday and Thursday mornings I sat on the couch proof-
reading while Jason watched Sesame Street. It almost made me feel 
like an adult again.



193

Chapter 30

I’m almost to the part where things started going south. I’ll get 
there. When school started that fall, I took Music Appreciation, 
Speech, Genetics and Spanish. I’d learned to gimp along in Spanish 
at home and around the neighborhood, but I couldn’t spell anything 
right and people laughed at my poor grammar. 

In September of 1984, Jeopardy finally came on television, and 
I danced around in excitement! But, when I tried to find out how 
to get on the show, I learned they had no plans for a Kid’s Week. I 
had to be 18 to try out! In mourning, I bought a whole half-gallon 
of Rocky Road ice cream. Jorge and I plopped down on the sidewalk 
outside Dutton’s Books with our backs to the brick façade, and we ate 
the whole thing. Then, we sneaked into A Soldier’s Story so we could 
watch our man Denzel in a movie! It was especially fun, because I’d 
never seen it before. 

By mid-December of 1984, I’d saved up $662. I decided I could 
spare $50 on presents for the family, and after shopping I hunted 
down Denzel in excitement to show him the purchases I’d made. I 
couldn’t afford any big presents, but I’d bought everybody fun toys 
- like yo-yos and wooden flutes and super bounce balls. I’d bought a 
basketball and a soccer ball for the whole family and a bunch of stuff 
to decorate cookies for Christmas.

“Mama puts some candy and oranges and nuts into our stockings, 
and they’re not full. So, this year we’re going to have full stockings, 
and Mama will be so surprised! And look!” I showed Denzel the mugs 
I’d found for 25 cents each at the thrift store. “And look at Mama’s 
mug with the Mama Bear on it. It’s so huge! This thing has to hold 24 
ounces of coffee. She’ll love it.”

He watched me display my bags of gifts, and then Denzel did a 
strange thing. He took the bags out of my hands and set them down 
on the ground. Then, he pulled me over to him and gave me a big hug. 
“You did good,” he said.

 He held me out by my shoulders, and he got all serious. “I don’t 
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think it’s safe for you to go carrying all this stuff home on your bike,” 
he said. “Let me give you a ride home.”

“You sure?” I asked.
“Yeah, I insist. Get in.”
On Christmas Eve, I sneaked out and stuffed our stockings with 

the extra toys I’d bought. I set out the wrapped basketball and soccer 
ball, and I added candy canes to our little Christmas tree. I hung up 
more candy canes in random places all over the living room. Then, I 
snuggled back in my bunk.

We had great fun Christmas morning. None of us expected robots 
or computers or trips to Acapulco. The kids delighted in the silly toys 
and the new board games Mama had bought. She immediately filled 
her giant mug with coffee and sat there drinking it proudly. She made 
us waffles and we sprayed mountains of whipped cream on them. 
Then we filled our new mugs with hot cocoa and stirred our drinks 
with the peppermint sticks.

About 10:00 a.m., we heard a knock at the door. The girls both 
raced to answer it, and I watched as they stuck out their heads to look.

“There’s nobody here,” Tamika said.
Then Shamisha screamed. “Ohmygosh! Ohmygoshohmygosh!!! 

Look! Look!”
Jorge and Jason and I all ran out, and there – lined up next to the 

house – leaned four brand new bicycles with big bows on them, along 
with a Big Wheel for Jason. A giant sheet of butcher paper had been 
taped up to the wall, and in bright red and green paint it bellowed, 
“Ho! Ho! Ho! Merry Christmas!”

The girls bounced up and down like little bugs, dashing back and 
forth from bike to bike in admiration. 

“Shhhwiiinn,” Tamika read. “Mine says Schwinn on it.”
“They have our names!” Shamisha shouted. “Look! You get the 

baby blue, and I get the purple. And, hey! Hey Jorge! Yours is green, 
and Dodge, yours is red! Ahhhhhh!! This is so rad!!!”

I ran my hands across the bright red, shiny paint on my new bike. 
I fingered the brakes on the handlebars. I pressed the foamy seat with 
my thumb and tried to figure out the gear-change system. Jorge’s bike 
looked completely different than mine, all pimped out with pegs and 
shocks. He’d gotten a freestyle BMX bike, one that he could use to do 
jumps and stunts. Mine was built for speed. 

I glanced over at Jorge, surprised to see him hunched over. His 
chest heaved up and down. Tears dripped down his cheeks, and 
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he knelt on the ground and hugged the frame of that green bike. 
I thought about it, and I guessed he’d never received so glorious a 
Christmas present before.

I laughed and hunted up and down the street for the culprits. I 
laughed for two reasons. First, I’d have to thank our Secret Santa and 
let him know his gifts had been a hit. But, I also laughed because… 
he’d bought me a girl’s bike.

Dear Dodge,

I got your letter. Your gardens sound amazing. I wish we 
could grow year-round gardens here, but … you know… it 
snows. Aunt Mindy’s been wanting to build a greenhouse 
since 1972, so maybe this next spring I’ll stop being a bum 
and I’ll help her build one. I did go see her at Thanksgiving, 
so I don’t need lectures from you about how I travel too 
much and never visit and I’m a terrible nephew. She sends 
her love. 

Here. I finally bought one of these for you. You probably 
already have three and you can solve them in 12 seconds 
like the kids in the competitions, but I wanted you to have 
one that I – me, myself - bought you. It’s your Rubik’s Cube 
from Mike, and you can’t let kids get jelly fingers all over 
it, right? Put it behind a glass case and save it, because it’s 
probably the only Christmas present I will ever give you. 
Merry Christmas.

By the way, it looks like I’ll be moving to Baltimore next 
June. I’m not sure whether I’m excited about it, but I’m 
happy that I’ll be near the ocean. I’ll keep you posted. Have 
a gorgeous winter there in that 60-degree world of yours. 

Love, Mike 
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Chapter 31

See. All these little details are important, because our lives were 
good. We weren’t rich. We had a lot of kids in a small house, but we 
were happy.

Then, Mama had to go and ruin it all by getting a boyfriend. 
She’d had gentlemen callers before, but not dedicated ones. Carlos 

hung around during the fall of 1983, and Montel took Mama out 
a few times in the summer of 1984, but Mama never had a serious 
boyfriend. We kept her busy, and she didn’t have time for dealing with 
gooey men.

Then, in mid-December, Michael white-knighted into our lives, 
and Mama’s heart clearly thud thud thudded in her chest. She’d met 
him at her work Christmas party, and I could see her attraction to 
him. The guy had biceps, and he wore snug t-shirts to show them off. 
He was tall, dark and handsome, and gentlemanly. She got herself all 
dressed up for him on Friday nights, and they stayed out until 2:00 
in the morning. Jorge and I lay awake, unable to sleep until Michael 
brought Mama home safely.

Michael seemed nice enough. He spent a lot of time with us the 
week between Christmas and New Year’s. He’d drop onto his stomach 
in the living room and crash trucks together with four-year-old Jason. 
He’d swoop the girls onto his shoulders and run around the house 
with them, neighing like a horse. He complimented Jorge about the 
gardens, and they’d go out together to pick lettuce leaves or pull up 
carrots for dinner. Jorge’s whole face beamed, so proud, the first time 
that he and Michael came into the kitchen from the garden. I realized 
poor Jorge had missed having a dad, and a big black man who played 
trucks with Jason and horsey with the twins and appreciated good 
steamed spinach? That man blessed Jorge’s heart.

Michael had a good job too. He worked as an electrician and made 
enough money to take Mama out to nice restaurants. He bought her 
new skirts and bright, colorful blouses. He kissed her and told her she 
looked beautiful. He showed no signs of drug use, and I never saw 



198

Amy The Joy

him drunk. He looked like a good choice. I wanted him to be a good 
choice. I wanted him to be everything we needed him to be.

One single problem upset the whole mom-and-dad family thing 
that Michael had developing with Mama. Me.

I didn’t do anything different than normal. Jorge and I still made 
dinner. We still worked to make sure everybody did their chores and 
finished their homework and got to bed on time. I provided free 
babysitting anytime Michael wanted to take Mama out on the town. 
When they returned home in early January, and he spent the night, I 
didn’t say a thing. I didn’t ask him to help with rent. I didn’t ask him 
to buy groceries. I didn’t interrogate him about his intentions with 
our Mama.

Michael didn’t like me for some reason, though. It became clear 
the more time he spent at our house and the more moments we had 
alone together. I just plain offended him, and I didn’t understand it. 
He liked Jorge. He liked Tamika. He liked Shamisha. He doted on 
Jason. But, when I walked into the room, his jaw stiffened.

Mama left for work at 8:00 every morning and returned home by 
6:00 every evening, but Michael started arriving while Jorge and I still 
worked on dinner. If Jorge beat me home, I’d find him with Michael, 
laughing and carrying on in the kitchen as they prepared food. If I 
ran into the house before Jorge, though, Michael always sent me out.

I tried to stay out of Michael’s way. I watched Jason at home all 
day on Tuesdays and Thursdays, but on other days I made excuses to 
Jorge that I had a lot of schoolwork to do, and I needed to make late 
use of the library. It didn’t seem to bother Jorge at all, because I hadn’t 
abandoned him. He had Michael now.

Of course, Mama told me off in Spanish when I came home too 
late, because I’d worried her. And if I worried her, then Michael took 
me out back and told me off in English.

I couldn’t win.
At first, I thought we faced a male dominance problem, and I 

think that was part of it. Michael saw me as his competition in leading 
the family. I’m pretty sure that my whole genius-child status bothered 
him too. I know Mama bragged on me a lot, and I think that irritated 
him. But, the frosting on the cake turned out to be something more 
basic: he didn’t like my pale skin.

I couldn’t believe it! I’d disregarded skin color my entire life. I 
honestly stood with Martin Luther King Jr. about judging the content 
of a person’s character and not the color of his skin, and I’d always 
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done that. It completely shocked me that Michael cared about some 
white kid living in his girlfriend’s house. I know that was naïve of me. 
I know. But, we had neighbors of every skin shade, and it seemed that 
nobody cared. We all treated each other like human beings. You know, 
just people, and we had a good community going on. I guessed that 
Michael had grown up in a different kind of neighborhood. 

I wanted Michael to like me. It grieved me that he didn’t like me. 
I needed a dad too, and Michael had all kinds of good things going 
on. But nothing I did pleased him. The better I behaved, the more he 
seemed to resent me.

One particular Wednesday, I biked home early with plans to gulp 
down a snack and hide in my room until dinnertime. When I walked 
through the door, Michael already sat on the couch watching TV.

“Hi,” I said to him. He only grunted in response.
I’d eaten no lunch that day, so I started pulling out turkey and 

bread to make myself a sandwich.
Michael immediately barked at me from the living room. “Get out 

of the kitchen, peckerwood. You can wait for supper.”
I hadn’t eaten a thing all day, and my stomach ached. “I… uh… I 

didn’t eat lunch,” I explained to him. “Don’t worry, I won’t spoil my 
dinner.”

He didn’t settle down and watch his show like a normal person. 
Instead, he bolted off the couch, and it took three seconds for him to 
cross from the living room into the kitchen. I backed toward the sink 
as he came at me.

“You gonna argue with me, pretty boy?” In a moment he towered 
over me, and I gaped up at him. I felt my mouth open and close like 
a fish while the words stuck in my throat. I glanced around for a way 
to escape, but it felt like he filled the whole kitchen.

I finally forced out, “I’m sorry. No disrespect meant, Michael.”
“But, you just argued with me,” he pushed the issue. “How can 

you say you respect me if you’re arguing with me?”
I said nothing. I clearly couldn’t win this discussion.
“No, don’t just hunch there like a f-ing rabbit. I want you to tell 

me how you could possibly respect me if you’re willing to open your 
mouth at me. You get any closer to that sink, you’re going to go down 
the drain. Are you late for a very important date there, white rabbit?”

I just watched his hands, waiting. Waiting to see what he’d do.
“What? You had a mouth on you about a minute ago. Don’t have 

you have a mouth now?”
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I’m not kidding. Michael intimidated me, and I looked up and 
down and everywhere but up into his face. If I’d stood a foot taller, if I 
were a man, I’d have decked him. But, I wasn’t either of those things, 
and I cowered in front of him and concentrated on his leather shoes. 

“I apologize for talking back to you,” I choked. “It was rude.”
“Oh, you apologize now? Now you want to apologize.”
 I nodded again.
He dug his fingers into my chin and forced me to meet his eyes.
“Listen to me, saltine. This is my home now, and I’m the man 

in charge here. Does that process in your brain? Does that process? 
Good. If you want to test me on that, then you go right on ahead 
and test me.” He dropped his hand and stepped back. “I mean, we 
could have a little competition right now. If you want to be the man 
in charge, then we could discuss it right now. Is that what you want?”

I shook my head. 
He stared down at me a few more seconds.
“Get your ass to your room.”
 Michael loved on Jason. He gushed over the girls, and he buddied 

up with Jorge. Mama glowed and sparkled when he walked into the 
room, and I heard them communing in her room on the other side of 
our wall late at night. It sounded like he made her happy.

After that day, though, Michael started looking for reasons to pop 
me. I made sure to pack my lunch every day. I tried my best to avoid 
him, but it didn’t do a lot of good.

“Dodge!” he bellowed one evening from Mama’s room. “Dodge! 
Get in here!”

Mama had stepped out to the store for coffee and milk, leaving 
him to sit with us for a half hour.

“Did you fold these clothes?” Michael demanded when I walked 
in. He shoved a fistful of shirts in my face. His shirts. His shirts that 
I’d washed and dried and folded and placed on Mama’s bed the way 
she’d asked me to.

I turned and shut the door to keep his words inside the room. 
“Yes,” I said. “I folded those.” 

“So, you’re gonna to lie to me?”
“What?” I didn’t know what he was talking about.
“You said you folded these, but they’re not folded.” He threw them 

down on the floor. “If you had folded them correctly, they wouldn’t be 
in a pile on the floor right now.”

I stared at him in confusion.
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“You just gonna leave them on the floor, pretty boy?” he snarled. 
“Pick them up!”

I reached down and scooped them into my arms. Whatever I could 
do to appease him, that’s what I wanted to do. “How would you like 
your shirts folded, Michael?” 

“It’s not about what I want,” he said. “It’s about f-ing folding them 
right.”

“Would you…” I tried to think of the politest way to ask. “Are you 
willing to show me how to fold them right?”

He stared at me, hating me. He just plain hated me. 
I gazed into the anger of those eyes, and I projected them onto the 

months ahead. My heart slumped. I knew he wouldn’t get better as 
the weeks and months and years passed. The tension promised only to 
worsen, and I recognized that nothing I tried was going to make him 
accept me.

“How are we going to fix this?” I dropped all my defenses, and I 
asked him the question honestly. “I want peace. I want to fold your 
shirts right. You make Mama happy. I want that.”

“You want to make peace around here?” he asked.
I nodded. 
He frowned at me like I was stupid. “Then, leave,” he said. “You’re 

a foster child. Get another home.” He said it abruptly and harshly, 
with no room for compromise.

Until that moment, I’d hoped to smooth things over with him. 
I’d given him space. I’d let him have the alpha male position, and I’d 
been willing to help him win the affection of my brothers and sisters. 
When he said that, though, my intimidation evaporated. That was 
what he wanted? To get rid of me? No. No. NO. I was done with 
home-hopping! He was not going to swoop in from nowhere and take 
my family from me! 

“I was in 52 homes before this,” I stared him down. “Now I have 
a family.” Mama and Jorge and the girls and Jason were my family. We 
had built it, just like the garden boxes outside. We’d built our family 
and watered it and made it healthy, and that’s why it was good. “We 
did all the hard work, and you’re just gonna come into our family and 
kick me out?” I glared straight into Michael’s eyes. “Go f- yourself.”

The next moment passed in slow motion, but I couldn’t move fast 
enough to avoid it. A satisfaction entered Michael’s hostile face. He 
reached his hand back, and I watched it. His great, big hand rose up, 
and I watched it swing back down until it crashed like a train into the 
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side of my head. The floor left my feet, and I flew for a moment right 
through the air, sailing across the room until I hit the carpet. I slid to 
a stop and lay there, stunned, waiting for the pain in my head and ear 
to dim. I’d heard the term, “That rung my bell,” before, and it made 
sense. I understood all those cartoons where the characters see birds or 
stars circling around their heads. Man, Michael hit hard.

I should have scrambled up and bolted from the room right then, 
but it took a moment for my eyes to focus. As I looked up, I saw that 
Michael started toward me, unbuckling his belt as he came. I wilted, 
and that was it. He didn’t even pause. He just jerked me up by the 
front of my shirt and started swinging. 

I wondered if the kids heard the whole thing from the other room.  
They were watching television, and they might have been focused on 
The A Team. I hoped so. I gritted my teeth and forced the grunts to 
stay in my throat, because I didn’t want the kids to know. I didn’t 
want whacking sounds from the bedroom to register as suffering in 
their brains, because this was their home, their safe place. But man, 
Michael hit hard.

When he finally released me, I couldn’t stand because my legs 
shook so badly. He ordered me out of his room, and I obeyed as well 
as I could. I think it pleased him to see me pull up my shirt to rub my 
face dry, to watch me struggle to stand up. As I finally limped into the 
hall to go to my room, I heard the amusement in his voice.

“Hey, Dodge,” he said. “We can do this every night.”
Of course, I wanted to tell Mama what had happened, to warn 

her that Michael planned to get rid of me. I wanted to tell her he’d 
knocked me across the room, but when she came home all happy and 
singing with groceries, I had no chance to talk to her. Michael didn’t 
let me. He dominated her time all evening. 

By the next day, of course, he’d already given his twisted rendition 
of what had happened, and it was no good. She pulled me aside before 
breakfast and scolded me for telling Michael to go screw himself, and 
when I tried to explain, she wouldn’t listen to me. 

“I don’t want your excuses,” she told me. “Michael is very good to 
us. I know he’s a new man in the house and you’re not used to it, but 
you need to treat him with respect.”

“But he whipped me, Mama!” I said. “Are you going to let him 
do that?”

She softened. “I don’t want him to hit you,” she nodded. “I will 
tell him he can’t hit you. But, you shouldn’t give him a reason!”
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Gahhh!
She knew me. Mama knew me, and Michael wasn’t going to be 

able to get rid of me as easily as he hoped. But he started trying. 
February. What was it with February? I felt like I’d moved right 

back into Ashlynn and Ted’s house, with some important changes. I’d 
known I could leave Ashlynn’s one day, and I’d only stuck around to 
protect Donnielle. This was entirely different, because I’d built a real 
home now. I thought of little Jason. I couldn’t bear to be separated 
from my little man! Or the crazy twins! Or Jorge, my brother and best 
friend. I loved my big soft Mama, with her sweet and honest heart. 
One of my favorite things was to snuggle up beside her after the kids 
went to bed and do my homework with her beside me. I always felt 
safe with her there, secure and warm and safe. We’d sit and joke and 
laugh together, because I got her jokes, and she got mine. Michael had 
already stolen that from me, and now he wanted to invade and kick 
me out? No! I couldn’t let him!

He wanted to get rid of me, but that wasn’t the worst of it. He 
began a campaign to diminish me in the eyes of the others. He didn’t 
make a frontal assault on me in Mama’s presence, because he wasn’t 
stupid. He knew Mama loved and admired me, and he knew he had 
to be cautious. Strategic. So, he said little things. Small things. I could 
hear him making mean jokes about me to the younger kids. I heard 
him rumbling to Mama in her bedroom at bedtime, and from the 
tones I knew he made calm, wise-sounding arguments that smeared 
my character with grays and tans. He didn’t try to paint me as pure 
evil, because Mama knew better. Instead, he sprayed a few drops of 
dirty paint at me here and there. Just a little at a time. It was the frog 
in the hot water trick. Start the frog off in warm water and then heat 
it up a little at a time; the frog will cook before it bothers to jump out.

Mama loved me. She did. But, she had tumbled into the worst 
kind of passion for her big, handsome electrician. It was hard, because 
I knew I couldn’t just criticize and reject her man, or she’d defend him. 
She longed for a good guy. She wanted to bring a dad into our family, 
and every kid in the home liked him but me.

What to do? What to do? How to beat Michael?
I knew I couldn’t shy away anymore. It did no good to hide or act 

sullen. I had to shine as the best version of myself. I had to ignore the 
fact that Michael hated me, so I focused on being the happy Dodge, 
the fun and responsible Dodge. I picked wildflowers in the vacant lot 
on our street and vased them up to grace the table. I gave the girls 
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more attention than ever. I kissed Mama’s neck when I walked into 
the house, and I greeted Michael cheerfully. 

When Michael tried to complain about me in public, Mama blew 
him off. I loved her so much!

“Michael!” I heard her in the kitchen. “You are too suspicious! 
That child is the kindest, most generous boy in the world. The very 
first week he came here, he cleaned the whole entire house himself 
without being asked. You need to trust me, querido. You have nothing 
to worry about with him. He’s a jewel.” 

Haha!
Still. I couldn’t let Michael find me alone in the house. He stopped 

pretending I had committed some crime and freely manhandled and 
demeaned me. If he hurt me, he told Mama he’d had to deal with my 
foul mouth again. We both understood that we’d entered into a game 
of skill, and if I was foolish enough to let him corner me, then – boom 
– I lost that round. It was his job to trick Mama into sending me away 
or to harass and scare me badly enough that I’d just leave on my own. 
It was my job to spend time with the whole family like normal, but 
still avoid any chance for Michael to find me by myself. 

I felt desperately grateful for my dear Dr. Wilkins. I couldn’t have 
lasted out those years of house hopping without him. He gave me 
a solid place, an anchor of stability. I visited Pastor Jack too, but he 
wasn’t retired like my old musician friend. It was harder to drop in and 
find him free. So, I rode my bike to Dr. Wilkins’ every Saturday and 
enjoyed his clever humor and got in my piano lesson for the week.

That next Saturday, I didn’t want to talk about Michael. I didn’t 
want Dr. Wilkins to worry about me, and I didn’t want to ruin our 
time together with bad news. But, I’d promised the good composer 
I’d tell him the truth about my home life, and so I did. And besides, I 
needed his wisdom.

“You have to be honest with your mother,” he told me. “You need 
to sit down with her and explain things to her. She’s responsible for 
you, and if he’s readily harming you, he’s not good for anybody. She 
has to be the one who sends him away.”

“Tell her that,” I said. 
“She knows,” he said. “She just doesn’t know. You know?”
“You’re no help at all!” I shook my head. “Maybe I’ll just push his 

buttons some night when she’s not there, and he’ll beat the hell out of 
me, and then I can call the cops.”

Dr. Wilkins glared at me. “Don’t you dare,” he said. 
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“But, that will work. See? It will be over then.”
“What if he permanently damages you?” Dr. Wilkins said. “What 

if he kills you?” 
“Good grief,” I said. “He’s not gonna kill me. He’s not stupid.” 
I pushed through the next couple of weeks, winning a battle here 

and losing another there. It began to wear on me. I kept hoping that 
Michael would give in and just accept me, that he’d recognize me as a 
force for good, but it didn’t happen. Animosity smoldered in his eyes 
whenever he looked my way. It amazed me that Mama didn’t notice it.
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Chapter 32

Michael took Mama out one Friday in late February, like he often 
did. I’d grown to enjoy their date nights, because they normally didn’t 
return until well after midnight, and that gave me freedom to relax. 
I hauled the garbage to the curb at 9:00 p.m., and they surprised me 
on the sidewalk walking arm-in-arm. Michael escorted Mama to the 
front door and held it open for her. He then whispered in her ear and 
closed   the door behind her.

I saw that door close, and I dropped my Hefty bag and sprinted 
down the sidewalk in my bare feet. In fifteen seconds I had zigzagged 
through several yards and over Mr. Sanchez’s back wall. I dropped 
to the ground on the other side, breathing, thinking. I had to get to 
my window. It wouldn’t work to disappear into the night for hours, 
because Mama would worry, and I’d only delay the confrontation any-
way; my enemy would stand sentry until I returned. If I ran away and 
never came back? That’s exactly what he wanted! That meant I had to 
get to my window and slip inside, and I had to do it fast.

I skirted through the back yards and climbed our fence. I dropped 
lightly into the dirt and tiptoed around the wooden boards that cov-
ered the empty pit in the ground. I tried the back door but found 
it locked, so I carefully opened the side gate, slowly…slowly… so it 
didn’t squeak. Then, the gate came to life and disobeyed me. I lost 
hold of the plank as the whole door shoved into my shoulder and 
knocked me down.

Michael caught my shirt almost before I’d hit the ground. He lift-
ed me up, grasped me victoriously by the arm, and walked me past my 
window and out into the street.

The big man’s fingers dug into my right arm, as if he were trying 
to pinch it off altogether, as though all his frustrations focused on that 
small area of my body. I tugged away from him, and he grabbed even 
harder, causing real agony along my bicep.

“Pretty boy, what am I gonna do with you?” Michael yanked me, 
and I had to trot to keep up with him. The smooth pavement felt cool 
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under my feet, and I tried to concentrate on that. After a few yards, he 
drew me off the road into the vacant lot, and suddenly I had to deal 
with gravel and last year’s dead grass poking my feet. 

“Start a new life somewhere, all bright and shiny,” Michael urged 
me. “Go find some nice white family that wants you. Get you some 
people in Beverly Hills or Sherman Oaks, rich folks excited to have 
a damn genius around. Buy you a Mercedes for your 16th birthday. 
Send you to USC so you can become a doctor. That’s what you want, 
right?”

Michael had firm hold of my right arm as we reached the back 
fence, and he turned me and jammed his fingers into my other bicep. 
I wanted to pull away from that mean grip, to get him to release my 
arms. He squatted down in front of me so that his eyes lowered to 
my level, and I felt his breath on my face. It had the sweet smell of…
maybe rum? The streetlight dimly lit the lot, offering Michael a muted 
view of my face, but the shadowy darkness smothered his expression 
and hid it from me. I could barely make out his eyes as he banged me 
against the wooden fence behind me.

“You’re a smart boy, right?” he said, his voice low and husky. “Mia’s 
always going on and on about what a mother f-ing genius you are. So, 
listen to me really good here. Are you listening?”

“Yes,” I said. You’ve got me shoved against a fence while you 
breathe in my face, you big jerk. I hear you. 

“Nah, I don’t think you’re listening,” he said. “Because you can’t 
seem to get the facts straight. Maybe you’re just stupid after all. Mia 
doesn’t want to send you back, but… I … I guess if you don’t leave on 
your own, pretty boy, I’ll just have to make you disappear.”

I wanted to see his face. I squinted into the darkness, waiting for 
my eyes to dilate, waiting to see the outline of his cheeks. I could only 
see his eyes, his faint faint white eyes, almost pixelated in the darkness. 

“You could accept me,” I didn’t think before I said it, but it’s what 
I wanted. It’s what I really meant. “You could be my dad too.” Just 
quit it, Michael. Stop being like this.

A strange gurgle started in his throat and got stuck there, but I 
couldn’t see any expression in his face. Only his eyes. His eyes nar-
rowed and then disappeared altogether for a moment.

It was a blink. A flicker as time slowed. Pictures began to sweep 
before my mental eyes, a montage of memories, as though my brain 
thought I was about to die and wanted me to recall the totality of my 
life in the time it took Michael to close his eyes and open them again.
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At that moment, Will Smith’s opening to The Fresh Prince of Bel-
Air bounced into my head, so friendly, so fun. “Now this is a story 
all about how my life got flipped-turned upside down.” Why couldn’t 
Mama have dated somebody like Uncle Phil from The Fresh Prince? 
We’d all watched The Cosby Show the night before, like half the fami-
lies in America. The happy Neverland of TV sitcoms had nothing to 
do with this moment at the back of a vacant lot, though. They didn’t 
fit, and I felt lied-to, as though fun and jokes didn’t exist in the real 
world. In the real world, my arms grieved at me and begged for re-
lease. In the real world, I lost my family over and over again.

I searched the grainy darkness for Michael’s face, waiting for his 
blink to end and his eyes to open. 

Or Jassy Mercer’s dad! Why couldn’t Mama date somebody like 
Mr. Mercer? He’d worked for Boeing when I was growing up in Ever-
ett, and Jassy and her brother Tyler always bought brand name clothes 
from the mall. Their mom gave my mom bags of hand-me-downs ev-
ery year, and I looked forward to opening them every time. Mom had 
five little kids, and those clothes from Jassy’s parents were like another 
birthday and Christmas wrapped into one. Their mom bought Tyler 
so many pairs of Nikes, he never wore them out. I was always growing 
into his pairs of almost-new Nikes. 

Jassy owned a horse, which she kept at the stables down the road. 
She could do back handsprings and cartwheels without using her 
hands, and it wasn’t until I grew up that I appreciated how much 
money her parents must have invested in equestrian and gymnastics 
lessons. 

Those things weren’t what mattered to me, though. I liked Jassy’s 
dad because he was nice to me. That’s all. Once, I walked in to find 
him watching Gone With the Wind of all things. While I waited for 
Jassy to get ready, I sat and enjoyed his movie with him. He looked 
down at me sitting on his couch, and he said, “I love this movie. This 
is one of my favorite movies.” I remembered that fun, warm moment 
forever. 

Why not somebody like Jassy Mercer’s dad? Why Michael!
My mom? Shoot, Mom hadn’t learned to read until the sixth 

grade. It took all those years in the L.A. school system for a teacher to 
realize she couldn’t read. It took that one teacher to explain, “B says 
buh. G says guh.” Mom said, “Well, why didn’t anybody ever tell me 
that!” She started learning to read that day, but she never did well in 
school. She dropped out in the 11th grade, and all my life she worked 
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low-paying jobs because of her lack of education. I grew up taking 
care of my little brothers and sisters, all of us crammed into one bed-
room at one point, because that’s what Mom could afford. That was 
my normal.

Lord, Jassy was beautiful. Her mom took pictures of us together 
at a first grade tea, and I looked like a little freckled farm girl next to 
Jassy with her rich dark skin in her white princess dress. When we 
eventually moved 350 miles away to Wallace, Jassy’s clothes lasted me 
most of the way through high school.

I wanted to tell Michael. I wanted him to understand that my 
world was different than his world. “Michael,” I thought. “Don’t you 
know I was always the white and nerdy one?”

Mom hated the fact that she could barely spell. She wanted to 
make sure I had a good education, and she started teaching me to read 
when I was just a little kid. She worked through lists of spelling words 
with me and told funny stories to help me learn my states and capitals. 
She did that for me. I worked hard in high school, earned A’s and won 
a couple of scholarships. With those and some poor-people grants, I 
attended a state school and earned my degree in chemistry. I grew up, 
moved around, got a job, bought a house and things were fine.

That’s the American dream, right? Work hard and make a life for 
yourself?

Michael had the American dream going on. He had a good job. 
He had strength and looks and money. I didn’t understand!

A bruising pain in my shoulder blades called me back. The 24 
frames-per-second of my thoughts flipped to the end of the reel, and 
I returned to the man in front of me. His long blink had ended, and 
Michael ground me against the rough fence boards behind me. Recent 
rains had cleaned the air, and a cool night breeze brushed across my 
lips. 

“Why do you hate me so much?” I whispered.
“You make the house look bad,” he spoke into the darkness with-

out hesitating. “I don’t like the way you make the house look.”
“What? Nobody cares that Mama’s got a multi-colored family. The 

whole neighborhood knows us.” 
“You don’t get it, do you?” his eyes narrowed. “I’m not a teenage 

girl, worried about what people think. What matters is what I think, 
and what I think about my house. My house. And what I want in my 
house. That’s what matters. So, you either leave on your own or you’ll 
disappear. Those are your choices. There is no option three.” 
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He thumped me against the fence again, and I longed for him to 
release my arms. I longed for him to unclasp his fingers and let me go. 

“You’ll make me disappear?” I muttered. He’d said that earlier, 
hadn’t he?

“They’ll say you ran away. Foster kids do that, don’t they? They run 
away.” He wasn’t asking me. He was telling me.

“You’d murder a nine-year-old?” I couldn’t believe him. “A child? 
You’d do that?”

He drew so near his nose nearly touched mine. I could feel the 
warmth from his face on my cheeks, and with an intensity I didn’t 
expect, he growled. “It’s all I think about.” And he laughed. Like… 
like he meant it.

I thought back to Jeremy. He’d dreamed about slicing me up. He’d 
practiced all day so he could get good at it. It suddenly occurred to me 
that there were others out there like Jeremy, people who daydreamed 
about doing horrible things.

“Then find another woman!” I barked without meaning to. It was 
like I’d lost all my self control, and my real thoughts kept falling out.“If 
you kill me, they’ll find my body. They always do, and then they’ll -”

I didn’t finish, because Michael grabbed my throat and started to 
squeeze. I could tell he wasn’t using all his strength. I knew he meant 
only to scare me, to show his power over me, to remind me that he 
could do what he said. In my head, I understood that, but it still 
worked, and the terror overwhelmed me. I felt the anger in his hands, 
his thumbs on my trachea, pushing, hurting me. I couldn’t breathe, 
and the pressure filled my skull. I kicked and fought at him, grabbing 
his hands with my own, scratching him and gouging him with my 
nails. It was like scratching a rock.

When he let go, I rolled down into the pokey grass and sucked 
in breaths. The tears sprung out of my eyes, and I struggled to get 
enough air into my lungs. I coughed, and each breath hurt my throat. 
He hadn’t broken my windpipe. He hadn’t knocked me out, but he 
could have done it, and we both knew it. 

“You have nine more years, Dodge. Nine years to build another 
family,” he said. “Monday you’re gonna call your social worker. And if 
you don’t listen. If you make me get rid of you, you need to appreciate 
something. Mia will think you just ran away, and they won’t ever find 
the body. Ever.”

Ten minutes later, I lay in bed and held Jason close to me. Maybe 



213212

Amy The Joy

I’d made a mistake standing against Michael, and it would be better 
for the whole family if I did just leave. They could all enjoy their mom 
and dad and non-white children, and their lives could merrily merrily 
roll along. 

I lay there, trying to think, trying to figure out what move to 
make.

Jorge suddenly whispered above me. “I can hear you.” 
That startled me. I didn’t even know he’d gone to bed. 
“What do you hear?” I whispered back.
“You’re crying like a little girl,” he said simply.
As soon as he said that, I let it out. “I am a little girl,” my voice 

cracked. Then I pulled my pillow into my face to deaden the sound. 
My throat hurt, and the pressure of not crying built up and made my 
throat hurt more. I held my pillow over my face and let the misery 
seep out.

Jorge took deep breaths. “I know that Michael bullies you, Dodge,” 
he said. “He keeps saying nasty things about you when you’re not 
around, and I know that he hurts you when it’s just you and him. I 
keep waiting for you to tell me.”

“Oh.” I let the tears drain into my pillow. Tears of stress and tears 
of release. I should have known better. I had forgotten that Jorge had 
lived his own painful life before coming to Mama’s house, and he paid 
attention to everything. 

“Why are you trying so hard to hide it?” Jorge asked, and I heard 
the genuine confusion in his voice. “Why would you do that?”

“Because Michael’s good to you,” I croaked. “I didn’t want to spoil 
it for you.”

“Geez are you a dumbass sometimes,” Jorge said. I could almost 
hear him shaking his head above me. “If he’s mean to you, he’s not 
being good to me.”

I laughed then, a light laugh that I also hid in my pillow. 
“Do you want me to help you get rid of him?” Jorge whispered. “I 

think it’s time that we got rid of him.”
I nodded and pulled Jason close again. “Yeah. Let’s do that.”
“Okay,” said Jorge. “I gotta think.”
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Jorge said nothing to me about Michael the next morning. He 

just dropped out of bed and rubbed his face and wandered into the 
kitchen to cut up strawberries and oranges for breakfast. The little girls 
had already sneaked out of bed to watch Saturday morning cartoons 
in the living room. 

“You guys want French toast?” I asked them. 
Their eyes focused on Bugs Bunny. They didn’t answer me.
Mama liked French toast and sausage, so I pulled down a bowl 

and set a pan on the stove and got to work on it. 
After a few minutes, Jorge finished cutting up the fruit, and he 

put it on the table. He didn’t interrupt the girls’ show because they’d 
wail, and if they wailed, that would wake up Mama and Michael, so 
he waited until a commercial before he walked in and turned it off.

“C’mon and eat up real quick,” he told them softly. “Then you can 
turn the TV back on.” 

“We wanna eat in the living room,” they whispered. 
“No. Mama said so cuz you guys leave your dishes everywhere.”
“Fiiiiiiine,” Tamika slumped to her seat at the table and stuffed an 

orange slice into her mouth. She turned to Shamisha and gave her a 
big orange-peel smile.

I dropped three pieces of sodden toast into sizzling butter, then I 
grabbed a fork to eat with the girls. 

“Hey Dodge,” Tamika said. “What’s up with your arm?”
“What?” I said.
“Your arm’s all bruised.”
I looked down, and sure enough, four long, purple-brownish spots 

hopped down my bicep. I remembered the night before and Michael’s 
cruel grip as he bounced me against the fence.

I pulled away from her, but Shamisha slid off her chair and grabbed 
my other arm. “What are those?” she studied the marks. 

Jorge raised his eyebrows at me. He scanned my arms. “They look 
like finger marks, don’t they girls?”
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“Oh yeah!” Tamika tried to put her little fingers in the spots. 
“Look, look!” she said. “It was a big bully. His hands were so huge.”

“No,” I pulled away. “Leave me alone.” 
Shamisha clung to me and tried to put her fingers into the spots 

on my other arm. I wrestled away from them and ran into the liv-
ing room. The girls chased me, giggling. They jumped on me and 
knocked me onto the couch. In a moment they were on top of me, 
laughing and grabbing at my arms with their small hands.

“Who squeezed your arm like that?” Shamisha said. “That’s so 
weird.”

“Shhhh you guys! Be quiet!” Jorge shook his head at them. “Look. 
We’re getting rid of the guy who has been picking on Dodge.”

“Who has been picking on Dodge?” Shamisha asked.
“Shh!” Jorge said. He whispered, “Somebody’s been mean to him 

for weeks, and Dodge is too brave to tell anybody. But, we aren’t going 
to let somebody do that to him anymore.”

Tamika wrapped her arms around my chest. “I’m sorry, Dodge. If 
I saw him, I’d punch him right in the head for you.”

I hugged her back, holding her close, feeling her cornrows against 
my cheek. “Thanks, Tammy. I’d like to see that.”

“Pow!” Shamisha grinned. 
I grinned back. “Oh! The French toast!” I shoved them off and ran 

into the kitchen to flip it over.
Jorge led the girls back to the table, and they munched on their 

fruit. I made up a pile of French toast and sausage, and soon Mama 
and Michael emerged, rubbing their heads and faces. I ran into my 
room and pulled Jason out of bed. I dressed him and brought him out 
to sit at the table and eat his strawberries.

“Isn’t there coffee, Dodge?” Michael frowned at me as he piled 
French toast on his plate.

I kissed Mama, then I hustled to get the coffee going. 
Ideas boiled away in Jorge’s brain – I could tell – and he started 

with getting us older kids out of the house. “We already ate, so we’re 
gonna go play at the park, Mama,” Jorge said as soon as I flipped on 
the coffee maker. “Right, Dodge? The park?” He physically grabbed 
the girls and dragged them out the door. “C’mon, let’s go.”

Going to the park sounded fine to me.
“Dodge!” Michael said as I stepped out. “Send the kids home at 

11:30. It’s family day.”
We all jumped on our bikes and zoomed through back roads. I 



215

2020

held our basketball in one arm and steered with one hand, but when 
we reached the park, Jorge just dropped his bike in the middle of the 
grass and plopped down.

As we settled around him, Jorge said, “Okay you guys. Do you 
want to know who has been picking on Dodge and beating him and 
calling him names?”

Oh no. I didn’t want him to do this.
“Who?” The girls wanted to know.
“It’s somebody who was pretending to be our friend. But, He’s not 

our friend. He’s a fake.”
“Where are you going Dodge?” Shamisha watched as I jumped up.
“I’ll be back,” I said. I grabbed the ball and walked down to the 

court to shoot baskets by myself. It gave me anxiety to listen to Jorge 
talk about it, so I decided not to listen to him talk about it.

I needed the time to think. Jorge could explain why we had to get 
rid of Michael, but I needed to figure out how to do it. I had to tell 
Mama that he’d threatened to murder me. I had to tell Mama that. I 
had to call Cheryl and tell her to talk to Mama. I’d been afraid to tell 
Cheryl, because I didn’t want her to move me, but maybe she could 
help Mama see that Michael wasn’t who she thought he was.

Every once in awhile, I paused and watched Jorge and the twins 
as they engaged in deep discussions in the grass. Sometimes the girls 
jumped up and talked with their arms, and sometimes they dropped 
back down and listened to Jorge. I shot baskets for a long time, and 
they talked for a long time, and I finally started to wonder what they 
were saying. Sweaty, panting, I jogged back over and stood by to listen 
to them.

“We have a plan, Dodge!” Tamika grinned at me. “It’s going to be 
so great!”

Of course, they were children. I should have guessed their ideas to 
get rid of Michael would be the kinds of ideas developed in the minds 
of children. As I think about it, though, it worked. Not in the way 
they intended or expected, but … oh well. Their efforts to sabotage 
Michael did ultimately get him out the door.

On Saturdays, Jorge had traditionally crashed on the couch to 
watch television and vegetate in peace. I had traditionally gone off 
to visit Dr. Wilkins, and Mama had traditionally taken the younger 
three on a bus ride to eat at McDonald’s or go to the zoo down in 
Griffith Park or whatever it was they did. We continued this pattern, 
and when the other kids returned west to go home, I headed east.
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Dr. Wilkins lived some blocks north of The Burbank Studios, 
about three miles from the park. I took the bus during the summer, 
when the heat made my head feel like somebody pumped up my skull 
like a bike tire. In February, though, the air breezed all lovely past my 
ears as I zoomed along, and I felt alive and free flying down the road.

I didn’t realize the kids had intended to implement their great plan 
right away. All that time they’d hunched together on the grass, they 
had planned a whole series of pranks on Michael, and they refused to 
tell me what they were. I thought - I don’t know what I thought. I had 
this idea that I’d be the one to get rid of Michael, and I didn’t realize 
my brother and sisters meant business. I heard about the pranks later, 
and I admit I felt impressed by their energetic creativity. Maybe not 
their wisdom, but I definitely gave them an A for effort.

At lunch, Michael opened his tuna sandwich to sprinkle on salt, 
and the whole saltshaker dumped out in a pile on his tuna. He had 
to throw away that sandwich and get another one. Not too big a deal. 

Then, Michael grabbed a clean t-shirt out of his drawer, and cay-
enne pepper puffed everywhere when he unfolded it.

“He coughed and sneezed for minutes,” Jorge later confessed to 
me with unsuppressed glee. “His eyes watered! It was great.”

Momma and Michael prepared to take the younger kids on their 
bus ride, but when Michael slipped on his shoes, he found the toes 
filled with toothpaste. By this time, it became obvious that somebody 
had it out for him. Jorge told me, “He didn’t say a thing to us. We 
thought he would. We thought he’d get mad at us, but he just said 
swear words under his breath and cleaned out his shoes.”

Mama and Michael took the younger children out for ice cream, 
but the girls kept jumping to sit on Michael’s feet, wrapping their 
arms around his calves so that he had to walk with giggling ankle 
weights. When he told them to stop and get off, they just shrieked 
with delight, as though the whole thing were a colossal joke. They 
disobeyed him all morning, and only when Mama jumped in did the 
girls calm down and behave.

Worst of all (I can’t believe they did this), they sang insulting little 
rhymes. Running ahead of Mama and Michael, the girls claimed to 
have sung, “Michael’s a pain, he has a little brain,” over and over again. 
I didn’t know where they got the moxie.

As soon as they got home, Mama begged Jorge to take them all 
away. “Take Jason. Take the girls. Take yourself all out of this house. I 
don’t want to see you home until dinnertime.”
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But, it didn’t get better, because Jorge had spent the afternoon 
planting little bombs at the house. When Michael opened the fridge, 
he found all his beer cans hard with mostly-frozen beer. (It was the 
first thing Jorge had done that morning. I think that small, vengeful 
act of sticking Michael’s beer in the freezer spawned Jorge’s ultimate 
plan of sabotage.) 

Michael took a shower to find that his shampoo had been dumped 
down the drain. And the towels were all wet in the washing machine. 
And his shaving cream and razors and aftershave had gone missing, 
along with every pair of his boxers. By this time, Michael wanted to 
kill somebody.

Unfortunately, Jorge had overlooked the potentially negative out-
comes of his game. Jorge assumed that Michael would know that he 
and the girls were behind the sabotage. As a climax, Jorge intended 
to announce in front of Mama that they were kicking Michael out 
because he was a fake and a liar and a mean jerk! That was Jorge’s plan, 
and when I heard it, I felt humbled and grateful. Jorge and the girls 
did all of that because we were family and they loved me. I wanted to 
hug them forever.

Of course, it didn’t work out the way Jorge planned. Things like 
that never do.
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Chapter 34

I shoved through the front door at 5:00 p.m. with no idea that 
the pranks had begun and my rascal siblings had already implemented 
the first stages of their plan. I had no idea that Michael assumed I’d 
been the evil archvillain behind it all, or that he’d been pumped full of 
every kind of adrenaline the entire day. I parked my bike and walked 
inside, expecting to find Mama cooking dinner. Instead, Mama sat at 
the table with Michael, trying to soothe him. Like a clueless match, I 
entered this powder keg. 

“Hi there.” I closed the door and walked across the kitchen to 
pour myself some cold Kool-aid, but Michael started yelling before I 
reached the fridge.

I would tell you what he said, but I don’t remember it myself. He 
bellowed so loudly, the words didn’t register as pictures in my head. 
I couldn’t understand him. He made too much noise, and he didn’t 
form his sentences well. Profanities and accusations poured from his 
mouth, enraged, bitter words, and none of them made sense to me.

I stood in the middle of the kitchen and stared at him. 
“Mama,” I asked when he paused a moment to breathe. “What’s 

he talking about?”
“Michael! Michael, please calm down. All those pranks you did, 

Dodge,” Mama looked at me. “I know you were trying to be funny, 
but they were bad.”

I stared at her. “Mama. I didn’t pull any pranks.”
Michael grabbed me by the front of my shirt and yanked me right 

up to him. The front of my shirt. That was always his go-to. “Boy,” 
he growled. “In two seconds, I’m gonna put you through that wall.” 

I leaned away from him, stiff through my whole body, thinking 
about Jorge and the girls on the grass. They must have started their 
brilliant plan. “I’ve been gone all afternoon, Mama,” I whispered, as 
though I could avoid termination by speaking softly. “I went to visit 
Dr. Wilkins.”

Michael raised his hand above me, and I thought he really would 
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knock me through the wall. My shoulders rose as I cringed away from 
him as I waited for one of his ringing blows, but he stopped himself. 
Instead, he grasped the cloth at my chest with both hands, and he 
shook me. 

Mama’s eyes widened in alarm. Michael’s fury surprised her, and 
she tried to soothe him. “They were just practical jokes, baby. He’s just 
a boy playing jokes.”

“No, it’s not a joke!” Michael raised his voice. The shirt dug into 
my armpits as he drew me closer to his face. “Boy, you’re packing 
around some gonads filling my shoes with toothpaste. Pouring pepper 
in my shirts. What was it you said to me? This was your family? I’d 
never be a part of your family?” 

“Dodge!” Mama interrupted, shocked. “Mijo, don’t you know that 
I love Michael? Why would you say terrible things to him?”

I leaned away from Michael’s hot breath. 
“I didn’t. He tried to choke me last night, Mama. He threatened 

to kill me. Look. Look at my arms.”
“Stop. Lying!” Michael roared.
“Dodge, if you did those things to Michael, please be honest and 

tell him you’re sorry,” Mama begged beside me.
“Didn’t you hear me, Mama? Michael said he’s going to kill me!”
Then Michael did smack me, right in front of Mama. His hand 

cracked me across the side of the head, and my cheek bounced off 
the table. I hit the ground on my side, but this time I made myself 
scramble up. I grabbed Mama’s shirt and pulled myself to her. 

“The boy hates me, Mia! If we’re going to make this work, he 
needs-”

Mama surprised me then. She surprised us both. She jumped up 
and roared, “Out!” She grabbed my pile of Roald Dahl paperbacks 
from the edge of the table and Mama, who never got more savage than 
bellowing in Spanish, raised back a copy of Danny, The Champion of 
the World and hucked it at Michael’s head.

“What?” Michael ducked as the book flew past his ear.
“You hit this little boy like that? Get out right now!” James and the 

Giant Peach smacked him in the chest a moment later, and he tossed 
up his arms to protect himself from Tales of the Unexpected.

“He’s lying to you, though!”
“If he took a crap in your shoes, Michael, you don’t slap a child to 

the ground like that! You do not lose your temper over children’s jokes! 
Get out!” Then, the Spanish started, and I stood behind her as she 
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lambasted the violent man beside the table. She grabbed his shirt with 
both hands and jerked him toward the door. Mama weighed about as 
much as Michael did, and she leveraged her mass in that moment of 
rage.

“¡Vete!” she shoved him. “¡Fuera de aquí!” 
Michael resisted for a moment. He tried to apologize, to speak 

softly to her, to take it back. She wasn’t having any of it. The Spanish 
just got louder, and she propelled him out the front door.

“It’s gonna be okay,” he told her from the front steps. “We’ll work 
it out.”

“Don’t come back!” Mama bawled and slammed the door shut.
She firmly twisted the deadbolt, then she turned and uprighted 

her chair. She plopped back down, muttering angry Spanish words 
under her breath.

“Come here,” she ordered me. 
I obeyed and stood before her. She held my jaw with one soft hand 

and gently tilted my face toward her. My head still rang from the blow 
and all the noise. 

“He should not hit you like that,” she frowned as she studied my 
cheek.

“See my arms?” I mumbled. “He grabbed me last night. He said 
he’d kill me and make my body disappear.”

“Shh shhh...” she urged me to be quiet. She did lift my right arm, 
though, and I felt her place her own fingers in the brown spots along 
my bicep. “I cannot believe he hit you like that,” she said. “Your jokes 
were rude and mean. But they were just jokes.”

“I didn’t do those things to him, Mama,” I whispered. “Ask Jorge. 
They were his idea.”

Mama still wasn’t ready to believe me. “Why?” she said. “Why 
would Jorge play tricks on Michael?”

“Because Jorge is my brother,” I mumbled into her silky, flowery 
shirt. 

“What?” she didn’t understand me. 
I didn’t want to talk. I had no energy, and my head ached. “Jorge 

and the girls didn’t want him to hurt me anymore.” 
Mama’s big brown eyes frowned. “But why do you disrespect 

him all the time, Dodge? Why do you say terrible things to him? 
You should not have said those things,” Mama started to take deep 
breaths, trying not to cry. The events of that day had slapped her just 
as violently as Michael had slapped me, and she’d thrown out a man 
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she desperately adored.
I wanted to hug Mama and comfort her. In fact, I didn’t want 

her to be alone. I’d put up with Michael because I’d wanted her to be 
happy. But, Michael would have broken her heart with or without 
me. He tried to tear us apart. It was obvious that he didn’t care about 
Mama one bit. He only cared about himself.

I wanted to yell at Michael and beat him up and punish him for 
doing Mama that way – building up her hopes, then crushing them 
like eggshells. I wanted to throat punch him per Dr. Wilkins’ orders. 

“Mama,” I grabbed her hand and held it tight. “I want you to find 
a good man to love you. I want us to have a dad. But, you can’t trust 
Michael. He was only pretending to love us.”

And so, I held her, and she held me, and we both cried together 
for a little while.

Jorge and the little kids returned home an hour later to find me 
and Mama eating scrambled eggs. Nobody felt like making a big meal. 
Still not convinced, Mama asked Jorge if he’d pulled those pranks, and 
the girls surprised her by bouncing up and down on their toes.

“Did it work!” they said in excitement. “Did we make him go 
away?”

“Why!” Mama wailed, feeling obvious remorse. She had chased 
out Michael in a moment of rage, but I could tell she didn’t really 
want him gone. She’d started to remember how sweet he’d been and 
forget that he’d knocked my face against a table. 

“He’s a showman, Mama,” Jorge told her. “It’s like covering a pile 
of dog poop with a silk handkerchief. He wanted to get rid of one of 
your kids. You can’t trust him.” 

I sat next to her at the table, and I brushed her hair back with my 
hand. I kissed her on the cheek and gave her a hug. “I don’t want you 
to be alone, Mama,” I said. “I know you want a husband, and you 
want a daddy for these babies.” I just held her.

Mama nodded. She understood. She just suffered from a broken 
heart.

“He’s gonna come back,” Jorge whispered to me as soon as we were 
alone. “They always come back.”

“Yeah, I know,” I nodded.
“What are we going to do then?” Jorge said. “How do we keep 

him away?”
“You tell Mama that he’s the liar, and I’m not. You keep telling her 
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that he’s the bad guy. She has to be the one to refuse him.”
So, Jorge and I waited for Michael to show up at the door. We 

waited for him to appear on the front steps to woo her back. We both 
knew he wouldn’t give up easily, and at least three times a day, Jorge 
told Mama she’d made the right decision. He told her she was a good 
mama. She’d find a man who loved her kids. He was proud of her. 

Two days later, Michael called during dinner. We all sat around 
the table, watching Mama as she listened and talked. I couldn’t hear 
what he said, but I understood that he was asking her to lunch. I could 
tell she felt torn, but in the end she said, “No. You lied to me. I do not 
want to see you,” and she hung up.

I jumped up and hugged her hard. “Mama, that was so brave!” 
Shamisha gave her a hug too. “You’re beautiful, Mama,” she said. 

“And your heart is made of strawberries.”
“All the men want to get with you, Mama,” Tamika said. “I see 

them looking at you. Mmm mmm. You just have to find the right 
one.”

That night Jorge and I talked for a long time after Jason fell asleep. 
“You know,” I told Jorge. “All Michael had to do was go to social 

services and complain that Mama doesn’t have enough room for all 
of us. I’m not supposed to be sleeping with Jason. If he was smarter, 
that’s what he’d have done, and Cheryl would have been forced to 
come get me.”

Jorge sighed. “I’m glad he didn’t.”
“I feel so relaxed now,” I said. “It’s like I’ve been under a brick wall 

for two months, and it’s gone now.”
“I know,” Jorge said. “I felt it too. I just ignored it for a long time.”
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Chapter 35

I found my dear Dr. Wilkins in a foul mood that next Saturday. 
“Let’s go for a walk and have lunch!” he said. “I’m 73-years-old, and 
if I want a Reuben sandwich, nobody can tell me I can’t have one.”

“That’s what George Bush thinks about broccoli,” I told him. 
“Only it’s the opposite. He’s all, ‘I’m president of the United States! I 
don’t like broccoli and nobody can make me eat it!’” 

Dr. Wilkins chuckled. “He’s vice president, Dodge. But, I agree 
with him! I’ve been eating bran-this and salad-that because my doctor 
says so, but I don’t see the point in extending my life if I’m forced to 
eat miserable food all the time.”

I’d contemplated telling Dr. Wilkins about my superpowers. I 
longed to tell the good doctor so that he and I could share my inside 
jokes together. But, I also didn’t want to disrupt his logical, ordered 
reality. I felt it would be unkind to drag him into all my craziness, so 
I didn’t explain that I’d just quoted George Bush five years ahead of 
time. I had to let it go.

We left my bike inside his apartment building, and we took a 
stroll down to a café, where he ordered a Reuben with a beer, and I 
ordered a fat cheeseburger with a 7-Up, and we talked and laughed 
like we always did.

“So, young lady!” Dr. Wilkins said. “When are you going to come 
clean and start telling people you’re a girl? I honestly don’t know how 
you can fool anybody anymore, Yentl.”

I shrugged. “It’s getting harder. People are starting to see it for 
themselves.”

The doctor took an enormous bite of his sandwich and closed his 
eyes in ecstasy. “You know,” he spoke from the side of his mouth. “It’s 
just wonderful to take huge bites. I no longer care if it’s polite, I find 
it glorious to fill one’s mouth with solid food.”

 “Jorge knows I’m a girl,” I said. “Did I tell you that? He figured 
it out a long time ago, and I’ve almost told Mama so many times, but 
I’ve been afraid she’d start getting all protective of me. Also, I don’t 
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want to sleep in the girls’ little room. Also, she might think I’m really 
a liar after all, because Michael kept trying to convince her I was the 
devil in disguise.”

The old man swallowed and took a drink of his beer. “Well. You 
are a liar. Liar liar pants on fire, hanging on a telephone wire. Do you 
think Michael might have accepted you if he knew you were a girl? 
He probably saw you as a challenge to his position as Mama’s favorite 
person. But, as a girl, that wouldn’t be such a big deal.”

“I dunno…” I shrugged. 
“You know what you should do.” It wasn’t a question. “You should 

have done it long ago. You should have told your mother the truth as 
soon as you moved in with her.” He took another enormous bite.

I sighed. “I will! I will tell Mama. I’ll tell everybody! I just… I just 
wanted to wait until I turned 10. I’m going to be a girl for the rest of 
my life, after all. I don’t get to pretend to be a little boy forever.”

I took a bite of burger. We both ate thoughtfully, watching the 
street outside our window. I did like my mouth full of food. I chewed 
away and reached out to take a drink of 7-Up - when Bruce Willis 
walked by.

When you live in Los Angeles, it’s not uncommon to see televi-
sion personalities, like the guy who does the toothpaste commercial 
or that character actor who always plays a cop. My mother once fell 
out of Rudd Weatherwax’s car - the guy who trained all the dogs for 
the show Lassie. These folks go to the bank and soccer practice like 
everybody else, and I’d see them. Actors are just normal people whose 
job is acting. But. Bruce Willis? I wasn’t going to let Bruce Willis stroll 
by without saying Hi.

“Just a moment,” I hissed to the good doctor. “I’ll be right back.” I 
jumped up and dashed out the door and down the sidewalk.

“Bruce?” I trotted up beside him. “Hi Bruce!” I’d recognize that 
face anywhere, but I hadn’t seen him with so much hair in forever! 

He turned and squinted down at me, puzzled. 
I grinned. I couldn’t help it, I liked him so much! “Hi!” I said 

again. I stood there, feeling like the biggest jerk in the world, because I 
knew better. But, it was Bruce Willis! And ha! I knew his birthday! My 
son Hudson had been born the same day, March 19th. “How old are 
you?” I asked. “You’re turning, what… 30 soon?” Oh my goodness, 
he looked so young!

Bruce glanced back up the sidewalk behind me and rotated slowly 
in a circle to see who else might be accosting him. An old woman 
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walked her spaniel up the road, and that was it. “Excuse me?” he asked. 
It was like the first time I met Denzel. I stared up at his face, my 

heart pumping like bricks in my chest. Don’t say it. Don’t say it. “I’m 
just checking… but… are you… famous yet?”

Look. I’m not proud of any of this. I turned into an utter loser, 
and I’m embarrassed that I have to relate any of it to you.

He frowned at me. “Is this a joke?” he asked. 
I shook my head so quickly his face blurred above me. I had to 

think quickly. What had Bruce Willis done in 1985? “No!” I said. 
“No, I just… I just wanted to say hi to you. Because...I think Moon-
lighting is a fantastic show, and you’re amazing, and it’s going to make 
you so famous.”

“Oh,” he nodded, as though I’d answered his question. “You 
watched the pilot already. Sorry, I don’t remember seeing you.”

My head kept shaking, because I realized I’d screwed up again. “It 
isn’t on television yet, is it?” I asked him. “I’m sorry. I’m a moron.”

“Yeah, the pilot’s on TV tomorrow,” he nodded at me. Then he 
asked, “Is tomorrow Sunday?” He scratched the underside of his chin. 
“Yeah, tomorrow. If you were able to see it already, that’s great. So you 
liked it? I thought it’s a lot of fun myself, you know? Not the same 
basic detective show.”

I nodded. “And your character is hilarious. David runs his mouth, 
and it makes me laugh.” Then, I frowned. “Is… is this your first show? 
Have you been in any movies?”

“Nah, this is it,” Bruce chuckled. “It’s a kick in the pants, though. 
I hope people enjoy it.”

I nodded energetically. “I think it’s gonna be a big hit, and in five 
years, you’ll be so famous that everybody will know you on the street.”

“You think so, huh?” Bruce looked down at me. “I appreciate that, 
kid. No, I really do.”

I stood there, grinning like an idiot. I wanted so badly to give him 
a hug, but I forced myself to stand back and let him be. “Well, I better 
let you go. Thanks for stopping.”

He grinned back at me. “Thanks for stopping me.”
I thought I’d die.
Sighhhhh… I headed back toward the café, where Dr. Wilkins 

had to be wondering why I’d dashed off. Ha. I watched the sidewalk 
pass under my sneakers, square by square. Don’t step on a crack or 
you’ll break your mother’s back. 

Seeing actors before they were famous. It was such a crazy thing.
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I had no reason to watch for danger. I had to walk thirty more feet 
to the door of the café, where Dr. Wilkins chewed on his sandwich, 
awaiting my return. I hadn’t been gone more than two minutes, and 
the streets seemed quiet that Saturday morning. No gang members 
shot at each other. No dogs growled or dark clouds glowered over-
head. The sun shone pleasantly that morning of March 2nd, and I 
glowed over meeting a favorite actor. The warmth of it still danced 
in my heart, and what happened next seemed so incredibly rude, so 
messed up, so out of place in that cheerful, friendly morning.

With no warning, a massive hand suddenly clapped around my 
face, warm and meaty, smothering me. A bear’s arm wrapped around 
my middle, and I was hefted against a chest like a wall. It happened so 
quickly, so suddenly, I couldn’t accept it as reality at first. I thought, 
“This is the wrong dream.” As though a nightmare had invaded my 
perfectly happy slumber.

But, it wasn’t a dream. And I couldn’t breathe.
A narrow alley loomed between the café and the building next to 

it, hardly wide enough for the few garbage cans stashed there. A giant 
gripped me and hauled me out of the sunlight into that tunnel, and it 
took me about three seconds to understand that I faced danger, that 
I had to fight. I started wriggling. I kicked the heels of both my feet 
into my captor’s thighs, stretching down, trying to catch him in the 
knee. He held me too high for that, but I could tell my heel punches 
smarted, because he barked out and cursed at me. And that’s when I 
knew. It was Michael’s voice.

I felt my eyes go wide. What on earth. Had he stalked me? Had 
he followed me around? The terror pulsed up as I realized that he had 
plans for me. Bad plans. Bad bad plans. I had to get away from him 
right now! 

I couldn’t reach his knee, so I pulled up and focused higher. Wham. 
Wham. On the third kick, I caught him square in the groin, and he 
grunted and bent over for a moment. He didn’t let go, but he wrapped 
both his arms around me, freeing my mouth.

“Help!” I screamed with all my might. “Help! Ahhhhhhhhh! 
Help!” I kept screaming while I thrashed and kicked and tried to make 
him let me go.

Still half doubled-over, Michael set me on the pavement, then he 
turned me around and punched me flat in the side of the head. This 
wasn’t an open-handed slap, but a real full-on man punch. My left 
cheek exploded, and I fell backward into the metal can behind me. 
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I knew that if he hadn’t been bent over, if he’d put his whole weight 
into it, that punch could have killed me. I tried to jump back up, but 
he grabbed my arm. His fist smashed into the side of my head again, 
harder this time, and I felt my skin split and my cheekbone shatter.

Michael clung to my t-shirt and refused to let go. A heavy pain 
pumped through my head, and I couldn’t see clearly. Two versions 
of his angry face filled my vision, but I didn’t want to die like that, 
punched into brain death by Michael in a stupid alley in Burbank! He 
paused to lean sideways against the wall, and I took advantage of that 
brief moment. I fell backwards away from his hand and, as my t-shirt 
jerked against his fist, I kicked straight up, catching him in the groin 
again. I’m convinced he spoke and words came out, but I only heard 
the orange pressure of my own pain and blood and confusion.

“Help!” I cried through the dizzying misery in my face. “Help!!”
This time, Michael fell to his knees. He held me securely with his 

left hand as he leaned forward, but I continued to call out, and he 
uprighted himself again just long enough to backhand me. This blow 
mercifully caught me on the other cheek. It didn’t have the same force 
as the two punches, but …man… Michael hits hard. 

I couldn’t see anything for a few seconds as up became down and 
the blur of a wall dangled above me. I wanted to spill onto the ground, 
but Michael wrapped his big hands around my neck and started 
squeezing. This time, he wasn’t holding back. Stars sparkled in the air 
around me, and my ears filled with a high-pitched hum. My left cheek 
felt ready to pop off, and I thought he’d break right through my neck 
and snap my head clean off.

The next moment, a giant “WHACK!” broke Michael’s grip and I 
was yanked down against the pavement. Through the shadowy haze, 
Michael cowered to look behind him. Another “WHACK” echoed in 
that little alley, and Michael’s hands released altogether. He twisted 
around to face his new enemy, and I dropped away and rested on my 
side, gasping.

A shadow man stood there above Michael, armed with a random 
chunk of lumber. “C’mon, honey,” he beckoned to me. “Go. Quick.”

I had to get out of the alley, which meant I had to crawl to the 
wall of the building. I tried to ignore my face and focus on my hands, 
on moving them across the pavement. I cautiously walked them up 
the cold white concrete, using its guidance to raise myself onto my 
knees. I leaned against that wall - so dizzy. I still couldn’t see well, and 
I struggled to keep vertical, but I knew I had to get to the sidewalk, 
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out into the open.
A crunching sound told me the man had cracked Michael with 

that board again. 
I heard moments of scuffling, then arms wrapped around me. 

Somebody scooped me up and out of the alley and around the corner 
into the full sunlight. I reached out and grasped his shirt as he set me 
on my feet to examine me. The pounding pressure in my head and 
face overwhelmed me, and I fought to keep upright. He placed his 
hands against both of my temples and carefully turned my head just a 
bit. My left eye had swollen shut by that point, so I couldn’t see him, 
but I recognized his voice. Oh, thank God.

“Sweetheart, we have to get you to a hospital,” he said.
A cry burst from Dr. Wilkins a few feet away. “Dear God!” His 

form blurred in my right eye as he rushed up to us. “What happened!” 
he asked. “Dodge, honey, what happened?”

Bruce took care of the talking, so I didn’t have to. “Some guy had 
her down in the alley there. He’s gone - he ran off. But, we need to get 
this little girl to a doctor.”

Dr. Wilkins trotted over to the alley and gazed into it. “I don’t 
have a car,” he said.

“Well, I guess you’d better call an ambulance,” Bruce said. “C’mon, 
kiddo. Let’s get you to where you can sit down.”

He carried me into the café and settled me into the nearest booth. 
A waitress walked over. “What happened!” she yelped above me.

“Call an ambulance, Rachel,” Dr. Wilkins urged her. “It’s okay, 
Dodge,” his voice rough as he gathered my hand in his. “You’re going 
to be okay.”

“Doc,” I whispered. “It was Michael. He followed me.”
“Oh, Dodge,” the old man said. “Dodge, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I 

thought it was over. I thought he was gone!”
“Michael?” Bruce asked. “Who is Michael?”
“Doc,” I breathed through my lips. “Doc, this is Bruce. He’s from 

New Jersey, like you.”
I started to drift off, but Bruce snapped his fingers in front of my 

face. “No no no. Don’t do that,” he said. “Stay awake, honey. You have 
a concussion. You need to stay awake.”

I did. I remained conscious all the way to the hospital. But even 
with my good eye open, I still saw Michael’s face and felt his hands 
around my throat.
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When I woke up, Mama sat beside my hospital bed. Tears had 
streaked makeup down her cheeks, and her eyes puffed up swollen 
and red.

“Hi Mama,” I whispered. My brain felt heavy and thick, and a 
mass of something covered one side of my head.

A wonderful, huge smile spread over Mama’s face, and she dabbed 
her eyes with a soggy wad of tissue. “My poor baby,” she said. “My 
poor baby, you’re awake!”

“You need more Kleenex, Mama,” I breathed out. “Get more.” 
She collected a large handful of tissues, but she continued to cry. 

And then she got angry. “What were you doing!” she wailed. “What 
were you doing out in Burbank! This nice old man calls me and tells 
me you were attacked in an alley.” She broke down and started berat-
ing me in Spanish. “No puedo creer que seas tan loco e irresponsable, y te 
fueras tan lejos de casa! Mírate, todo herido. Estás castigado. Te encerraré 
en tu habitación todo el verano!” 

I reached out for her hand. She gave it, and I just held it. “It’s 
okay. You don’t have to lock me away in my room all summer, Mama. 
I wasn’t being crazy or irresponsible.”

“No, it’s not okay!” she wailed. “All these bad things! It’s because I 
didn’t make you go to catechism classes! I should have made you go!”

I wanted to laugh, but my face hurt and my head ached. I reached 
up and touched the soft gauze bandages that covered my left cheek. 
I wondered what I looked like. At least I could see out of my left eye 
again.

“Mama,” I said. “Is there a mirror?”
“Why do you smile like that? You are going nowhere by yourself 

anymore, you bad very bad boy,” Mama wasn’t finished. “You will be 
locked in your room!”

Even propped up on pillows, my head felt too heavy to hold my 
eyes open long. “Please don’t scold me, Mama,” I said.

She sighed, and tears poured down her dear brown cheeks. She 
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held my hand up to her lips. “I only scold you because you worry me 
so much,” she said.

“Mama, listen,” I said. “I know this makes you sad, but Michael 
did it.”

“What?” she looked confused. “What did Michael do?”
I gave into the heavy ache and closed my eyes. “In the alley,” I said. 

“Michael followed me and dragged me into the alley.”
“No!” she insisted. “Michael would not do that!”
I took a deep breath. “Yes, he would, Mama. I told you, he said 

he’d kill me.”
“I don’t understand!” Mama wailed. “How could a wonderful 

man be so evil!”
I muttered out my thoughts as I lay there, letting my head and 

eyes rest. “I think he followed me. I think he was just waiting for a 
moment he’d find me alone.” I shook my head slowly, “And of course 
he blames me. Of course he does. He blames me because you kicked 
him out. He doesn’t blame himself. He’s such a narcissist!”

Mama started to sob, and I reached out to pat her arm with my 
hand.

“He said that you hated him and wanted to get rid of him,” she 
complained. “Maybe you are lying. You are so smart! You could be a 
very smart liar!”

I opened my eyes at that. I lay in the hospital bed with a broken 
face. “Do you even hear yourself?” I asked her.

Dr. Wilkins walked in then, and I rejoiced to see him. He looked 
pale and disheveled, and his wrinkles seemed deeper than normal.

“Mama, have you met Dr. Wilkins?” I didn’t have to move much 
to talk. I mumbled, “He’s the friend I go see on Saturdays.”

Mama dried her eyes again. She made an effort to compose herself 
for the company. “You are the piano teacher?” Mama asked him. “You 
are the one who called me?”

“I’m so sorry,” Dr. Wilkins apologized to Mama. “Dodge was only 
outside for a minute. It happened in a minute.”

“It wasn’t his fault, Momma,” I said. Then I asked, “Wait. What 
day is today?” I didn’t know how long I’d slept.

Mama tried to hush me. “Don’t talk. You need to rest.”
“Is it Saturday?”
“It’s Sunday,” Mama motioned for me to lie back down. 
“Sunday.” I obeyed and rested my aching brain. “Mama, a movie 

star rescued me. His television show starts tonight. Will you watch it 
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with me?”
Dr. Wilkins shook his head in disbelief. “You and your movie 

stars. I don’t understand your fascination with them. I’m a respected 
composer, but I don’t see you tripping all over yourself when I come 
around.”

 I laughed, and it hurt. I had to laugh with my face relaxed so that 
a “huh huh huh” sound came out, and… that made me laugh more, 
and it hurt more.

Then I realized something. 
“Doc, Bruce Willis saw my attacker. He can identify him. Mama 

won’t believe me that it was Michael. Mama thinks I’m a horrible 
child who would chase off somebody who loved her.”

Mama started to protest, but I kept going.
“We need to see if Bruce will identify Michael. We have pictures 

of him. Has anybody even called the police?”
Dr. Wilkins waved his hands for me calm down. “Shh. Shh. Shh. 

Relax,” he said. “We’ll take care of everything. Calm your spinning 
mind. Right now, you need to rest, and I need to go home and get 
some sleep, and your Mama needs to go check on her children.” 

“Okay,” I sunk my head into the pillow. “I’ll rest if you take care 
of it.”

Alone in the hospital that night, Sunday, March 3rd, 1985, I 
watched the very first episode of Moonlighting on The ABC Sunday 
Night Movie. I hadn’t told Bruce, but I’d never actually watched that 
episode before.
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Chapter 37

The hospital released me two days later, just in time to watch the 
second episode from home. Tuesday nights now meant St. Elsewhere 
and Moonlighting! The surgeons had used titanium plates to repair my 
cheekbone, which tickled Jorge.

“You’re a cyborg!” Jorge gushed when I got home. “You have metal 
inside your face!”

“They have to remove the plates in six weeks, though,” I warned 
him. “Because my cheeks are still growing.”

“Ohhh…” That disappointed Jorge so much. “At least you’ll have 
a cool scar on the side of your face. You look so tough, Dodge, that 
nobody will want to mess with you.”

I already had scars on my face. I didn’t need any more scars on my 
face. One day I hoped to reach the year 2020 and replace the “me” 
that had disappeared into the past. It did no good to pile up a host of 
unexplainable marks to mar my previously unmarred face. Five years. 
I’d survived a mere five years back in time, and I’d already collected an 
unreasonable number of mars.

“Listen!” Mama said. “All you bouncing monsters, listen! Nobody 
is allowed to jump on Dodge! Nobody is allowed to wrestle with him. 
His face can be injured very easily.” She urged me to sit up on the 
couch while she stuffed cushions behind me. Then she brought me 
some iced tea and dragged the coffee table next to the couch so I could 
reach it. “Oh, mijo,” she said. “How are you going to ride your bike 
to school?”

“My legs aren’t broken, Mama,” I said. “But I should call all my 
professors about it so I don’t lose points. And, Mama? Please make 
sure all the doors and windows are locked. Close the curtains. I don’t 
want anybody to see inside our house.”

I had felt safe in the hospital, but now I genuinely feared Michael 
might come and try to finish the job. I realized that I could perish here 
in the 1980s, and that thought distressed me. I had a family in the 
future who needed me, and I didn’t want to vanish one day with no 
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explanation! I needed to survive the next 35 years! 
I slept on the couch that night, thinking about Michael. I worked 

over my situation, and I realized a few things. First, he wouldn’t try to 
kill me with people here. That’s why he’d hunted me down in Burbank 
and waited for me to be alone. However, he now had a bigger reason to 
get rid of me: I could identify him as my attacker who’d tried to choke 
me. If he’d successfully “disappeared” me, he might have escaped with 
no trouble. I couldn’t identify him if I were dead, stuffed into plastic 
garbage bags in some dumpster, headed for a landfill. Alive, though? 
My existence threatened him.

Michael knew our schedules. I couldn’t stay home alone, because 
if he broke in, he could still disappear me. I had two months left of 
classes, two months of riding back and forth to school to finish up the 
semester. Michael knew that too. 

I lay awake all night long, thinking. Thinking thinking.
The next morning, I called up Dr. Wilkins.
“Have you heard anything?” I asked. “Did they catch him? Did 

they go to his work and find him and arrest him?
Dr. Wilkins sighed on the other end of the phone. “They haven’t 

told me anything, Dodge.”
I hated it. My home no longer felt safe! I needed to hide.
I called Pastor Jack and explained the whole situation to him. 

He offered to let me stay with him and Anna until law enforcement 
arrested Michael, and I said I’d think about it. He prayed with me 
over the phone, which made me feel a little better, but I still double 
checked every lock in the house after I hung up with him. Then, I hid 
away in Mama’s room with the door locked. 

I even scooted under Mama’s bed to pull out the little black case 
that held her handgun. I loaded the magazine with 9mm rounds and 
set it on the bed beside me. Finally, finally, I managed to doze off until 
Jorge and the girls got home from school. I unlocked the front door 
for them, ushered them in, and then locked the door again behind 
them. I hid the gun away for their sakes, but I still buried myself away 
inside Mama’s room for the rest of the evening. 

Mama found me huddled in her bed when she got home. She sat 
beside me and gently wrapped her arm around my back. “Don’t be 
sad, Dodge,” she said. “You’re okay, baby. Your face will heal.”

I shook my head. “It’s not that, Mama,” I said. “I’m just so scared. 
I’m scared Michael will show up and try to kill me again.”

“He won’t, honey. He won’t.” I know she was trying to comfort 
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me, but I didn’t feel comforted. 
“Yes!” I almost shouted. “Yes he will! He’s going to try to kill me. 

Why do you never believe me? How long have you known me? How 
long! And I tell you a man wants to kill me, and you think it’s noth-
ing!”

That startled her a little. “Okay,” she said. “Okay okay okay, 
Dodge. Okay. I believe you.”

I sobbed then, and it created more pressure in my head, which 
hurt my aching face. “He ruined our home,” I said. “I don’t feel safe 
here anymore. I have to go stay with somebody else until he’s caught.” 
I realized then that he had won! He had gotten me to leave!

“No,” Mama said, concerned. “No, you don’t have to go away, 
Dodge. You’ll be safe here.”

“I won’t be safe if he knows where I am. I won’t be safe here alone 
all day. I won’t be safe riding my bike to school. Pastor Jack offered to 
let me come stay with him for a little bit, and maybe I should.”

Mama slumped. Her big, warm shoulders drooped forward, and 
she took a deep breath. She reached over and gently wiped a tear off 
my good cheek. “Okay,” she said. “And when you know you’re safe, 
you come home? Okay?”

“Okay.”
She looked miserable. “I am sorry,” she winced at me. “I’m sorry I 

brought a man into our home that would do this to you.”
I nodded. “Oh Mama,” I said. “How could you have known? Just 

don’t let him come back.”
That evening, Denzel stopped by with flowers from the whole crew 

of St. Elsewhere, with a card signed by people I didn’t even know. That 
little gesture made me want to cry, and I sat there reading through all 
the names and pushing the wet out of my eyes. In response, he spent 
time telling me jokes and some lighthearted stories, and I appreciated 
every moment of it. 

“You know, Dodge, I’m still waiting for Hurricane Carter to get 
out of prison,” he teased me.

“Hey. It hasn’t been 20 years yet,” I smiled. “You have to wait till 
the end of 1986 to stone me as a false prophet.”

After he left, I yelled at Jorge for telling on me. “He didn’t have to 
know I got beat up! You didn’t have to tell him!” 

Jorge just grinned. “You have metal in your face!”
The next morning, Pastor Jack picked me up and drove me away 

to his home up north where Anna tucked me into a spare room, and I 
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finally slept and slept. I still expected Michael to magically appear, to 
break in and strangle me in the middle of the night. As day after day 
passed incident-free, I dared to relax a little. 

By the next week, the doctor removed the stitches from my face, 
and I felt good enough to return to school. Jack dropped me off every 
day when he drove to work, and Anna picked me up at noon. My 
face felt better and I felt protected and barricaded away from danger. 
Mostly.

I called the Burbank Police Department, but they had no useful 
information for me. I’d have called Michael’s work, but I realized I 
knew what he did, not where he did it. And nobody seemed able to 
tell me anything.

I enjoyed my quiet afternoons with Anna, though. I didn’t cook a 
single meal. I offered to help with the dishes, and she just smiled and 
chatted with me while she did the dishes herself. 

I missed the bandages because they’d hidden the black eye and 
gash in my face. I felt like a zombie when I looked in the mirror, and I 
begged Anna to buy me an eye-patch so I could go around like a pirate 
and not a raggedy, busted up little kid. 

The Wednesday of my second week back at school, I heard a 
knock at Jack and Anna’s door, and I didn’t know whether to peek out 
the window or run to my bed in the guest room. I sat frozen over my 
math book at the dining room table.

Anna walked through, and I shouted spontaneously, “Be careful! 
Don’t open the door!”

She listened, and I adored her for it. She took off her glasses and 
peeked through the eyehole, then she glanced back across the living 
room at me. “I think it’s safe,” she replaced the glasses on her face. She 
opened the door, and … ohhh… who walked in but the awesome guy 
himself. 

“Bruce!” I said, startled. 
“I’m sorry to show up like this. I’d have called but I didn’t know 

your… Do you mind if I talk to this young lady a little?” he asked 
Anna.

“No,” she nodded. “Not at all. Dodge?” she looked at me. “Do 
you want to talk to him?”

She knew I did! I’d already told her all about him, and I’d made 
her watch Moonlighting with me. I just nodded. 

“You are a tough person to track down,” Bruce approached me. “I 
know that’s the point, but you did a good job.”
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I nodded again.
“Wow, your face is looking better,” he said. “You’re healing up 

pretty good.”
I felt in my pocket for my eye patch but decided to leave it off. 

He’d already seen my ugly. “Um. Happy Birthday,” I whispered. It was 
March 20, and that meant he’d just turned 30-years-old.

He shook his head. “See! That’s the thing. That’s the reason I want 
to talk to you. You know what? I went to the studio the Monday 
after your incident, and I asked around about you, to find out how 
you were doing. I figured somebody would know that you had gotten 
clobbered in an alley – that you were in the hospital. But, you know 
what?”

I knew what. “And nobody knew anything about me.” 
Bruce gave large, slow nods. “That’s right. Not a soul had heard 

of a little girl named Dodge Journey Spicer. Nobody. So, that didn’t 
make sense. You know what else didn’t make sense?”

I could think of a few things.
“New Jersey. You knew I came from New Jersey. How did you 

know that?”
I shrugged.
“And my birthday. How do you know my birthday?”
I wanted to change the subject. “I’m glad you came by. You know 

what Michael looks like, because you saw him. You can identify him. 
You can testify against him.”

“Yeah yeah yeah. I’ll do all that,” Bruce looked hard at me. “And 
I’m glad you’re doing okay. But answer the questions. How did you 
know my birthday? Your foster mother tells me you’re a genius, and 
I believe that. I want to know if you’re a sneaky sneaky genius child 
criminal.”

I laughed then. I glanced over at Anna, who gave me a look that 
said, “Well?” She knew a few things about me from Jack. 

I scratched my chin, and I stared down at my math homework.
“Nah nah nah,” Bruce said. “Eyes up here, genius child who gets 

away with murder. By the way, I found out today your foster mother 
thinks you’re a boy!”

“She thinks you’re a boy?” Anna said.
I nodded at her. “I was dressed in boy clothes when I entered the 

foster system, and I’ve just… kept it up.” I winced at Bruce. “Did you 
tell-?”

“No,” he shook his head. “No, I didn’t give up your rotten secret. 
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Your Dr. Wilkins warned me before I went over there. I don’t know 
how she doesn’t know, though. She lives with you! I thought you were 
doing some pixie rock star thing with the hair.”

“Expectations,” I said. “They told her I was a boy when I moved 
in, and she expected a boy, and I have the scars on my cheek, so that’s 
what she sees. You had no expectations. You just saw.”

“Look, I don’t care.” He stood above me. “I’ll testify for you and 
help put away that asshole who tried to kill you.” He apologized to 
Anna. “Excuse me for that. I’m sorry. But, he’s a really bad guy.”

Anna just nodded.
“I tried to think how she could possibly know me,” he explained 

to Anna for a moment. “I thought maybe this little girl’s grandma 
knew my mom or something like that. But her friend Dr. Wilkins says 
she’s an orphan and grew up here. Is that right?”

“I did know her mom years ago,” Anna said. “Dodge has an odd 
situation.”

“Anna,” I asked that gracious woman. “Is it okay if Mr. Willis stays 
for a few minutes? Can we get you something, Mr. Willis? Maybe 
a glass of water or cookies and milk or something? You want to sit 
down?”

“I have some lemonade,” Anna headed into the kitchen. “I’ll get 
you both lemonade.” 

Bruce pulled out the chair across from me and settled himself into 
it. “C’mon,” he grimaced. “Don’t do the ‘Mr. Willis’ thing.” 

I studied the familiar face across the table. So young. So much 
hair! He wore a plain black t-shirt, and he sat with his elbows on 
the table, eyebrows raised, waiting. Waiting for me to say something. 
Good grief, what was I going to tell him? The whole thing made me 
grumpy, and I saw that he could see it; he saw my distaste for this 
lousy job he’d given me. 

“So?” he asked.
It was the obvious question. I’d screwed up. I’d complimented him 

on a show that hadn’t come into the public eye. I’d recognized a guy 
who’d never appeared on television before. 

I slumped. “I need you to promise me something,” I said.
“I’m not promising anything,” he said.
The moment overwhelmed me. “I can’t believe I’m sitting here 

with you, talking to you about this,” I muttered out loud. “This is 
nuts. I’m sitting at a table with Bruce Willis.”

 “Kid, I’m gonna give you another black eye in a moment.”
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 “I’ve known Dr. Wilkins since I was six-years-old, and I still 
haven’t given him the answer to what you’re asking me,” I told him. 
“But you know what? It doesn’t matter, because I don’t know what 
happens to him in the future. But you, I do. I know what happens to 
you in the future. I mean. Some things. Not everything.”

“You know what happens to me in the future?” he squinted.
“You and lots of other people.” I rested my face in my arms and 

moaned.
“You just run your mouth and horse manure falls out. Is that what 

this is?” Bruce said.
I pulled my head up. “It’s true! I know about you, because you 

become super famous in the future.”
Bruce sighed. “You can’t feed me a bunch of junk and expect me 

to just give up and go away. I’m not going away.”
“It’s just facts. And it’s why I recognized you on the street when 

you walked by. And why I would know something like your birthday. 
And that you used to stutter.” 

He actually jolted at that last bit. “Yeah! Things like that!” Bruce 
leaned up on his elbows to get closer to me. His green eyes opened 
wide so that his forehead wrinkled up, and he spoke in a low, intense 
voice. “How did you know I stuttered? How would you know that!”

I met his gaze. I didn’t want to answer his question.
“How would you know about me!”
I sighed. Anna placed large glasses of lemonade before us, and I 

waited for her to sit down. But, she didn’t. She wandered back into 
the kitchen and abandoned me! Leaving me with Bruce Willis, who 
wanted to know the maddening, insane truth. I stared at him, and he 
just raised his eyebrows. Waiting.

I closed my eyes. I hated this.
“I want to tell you my secret now,” I whispered, a solemn, troubled 

child. “I see dead people.” I snorted and blew out my lips! I couldn’t 
do it! I tried to keep going, but I could barely blurt the rest. “Hahah… 
They’re walking around. They don’t know they’re dead!” I hid my face 
in my arms while my shoulders shook.

Of course he didn’t get it. How could he? He folded his arms 
across his chest and frowned, waiting for me to stop acting my age. 

“I’m sorry,” I squeaked. “I’m sorry. ‘Come out to the coast, we’ll 
get together, have a few laughs.’ Heeeee… ‘Yippee Ki-Yay.’ Say that.” 
I tried to breathe. “Would you? Would you say, ‘Yippee Ki-Yay’ for 
me?” I tried to take in air. I tried to take in big breaths and calm myself 
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while Bruce Willis glowered at me, irritated.
“I’m serious, kid.”
“Oh, c’mon, Bruce. I’m gonna tell you my huge secrets, and you 

won’t even say ‘Yippee Ki-Yay’ for me?”
“What? Yippee Ki-Yay? What is that?”
I let myself get out all the giggles. I took a drink of my lemonade, 

and I used my arm to wipe my eyes dry. “I’ve been on edge since the 
day you saved me in the alley, and here you come in and now I can 
laugh. Thanks.”

 He groaned. “C’mon, Dodge. I just want to know. Do you have 
a pal at the studio? What’s the deal? Do you sneak in and watch while 
we do scenes? Peek through files?”

“No,” I said. He wanted me to tell him that I was Harriet the Spy. 
I was a creeper. “No. I don’t even know where the studios are.”

“So? How did you know? I’m not leaving until you start spitting 
out some truth.”

“Interviews that take place years from now, when you’re famous.” 
I said. I didn’t bother to explain about the Internet. 

He sat back up, and he squinted at me.
“Wait. You’re saying you’re from the future? You know the future 

because you’re from the future? That’s your story?”
We sat and stared back at each other for a long moment. It was 

either tell him the truth or lie or get rid of him. I finally nodded. “It’s 
worse than that.” 

“You’re from the future?” he repeated. 
I nodded. 
Bruce just studied me for a minute, shaking his head the whole 

time. “Yeah, I don’t buy it.”
I sighed. “What don’t you buy?”
“Saul said you were his foster kid when you were six. You’d just 

turned six. And he said he was your… 12th foster home or some-
thing? You’ve been in foster care your whole life.”

“Saul? You mean Dr. Wilkins?” I’d never thought about his first 
name before.

“Yeah. You’re a foster kid. You’re not from the future.”
I closed my math book then, and I shoved it in front of him. 

“What does this say?”
“It says Statistics.”
“What rotten little 9-year-old foster child studies statistics?”
“A genius.”
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“Right, but I’m not really a genius. The truth, the full truth? You 
want to know what that is? The truth is that I grew up once already. 
That’s the truth. I was a chemist, and I ran a geochemistry lab. I got 
married and had three kids, and my oldest son’s birthday is March 
19th. Which is why I remember your birthday. And one day - for no 
clear reason - I woke up four-years-old again. Anna and Pastor Jack are 
the only ones who know.”

Bruce frowned at me. He just frowned at me for a minute. Then, 
he reached across the table and grabbed my math book, flipped it 
open, and skimmed down the page. He slid over my spiral notebook 
and started thumbing through the pages, scanning over the work I 
had penciled out.

 “Bruce,” I said. “On the Fourth of July weekend this year, a movie 
comes out called Back to the Future. I’ve watched that movie probably 
30 times. Michael J. Fox gets into a shiny DeLorean that’s been made 
into a time machine, and he gets stuck back in 1955. He has to find a 
way to get back to 1985. But me? There was no time machine. There 
was no DeLorean, and I don’t get to go back to the future. I just woke 
up one day in 1980 as a four-year-old, and I’m living my life all over 
again.”

“That… doesn’t happen,” Bruce shook his head. “That’s not real.”
“It does happen. It happened to me. It’s real.”
“Is this like an Invasion of the Body Snatchers thing? Did you take 

some kid’s body? Are you an alien?”
“What?” I grinned. “No. No, I’m not an alien. I’ve watched you 

on David Letterman. I’ve watched you on The Tonight Show. When 
you were in school a teacher started calling you Bruno. You had to say 
me llamo Bruno – because Bruno is the Spanish version of Bruce.”

“Shut up.” He shoved his chair back and stood up. “Seriously. 
Stop.”

I wanted to laugh, but I didn’t want to upset him. “Listen, I can 
prove it. I can prove that I know the future.”

“How!” he demanded. “How can you prove something crazy like 
that?”

“Because I...” I knew he married Demi Moore. I knew they had 
daughters. I knew his brother died. I couldn’t tell him those things.

“It’s 1985. Right?” I changed gears. “It’s 1985 and this guy Mike 
Tyson is going to win all his fights this year. Every single one. He just 
goes out and bashes the snot out of his oppontents.”

“Oppontents?”
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“Opponents,” I grinned. “Bam bam bam!! Mike Tyson. He’s got 
heavy eyebrows and he has a lisp. And Whitney Houston! Have you 
ever heard of Whitney Houston?”

Bruce shook his head.
“Ha! You will! And… New Coke! They bring out New Coke this 

summer, and it’s sweet like Pepsi and everybody hates it. The public is 
going to have a loud hatred for New Coke. So, then Coke will bring 
out the old formula and call it ‘Coca Cola Classic,’ and people will buy 
it like crazy. I think the whole thing is a brilliant marketing strategy.”

Bruce shook his head. He shook his head back into his chair across 
from me.

I sighed. “I have all my lifetime of memories as an adult, but I 
feel like a kid. It’s weird, because I feel like I’m a child, a ridiculously 
smart child, and I have only a vague sense of what it was like to be an 
adult. Except that I know things. I like to play with Legos and watch 
cartoons and read silly kids books, but I know things. And I’m super 
irritated that I have to go through puberty all over again in a couple 
of years.”

Bruce stared at me. Trying to decide what to think. “This guy, this 
boxer. Mike?”

“Tyson.”
“So, if I start watching his fights, you say he always wins.”
“Yep. He’ll be the heavyweight champion of the world.”
“And Whitney Houston? Does he beat Mike Tyson?”
“Ha! Whitney Houston is a she, and she’s a singer, and my friend 

Jassy Mercer got a Whitney Houston album for her 11th birthday in 
the fall of 1985. In a few months, she and I, the original me, are going 
to be dancing all over her living room singing like we’re in love with 
our teddy bears.”

At that point, Bruce rubbed his head with both hands. His head 
that still had hair on it. He got up, and he walked around the living 
room for a minute. 

“Say you’re telling the truth. Which is nuts, and I’m not saying I 
believe it.” He walked back and sat back down. “Then…then…you 
have a cool gift!”

I nodded. 
“It is a cool gift. An important gift! If you’re from the future, you 

remember things. You could stop serial killers.”
I shook my head. “It’s not so easy. I don’t remember enough.”
“You remember New Coke!”
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“Yeah, but what do you remember about the 1960s, Bruce?”
“Don’t change the subject.”
“No, listen. Do you remember the date of the moon landing? 

When Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin stepped out on the moon?”
Bruce stopped and thought about it. “It was July. In 1969.”
“Okay, that’s pretty good. But what if you had to remember the 

exact date?”
“It was a Sunday,” Bruce added. “Ed Sullivan didn’t come on. 

July… 20th? July 20th, 1969.”
“All right, you totally ruined my point. But before Reagan got 

shot, I couldn’t remember the date! I knew it was sometime in 1981 or 
1982, but I couldn’t remember anything else about it. Then one day 
it happened, and I had no way to warn anybody. I have to remember 
details to stop bad things from happening.”

“But you knew Reagan would get shot!” Bruce said. “That’s some-
thing.”

 “Or it’s nothing! I know there will be a bombing in Oklahoma 
City. It will kill a whole bunch of children, but I don’t remember the 
date! I think it’s 1995. I can’t remember! They pinned it on some guy 
named Timothy McVeigh, so maybe I could tell the FBI to watch 
him. But, they can’t surveil him for a whole year for no reason!”

“Still, you’re smart. If you were a chemist, that means you were 
smart your first time around. You could figure it out.”

I’d been dealing with all of it for five years, but my predicament 
was still new to him. “I think about it all the time, Bruce. Of course I 
do. But my memory isn’t good enough!” 

Bruce took a long drink from his glass and set it down again on 
the table. “This is really weird, kid.”

I took a deep breath and reached for my glass too. “Tell me about 
it.”

He thought about it for a moment. “I become a big-time actor?” 
“Huge. Way to go. Good for you.” 
Bruce held his empty lemonade glass and stared at the table top. 

I watched him working over the things that I’d told him, and I felt 
peculiar because he seemed so familiar. As far as my unconscious brain 
was concerned, he’d been hanging out in my living room all my life. 
I’d been spending time with him through a box for 35 years. I had 
never met him; he didn’t know me from Eve, and I didn’t know what 
he was like in real life. But my unconscious mind recognized him and 
assumed we were friends. It felt warm and comfortable to sit across 
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from him.
“I think you’re being pessimistic about what you remember,” he 

said finally. “What you know could be valuable, whether you realize 
it or not.” 

 “Maybe,” I shrugged. “Here’s the thing,” I tried to explain. “I 
want to stop terrorist attacks, but I’ve been wondering. What if I was 
always here all along, and so anything I do contributes to how the 
future played out in the first place?”

“Hmmm. That’s not what Kyle Reese told Sarah Connor.”
“Screw Kyle Reese! The Terminator is just a movie, and the movies 

are always wrong! The machines don’t take over and try to destroy us. 
There’s no nuclear war. The world isn’t flooded or iced over or taken 
over by apes. There’s no global meltdown. Maybe everything I do only 
leads to what already happened!”

“But what if you could change one thing? One horrible thing? 
What if you knew the identity of the Zodiac Killer in the future, and 
you were able to tell the FBI and they could catch the guy?”

I thought of September 11 and the Twin Towers and Pentagon 
and smashed Flight 93 in Pennsylvania. I had thought about them 
over and over again for five years. Could I stop the attacks? Did I have 
that power?

“I don’t know if I can change a single thing!” I said. “What if I 
can’t?”

“Don’t you have an obligation to try? At least try?” He stared at me 
with wide eyes until I finally nodded my head.

“Yes. Yes, of course. But I have to live long enough to get to the 
point that it matters that I know something.”

“Okay I get it. But I’m here to help.” Bruce’s eyes shifted to the 
left side of my face, where my new crescent-moon scar still shone red. 

“Really?” I said.
He shrugged. “Sure. I’m gonna wait for Mike Tyson. Tyson? And 

Whitney Houston to do their things…But, I … might believe you. 
And if you are who you say you are, you could be a real-life super hero. 
That’s something you shouldn’t waste.”

“Well, thanks.” I smiled wearily at him. I appreciated that. “Yip-
pee-Ki-Yay.”

“Yippee-Ki-Yay,” he repeated. 
Aw yeah. That made my night.
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I lived with Pastor Jack and Anna for two months. Two months. 
I missed Jorge and the girls and Jason. I missed Mama. I called and 
talked to them a lot, but I had to skip Jorge’s 10th birthday, and that 
infuriated me. I bought him G.I. Joes and mailed them to him, but I 
hated not being there. 

I resented Michael for making my home unsafe. Mike Tyson had 
his first professional fight on March 6th, which I’d totally missed in 
the middle of all this mess! 

Otherwise, it was good to rest in a peaceful home. I enjoyed the 
quiet and calm. I got all my schoolwork done without Jason climbing 
all over me, and I earned straight A’s. After six weeks, I had surgery to 
remove the plate from my face, and I healed from that. A solid pink 
mark rounded the outside of my left eye and cheek, but it came to be 
a part of my face, and I stopped staring at it every time I looked in 
the mirror.

I hadn’t phoned Mama for a couple of weeks. Then one day she 
called and asked me to come home. 

“Did they catch Michael?” I asked, hopeful.
No, she said. They hadn’t. “But, I think you are safe now,” she said.
“Is he dead?” I asked.
She laughed. “No. But, I want you to come home. I don’t want 

you to worry anymore.” 
Jack and Anna had never once suggested I should leave. In fact, 

they’d told me repeatedly I could stay as long as I needed, but I didn’t 
like taking advantage of them. Michael had to have given up by now, 
right? Maybe he’d moved out of state. Maybe he’d fled to Costa Rica 
like a decent person. 

The school semester had ended. I pulled together my duffel bag of 
clothes and my Dodgers backpack, and Jack drove me to Mama’s the 
next Sunday. 

“You sure you want to do this?” Jack said. “If they haven’t found 
Michael, that means he’s still out there.”
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“But, I’m not injured anymore. I can keep my eyes open,” I said.
Jack didn’t look happy about it. “I mean it, Sadie. You don’t have 

to go back yet. You can wait.”
“I miss my brothers and sisters,” I said. “I need them. And they 

need me. At least. I think they need me.”
Jack nodded. “They need you whole and undamaged, honey.”
“I know,” I said. 
He dropped me off and helped me unload my bike. “Sadie, hold 

on. Let me pray for you.”
I really loved it when Jack prayed. Some people pray, and you 

know they’re just saying words. Jack actually knew God, and it was 
easy to tell. Sometimes he and Anna bickered. Sometimes he forgot 
things. He was a normal human being, but something about him 
gave me a sense of security, as though big angels walked wherever he 
walked, and God Himself conducted his life. Or wrote the musical 
score. Something like that. I’d met too few pastors like Pastor Jack in 
my life, and it made me wish that I could be like him. I wanted big 
angels to follow me everywhere, and I wanted God Himself to be the 
conductor that directed the musical score of my life.

“Pray that God directs all my steps,” I said. “And pray that they 
catch Michael. And pray that he can’t do anything to hurt me again.”

So, Jack did just that. “Call me if you need anything,” he said after 
he gave me a final hug, and I nodded.

While he watched, I slung my bags over my shoulder and walked 
my bike through the gate to park it with the other bikes in the back 
yard. Then I ran through the back door into the house. 

“Hello Mama!” I shouted as I jogged into the kitchen. 
The emptiness shouted at me. The kitchen sparkled, and I felt like 

I’d entered a house for sale. The floors had been swept and mopped. I 
peeked into the bedrooms, pleased to see the kids had vacuumed their 
carpets. The clothes hung in neat, orderly rows in the closets, and 
when I washed my hands in the bathroom, no toothpaste or grime 
coated the sink. 

“Wow. They did so great.”
That didn’t seem right. I expected some clutter, some normal life 

messes. Maybe they’d just cleaned up to surprise me.
I opened the back door and double-checked outside. Yep, the kids’ 

bikes all sat parked by the wall, like I’d thought. Maybe they’d gone 
on a Sunday afternoon outing. So strange, because they expected me 
home. 
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I returned inside, and I finally looked into Mama’s room. Her 
sheets and blankets stretched flat and smooth across her freshly made 
bed. Her bed? Mama never made her bed. She washed the sheets every 
week or so, but daily bed-making did not happen. She didn’t care. 

Weird.
I decided to munch on some cereal and watch TV while I waited 

for them to come home. I poured my sugary mini-wheats into a bowl 
and reached into the fridge for the milk. As soon as I did, I couldn’t 
breathe. 

The world was filled with just the worst. The worst.
I stood in the fridge doorway for thirty seconds as cold air wafted 

onto me. I closed the door, ran down the hallway and slid open the 
drawers in Mama’s dresser. Five seconds later, I pulled on my backpack 
and slung my duffel bag over my shoulder, and I ran out the back door 
to my bike. 

“Mama!” I shook my head as I jumped on and started pumping 
out to the road. “Never choose your hormones over your brains!”

I didn’t have a clue what to do. “Direct me!” I begged God.
I rode my bike east out to Toluca Lake, then I decided to catch a 

bus. I stuck my bike on the front and rode north. When I got off, I 
rode around until I found a little diner. There I sat in a corner and ate 
a bowl of soup and piles of saltines for three hours. As dusk darkened 
the world outside, I used the counter phone to call Dr. Wilkins. 

“Can I come over?” I asked. 
“Dodge!” Dr. Wilkins said. “Your mother has been calling me all 

afternoon. Where are you?”
“Don’t call her back, Doc.”
“Okay, I won’t.”
“Can I come over?”
“Yes, of course!” he said.
“I can be there in 20 minutes. We’re synchronizing our watches. 

Okay? In exactly 20 minutes, I will show up at your back door, and 
you will be ready to let me in. Don’t show yourself before that. Got 
it?”

“Yes, paranoid child.”
“You told Mama you hadn’t seen me?”
“Yes!” he said. “Repeatedly.”
“She let him into the house!” I said. “She told me it was safe to 

come home, but that place is freaky clean and he’s got his beer in the 
fridge and his clothes in the dresser, and I want to talk to Jorge and 
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find out what’s really going on, but I can’t. Okay. I’ll see you in 20 
minutes.”

“Ah, I see. Twenty minutes. Go.”
I rode through the neighborhoods, up and down, wasting time. 

Two minutes before those 20 minutes were up, I biked to the doctor’s 
building from the east, stashed my bike between the dumpster and 
the wall, and 15 seconds overdue, I dashed up to the door. The good 
doctor opened it, and he led me up to his apartment.

“Lock it,” I said. “Quick. Quick.”
Dr. Wilkins clicked the door and the deadbolts into place, and I 

dropped my bags by the piano. 
Paranoid, yes. But rightfully so! 
“He’s not out there waiting for me. He’s probably at the house 

with Mama and the children,” I said. “I know. I know. I know I’m 
being a lunatic, but I panicked.”

“It’s okay,” Dr. Wilkins said. “It’s okay. I’m glad you came here.”
I grabbed the Rubik’s Cube that Mike had sent me, and I twisted 

it around and around until I made flowers on all sides. Mike had told 
me to keep it safe from jelly fingers, so I stored that colorful cube at 
Dr. Wilkin’s apartment, and it served the same purpose as a fidget 
spinner or squeeze ball in different decades. I twisted it around until I 
had a four-leaf clover in a blue background. Then I twisted it back so 
that all sides were solid. Then I twisted it into a four-leaf clover again.

“Do you want to talk about it?” the old gentleman asked. 
I shook my head. “Is it too late to play the piano?” I asked. “Will 

it make the neighbors mad?”
“Yes,” he smiled. “Yes, it will make the neighbors mad.”
“Okay then,” I said. I twisted the Rubik’s Cube back so that all the 

sides were solid. Then I made them all checkerboard pattern, then I 
twisted them back.

“Dodge, my dear,” Dr. Wilkins said. “Are you hungry? Do you 
want to eat?”

“No,” I shook my head. “My stomach is too twisted.” 
“Would some tea help?”
I drew in a massive breath and let it out. “Okay.”
We sipped our warm drinks at the table in the tiny kitchen, and 

Dr. Wilkins tried to joke with me. Finally, he shook his head and 
asked, “Are you ready for bed? Or are you ready to talk about how to 
handle this?”

My head wobbled back and forth. “I don’t want to think right 
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now. I feel safe, and I’m exhausted. Thank you, Doc.”
I kissed that good, warm, wrinkled face, then I stumbled into my 

old bedroom and fell asleep in minutes.
I slept until 8:00 a.m. We sat at the table again the next morning 

over eggs and toast, and this time we talked it out. 
“Okay! Let’s help me get all of our facts straight,” the wise man 

said. “You are supposed to be at your mother’s house. Correct?”
“Correct.”
“But, based on clues you spied when you walked in, you believe 

she has allowed the return of El Diablo.”
“Roger that.”
“Who tried to choke you to death in yonder alley in March.” He 

waved his hand loosely in the direction of the café down the road.
“Yes.”
“And this terrifies you.”
“Obviously.”
“Now! Your mother has urged you to return, despite these facts, 

because she believes the promises of El Diablo that it was all just a big 
misunderstanding, and he will not hurt you.”

“You are so smart, Doc! I know that’s what it is. He convinced her. 
She should know better! But, he still managed to convince her.”

“And she still doesn’t know you’re a female child.”
“Yes,” I moaned. “Please leave me alone about that.”
“Anything else?”
“I have superpowers.”
“Well, we all knew that.” He rolled his eyes. 
I peered at him for a second, wondering what he did know. He 

had brains in that aged head. “So, what do I do now, Doc?”
“I think you need to let your beloved mother know you are safe.”
“Yes. But not yet.”
“And Pastor Jack. Because she probably called him half a dozen 

times too.”
“Of course! That’s right, that’s why I didn’t call him yesterday.”
“And … the police. So, they can go find Michael. I believe he has 

an outstanding warrant for his arrest.”
“Oh! Good idea!”
“I always have good ideas.”
“And one more thing, sir,” I said. “I want to find out if the kids are 

okay. As soon as possible. I want to talk to Jorge.”
He nodded. “I think that’s important too, and we can manage it in 
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a most surreptitious manner. First, call Pastor Jack and let him know 
you’re safe. Then, give me the phone.”

After I hung up with Jack, Dr. Wilkins began calling Mama. The 
answering machine beeped in his ear the first two times. At 3:30, one 
of the girls picked up, and Dr. Wilkins asked for Jorge. 

“He’s in his room,” Tamika said cheerily. “But, Mama’s here.”
Dr. Wilkins talked to Mama and learned that they hadn’t heard 

a word from me. “Maybe Dodge is in danger. Call the police,” Dr. 
Wilkins urged her.

No. Mama believed that I was just being naughty and hiding out 
somewhere.

“Okay,” he said. “Please call if Dodge returns.”
“Wow,” I said after he hung up. “She’s home early. They’re all 

home early.” 
Dr. Wilkins phoned every two hours. At 9:30 p.m., he made his 

final call of the day, and Jorge answered.
“Hi Jorge,” Dr. Wilkins nodded quickly at me. “Sorry it’s late.”
I slipped across the kitchen floor and stuck my head next to Dr. 

Wilkin’s ear so I could hear what Jorge said. 
“No problem,” Jorge said. He sounded tired. Listless. 
“I want to ask you about Dodge, Jorge,” Dr. Wilkins asked.
“I don’t know where he is!” Jorge insisted, almost wailed, as though 

he’d been asked that question over and over and over. As though Dr. 
Wilkins had poked his sore spot. 

“No, son, I know,” Dr. Wilkins said. “I know. It’s okay. It’s not 
your fault.”

“I don’t know where he is,” Jorge repeated, and I wanted to reach 
through the phone and hug him.

“Jorge, are you alone in the house right now?”
“No,” Jorge mumbled. 
“Are the adults there?”
“Yeah, I’ll get-”
“Wait. Wait, Jorge. It’s you I want to talk to.” 
“I don’t know,” Jorge whimpered. “I haven’t seen him in two 

months.”
“Shh. Shh. I believe you,” Dr. Wilkins said. “Are you alone in the 

room?”
“Yes.”
“Now, Jorge. Dodge always told me you were smart. Just listen. I 

want you to write down a number. Do you have a pencil?”
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“Um. Yeah.”
The doctor spoke out the phone number twice, slowly. He then 

asked Jorge, “Okay, stick that number in your pocket. The person on 
the other end will be able to help Dodge, but this is top secret stuff 
and you can’t tell anybody. As soon as you can get to a pay phone, go 
there and call the number. It doesn’t matter how late you call. If you 
agree to do this, I want you to repeat back to me, ‘Yes, sir. We’ll call if 
we hear from him.’”

“Yes, sir. We’ll call if we hear from him.”
“Good lad. Now hang up.”
I let out a deep breath and panted for a minute. I realized I’d been 

holding my breath throughout the conversation.
“Whose number is that?” I asked, puzzled. “Who will he call from 

the phone booth?”
“Me,” Dr. Wilkins said. “It’s my business line.”
“Oh!” I said.
Dr. Wilkins nodded. “And now we wait.”
We tried to read, but neither of us could focus. In the end, Dr. 

Wilkins pulled out a deck of cards, and we played cribbage, one game 
after another, for 90 long minutes. I felt guilt over Jorge. The grief in 
his voice made me wonder what he’d gone through the two days I’d 
been missing.

Dr. Wilkins was close to winning his third game against me when 
the phone rang.

“Hello!” Dr. Wilkins grasped the phone at his desk. “Hello?”
I rushed to his side to listen.
“Hi?” the boy’s voice on the other end shivered with nerves. Or 

cold.
“Are you safe, Jorge?” Dr. Wilkins asked. “Are you safe? Are you 

alone? If you’re not, press any button.”
No buttons beeped in our ear. “I’m okay. I’m alone. Do you know 

where Dodge is? Can you help him?”
“She’s just fine, Jorge. No more pretenses. She’s just fine. But, 

Dodge wants to know if you’re okay. She’s worried about you.”
“Can… Can I talk to her?” Jorge asked honestly, a sob in his voice. 

“Can you put her on?”
 Dr. Wilkins handed me the phone.
“Jorge,” I said. “It’s me. I’m okay. Are you all right?”
“I’m so glad it’s you!” he said. “Thank God. I was so scared!”
“Has Michael hurt you?” I asked.
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“…He just wants to know where you are.”
“He has! He’s been hurting you!” 
“You were supposed to come home yesterday, and we got home 

and you weren’t there. But I was glad, Dodge! I was glad you left. I 
can’t convince Mama that she’s wrong to believe Michael. And you 
shouldn’t be around him!”

“What did he do to you?” I asked. “Are the kids all safe?”
“Mama keeps telling me it will be okay, but she doesn’t know that 

he acts different when she’s not around. He’s always nice when she’s 
there, but I never know how he’s gonna be when she’s gone. He loses 
his temper. He slapped Shamisha yesterday when she spilled her milk, 
and I wanted to kill him.”

“He’s got a warrant for his arrest, Jorge, and we’re gonna call the 
cops to go get him. Does he stay at home all day? Is your schedule the 
same?”

“He’s not there all day. He leaves in the morning, but he’s there 
when I get home after school.”

“Okay. Can you and the girls go to the park after school? Ride 
your bikes down to the park when school lets out, and when you get 
there, use a pay phone to call this number again.”

“I can do that. But Dodge? Would you come see us at the park? 
Would you meet us?”

I weighed the danger. “Sure, I’ll meet you there. That’s better than 
a phone call anyway. As soon as you get out of school, ride over there, 
and I’ll meet you.”

“Okay.” Jorge sounded relieved. “It’s like there’s a big hole at home 
since you left. Everybody misses you.”

Tears rimmed up in my eyes. “Yeah, I miss you too.” I had one 
more thing to say. “You know, when I came in today, you guys had the 
house really clean. I mean. Really clean. I was impressed.”

Jorge didn’t say anything for a few seconds. “Yeah,” he said. “It’s 
cold out, and I gotta get some sleep. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
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Of course, things didn’t work the way I intended. Not even a little 
bit. Dr. Wilkins and I reached the park at 3:30, and we waited and 
waited, expecting the kids to show up on their bikes around 4:00. No. 
No Jorge and Tamika and Shamisha. By 4:30, I knew something had 
gone wrong. 

Maybe it was the security of Dr. Wilkins’ presence, but I felt ten 
times safer than I had while hiding out over my soup and crackers the 
day before. I’d been so afraid of Michael for so long, and now I felt 
okay. I felt like I could handle being in the same room with him.

“We need to go to my house,” I told him.
“No,” Dr. Wilkins said.
“We have to,” I insisted. “I’ll go in the house and face him. He 

won’t hurt me with Mama there, especially after he promised her I’d 
be safe. He’s been trying to win her back. You make the phone call for 
the police, and I’ll be there to make sure the kids are safe. Michael’s so 
unpredictable, I just want to make sure they’re out of the house when 
the cops come.”

 “Dodge Journey Spicer. I’m not letting you go in there alone,” Dr. 
Wilkins protested.

“Then, call the house and ask if you can come and visit. Call after 
I get there, so that you can be excited I’m home safe, and you want to 
come see me.”

“What if your mother doesn’t want me to visit?”
“I’ll sneak the kids out my bedroom window. Don’t worry.”
Dr. Wilkins’ wrinkles deepened, if that were possible. He glared 

down at me beside him on that park bench.
“Let’s call the police right now. You’re the only one in real danger.”
“You’re wrong, Doc! Why aren’t the kids here?”
The old composer agreed in the end, because I threatened to go 

by myself. We took the bus, and I led Dr. Wilkins to the convenience 
store three blocks from my house. 

“Please wait half an hour,” I said. “Call the cops, then call Mama.”
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“Half an hour!” he said.
“I can’t just walk in there and pull the kids out. I have to play it 

cool. Give me a half hour.”
“This is too much stress for an old man, Dodge. I play music for a 

reason. Pleasant, warming music. I don’t go on high-speed chases and 
shoot bad guys.”

On Sunday, I’d felt exposed and vulnerable. Mama had wanted me 
to come home, and Michael had been willing to use that opportunity. 
Today, he didn’t expect me, and that gave me an advantage.

 I trotted down our road, past the vacant lot where Michael had 
banged me against the fence. I ran up to the front door, and I tried the 
doorknob. Locked. Darn. I reached up, and I knocked.

A few seconds later, Mama opened the door, and tears instantly 
erupted into her eyes. Tamika slid into the doorway next. She screamed 
in delight and leaped at me and wrapped her arms around my neck. 
Shamisha jumped on me a moment later, and I had to grab the door-
frame, or they’d have knocked me off the steps.

“Hahhahaha,” I laughed and wrapped my arms around both girls 
as Mama’s Spanish thundered down on me.

“Where’s Jason!” I hauled the girls into the house “Jason! You 
here?”

“Dodge!” The little boy ran in and flung his arms around my waist, 
and we all flopped onto the kitchen floor, a pile of arms and legs and 
warmth and joy. For that little moment, I felt that Michael had no 
power. I had my babies back, and I grabbed each one and kissed their 
faces over and over.

Mama stopped thundering as she watched us, and she began to 
laugh. Jorge had joined her, and he grinned at me for a moment. But, 
I saw it. I saw the strain around his eyes, the concern. He glanced 
down the hall and back at me, and I knew that El Diablo readied to 
emerge from his cave. I took some deep breaths, and I pulled Jason 
onto my lap and wrapped my arms around his warm little chest.

“You’ve got so many freckles!” Tamika laughed at me.
“So do you!” I teased her. 
“No, I don’t,” she grimaced. “You’re weird.”
“Come on, mijo,” Mama said to me. “I want a hug too. And then 

I want to pinch off your head for scaring me and disappearing for two 
days! Two days! I should lock you in your room for a month!”

I melted into Mama’s softness and let her hold me, all the while 
knowing I’d have to face the dragon she’d let back into the house.
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“I love you, Mama. I didn’t mean to scare you. I was scared.”
“I know, mijo. I know. But you don’t have to be scared. I want you 

to trust me, baby.”
I watched down the hall as she pulled me to her, and Michael 

emerged from Mama’s bedroom door. He wouldn’t breathe fire and 
smoke right then. I knew it, but I felt my blood pumping anyway. My 
heart didn’t care that five loving family members surrounded me. It 
pounded harder just the same.

“Well!” Michael used his cheeriest voice, his face wide in a smile. 
“The prodigal has returned! Where’s the fatted calf?”

I couldn’t say a thing. Mama released me, and I stood and watched 
that big man walk toward me. I flashed back to the alley, and my face 
insta-ached. It reminded me of the way a song on the radio could 
splash my memory with the smells of sunscreen and saltwater. The 
sight of Michael washed a moment of woozy agony over me.

“So, you ran off and hid for two days,” Michael nodded down at 
me, as friendly as can be. “You worried Mama, son. It was shameful 
to treat her that way.”

I turned to Mama, honestly sorry for that part of it. “I’m sorry, 
Mama,” I said.

“Well, supper is ready!” Michael declared. “I think it’s time we 
all sat down and enjoyed it! Dodge, help Jorge bring the food to the 
table.”

Somebody had fried potatoes and onions and sausages and cut up 
a salad, and we set the table and carried the dishes across the kitchen 
while Mama had the little ones wash their hands in the bathroom. I 
wanted to whisper some of my plan to Jorge, but Michael stood there 
and watched us.

“Gentlemen, we’re not going to have any problems?” The  big man 
met my eyes first before he turned to Jorge. The hostility behind those 
eyes hadn’t dissipated a smidge, and Jorge and I both saw it. Blinded 
by swirling, washing hormones and eternal hope, Mama couldn’t see, 
and we knew that too. We complied by shaking our heads, “No.”

Which was a lie. I had every intention of causing problems. 
We behaved ourselves for the moment. I had planned to be good 

until the wise doctor made his phone call, and for the moment I sim-
ply sat down at the table with Tamika on one side and Shamisha on 
the other. Jason climbed onto my lap, and we ate our potatoes and 
sausages and salad. Jason didn’t adore the salad, but he obediently 
chewed on a few bites of lettuce. I took the opportunity to rub my 



258

Amy The Joy

fingers through his fuzzy hair, enjoying the very fact that I could do 
it again. The girls kept giggling and slipping food onto my plate. I’d 
missed them. My heart swelled because I loved them so much in all 
their silly mischief.

“So, where did you go?” Michael finally asked as we munched our 
food. “Where does a boy go hang out for two days?”

“Oh, Michael,” Mama put her hand on his arm. “He’s back. He’s 
safe. I don’t even care. I just wanted him home.”

“I know Mia,” Michael said. “I’m just curious. He’s supposed to 
come home, and then he just – boom – disappears? Without leaving 
a note? Without calling?” 

“I really am sorry I scared you, Mama.”
“If I’d done something thoughtless like that,” Michael wiped his 

mouth with his napkin, “you know what my father would have done?”
I honestly didn’t want to know. 
“Michael, please,” Mama said again. “Please let it go. Dodge, we 

have cherry pie and ice cream.”
“Would you like me to get it?”
“Go ahead, Dodge,” Mama said. “Jorge, help him.”
Jorge and I jumped up and started clearing the food from the 

table. The girls took the dirty plates to the sink, and Jorge handed 
them each a small pile of bowls. They placed the bowls around the 
table, and Jorge and I brought down the desert. 

“Mama, do you want Michael to cut up the pie?” I asked her. 
“Oh, that’s a good idea. Everybody hand your bowl to Michael, 

and he can serve the pie and ice cream.”
I don’t know if the girls and Jason noticed the tension. I felt it. 

Jorge felt it. Mama had to feel it too, she just wanted her imagination 
to manifest as reality, no matter what her practical, wise side said. 
Jorge and I knew that a dragon… no… a stratovolcano puffed at the 
end of the table, dishing cherry pie and ice cream into white Corelle 
bowls. The thing about puffing volcanoes is they blast open sooner or 
later and - kaboom - they annihilate everything around them. 

I ate my dessert but I didn’t taste it. I saw the explosion of Mount 
St. Helens in my mind. I watched as the forests of trees flashed down 
like toothpicks before that scorching cloud of ash and debris. When 
my vision returned to the table, I found Michael’s eyes on me. What 
had he planned?

“You want me and Dodge to do the dishes tonight, Mama?” Jorge 
asked, and I felt grateful to him. We needed some side-by-side time.
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“No,” Michael answered instead. “It’s Dodge’s first night back. You 
wash the dishes with Tamika. Shamisha can clear the table. Mama and 
I need to talk to Dodge.”

I saw Jorge’s whole countenance slump. We had to discuss plans, 
but he didn’t dare disobey. I decided I had to get us all sent to our 
rooms as soon as possible. 

Michael gently took Mama’s hand and led her to the living room. 
I followed, but I didn’t sit down. Michael and Mama settled onto 
the couch, and I stood before them. I didn’t dare look at my watch. I 
didn’t dare look at the phone. Dr. Wilkins had to be calling any min-
ute now.

“Dodge,” Michael began. “Things are going to be a bit different 
around here from now on. You’re out of school, so you need to be 
home every day. You’re going to be watching Jason, and Mama and 
I don’t want you going anywhere. We want you to stay here, because 
this running off all around the valley is crazy. You’re nine-years-old.”

“It really is, baby,” Mama said. “You go to Burbank! You go to Van 
Nuys! This is too dangerous.”

“You need to stay close to home. I want to be able to go out on the 
steps and call for you and have you come home like every other kid in 
this neighborhood.”

I didn’t bother to argue. I didn’t nod. I didn’t respond at all. 
“I know you want your piano lessons,” Mama went on. “But, it’s 

too far! I don’t want you riding your bike out there anymore.”
I took a deep breath, and I just met her gaze and didn’t say a 

thing. What was Michael’s goal in all of this? Did he honestly want 
me within arm’s length at all times, or was he trying to pick a fight? 
Smother me, hold me back, drive me crazy? I was almost always home 
before Mama anyway. It was Michael who got home early.

“You can keep working on the garden,” Michael said. “You can 
visit neighbors if you tell us where you’re going first. But, I mean it 
Dodge. You need to be able to hear us when we call. Understand?”

You know what was funny? Michael made me want to believe 
him. I listened to him and how he sounded so reasonable, so parental. 
I almost doubted my own memories. It took a quick flash back to 
our minute in the alley to keep the truth fresh, but Dr. Jekyll hid Mr. 
Hyde so well!

This ruse had to be a step in his runaway-Dodge plan. That’s what 
it was. He’d stifle me with a million rules. Then kill me. Then tell 
Mama I ran away. I knew it, but I still felt moved by his concerned 
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voice. He deserved an award for this performance. 
“Answer Michael, baby,” Mama said. “I know you understand 

what he just said to you.” 
The phone rang.
“I’ll get it,” I said. Without waiting for permission, I ran to the 

phone and grabbed it off the hook.
“Hello? … Oh, hi Dr. Wilkins!” I said with natural enthusiasm. 

“Yes, sir. I’m home.”
“Dodge, I’m sorry,” Dr. Wilkins said through the receiver. “I don’t 

know Michael’s full name. I called, and they wanted details about him 
that I didn’t know. I’ve never tipped off the police before!”

“Me either,” I said. Then I covered myself for the benefit of the 
adults in the living room. “Yes. I know. I know Mama was worried 
about me…” I gritted my teeth.

“You don’t have to stay there,” Dr. Wilkins said. “Let me speak to 
your mother. I’ll talk her into letting you spend a few days with me.”

“Yes, Dr. Wilkins. She’s here. Just a moment.” I held the phone 
out to Mama. “He wants to talk to you.”

Mama started to get up, but Michael placed his hand on her knee.
“Just tell him Mama will call him back,” he said. 
Geez, this guy. I wanted to throat punch him.
“Dr. Wilkins, Mama needs to call you back. Is there a number 

where she can reach you?” I grabbed a pencil and paper. “Okay. I’ll 
write it down.” 

Dr. Wilkins read off the payphone number, then he hissed, “Am I 
actually supposed to sit by this pay phone?” 

“Yes, sir,” I answered. “She’ll call you back.”
“Dodge, you’re driving me crazy. Are you safe? Are you getting the 

kids out?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. I’ll talk to you soon, Doc. Thanks. Good night.”
I hung up and returned to finish the description of house arrest 

that Michael and Mama had planned for me. 
Michael continued to talk, and I honestly didn’t hear any of it. I 

stood before him, trying to decide the best mode of action. The police 
tip-off hadn’t worked. They weren’t coming. 

 “…I think you should be grounded to the house for the next 
week. Mia, what do you think?”

“You did scare us, Dodge,” Mama said. “That was wrong of you.”
Our simple little plan had failed. Should I pacify Michael? Should 

I make a fuss and get myself sent to my room? Should I encourage the 
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volcanic eruption so that Mama wanted him gone as much as we all 
did?

I’m not really good at chess. I can play strategically for awhile, but 
then I get impatient. I’ll take out an enemy bishop even if it’s protected 
by a rook so that mass slaughter follows. Then, after we’ve wiped out 
half of each other’s armies, I can proceed with strategy again. I saw the 
net that Michael was stretching out for me, and I made a decision. Dr. 
Wilkins would have forbidden it, but I was tired of the chess game.

“Michael,” I asked, “how many of the kids have you hit?”
“What?” he sat up.
“Shamisha!” I called out. “Come in here real quick!”
Like a peach, Shamisha trotted in.
“What did Michael do when you knocked over your milk the 

other day?”
Shamisha stopped still, like a statue. She side-glanced at Michael, 

and then at Mama, and then at me, and she didn’t say anything. 
“It’s okay, Shamisha,” I said. “You can say it out loud. We already 

know the answer.”
She only shook her head.
“He smacked you, didn’t he?” I said. “You can say it. It’s true. You 

know what Michael did to me, Shamisha? See this scar on my face? He 
punched me. He broke my face, and I had to have surgery.”

I saw the pressure building in the volcano on the couch.
“It’s okay, Shamisha,” I said. “Go ahead and go to your room.” She 

did. She ran.
“That wasn’t Michael,” Mama said from the couch. “Dodge, that 

wasn’t Michael who did that to you.”
“Jorge!” I shouted. “What did Michael do to you Sunday night 

when I didn’t come home, and he couldn’t find me. Did he hit you? 
Did he threaten you? What did he do?”

Jorge had his hands deep in suds. He twisted to look back at me, 
and I saw the shock on his face, as though I’d just poked a mean dog 
with a stick.

“They’re terrified of him,” I said to Mama. “He slapped Shamisha. 
I’m pretty sure he’s been beating Jorge. He’s a narcissist and one day 
he’ll turn on you too.”

The lava in the volcano had heated Michael’s face, and the veins 
started to stick out on his neck and forehead. But, he held it in. He 
didn’t explode.

“Dodge,” he said evenly. “I think it’s time you go to your room.”
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“Okay,” I said. 
I didn’t head down the hall, though. I jogged over to Jorge and 

Tamika at the sink.
“Go to your room now!” Michael barked behind me.
“Get Shamisha and Jason. All of you go out the window,” I hissed 

to them. “Go to Mr. Sanchez’s house and stay there.”
“Now, Dodge!” Michael shoved off the couch and started my way. 

I jogged toward the hall, toward my room, but he grabbed my arm.
“When I tell you to do something…” He cut himself off as he 

hauled me back into the living room, and he stood before Mama with 
my arm grasped in his fist. We stood there, he my accuser, and she the 
final judge.

“Dodge,” Mama said. “Why do you always say such terrible things 
about Michael? He loves these children. You say things about Michael 
that are not true, Dodge.”

“It’s not about me, Mia,” Michael shook his head. “I don’t want 
him manipulating you.”

“Mama, I’ll go to my room,” I said. “I just wanted to say good 
night to Tamika.”

Grief tightened Mama’s face and the tears pulsed up in her eyes 
again. “Michael,” Mama said. “Just send him to his room. It’s been a 
long day, and he’s normally a very good boy.”

I watched as Jorge and Tamika finished up the dishes.
“Let me help them wipe down the counters, Mama. Then I’ll go 

to my bedroom.”
Michael refused to release my arm until Mama nodded at me, 

then I ran in and grabbed a rag. “I’ve got a plan,” I breathed to Jorge 
as I wiped the counter beside him. “I can’t do it until you guys leave. 
I’ll meet you at Mr. Sanchez’s house in 30 minutes.”

“He’s gonna kill you,” Jorge said.
“I have a plan. I need you to get them out.”
Jorge rinsed out the sink. I wiped down the rest of the counter and 

started on the stove. As Jorge walked past me, he whispered, “Thirty 
minutes.”

I didn’t plan to take that long, but I needed Jorge to wait and not 
come back looking for me.

The children had all disappeared. The kitchen looked clean, and I 
returned to Mama and the volcano in the living room. The moment 
I met Michael’s eyes, I wanted to burst the lid off that bubbling lava.

“Mama, I love you,” I faced her. “I think you’re wonderful. You 
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need to tell Michael to leave. You apologized for putting me in danger, 
and now you’ve let him back in.”

Michael’s breaths came faster, but I refused to look at him. I kept 
my eyes on Mama. 

“Oh baby,” she said, “Michael is a good man. You have been so 
bad, Dodge. Why are you so bad when he’s around?”

“Because he’s evil, Mama. I don’t understand why you believe him. 
He punched me. He broke my face. He choked me.”

“I told you, Mia,” Michael couldn’t keep the rage out of his voice. 
“You’ve let him run around doing whatever he wants, and it’s not 
about me. He has no respect for you.”

“You are so rude,” Mama told me again. “You are so rude, mijo.”
“You’re a con artist, Michael,” I decided to direct my words to El 

Diablo myself. “You know you’re a liar. You know you beat my face 
in, and now you’re beating on these children here! I’m not going to let 
you do it. I’m not going to let you lie to Mama!”

He couldn’t take my accusations in front of the woman he wanted. 
He couldn’t handle it. Michael lunged for my arm, but I danced out 
of the way. He caught the back of my shirt and jerked me off my feet. 
Then, he started marching me toward the front door. “I need to have 
a talk with him, Mia,” he said.

“No!” I wailed. “If he takes me outside, he’ll kill me. Mama!”
“Shut up!” Michael roared. 
“He’ll say I ran away, but he’s going to kill me!”
I didn’t know if he intended to end me right then, but I didn’t 

care. I threw my arms up and thrashed and wriggled until I wriggled 
right out of my shirt. 

Michael swiped at me, but I dodged and ran straight to Mama’s 
room and slammed the door. I turned the lock and dove under the 
bed, pulling out the little black suitcase hidden under there.

In a moment, Michael stood on the other side of the door, and 
the knob rattled as he jiggled it over and over again. “Boy, you better 
come out of there, or I’ll break your legs. Open up!” He called me the 
worst names on the other side of that door, his voice growing louder 
and louder.

I set the small case on the bed and thumbed the numbers into 
place on the combination lock. I’d shamed Mama last year when I 
found it, because she hadn’t turned the numbers out of position. “Any 
of the kids could have opened it!” I’d told her. My hands shook badly 
now, and I had a hard time clicking open the clasps. But, I did it, 
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and I pulled out Mama’s 9mm. It wasn’t my Colt 1911 back home 
in Idaho - that thing had real knock-down power. Still, Mama’s 9mm 
would do.

Mama started crying out in the kitchen, begging Michael to calm 
down. Michael ignored her and thumped even louder, hammering the 
door now, using colorful terms to threaten me with dismemberment 
and sexual assault.

The magazine still held the bullets I’d loaded in March. I’d shoved 
in at least six, and I hoped that’s all I needed. I slammed the mag into 
the gun and pulled hard to jack a bullet into the chamber. I retreated 
to the wall across from the door and waited for the inevitable. 

It came. Michael gave a heavy kick and the door broke open and 
bounced against the wall. I held that gun with both hands stretched 
out in front of me, and as soon as the door opened, I shot the ceiling 
above his head. 

BAM!
The shot blasted through the room, through my eardrums, 

through my head, like a thunderclap in the brain. Darn! I needed ear 
protection!

Michael ducked and stared at the hole in the ceiling. Then, he 
yelled at me. “Dodge, you put that thing down before you hurt some-
body!” 

My ears sang as hairs in my inner ear died. I’d just destroyed my 
ability to hear at certain frequencies. Ear protection!

“Mama, call 911!” I hollered down the hall. “Call 911 now!” I 
kept my arms extended, and I pointed that gun at Michael’s chest. 
In my memory, I heard the ancient principle: “Never point a gun at 
somebody unless you’re gonna shoot him.”

“Get on the ground,” I told Michael. “Get on the ground!”
He didn’t move! 
“Dodge,” he said. “Put the gun down.”
So I shot again.
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A small portion of me honestly wanted to shoot him in the chest - 
center of mass - and just kill him. Then, I wouldn’t have to fight with 
him or deal with his crazy anymore. I could claim self-defense: that 
was no problem. I plain felt that Michael deserved a little killing. 

There were a few things that stopped me. First, I worried the bullet 
might zip straight through Michael and accidentally hit Mama down 
the hall behind him. Second, Mama still loved him, and I didn’t want 
to shoot Mama’s lover right in front of her. Third, we’d have to move 
if I killed him, because Mama wouldn’t sleep in a house where some-
body had bled to death all over her bedroom floor. These thoughts 
flashed through my head as the high hum from the first gun blast rang 
in my ears.

So, I shot the floor between Michael’s feet and screamed, “GET 
ON THE GROUND!”

He did it. He dropped to his stomach on the carpet.
“Stretch out your arms and legs,” I told Michael. “And don’t you 

dare move. If you move, I will shoot you. I hope you move so I CAN 
SHOOT YOU!” 

I heard Mama crying in the kitchen, talking to the 911 operator. I 
glanced up at her wall clock, and I wondered what the police response 
time was. 

Michael kept trying to talk to me, and I wanted to kick him in the 
head. But, I didn’t. I stood against the wall a good 10 feet back and 
held the gun on him. I didn’t want that big man to lunge at me and 
make me shoot him. Or worse, lunge at me and get ahold of me and 
bludgeon me to death with the gun. 

“Are they coming, Mama?” I shouted. 
She appeared cautiously at the end of the hall. “Oh Dodge!” She 

pleaded,“You will be in so much trouble when the police get here. Put 
down the gun!”

“Stay there, Mama. If he moves, I have to kill him so he can’t hurt 
me!” I hollered. 
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Anything. Anything to keep that man still.
“Sing something, Michael,” I said. “Sing a song.”
“A song?” he shrieked. “Sing a song?”
“To pass the time. Because if you move, I will blow your head off. 

Or tell a joke. Do you know a good joke? Tell me a joke so that I don’t 
have to blow your head off.”

“You don’t want to do that, Dodge,” he said. “Put down the gun.”
“No me jodas, cabrón!” I said.
Michael told me a joke. 
“You want a joke? I’ll tell you a joke. You, Dodge. You’re a joke.”
“Now we’re getting somewhere,” I said. “Tell another one.”
He cursed at me, but then he took a breath and astonished me by 

telling an actual joke. A kid’s joke. 
“What’s Yoda’s last name?”
“What?” I said.
“Lay-hee-hoo.”
I gave a nervous chuckle. “Any others?”
“F- you. I’m the joke king. I have more jokes than you have days 

in your life. What did Adam say the night before Christmas?”
“I don’t know.”
“It’s Christmas, Eve.”
It turned out that the police response time in our neighborhood 

for a nine-year-old holding a gun on a grown man was seven minutes. 
Seven long long minutes. I started singing Christmas carols, because 
we both knew the words, and that made the time pass more quickly. 
Also, I wanted to keep Michael’s mind occupied so he couldn’t plot 
against me.

“Joy to the world,” Michael sang, his face on the carpet. “The Lord 
is come. Let earth receive her King.”

As the police pulled up outside, I realized they might see me as the 
criminal and not the victim. “Mama! Tell them I’m just scared, and 
I’ll drop the gun when they come in!” She opened the door and talked 
to them, and as they entered I raised my hands and tossed the gun to 
the other side of the bed. 

“He’s back here!” I told them. “He’s back here on the floor!” 
I wanted them to handcuff Michael right away, but they didn’t. 

He showed no aggression, and Mama’s wailing on the phone prepared 
them to stop a homicidal nine-year-old. So, they didn’t handcuff him. 
The younger officer pulled Michael away to my bedroom to question 
him.
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A sturdy, older black officer remained behind with me. I read his 
name tag. Clifford. He closed Mama’s bedroom door and pointed to 
her bed. 

“Take a seat,” he said. I sat on the corner of the bed as his angry 
eyes surveyed the bedroom. He gazed first at the hole in the ceiling 
and then the hole in the floor. “Where’s the gun?” he asked.

“On the other side of the bed,” I said.
 Officer Clifford walked around and leaned over to pick it up. He 

removed the mag and the bullet from the chamber. He then proceed-
ed to lecture me about the dangers of guns. They weren’t toys. They 
were deadly. I could have killed somebody. He’d recently gone to the 
scene were an 11-year-old had accidentally shot his brother.

“That boy will have to live the rest of his life knowing he killed his 
brother!” the officer yelled at me. 

I listened, worried about what Michael was telling the other cop. 
“I had a foster father who worked with the sheriff’s office,” I said when 
Officer Clifford let me speak. “He taught me gun safety. We’d go to 
the firing range, and I’ve shot everything, so I don’t play with guns. I 
used that 9mm to protect myself from Michael.”

“You shot holes in the house to protect yourself?” 
 “The man your officer has in the next room?” I pointed. “I’m little 

and I can’t fight him! I had to make him believe I’d shoot him, or he’d 
have beaten me to death.”

The officer studied me. “Is that what happened? Was he beating 
you?”

I shook my head. “Not today. No, but he gave me this scar on my 
face,” I pointed at my cheek. “Last time Michael beat me up, he broke 
my face and tried to choke me. There’s a warrant for his arrest! Please. 
Please don’t leave here without arresting him. That’s why I pulled the 
gun on him – so that you could come here and arrest him.”

“Stand up,” the officer beckoned me with a finger. I stood, and the 
man examined the side of my face, where the thin crescent moon still 
shone pink. 

“Did he make these marks on your cheek?” Officer Clifford 
thumbed my right cheekbone.

“No, sir,” I said. “That was a foster brother awhile back.” I stood 
in my shorts, shirtless, my back exposed. “And the ones on my back 
were a different foster father.”

The officer turned me slowly in place, and when I met his eyes 
again, they had softened. He pulled out a little notepad and started 
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writing. “Go ahead and sit back down.”
Officer Clifford asked me questions until I had given him the full 

story of Michael’s time in our lives. The harassment and threats and 
other attacks. I listed all the violence that Michael had promised me 
that evening while he banged on the door; it served him right, and I 
half believed he’d have followed through.

“Why didn’t you shoot him?” Officer Clifford asked.
I recognized he was probing my psychology, but it still sounded 

like a funny question. “I really don’t want to kill anybody,” I admitted. 
“I had to act tough because I needed him to stay still, but… I’m glad 
he listened and didn’t move.”

“Even after what he did to you?” the man asked.
“I don’t want to hurt people,” I said. “And besides, Mama’s in love 

with him.” 
The officer wrote it all down, then he then took me outside to the 

ambulance and had the paramedics look me over.
I figured they’d sent the ambulance because of the gun, in case I 

blasted holes in Michael. That must have been an interesting call for 
the 911 dispatcher, with Mama wailing and gunshots exploding in the 
background.

The paramedics treated me kindly while they did a survey of my 
body. I had to answer the questions about all my scars again, because 
they wanted to know. The youngest guy wouldn’t let it go. He kept 
probing, digging, asking questions I didn’t want to answer.

“Did you ever consider becoming a foster parent?” I asked him. 
“The world needs more good foster parents.” Whenever some decent 
person asked about my scars, I’d say, “You should consider becoming 
a foster parent. We need people who will protect us. We all need a real 
family.”

The sun had set by this time, but the light hadn’t disappeared yet 
that May evening. As I sat in the ambulance with the back doors open, 
the twins slunk home, followed by Jorge and Jason. I knew they had 
peered out Mr. Sanchez’s window and seen the commotion, and I knew 
Jorge expected the worst. The girls dashed back and forth around the 
police cars, delighted by the excitement. They ran to Mama just inside 
the house, where they found her sobbing to Officer Clifford with her 
confused explanation of what had happened. I couldn’t hear her, but I 
doubted that she sat there defending me.

I could see Jorge through the open doorway. I watched while he 
listened for a minute before he began to interrupt. He described the 
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scene for me later.
“No, Mama!” Jorge said. “Dodge is right. Michael did those 

things. You just don’t want to believe the truth.”
One at a time, the officers led Jorge and the girls into a bedroom 

and asked them questions. “I told them that you took care of every-
body but yourself. I told them I hated Michael, and I hoped they put 
him in jail forever.” 

I laughed and gave Jorge a high five. “You’re a good brother,” I 
said.

The officers did cuff Michael and stash him in the patrol car. He 
had that warrant after all. They drove Michael away, and I hoped 
they’d slam him with attempted murder so I wouldn’t have to worry 
about his getting out on bail.

As soon as they released me, I ran into the house and called the 
phone at the convenience store. Dr. Wilkins didn’t answer, but he did 
appear at our curb half a minute later, obviously eager to find me alive. 

I grabbed him in a hug. “I’m so sorry to do that to you,” I said. 
“It’s okay. Nobody was hurt.”

He later barked at me, “You discharged a gun in the house! What’s 
wrong with you? I’m never going to let you fly solo again!” 

Mama. The gunshots and the whole mess traumatized poor Mama. 
She refused to trust me. She refused to believe I hadn’t gone crazy. She 
called Cheryl and told her she couldn’t handle me anymore, and she 
thought I needed to be placed in a new foster home.

That legitimately broke my heart. She’d been the one to put us 
all in danger again! And I had resolved the problem without a single 
injury to anybody! When Jorge heard about it, he told Mama that if 
she got rid of me, he wasn’t going to stay either. Mama started to cry, 
and I started to cry, and we both hid in our rooms. 

Cheryl sought to calm the situation with a compromise that 
Mama and Jorge and I all get some counseling. Everybody could take 
time to heal from the ordeal until Mama decided if she were willing 
to try again.

Mama agreed, and Jorge and I agreed, and Cheryl said she’d find 
us temporary homes.

“Wait wait,” I told Cheryl. “Dr. Wilkins has no foster children 
right now. If he needs to get his license renewed or whatever, go 
through it with him. He’ll take both of us, I know it.”

“Oh, I’m all current and legal!” Dr. Wilkins practically danced in 
a circle when I suggested it. 
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We replaced my bed at the Burbank apartment with a bunk bed, 
and the good doctor, Jorge, and I spent several merry weeks together. 
Dr. Wilkins plied his magic on Jorge, who decided that learning to 
play the piano beat out television and G.I. Joes.

During those weeks, Jorge and I rode the bus home to Mama’s 
every morning. Jorge finished up the school year at his school, and I 
saw the girls off to the bus. I dropped Jason off at Mrs. Davis’ house 
for Mama and spent a few hours there with him, then I rode my bike 
around to reconnect with my cleaning accounts. Four different people 
had spent two months without me. They had scooped their own dog 
poo and scrubbed their own bathrooms while I’d kept busy healing 
and hiding.

The elementary school let out for the summer and freed Jorge 
from his educational misery. More importantly, Dr. Wilkins, Jorge, 
and I all had to testify at Michael’s preliminary hearing. Bruce showed 
up too, and the D.A. produced a variety of hospital records and police 
reports. The court determined the D.A. had enough evidence to take 
Michael’s case to trial, and they set the court date for September. 

 And that’s when I made a decision.
One evening in late June, Dr. Wilkins and Jorge and I sat around 

the little table in the kitchen, eating our dinner.
“We need a vacation,” I announced.
“A vacation?” Jorge said.
“Yes,” I said. “I have a proposal.”
Jorge and I had made ravioli, and it turned out surprisingly okay. 

Dr. Wilkins forked a piece of the homemade pasta and placed it in his 
mouth. He chewed it thoroughly and swallowed it, and then he took 
a sip of his chardonnay. “I’m waiting Dodge,” he said. “I’m waiting to 
hear what you propose.”

“I propose that we purchase bus tickets,” I said. “And ride out to 
New Jersey. I’ve saved up $735, and I propose that we place large bets 
on a 19-year-old boxer named Mike Tyson. He’s going to beat John 
Alderson on July 11th in Atlantic City.”

“That’s your proposal?” Dr. Wilkins calmly stabbed another piece 
of ravioli.

“Yep,” I said. “It’s precisely why I saved up that $735. And then 
he’ll beat Larry Sims in Poughkeepsie, New York on July 19th.”

“I see,” said the old composer.
“You’re so weird, Dodge,” Jorge said. “I never knew a girl who 

liked boxing.”
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I smiled. “It’s the eye of the tiger. It’s the thrill of the fight. And 
if my calculations are correct, Mike Tyson just KOs his opponents a 
whole bunch of fights in a row. Bam bam!! But then on November 
22nd, he wins in the second round.”

“Wait,” Jorge said. “You can’t calculate things like that. You can’t 
calculate that some boxer will win in a certain round.”

“Ah ah ah,” Dr. Wilkins reproved Jorge. “Do not doubt her. She 
has superpowers.”

I nodded. “I do. I have superpowers.”
Jorge rolled his eyes.
“Also, I called to find out where Mike Tyson’s fights would be. 

That’s how I know where his fights are.”
“Will I get a charge for that long-distance call?” Dr. Wilkins asked.
I winced. “Uhhh… more like six long-distance calls.”
“But, we have to come home at some point, Dodge!” Jorge said. 

“The girls and Jason will miss us.” 
“Mama will miss us too,” I said. “She will. And we won’t stay away 

very long. I hoped we could find a bookie and then just… set it up 
long distance? Dr. Wilkins, can you do that? Get yourself a bookie 
who can place bets for you no matter where the fight is?”

“I have no clue, dear child. I’m sure there are people who do those 
things.”

“But, listen. On our way from Atlantic City to Poughkeepsie, we’ll 
stop in New York City to visit Donald Trump.”

Dr. Wilkins chuckled at that. “Stop and see Donald Trump? That’s 
right. It’s like going to Coney Island and getting on a ride. We’ll just 
go buy tickets!”

I grinned at him. “I’ve written him a few letters telling him about 
myself and asking him to pay for my tuition to USC. I’m fairly certain 
he’s been wondering when I’ll show up.”

“She has superpowers,” Jorge reminded our guardian.
“Yeah. But, I didn’t tell Donald Trump I had superpowers!” I said. 

“He just thinks I’m a genius foster child. Then! After we’ve bet enough 
times on Mike Tyson, we should have a sizeable amount of cash to 
drop on the stock market.”

“Oh, of course,” the old man sipped his wine. “Which stocks will 
we be choosing in the stock market?”

“Microsoft. As soon as they go public. So, we’ll have to get in 
touch with somebody who can help us do that.”

“Microsoft?” said Jorge. “What’s that?”
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“Computer software,” I told him. “According to my exceedingly 
careful calculations, Microsoft will be making big money.”

“Microsoft,” mumbled Dr. Wilkins. He confessed, “You know, 
I’ve never touched a computer.”

“That’s okay,” I said. “You don’t have to own one to buy stock in 
it.”

“So. When do we leave?”
“A week sounds good. Maybe we can visit Donald Trump for my 

birthday. After we watch Back to the Future.”
“I guess I’ll call my niece in Cape May and warn her I’m coming 

to visit.”
“My friend Mike just moved to Baltimore. I bet we can stay with 

him. He might want to drive out to Atlantic City too.” 
“And… are we treating you like a boy or a girl?” Jorge asked.
“As a girl. Ha! I guess I’ll have to finally tell Mike the truth.”
“Are we telling Mama?”
“She has to let me come home first.”
Dr. Wilkins swallowed the last of his wine. “Donald Trump…”
I grinned at Jorge. “Mama’s going to figure it out eventually.”
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“February 2, 2020?” asked Jorge. He wrote it down in his spiral 
notebook. The bus rumbled, so his printing bumped a bit on the page, 
but Jorge’s writing was never tidy anyway. “That’s 02 02 20 20. That’s 
a mirror. The numbers mirror each other. Did you notice that?”

“Yeah. It’s kinda fun, huh?”
Across the aisle, Dr. Wilkins had covered his eyes with his hat, and 

a soft snore emanated from him. 
Jorge poked me. “So, you’re saying this 44-year-old chick should 

have woken up on 02 02 20 20 and she woke up on 02 02 1980. 
But… that ruins the mirror!”

“No,” I said. “It’s arithmetic. What is 20 plus 20?”
“Forty.”
“Yeah. And what’s 2 plus 2?”
“Four.”
“Right. She went back in time 40 years to when she was 4.”
“But it’s 1980.”
“And what’s 40 times two?”
“Eighty.”
“Yeah, and it’s her second time around doing it. So, it’s the start of 

her 40 times two.”
“But, it would have to be her 4th birthday.” Jorge asked, “Was she 

born on February 2nd?”
“No. She was born July 15th.”
“That’s… that’s not exactly four then. It’s four and… six months 

and… some days.”
“Oh. I never thought about it. I guess you’re right.”
“And there’s no two or four in July 15th.”
“No… but…” I thought about it. “But, seven and 15 make 22.”
“Yeah! Yeah they do.”
“Oh!” I looked at Jorge. “And she was born in 1975! Check this 

out! If you add up one, nine, seven, and five, it also equals 22. And 22 
plus 22 is 44.”
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“Hahahah! That’s awesome.”
He was right about the “four and six months and some days” thing 

though. It didn’t make sense. “How many days are there from July 
15th to February 2nd? Jorge, can I have the pencil?”

From July 15th to July 31st was 16 days. There were 31 days in 
August, 30 in September, 31 in October, 30 in November, 31 days in 
December, and 31 days in January. Plus the two days to Groundhog 
Day. I wrote out:

16 
31 
30 
31 
30 
31 
31 
 2 

I did the addition and laughed. “Hey Jorge. If she were born on 
July 15th, she would have been 44 and 202 days old when she went 
back in time.”

“You mean, she’d be 44 and 0202 days old,” Jorge corrected. “And 
she would have gone back in time to when she was 4 and 0202 days 
old.”

“Or... Except that 202 is already a mirror. It’s a mirror of itself.”
“So, there’s 202 twice. When she’s 44 and when she’s 4.” 
“She was a perfect storm of doubles, wasn’t she?” I scanned across 

our list of twos and fours.
“And she gets to live her life all over again. She’s the doubles queen.”
“She’s the doubles queen.”
“Hey Dodge.”
“Yeah Jorge?”
“Isn’t your birthday July 15th?”
“Yep.”
“Hey! Wouldn’t that be crazy if it happened to you? Maybe one 

day when you’re 44, you’ll wake up on Groundhog Day as a four-year-
old.”

“Yeah, that sure would be crazy.”
“So crazy. If it happens to you, will you look me up?”
“Of course, Jorge. I’ll hang out with you all the time.”
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