
STEP

ZeRO





STEP

The Special Illustrated Edition

STU JENKS 

F E Z Z I W I G PR E S S  2 015

ZeRO



Step Zero 
The Special Illustrated Edition 

Copyright © 2015 by Stu Jenks. 

All rights reserved.

Cover photograph and all other images Copyright © 2015 by Stu Jenks.

except the image on page 568 Copyright 2015 Cathy Spann 

All rights reserved.

Interior design Copyright © 2015 by Desert Isle Design, LLC. 

All rights reserved. 

Special Illustrated Edition

ISBN: 978-0-9960840-6-2

Printed in USA

Fezziwig Press

PO Box 161

Tucson, Arizona 85702

www.stujenks.typepad.com

www.squareup/market/fezziwig-press

www.stujenks.tumblr.com

Fezziwig Press logo design by Julie Unruh.



Dedicated to those in the Rooms.
There is a solution.



6

Foreword for The Special Edition of Step Zero

Stu is my friend.
You might be thinking that I bought the original release of Step 

Zero in 2012 because Stu is my friend. You might be thinking that I’m 
recommending you read it because Stu is my friend. You are not wrong, 
but, as with the best of things, that isn’t even close to the whole story.

When a friend tells you that they’ve written a novel, you buy the 
novel because you want to support them, because you care about them, 
because they are your friend. Then, perhaps, you put that novel on a 
shelf and have a long debate with yourself about reading it. What if it 
isn’t good? What if they ask you how you liked it? Wouldn’t it just be 
better to tell them you haven’t had a chance to read it yet?

The thing is, I’m a reader and a book can’t sit on one of my shelves 
for long without being read.

So, not too many weeks after buying a copy of Step Zero, on a quiet 
afternoon at home, I opened it up and started to read. Some hours later, 
the sun was setting, the dog was staring me down demanding a walk, 
and I was ready to cancel my plans for the rest of the weekend so that I 
could try to finish the book.

As a kid, I used to spend hours sitting under a tree, or in a big 
lawn chair, or sprawled on the grass, reading until it was too dark 
to see. On family road trips my dad would plead with me to put the 
books away and look at the scenery flying by the car window, but I 
wanted nothing more than to get lost in the internal scenery I created 
around a good story. As an adult, I don’t get the opportunity often to 
do this, but every once in a while, I find a story that is so good that I 
just have to stop the clocks for a bit and immerse myself in someone 
else’s world. 
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Step Zero is that good a story.
It is good because it is rich with deeply believable characters and 

relationships.
It is good because there is magic in the way Stu writes these people 

into life. 
You can hear their voices in your head: talking, singing, crying, 

laughing, and telling their own stories.
You can’t help but care about them.
You can’t help but want them to learn and love and live.
You can’t help but want to know what happens next.

Susan K. Tiss
Program Manager, 
Knowledge Management
Intuit. Inc.
Tucson Arizona
April, 2015.
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Captain Peter Carlyle “Trey” Saum III 
Tuesday, January 6th, 2060: 6:14 p.m.

Second Marine Division, US Expeditionary Forces
Ghawar Oil Fields, Saudi Arabia

“Hey, Trey, you coming to the poker game?”
“No,” I say. “I’m going to stay here and catch up on my mail.”
“Suit yourself,” says Captain Singletary. Singletary walks out of my 

tent. Good man, Single.
I look down at a photograph of Martha, Arthur and me. Nice black 

and white one. I prefer black and white pictures. Don’t care for the 3-Ds 
most of my troops carry around. Probably has something to do with my 
damned dad. He liked black and whites too.

Martha’s so beautiful, and look at Arthur. Look at that smile, tooth 
missing in the front. I smile. I’m so ready to rotate out of this fucking 
sand box, but I don’t know. I hear they are thinking of extending the 
Second Division’s tour another six months. Assholes. 

I see a flash of light on the back wall of the tent. What the hell is 
that? I turn to look out and I’m blinded. I feel hot. I look back to the 
photo in my hands, but I can’t see it. It feels like the picture’s burning. 
I don’t understand.

Then I do. 
Shit.
I’ve been afraid of this.
I love you Arthur. 
I love you Martha.
I love y’all.
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Peter Saum, Jr.
Friday, Valentine’s Day, 2076: 11:11 p.m.

Near Artie and Georgia’s House
Armory Park Neighborhood

Tucson, Arizona

My name is Peter Saum. I’m an angel. Or a ghost. An angel ghost. 
It’s hard to explain.

Anyway, I’m dead. Died on the day after Christmas, 2030. I was 76.
Now being an angel ghost has its limitations. I can’t really do any-

thing more than observe and send some of the Love of the Ancestors 
to my descendants. And of course, I can always shine the Light of God 
Goddess All There Is on anyone I please. We angel ghosts are kind 
of like magnifying glasses when it comes to the Light of GGATI. But 
mostly we just watch and send love to people.

We don’t have to stay angels. We can, at any time, be born again 
as humans. We choose to be angels and we choose to be humans. We 
mostly stay angels to help out our family and friends. They taught us 
in Angel School that the Love and Light we shine on people has a very 
powerful effect, though it’s hard for us to see at times. 

There are two other choices as well. We can travel the Universe and 
visit other peoples or we can simply go to The Great Big Sea. I’ve done 
my share of traveling but I’ve rarely considered The GBS, even though 
billions have gone there before me.

I’ve stayed an angel ghost for these 45 years because I was a shitty 
dad to my son, Trey, and I think if I’m good to my grandson Artie I’ll 
eventually find forgiveness for what I did and didn’t do with Trey. 

I look over at Artie and his girlfriend Georgia’s house. All the lights 
are out. A lone calico cat with a crooked tail stares at me from the porch 
of the house.
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I just checked on Artie and Georgia a few minutes ago. They were 
asleep, feet entwined, bodies spooning. Artie on the outside, Georgia on 
the inside of the spoon. My guess is they had sex before I arrived. I don’t 
watch that, of course, but I know that they have wonderful, powerful 
sex from what they tell their friends. A lot of people have great sex now. 
One of the good changes in the world in 2076. 

I didn’t stay long tonight. Just a brief look. They were so damned cute.
Artie’s thinking about something. Something big. I don’t know 

exactly what, but I have this feeling that something’s going to happen. 
I’m going to spend a little more time with my grandson in the coming 
days and weeks. He might need an extra bit of Love and Light.

I can’t read thoughts. No angel ghost can. God Goddess All There 
Is can. Listening is what He She It does. Does a good job of it, too. I 
can’t predict the future or travel to the past, but I can be anywhere I 
want in the present.

The calico jumps off Artie’s front porch and runs up to me. 
“Meeeoow!” she yells.
“Hey, Cat,” I say.
I’m invisible to everyone except cats. Cats love and hate us angel 

ghosts. They’re cats. I forget what Georgia’s cat’s name is. I just call 
her ‘Cat.’ She always gives me that Robert Di Niro, Taxi Driver, “You 
talkin’ to me?” look. 

“What?” I say to Cat.
“Meow,” she says.
“Yeah, Meow,” I say.

I miss my Trey tonight.

Everything changed on January 6th, 2060, Epiphany in the Christian 
calendar. 

The United States and the European Union had been occupying 
most of the Middle East since 2054. They called it “The Oil Wars” 
but very little fighting had occurred in five years. Sure, the Saudi Royal 
Family’s mass assassinations started the whole thing, but after that it 
was just a couple hundred thousand troops from the West, stationed 
around oil reserves, insuring the continued flow of crude to Europe and 
to the U.S.A.
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On January 6th at 6:16 p.m. Riyadh time, 10:16 a.m. Tucson time, 
a nuclear device was detonated in the Ghawar oil fields on the Arabian 
Peninsula. Two minutes later another bomb ignited in the Ahwaz fields 
in Iran. Five minutes after that, a bomb in Kirkuk, Iraq. Then bomb four 
in Zakum, United Arab Emirates, bomb five in Fahud, Omar, bomb six 
in Dukhan, Qatar. And the last bomb, bomb number seven, in Burgan 
oil complex in Kuwait. 

All seven bombs detonated within a period of fifteen minutes.
In those few minutes most of the world’s oil reserves were irradi-

ated, and much of the Arab world became a plain of glass.
The seven bombs—called the Seven Sisters by the European Muslim 

extremists who took credit for the bombings—were not large nuclear 
devices. They were old Soviet Union bombs that had been found a few 
years before in an underground bunker in Uzbekistan. All seven were 
the size of foot lockers. 

The blast radii of the bombs were relatively small. It was the radia-
tion that killed the oil. And the people.

An estimated 50,000 people died the first day. Millions in the com-
ing weeks. Billions after that.

All of America and much of the world stayed close to their TVs for 
days after the Epiphany Bombings, hungry for news of just how bad it 
was. Most Americans didn’t go to work for a week.

The price of crude oil jumped from USD $200 per barrel to USD 
$500 a barrel in a day and never looked back. Price at the pump went 
from $12.00 a gallon on January 5th, 2060, the day before the Epiphany 
Bombings, to over $5,000 for a gallon of gasoline in the summer of 2060. 

The New York Stock Exchange and the NASDAQ closed for three 
days, reopened, and lost 50% of their value in the next five days. They 
never recovered.

The price of food skyrocketed. Most food in America was produced 
with the help of tractors and other machinery and shipped by trucks. By 
the time the U.S. Congress voted in price controls it was already too late.

By Christmas of 2060 the world economy had been completely 
leveled.

The television news kept us in touch with the world outside Tucson. 
After the first six months many people just stopped watching TV alto-
gether, while others never left the house, perpetually glued to the tube.

Attendance at churches grew. Drinking and drug use increased. 
Robberies and thefts escalated. Many died from malnutrition, both in 
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the U.S. and worldwide. More died of suicide, murder, and drug and 
alcohol overdoses.  

By the summer of 2061 everyone was hungry. An estimated three 
billion people had died worldwide. Many didn’t think it could get worse. 

Then it did.
On the night of August 15th, 2061, the U.S. power grid failed. 
All analog electric clocks in America read 8:20 for the next forty-one 

days and nights. Digital clocks went blank, along with everything else.
The lights came back on in Tucson at 11:17 a.m., September 26th, 

2061. 
Many didn’t even notice the power was back on. 
Most of the country died in those forty-one days and nights. 

Americans didn’t do well without lights, TV or power.
The population of the United States went from 440 million at the 

start of 2060 to under 55 million by the end of 2061, roughly the same 
as it was in 1880. World population dropped to under a billion.

 We angel ghosts saw it all, everything that happened during the 
41 Nights. We don’t like to talk about it. No one does, human or 
angel ghost. 

I’m just grateful that Artie, Georgia, Martha, and Char survived. 
Trey didn’t. Trey died on the first day. 
Artie was seven years old when his daddy died. He was living with 

his mother Martha here in Tucson when the world changed.
I haven’t seen Trey over here on my side of things at all. Maybe he 

went right back to being a human after he died, or maybe he’s a drop in 
The Great Big Sea. I don’t know. I would love to talk with him or see who 
he is today. I would love to feel some forgiveness. I know it’s supposed 
to come from within and all that, and I know God Goddess All There Is 
loves me no matter what, but I still feel so much shame and guilt.

Though I’m an angel ghost, it doesn’t mean I don’t feel shitty from 
time to time. A lot of the time.

I feel pretty crappy right now. 
I know my son’s dying wasn’t my fault, but what I did or didn’t do 

before his death and before mine is my responsibility. It is my fault.
I wish I could tell him how sorry I am. I wish I could make it right 

between us, but I can’t. He’s dead. Traveling or reborn or swimming. 
Maybe I can partially make it right by being here for my grandson, 
Artie, and for his family, for his loved ones, for his friends. It’s all I can 
think to do.
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I could really use a good cry. I cried easily while I lived. Not now. 
Angel ghosts can’t cry. Not much anyway. When we cry it’s always a 
surprise.

Guess I’ll have to go back to being human in order to get the gift of 
tears on a regular basis.

I look down at my feet and Cat’s still there, rubbing up against my 
ghost leg.

“Hey, Cat,” I say.
“Meow,” she says.
I hear the front door of Artie’s house creak open. Out walks my 

grandson, ukelele in hand. He has a hard time sleeping. He sits on the 
three steps that lead to the front sidewalk. He tunes his uke and begins 
to sing. I know this song. A song of war from when I was alive. 

“Well I recall his parting words,” he sings softly. “Must I accept his 
fate or take myself far from this place? I thought I heard a black bell toll. 
A little bird did sing. Man has no choice when he wants everything.”

“We’ll rise above the scarlet tide,” he sings, “that trickles down 
through the mountain, and separates the widow from the bride.”

A glow begins where my heart used to beat. Where God Goddess 
All There Is comes through me. I don’t need to send Love and Light. It 
just happens.

“Man goes beyond his own decision,” Artie sings. “Gets caught 
up in the mechanism of swindlers who act like kings, and brokers who 
break everything. The dark of night was swiftly fading, close to the 
dawn of day. Why would I want him just to lose him again?”

I sing the chorus with Artie this time, harmonizing with his lovely 
voice. He doesn’t hear me but I hear him.  

“We’ll rise above the scarlet tide,” we both sing, “that trickles down 
through the mountain, and separates the widow from the bride. We’ll 
rise above the scarlet tide, that trickles down through the mountain, 
and separates the widow from the bride.”

Cat rubs my leg again.
“Meow,” I say to her.
She doesn’t meow. Just rubs my leg again.
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Saturday, February 15th, 2076: 8:07 p.m. 

Downtown Alano Club Annex
Tucson, Arizona

“My name is Artie, and I’m an addict and an alcoholic,” I say.
“Hi, Artie,” say all the addicts in unison.
“I had two years yesterday.”
Lots of whooping and applauding. I rise from my chair and walk 

across the room to Michael, who is handing out the chips tonight. 
Michael hands me my two-year medallion. We hug.

“Love you, brother,” whispers Michael into my ear.
“Me too,” I say.
“Anybody else celebrating multiple years of sobriety tonight?” asks 

Michael.
He gave out two one-month chips tonight, a six-month and a few 

newcomer chips. I am the only birthday.
“Well, give yourself a hand for staying clean and sober today.”
The room of twenty plus addicts clap.
Michael puts the chip box down on the front table and walks back 

to his seat.
“Welcome to the Sunset meeting of Mormon Tea Anonymous,” 

says Roy, who is leading the meeting tonight. “We are glad that you 
are all here.”

He reads from the preamble of Mormon Tea Anonymous. Roy is a 
short, stocky man in his 30’s. A man you’d like to have beside you in a 
fight, that’s for sure, yet he has a broad smile and a spiritual glow about 
him. I was introduced to him at my first M.T.A. meeting. He gave me 
hope then and still does now. I know his story. It ain’t pretty, but he’s 
a different man from the one he describes when he shares about his life 
before he got sober.
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“Mormon Tea Anonymous is a fellowship of men, women and chil-
dren who share their experience, strength and hope with each other 
that they may solve their common problem and become free of Mormon 
Tea addiction,” reads Roy. “The only requirement for membership is a 
desire to stop using Mormon Tea and all other mind-altering substances 
including alcohol, and marijuana.”

I look around the room. I see people I’ve known for two years. New 
faces, too. Some I like. Some I can barely stand, but all I love. Even that 
guy over there who I’ve never seen before. I love him, too.

“M.T.A. is not allied with any sect, denomination, political group, 
religion, faction, gang or government,” Roy says. “We are self-support-
ing by our own contributions. Our primary purpose is to stay free of 
Mormon Tea and all other mind-altering substances and to help others 
to achieve the same freedom.” 

Roy reads the Twelve Steps and some other stuff but I barely hear 
him. I’m lost in my thoughts, thinking about Michael, Craig, and 
Georgia and of just how grateful I am right now. I don’t often feel happy 
with my lot in life, but I do tonight.

“Fifteen minutes before the end of the meeting, we’ll pass the bas-
ket,” says Roy. “Does anybody have a topic or a question regarding the 
program of recovery?”

A moment of silence follows. 
“My name is Bob, and I’m an addict.”
“Hey, Bob,” says everyone.
“This is only my third meeting. I haven’t used Tea now for nine days.”
A smattering of applause. “Right on,” someone says.
“I really don’t know what’s wrong with me,” says Bob. “I was hap-

pier when I was using Brigham. Okay, maybe not. Fuck.” He pauses. He 
seems a little lost. That’s OK. 

“One moment I’m happy,” he says, “the next I want to take the head 
off the guy next to me.” He shakes his head. “No offense,” he adds, 
turning to the man seated next to him.

The man smiles and shrugs, with a look of “I don’t care.”
“I’m all over the fucking place,” continues Bob. “I feel crazier now 

than when I was smoking Tea every day, all day. Fuck. Anyway, I don’t 
know if there’s a topic in that, but I just feel nuts. I don’t want to use 
again,” he pauses. “But I’m afraid I will. I’m really afraid I’ll smoke 
Brigham again. I stopped nine days ago because I hit my little boy, and 
I’ve never hit my son before. Never. Fuck me.” 
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Bob puts his head in his hands. He doesn’t say anything for a few 
seconds. None of us do. When you’re sharing, no one interrupts you. We 
give our full attention. We listen. What a gift we give to each other. You 
are heard and no one stops you from talking. Unless you go on for too 
long, but we members of Tucson M.T.A. will let you go on for at least 
five minutes or more before we kindly ask you to wrap it up. Bob lifts 
his head. His eyes are misty.

“I don’t know. I’ve got a sponsor,” he says. “Craig over there. We’re 
working the Second Step. I just wonder if I’m going crazy or something. 
Am I doing something wrong? Christ. Thanks for listening. That’s all 
I got.”

“Thanks, Bob,” say a few people.
“My name is Craig and I’m an addict.”
“Hi, Craig.”
Craig is my sponsor, too. What a great guy.
“I felt the same way when I quit Brigham five years ago. Tea kicked 

my ass,” says Craig. “At first when I smoked Brigham, everything was 
great. I didn’t dream about skulls in the desert anymore. I didn’t feel 
scared. I didn’t feel anything. It was great. Then, it turned on me. I went 
from feeling ten-foot-tall and bulletproof, to being paranoid that my 
girlfriend Peggy was plotting to turn me in to the Feds. And I wasn’t 
even doing anything that illegal.”

Laughter.
“Ok, Mormon Tea is illegal but I wasn’t making it. I wasn’t killing 

or robbing the rich people. I was just a Tea head. But I started to hear 
voices that weren’t there, and anyway, you know the drill. Stealing from 
my friends, not wanting to work, just staying home with my little TV. 
Then Peggy threatened to leave me if I didn’t get a job and stop smoking 
Brigham. So, I left her before she could leave me.”

More laughter.
“Then I did get a job, running with those boys in Santa Rosa. Things 

got really bad, fast.”
He doesn’t have to name the boys in Santa Rosa. We all know.
“A year later I quit. On day two I went looking for Peggy but she 

was gone. Took the train east. And it was great, being clean, for about 
three days.”

Chuckles.
“I felt like I was crazier than bat shit for about a month,” says Craig. 

“Then it got better. I got a sponsor and began to work the Steps with 
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him. And I got lots of phone numbers of guys in the Program. It slowly 
got better. I slowly got better, with the help of God Goddess All There 
Is and from you guys.”

“Now I know this is technically cross-talk,” continues Craig, turn-
ing in his chair to look at Bob, “but I think it’s great that you’re here and 
you’re working the Second Step. You really want this. I can tell. That’s 
great, man.”

Craig turns and looks at me. 
“And congratulations, Artie. Fan-fucking-tastic. Two years. I’m so 

happy for you.”
I smile and nod toward him.
“Anyway, if you are new, keep coming back. We are all here to help. 

Thanks for letting me share.”
“Thanks, Craig,” says the group.

An hour later, Craig, Michael and I are heading for New Chicks, the 
coffee shop where Georgia works. Georgia’s pulling espresso tonight. I 
wave to her as we walk in. She blows me a kiss. 

“What do you want? I’m buying,” says Craig.
“Just a big ass coffee with cream,” I say.
“Michael, you want anything?” asks Craig.
“I’m good,” says Michael. “Thanks, though.”
Craig walks to the counter to order, leaving Michael and me alone 

at a small table.
“Have you told him about your trip to San Francisco?” asks Michael.
“Not yet.”
“Going to have to tell him sometime. Or not.” He laughs.
“I’ll tell him in a couple days,” I say. “We aren’t catching the train 

for another two weeks.”
“Well, he is one of your sponsors,” says Michael. “Then again, 

sponsors are the last to know anything.”
We both laugh.
“How’s it going with that newcomer who asked you to sponsor him 

last week?” Michael asks.
“Haven’t heard from him since he took my Flex-phone number.”
“Yeah,” says Michael. “Big gap between the sponsees I have on the 

books and the ones who actually call. Just the way it is.”
“Yeah,” I sigh. Neither of us laugh at this hard truth.
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Craig returns with my coffee with cream. He bought himself what 
looks like a Big Legged Chick, espresso with synth mocha. Bet he got an 
extra shot, too. Craig does like his caffeine. 

“Thanks for the coffee,” I say.
“You’re welcome,” says Craig. 
“So what Step are you on, Artie?” asks Craig.
We laugh. He knows damn well what I’ve done in my recovery. I 

worked Steps One through Eight in my first two months clean. Been 
doing Ten, Eleven and Twelve every day since, and working Step Nine 
as best I can, making right the wrongs I’ve done, and I’m doing a lot of 
living amends for the good number of people I have no idea how to find. 
Craig’s mostly busting my chops and perhaps making a little fun of Bill, 
my A.A. sponsor who seems to always ask that question.

“I’m working Step Fuck You,” I say to Craig.
Craig laughs so hard I think I see mocha coming out his nose. He 

wipes his face with a brown paper napkin he gets from the dispenser on 
the table.

“Artie, seriously,” he says, “I’m really happy for you. You’ve been 
clean two years. You and Georgia seem to be going great, unless you 
aren’t telling me something.”

“We’re thick as thieves,” I say. “And I’m always not telling you 
something.”

“I know,” laughs Craig. “Just pulling your chain. But you are living 
a great life now, Artie. You have a good job at The Instrument Shop. 
You’re playing real good. You’re writing some nice songs too, man. You 
aren’t the same person I met two years ago.”

“Thanks, bro,” I say.
“But…,” Craig trails off.
“What?” I say.
“Mind if I ask you a personal question with Michael here?” he asks.
“No. Shoot,” I say. I love Craig. He has such good boundaries about 

this sponsor thing. Bill, my A.A. sponsor? Not so much.
“Well, I just have a feeling you really aren’t telling me something. 

Something kind of important.”
This time Michael laughs.
“Fuck,” I say under my breath, looking down.
“I’m not trying to put you on the spot…,” says Craig.
“He was going to tell you in a couple of days,” says Michael.
“Tell me what?” asks Craig.



STEP ZERO

23

“Georgia and I are taking the train to San Francisco in a couple 
weeks to visit my grandmother,” I say.

Craig looks down at the table. Thoughtful, not mad, that I kept this 
from him. He takes a long sip off his Big Legged Chick.

“Have you told your mother yet?” asks Craig.
“Tomorrow,” I say.
“Good,” says Craig.
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Peter Saum, Jr.
Monday, February 17th, 2076: 3:11 a.m.

Across from New Chicks Coffee Shop
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

I love Tucson at this time of night. Always have.
It’s great to see how the world has come back since the hell of the 

2060s. Tucson is the same, but different. Sure, the old Unisource office 
building sits vacant and dark but Tucson City Hall, the two Pima 
County government buildings and the new Kino Federal Building glow 
bright with lights in their windows even at this early hour. The govern-
ment is busy all the time. 

New Chicks is closed, but it’ll be open again in a few hours. I sit on 
the curb (or what we angel ghosts call sitting) and gaze toward the Kino 
Federal Building. My family and a lot of others would have been dead 
long before now if it wasn’t for the U.S. government. Thank you, Sasha.

President Sasha Obama Fulbright, the 54th President of the United 
States and the daughter of the 44th, inspires Americans even more than 
her father Barack. Sasha is one of the great problem solvers of her time. 
In those first weeks after the bombings, rather than continue the ini-
tial attempt at martial law, she asked gun owners to contact local law 
enforcements and see how they could help. The Feds hired many of 
them to be Deputy U.S. Marshals. She engaged people to work together. 
And she has stayed involved. Sasha chats to America every week on the 
Flex-TV.

“America will never be what it was before the Seven Sisters. We 
all know that,” she said in one address, years ago. “We who have sur-
vived are struck with profound grief from the deaths of our families and 
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friends, and we are fueled with rage to avenge their murders and sense-
less deaths. You have my permission to seek revenge, but it won’t make 
you feel any better. What will heal you, what will heal us, is to help one 
another, not kill each other. We need to build a new nation. Smaller, 
poorer, yes, but perhaps happier and closer to God Goddess All There 
Is. And closer to each other.”

Sasha helped a lot. We’re lucky to have her.
So in the late 2060s, America went to work. With caution, yes, but 

with a great deal of faith and hope as well. 
Food, water, power and some degree of public safety were the 

first priorities of the Fulbright Administration. President Fulbright 
asked for things and she got them. The Congress was one of liberal 
Democrats and moderate Republicans, so they passed all the laws 
Sasha asked for.

 Trains brought emergency food to those who survived. The interstate 
system of roads was destroyed during the horrors of the 41 Nights, but 
we still had the trains. All public works, water and sewer were national-
ized. Money and time were spent to get the water flowing in the cities and 
towns and to help rural communities drill wells. Septic tanks came back 
and sewers were renovated. We didn’t have much oil but we had coal, 
wood, cement, and Flex technology. You can do a lot with just wood, 
coal, Flex tech, cement and trains to carry them. And America did. 

Ownerships of the large deposits of coal in the West and in 
Appalachia were kept privately owned, as were most large corporations. 
Sasha made a deal with them. 

“You can keep your companies, dig your coal, make your satellite 
and Flex-phones and TVs and such,” President Fulbright said during a 
meeting with the captains of industry in July of 2063. “Provide phone 
service, make electricity, produce food, and you all can make a good 
deal of money. You will be regulated but not strictly.”

The captains smiled at that. 
I was there. Hundreds of angel ghosts hovered above Camp David 

that summer. 
“Here’s the deal,” the President continued. “We are going to tax 

the living shit out of you. That’s just the way it’s going to be. The 
rich and powerful will pay their fair share again. Frankly, you will 
pay more than your fair share. Most Americans have nothing but 
their faith, their courage and their friends and families. They have no 
money, nor will they have any real wealth for a very long time. But 
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you do. You own the factories, the natural resources, the farms. So, 
you may ask, what do you get in return? Well, you get your freedom 
and you get your stuff. You can build your houses high in the hills and 
have your own militia to guard you. The U.S. Government isn’t going 
to protect your crap.” 

“My U.S. Marshals will be protecting the poor and middle class 
people of America. You, my rich friends, are on your own,” she said. 
“I won’t meddle in your personal affairs, however cruel, depraved, 
and kinky they are. I need your goods, your food, your coal, and your 
phones, and I need your wealth to pay for it. And here’s the kicker.”

Sasha smiled. I remember that smile, that day, like it was yesterday.
”You either agree to this right now,” she said, “or I nationalize your 

phone factories, your coal fields, your power companies, your food 
processing centers, your factory farms, your salvage yards and I’ll then 
make you lie down with the common folk. I’m not asking you, sirs and 
ma’ams. I’m telling you. Congress will introduce a new tax bill next 
week. I’ll sign it the week after. Prepare to open your wallets, ladies and 
gentlemen. Open them wide.”

“Oh, Bob?” Sasha said, looking over at Bob Walker, the president of 
Blue Cross & Blue Shield. “You’re done. All healthcare will be national 
healthcare in a couple of months. We are bringing back Medicare. 
Sorry, Bob.”

Bob shook his head in disgust. He began to speak but the President 
cut him off with a hand. Sasha didn’t suffer fools well. She still doesn’t.

“Mr. Walker, I don’t need any shit from you today,” she said. “I 
could ask the Bank of England to freeze your personal fucking assets 
right now, so don’t you shake your head at me! The King of England and 
I are friends, don’t you know.”

Walker looked down and didn’t say another word. He knew he was 
rich and could fly himself and his family anywhere he wanted, and that’s 
just what Bob Walker did a month later.

 What a great summer of ’63 it was. I fell in love with Sasha Fulbright 
that year. And she says the word ‘fuck’ better than me.

A new amendment was made to the U.S. Constitution to repeal 
the 22nd Amendment so Sasha could run for a third term in 2064. 
She ran a fourth in 2068, then a fifth in 2072. President Sasha Obama 
Fulbright is 75 years old now. She has hinted she won’t run for a sixth 
term. Vice President Florence Biden has made sounds she may run. We 
don’t know yet.
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President Fulbright has no children. No husband. He died. I suppose 
Americans have been her children.

In her twenty years as President, the United States has gone from a 
country of starving, hopeless, and sick people, to a nation of survivors, 
with humble hopes for their children, food on their tables, and with 
good work to do. Americans are healing from their mental and physical 
wounds with a renewed spirituality and a greater resilience. 

On the small fenders of bicycles and scooters to the backs of big coal 
trains, bumper stickers read Sasha’s favorite two words: 

Be nice.
I look down Stone Avenue. A horse-drawn wagon and a Flex-truck 

or two bring produce in from Benson and Vail, and milk and cheese in 
from Camp Lowell. Dawn is just a few hours away. I see the lights on at 
Mo’s Bakery just down Pennington Street. 

I smile.
Life is good. I feel pretty OK in my own skin tonight. I chuckle. 

Skin. I wish I had skin.
There are only a few cars on the streets of Tucson. The streets 

themselves are a patchwork of old asphalt and new concrete. A bumpy 
ride for an old 20th century automobile, but not for the new Flex-cars 
and -scooters with their big tires and tiny bodies. Bicycles are the most 
popular form of transportation in Tucson, and the horse and wagon 
has made a comeback, what with all the horse country surrounding 
downtown now. 

Downtown is the core of my city, with Miracle Mile to the north, 
Ajo Road to the south, Barrio Hollywood to the west and the Sam 
Hughes neighborhood to the east. The University of Arizona is mostly 
vacant. A small college of agriculture and another college of arts, 
crafts and music have reopened at the U of A in the past couple years. 
Towns and cities all over America have shrunk, with the new cen-
ters of town being the railroad stations. Everything revolves around 
the trains. Tucson is no different. The old warehouses that used to 
rent to me and other artists 50 years ago are true warehouses again, 
housing food, supplies, coal, goods, clothing, and everything you 
might want to buy from California, Texas, Wyoming, Louisiana, and 
Florida. Most of the high rises are vacant, but any building within 
a mile of downtown that is one story tall and has windows that can 
open is good property.

Home ownership and rentals are cheap. Everything else is pretty 
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expensive. Electricity, Flex stuff, some goods and services are sub-
sidized by the Federal Government, but real estate is ridiculously 
inexpensive. It’s supply and demand. There are thousands of homes 
throughout the Tucson valley that are empty, many used now as scav-
engers’ treasure troves. If you need a few studs to repair your house 
in Armory Park, just take your Flex-truck up the road to the suburbs 
up north. Pick up an old toilet if you need one too, while you’re there. 
You can buy a house downtown for a year’s wages and homes in the 
suburbs are free to squatters, though few live out there. Working water 
lines don’t go out that far. And it’s still a little scary after dark outside 
of downtown.

It’s safe downtown because most of the populace are now armed 
with handguns and the U.S. Marshals are loved and respected due to 
their heroism and fairness. Yes, there are still bad people, really bad 
people, both in and out of town, but most have moved out to the desert, 
living in houses with solar panels and rain tanks or huge mansions with 
deep wells bought with drug money.

There are hardly any dogs anymore, most eaten during or after the 
41 Nights, but cats are still around. 

Damn cats. Can’t live with them. Can’t live without them.
And the U.S. Marshals? Goddess, I love them. All Tucsonans do, 

man, woman, child, and angel ghost.
Why, I do believe that’s Marshal Magdalena Gutierrez walking 

toward Mo’s Bakery right now. I bet she’s getting some scones before 
her shift.

God, I wish I could smell. I used to love the smell of fresh baked 
goods. And I haven’t smelled the coal exhaust of a train since I worked 
at Tweetsie Railroad in North Carolina in the 1980s. Wish I could smell 
these new coal-fueled trains. Price I pay for being an angel ghost. No 
big deal. We’re allowed so much from God Goddess All There Is. It’s a 
wonderful thing.

I think of Trey. I feel sad but not like the other night. Maybe some-
one’s shining some Light on me this morning.

Mags walks into the bakery. Mo’s wife, Josephine, is at the counter. 
The two women hug. God bless you, Marshal, Mo, and Josephine. May 
GGATI’s Light shine on you today, as you protect and feed Tucson. 
And may Light resonate in your hearts, letting you forever know you 
are never alone. 

Never.



STEP ZERO

31

I raise my eyes to the night sky and gaze upon a sea of stars. I see 
no moon but I can sure see the Milky Way. I drop my head and look 
around. Here and there, I see the movements of a few angel ghosts float-
ing near the Kino Federal Building and drifting above this corner of 
Pennington and Stone. Three angel ghost friends sit on the curb in front 
of New Chicks. 

I’m not alone either.
None of us are.
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Monday, February 17th, 2076: 2:05 p.m.

Giffords Adult Care Center
Tucson, Arizona

“Hi, Martha,” I say. I like calling Mom by her first name. Don’t 
know why. Just do.

“Arthur,” she says, looking up from her comfy old chair. The 
Flex-TV is on but the sound’s turned down. Looks like an old movie. 
Braveheart, I think. I hate TV. 

“Where have you been?” Mom demands.
“I was here a couple days ago. I visit you twice a week or thereabouts.”
“I haven’t seen you in forever,” she says, almost yelling now.
I place my hand on her arm. My touch seems to calm her.
“Why am I here?” she asks, like a scared little girl.
“Well, Mom. You have this brain thing.” I tend to tell her the whole 

story about twice a month. The hard facts don’t seem to bother her. 
They seem to relax her.

“You’ve been at Giffords Adult Care Center for about five years 
now,” I say.

“Really?” Mom says.
“Yep. Five years plus. You got sick when I was 16. You’re 50 now. 

Dad’s been dead almost 20 years. Died in Saudi. Nannie died during the 
41 Nights. So did Poppa Ball. Or at least we think they did. Char is still 
alive in San Francisco. She loves you very much.” 

I talked with Char just a couple weeks ago on G’s Sat-phone. She 
sent her love to my mom.

“Georgia loves you, too. She’ll come and visit you in a couple of 
days. And Mom, I love you.”

Mom’s quiet, not in a good way. Her face has a passive affect like 
a barely awake infant. I really wish Mom and I could have a regular 
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conversation, but we can’t. Mom’s been through enough. I’m glad she 
can’t remember and I’m glad the Feds provide good homes for people 
like her. More than glad. Profoundly grateful.

“Mom, there’s something else I have to tell you.”
“Yes?”
“Georgia and I are going to go visit Char on the train,” I say. “We’re 

going to see her, and bring back Granddad’s harmonium. We’ll be away 
for a while. Probably a month. Maybe less. I won’t be here to visit twice 
a week for a while.”

Martha is trying to puzzle what I’ve said. I can see the gears working. 
I’ve given her too much to think about. Let me try a different approach.

“Mom, I’m going to San Francisco to visit Char. Char is sick. I’ve 
never met her in person, you know. I need to see her. And I need to pick 
up something of Granddad’s”

“You’ve never met Chartreuse?”
“Nope.”
“And she has something of Peter’s?”
“Yes, she does.”
“Well, you need to go!”
“I do.”
“Are you taking anyone with you? I can go with you, you know.”
“No, Mom. You’re too sick with the brain thing. Georgia is coming 

with me.”
Martha smiles.
“Oh good. I love Georgia.”
“I know, and she loves you too.”
Mom looks at the Flex-TV again. Looks like Mel Gibson has a 

sword in his hand and blue paint on his face. Weird. Mom looks back at 
me, as if she’s seeing me for the first time today.

“Arthur! Where have you been?”
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Georgia “G” Swann
Tuesday, February 18th, 2076: 1:05 a.m.

New Chicks Coffee Shop
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

“Chessie, I’ve closed out the register and put the cash in the bank 
bag. You want me to drop if off on my way home?” I ask.

“No, I’ll do it. Busy night.” Chessie says. 
“Yes, it was,” I say, doing the last couple things before I leave for 

the night.
Chessie Dupree’s so pretty with that long black hair and hourglass 

figure. Wish she could find a good man. Not that she can’t take care of 
herself without one. She can. I just know she could use some loving, some 
good hard loving with a tender kiss at the end. Sigh. How did I get so 
lucky to find Artie? Oh, that’s right. He was that cute jerk I met a few 
years ago who broke my heart and now he’s not such an asshole anymore. 
Thank God for Craig and Bill, and their help in Artie’s transformation. 
Maybe a guy from A.A. and M.T.A. would like Chessie. Nah. That’s not 
what it’s about, and if sparks do happen between members, we just need 
to let it be, not push it. They are there to get sober, not get a date. 

I just love Chessie so much. She gave me a job and she cares for me 
like a sister, not a boss. Oh yeah. I’ve got to remind her about Artie’s 
and my trip. I told her last week, but I don’t know if she really heard me. 
Or if she just didn’t want to.

“Hey,” I say to her, “I need to talk with you after we close. It won’t 
take a second.”

“We are closed,” she says.
“Hey, Sammy,” Chessie yells over to a big guy with brown hair and 

a beard. “Time to hit the streets. I need to sleep,” she says firmly, but 
with a smile. 
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“OK, OK, Chessie. Hold your horses,” says Sammy, standing up 
and putting on his jean jacket. “I’m going.”

“See you tomorrow,” says Chessie.
“You bet. After the meeting,” says Sammy. He’s smiling now. I 

think he has a crush on the boss. Not her type. She goes for the skinny, 
tough type. What do I know?

“Take care, Sammy,” she says.
Sammy waves a hand and steps out the front door of the coffee shop.
“OK. Just us,” she says.
“I just wanted to remind you to not put me on the schedule for the 

month of March. Remember, Artie and I are going to visit his grand-
mother in San Francisco. I told you last week, I think.”

Chessie looks down. Her long black hair falls in her face.
“Yeah, I remember,” she says.
She looks up and brushes her hair out of her face.
“I’m just nervous for you,” she says. “You know the stories about 

the bodies in the desert, and you know Phoenix, or rather the hell that 
was Phoenix….”

She stops talking for a minute.
“Georgia,” she says, “it’s a long way to go just to have some alone 

time with your boyfriend.”
I chuckle. It’s not that funny, but she’s trying.
“He’s more than just my boyfriend,” I say.
“Yeah, I know,” she says.
“Well,” she says with a wry grin, “you’re going to take your pistol, 

right?”
“You’re goddamned right I am,” I say.
 Now we both laugh.
“Need a box of ammo for the trip?” Chessie asks.
I give her a hug.
“Oh, Chessie. That’s so sweet. Yes, we don’t have much ammo.”
Then I start to cry.
 “Oh Goddess,” I say through tears.
“Don’t worry, honey,” Chessie says. “I got tons. I like .357s better 

than .38s anyway. I know you love the .38s for your LadySmith.”
We hug. And both of us cry.
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Friday, February 21th, 2076, 8:15 a.m.

Bill Monroe’s House
Tucson, Arizona

I pull out my phone, open it, and check the time. Twenty minutes 
before I have to be at The Instrument Shop for work. Not soon enough.

“Have you lost your fucking mind?” says Bill, my A.A. sponsor. 
He’s not a bad guy. Just wound a little tight. OK, really tight. Well, 

he was a Master Sergeant in the Marines from ’54 to ’60, and he saw a 
lot of shit in Saudi, I’m sure. He’s only told me a little. You can always 
tell those guys who saw major action during The Oil Wars. They hardly 
talk about it at all. 

Anyway, Bill’s a good guy. Been sober a long time, over 12 years. 
He’s just a little short on communication skills is all.

“Why am I asking if you’ve lost your mind?” yells Bill. “Because I 
know it for a fact! You’re getting on the train to travel to San Francisco 
to visit your grandmother so you can pick up your grandfather’s 
synthesizer?”

“Harmonium, not a synthesizer. A portable hand-pumped organ 
that needs no electricity. Bill, I have to go to work.” I say.

“Harmonium!” repeats Bill. 
He places his face in his hands and shakes his head.
“Harmonium,” he says, or I think he says that. Hard to hear what 

he said as he’s now speaking into the palms of his hands. Sounds like 
‘lost his mind’ but I can’t be sure.
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Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena “Mags” Gutierrez
Wednesday, February 26th, 2076: 8:14 a.m.

Gate’s Pass, west of Tucson

A bite in the air. I breathe it in. Probably around 40°F . I love winter 
in the desert. And no one’s here. I like to be in the desert alone. Or with 
Stephanie. 

I don’t need to be here. Just want to be here. Nice way to start my 
shift.

I open the door of my Flex-truck, get behind the wheel, and start it 
up. I check the batteries. Got a 90% charge. Cool.

Well, time to serve and protect. God Goddess All There Is, be with 
me today.
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Monday, March 2nd, 2076: 5:12 p.m.

The Instrument Shop 
Tucson, Arizona.

“Tomorrow is my last day before I catch the train, you know,” I say.
“Yeah, I know,” says Pete Rainer, owner of The Instrument Shop. A 

big man with a white beard. Around 50. Hell of a flat picker.
‘“Paul will do fine fixing guitars and such while I’m gone,” I say.
“Yeah, but he’s not as good as you,” Pete says with a smile.
“You know I think it’s great, Arthur,” continues Pete, “that you’re 

going to get your granddad’s harmonium. I understand your reasoning 
about not having it shipped, and that you want to meet your grand-
mother for the first time, but…”

Pete looks at me with those loving, blue eyes.
“…but I’m just worried for you. We’ve all heard the tales about 

things in the Mojave.”
“Most of that stuff is just made up by Fox News, to wind people 

up.” I say. “The BBC says most tracks west of here are clear and safe 
most of the time.”

“And the truth lies somewhere between Fox and the BBC,” says 
Pete. “You know that.”

Yes I do. The BBC tends to not want to tell too much bad news and 
Fox News only broadcasts the bad and the ugly.

“I know, just try not to worry,” I say. “Georgia and I are armed and 
her boss gave us a new box of .38 ammo.”

“Artie, everyone is armed,” Pete says.
I shuffle my feet.
“Georgia is an even better shot than me,” I say.
Pete doesn’t feel like laughing.
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“Arthur, you’re a shitty shot,” he says. “Do me a favor. Call the 
shop from time to time on Georgia’s Sat-phone and let me know how 
you guys are.”

“I will,” I say. “And you know you are one of the few who knows 
Georgia has a Sat-phone, right?”

Pete looks around the empty shop.
“No one’s here, Artie,” he says. “No one’s heard.”
“I’m just saying,” I say.
He smiles.
“I’ll be careful with that information,” says Pete. “And for Goddess’s 

sake, you be careful on your trip and get back here as soon as you can.”
“Promise.”
“Paul doesn’t have your confidence,” says Pete. “It takes him forever 

to service a Martin.”
And with that, Pete walks from behind the counter and gives me a 

bear hug. I can hardly breathe.
“Pete, I need to breathe,” I say.
He doesn’t let me go.
“You know I love you like a little brother,” he says.
“I know,” I say in a weak voice. 
I really do need to breathe.
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Peter Saum, Jr.
Tuesday, March 3rd, 2076: 5:17 p.m.

The Upper Atmosphere of the Planet Jupiter
The Other Solar System

Whew. Killer left break around The Great Red Spot today. And Earl 
thinks he’s so cute when he cuts me off. Steal my wave again, buckaroo, 
and you’ll feel the rage of The South.

“How’s your grandson?” Earl asks, after we back away from the surf.
“Good. He and his girlfriend are taking the train to San Francisco 

to see his grandmother.”
“Isn’t that still dangerous?” he asks. 
“It’s better, but not great,” I say. “I plan on staying close.”
“Do,” says Earl. “Last September, my granddaughter almost shot 

a man for stealing a bottle of milk. I sent a big dose of the Love of the 
Ancestors and she decided not to kill him. Just shot him in the arm and 
he ran away. Lolly isn’t a killer and killing someone would fuck her up. 
I think your boy Artie is that sensitive too, right?”

“He is. He’s never killed anymore and he’s a terrible shot,” I say. 
“Luckily his girlfriend’s pretty tough. She’s a great girl, Georgia, and 
made of steel. From Wyoming. She killed someone a few years ago. A 
Mormon Tea manufacturer who was raping a friend of hers. She didn’t 
think twice about popping a cap in the rapist’s head.”

“Good,” says Earl. “Well, still stay close, Peter. She may be tough 
but she needs the Light of GGATI like everyone else.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” I say.
“We do more than we think,” Earl says.
“Hey, another set’s coming in,” he continues. “I promise not to cut 

you off.”
“You’d better not,” I say, and off we fly toward The Great Red Spot. 
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William “Bill” Monroe
Wednesday, March 4th, 2076: 8:15 p.m.

Downtown Alano Club 
Tucson, Arizona.

What in GGATI’s name is that newcomer talking about? OK, Bill. 
Just calm down. Remember you’re here to help and be helped, not judge 
and be judged, and remember what Larry used to say to you: ‘All those 
newcomers going on and on, and not making any sense? Well, it may be 
what keeps them sober tonight.’ Yeah, Larry, you were right, like you 
were so often. I miss you Larry. Rest in peace, brother.

That girl’s kind of cute. Ain’t seen her before, and she looks around 
my age. Wonder if she’s a newcomer. Hope not. Maybe she’s a visitor 
who just got off the train. We do get some cute sober women travel-
ing from California from time to time. Now, Bill, you ain’t here to get 
laid. You’re here to stay sober and help others to get sober. She is pretty 
though. God, I can’t remember the last time I made love to a woman. 

Good to see so many new faces tonight. Must be three new men and 
maybe that pretty woman if she ain’t visiting. I love my home group, 
the Wednesday night God/Not God group of Alcoholics Anonymous. I 
love these people. And there’s Michael and Craig chuckling over there, 
and Joy and Sammy holding hands, and Josh and Melissa by the door 
and Roy and Robbie, and Tony leading the meeting tonight. Oh my. I’m 
being such a judgmental prick. Newcomers never make sense. Did you, 
Bill? Hell no. You didn’t stop shaking for three days and all you did was 
scream about fucking jarheads for your first month. And what did these 
people do? They loved you, Bill. They loved you. So love them back.

And there’s Artie, one of my sponsees. Good kid. I was too hard on 
him the other day. I need to make amends to him after the meeting. Tell 
him I wasn’t really angry at him going to California. I’m just scared for 
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him is all. And he’s going to get his grandfather’s harmonium. That’s 
pretty cool.

Well, maybe I’ll share next. Sweet God, those newcomers are so full 
of shit. Now, now, Bill. Love and tolerance of others is our code. Love 
and tolerance, Bill.

Sounds like Roy is winding up.
“Thanks for letting me share,” says Roy. 
“My name is Bill and I’m an alcoholic.”
“Hi, Bill,” says the group.
“It’s been over ten years since I’ve felt it necessary to take a drink 

and for that, I’m truly grateful. And if you’re new, keep coming back. 
I remember when I was new. I wanted this so bad, but I was so full of 
shit, I even scared myself.”

Chuckles.
“But that was OK,” I say. “I was here. I was sober. I went to a meet-

ing every day. I got a sponsor on day three. My first sponsor, Larry. 
Many of you all remember Larry. He taught me a lot. He had me work-
ing the Steps immediately. ‘You think you’re an alcoholic,’ he asked me 
after my fourth or fifth meeting. ‘I know I am,’ I said. ‘Do you believe 
that a power greater than yourself can restore you to sanity?” he asked 
me. ‘I hope so,” I said. ‘Are you willing to turn your will and your life 
over to the care of God, as you understand him or her or it?’ ‘I don’t 
know,’ I said. Larry paused and then said with a big grin on his face: 
‘That’s OK. Two out of three ain’t bad.’

Everyone laughs.
“God, I miss that old son of a bitch,” I say.
I can’t talk. I start to cry. I didn’t realize how much I still missed 

Larry. He’s been dead a year now. I don’t know if I can share anymore. 
Just one more thing.

“Larry helped save my life,” I say through the tears. “If you’re new, 
let us help you get and stay sober, like Larry and many people did for 
me. We are rooting for you to live. We’re rooting for you. That’s all I’ve 
got. Thanks for letting me share.”

“Thank you, Bill,” say many in the room.
I look over at Artie. I see he’s crying too. He knew his grand-sponsor 

Larry. I smile at Artie. He smiles back. I wipe the tears from my eyes and 
look down at my hands. I look up. Other people are wiping away tears too. 

Larry was a hell of a man. 
His love saved my life.



48

Georgia “G” Swann
Thursday, March 5th, 2076: a little after Midnight

The front porch of her and Artie’s house
Armory Park

Tucson, Arizona

Artie’s sleeping but I can’t sleep. I hold a glass of iced tea in my 
hand. A slight breeze blows down our street. Tabitha, our cat, rubs 
against my leg.

I’m worried about this trip and Artie too.
Every since he decided to go, his nightmares have gotten worse, and 

just last night he yelled Bunny’s name in his sleep. He hasn’t done that 
since he got sober. Fucking Bunny.

I take a sip of my tea. It’ll be OK or it won’t, like the Goddess says. 
And I’ll be going with him too. And we’ve got plenty of ammo. We’ll be 
fine or we won’t. Can’t let fear keep us from living. 

To the east, I see an Almost-Full-Moon rise over the Rincon 
Mountains. At least we’ll have the Moon with us. His granddad used to 
love these nights, or so Artie tells me. Artie too. Me, not so much. I like 
New Moon nights with the Milky Way shining overhead. Not Artie. 
He likes the bright nights before and after the Full Moon. He walks the 
streets on Full Moon nights. Must run in the family.

I’m worried. He’s not walking with the Moon tonight. 
I hear a moan from inside. Must be having another dream. I rub 

Tabitha’s head then head back to bed.
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Michael Dollaride
Monday, March 9th, 2076: 7:51 a.m.

San Agustin Train Station
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

This may not be such a good idea, but I meditated on it and the 
GGATI inside of me said a single word. ‘Go.’ So I’m going. And Harold, 
my boss, said go too. Can’t argue with Harold or God.

I know I should have borrowed a gun from somebody but I hate 
guns. If I have a gun, I’ll think about killing and I’ve done enough kill-
ing for this lifetime. And the next. Pause when agitated they say in the 
Meetings. I can do that if I’m unarmed. But I can’t if I’m packing. I’ve 
proven that.

Got my ticket, my backpack and my Martin. Paper cup of coffee in 
my hand. Twenty people on the platform this morning for the Sunset 
Limited. The smell of coal and steam in the air. I love the smell of trains.

There’s Artie and Georgia. They don’t know I’m coming. Won’t 
they be surprised.

“Hey, guys,” I say.
They smile at me, then see my backpack and guitar case. Artie’s 

smile broadens. Georgia’s mouth falls open.
“You coming?” Artie asks.
“I am,” I say.
“Oh man,” he says, and all three of us hug. A nice group hug.
“Thank you, Michael,” Georgia whispers in my ear.
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Georgia “G” Swann
Monday, March 9th, 2076: 8:21 a.m.

On The Sunset Limited
Near Picacho Peak, Arizona

The boys have broken out the instruments—Artie on uke, Michael 
on guitar. Michael’s singing an old Gillian Welch song. Strangest lyrics, 
about how “one monkey don’t stop the show.” I think the men like this 
song because it mentions slow freight trains and having a purpose. 

I’m looking out the window of our train car. The old Interstate 10 
is vacant of any traffic, just a couple hundred feet west of the tracks. 
Hundreds of rusty cars, trucks and semis fill both lanes, some spill-
ing onto the shoulder. Only the occasional Flex-truck weaves its way 
through the abandoned vehicles and they seem to be scavenging for 
parts and scrap. Every once in a while, I see a white human skull or a 
pile of bleached bones. I’ve seen this hundreds of times and it doesn’t 
bother me that much, but I’ve never really gotten used to it. Picacho 
Peak’s anvil summit rises out of the desert, the morning light hitting its 
sheer walls, making the mountain shine. Saguaros stand at attention at 
its base. A Red-tailed Hawk rides an updraft between the train and the 
Peak. The light’s just wonderful this morning. Goddess is healing the 
planet. She’s been good to me, to Artie, to Michael, to all our friends. 
I’m so grateful to Her.

I open my handbag and take out a glass water bottle. I take a sip of 
Sun Tea, handing the bottle to Artie who shares it with Michael. They 
hand the bottle back to me. The boys are having a time.

“You know how all those old-timers in A.A. used to say that behind 
every skirt there’s a slip?” says Michael. “That you need to not get into 
a relationship in your first year of sobriety?”

“Yeah, I’ve heard Bill use the saying once or twice,” Artie says.
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“Well, I’ve been thinking. You know most women don’t even wear 
underwear anymore. So I guess, behind every skirt is…crack.”

“You guys,” I admonish Michael.
“It’s just a joke,” he says, laughing.
“Yeah and not a very good one at that,” I say.
I then elbow Artie in the ribs to stop him from laughing. He does 

and gives me a kiss on the cheek.
“You better kiss me,” I say.
“Ah, honey,” he says, giving me a squeeze too.
“Don’t ‘ah, honey me’,” I say, but I’m just teasing him.
Suddenly, Michael stops laughing. He’s looking over at I-10. Artie 

follows his gaze, as do I.
Five men and two woman on horseback canter south toward Tucson 

on the shoulder of the Interstate. All seven wear the fire-engine red 
shirts of El Grupo. The last guy in line stops, letting the other six ride 
on. He turns his horse to face the train. He pulls out his shotgun from 
its holster beside his saddle, raises the gun above his head and shakes it 
at the train, smiling a manical grin the whole time. He then turns his 
horse, and catches up with his partners.

“You brought your pistols with you, I assume,” Michael says.
“Yep,” I say, craning to see the last of the riders as they disappear 

from view.
“You?” Artie asks Michael.
“I don’t own a gun anymore,” Michael says.
“I forgot,” says Artie.
Artie holds my hand for a while. Michael stares out the window. 

We don’t talk.
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Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena “Mags” Gutierrez
Monday, March 9th, 2076: 8:27 a.m.

On The Sunset Limited 
near Picacho Peak, Arizona.

I’m fortunate to be a civil servant. I have a Sat-phone. Well, anyone 
can get a Sat-phone, but they cost a fortune. The Richie Riches and the 
Mormon Tea growers have Sat-phones of course, as do all government 
workers but most Americans only have Flex-phones, which are much 
cheaper but you can only get coverage in cities and big towns. Most 
people hate phones, texts, and computers. I need it for my job and lucky 
me, I got my mama an old out-of-date Sat-phone and we can talk and 
text each other.

Speaking of the devil, it’s a text from my mother in New Mexico. 
Asks how Stephanie is. Says the river is high and the snow is melting. 
I miss the Rio Grande, but I don’t mind that they transferred me to 
Tucson two years ago. Tucson kind of reminds me of Albuquerque 
except hotter, but the people are just as friendly. But ABQ doesn’t 
have a huge Tea problem. Some Brigham, but not like here where they 
grow the damn stuff. No, I miss my family but this is where I need 
to be. 

Except today. 
The Chief is sending me to San Francisco to pick up a prisoner and 

transport him back to Tucson for trial. Not my favorite job. I could fly 
but I’m not. The train will add a few days on the trip but no sense using 
oil resources for some scumbug in the Tea trade. Plus I like trains. No, 
I love trains. My favorite thing to do is to sit in my backyard at night, 
drink some iced coffee, and listen to the trains whisper through town. 
Second favorite thing to do, actually. Favorite thing is to be kissing and 
touching Stephanie.
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I put away the Sat-phone and look out my window. Picacho Peak 
looks pretty this morning. And I get paid for this.

Then I see them. Seven of them.
Shit. Red shirts. 
What are they doing here? They’re not doing anything illegal that I 

can see, but damn. Well, look at that. I think that’s Bunny Ortiz at the 
head. There’s a warrant out for his arrest. Double murder. Damn it. I’m 
on this train and there’s no law enforcement on The Sunset Limited, 
except me and three railroad dicks. And what can I do? Stop the train 
and then run after them on foot? 

Well, they’re gone now. Just have to get Bunny when I get home. 
Like I wish.

I open up my Sat-phone again and dictate a quick text to my mother.
“Dear Momma,” I say into the phone, “I’m off to San Francisco for 

a few days to pick up a prisoner. You know I wish I was with you and 
Papa, looking at the Rio Grande flow, and eating your chile rellenos, but 
I’m a hard working woman these days. And if Stephanie was here she’d 
send her love. I gotta go. I love you Momma. Kiss Papa for me. Love, 
Magdalena.”

I send the text and close the phone. I gaze out the window again 
at Picacho Peak. Then I think of Stephanie’s breasts. I shake my head. 
Stay frosty, Mags. No time to be thinking about having sex with your 
girlfriend.
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Monday, March 9th, 2076: 10:10 a.m.

On The Sunset Limited 
Outside of Casa Grande, Arizona.

Standing between cars, smoking a clove cigarette. I don’t smoke 
many. Can’t afford them, but seeing El Grupo messed me up. Actually, 
it was seeing Bunny for the first time since I got sober that did it. 

“Mind if I join you,” says Michael exiting his car.
“Hey, Michael. Sure. Want a clove?”
“Can’t stand ’em, but thanks.”
“I forgot,” I say.
“You all right?”
“Yeah, sure.” I say, looking at him and wonder why I’m lying.
“No, I’m not,” I say. “That was Bunny back there.”
“Yeah,” Michael says.
I take a long drag off my clove. I need to quit these.
“Don’t tell Georgia but I really want to use right now,” I say. “I can 

taste the Brigham in my mouth. That’s why I’m out here having a clove. 
I haven’t been this triggered in months. Jesus fuck.”

My hand shakes as I bring the cigarette to my lips.
“You prayed about it?” he asks.
“About what?”
“To have God Goddess All There Is remove the obsession to drink 

and use.”
That brought a smile to my face.
“I didn’t even think about that.,” I say. “Geez. Do I feel dumb.”
“You’re not dumb, Artie,” says Michael. “You’re just an addict. I 

forget to pray all the time.”
“But I bet you didn’t forget to pray when El Grupo rode by just 

now,” I say.
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Michael looks down at his feet, then looks out toward the desert 
barreling by.

“No, I didn’t,” he says.
“Didn’t think so,” I say. “You’re the most spiritual man I know.”
“Well, I don’t know about that,” he says. “I just have a daily reprieve 

from my addictions, contingent on my spiritual condition or something 
like that. You too.”

“I know,” I say.
“Life still sucks sometimes,” says Michael. “It can’t be helped.”
I exhale some clove smoke. 
“I’m glad you came out here,” I say. “I needed to talk with another 

addict, about how I just want to jump off this goddamned train, steal 
a horse in Casa Grande, catch up with Bunny, and completely ruin my 
whole fucking life.”

“One addict helping another, and all that shit,” he says.
“Yeah, all that shit,” I say. “I do feel better talking with you. Not a 

lot but a little.” 
“You’ve listened to me talk about all those murders so many times,” 

says Michael. “About time I listen to you talk about wanting to leap 
from a moving train, leaving the love of your life, so you can get high 
one more time.”

“True,” I say. “You have killed a shit load of people, and listening to 
you talk about that, Michael, plum wore me out.”

Michael punches me in the arm. I then grab his shoulder and give 
it a shake. 

“Seriously,” I say, “Thanks for coming to look for me.”
I take a last drag of my clove, and flick it off the train. 
Damn it. I forgot to stub it out. I hope I don’t catch the desert on fire.
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Jesus “Bunny” Ortiz
Monday, March 9th, 2076: 10:15 a.m.

On Interstate Ten
Near Red Rock, Arizona.

“Chuckie, get your ass up here.”
“What do you want, jefe?” says Chuckie, galloping up on his horse.
“You fucking pendejo,” I say. “What the fuck were you thinking, 

shaking your rifle at that train?”
“Nothing.” says Chuckie. “Just letting them know we own this god-

damned road.”
“Really?” I say “So you were just fucking with them?”
“Yeah, pretty much, Bunny.” 
I pull out my .357 Smith and Wesson and shoot Chuckie in the 

head. He falls from his horse.
“Roberto, grab the reins of his horse.”
He does.
I look down at Chuckie’s body. He’s missing the top of his head. 

Cool. 
“Chinga tu madre, asshole,” I say.
I turn to the other five.
“Let’s get off this road, so none of you find it necessary to screw 

with any more customers. We’re the good guys remember.”
“OK, jefe,” I hear a couple of them mumble.
We’re trying to win the hearts and minds of the people, goddamn it. 

And make some serious dinero for Christ’s sake. 
Mary save us.
I need to get home to Santa Rosa.
I look one more time at Chuckie’s body and shake my head. A waste 

of a perfectly good bullet. I should have just sliced his throat.
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Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena “Mags” Gutierrez
Monday, March 9th, 2076: 11:20 a.m.

New Union Station
Maricopa, Arizona

Good to stretch my legs, and get a cup of coffee. Interesting assort-
ment of individuals on the platform. Old dirt-poor desert rats. Young 
people going to California. Of course, government officials, and some 
business men and women. Funny, you can always tell business people. 
They don’t wear sensible shoes. 

Looks like Marshal Piehole over there, from Phoenix. Or what’s left 
of Phoenix. Guess I’ll have to say hello. He’s such a jerk, always looking 
at my tits.

“Hello, Marshal,” I say.
“Why hello, Mags. How are you?” saying this directly to my breasts.
“Good. What brings you down to the station?” I ask.
“Business,” says Piehole.
Thanks for being specific. Jerk.
“You?” he asks.
“Going to California to pick up a convict. How’s life in The Valley 

of The Sun?”
“Same old, same old. Protecting the farmers along the Salt River. 

Busting some Brigham dealers. The occasional murder.”
“Anybody still living in Phoenix?” I ask.
“Just a few crazies is all,” says Piehole “Most everyone else lives 

along the Salt and Gila Rivers you know. Growing corn and beans. 
Making babies. Making pots and furniture. Some damn fine Mesquite 
tables and beds being made along the river now.”

“I have a Mesquite chair at home, made on the Gila,” I say. “It’s 
beautiful.” 
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“They are pretty,” says Piehole.
Then I see Artie Saum on the train platform. Well, I’ll be.
“Got to run, Marshal,” I say. “I see one of my old wards over there. 

My love to the missus.”
“Oh. OK, Mags,” he says. “Safe trip.”
“You too.” Pompous ass.
“Artie!” I yell.
Artie turns his head to the sound of his name. He smiles.
“Mags!” he says. He walks up to me and give me a hug before I even 

ask for one.
“Artie, how’ve you been?” I ask. “It’s good to see you.” 
“Thanks,” says Artie.
“So who this?” I ask, looking at the pretty blond woman standing 

next to Artie.
“This is Georgia Swann, a very good friend,” he says. “Georgia, this 

is Mags Gutierrez. The Fed who arrested me, and went to bat for me, 
so I didn’t go to prison. Mags also is a killer harp player. She came into 
the store just last week to buy two more Marine Bands. A and D, right?”

“Good memory, Artie,” I say.
“It’s my business,” he says.
“Nice to meet you, Georgia,” I say, shaking her hand.
“Pleasure’s mine,” she says
“And this is Michael Dollaride.” Artie says. “Another good friend. 

He’s coming with us to California.”
“California? What’s in California?” I ask.
“My grandmother. My Dad’s mom. She’s in a nursing home in San 

Francisco. I’ve never met her. Talked on a Sat-phone with her twice and 
we’ve exchanged lots of letters, but I’ve never laid eyes on her.”

Artie pauses. A weird pause. 
“I think she is dying, Mags,” Artie says. 
He looks really sad. His face is so open now. He’s changed so much.
“So I want to meet her while I can,” he says, “and she says she has 

my grand dad’s harmonium, and she wants to give it to me.”
“No kidding, an old harmonium. Does it still play?” I ask.
“I think so,” says Artie “And if it doesn’t, I can probably fix it. At 

least I hope so.”
“And you’re going right to San Francisco proper?” I ask.
“Yep, a little west of downtown in what’s called the Inner Sunset 

district.”
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I smile.
“What?” Artie asks.
“I’m going to the Federal complex, in Downtown San Francisco,” 

I say.
“No shit.” says Artie. 
“Far out,” says Michael. 
“Thank God,” says Georgia. All three at the same time.
“Yes, sir,” I say.
“Hey, want to be one of our road dogs?” asks Michael.
“Can we call it something else?” I say.
“You can call it anything you like, Mags,” says Artie. “We’re just 

happy you’re on the train with us.”
Georgia lightly places her hand on my arm.
“Come sit with us,” she says. “We have some food, some Sun-Tea, 

and Michael brought his guitar,” she says.
“Please tell me, Mags, you brought a few harps,” says Artie.
“I did,” I say.
Then Artie does a little dance right on the platform. Funny kid.
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Michael Dollaride
Monday, March 9th, 2076: 6:40 p.m.

Grijalva Station
Yuma, Arizona

“Yuma,” yells the conductor through the intercom. 
“Dinner break. We’ll be resting at the station for a couple of hours. 

Keep your tickets with you if you decide to get off, even though I’m 
pretty good with faces.”

The conductor laughs, then coughs. Guy’s a comedian.
“We’ll be leaving Yuma around 8:45 p.m.,” continues the conductor. 

“Arriving in San Bernardino around midnight. If you get off the train, be 
sure to be back in your seats by 8:30. Enjoy your visit to Yuma, the hot-
test town in Arizona. Temperature-wise, that is.” The conductor chuckles 
again and then clicks off the mic. Bet he’s used that joke a hundred times.

“Want to hit a meeting?” I ask Artie.
“Well, I was thinking of just staying on the train,” he says.
“Go ahead, honey,” says Georgia to Artie. “I’m going to stay on the 

train and get to know Mags better. And maybe she’ll tell me some dirt 
about you guys, from back in the day.”

“I won’t say a thing,” says Mags to Artie.
“She already knows everything, Mags.” Artie says.
“Everything?” I say.
“Most everything,” Artie says, shrugging his shoulders.
“Don’t worry, boys,” says the Marshal. “It’ll mostly be girl talk. 

Mostly.”
Both women laugh. Wonder what the Marshal knows about my 

past? Christ, I’m being paranoid. I’m not that damn important. 
“Let’s hit that meeting,” I say to Artie.
“OK,” he says. He gives Georgia a kiss.
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“Don’t forget. Be back on the train, a little after 8,” says Mags. 
“The train waits for no one.”

“Time too,” I say.
“Smart boy,” says Mags.
Least she’s a law-woman with a sense of humor.

Grijalva Station is a weird wood and steel thing they built a few 
years back, since there was no train station left after the 41 Nights. 
It has an open lobby and new wooden benches, the windows have no 
glass, only shutters to ward off the sun and rain. A nice wraparound 
porch and tamale and taco vendors everywhere. It smells like home. 
Hotels and brothels and mixes of both. Then I see the new St. Paul’s 
Episcopal Church across the street. I pull out the Arizona M.T.A. sched-
ule from my backpack. Yep. Meeting’s been going on since 6:30. As long 
as you make it for the prayer at the end, you aren’t late for a meeting. 
That’s what an oldtimer used to say.

“Meeting’s over there at the church,” I say.
“Cool,” says Artie.
A small ‘M.T.A. is here’ sign leans against a door jam to a classroom 

that faces the street. We walk in. 
“…I want my wife back, but my sponsor keeps telling me that I need 

to stay sober for myself. But I miss her so bad. And my kids. My mother-
fucking kids…”

A large Hispanic man talks. We find our seats.
“…she’s a goddamned whore, fucking…”
He starts to cry. 
Artie and I settle into our seats and pay attention. No one touches 

the man. No one says anything. He has all of our attention. It’s what we 
give. We give our attention.

“…she’s not a whore. She’s a good mom,” continues the Hispanic 
man. “She just hates me, and for good reason. I was hanging out with 
El Grupo, running errands for them, making some good money, then I 
started spending all the money, and she left me and is back living with 
her mother. She doesn’t want to see me until I have a month clean. I have 
15 days today.”

A smattering of applause. Neither Artie nor I clap. 
“…so I guess I have to make it 15 more days. Or just tonight. And 

then another day. One day at a time, right?”
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No one speaks. Many of us nod.
“Yeah, one day at a time,” he says. “Thanks. That’s all I have to say.”
“Thanks, Chuy,” a number of people say.
About twenty of us in the room. I’ve never been to this meeting, but 

I feel welcome. It’s always that way. 
“My name is Sally, and I’m an addict.”
“Hi, Sally,” says the room.
“I’ve been sober almost a year now,” she says. “I came in here to 

get my kids back. I didn’t get them back. Jack took them to his folks in 
Blythe. He went too. I was three months sober when that happened. I 
miss them so much. I went to visit them around Christmas. It was great. 
His folks still don’t like me very much. I don’t know. Maybe it had to do 
with me, stealing their shit. I only did it once.”

Laughter.
“OK, twice.”
Bigger laughs.
“All right, three times.”
The room erupts.
“I gave it all back,” says Sally. “Well, some of it.”
Chuckles.
“Seriously, I don’t mind that they don’t trust me. I don’t fully trust 

myself. I only think about using about once a week now. And I pray to 
have Goddess remove the obsession, or I call my sponsor on the Flex, or 
I get to a meeting or all three. And it’s a hell of a lot better than it was 
when I came in. I thought about Mormon Tea all the time then. All the 
fucking time…”

Ridden hard, hung up wet, with mad-dog blue eyes. Easy to love 
now. Hard to like when she was using.

“So I have a good job at the food co-op, and I’m learning to play 
the banjo…”

No one laughs at her learning the banjo. Music was fun before the 
shit hit the fan, the old timers say, but it wasn’t sacred back then. It’s 
holy to play an instrument now.

“…I have a good teacher. Big Mike from A.A. Y’all know Big Mike? 
Been sober ten years, works for the Marshal Service as a computer 
mechanic. Good guy. Hell of a player. He’s teaching me on one of his old 
Gold Tone banjos. Teaching me now this sweet little old claw hammer 
tune called ‘More Bad Weather On The Way.’ by Steve Martin. Tells me 
if I stay sober a year, he’ll give me that old five string….”
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She starts to cry, not out of sadness or frustration like Chuy, but out 
of joy. 

“…I can’t tell you how much I feel GGATI when I play, and when I 
think about Tea, I just pick up that loaner from Mike, and practice my 
scales or just play something in G. I’m so grateful to be sober. And I 
kind of lied before. I think about Tea a lot.”

A couple of chuckles. All smiles from us. All of us have tried to pre-
tend we’re more sober, more sane than we actually are.

“Yeah, I miss my kids just awful,” she says in the direction of Chuy, 
“but I have to get myself right, or at least righter than I am if I’m going 
to be any good to my kids. So I pray, and I talk with other addicts and 
alcoholics, and I come to meetings and I play that old five-string of 
Mike’s…”

She cries through all of this. She transforms from a middle-aged 
woman who has been beaten down by about a half dozen things to one 
of the prettiest girls in the world. She just shines. Makes me smile. She’s 
my gift of sobriety tonight.

“…so if you’re hurting just keep coming back. And maybe pick up 
the banjo. That’s all I have.”

“Thanks, Sally,” says the room.

“That was a great meeting, wasn’t it?” says Artie as we walk back 
to the station. “That Sally woman talking about the Goddess and her 
banjo? That’s just how I feel when I play my old Martin, or when we 
play together. It’s so sacred. Like with each note, we are breathing a 
little more life into The Earth, that God Goddess All There Is grows 
with each tune we play. With each note I strum. We’ve talked about this. 
I know you feel it too.”

“I do,” I say.
“It’s better than booze, better than Brigham,” he says.
“It is,” I say.
“Almost better than sex,” Artie says.
“I won’t say that,’ I say. “Then again, it’s been a long time since I’ve 

even kissed a girl.”
Artie puts his arm around my shoulders as we walk back to the 

station.
“Well, maybe we can change that on this trip.”
“I ain’t looking to get laid, Artie,” I say.
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“And that’s just when you meet the girl of your dreams,” he says.
“Or my nightmares,” I say.
“Ah,” he says, and pushes me away.
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Peter Saum, Jr.
Monday, March 9th, 2076: 10:05 p.m.

On The Sunset Limited
East of The Salton Sea, California

Found an empty seat just a few rows back from Artie, Georgia, 
Michael, and Mags. They don’t know I’m here. Hell, they never know 
I’m here. But I need to be here tonight. 

I don’t know what’s going to happen but I just had this funny feel-
ing while cruising  around the Solar System today. Like that time Artie 
almost got killed three years ago. So I’m here. I can’t do much, except 
shine Light and send Love, but that ain’t no spiritual chicken feed.

Pretty girl in front of me. Hair blowing in the wind from the desert 
air coming in through the train car window. Window’s only down an 
inch or so, but it’s moving her auburn hair like a dance of red strings. 
Quite beautiful. Pretty night, too.

Then I see the first bullet enter the car. Comes through the girl’s 
window, right in front of her face. Glass shards soon behind. Like in 
slow motion. I can see in slow motion when I want to, or when things 
go down. Things are going down.

Red-headed girl looks all right. Face looks OK. She’s on the floor. 
Got a pistol in her hand.

Then I float over to where my family is.
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Georgia “G” Swann
Monday, March 9th, 2076: 10:07 p.m.

On The Sunset Limited
East of The Salton Sea, California

As soon as I hear glass shatter, I have my .357 out of my bag. I look 
over at Artie. He’s still grabbing for his gun. Mags’ already gone to the 
other side of the car, yelling orders.

“Kill the lights,” she screams. Someone flicks a switch. Most but not 
all of the lights go out.

“Everyone without weapons, hug the floor on the right side of the 
train,” she yells. “Everyone with, over here on the left.”

Quick motions in the dark of the unarmed crawling right and the 
armed heading left. I’m behind Mags. She turns to speak to me.

“You any good with that?” asks Mags.
“Pope shit in the woods?” I say.
“Yes, he does,” say Mags with a smile.
“What do you see?” I ask.
“Nothing. Nothing at all. Might have just been some assholes fuck-

ing with us. Might be robbers though. We’ll know in a few minutes.”
“We’ll know?” I ask.
“If the train comes to a halt,” Mags says. “Means they got through 

the locomotive door or put something on the tracks. Have to be some-
thing big to stop this train though. These new locomotives have hellish 
counter measures to combat robbers. Top secret stuff. You don’t want 
to know.”

I squat beside her in the dark and wait for the train to stop. One 
minute. Two minutes. Still moving. I feel Artie’s hand on my waist, 
just letting me know he’s there. Still nothing. Train’s still flying along. I 
hardly breath.
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Then, silhouetted against the light desert sand, I see horses and 
then men on horses and then more horses and more men. Couple dozen 
at least.

“You see them?” says Mags.
“I do,” I say. “What do you think?”
“Nothing. I don’t think they mean to rob the train. Just trying to 

put the fear of God into us. Showing us who’s boss, and it’s not you, 
assholes,” say Mags, more to herself then anyone else.

“Glad you’re here,” I say.
She turns to me and smiles.
“I’m glad you all are safe,” she says, looking at Artie and I.
“No gun?” she yells across the isle to Michael.
Michael shakes his head in the dim light.
“Want one?” say Mags.
“Thanks. Not right now,” says Michael.
“If I need you, you in?” Mags asks Michael.
Michael nods
“He’s in,” say Artie. “Just not until it’s time. It’s not time yet.”
“Oh,” say Mags. “You’re right. It’s not time. Pray it doesn’t become 

time.”
“GGATI, help us,” I say.
And for the first time, in days, I think about my family in Wyoming.
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Peter Saum, Jr.
Monday, March 9th, 2076: 10:30 p.m.

On The Sunset Limited
East of The Salton Sea, California

Artie’s OK. Everybody else too, but one.
“What happened?” asks Melissa.
“You got shot,” I say. “You’re dead now.”
“Really?” she says, brushing the white hair out of her face, or rather 

her white angel ghost hair. She’s new to this.
“Damn, I was going to visit my grandkids in San Bernardino,” she 

says.
“You still can,” I say. “They just won’t be able to see you. You can 

still send Love to them. The Love Of The Ancestors. Still watch over 
them too, or you can come back as a human right away or go to the 
Great Big Sea. You have lots of choices.”

“Am I an angel?” asks Melissa.
“An angel and a ghost. An angel ghost. It’s hard to explain,” I say.
“Is there a God? A Goddess?” she asks.
“Close your eyes, Melissa.”
She does. Then she glows. Literally glows with the Light. Her first 

angel ghost time with the Light of God Goddess All There Is.
I hold her hands and wait for her to decide. 
I love this part.
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Tuesday, March 10th, 2076: 6:45 a.m.

On The Sunset Limited
Just south of San Bernardino, California

“Who was she?” I say through a yawn.
“Melissa Bartlett. 63 years old. From El Paso. On her way to visit 

family in San Bernerdino, judging from her papers and such,” says Mags.
“Family know she’s dead?” asks Georgia.
“Don’t know their number.” say Mags. “We checked her phone, but 

there are no last names with the caller IDs. My guess is someone will be 
at the station to pick her up, and we’ll tell them then.”

“Jesus,” says Michael.
“Yeah,” says Mags.
The train starts to slow. Dawn breaks over the mountains to the 

east. 
“Did I sleep through Palm Springs?” I ask Georgia.
“Like a baby,” she says.
“I miss anything?”
“We stopped for fifteen minutes, picked up a half dozen passen-

gers, and we were on our way,” say G. “The conductor whispered ‘Palm 
Springs’ over the intercom. Sweet of him to not want to wake everyone 
up, even though most of us were up, due to the shooting. Except you.” 

She’s not mad. Just teasing.
I give a crooked grin. I was tired, plus with Mags with us, I figured 

we were fine.
“I’m up now,” I say.
Georgia kisses me. Not a big kiss, but not a little one either. Damn 

good regular kiss. 
“Check that out,” say Michael, pointing out the window.
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“Wow,” I say.
For miles, all I see are concrete pads for houses. No wood, no pipes, 

no roofs, no homes. Just a sea of rectangular pads of concrete. I’ve seen 
this before, out at Continental Ranch, a suburb of homes outside of 
Tucson, but not like this. I don’t get too sentimental about pre-War 
days. From what I can gather from old-timers, and some books and 
newspapers, Americans were a selfish, spoiled people, afraid of their 
own shadows and with little resilience to endure the ups and downs of 
living. But seeing all these pads, I’m reminded that families lived here, 
thousands of people loved and worked here, and did the best they could. 
Families and friends. And my family and friends are the most important 
thing to me, next to my sobriety. Be honest with yourself, Artie. I know 
if I ever lose my sobriety, I’ll lose my family and friends, or rather they’ll 
lose me.

“Something, eh?” Michael say.
I nod.
Mags sees what we are seeing.
“Worse as you get to closer to Los Angeles. Much worse,” she says.
“We have to change trains in San Bernardino,” says Georgia, but we 

all know this. “You staying on the train, Mags and heading into L.A.?” 
she asks the Marshal.

“Nope. Maybe on the way back I’ll come through Los Angeles, but 
I’m getting on the Southwest Chief for a few hours, then I’ll transfer to 
the San Joaquin Train in Barstow, and head straight to Oakland.”

Georgia gets up from her seat, crosses the isle and hugs Mags.
“Ah, I’m guessing you folks are taking that route as well,” says Mags.
G smiles and nods and hugs Mags again.
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Tuesday, March 10th, 2076: 8:40 a.m.

Santa Fe Depot
San Bernardino, California

“We have a two hour layover here,” Georgia says to me, looking at 
her schedule. “Let’s get something to eat.”

We exit the car to the platform. I’m traveling light with only my 
backpack, and a smaller bag that carries my ukelele and my gun. G has 
a small backpack and a mandolin case. Michael’s the one who decided 
to bring his Martin, but he’s not over-loaded. Most people carry instru-
ments when they travel. At least everyone under the age of 50. Like the 
old priests who carry Bibles, we carry guitars, fiddles, mandolins, uke-
leles, flutes, and skin drums. If it sings, we bring.

At the far end of the platform, I see Mags talking with a family. 
Mom, Dad, and a teenage girl. The father starts to cry. Mother and 
daughter hug the man. Ms. Bartlett must have been his mother.

This depot’s huge. Kind of Spanish Revival meets Moorish some-
thing. Beautiful. Four round tile domes top the lobby building with 
red roofs extending a hundred yards on either side. Wonderful to see 
the old architecture preserved. Amazing it escaped the scavengers. And 
there’s our next train on the far side of the tracks. Now that metal cross-
walk that arches over the tracks isn’t Spanish Revivial. That’s Post-War 
Federalist Steel architecture. Not that pretty but it works.

There sure are a lot of people at this depot. Must be a few hundred. 
Families of three and four. Couples arm in arm. Dusty old men and 
women. Marshals and government workers. Blacks, Whites, Asians, 
Hispanics, Natives. And if my eyes don’t fail me, some men from El 
Grupo who are trying to look respectable. They aren’t wearing any col-
ors but I know the smell. 
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Shit. Robbie Rod is here.
“What?” says Georgia, sensing my change of mood.
“A guy I used to run with in El Grupo is over there,” I say.
“Where?” she asks.
I point with my eyes.
“Tall drink of water. Black hair. Blue jean jacket.”
Michael walks up.
“Let’s get something to eat. I’m starved,” he says.
“In a minute,” I say.
I look over to Michael, than back at Robbie. He knows.
“Guy from back in the day?” asks Michael
“Yeah.”
“Want to say hello?” he asks
“What do you think?”
“Fuck ’em,” says Michael. “Let’s eat.”
We head toward the lobby, G’s hand on my arm. Michael walks 

behind us. He glances over his shoulder at Robbie. Glad Michael 
came.

“This is the best burrito I’ve ever eaten,” says Georgia with a mouth 
full of food.

“You always say that when you’re hungry,” I say.
“But it is,” say G. “Tortilla is fresh, salsa’s divine and the beans are 

amazing” she says.
“It is pretty good,” says Michael. “Have a bite of mine.”
“No, Thanks. I’m not that hungry. Cup of coffee is just fine.”
I’m looking down at my hands. I then raise my eyes and look at my 

two best friends. They both give me this ‘what the fuck’ look, like two 
pissed off cats.

“Sorry,” I say over the table. “I’m just spooked by Robbie Rod.”
“Nothing will happen here,” says Georgia. “Too many Feds, and 

shit, honey, that was three years ago.”
“I doubt Bunny’s forgotten,” I say.
They both nod and then go back to eating their breakfast.
“I’ll buy you a burrito for the train,” says Georgia “I know you’re 

not hungry now but you will be and you get even moodier when you’re 
hungry.”

She winks at me. I reach across the table and squeeze her hand.
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“I’m going to go over to that bench and have a quick clove smoke, 
and pray a quick prayer. Y’all watch my gear?”

“Sure,” say Michael.
 Near the end of the outside dining area grows a young tree. Don’t 

know what it is. Don’t know my California trees. Could be a eucalyp-
tus. I light a clove cigarette. I close my eyes. I speak a quiet prayer, so 
only I can hear.

“God of the Sky, Goddess of the Earth. Hear my prayers,” I quietly 
speak. “I need you both to guide me through these scary lands. I need 
you both to help me stay sober, stay sane, stay on the right path. I need 
you both to help me love and protect my friends. I need you both to 
shine light on me and mine. I am small. You both are big. But I have 
some of both you God and you Goddess in me and some of All There Is. 
May my GGATI harmonize with your GGATI. Without you all, I am 
lost. With you all, I am whole.”

“Hey, Artie,” say a voice behind me. I turn.
“Hey, Robbie,” I say, “How are you?” I am scared but not that 

scared. The prayer has helped and I don’t sense any danger.
“I’m OK,” says Robbie. “Did I interrupt anything?”
“You kind of did,” I say. Now I sense something. OK, Robbie, please 

don’t fuck with me now.
“You got a minute?” he asks.
“Sure. But just a minute,” I look over toward Georgia and Michael. 

They both see Robbie. Michael gets up from his seat. I raise my hand to 
him to stay. Michael sits back down.

“I have to catch the train to Barstow,” I say.
“I’m getting on that train too. Been in Los Angeles for about a year. 

Staying close to my family there. Heading to Wyoming now to look for 
work.”

“Good luck with that,” I say.
“Yeah,” he says, looking away from my eyes. “Anyway, It’s been 

around what? Three years since I saw you in Santa Rosa?”
“Something like that.”
“Well,” Robbie continues, “I may be an idiot and my sponsor will 

probably think I’ve lost my mind, but I need to make amends to you, 
Artie. When you got shot up in Sells, when we were transporting that 
Brigham to Tucson? Well, I told a lie about you to Bunny. I told him 
that you were working with the Feds, that you couldn’t be trusted. I was 
pissed off that you were sleeping with that girl. I wanted her too but she 
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wanted you, not me, so I figured if I told Bunny you were a Fed, he’d kill 
you and she would be with me.” 

“I didn’t know it was you,” I say, “But I figured somebody thought 
I was a snitch. Or maybe Bunny just needed to shoot at someone. So it 
was you?”

“Yeah, it was me,” says Robbie, “I was smoking more Tea than even 
you back then,” he laughs and then stops the laugh.

“Anyway,” Robbie says, “I’ve been going to Mormon Tea Anonymous 
in Los Angeles. It’s a 12-Step program for those of us trying to not use 
Brigham, to be and stay clean and sober. Going to A.A. too. And I 
wouldn’t blame you for shooting me right now, but I was the one who 
tried to get you killed, and I’m sorry about that, and if I could go back 
and change it, I would but I can’t. But I can commit to you that I’ll do 
my best not to lie for my own selfish gains again, and definitely not lie so 
someone gets shot or killed. I’m really sorry, Artie. Really, I am.”

I just stare at him for a second and don’t say anything. Is he playing 
me? I look hard into his eyes. I don’t think so. 

“So if I get this straight, you just happened to be in San Bernardino 
at this train station on your way to Wyoming, and you see me, a guy you 
tried to get killed, and you figured that since our paths crossed, you’d 
come up to me and apologize?”

“Try and make amends. Make things right. Not apologize,” he says
“Right. Make amends,” I say.
He is for real.
“Well, Robbie Rod, I’ve got some news for you,” I say, trying to 

look mean but I can’t pull it off. A big smile breaks across my face.
“Robbie, My name is Artie and I’m an addict and an alcoholic. I’ve 

got two years clean and sober last month.”
Robbie’s mouth drops open.
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Peter Saum, Jr.
Tuesday, March 10th, 2076: High Noon

On The Southwest Chief
North of San Bernardino, California

Back on the train. I loved trains when I was alive. Didn’t ride them 
much at all back then. We had planes and gasoline cars and all of 
that, but my studio was just a couple blocks away from a crossing 
and I would hear whistles blow as I recorded in my studio. Two long 
whistles, a short and a long. Dad taught me that. Sometimes, I’d leave 
the whistle in on the intro of a piece of space music. Gave it extra 
atmosphere. Wish I had ridden the train more. I don’t exactly ride 
anywhere now.

Really enjoyed that little miracle on the platform. A Ninth Step 
amends completely out of the blue. Seems Artie accepted it well, but 
I can tell my grandson doesn’t fully trust Robbie. If I overheard right, 
Robbie’s got six months clean and sober. A good amount of time but not 
really. Depends on the man or woman in recovery. Some people have a 
psychic change right away, others it takes years. I guess we’ll find out 
more as it is revealed, as they say in A.A. and in M.T.A. But Artie and 
Michael are smiling and Robbie looks relieved. The three of them are 
thick as thieves. Hmmm. Not my best analogy.

Georgia and Mags do look worried. They have good reason I guess. 
I’m hoping they have no reason to distrust Robbie, but I don’t know. 
I can’t read minds. I can read the faces of my descendants like Artie 
pretty well, but that’s only because he’s blood. I’m just as mystified as I 
ever was regarding human behavior. 

One very big advantage to being on my side of things is I can travel 
anywhere, anytime, in an instant. And I have traveled quite a bit over 
the past 40 plus years and seen much. 
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A folksinger once sang, ‘You’ve never seen everything.’ I’ve come 
close to seeing everything and much of what I’ve seen is ugly. But now, I 
just go where my people are, and a few of their friends. I no longer need 
to explore horrors.

I have seen Barstow, California, our next stop on this train. Stopped 
there just last year on my way to the ancient Bristlecone Pines in the 
White Mountains.  

Barstow’s not a pretty place. 
I’ll stay close.
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Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena “Mags” Gutierrez 
Tuesday, March 10th, 2076: 5:05 p.m.

New West Train Station
Barstow, California

“Hijo de perra,” I say.
“What the matter, Mags?” asks Georgia.
I mouth ‘just a minute’ to Georgia.
“The Bakersfield Princess is late,” I say to my boss, Kirk Bledsoe, 

on my Sat-phone. “Seems there was a freight derailment near Boron.” 
“What’s that, Chief?” I ask. “The Princess isn’t going to be here in 

Barstow until tomorrow morning at the earliest? Fuck. Sorry, Chief. Sir, 
have you ever been to Barstow?” 

“No, I haven’t,” says Chief Bledsoe on the phone.
“Well, civilization has barely made it back here,” I say. “There are 

no craftspeople, if you know what I mean. I am a little worried. I need 
a room for the night. Can I put in on the Fed card? 

“No problem, Mags,” says Kirk.
“Great. I’ll need two rooms.” 
“Why?” he asks.
“I’ll tell you later. Trust me. It’s OK.” 
“Just don’t break the government’s piggie bank, all right?” says 

Chief Bledsoe.
“I won’t,” I say, “I’ll call you when the train leaves for Bakersfield 

tomorrow. I can’t thank you enough.” 
“Just tell me what’s going on tomorrow,“ he says.
“I will,” I say. “Hasta.”
I close my Sat-phone.
“What did he say?” ask Georgia.
“Two rooms. One for you and me, the other for the boys.”
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“Great,” say Georgia, and give me a hug.
Georgia may be the huggiest person I’ve ever met. I don’t mind.
Artie, Michael and Robbie stand under an awning outside the run-

down station. Georgia and I walk up.
“So?” says Artie.
“Train to Bakerfield’s not going to be here until tomorrow,” I say. 

“But no worries. I’ll get rooms for all of us at the Jasper Hotel. Let’s go 
get checked in, and then we can find something to eat.”

“Sounds like a plan,” says Michael. Robbie is quiet.
We all pile into a taxi, not a Flex-car but an old electric jalopy, and 

head up the hill toward Hotel Alley.
“The Jasper, please,” I say to the driver.
“You got a hundred dollars?” asks the cabbie.
“A hundred for just up the hill?” I ask.
“Mags, we can’t spend that kind of money,” says Georgia.
“It’s OK,” I say to Georgia. “I got it.”
GGATI save us.
And off we go. 
Seems like washing isn’t something they do much here in Barstow. 

Then again, water is expensive here. Everything expensive here. And it 
stinks, a mix of body odor, rotting plants and something else. I shouldn’t 
be so judgmental. It’s just a railroad switching town. What do I expect? 
A craft fair, with organic gardens?

After a couple minutes, we arrive at the Jasper.
“Here’s a hundred. Keep the change.”
“There is no change,” says the cabbie.
“My point exactly,” I say.
“Bitch,” says the cabbie.
“What did you call her?” says Artie to the cabbie.
“It’s OK, Artie. Let it go.”
We grab our bags and the boys get the instrument cases out of the 

trunk. We walk over to the lobby. Oh Goddess.
The Jasper is what’s left of an old motel lodge from fifty years ago, 

when people used to drive on The Interstate. Doesn’t seem like the 
maintenance man has been around much. All the wooden doors to the 
rooms are gone, replaced by chain-link grates across each doorway. No 
wood at all that I can see. Lots of wood got burned during the 41 nights. 
Some glass windows are intact but not many. Welded bars over most of 
the windows.
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“I’ll go in and get our rooms,” I say.
They all look a little scared. I’m scared too. Artie, Michael and 

Georgia are tough cookies, not scared of much, but this has them on 
full alert. 

I walk up to the hotel desk. A short bearded man with snot coming 
out his nose greets me.

“Evening. What can I do you, ma’am?” he says.
“I need two rooms for the night.”
“How many people?” he asks.
“Five. Three men, two women, all adults. Do you take The Federal 

Plastic?”
“Only plastic I take. You a railroader?”
“Marshal,” I say pulling my badge from my front pocket. I don’t 

wear the badge, nor any kind of uniform. Some people like to shoot 
cops for fun, you know.

“Well, Marshal Gutierrez, welcome to the Jasper Hotel. Staying 
one night?”

“Just one.”
He grabs my Fed card and punches the numbers into a Sat-phone, 

then takes a pic of me with his phone. This is going to cost. 
“Card’s good. So are you. Can’t be too careful. You could be imper-

sonating an officer of the law.” he says, still punching in numbers. 
“Total for two rooms for one night will be $1200 even.”

“Even,” I say, “that’s nice.”
“I’ll need your thumbprint, Marshal.”
I push my thumb on the face of his phone.
“Thank you. Need to tell you a few rules and things,” says the clerk. 

“First, sorry about the lack of solid doors but those grates keep out 
everyone from rats to drunks. I try and keep a quiet place here and most 
people go to bed pretty early, don’t you know. You can bring alcohol 
into your room but no drugs, no Brigham, but I don’t guess that’ll be a 
problem for you, Ma’am.” 

He smiles. Two teeth is all he has for a smile. One for meat. One 
for soup.

“Also, there is a pretty good restaurant, just up the hill. Johnny’s 
Cafe,” he continues. “Not bad. Not great. And I can call a taxi for you 
anytime, to take you back to the train station. Oh, over on that little 
hill, there are a few chairs in a circle, around a small fire pit. We have 
wood if you want to light a fire. $100 a bunch. Some travelers go over 
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there to play music, others have prayer meetings, others just hang out. 
Got a nice little view of the town and it’s away from the hotel so the 
music doesn’t bother the other guests. So help yourself to that.”

“You expect to be full tonight?” I ask.
“I do. I suppose you were trying to get to Bakersfield too?”
I nod. 
“Yeppers, it’s going to be hopping here tonight,” he says, licking his 

lips. He hands me two metal keys for grates to our rooms.
“And don’t forget to bring back your keys in the morning. If you 

forget, it’s an extra $300 on your card. And check out is at 11 sharp.”
“Thanks, and have a good night,” I say. Might as well be nice, even 

in this hell hole.
“You too, Marshal,” says the clerk and then he looks at my tits. Great.

The five of us go check out the rooms. Beds seems OK. Scratchy 
sheets but at least they’re clean. I don’t want to think about what those 
stains are on the floor. None of us leave anything in the room. This is 
just a bed.

“Y’all hungry? I’m buying.” I say.
“You don’t have to, Marshal,” says Robbie.
“I know, but I want to,” I say. “There’s a cafe just up the hill. Hope 

they serve strong coffee. I’m getting a caffeine headache.”
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Michael Dollaride
Tuesday, March 10th, 2076: 7:30 p.m.

Jasper Hotel
Barstow, California

“That wasn’t terrible food,” I say.
“Tell that to my stomach,” says Artie.
“The coffee was OK,” says G.
“And I liked the oatmeal cookies,” says Robbie.
“The cookies were good,” says Mags.
“Yeah, the cookies were pretty tasty,” I say to Artie.
“Brother,” Artie says, shaking his head. “That was my worst meal 

in years. You know I’m not picky but I just hate Synth Meat.”
Changing the subject, I ask, “So you want to look for a meeting or 

just stay close to home tonight? I vote for staying here. I’d like to maybe 
just play some tunes and hit the hay.”

“The desk clerk says there is a circle of chairs on that little rise 
behind the hotel,” Mag says. “Says people use it for playing all the time. 
Fire pit too, but you have to buy the wood.”

“Cool, but I’ll pass on the wood.” I say.
“I’m just going to stay here with Mags,” say Georgia. “Why don’t 

you boys just go over there and play. We’ll watch our gear.”
“Great,” I say. “Well, grab your uke, Artie. Robbie, you play?”
Robbie pulls from his bag what looks like a penny whistle. 
“Fantastic,” I say. “You know any Celtic jigs?”
Robbie smiles.
“My name might be Rodriguez but my grandmother was Scottish. 

Rest her soul.”
I put my arm around Robbie’s shoulder.
“Brother, you’ve just made my night,” I say.
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Georgia “G” Swann
Wednesday, March 11th, 2076: 2:11 a.m..

Jasper Hotel
Barstow, California

Artie sleeps next to me. Mags is in the other bed. Michael and 
Robbie sleep next door.

It was quiet until just a minute ago. Now I hear crying. I rise from 
the bed, pull on my jeans, put on my blouse and slip on my boots. 
I walk to the metal grate door, unlock it and tippy toe outside. I’m 
curious.

It’s coming from the second floor across from what used to be the 
parking lot. It’s a woman’s voice, and a man’s.

“I don’t want to go to Bakersfield. I hate it there. I hate those peo-
ple,” the woman’s voice says through tears.

“I know honey, but I have a job there,” says a masculine voice. “I 
have to go. There was nothing for us in San Bernardino.”

“My mother was there,” she says. “Momma was there.”
“Mary, your mother’s grave is there, but she’s not there anymore.”
I hear no more talking. Just crying.
I got back to my room and back to bed. I cuddle next to Artie. I pull 

him into my body. 
“Goddess, protect us as we travel.” I whisper. “I know in my prayers 

and meditations to you the answer has always been ‘Go with Artie to 
see his grandmother.’ but I’m frightened now. We are far away from 
home. And I don’t expect you, GGATI, to come down and save us from 
all harm. I know my job is to align the Goddess in me with the Goddess 
you are, but I’m still scared. Please help me be in the moment so I can be 
of use to you and to all people. And to Artie and his friends. Goddess, I 
don’t spook easy, but I’m spooked now.



STEP ZERO

91

I kiss Artie’s shoulder. I’m so sleepy.
Then I hear three shots ring out. Bang, bang, pause, then bang 

again. They sound close.
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Wednesday, March 11th, 2076: 1:44 p.m..

On The Bakersfield Princess
West of Boron, California

“Damn, I wish Mags was here,” I say.
“Me too,’ Georgia says.
Michael and Robbie nod in agreement.
“So there’s no Marshal in Barstow?” asks Robbie.
“There is but he’s up here somewhere near the derailment. Mags is 

detaining the woman until he gets back,” I say.
“Poor bastard,” says Michael. “So you heard them talking before 

she killed him.”
“I did,” says Georgia. “She was crying about having to go live in 

Bakersfield. Guess she didn’t want to live there.”
Robbie laughs. None of the rest of us do. Robbie cuts off his chuckle. 

It’s really not that funny. Maybe a little. 
“Would you look at that?” I say, looking out the window as we 

pass. “Never seen train cars on fire before.”
Most of the freight cars have burned down to the metal but these 

three still blaze with blue, green and orange flames. Must be some 
chemicals or something. 

“We’ll be slowing our rate of speed for a few miles, folks,” says the 
conductor over the speaker. “Just have to get past this derailment.”

I don’t think this was just a derailment, but what do I know.
Soon we’re past and picking up steam.

Hours later, I can see the Sierra Nevadas in the distance. Still some 
snow on their peaks. Starting to get a bit nippy in the car. I take my 
fleece jacket out of my backpack and put it on.
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Georgia sleepily gazes out the train window. None of us got much 
sleep last night.

“Hope we see Mags soon,” says G. “But who knows,” 
“She has your Sat-phone number, G,” I whisper. “I told her we’d call 

her once we get to the Bay Area, if not sooner.”
“Good.” she says. “I miss her.”
“Me too,” I say. “We should be in Bakersfield around sunset, Fresno 

by midnight.”
“I’ll get us rooms in Fresno,” says my sweetie. “I’ll pay this time.”
I squeeze her hand. Having a Richie Rich as a girlfriend does have 

its advantages, though I rarely take advantage of her. And we work at 
keeping it a secret, given the obvious consequences.

We hold hands and continue to look at the snow capped mountains 
in the distance.

Soon, we’re climbing toward Tehachapi. Beautiful country. Foothills 
of the Sierras to the north, rolling hills like out of an old movie to the 
south, and windmills for as far as you can see. Thousands of them, 
white and shiny, a hundred or more feet tall, fins turning in the breeze. 
Makes me happy to see.

We stop in Tehachapi to load up on some coal, or so the conductor 
says. Wonder if I have reception on Georgia’s Sat-phone. Two bars. 
Hot damn.

“Michael,” I say, nudging him awake. “We’re in Tehachapi. G and 
Robbie went to get some iced tea. You want anything?”

“I’m good,” he says.
“And I’m going to call Craig, Bill and Pete on G’s Sat,” I say to him. 

“Want to talk with Craig when I get him?”
“No,” says Michael. “Just give him my love. Plus it costs a fortune 

to talk on Sats.”
“I know,” I say, “but G’s OK with sharing her coin.”
“Thanks, but I’m fine,” he says.
“All right,” I say.
I open the Sat-phone and dial.
“Pete, it’s Artie.”
“Artie, little brother, where are you now?” asks my boss.
“Tehachapi, just a little east of Bakersfield.”
“Ah, you’re coming up on The Loop?”
“What’s that?” I ask.
“The Loop. The Tehachapi Loop. Where the tracks go in a complete 
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circle to make it up the grade,” says Pete. “or in your case down the 
grade.”

“I didn’t know you rode the train out here?” I ask Pete.
“Haven’t,” says Pete. “My grandmother told me about it. She says 

it’s quite a thing. Stay awake for it.” 
“OK. Anyway, Georgia and I are fine. We picked up a couple road 

dogs on the way. Marshal Mags Gutierrez from Tucson was with us a 
while, and I meet an old friend in San Bernardino.”

“Good old friend or bad old friend?” he asks.
“Bad then, good now.” I say. “And guess who decided to come 

with us.”
“Michael Dollaride did,” Pete says.
“How in the hell did you know?”
“I know Michael’s boss at the pottery shop. Seems Michael burned 

a month of vacation to come with you all.”
“I figured that,” I said. “It’s so great to have him with us.”
“Craig came in to buy some strings, yesterday,” says Pete. “Asked if 

I had heard from you.”
“Would you call him for me and give him the update on us?” I ask.
“You bet,” he says.
“And I’m sorry Pete for leaving you for so long,” I say. “I know 

there’s a lot of repairs at the shop.”
“I don’t care about that. Well, I care a little about that,” Pete says. 

Long pause. “Artie. Listen to me. Going to see your grandmother before 
she dies is a wonderful thing.”

“We don’t know that she’s dying,” I say.
“Artie, I love you, but you know if she’s not dying, she’s damn close.
I say nothing.
“I’ll call Craig,” he says, “Don’t worry about the shop.”
“You are a saint, Pete,” I say.
“No, I’m not,” says through a laugh. “I’m just a bad man trying to 

be good.”
Static.
“Phone’s breaking up. Pete, I love you.”
“I love you too, little brother. Give my love to Georgia and to M…”
The phone dies.
I close G’s Sat. I hate fucking phones.
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Pedro “Pig” Ortiz
Wednesday, March 11th, 2076: 5:30 p.m..

At The Tehachapi Loop
California

“We could blow up the tracks,” Big Jim says, “Like they did in 
Boron.”

I pull out my revolver and stick it in Big Jim’s face.
“Or not,” he says.
“Now listen to me good,” I say still holding my gun in his face, 

“If you are thinking about thinking about anything, stop and think ‘I 
need to talk with Pig first’, before you do any fucking thing, like think. 
Got it?”

“Sure, Pig. I just thought….”
I click back the hammer of the Smith and Wesson with my thumb.
“If you blow up the tracks,” I say to him, “No other trains come 

through, and then a bunch of railroaders and Feds come up here to fix 
the tracks. Now, what might that mean, Jim?”

His face knots up in thought.
“That we have to leave?” he asks.
“Yes,” I say, “And what else?”
“Then we can’t sneak on trains and do our business,” Big Jim says. 

“And we have to go someplace else where the train runs slow, so we can 
rob and steal and kill and such.”

“Yes,” I say, “And such.”
I lower my pistol and holster it.
“Jesus, Pig, I didn’t mean anything.”
I glare at him and he stops talking.
My Sat-phone rings. I open the phone and look at the screen. My 

brother Bunny.
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“Pig, here,” I say.
“Goddamn hope so,” says Bunny.
“What’s up, Bro?” I ask.
“I need you to kill someone for me.” says Bunny. “They’re on the 

Bakersfield train heading west. Should be there soon. I’m sending you 
a pic now.”

I see the picture on my screen.
“Fast or slow,” I say.
“I don’t give a shit,” says Bunny. “Just dead. Then send me a pic of 

their dead face.”
“I’m on it.” I say. “I’ll do it myself. Sounds like fun.”
“Thanks, brother,” says Bunny.
“Hasta,” I say.
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Peter Saum, Jr.
Wednesday, March 11th, 2076: 5:40 p.m.

At The Tehachapi Loop
California

I didn’t see the picture on Pig’s phone. Could be someone else, other 
than my people. Not that it matters that much, since I can’t stop any-
thing. But I’m going to send a shit-load of Light and Love, and hope for 
the best. 

Sun’s just dropped below that ridge. May be dark before the train 
comes through. I don’t know.

Fuck.
I can’t do anything!
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Georgia “G” Swann
Wednesday, March 11th, 2076: 6:15 p.m.

On The Bakersfield Princess
At The Tehachapi Loop

California

Even in the fading light, this valley is beautiful. And I love all of 
these rail tunnels. Then, I see the tracks in front of us curve hard to 
the left and go behind a hill with a Jesus Cross on top of it. The track 
reappears below us and then we head through another tunnel that goes 
under the tracks. We are hardly moving at all, the train traveling at a 
man’s walking pace. The wheels squeal loudly, sounding almost like 
birds. The train curves left and left and more left, leaning hard to one 
side. Wow. This must me the loop Artie told me about. 

I touch Artie’s shoulder as I lean forward to get a better view out the 
window. He has the window seat. I smile at Michael in the row behind 
us. He smiles back. First time I’ve seen him smile in days, in weeks. 
Robbie’s mouth hangs open in wonder as he leans over Michael’s body 
to see out the window. This is pretty cool.

Then I see something out of the corner of my eye. Motion. Metal. 
A hand. Michael sees the look in my eyes and turns toward where I’m 
looking. He sees the man too, the gun, the hand.

Robbie’s mouth closes. He jumps into the aisle, running toward the 
man with the gun. I grab for the LadySmith inside my small bag. My 
hand wraps around its grip. I start to pull my gun out of my bag when 
I hear a loud pop, then another. My ears ring from the shots. Then 
another bang, and then screams. Then I have this burning in my leg. I 
look down. I don’t see anything but, Goddess, it hurts.

I turn toward the man with the gun but I don’t see him. Don’t see 
Robbie either. Don’t see Michael.
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Then I get tunnel vision. I look at Artie. I see his face, looking 
toward the back of the train. Then the circle of his face gets real small. 
Then smaller. Then black.
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Georgia “G” Swann
Wednesday, March 18th, 2076: 10:15 a.m.

Jim Costa Federal Hospital
Bakersfield, California

I see light. I hear a bird chirp. Tile. Acoustic tile. I see tile above my 
head. And I have this awful pain in my leg. Now I’m awake.

Hospital bed. Bird song. Sheets. Gun. Man. Flash. Bang. Artie. 
Where’s Artie?

I try and sit up in bed, but only make it halfway, then collapse back 
into the bed in pain.

“Hang on there, honey. Best stay put,” says a voice. 
I turn toward it. It’s Michael.
“Where’s Artie?” I ask, my voice scratchy.
“Down at the cafeteria,” Michael says. “Getting some breakfast. 

He’ll be right back. Now just lay still, Georgia.”
I settle into the bed. Goddamn, my leg hurts.
“Artie OK?” I ask “Everybody OK?”
“Everyone else is fine,” says Michael.
“What happened?” I ask.
“You got shot,” says Michael. He looks down at his hands, shakes 

his head.
“I got shot? Where? Oh,” I say, beginning to remember. “Back at 

the Tehachapi Loop thing, right? I recall a man and a gun and a bang 
and then nothing.”

“Someone came to kill me,” says Michael, “And you got shot 
instead.”

“What?” I ask. “Who? Why?” 
“Artie wants to tell you,” he says.
“You tell me Michael,” I say. “Right now!”
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“Well, we were going through the Loop,” Michael say. “You remem-
ber that?”

I nod.
“From what I can figure,” Michael says. “Bunny’s brother hopped 

on the train in the Loop. Guy’s name is Pig. Anyway, he came to shoot 
me. Robbie grabbed his arm right when the pistol went off, and a bullet 
hit you in the leg rather than hitting me. Robbie wrestled with him for 
a few seconds but the guy was just too big. He got away. Jumped off the 
train. I suppose after he didn’t have the element of surprise, he left and 
decided he’d try another day. Fuck I don’t know, G. But you ended up 
getting shot. Thank Robbie for saving both our lives.”

“Is Robbie OK?” I ask.
“One big black eye and some bruises but he’s fine.”
“How about you?” I ask.
“I’m fine but we thought we might lose you.” says Michael. I’ve 

never seen him look so sad. 
“Seems there was some poison on the bullet or an infectious thing 

of some kind,” Michael continues. “I don’t know, but you had a hell of a 
fever and were unconscious for almost a week. You opened you eyes for 
the first time, last night. Blew a kiss to Artie this morning.”

I don’t remember any of that. Last thing I remember was my ears 
ringing on the train.

“Doc says you’ll be fine in a couple weeks or so,” continues Michael. 
“She thinks the poison has a short half life but you need to rest and eat. 
And your leg is fighting some infection but they think you’ll be fine. 
It was a through and through shot and didn’t hit any bone or major 
blood vessels. It’s the poison and the infection that we have been wor-
ried about, but not so much today. We, they, the doctors, think you’re 
on the other side of things.”

The door opens and in walks Robbie. He doesn’t say anything. Nor 
do I, but I open my arms, inviting a hug. He comes to the bed and gives 
me a quick hug. I hold him for a second.

“Thank you,” I whisper in his ear, “for saving Michael’s life.”
“Real sorry you got shot though, Miss G,” Robbie says.
“It’s not your fault,” I say releasing him.
I turn toward Michael with the same hug invitation. He bends over 

and give me a hug too.
“Oh, Goddess,” I say.
“I’m so sorry, Georgia,” Michael says, “I’m really sorry about this.”
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“So she’s up,” says a voice.
I release Michael and look toward the door.
Artie doesn’t need an invitation. We hold each other for over a min-

ute. He starts to cry. Then I cry. 
“I love you,” is all we say. 
About a dozen times.
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Peter Saum, Jr.
Tuesday, March 31st, 2076: 1:05 a.m.

Corner of 18th and Eye Streets
Downtown Bakersfield, California

“I can’t handle this anymore.” I say to my friend Earl. “After this 
trip, I’m going to seriously consider letting go of this Angel shit and 
come back as a human baby or go to the Great Big Sea. I don’t care what 
God Goddess All There Is says. Sending Light and Love just ain’t cut-
ting it. Watching Artie in the middle of a gun fight and seeing Georgia 
suffer from her wounds? I feel so powerless and not in a good way. 
Helpless is a better word for it. I’m just kidding myself, Earl, thinking I 
do anything hanging around my family. Sending Love, my ass.”

“Peter,” says Earl, putting his ghost hand on my ghost shoulder, 
“You do a hell of a lot more than you think. You know how it is. GGATI, 
you, me, any of us over on this side of things, we can’t cure nor cause 
anything, but the Light and Love we focus does make a difference. You 
remember when you were alive and you used to feel, from time to time, 
no separation between you and God?”

I nod. “I do,” I say. “Didn’t happen as much as I liked but it did hap-
pen. OK. It happened quite a bit. A couple times each week.”

“And you know partly where that came from, right?” Earl says.
“Yeah,” I say, a little exasperated. “From my sister and my other 

ancestors and other good folk. I know.”
“And it helped,” says Earl.
“It did.” I say.
Earl shrugs. 
“I have no problem with you becoming human, Peter or flying to 

the GBS,” he says. “But don’t do it because you think you don’t make a 
difference in your family’s life. You know you do.”
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Then, I felt something I’d never felt as a ghost angel. A single tear 
runs down my ghost cheek.

“Earl, how is this possible?” I say, “I’m crying.”
“God Goddess All There Is is just giving you a special gift,” he says. 

“GGATI’s known for doing that, you know.”

A second later, we’re in Georgia’s room. She’s asleep. Artie’s asleep 
on a cot beside her. No one else is in the room. Michael and Robbie got 
a room at the Padre Hotel. 

I stand beside Georgia. I bend over and kiss her cheek. She smiles in 
her sleep. I then go over to Artie and place my ghost hand on his head.

“May the Love and Light of All There Is, be with you forever,” I 
pray, still with my hand on his head. I give his hair a little tussle. He 
smiles too.

“See?” says Earl.
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Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena “Mags” Gutierrez 
Tuesday, April 7th, 2076: 11:15 a.m.

Jim Costa Federal Hospital
Bakersfield, California

“When might you release Georgia Swann,” I ask her doctor.
“In about two or three weeks,” she says. “Month tops. We’re pretty 

confident the infection is waning but she still has it and it’s pretty nasty. 
She’s done well in physical therapy, but she didn’t have a lot of reserves 
when she came in here. Underweight and a little anemic. Then again, 
that’s everyone these days.”

“Yep,” I say.
“But I think Ms. Swann can travel by the end of the month,” says 

the doctor. “She and her boyfriend need to get to the Bay Area, she says, 
to visit her grandmother.”

“Her boyfriend’s grandmother,” I say.
“Oh,” she says. “You be traveling with them?”
“I don’t know,” I say. “I was supposed to be in San Francisco 

weeks ago. I got hung up in Barstow helping with a murder investiga-
tion. My chief in Tucson’s great, but we do have a prisoner in Oakland 
that needs transport and I can only count on my boss’s good graces 
for so long.”

“Maybe in two weeks,” says the doc. “I’m just worried about that 
infection.”

“I understand,” I say.
I walk back to Georgia’s room. Artie sits in a chair next to Georgia, 

playing his ukelele, singing Somewhere Over The Rainbow. Chessie, G’s 
boss from Tucson, lounges on a sofa, talking quietly into her Sat-phone. 
Must be better money than I thought in coffee, to own a Sat-phone. 
Robbie and Michael are nowhere to be found. Craig, another of Artie 
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and G’s friend from Tucson, stands close by listening to Artie play. Such 
a sweet song. I know some see Somewhere Over The Rainbow as a Judy 
Garland song, but it’s an old Hawaiian song by Israel Kamakawiwo’ole 
to me. Artie sings it so softly, so sweetly.  

“…Someday I’ll wish upon a star,” he sings. “And wake up where 
the clouds are far behind me. Where troubles melt like lemon drops, 
away above the chimney tops, that’s where you’ll find me…”

Chessie hangs up her phone to listen. The doctor I was just talking 
to walks in, opens her mouth to speak and then stops and smiles. She’s 
listening now too.

“Somewhere over the rainbow,” sings Artie. “Bluebirds fly. Birds fly 
over the rainbow. Why then, oh why can’t I? If happy little bluebirds fly, 
beyond the rainbow. Why, oh why can’t I?”

Artie hits the last chord and we all applaud. 
“Hello, Miss Swann,” says the doctor, “Good and bad news. The 

infection is going away, but I still need to keep you for a couple more 
weeks. I don’t want you to lose the leg. Maybe ten days, maybe three 
weeks. But soon you’ll be on your way.”

“Yea,” says Georgia, clapping her hands.
“I’ll check in tomorrow to see how you are doing,” the doc says and 

then walks out of the room.
“Fantastic,” says Artie.
“Anybody want ice cream?” I ask. “I’m going to the store and buy 

a half gallon.” 
“Love some,” says G. “Chocolate Chip if they have it.”
 Artie nods yes. Chessie raises her hand, yes too.
Craig says, “No thanks.”
I walk over to Craig.
“Can I talk with you for a minute, outside?” I ask.
“Sure,” says Craig. 
“You mad at me for not liking ice cream?” he says once we are in 

the hall.
I laugh.
“No, just, are you going to San Francisco?” I ask.
“Yes,” says Craig. “Any problem?”
“No. No. I just might need to go on before you guys. Or I may stay 

here and train some of our Bakersfield people for a couple of weeks. I 
just feel better knowing you’re going with them, Craig. Artie speaks 
very highly of you. And I’m assuming Chessie is going too?”
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Craig laughs this time.
“Chessie isn’t going to let Georgia get out of her sight,” says Craig.
“True that,” I say. 



112

Roberto “Robbie Rod” Rodriguez
Tuesday, April 7th, 2076: 11:18 a.m.

In front of the Jim Costa Federal Hospital
Bakersfield, California

I sip on my coffee.  I pull a clove cig from my pocket. I light it. My 
phone rings. I look and see who it is. It’s fucking Bunny. I don’t answer. 

My hand shakes. Some of my coffee spills on my boots. I take 
another drag off my clove. Fuck.
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Michael Dollaride
Tuesday, April 7th, 2076: 11:18 a.m.

Merle’s Guns
Bakersfield, California

“Can I see that Ruger?” I ask the clerk.
The clerk pulls the GP 100 from out of a glass case, and places it 

on a mat.
“Good revolver. Shoots .38 and .357.” he says. “Old gun though,”
“How old?” I ask, as I pick up the pistol and feel the balance. Sights 

look OK. 
The clerk looks at the tag hanging from the grip of the Ruger.
“Built in 2007,” he says.
“Who was the previous owner?” I ask, knowing the answer.
“Little old lady from Pasadena,” he says. “You know I can’t tell 

you.”
“I’ll take it,” I say, “and three boxes of Winchester .357 Silver Tip 

Hollow Points. And that holster too.”
“Yes, sir,” he says.
Damn right be nice to me. The hollow points cost me a month’s pay.
“And four pair of ear plugs. And make that four boxes of Silver 

Tips.” I add.
Chessie and Artie may need some ammo as well. 
“And a box of .38 Special Silver Tips too.”
Can’t forget Georgia.
“Yes, sir,” says the clerk. “You need me to show you how to load 

the Ruger.”
“No,” I say, smiling. “Hell, give me that speed loader too.”
“Right away, sir” he says. “By the way, we only take cash.”
“I figured that.” I say. “I have plenty. Biggest sale of the day for you?”



STEP ZERO

115

“Of the month,” says the clerk.
He looks at me. I look back. He can see it in my eyes. That’s right. I 

have some killing to do. You got any problem with that?
“That’s be $3,654.66,” he says.
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Craig Maple
Tuesday, April 7th, 2076: 7:15 p.m.

Along 17th Street
Bakersfield, California

“I went to this meeting a couple days ago,” I say to Artie, Michael, 
and Robbie as we walk down 17th street. “It’s A.A. but they don’t have 
M.T.A. in this town.”

“Don’t tell me there’s no Tea here,” says Michael.
“I’m sure it’s here,” I say, “but A.A. is pretty open to drug addicts 

in Bakersfield.”
“I’m surprised,” says Artie.” I heard Southern California A.A. was 

pretty conservative. That’s what Robbie says.”
“Just some of the meetings,” says Robbie, “Around what used to 

be L.A. Not most but some. Most members are just happy you’re there. 
They don’t care what you are addicted to.”

“Anyway, I went to a Nooner’s meeting here yesterday,’ I say, “and 
they were very welcoming. Plus all of us could use a meeting or two…
or ten.”

“True that,” says Michael.
Within a few minutes, the four of us are standing in front of 

The Bakersfield First Presbyterian Church. A small placard with a 
circle and a triangle inside and an arrow on top leans against the 
corner of the church. We follow the arrow. Soon, we’re inside the par- 
ish hall.

Much like any meeting you’ll see anywhere. Maybe a few more cow-
boys, and about two to one, men to women. Same as in Tucson.

“Welcome,” says the greeter to me
“Thanks,” I say, shaking his hand.
“Nice,” says Michael. “Wish we had more greeters in Tucson.”
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“Something to consider when we get back home,” says Artie.
Robbie shakes the man’s hand but says nothing. Robbie looks pretty 

squirrelly. Makes sense. He hasn’t been sober that long and we have all 
had a hell of a month.

“Welcome to the Baker’s Dozen meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous. 
My name is Margery and I am an alcoholic.”

“Hey, Margery,” says the room of 20 to 30 people.
“Not to embarrass you,” says Margery, “but only so we can get to 

know you better, will all those with less than 30 days, please raise your 
hand.”

A short man in the back puts up his hand.
“My name is Juan and I’m an alcoholic.”
“Hello, Juan. Welcome.” says the room.
“Are there any visitors from out of town?” asks Margery.
“I’m Artie, and I’m an addict and an alcoholic, from Tucson, 

Arizona.”
“Hey, Artie. Welcome.”
“I’m Michael and I’m an addict. I’m with him,” pointing to Artie.
“Hello, Michael,”
“My name is Craig and I’m an addict and an alcoholic.”
“Hey Craig, welcome,” says the room.
I look over at Robbie, expecting him to introduce himself, but he 

doesn’t. Just keeps looking at his hands.
It was an OK meeting. One woman shared about how she found out 

that her sponsor was secretly smoking Brigham, how it hurts her this 
woman she respected so much was using drugs, how she found a new 
sponsor today and how she’s pressing on with her recovery. You can tell 
her heart was broken by her sponsor’s relapse.

Another man complained about how people in the meeting need 
to be nicer to newcowers like him. That his wife hates him and he 
doesn’t understand why. That he doesn’t understand the big deal 
about The Steps. After his sharing, a few people in the room said, 
‘Keep coming back,’ meaning, between the lines: ‘Keep coming back 
so you can stop blaming everybody for problems that you yourself 
have created. Keep coming back so perhaps you’ll allow us to help 
you a little.’ Just my interpretation of the tone of their voices. I could 
be wrong.
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Another man shared about how grateful he was to be sober 79 days. 
When he said ‘79 days,’ the room applauded. I haven’t forgotten what 
under a hundred days feels like. Neither has this room. 

“On the outside,” the man with 79 days said, “my life is a complete 
mess. My girlfriend took the kids to Fresno, I’m making half the money 
I was making a year ago, and I feel like I’m crazy half the time, but the 
other half of the time, I feel more like I did when I was a teenager, before 
I started drinking. I think I’m a nice guy. And I think I’m finding out 
that I actually like people.”

I laugh, along with a few others.
“Yeah,” he continues, “I know. Weird. I always thought I hated you 

assholes.”
Everyone laughs.
And then a woman named Pamela spoke.
“I’ve been clean and sober seven years,” she says. “I’ve experienced 

more fear, more anger and more sadness in the last year than I thought 
a woman could handle. But I hardly think about Brigham and alcohol 
any more, and I have the privilege to sponsor a couple of women and I’m 
even nice to customers at the hardware store. And the nightmares have 
gotten a lot better. And I feel like I have real friends now. And occasion-
ally I think I’m actually experiencing joy.”

“I was sick last year with a parasite,” she said. “Was sick as a dog 
for a month, and people from the fellowship brought me soup and talked 
with me and even brought a meeting to me.” Pamela starts to cry. “I’m 
so grateful to you all. And so grateful that I have a GGATI in my life. 
And all of you. That’s all I have to share tonight. Thanks.”

“Thanks, Pamela,” says the room.
“My name is Artie, and I’m an addict and an alcoholic.” 
“Hey, Artie.”
“Myself and my girlfriend,” Artie says, “are just on our way to San 

Francisco to visit family, but my girlfriend got shot on the train by some 
thugs. She got poisoned by the bullet but she’ll be OK. She got shot in 
the leg. And her best friend came up from Tucson to be with her. And I 
have sober friends with me here too.”

Artie looks at me. His eyes are bloodshot. He’s so tired and so angry.
“I try and work the Program,” he says, “but I have to tell you, there 

is a part of me, a big part of me that wants to catch the next train east, 
jump off it at the Tehachapi Loop and hunt down the fucker who shot 
my girlfriend. I don’t care that he wasn’t aiming at her. I just want to 
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kill him. Kill him slow. But I know what’ll happen if I do hunt down 
and kill that bastard. I’ll just get drunk because I’ll be filled with such 
mixed feelings and I’ll find some Brigham or some alcohol, and I’ll lose 
my friends, my girl, my sobriety, probably my life.”

“But I still want to kill the son of a bitch.” he says. “I’ve prayed to 
God Goddess All There Is every night to relieve me of that obsession. 
Not the obsession to drink and use but the obsession to go and kill that 
bastard. It helps some and then the thoughts come back and I pray some 
more. The prayers help. Or they don’t. Fuck if I know. Anyway. That’s 
all I’ve got. Thanks for letting me share.”

“Thanks,” says half of the room. 
I touch Artie’s arm. He weakly smiles at me. I look over at Michael. 

His eyes are shut. I look over at Robbie, staring at his hands. There is 
a quiet to the room. Not a bad thing. My guess is we are all thinking 
about people who are dead and people we want to kill. I have no idea 
what I’m going to say. Goddess, speak through me. 

“My name is Craig and I’m an addict and an alcoholic.”
“I came up from Tucson to be with Artie and Georgia,’ I say, “and 

I’m going to get on the train too, to go with them to San Francisco.” 
Pause. “I really don’t know what to say. I’ve been sober a good while 
now, and my life is definitely better, but I still have murderous thoughts 
from time to time. And I still have nightmares about the 41 Nights and 
the years after that. I still miss my wife. She died.” Pause. “And I still 
cry about it, but I don’t drink over it. I still wish I had someone special 
in my life but I don’t feel too sorry about not having that. Just a little. 
I still feel confused about what the fuck I’m supposed to do a lot of the 
time, but I also have a strong inner voice that guides me throughout my 
day. I know that God Goddess All There Is resides right here, right now, 
right with me. And I don’t think about using Brigham and drinking. I 
try and focus on what I can do to make the world a better place, how I 
can be of service, how I can make my country a little less shitty. And I 
know with every day I stay clean and sober, I have some chance of doing 
that. I don’t know. I’ve been sober so long it’s just become a habit I sup-
pose, not to drink, not to use. But I do know that I have a disease, and 
if I don’t pray, if I don’t help others, if I don’t remember what it used 
to be like, I’ll probably lose everything. And hurt all the people I love.” 
Pause. “I guess that’s it. Thanks for having a meeting tonight. I really 
needed a meeting.”

“Thanks, Craig,” say a few in the room.
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“My name is Michael and I’m an addict.”
“Hi, Michael.”
“I bought a gun today,” say Michael. Artie turns his head sharply 

toward Michael. I do too.
“I haven’t owned a gun for years.” says Michael. “I know. Some of 

you are probably thinking ‘What’s the big deal? Everybody has a gun 
these days.’ That’s true. Everybody is armed now. But I haven’t carried 
a firearm since I got sober. I have my reasons.” 

Michael stops for a second. I know what he’s doing. He’s thinking 
‘How much should I share with strangers and how much should I keep 
to myself?’ Oh boy.

“I haven’t owned a gun,” continues Michael, “because back in the 
day, I used a .357 in my work. Let’s just say that. And I was good at my 
work. Very good at my work. So when I got sober, I wanted to leave all 
of my past life behind, all the trappings, and frankly, I didn’t see much 
use for carrying any more, if I wasn’t…anyway.”

Michael sighs.
“But someone came to kill me a few weeks ago, and instead of 

shooting me, he shot my best friend’s girl and she almost died.”
Michael looks down, rubs his hands together, then touches his face.
“I’m not going to let that happen again,” he says. “That’s fucking 

not going to happen again, if I have anything to say about it. Or any-
thing to do about it. So I bought a gun.”

The room is extra quiet, in that 12-Step way, in which everyone is 
listening very intently. 

Then Michael smiles. 
“By the way,” he says, “Guns are really fucking expensive now.” 
Some people laugh. 
“My old Smith and Wesson cost me only 900 bucks back in the 

day,” continues Michael. 
People gasp. 
“I know. This goddamned ancient Ruger,” Michael says, opening 

his coat, showing his gun holstered on his hip, “And the fucking ammo 
cost me over 36 hundred dollars. Shit. I should have just bought a crow-
bar or a baseball bat and simply beat the sons-a-bitches to death.”

Not big laughs but everyone does laughs. I may have laughed a little 
too loud.

Smiling, Michael says, “Yep. I should have just bought a fucking 
baseball bat.”
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Chesapeake “Chessie” Dupree
Tuesday, April 7th, 2076: 8:05 p.m.

Jim Costa Federal Hospital
Bakersfield, California

“What are we going to do, Georgia,” I ask.
“What do you mean?” she says.
“You know what I mean,” I say.
“Now don’t be angry,” she says.
“Oh, for Pete’s sake,” I say, “You need to come home with me to 

Tucson.”
“Chessie,” says Georgia, “I’m feeling much better. I’m doing great 

in physical therapy. I can almost walk without crutches now. The docs 
are saying I can leave at the end of the week.”

“Georgia, this is Artie’s trip, not yours,” I say.
“I know,” she says. “But I’ve meditated on it a lot and I get the 

same answer. ‘Go with Artie. Go with him’ is what I hear. I’m not 
stupid, you know.”

Oh, oh. G’s mad now. 
“I’m not some silly girl who is going to follow her man through the 

Gates of Hell,” she says. “I don’t LOVE him so much that I just have to 
be with him. Cut me some slack, Chessie.”

“I don’t think that, G,” I say. “I’m just worried and I love you. I love 
Artie too. But you fucking got shot and almost died!”

I don’t say anything for a while. Nor does G.
“So Georgia,” I finally say, “You sure about this woo-woo message 

to go with him?”
“No,” she say, “I’m not sure, but I keep hearing it. I’m scared too, 

but I trust that the Goddess in me and the Goddess out there are not 
steering me wrong.”
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“I sure as hell hope not,” I say.
The hospital phone next to Georgia rings. 
“Weird,” says Georgia. It is. Not many landlines left.
She answers it.
“Hello,” she say. “Oh, Hi Mom.”
Maybe G’s mom can talk some sense in her. 
“Sorry,” says G. “I was supposed to call you yesterday. I feel great…

…I know……I’m OK, Mother……Yes……Yes……Yes, Mom, I’m still 
going with Artie to visit his grandmother……oh, Mother……please 
don’t cry.”
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Michael Dollaride
Tuesday, April 7th, 2076: 9:05 p.m.

Hank’s Coffee House.
Bakersfield, California

“I’ve got to get back to the hospital,” says Artie. “I’ll see you back 
at the hotel in a few.”

“Give my love to Georgia,” says Craig.
“Me too,” I say.
“Will do.” says Artie to both of us. “See y’all soon.”
Artie walks out of the cafe. Just Craig and I now. We left Robbie 

back at the meeting, talking with some newcomers.
Hank’s Coffee House is a lot like New Chicks in Tucson. Bakersfield 

has a similar feel to Tucson, but with more money and no high desert. 
And the town has been good to me and the gang since we arrived. I’ll 
come back here someday. Maybe I’ll come back here to hunt down Pig 
if I need to.

“Craig,” I say, “I need to tell you something, and you need to keep 
it to yourself, at least for a little while. Can you do that?”

Craig looks concerned. 
“I think so, Michael,” he says. “What’s up?”
“I knew the man who shot Georgia,” I say. “Name’s Pig. Pig Ortiz. 

He’s Bunny Ortiz’ little brother. He was gunning for me.”
Craig doesn’t say anything for a few seconds.
“Do you have any idea why El Grupo is after you?” he finally asks.
“I do,” I say. “That’s what I need to tell you about and really I need 

to tell everyone.”
Craig puts the paper cup of coffee to his lips. He has such kind eyes.
“Back when I worked for Bunny,” I say, ‘I dated his sister.  

More than dated. We were in love or something that you might call 
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love.” I start to tear up. Christ. “But when I got sober, I left her as 
well as leaving the business. She didn’t take it very well.” Now I can 
barely talk.

“Michael,” say Craig.
“Just give me a minute.” I take a deep breath.
“Three days before we left Tucson,” I say. “I heard from a friend 

of a friend that Camille kind of lost her mind. She wouldn’t leave her 
house for weeks. Cried all the time. Kept calling out my name. Over 
and over. Bunny tried to comfort his sister but nothing helped, so said 
this guy. I asked him why the fuck he’s telling me this. He said she put 
a gun in her mouth the night before. I asked if she was dead. He said 
what do you think? He also said that Bunny and his family blamed me 
for her death since I was the one who broke her heart.”

“Shit,” say Craig.
I’m just too visual for my own good, or rather I’ve seen a lot of heads 

with bloody bullet holes in them. Now I have a picture of Camille’s 
bloody head in my head.

I cry for a while. Craig just sit and breaths and looks at me. I walk 
over to the counter and grab a napkin, come back to our table and blow 
my nose.

“I loved Camille,” I say. “But I couldn’t stay with her after I got 
sober and she didn’t want to get clean or leave her family. I know I did 
the right thing for me, but did I do the right thing for her?”

“I don’t know,” says Craig. “We never know the answers to those 
kind of questions, Michael. But here’s a question I can answer. Is 
Michael Dollaride a better man, a kinder man, since he stopped smok-
ing Brigham, since he stopped drinking?”

Craig stares at me now and smiles.
“I know that answer,” he says, “as does Artie and Georgia and 

many other people. And you know the answer too.”
“I bought a gun, you know,” I say.
“I know,” he says.
“I’ll kill Bunny or Pig on sight or anyone else who tries to kill me or 

Artie or G or you,” I say.
“I know,” he says.
“I may be a better man,” I say, “but I don’t think I’m a less danger-

ous man.”
“Sure you are,” Craig says. “Back in the day, you killed for money. 

Now, if you have to kill, you’ll do it for a better reason.”
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“It’s still killing, Craig,” I say. “I still dream of the faces of all the 
men and women I murdered for El Grupo. The dreams aren’t as bad 
as they used to be, but I still have them. There is no way I can make 
amends for that. To them.”

“Sometimes we just can’t take it back, or make it right for them,” 
says Craig, “but we can make living amends, to try and not do the same 
mistakes again, and that you’ve done, Michael. You haven’t murdered 
anyone since you got sober. You haven’t even gotten in a fist fight for 
years. And you’ve helped a good number of people, not just to get sober 
but in other ways, inside and out of the Program. Michael, you are not 
the man you used to be.”

“But that murderous part of me is still there, and I now want to kill 
Pig Ortiz.”

“Are you going to hunt him down?” asks Craig.
“No, but I’m going to be much more vigilant on this trip,” I say.
“Nothing wrong with that, man.” says Craig. “And nothing wrong 

with you buying a gun either. Look, Michael. I’m sorry Camille killed 
herself, but it’s not your fault, even though I know it feels that way. And 
I’m sorry Georgia got the bullet that was meant for you, but that’s not 
your fault either. Camille made her choice as did Pig. But here is where 
you are responsible.”

I look at Craig through my misty eyes.
“Two big things,” he says. “One, you are responsible for staying 

clean and sober, one day at a time for the rest of your life, and two, you 
are responsible for what you do with that gun.”
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President Sasha Obama Fulbright
Tuesday, April 7th, 2076: 10:10 p.m.

The White House
Washington, D.C.

“That’s right, Madam President,” says Bill, my sweet chief of staff. 
“Bob raised his rates.”

“That’s a load of crap,” I say, “Since when does the President of GE 
get to raise the price of power without asking me or Congress? Get Bob 
Banks on the phone.”

“Yes, Madam President,” says Chester, my personal aide, “but it’s 
the middle of the night in Paris.”

“Wake him up,” I say.
A minute later, my phone rings.
“Bob? Sasha Fulbright,” I says into the Sat-phone.
“Do you know what time it is?” says Bob.
 “Yes, I know, but I don’t care what time it is”
The CEO tries to speak again. I cut him off.
“You knew I’d call. So you know you can’t raise or lower prices of 

electricity without the President’s signature, right? So what the fuck?
“The price of coal…” says Bob.
“Yes, yes, I know that the price of coal went up by ten dollars. Bob, 

you can’t simply raise the price per kilowatt hour in California by 55 
cents. You can raise it by ten cents, but that’s it.”

“But Sasha…” he starts again.
“I don’t care. Eat some costs, cut some salaries of your board. I 

don’t care. We are just getting the economy growing after decades of 
decline and you do this? Look. Let’s talk in the fall about prices and 
maybe the price of worldwide coal will go down or stabilize, OK? 
Have Senator Petersen draft a bill for a twelve cent raise, we’ll argue 
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eight and we’ll settle on ten. And Bob? Don’t pull this again or I’ll have 
you replaced.”

“Oh, come on, Madam President,” I hear Bob laughing.
“I’ll just have the Seals make you disappear,” I yell into the phone.
“Don’t laugh, Bob,” I say. “Remember Franklin Sampson?”
There you go. Stop laughing, Bob.
“Do you hear me laughing? I ask.
“No, ma’am,” he says.
“OK. Thanks for your help. Call me when Petersen introduces 

the bill.”
“Good night, Sasha,” he says.
“Good night, Bob.”
I cradle the phone.
“Thank you, Chester,” I say.
“Thank you, ma’am,” and he leaves the Oval. I look over at my chief 

of staff.
“Asshole,” I say.
“Now, Sasha,“ says my chief, “Remember your motto. Be nice. Even 

to jerk CEOs.”
“Fuck you, Bill,” I say, and then I laugh.
“Any ice cream in the freezer down stairs?” I ask Bill.
“The White House chef made three quarts of peach and two of but-

ter pecan today.”
“Yummy,” I say. “Bill, would you like to join me for a bowl of butter 

pecan?”
“I prefer the peach,” says Wilson.
“Don’t be a smart ass,” I say, but with a smile.
“Now I can’t even pick my own ice cream,” he says.
I walk across the Oval Office and give Bill a friendly hug.
“I’m just messing with you,” I say. “Let’s hit the galley and have 

some butter pecan.”
“Peach,” he says, teasing her back.
As we walk out the door of the Oval, I pat Bill on the ass.
“Later, Sasha,” he says. “After the ice cream.”
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Georgia “G” Swann
Wednesday, April 22nd, 2076: 8:14 a.m.

The Padre Hotel Lobby
Bakersfield, California

I look over at Artie. He hoists his backpack over his left shoulder 
and my small pack over his right. He grabs my mandolin case from the 
floor. Chessie is talking with Michael on the other side of the lobby. I see 
him smile. Haven’t seen him grin since Tehachapi. Chessie has her fiddle 
in one hand and Michael’s Martin in her other. She laughs so loud it 
echoes throughout the lobby. Craig and Robbie stand by the front door 
of the hotel, drinking coffee out of paper cups. Both look very serious as 
they talk. Mags stands next to me on alert. 

“You ready?” asks Artie.
“I am,” I say.
I crane my head up toward him, signaling I want a kiss. Artie leans 

down and kisses me softly on the mouth. We kiss for a few seconds. As 
we break our lip-lock, I look around. Everyone is smiling at us, even 
patrons in the lobby who I don’t know. I blush a little.

“I’m right here,” says Artie
“And I’m going to be glued to you, G,” says Mags, “All the way to 

San Francisco.”
“Don’t get between me and my man,” I say, smiling toward Mags.
Mags smiles back. 
“Wouldn’t think of it,” she says.
“Train leaves in 45 minutes,” says Artie. “Best we be on our way.”
And with that, the seven of us exit the lobby of the Padre Hotel.
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Chartreuse “Char” Wellingham
Wednesday, April 22nd, 2076: 1:15 pm.

The Gavin Newsom Adult Care Homes: Bldg. 17
The Inner Sunset District, San Francisco, California

“How you feeling, Miss Chartreuse?” says Virginia the nurse.
“Not too terrible,” I say.
I lie.
My left arm has swollen up to twice its size. I can’t use my left hand 

anymore. On a scale from one to ten on pain, I’m at a 13. The good 
thing about the government meds isn’t that I don’t hurt. I hurt like hell. 
I just don’t care that it hurts.

“Can I get you anything?” asks Virginia.
“Actually, you could, Virginia,” I say. “You going over to Arizmendi 

to buy today’s bread?”
“I wasn’t going to go until tomorrow,” says Virginia. “I still have 

half a loaf of Irish Soda Bread left.”
“When you go tomorrow, could you buy me a couple of scones?” 

I ask her.
“What kind?”
“Bran is fine,” I say. “Strawberry if they have them. I don’t care. I 

just would like a nice fresh scone.”
“Tell me, Miss Chartruese,” she says. “What’s your favorite and I’ll 

walk over there right now.”
“You don’t have to make a special trip,” I say.
Virginia gives me that look. I know that look. It’s the ‘Miss Char, 

you are an 88 year old woman. You have the cancer. You’ve helped so 
many people in your life. It’s time to be open to what you want for a 
change. Ask for what you want, honey. You deserve it and anything else 
you want right now.’ 
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“Strawberry is my favorite,” I say.
“Let me tell Ansel I’m going over to Arizmendi, and I’ll go get you 

your scones,” says Virginia, “And a scone for me and one for each of the 
other residents in the house too.” 

She looks to the ceiling thinking. 
“And I think today’s bread is Gooseberry Sourdough,” she says 

“Hmm. That’s a good one. Currants from our own Golden Gate Park. 
I saw them harvesting them just the other day. Yes, Miss Char. I’m glad 
you asked for a scone. I forgot that it was Gooseberry Wednesday. I love 
Gooseberry Sourdough.” 

“Happy I could help,” I say, and then I give a little cough.
“Ansel,” she yells, walking out of my room, “I’m going to the bak-

ery. You want anything?”
“Gooseberry Sourdough,” he yells from the kitchen.
Virginia laughs and keeps walking down the hall.
Then another wave of pain sweeps through the left side of my body. 

I whimper. I grab the right arm of my wheelchair. Sweet Mother of God. 
I breathe through the pain and it lessens enough that I can think.

“Dear God,” I say softly to myself, “Please hear my prayers. My 
grandson is coming to see me. He called last night. Called on a Sat-phone. 
Can you believe that? I couldn’t believe it, for only the Richie Riches call 
long distance you know, but a U.S. Marshal is traveling with Artie, and 
she let him use her phone. Ain’t that wonderful? Thanks be to God.”

The pain starts again and I have to stop for a few seconds. Breathe. 
OK. Better.

“You know, God,” I say to myself. “I don’t believe that I’m special, 
but I do believe Artie and his girl Georgia are. They are traveling a dan-
gerous road to get to me. I would have told them to stay home but you 
know I have some things of Peter’s to give to them. And I don’t trust 
the mail anymore. Anyway, not for me but for them, get them to The 
City safe and sound. Please help Georgia quickly heal from her wounds. 
Someone shot her, God!”

I’m hit with another wave of pain.
“Please bring Artie and his friends here in one piece, and safely 

back home to Tucson as well. And lastly, if you could, please keep me 
alive until they get here. Not for me. I’m ready to go. But for Artie and 
Georgia and…” 

I stop. Another wave. I cry, it hurts so bad. The breathing helps. The 
pain subsides, but I still cry. I’m afraid I’ll die before I see my grandson. 
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My only grandson. Trey and Martha’s boy. I haven’t seen him since he 
was a baby. 

“Please, God,” I say. “Please. I have no right to ask for anything. 
I’ve been blessed with a wonderful life. I wasn’t killed during the 41 
Nights. I haven’t had to kill anyone myself. I’ve been kindly touched by 
so many. But I need this, damn it. I need to kiss my grandson before I 
go. I need this one last thing. Please, keep this old body alive just a little 
while longer. Artie should be here soon. Maybe day after tomorrow. 
Please, God. Just give me another week more.”

I feel a hand on my shoulder. It’s Ansel.
“Miss Char, you OK?” he asks. “You want another pain med?”
Just a week more, God.
“Thank you, honey,” I say to Ansel. “I could use another pill.”
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Peter Saum, Jr.
Wednesday, April 22nd, 2076: 8:15 p.m.

On The San Joaquin
South of Stockton, California

I can still see a little purple in the western sky. There was an empty 
window seat in Fresno and I took it. Makes me feel more like a human 
being when I sit and ride the train, rather than floating here and there.

I turn and look at the Tucson folk around me. Robbie’s sleeping 
as is Craig. Mags and Georgia chat. Michael and Artie play an old 
Coldplay song. That song about politics and keeping your eyes open. 
Good song. Played it myself when I was alive. Chessie sits across from 
the men, fiddle nessled in her neck, adding the occasional well placed 
note or two.

Looks like we just might make it to San Francisco in one piece. 
GGATI can’t predict the evils of men and women, yet I feel no danger 
on this train, in this here and now. That’s all we have, be us human or 
angel ghosts or cats. Just this here and now. I look out the window at 
the expanse of this valley. Awfully pretty.

“Can we join you?” says Mags, pulling a Marine Band harmonica 
from her coat pocket.

I turn, thinking she talking to me. She’s not.
Georgia opens her mandolin case and pulls out her Weber, begin-

ning to tune it.
“How about Wide River To Cross?” say Georgia to the boys, “In 

D,” she says, looking at Mags. The Marshal nods, putting one harp 
back in her pocket and pulling out another.

Artie begins strumming a tune. He knows this song as do Michael 
and Georgia. So do I. So do most people these days. It’s a very popular 
song.
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“There’s a sorrow in the wind,” sings Artie, “blowing down the 
road I’ve been. I can hear it cry while shadows steal the sun. But I can’t 
go back now. I’ve come too far to turn around. And there’s still a race 
ahead that I must run.”

“We’re only half way home,” sing Artie, Geogia and Michael in 
beautiful harmony, “I’ve got to journey on. To where I find the things 
I have lost. I’ve come a long, long road. I still got miles to go. I’ve got a 
wide, wide river to cross.”

Then Georgia sings the second verse by herself.
“I have stumbled, I have strayed,” she sings. “You can trace the 

tracks I’ve made. All across the memories my heart recalls. But I’m just 
a refugee. Won’t you say a prayer for me. Because sometimes even the 
strongest soldier falls.”

Then I sing the chorus with them. They can’t hear me but I can hear 
me. I can’t eat food, or have sex, but I can still sing.

“We’re only half way home,” we all sing. “I’ve got to journey on. To 
where I find the things I have lost. I’ve come a long, long road. I still got 
miles to go. I’ve got a wide, wide river to cross.”

After the chorus, they play the chords to the verse without words. 
Georgia takes a few bars, then Mags on her harp a couple bars, then 
Chessie on her fiddle, then Michael at the end, with Artie playing sweet 
chords over it all, all the while.

We sing the chorus again. This time, I notice Craig and Robbie sing-
ing too, and an older couple in front of us.

Michael sings the first verse again, with Georgia adding a little high 
harmony here and there, then one more chorus. This time a family of 
four behind us sings and an old man by himself in the back sings. Then 
a couple of middle aged women to my right. By the time we finish this 
song, half the train car is singing the chorus.

“We’re only half way home,” we all sing. “I’ve got to journey on. To 
where I find the things I have lost. I’ve come a long, long road. I still got 
miles to go. I’ve got a wide, wide river to cross.”
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Pedro “Pig” Ortiz
Thursday, April 23rd, 2076: 8:15 a.m.

Jack London Train Station
Oakland, California

There you are. You killed Camille. Now, I kill you. Not right now. 
Later. Now I just need to follow you, or rather Jimmy T. needs to.

“You see the tall guy with the long, black straight hair?” I ask 
Jimmy.

“Guy with the guitar next to the pretty bitch,” he says.
“That’s the one,” I say. “Name is Michael Dollaride. D-o-l-l-a-

r-i-d-e. You need to follow him, find out where he is staying. What 
hotel. Don’t do any shit, hear me? Just find out which hotel he’s at, 
then come back across the bridge and call me on the phone I gave you. 
Understand?”

“OK, Jefe,” says Jimmy T.
“Now, go,” I say.
I stare at Dollaride from across the lobby. He doesn’t see me. He’s 

laughing with some chick. Probably doesn’t even think about my sister 
now. Probably fucking that cunt instead. But I see you, pendejo. I see 
you. And soon enough, you will see me.
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Ansel O’Shea
Thursday, April 23rd, 2076: 8:15 a.m.

Jack London Train Station
Oakland, California

“You must be Artie Saum,” I say, sticking out my hand.
Artie shakes my hand, then gives me a hug as well.
“You look just like your picture,” I say.
Artie introduces everyone to me: Georgia, Michael, Craig, Mags, 

Robbie, Chessie. Quite a group.
“I thought there might just be three or four of you,” I say.
“We’ve picked up a couple strays along the way,” Mags says, smil-

ing at Robbie, Craig and Chessie, “but I’m peeling off soon, after we get 
into The City. I have a meeting with a Federal prosecutor around noon, 
but I’m paying for the ferry boat over, for all of us.”

“You don’t need to do that,” says Georgia.
“I know, but I am,” says Mags.
Georgia gives Mags a big hug. This is a hugging bunch. They’ll get 

along fine here in San Francisco.
“Well, let’s get those tickets then,” I say, “and thanks, Marshal, for 

the ride.”
“I’m paying for the cabs, too,” she replies, “as far as Civic Center 

Plaza.”
“How about getting us a couple rooms at the Fairmont,” jokes 

Michael.
“Michael,” Mags said, “After City Hall, you’re on your own.”
“No worries,” I say. “I have two rooms reserved at the Judah Hotel 

and I’m pretty sure I can get a couple more as needed. It’s a nice place, 
the Judah. It’s not the Fairmont, but I think you’ll like it, and it’s close 
to your grandmother, Artie.”
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“How is she today?” he asks.
“Haven’t seen her today, but yesterday, she was OK, considering,” I 

say, “but I can tell she’s in a lot of pain, even with the pain medications.”
Artie looks down. Georgia grabs his hand.
“But she was very excited yesterday,” I say, “hearing that you might 

be getting to Oakland today. She can’t wait to see you.”
“When’s the next ferry?” asks Mags.
“9:30,” I say.
“Then let’s get a move on,” she says.
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Thursday, April 23rd, 2076: 10:04 a.m.

Blue & Gold Fleet, Golden Gate Ferry
San Francisco Bay, under The Bay Bridge.

I can see a rusty old Trailways bus, and a couple Semis teetering 
half-on, half-off the lower section of The Bay Bridge. Smoke rises from 
a small fire somewhere up there.

“Some people still use the top level of The Bay Bridge, to walk or 
bike, back and forth to Oakland,” says Ansel. “but no one goes on the 
lower level, except some really crazy folk who don’t particularly like 
being part of the living. Too many bones down there and it really stinks.”

“How’s the Golden Gate Bridge fairing?” Chessie asks Ansel.
“In surprisingly good shape,” he says. “I can take you there, if you 

like. Not today of course. Maybe Saturday. It’s not too far from where 
you all are staying.”

‘If we have time,” says Michael. 
“Yes,” says Chessie, “If we have time.”
“You’ll have time,” I say to them. “I don’t want you guys just hanging 

around all the time at Chars’ with me. Y’all should go have some fun.”
Michael puts his hand on my shoulder and stares me in the eyes.
“I didn’t come here to sightsee, Artie,” he says.
I stare right back at him.
“And you didn’t come here to be a pain in my ass, either.”
Chessie smiles. Georgia laughs. I smile as I’m saying it.
“All right, brother,’ says Michael. “Chessie and I will go have some 

fun without you, and maybe we’ll bring Robbie and Craig along if 
they’re good.”

“Fuck no,” says Craig. “I don’t want to be the wet blanket on your 
smoldering romance.” 
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“You got that right,” says Robbie.
Mags nods as well.
And for the first time in my life, I’m seeing Michael Dollaride blush. 

Chessie just leans a little closer to Michael. 
What have I missed?
“What about me?” says Georgia. “I want to come too.”
Ansel grins.
“We’ll make a field trip out of it all,” he says. The word field trip 

makes us all laugh.

The ferry docks at Terminal Two. The old building has a few big 
pieces broken off here and there, and much of the glass in the windows 
is gone, but it doesn’t look that bad, considering. And it looks like the 
clock in the tower is actually telling time.

“Let’s get some cabs,” says Mags.
The eight of us walk toward a huge street sign. Sign says The 

Embarcadero.
“How far is Char’s home?” I ask Ansel.
“Not far, but it’s going to take about an hour to get there,” he says. 

“We’ll get out of our cabs at the Obama Building, then get on a Muni 
train that’ll takes us to the Inner Sunset. Or we can take cabs the whole 
way, but that’s really expensive.”

“Tell me about it,” say Mags, paying cabbies of two cabs, up front, for 
all of us to travel to the Obama Federal Building. I look over at her. Mags 
isn’t put out. Just joking. God, what would we have done without her?

“It’s not a bad trip,” continues Ansel. “Lots to see along the way. 
That’s for sure.”

“OK,” I say.
Michael, Chessie, Craig, and Robbie get in one cab. Mags, Georgia, 

Ansel and I in the other. And off we go.

This is my first really big city ever, either before or after the 41 
Nights. I’ve heard about the vacant and stripped skyscrapers, seen a 
picture or two of New York and Chicago, but it’s a whole other thing 
seeing this in person.

Traveling up Market Street, life still exists at street level and a cou-
ple stories up in every building, then after that, it’s just broken-glassed 
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windows and deep black shadows from the rooms inside, with occa-
sional soot marks on the outside of the buildings. Light and life at the 
bottom. Death and darkness after a couple floors all the way to the tops 
of the buildings. Criminy.

“Ansel, how long have you lived here?” asks Georgia.
“All my life,” says Ansel, “Born in The Mission. Was eleven years 

old when all the shit happened. Mom and I survived The Nights, but 
Dad didn’t. Then Mom got sick and died and I started drinking and rip-
ping people off. I’m not proud of that time. Too much information, eh?”

“A lot of us have done bad things,” says Georgia. “but now we don’t.” 
“I used to make Mormon Tea,” I say to Ansel, “with some very bad 

guys outside of Tucson. Very bad guys. I haven’t murdered anyone, but I 
thought about it. Been clean and sober for a couple years now.”

“Sober eight years for me,” says Ansel.
“Cool,” I say, but I don’t feel very cool and happy. I sigh. None of 

us talk for a while. We all just keep staring up at the black upper floors 
of all the buildings.

Mags looks down at her Sat-phone screen, all serious. Her Sat-
phone puts G’s to shame.

We take a hard right off Market Street onto Larkin Street. After just 
a couple blocks we’re in front of the Obama Federal Building, named 
after the President’s dad. 

I open the door to our cab and get out, heading back to the trunk. 
Mags jumps out and talks with our cabbie.

“Sir,” she says to the cabbie. “Wait here, please. You’ll have another 
fare from us in a couple minutes. Artie, come with me.”

I walk away from the others. Mags looks serious.
“What is it, Marshal?”
“We’re being followed,” she says.
I don’t look around. I just stare right at Mags.
“How do you know?” I say.
“I got my boss to Sat-photo us every 30 seconds,” she says. “There’s 

a guy on a scooter that’s been with us since we left the Oakland train 
station. I’ve got a photo of him here.”

Mags pushes a button on her phone. A picture of a guy on a bike 
appears, full front as if it was shot by a live photographer from ten 
feet away.

“How in the hell did you guys get that picture?” I ask.
Mags just smiles, doesn’t say anything.
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“You know the guy?” she asks.
“Never seen him before,” I say.
“We’re keeping a watch on him now,” she says. “Now don’t worry 

too much. When I come to visit you the day after tomorrow, I’ll bring 
whatever info we have”

“Thanks, but you don’t have…” I say.
“Artie,” she interrupts. “No. Just take the help.”
“OK.”
Then she smiles.
“I talked with my boss too while I was on the ferry,” she says, “And 

he talked with his boss. Artie, we have a government safe-house in The 
Inner Sunset and no one is using it right now. Actually we have three 
houses in the Sunset. Two have occupants,” (she makes air quotes at 
‘occupants’), “but one sweet three-bedroom house is vacant and fully 
furnished. All you got to do is buy food. It has sheets, towels, the works. 
We, the government, want you to have it.” 

“Why, Mags?” I say, pissed. “What makes me so special? I don’t 
want any special treatment. You’ve done so much for us all ready. Why, 
me? Why, us?”

“My boss’s boss here in San Francisco has a mother who’s dying of 
cancer in Seattle,” says Mags. “He’s only been able to visit her twice in 
the last two months but given things, he can’t transfer up there right 
now. And he thinks what you’re doing, traveling all this way from 
Tucson, shows what a good man you are.”

Then I feel an arm wrap around my waist. It’s Georgia. She has 
tears in her eyes.

“You need me to call your boss, Mags, and tell him what a great 
guy Artie is?” G says.

“No,” Mags says to Georgia. “I told him. He believes me.” 
Mags gently grabs my arm.
“Take the house, Artie,” she says. “It’s a gift, and you can stay there 

as long as you like.”
I don’t know what to say.
“OK,” I say, “but is it bugged?” I’m only joking.
“Twenty cameras on the inside of the house but they are not record-

ing right now” says Mags, “but there is one vid in the garage, two on 
the roof, and six on the outside and they are taping now. Constantly. 
You know.”

“Holy crap!” says Georgia.
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I laugh.
Mags laughs too.
“Good chance you’ll be the nicest people ever to stay in that house,” 

she says, 
I shake my head. I really don’t deserve this. Then Georgia looks at 

me with those big blue eyes. I’m defenseless against those eyes.
“Artie,” say G. “Take the love as it’s given. That’s what Bill says, 

right?”
“Yeah, he does,” I say. (Bill, my A.A. sponsor says that all the time. 

Take the love as it’s given. Don’t question it. Just embrace it. Then pass 
on the love as freely as it was given to you. He says that all the time. 
Take the love. Pass it on.)

“Take the love as it’s given,” I repeat back to Mags. “OK. I’ll take 
the house.” 

Mags cups my face in her hands.
“You’ve come a long way from pushing Tea, haven’t you, Mr. Saum?”
And then the Marshall gently slaps my face, and walks back to 

the cab.
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Peter Saum, Jr.
Thursday, April 23rd, 2076: 5:31 p.m.

Outside of Federal Safehouse #3
7th Avenue, South of Judah
San Francisco, California

Hovering outside, I peer through the second story picture window 
into the living room. Georgia and Chessie are looking through cabinets 
in the kitchen. Artie and Craig go up the stairs, carrying full backpacks 
and musical instruments in their cases. Michael stands at the window, 
looking down the street. His hand rests on the holstered gun on his hip. 
He absent-mindedly rubs his thumb on the grip of the gun. He looks 
nervous. I don’t know where Robbie is. Robbie’s been awful jumpy since 
Bakersfield. I don’t know why.

Artie laughs at something Craig says. His loud laugh bursts out of 
an open window beside the picture window. His laugh makes me smile. 
He has my laugh, a loud chuckle or a quiet guffaw. My laugh now is 
softer, a bit of a low bell tone. Part of the whole angel ghost thing. I miss 
my laugh. And donuts. And girls.

Was here in the Inner Sunset just a week ago. Was raining that 
night. Just popped in to see Char. She can’t see me, but she feels me. 
Sometimes she even talks to me. I like listening to her but I wish I could 
talk with her so she could hear me. I do send the Love and Light and 
all. My wordless benediction will just have to do, and she seems to feel 
it and like it, but it doesn’t replace my lips on hers, or her touch on my 
arm. No matter how good it feels to give Light and Love, nothing’s 
greater than the love given through human touch. Nothing. But I’ll have 
to be reborn for that to happen. Not quite yet. Not for a while. I have 
to see this through.

See it through. 
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“Hey, Peter,” says Earl floating up beside me.
“Hey, buddy,” I say. “Where did you come from?”
“Crab Nebula,” he says. “Just got here.” 
“Peter,” says Earl, in a low tone of voice. That bell tone. “This is 

part of your healing too, being here with Artie and everyone. You’re 
allowed some Love too.”

“Yeah, I know,” I say. “This is why I’ve stayed an angel ghost so long. 
To give back and not take so much. I was so selfish when I was alive.” 

I look away from the window and down 7th Avenue.
“I talked with someone about you today,” Earl says. “Calvin 

Nighthorse. You know him, right?”
“He and I had studios near each other,” I say. “Saw him just a 

couple months ago. Good guy.”
“Well, Calvin told me,” says Earl, “that you were very generous 

with your time and energy and your money when you were alive. ‘Good 
artist, kind man’ is what he told me.”

“Kind of him to say,” I say, “but I abandoned my son, Earl. I don’t 
get to feel good.”

“I talked with Calvin about that whole abandonment thing,” he says. 
“Seems Mr. Nighthorse remembers that you visited Char and Trey quite 
a bit. Came up here to The City every couple of months. Sent money as 
you could. Called on the phone a lot to talk with Trey before you died. 
You were there for your son more than you give yourself credit.”

“I should have married Char. I was too selfish and scared to marry 
her,” I say to Earl. “I told myself that it was because I was 66 and she 
was 33. That I didn’t marry her because I didn’t want them to be bur-
dened by me as I grew old, but that was a crock of shit. I was selfish, 
not wanting to be shackled with raising a son in my 60s and 70s. God, 
I was so full of shit.”

“A little full of yourself, yes I’m sure,” says Earl, “but a selfish bas-
tard? Nah. Not from what Calvin says. And you know we angel ghosts 
don’t lie. But angel ghosts can be too hard on ourselves, staying on 
this side of things too long, looking and loving but not doing anything 
physical, not being reborn out of our guilt and shame over what we did 
and didn’t do, thinking we need to do penance or some shit like that. 
Not going to the Great Big Sea or becoming human again. It can make 
us a little nutty. I love you, Peter, but you’ve stayed a little too long at 
the Fair.” 

Earl touches my shoulder.



STU JENKS

150

“And I know about the gifts you gave Trey,” he whispers. “That was 
very sweet.”

“Day late and a dollar short,” I say.
“Right on time and priceless,” says Earl.
“Maybe you’re right,” I say. “Maybe me feeling shitty over here is 

just another form of selfish. Maybe I should cut myself the same slack I 
cut everyone else.”

“More,” he says. “You need to trust Calvin who knew you back in 
the day, and you need to trust me, Peter. I’ve known you over here for a 
long time, and all I’ve ever seen is an angel ghost doing good.”

Earl grabs both my shoulders and give me a good shake. 
Feels kind of good. Bet it looks funny to the two angel ghosts hover-

ing down the street, seeing one angel shaking another like a rag doll. I 
see them smile. I mean to entertain. I aim to please.

“Do me a favor, Earl?” I ask.
“What’s that?”
“Give me a good shake, rattle and roll every few days, will you?”
He grabs me again, shakes me even harder. Nice.
“Take the Love,” Earl whispers. “Let go of the shame.”
I close my eyes and take a deep angel ghost breath.
Take the Love. Give the Love. Love good, shame bad.
Earl stops.
“So how do you feel now?” he asks.
“Much better,” I say. “What would I do without you, buckaroo?”
“Be a self-centered asshole,” he says.
“Hey!” I yell, and then both Earl and I laugh hard.
Artie, in the living room now, turns his head toward the open 

window, like he’s heard something. 
Yeah, boy. That’s your grandfather’s laugh you just heard on  

the breeze.
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Chesapeake “Chessie” Dupree
Friday, April 24th, 2076: 12:12 a.m.

Federal Safehouse #3
7th Avenue, South of Judah
San Francisco, California

“Sit by me, Michael,” I say.
He takes a seat beside me on the stoop.
“What’s up?” he says.
Here goes.
I turn, grab his shoulders, pull him toward me and kiss him hard on 

the mouth. He shudders in surprise at first, then opens his mouth. We 
touch tongues. My hand strokes his hair. He pulls me close, pressing his 
body hard to mine. After a minute, we slowly break the kiss.

“Chessie,” he says, “I don’t know.”
Now be quiet, Chessie. Just let him talk. 
“You are one of the most attractive women I’ve ever seen,” he says, 

“but I hardly know you. And I’m not good boyfriend material. I just 
don’t know.”

Michael holds my hands. He doesn’t speak. Now, Chessie. Talk.
“I don’t know either,” I say, “but I do know that waiting around 

for love to find me is stupid. What do you want to know? My father 
left my mom and me when I was seven. Mom did the best she could but 
she died of an infection when I was 21. I turned tricks during The 41 
Nights to stay alive. I’m not proud of that, but I did fuck for money. I 
bought New Chicks when I was 30. I learned to play the fiddle when I 
was 32. I’ve dated a number of men in my life but most seemed scared 
of me because I’m so intense, which I don’t really think I am. I’m 38 
now. I have no kids. I don’t want to get married but I do want to share 
my life with someone: Somebody good, somebody strong, someone 
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who’s a stand up guy, like you. I’m not trying to trap you, Michael. I 
just find you amazingly sexy and manly, and all I want to do is sniff 
you, and all I think about is fucking you.”

Michael laughs.
“Yeah, I found myself sniffing you too on the train,” he says. “And 

my cock’s been woody since Bakersfield.”
My turn to laugh.
“Look,” I say, “I know some of your history, that you were a hit 

man for El Grupo. That you left that shit and got sober, what? Two 
years ago?”

“Three.”
“Three years ago,” I say. “That you’ve become good friends with 

Artie and Georgia. That you’re a good worker for Harold over at the 
pottery shop. That you’ve helped many addicts to recover in M.T.A. and 
in A.A. That you love Artie like a brother.”

Michael nods.
“Guess so,” he says.
“And that you have the ghosts of the dead living inside your head,” 

I say. “Hell, Michael. We all have the ghosts of the dead with us all the 
time. You killed yours. Mine just died. I’ve got Mom and Kirk, my high 
school sweetheart and about a dozen regulars from the coffee shop tak-
ing up space in my skull. I pray to God Goddess All There Is, trying 
to do some good when I can, and I’m grateful to be alive, and pretty 
happy most days and that’s a wonderful thing, you know? But here’s the 
thing. The world is a pretty fucked up place, even now, and I want you, 
Michael Dollaride. I want you to touch me and kiss me and fuck me and 
do it again and again. And I want to fuck you back. You’re a good man 
who’s lived a bad life. But I don’t fucking care. Who do you know who 
hasn’t had huge pain in their life?”

“No one,” he says.
“So why shouldn’t you be happy too?” I ask. “Why shouldn’t I? And 

fuck…”
I grab the back of his neck. 
“…We could die tomorrow,” I whisper into his face. “Someone’s 

already tried recently to kill you.”
“But they didn’t kill me,” he says. “They almost killed Georgia. 

And if you are around me, with me, they will try and kill you too.”
“Sweet Michael,” I say, bending to kiss him again. “I could give a 

rat’s ass.”
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This kiss lasts a lot longer than the first.
After the second kiss, I stand up on the stoop and grab his hand.
“I’m done talking,” I say to him, “for now.” 
I lead him inside and up the stairs to the bedroom where my pack 

and fiddle are. No one else shares my room. G’s sleeping with Artie. 
Craig, Robbie and Michael have the second room. Just me in the third. 
But not tonight. 

Michael and I walk into my room.
“I don’t have any condoms,” he says.
“We don’t need them,” I say, “I had a hysterectomy when I was 25 

after they found a benign cyst. And I ain’t got no diseases.”
Michael smiles, a big smile. I’ve never seen him smile like that.
“No kidding,” he says. “I’m disease-free too.”
I smile too. The rarity of being healthy. Glad we are.
He leans in and kisses my neck. I sigh and shiver slightly.
I grab his crotch and feel his hard-on. Oh, it’s big but not too big. 

I unzip his pants and place my hand on his cock. It’s perfect. I drop to 
my knees and put my lips around the head of his cock. It throbs in my 
mouth. I curl my tongue around its head. His cock grows even harder in 
my mouth. I inhale his scent. I feel my own wetness grow. I slowly grind 
my hips as I blow Michael. I hear him moan. Nice, nice.

Before I know it, Michael has stripped me of all my clothes. He’s 
naked too. He lays me on my bed. He kisses me on the mouth, then moves 
to my neck, then to my right nipple, swirling it between his lips, gently 
nibbling on it, then sucking on it hard, then biting it. I groan. Oh, God.

He then moves down my body, kissing my stomach, my ribs, my hip 
bones, finally stopping on my clit. 

Oh. My. God. 
He licks the hood of my clit, back and forth, flicking it. Then he’s 

doing something no man has ever done. I don’t know what he’s doing 
with his tongue but it’s amazing. I grab his head.

“Right there,” I say. “Right there. Don’t stop.”
He doesn’t. 
He doesn’t stop for minutes, hours, I don’t know. I feel my orgasm 

rise in my body. Slowly. Slowly. Then over the top I fall. I give a yelp, and 
my body shudders with pleasure. Michael slows his pace and then stops 
altogether. I continue to shudder for a while. 

I grab his still-hard cock and pull it toward my clit. Michael looms 
over me, staring in my face. I rub his swollen cockhead against my clit. 
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The tip of his cock is wet. I’m dripping myself.
“I want you so bad,” I say.
“I want you too,” he says. “You are so pretty, Chessie.”
I smile. He looks so handsome. 
I put the head of his cock near the opening of my pussy.
“Push,” I demand. “Push.”
 He teases me for a second, then he enters me and fills me. The size 

is just right. The pressure of his cock on the inside of my pussy feels so 
good. So good. So good. Good. It’s so tight against the walls. I see col-
ors. I forget about my pains. I grab his hips and bring him to me. I thrust 
up with mine, trying to suck all of him inside of me.

He fucks me slow, then hard, then soft again, then thrusts hard 
again and again inside of me. I come again. And he doesn’t come for a 
long time.

Smells, lights, sounds, and flesh. From behind. Me on top. Him on 
top. From behind again. 

After an hour, and more positions then I knew I could do, he finally 
comes. He shudders too. I stare at his face as he comes. He looked so 
beautiful, so vulnerable. I’m falling in love with this man.

Then we cuddle up for a while, saying nothing, my breasts against 
his sweaty chest. I bury my face into his chest hair. I inhale him. I smile 
in the dark. Our bodies fit so well, both in fucking and in cuddling. 

“I’m so glad you are here,” says Michael, breaking the silence. “And 
thanks for kissing me on the front stoop tonight. I didn’t have the cour-
age to make the first move. I wasn’t sure you liked me.”

I laugh so hard I almost came again.
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Georgia “G” Swann
Friday, April 24th, 2076: 1:44 a.m.

Federal Safehouse #3
7th Avenue, South of Judah
San Francisco, California

I listen to Chessie laugh. I’ve listened to her screams and yelps for 
the past hour. I think I hear Michael come but I’m not sure. 

Artie sleeps next to me. He was so sweet tonight, careful with my 
leg as he slowly fucked my brains out. I love him so.

Then I start to cry. Just a little happy tear or two. Happy we are 
here, safe and sound in San Francisco. Happy we’ll see Char tomorrow. 
Happy that my best friend just had a good man rock her fucking world.

I wipe the tears away and smile. I listen to Artie’s breathing. I look 
at his face in the low light. I touch his face and give his cheek a little kiss. 
I then spoon into his side, hooking one of my feet with his feet. I sigh.

I’m the luckiest girl in the world.
As I fall asleep, I hear Chessie yelp with pleasure again from the 

other side of the wall.
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Craig Maple
Friday, April 24th, 2076: 9:05 a.m.

Federal Safehouse #3
7th Avenue, South of Judah
San Francisco, California

Hmm. That’s weird. I think I just saw Michael smile. Goddamn it, 
there it is again. A full grin with teeth. Wait a minute. He’s making eyes 
at Chessie, and she’s making them back at him. Are they holding hands?

I accidentally on purpose drop my spoon on the kitchen floor. As 
I bend down to pick it up, I look under the table toward Michael and 
Chessie. They are holding hands! I then bump my head on the table. 

“Ouch,” I say, as I sit up straight again. 
Everyone around the table give me a queer look.
“Dropped my spoon,” I say to the folks around the table.
I then lock eyes with Michael. He gives me a ‘what?’ look. I mouth 

the words ‘You Dog.’ and I then cut my gaze to Chessie who’s talking 
with G.

Michael smiles again. Mother of God. Before this morning I think 
I’ve seen Michael smile maybe four times in the past year. I then look at 
Chessie, then back to Michael. Yep. I’m right. They both have that well-
fucked look on their faces matched with their own specific shit-eating 
grins. I’m surprised but I’m really happy. And you know? I’ve never 
looked at them like this before but they make a nice couple. I then look 
toward Artie and Georgia.

“So what’s the plan for today,” I say to Artie.
“Well,” Artie says, “As soon as we finish breakfast, Georgia and I 

are going to visit Char. Everyone’s welcome to come along.”
“Not today,” says Michael. “I’ll visit your grandmother tomorrow. 

I think today it should just be you and G.”
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Chessie, Robbie and I all nod in agreement. 
“And I need some time alone myself,” says Robbie. “I want to go 

and investigate the Golden Gate Park. You want to come along, Craig?” 
he asks me.

“No,” I say. “Not right now. What I want, what I need, is a meeting. 
A friend in Tucson says there is a killer A.A. meeting just a block away 
in an old church. Says it’s one of the best meetings he’s ever attended in 
his life.”

“Really,” says Michael. “Who told you that?”
“Roy,” I say. 
“Roy’s a good guy,” says Michael. 
“And he knows a good meeting from a bad one,” I say.
We all laugh.
“That sounds like a great idea,” say Michael. “Chessie, I know 

you’re not an addict or an alcoholic, but I’m guessing it’s an open meet-
ing, and I would love for you to come.”

Love for you to come, says Michael? Who is this guy?
“I’d love to go with you,” she says. “That OK with you, Craig?”
“Fine with me,” I say, and now I have my own shit-eating grin on 

my face. Love is contagious I guess.
“Sure you don’t want to come to the meeting?” I ask Robbie.
He smiles sheepishly. 
“No, I’m good,” says Robbie. “I really need to…well….I just want 

to see the Park.”
I’m good? No alcoholic, no addict when offered a meeting says, ‘He’s 

good.’ Something’s going on. I cut him a glance. Something. Maybe he’s 
looking to score in the park. I don’t know but it doesn’t feel right.

“Suit yourself,” I say to Robbie, “but as you know Robbie, we are 
only sober contingent on our daily spiritual condition.”

Artie chuckles.
“Craig, don’t bust Robbie’s balls this early in the morning,” says Artie.
“Sorry,” I say. But I’m not. Something’s not right with Robbie this 

morning. Matter of fact, he’s seemed jumpy since we got to Oakland. I 
don’t know. Maybe it’s just me. Maybe I’m just projecting my own stuff 
onto him.

“Well, it’s settled,” says Chessie. “The three of us will go to the 
meeting, Artie and Georgia will go visit Char, and Robbie with go to 
the Park and commune with nature.”

“And then,” says Georgia, “we’ll meet back here around 6 and I’ll 



STEP ZERO

159

cook us dinner.”
“Not by yourself, girlfriend,” says Chessie. “I want to cook for 

these men, too.”
And then I see Michael blush. The son of a bitch just blushed. Holy 

shit! I’m losing my bearings on the world. Michael fucking Dollaride 
just blushed.
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Michael Dollaride
Friday, April 24th, 2076: 11:01 a.m.
Seventh Avenue Presbyterian Church

San Francisco, California

“Welcome to the Sunset 11’ers meeting of Alcoholic Anonymous. 
My name is Graham and I’m an alcoholic.”

“Hello, Graham,” says the room.
“We are an open meeting of Alcoholic Anonymous,” says Graham 

the chairperson. “All are welcome. We ask that those who are not alco-
holic participate by listening.”

Then Graham reads the preamble of A.A.. I’ve heard that a few 
times. A few hundred times.  

“Are there any newcomers who would like to introduce themselves 
by their first name only?” asks Graham. “Not to embarrass you but just 
so we can get to know you better.”

“My name is Sherry, and I’m an alcoholic.”
“Hi, Sherry. Welcome,” says the room.
“My name is Mitch and I’m an addict.”
“Hi, Mitch. Welcome.”
“My name is Lorraine and I’m an addict and an alcoholic.”
“Hi, Lorraine. Welcome.”
“Are there any visitors from out of town, or new to this meeting?” 

asks Graham.
“My name is Craig and I’m an addict and alcoholic from Tucson, 

Arizona.”
“Hey, Craig,” says the room. “Welcome.”
“My name is Michael, addict / alcoholic, also from Tucson,” I say.
“Hey Michael. Welcome.”
“My name is Chessie and I’m with them.”
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A few chuckles in the room.
“Hi, Chessie. Welcome,” says the group.
“Anybody here today celebrating a birthday?” asks Graham.
A clean shaven man with a full head of white hair raises his hand. 

Looks to be at least 70 years old but it’s hard to tell ages these days.
“My name is Joseph B. and I’m an alcoholic.”
“Hey, Joseph.”
“I had 26 years the day before yesterday,” he says.
The room erupts in applause. Craig, Chessie and I also clap. Joseph 

nods his head to all of us. No chips are given out, but Graham does 
walk across the room and gives Joseph a huge hug. The applause takes 
a long time to die down.

“Congratulations, Joseph.” says Graham, after he returns to the 
table at the front of the large church parish hall. “You have been my 
sponsor now for seven years, and I can’t tell you how grateful I am that 
you’re sober.”

A few laughs, then silence.
 I then do the math in my head. If I’m figuring right, Joseph got 

sober after The Epiphany Bombings and before the 41 Nights in 2060. 
Holy shit.

Finally, Graham breaks the silence.
“We, at the Sunset 11’ers, read something from A.A.’s approved lit-

erature, to help us find a topic. Today, I’ve asked Mary Lee to read from 
the book “As Bill Sees It.”

“My name is Mary Lee, and I’m an alcoholic.”
“Hi, Mary Lee.”
“Let’s see,” says Mary Lee, thumbing through the little book that 

was Bill Wilson’s thoughts on recovery. “Ah. This is a good one. Number 
27. ‘We are not cured of alcoholism. What we really have is a daily 
reprieve contingent on the maintenance of our spiritual condition.’”

I know that line. I try and live it as best I can, but then Mary Lee 
reads something I’ve never heard before.

“Great suffering and great love,” she reads, “are A.A.’s disciplinar-
ians. We need no others.”

She closes the book and sets it on the floor beside her chair.
More silence.
“The floor’s open,” says Graham. “Would anyone like to share?”
“My name is Tommy and I’m an addict and an alcoholic.”
“Hey, Tommy.”
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“Two years ago,” he says, “I stopped going to meetings. I’d been 
sober seven years and I got busy with my kids and such. I didn’t stop 
on purpose going to meetings. I just sort of faded away. But mostly, 
I stopped praying to God to continue to keep me sober. I prayed for 
other things. My wife’s health. My children’s safety. My ability to make 
enough money to support them, but I stopped praying for me, for my 
sobriety. I just sort of took it for granted, that I would stay sober for the 
rest of my life. Then, a couple months ago, my son Chet got sick with a 
weird fever. We took him to the hospital just up the hill from here, and 
they tried to figure out what was wrong with him, but he died two days 
later. I cried and my daughter cried and my wife cried. We all just cried 
and cried.”

Silence. Tommy doesn’t say anything for a few seconds. There it is. 
That extra special silence that comes from dozens of people listening 
with strong intent.

“Then a week after he was dead,” Tommy says. “I just walked into 
Yang’s Store off Ninth and bought a fifth of Scotch. Just like that. I 
hadn’t thought about liquor in over seven years and then suddenly, I 
wanted a drink. I thought: Fuck it, I deserve a drink. I’ve been there 
for my wife and my daughter, and it’s only one drink and I’m sure I can 
control it. And I was really addicted to Mormon Tea anyway. My major 
problem wasn’t alcohol, I told myself, ignoring the fact that I did two 
stints in jail, years ago, for being drunk and yelling at my wife. Anyway. 
So I bought a fifth of Glenlevit.”

A couple people in the room gasp.
“Yeah,” says Tommy. “I know. It cost me a fortune. I could have 

just bought a couple mini-bottles of shit scotch if I just wanted to take 
the edge off, but I was thinking I could stretch that bottle out for about 
a week or two.”

Cautious laughter in the room. I even chuckled.
“Right,” he says. “A week or two. Who was I kidding? So I walked 

home to my house. Cindy was at work and Rebecca was in school so it 
was just me in the house. I went to my office, broke the seal and poured 
myself three fingers into a glass. Then another three fingers. Then a 
third glass. When Rebecca got home from school she found me passed 
out on the floor. It scared her half to death. She thought I was sick like 
her brother. She shook me awake, and at the instant I saw her beautiful 
face, I knew what had happened. I’d gotten shit-faced. Then I thought, 
I need to clean up before Cindy gets home. I calmed down Rebecca. I 
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cleaned up my office. I hid the bottle. When Cindy got home, I told her 
what had happened. She wasn’t mad or anything. She just walked into 
the kitchen and began to make dinner. I think that scared me more than 
anything, that she was just numb, that she seemed to not even care. I 
don’t blame her. She had lost her son. I guess she thought something like 
‘What the hell. I’ve lost my son and my husband too.’”

Tommy stops for a couple seconds. No one interrupts. No one starts 
their own sharing. He’s running a little long but we all know he isn’t 
done yet.

“I ate dinner that night,” Tommy says, with tears in his eyes, his 
voice quivering. “That was six weeks ago. I’ve drunk in secret every 
night since then. I drank last night. I can’t seem to stop now. I need help. 
I need some phone numbers of men to call when I want to drink. And 
I could use someone to just have coffee with me after the meeting, if 
they have the time. Or maybe just hang out for a bit. And I need a new 
sponsor. Franco, my old sponsor, left the city years ago, I think. Hell if I 
know. I haven’t been to this meeting in almost two years. I see some new 
faces here today and it’s great to see you Graham and you, too, Joseph.”

Tommy wipes his eyes.
“Joseph, you were here when I came in. And I’m so happy that you 

are still sober. Congratulations. So, I could use some Flex numbers and 
maybe someone to share a cup of coffee with me. I have less than a 
day sober. But I really, really, really don’t want to go home and drink 
tonight. And I pray to GGATI that He She It can keep me sober tonight. 
I pray…I pray…Oh, GGATI….”

And then Tommy stops and begin to cry in earnest. Pretty sure he’s 
done talking now. A man next to him puts his hand on his shoulder and 
whispers something in his ear. Tommy give a weak smile.

I look over to Craig and Chessie. Chessie sighs. Craig then gives me 
the high sign, to share. What the hell. Might as well.

“My name is Michael and I’m an alcoholic and an addict,” I say.
“Hello, Michael,” says the room.
“Thanks for having this meeting here,” I say. “My friends and I are 

in town to visit a dying grandmother. Not mine but my friend Artie’s 
grandmother. He’s with her now. You’ll probably meet him at some 
point. Oops. So much for his anonymity.”

A couple of laughs.
“I’ve been sober over three years. It’s been hard and it’s been 

easy, but it seems to be easiest when I have my clean and sober friends 
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around me. I do believe in God Goddess All There Is, but I don’t ask 
for help that much. Sometimes. I probably should ask more. But I do 
trust my friends and I do ask them for help. Sometimes. If it wasn’t for 
my friends, I wouldn’t be sober today. I’d probably be dead or worse. 
Yes, there are worse things than death, for sure, but I don’t need to tell 
any of you that.”

A number of people nod.
“And I’ve seen great suffering, and I’ve caused a good deal of it, but 

I’ve also received a lot of love, here and elsewhere…” I say, looking over 
to Chessie.

“…and I just hope that I can give a little love back to those who have 
given it to me. I’m not real good at giving love to complete strangers, 
but I’m getting better at giving love in these rooms. And even though I 
haven’t met any of you yet, none of you are truly strangers to me.”

A couple of smiles.
“Mostly I just wanted to thank you all for having a meeting close 

to where we are staying. You’ll see more of us. We ain’t going home to 
Tucson for a while. Thanks for letting me share.”

“Thanks, Michael,” says the room.
I think that was OK. Chessie squeezes my hand.
“My name is Joseph, and I’m an alcoholic.”
“Hello, Joseph,” yells the room.
“Welcome to our visitors from Tucson,” he says. “Funny. I got sober 

in Tucson.”
No shit. 
“Now, I didn’t stay there long after I found A.A.. Stayed about a 

year after I got sober,” Joseph says. “But I lived in Tucson for 25 years 
before I got sober. I was an A-10 Fighter pilot at Davis-Monthan Air 
Force Base there. I bet our new friends from Tucson know that place.”

Yes, we do.
I look over at Chessie and Craig. They look at me. Our eyes are as 

big as saucers.
“Flew A-10 Warthogs for 18 years,” continues Joseph. “Retired from 

the Air Force in June of 2059. I wasn’t a daily drinker since I needed to be 
able to fly, but when I was on the ground, I drank like a fish. Mary, my 
wife, just put up with it. I wasn’t violent but I was an arrogant asshole. A 
loud, self-centered son-of-a-bitch I was, being a pilot and all. Then after 
I retired, I just hung out at the house and drank. And then drank some 
more. For six months, I drank all day, morning, noon and night.”
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Joseph just shakes his head.
“Then The Epiphany Bombings happened and everything changed. 

Even though I was forty-three years old, they still called me back up to 
fly. I slowed down on my drinking, or at least I tried. Then I went up in 
an A-10, drunk on my ass and almost killed a friend. That was when I 
went to A.A. for the first time. To a place called The Eastside Meeting 
Place near Wilmot and Broadway in Tucson. Nobody lives that far east 
now in Tucson, do they?” says Joseph looking at me.

I shake my head. No one lives out east anymore.
“I didn’t think so. But I got sober at that meeting place in Tucson 26 

years ago, and for that I’m truly grateful. I left Tucson soon after that, 
but that’s another story.”

Joseph looks toward Tommy the newcomer.
“I know this is kind of cross talk but Tommy, be gentle with your-

self. We are all here to help. Someone will take you to coffee afterwards. 
If not me, somebody.”

He turns his attention back to the group.
“I’ve stopped going to meetings at certain points in my sober life but 

not for that long a period.”
Joseph looks up to the ceiling, like he’s trying to remember.
“I think the longest I went without a meeting was 3 months or so. 

I didn’t hit a meeting during the 41 Nights, obviously, and for a good 
while after that. Not unusual. People were just trying to stay alive dur-
ing the Nights, or they were just dying.”

Joseph stops talking. He looks down. He’s lost in some memory it 
seems. Bringing up the 41 Nights does that. To him, to me, to everyone 
who lived through that shit. I was just a kid but I still remember. Then 
he continues.

 “Now I tend to hit a meeting or two a week but I talk with a lot of 
sober addicts and alcoholics between meetings, too. And a few drunk 
ones, from time to time.”

Some laughter.
“Anyway. Sorry I went on and on. Just happy to be sober today. And 

everyday. As my sponsor used to say when asked how he was doing, 
he would say ‘I’m having the best day of my life.’ Hope you are, too. 
Thanks.”

“Thanks, Joseph,” says the room.

• • •
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Meeting’s almost over. Some great shares this morning. A great 
meeting.

“Would all who care to, please join me in the saying of the Serenity 
Prayer” says Graham.

We all stand and circle up, just like we do at home. We all hold hands.
“Joseph, would you lead us out?” says Graham.
“Sure.”
“After a moment of silence for the alcoholic who stills suffers, both 

inside and outside of this room,” says Joseph.
I steal a glance towards Tommy. I hope he gets and stays sober.
“God.”
“God,” says the room.
“Grant me the serenity,” we all say in unison, “to accept the things I 

can not change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom 
to know the difference. Keep coming back. It works.”

I let go of the hand of the man to my left. I squeeze the hand to 
my right. And keep holding it. Chessie smiles. Then she kisses me on 
the cheek.

“I’m really happy you are sober too, Michael,” she says.
I don’t know what to say so I don’t say anything.
Then Craig breaks the silence.
“I’m going to see if Tommy wants to get a cup of coffee,” says Craig. 
“I’m going to ask Joseph if he’ll come and have dinner with us 

tonight,” says Chessie. “I’m sure it’ll be OK with Georgia and Artie. 
He’s such a neat old man but mostly I just want to pick his brain about 
Tucson back in the day, and cook him a big meal. He’s so skinny.”

“We’re all skinny, Chessie,” I say.
“I know, but look at him…,” she says.
“I know,” I say. “And Craig, you’re a good man to hang with Tommy.” 
“I’ve got the time,” he says. “By the way, what are you guys going 

to do now?”
I look at Chessie. She give me a come-hither look.
“I think we’ll just go back to the house,” I say, “and hang out.”
 “Maybe do some grocery shopping for tonight,” adds Chessie, “on 

our way back to the Fed Nest.”
“Fed Nest,” I say. “ I like that. It is like a nest.”
I smile.
I then look at Craig who has this puzzled look on his face.
The puzzle turns to a smile then turns to a huge grin.



STU JENKS

168

“I’m so happy for you guys,” says Craig.
“For what?” I ask, being coy.
“Everyone in the house knows,” says Craig.
“I was pretty noisy last night,” says Chessie to me with a shrug.
My face is hot. Am I blushing? Shit. I’m fucking blushing.
“Oh,” says Chessie as she strokes my red face.
“A smile looks good on your face, Michael,” says Craig. “Makes 

you look, I don’t know, happy.”
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Roberto “Robbie Rod” Rodriguez
Friday, April 24th, 2076: 11:12 a.m.
Outside the Conservatory of Flowers

Golden Gate Park
San Francisco, California

What the fuck am I doing? I know what I’m doing. I have to do this. 
They have Papa. My Papa. The father who protected me through the 41 
Nights. The father who was always there for me. The Papa who is there 
for me now. My Papa. My Papa. 

I look over and see Pig walking toward me with some other guy. I 
look down at my feet.

“Hey, Robbie,” says Pig with a smile. “How are you doing?”
“How the fuck do you think I’m doing?” I say.
“No need to get smart with me,” he says.
“Will it make any difference?”
Pig laughs.
“Actually, none at all. So where is Michael Dollaride staying?” he says.
“You know where he is,’ I say.
“I do. I just want to see if you’ll tell me.”
I hand him a piece of paper with the address of The Fed safe house.
“Huh. I thought it was on 5th Avenue,” says Pig.
“Don’t fuck with me,” I say.
He laughs again. I’d kill this bastard myself if he didn’t have my 

papa. Maybe I’ll do it after Papa is safe. 
“I like fucking with you, Robbie,” says Pig. “Because for some odd 

reason, you don’t seem to be that scared of me.”
“I’m not. I’m just scared of what you’ll do to my father.”
“Now we aren’t going to do anything to your Poppie,” he says. “Just 

as long as you keep doing what I ask.”
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“I’ve given you the address,” I say, “but something tells me you’re 
going to ask for something else.”

He pulls a Sat-phone out of his pocket and hands it to me. The 
brand new Sat from Flex Technologies. These cost a fortune. I take it.

“Let me guess,” I say.
“No, let me tell you, pendejo, so you don’t have to guess,” he says, 

leaning into my face. “When Dollaride is going out by himself and you 
know where he is heading, you give me a call and just tell me where he’s 
going. Then after I kill Dollaride, I’ll call you back with the number 
of where your Poppie is, and you can call him and hear that he is safe. 
That’s it. Poppie safe. Dollaride dead. And I’m done with you.”

Pig smiles. His teeth are way too white.
“…Unless I think of something else,” he says.
“Michael doesn’t go out much by himself,” I say. “And he just 

started hanging out with a woman friend from Tucson.”
“No shit,” says Pig, surprised but not laughing. “Hijo de perra 

has himself a new girlfriend. No problem. I’ll kill her too. But you call 
me when you know he’ll be away from the house or when he and his 
chica are going out for a walk or to get some coffee or some kind of 
shit like that.”

“OK, but Pig,” I say, “How do I know, now, that my dad isn’t 
already dead.”

“Push 1-7-7 on the screen of the Sat,” he says, “and wait a second.” 
I push 1, then 7, then 7. A snowy video comes up with my dad sitting 

around a kitchen table with two big guys on either side of him.
“That is a live vid from L.A., Robbie,” says Pig. “See? Your Poppie 

is safe and sound.”
“Can I talk with him?” I ask.
“Not until I kill Dollaride,” he says. “Then you can talk with him 

all you like.”
I shut off the Sat-phone and put it in my jean pocket. I glare at Pig. 

Motherfucker.
“I’ll call you when Dollaride is going out by himself,” I say.
“Or with his lady friend,” says Pig.
“Or with his lady friend,” I say. “And by the way, if you hurt my 

Dad…”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah. You’ll kill me or something,” says Pig with a 

laugh. “I want you to try, Robbie. It’ll be fun sport for me, hurting you. 
But before you decide to kill me, make the call, eh?”
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“Yeah,” I say. “I’ll call you, Pig.”
Pig and his silent sidekick walk away.
I need to kill this man.
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Chartreuse “Char” Wellingham
Friday, April 24th, 2076: 11:21 a.m.

The Gavin Newsom Adult Care Homes: Bldg. 17
The Inner Sunset District, San Francisco, California

They should be serving lunch soon but I’m not hungry. I’ll skip 
lunch. Haven’t been hungry in days. Weeks, really.

I’m so thankful to Ansel. What a sweet boy. He understands that I 
need not to be doped-up today, so he only gave me half of my morphine 
this morning. He said he’ll tell Wendy, the night nurse, that I’m down a 
quart, so I can get a little extra tonight. Down a quart. Hmm. I’m one 
of the few people left who uses that turn-of-phrase anymore. 

I’m being taken such good care of, but I need to be awake for today.
For my only grandson Artie is coming to see me.
Ansel knocks on my door. He pokes his head in.
“Lunch is ready,” he says.
“That’s OK, sweetie. I’ll pass,” I say.
Ansel then smiles.
“And Miss Char,” he says. “You have a couple of visitors.”
And in comes this tall drink of water, skinny but with a lantern jaw 

just like his grandfather, and a pretty little blond girl beside him.
“Chartreuse Wellingham?” he asks. “Grandma?”
“Yes. Are you Arthur?” I ask.
“Yes, ma’am. I am,” says my grandson. “But everyone calls me Artie.”
“Well come over here, then, Artie,” I say.
I open my arms and my grandson bends over and hugs me in my 

wheelchair. I reach up and hug him back. It hurts like hell but it feels 
so good. I start to cry. We break the hug and I see tears in his eyes, too.

“Oh, Grandma Char,” he says, now holding my hand. And then he 
hugs me again. 
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“Oh, Grandma, I’m so happy to see you,” he says.
And we just hold each other for a while.
“Me too, son,” I say into his shoulder. “Last time I saw you, you 

were only five years old, a couple years before your dad died.”
“I barely remember,” says Artie, straightening up again.
“Oh crap,” he says. “Grandma Char, this is my girlfriend Georgia 

Swann. Originally from Wyoming, but now from Tucson, Arizona.”
Georgia puts out her hand. I take it in both my hands and give it a kiss.
“So good to meet you dear,” I say. “I’m Chartreuse Wellingham, 

originally from Charleston, South Carolina, now from San Francisco, 
California. Call me Char. But sit. Sit both of you. All I’ve gotten in the 
past year, Artie, is three letters from you, and one phone call. I’m not 
complaining. I just have so much to tell you, but even more I want to 
hear your stories, listen to your stories.”

They tell me about the train trip from Tucson. The beauties, and 
the horrors. The people they met and the songs they sang. About how 
Georgia was shot by a bad man from Tucson who was trying to kill 
their friend Michael. About how a Federal Marshal named Magdalena 
gave them a place to stay here. About all of their friends who came along 
and those who stayed at home. About Georgia’s best friend Chessie, 
who also is her boss at a coffee shop in Tucson. About Artie’s best 
friend Michael, about Artie’s M.T.A. sponsor Craig who came along 
for the trip, about Artie’s A.A. sponsor, Bill, who stayed home. About 
Robbie, a guy in A.A. they met along the way. About Pete, Artie’s boss 
at the music store, about how much they love playing music together, 
the whole bunch of them, Georgia on mandolin, Craig and Michael on 
guitar, Artie on guitar, uke, and anything he can get his hands on, for 
my grandson seems to be able to play most anything. Chessie on fiddle, 
even the Marshal Magdalena on harmonica, and about how they all 
want to come play for me while they’re here. 

I just listened and listened to the stories, good ones, sad ones, and 
bad ones.  All this talk of friends makes me feel the cancer pain so much 
less, but I also feel a little sad. More than a little.

“What is it, Grandma?” asks Artie. “Are we tiring you out? I just 
get to talking.”

“No, no, child,” I say. “I love hearing all of your stories. And you 
have your grandfather’s gift for chatting,” I chuckle. Peter could sure talk.

“But stories are what keep us alive,” I say. “Stories are what make 
God Goddess All There Is grow. No, I was just thinking about how I 
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miss my friends, and your father and your grandfather and your mother. 
How is Martha, by the way?”

Artie sighs. 
“About the same,” he says. “I see her a couple times a week. She 

can’t walk, you know. She doesn’t eat much. I thought she was dying 
around Christmas but she rallied. She’s only about 80 pounds now.”

“But she still loves her son,” says Georgia. “And Artie is a good son.”
“I’m sure you are, Arthur,” I say. “Give her my love when you see 

her. Actually I have something small for you to take home with you to 
give to her. Georgia, open the top drawer on my dresser and look for a 
little blue box.”

Georgia gets the box and puts it in my hands.
“Artie, open it,” I say, handing him the box.
He does and sees a pair of bronze Second Lieutenant bars.
“Those were your father’s when he first became an officer,” I say. “I 

know your mother has his Captain’s bars, but I thought she might like 
these, too.”

Artie smiles.
“She’ll love them,” he says, “ Thank you, Grandma.”
“And I have something for you too.”
Artie’s face brightens.
“You mean the harmonium?” he says, like a little kid on Christmas 

morning.
“Yes, the harmonium,” I say, “and something else from me. But you 

want to see your grandfather’s harmonium, don’t you?”
I don’t wait for an answer.
“Go into my closet under my dresses. It’s in a big green bag. Says 

Bina on the side.”
Artie goes into the closet and comes out with the old Bina har-

monium. He unzips the faded green bag and pulls out the collapsed 
harmonium. He puts it on a floor. I show him the little silver pegs to 
push, to extend the instrument. I show him how the bellows work, tell 
him how the stops work, and give him a little tutorial on the instrument.

I then tell him to pull out the #4 and #6 stops on the front of the 
harmonium.

“Now pump the bellows, Artie,” I say.
He does and a beautiful C# chord fills the room.
Artie closes his eyes as he pumps. Georgia smiles. So do I. We don’t 

talk for a while. I begin to hum to the C# chord, as does my grandson. 



STEP ZERO

175

Georgia joins in. We chant for a few minutes. It’s wonderful.
“Grandma,” Artie says after our chanting. “Can you tell me about 

my grandfather Peter?”
“I’d love to, honey,” I say.
“And my daddy, too,” says Artie.
“Of course.”
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Peter Saum, Jr.
Friday, April 24th, 2076: 11:42 a.m.

The Gavin Newsom Adult Care Homes: Bldg. 17
The Inner Sunset District, San Francisco, California

“Wow,” says Earl. “I just heard your name. I came as quickly as I 
could.”

I’m standing in the corner of the Char’s room. Now, so is Earl. I’m 
invisible, but I don’t know if I should stay.

“Should I leave, Earl,” I say, “and let them talk without me 
listening?”

“Are you crazy?” he says. “I’ve never heard anyone talk about me after 
I chose to be an angel ghost. This is a rare gift, Peter. An amazing gift. You 
are blessed to be here and they are blessed to have you with them.”

I look down at where my feet should be.
“Peter,” says Earl. “I know what you’re thinking. You’re scared of 

what you might hear.”
“I am,” I say.
“Well, let’s stay and see what they say about you,” says Earl. “Sweet 

Jesus Christ, someone said your name, Peter!”
Earl puts his arm around my shoulder. I turn and look at my old 

friend. 
“I’m glad you’re here, buckaroo,” I say.
“Honored to be here,” he says.
“I’m scared,” I say.
“I know, but I’m not,” he says. “I’m here, Peter. It’ll be OK. More 

than OK. I just know it.”
I give Earl a weak grin. I don’t know about that.
Then we lean forward and listen.
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Chartreuse “Char” Wellingham
Friday, April 24th, 2076: 11:42 a.m.

The Gavin Newsom Adult Care Homes: Bldg. 17
The Inner Sunset District, San Francisco, California

“I met your grandfather in 2018 when he was 62 and I was 30,” I 
say to Artie and Georgia.

“Really?” says Georgia. “He was that much older than you?”
“Yes, he was,” I say, “ but Peter was quite something. He was a little 

long in the tooth but he was not a bad looking man for his age.”
Artie and Georgia chuckle.
“Not bad looking at all,” I say, “but it wasn’t his looks that attracted 

me to your grandfather. It was his vision. He was quite the photog-
rapher, having made his name doing nocturnal photography, making 
spirals in the air with flames and hoops of light and all kinds of stuff. 
But by the time I met him, he was making a living from writing as much 
as from taking pictures. Go to my bookcase, dear, and off to the left is 
a book called Dementia Blues.”

Georgia finds it and hands it to Artie.
“See that woman on the cover?” I ask Artie.
“Yes, ma’am,” says Georgia.
“That’s your great grandmother, Mary Saum, Peter’s mom. She died 

of dementia in 2011. Peter wrote that book and took all the photographs.”
“Wow,” says Artie, thumbing through the book.
“Wow,” says Georgia too, looking over Artie’s shoulder.
“It’s a very honest book about Peter’s mother as she was dying.” I 

say. “I read that book and I think I started to fall in love with him right 
then and there. No, it started as soon as he opened his mouth.”

“And I’ve got to tell you,” I say looking at Georgia. “I don’t particu-
larly like older men, if you know what I mean.”



STU JENKS

178

Georgia smiles and nods.
“But there was just something about him,” I say. “Anyway, I met 

him at an after party for one of my shows in Tucson where he lived. 
I think it was the tour that supported my “Angels Stand Up” album. 
Maybe. I’m not sure.”

I feel my heart flutter. I like that flutter. Haven’t felt that in a while. 
“I was taken with your grandfather and he with me but we just 

exchanged email addresses that night,” I say, “and I emailed him when 
I got home to San Francisco after the tour.”

“Wasn’t that expensive to email each other?” asks Georgia.
“Emails cost nothing back then,” says Artie.
“Oh yeah, that’s right,” says Georgia.
“Yeah,” I say, “You could email from your cellphone, back in the 

day.” 
Artie and Georgia gasp.
“I know. Something, eh?” I say, “So Peter and I emailed a bunch of 

times and he came up to visit in San Francisco. We had dinner at this 
great sushi place I loved and I kissed him at the end of the night, and 
then the next night we did a lot more than just kiss, let me tell you.”

I’ve seen that look before. Young ones just don’t want to imagine us 
old folk having sex. I smile to myself and let the thought hang. I’m going 
to mess with them just a bit.

“My, my,” I say. “Artie, your grandfather may have been in his 60’s 
but he had the stamina of three twenty-year-olds.”

They look like they might throw up. My job here is done.
“After that first weekend, we saw each other about twice a month 

for a good long while. My agent had a lot of free airplane tickets and 
Peter would either fly up here or I to Tucson or Peter would fly to wher-
ever I might be touring. Twice a month of Peter wasn’t really enough for 
me, but it did me just fine. Or rather he did me just fine.”

Finally, they laugh.
“And your grandfather wasn’t retired or anything,” I say. “He didn’t 

have much money. He was still writing books and taking pictures and 
making music all the time, and he had developed quite the little fan base 
and his dating me got into the papers and that helped him sell a few 
more books and albums. He wasn’t poor mind you, but he wasn’t rich 
either. But he was driven to produce good work. And he was some very 
good kisser.”

“Artie can kiss, too,” says Georgia. “Maybe you got that from your 
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grandfather.”
“Maybe,” says Artie, blushing.
“Anyway,” I say. “Then, in the summer of 2020, I got pregnant with 

your father. Poor Peter. Your grandfather didn’t know what to do.”
“He didn’t have any kids, did he, before Dad?” says Artie.
“Your father was his only son and his only child. Peter didn’t want 

any children. Frankly, I thought I didn’t want kids either, but as soon as 
I got pregnant, I knew that I wanted to keep the child. So on April Fools’ 
Day, 2021, your father Peter Saum III was born at UCSF Medical Center 
here in San Francisco. Your granddad cut the cord and everything.”

“But you all never got married,” says Georgia.
“No, we didn’t,” I say. “I didn’t want to, nor did Peter. He loved 

visiting the Bay Area, loved to surf at Rockaway Beach just south of 
here, but his roots—creative, spiritual, and emotional—were in the 
Sonoran Desert around Tucson. Even though I loved the High Desert, 
the people and the food, my center was here. And I knew if I left The 
City, I would leave a big part of who I was behind. And Peter knew 
that too, that leaving Tucson would kill a part of him as well. So after 
your dad Trey was born, he lived with me and my girlfriends in a house 
just a few blocks from here, and Peter came and visited as often as  
he could.”

I look down at the floor. I miss Peter.
“We had ten great years together. Half the time, Peter was here with 

me and the other two weeks out of the month he was in Tucson, writ-
ing, hiking, photographing, and making music in his studio. We had a 
wonderful life.”

“Then your granddad got sick, had a heart attack, then another 
heart attack two weeks later. He was gone in a month. He died the day 
after Christmas, 2030.”

I don’t say anything for a while, nor do Artie and Georgia. I hear 
Ansel down the hall talking with another resident. 

And then suddenly, I feel a wave of grief like I haven’t felt in years. 
In my chest, then up my throat and out my mouth. I just close my eyes 
and wail. I cry and cry. I miss Peter so. I miss his laugh, his jokes, his 
touch, his eyes. I miss him something awful.

Then I feel someone’s hands on my hands. I open my eyes. Artie is 
touching my left hand, Georgia my right. 

“I’m so sorry we brought up Peter,” says Artie.
Such good children.
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“It’s all right, children,” I say. “I don’t mind crying. Missing someone 
means they meant something to you. Means you have lived a full life.”

I sigh.
“Still, kind of sucks though, after all these years,” I say.
Then I have that odd but wonderfully sad sensation I get from time 

to time, like the spirit of Peter is around me somewhere.
Yep. He’s here, in this room. 
Hi, honey. I miss you. Something fierce.
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Peter Saum, Jr.
Friday, April 22th, 2076: 12:05 p.m.

The Gavin Newsom Adult Care Homes: Bldg. 17
The Inner Sunset District, San Francisco, California

I place a ghost hand on Char’s back, then my other hand on her 
sternum, holding her heart between my hands. 

And then I give her a little kiss on the top of her head.
I smile. So does she.
I love you Char. Always have. Always will.
“I miss your grandfather,” says Char to the kids. “I dated other 

men, of course, after he died, and a couple were good men, one in 
particular, a very good man, but none tripped my trigger like Peter 
did.”

“I asked Dad about his father,” says Artie, “but he said he just didn’t 
remember that much. So Dad was how old when Peter died?”

“Your father was nine when his Dad died,” says Char.
I take my hand away so as not to distract her. Or am I just bullshit-

ting myself. I want to fly away. I don’t want to hear this.
“Your father resented your grandfather,” says Char.
“Why?” asks Artie.
“Because he refused to move up here to San Francisco and live with 

us full time.” Char says. “He didn’t understand why your Dad had to 
live in Tucson. Trey did go live with him for a few weeks each winter 
and a couple months during the Summer, but Trey never felt like his Dad 
was there for him.”

I wasn’t. I was always working on some project or another. I took 
care of him but I was too driven to give him my full attention. I brought 
him along on some desert treks but he found them kind of boring as I 
remember. Or maybe I was boring. Or both.
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“I didn’t mind,” says Char. “The arrangement worked fine for me 
and I had my sister-friends here to take care of Trey while I was touring, 
or I took him with. He just wanted more of his father’s time than his 
father could give him.”

In other words, I was a selfish jerk.
“Peter,” says Earl, “Listen to Char. Listen! It’s not what you think.”
All right. I’ll listen.
“But in the last couple years of Peter’s life,” says Char “Trey and 

his Dad made peace, at least Trey felt so. No, Artie. Trey just felt angry 
at God that he didn’t have more time with his father, and felt a little 
angry with me for falling in love with such an older man. And sad 
about it too.”

Really? Trey missed me? I thought he hated me.
“Trey didn’t hate Peter,” says Char. “He just missed him, like I miss 

him today.”
And Char starts to cry again.
I feel sad. I miss being human. I need to come back to Earth. I need 

to be a human being again.
I place my hands around her heart again.
Char just keeps crying. Now Artie and Georgia start to tear up. They 

wipe a tear or two away from their eyes, then hold Char’s hands again.
And looky here. 
“Earl,” I say. “You’re a sweetheart.”
Earl’s left hand sits a top Georgia’s head and his right hand on top 

of Artie’s. Like a priest giving a blessing.
“The Light of God Goddess All There Is,” he says.
Then Earl begins to chant.
“GGATI, GGATI, GGATI.”
Earl stops after a few seconds.
“I never get tired of doing that,” he says.
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Ansel O’Shea
Friday, April 22th, 2076: 12:21 p.m.

The Gavin Newsom Adult Care Homes: Bldg. 17
The Inner Sunset District, San Francisco, California

I think I hear Miss Char crying. I walk down the hall toward the 
closed door of her bedroom but then stop up short. I forgot. Artie and 
Georgia are in there with her. She’s fine. She’s just sad. I’ll check on her 
in a few minutes. I’ve saved her some vanilla pudding from lunch. She 
loves pudding.

I walk back toward the kitchen.
Then I hear music. An organ? Ah, Peter’s harmonium. I’ve never 

heard it played. Such a lovely sound.
I put the pudding in the fridge for later.
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Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena “Mags” Gutierrez
Friday, April 24th, 2076: 2:02 p.m.

Earl Warren Office Building
Civic Center Plaza

San Francisco, California

“Have a seat, Marshal,” says Chief Wallace.
I do.
“I’ve read your memo,” he says.
“Yes, sir,” I say. “It appears a high ranking member of El Grupo is 

here in the city. Pig Ortiz, Bunny Ortiz’ brother, was sighted the other 
day. I don’t know, sir, but I don’t think it’s a coincidence that I arrived 
here with some people from Tucson, two of whom who used to work for 
El Grupo. Now, Sir…” 

“Please, “ says the Chief, “Call me Bill.”
I hesitate. Not used to this kind of informality.
“Bill,” I say cautiously, “Pig Ortiz may be up here to expand the 

domain of El Grupo, or he may be up here to hurt a couple of my friends.”
Bill looks down at some papers. 
“One of them,” Bill says, “Artie Saum, is someone you helped get 

out of El Grupo? And Artie has helped others get off Mormon Tea in 
Tucson, is that right?”

“Yes, sir. Artie has helped a lot of men in the recovery community,” 
I say. “Mostly I just encouraged him in his own recovery and supported 
him on being the good man that he is now. But I’m afraid that Pig is up 
here on a personal vendetta.”

“Really?” says Chief Wallace.
“Yes, sir…eh, Bill,” I say. “One of Artie’s friends was an enforcer 

for El Grupo. A Michael Dollaride. He’s clean and sober now too and 
out of the business for years. I can vouch for him and his character. Just 
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another man who got involved with some very bad guys, got addicted to 
Mormon Tea and happened to be good with a gun.”

“So why would El Grupo care about this guy?” ask the Chief. “They 
can find trigger men anywhere.”

“True,” I say. “But Mr. Dollaride dated Bunny and Pig Ortiz’ sister 
for a time. Then she committed suicide recently and the entire family 
blames Mr. Dollaride for her death. Particularly Pig. And it’s Pig who 
was seen on camera in Union Square yesterday.”

“Hmm,” says the Chief.
“That’s why I ask you if I could postpone my departure date with 

the prisoner John Maxwell until my friends leave. I think they are only 
going to be here for a week to ten days tops.”

Chief Wallace looks down at his papers again, then smiles when he 
lifts one up.

“That’s fine, Marshal Gutierrez.” he says. “They just need you back 
home at your post in Tucson by the first of July. And I’ll get someone 
else to transport Maxwell.”

First of July? Someone else escort Maxwell? I’m puzzled.
“Sir,” I say, “What’s so important about the first of July and why is 

someone else taking Maxwell?”
“Well, Mags. I can call you Mags?” he asks.
“Of course,” I say.
“Well, Mags,” he says smiling, “I want you to travel home with 

your friends from Tucson. And The President of The United States 
will be traveling around the country this Fourth of July, and the weeks 
before and after.”

“I didn’t know that,” I say.
“No one does,” he says, “except people like us. President Fulbright 

will be visiting  a number of major cities and small towns, giving out 
Presidential Medals of Freedom, to coincide with the three hundredth 
anniversary of the Declaration of Independence. And she’ll be in Tucson 
on the 7th of July to visit for the afternoon as she makes her way to 
San Diego. But she has to give a Medal of Freedom to a very deserving 
person in Tucson.”

“Who will that be?” I ask. Maybe the mayor. Maybe. Or per-
haps, Dr. Robert Smithson, the head of internal medicine at University 
Medical Center. He would be a good choice.

“Ms. Gutierrez,” says The Chief, “I need you now to keep two 
secrets. It’s very important.”
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Why is he still smiling?
“First,” he says, “Don’t tell anyone that Sasha Fulbright is coming 

to Tucson.”
“Of course not,” I say.
“And secondly, don’t tell anyone that you, Deputy Marshal 

Magdalena Gutierrez, will receive the Presidential Medal of Freedom 
on July 7th, 2076, from the President of the United States.”

What? Who? I don’t understand.
“Pardon me,” I say.
Bill Wallace gets up from his desk and shakes my hand.
“Congratulations, Marshal,” he says.
Then he laughs.
“Your boss, Chief Bledsoe, put you in for the medal,” says Bill. 

“Said it was a no-brainer. Wanted to tell you himself but with this El 
Grupo thing up here, he thought you should know today. And he does 
think you should ride with Saum, Dollaride and the rest of your people 
from Tucson on the train home.”

I look at Bill. My mouth drops.
“Thank you, sir.”
I can’t think.
“When can I tell my mother?” I ask.
“Soon,” Bill says, “but not quite yet.”
He laughs again.
OK. OK. OK.
I can’t feel my face.
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Chesapeake “Chessie” Dupree
Friday, April 24th, 2076: 6:15 p.m.

Federal Safehouse #3
7th Avenue, South of Judah
San Francisco, California

Georgia bumps my hip with her hip. I’m stirring a bowl of couscous 
in the kitchen.

“You and Michael screw around this afternoon?” she asks.
I say nothing. My shit-eating grin will have to be my answer.
Georgia puts her knife down on the cutting board and gives me a 

big hug. I hug her back with a wooden spoon in one hand.
“I’m so happy for you,” she says.
“Me too,” I say.
Artie walks into the kitchen.
“Anything I can do?” he asks.
Georgia gives him a big handful of silverware and some cloth napkins.
“Just set the table,” she says, “and tell everyone that supper will be 

ready in five minutes.

Seven of us sit around a long table filled with fresh bread, pickled 
fish, spicy couscous, hard boiled eggs, a green salad like I haven’t had in 
years, a pitcher of iced herbal tea, and a fresh apple pie from Arizmandi 
Bakery. Craig, Robbie, and Joseph, the old-timer from A.A., sit across 
from me, with Michael, Artie and me on our side and Georgia at the 
head of the table.

“Craig,” asks Georgia, “would you say grace?”
“Love to,” he says.
We all hold hands and close our eyes.
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“God Goddess All There Is,” says Craig, “Bless this food we are 
about to eat. Protect those who sit around this table from harm and 
sickness. Enter our minds and our hearts and fill us with the love and 
light that is your bounty. And thank you, thank you, for this day, this 
bread, and this love that surrounds us tonight. Namaste and Amen.”

“Amen,” I say.
Namaste or Amen says everyone else around the table.
And we dive in.

“Anyone want coffee?” asks Artie, clearing the table an hour later.
“Love some,” Michael says.
“Me too,” I say.
Everyone else nods yes.
“None for me,” says Joseph.
“Sure?” asks Artie.
“I’m sure,” he says, “It’ll keep me up. But would you mind if I have 

another small slice of pie?”
Craig doesn’t say a word, just reaches for the pie tin and cuts Joseph 

another piece.
“There you go,” Craig says.
“Thank you, son,” says Joseph.
“Joseph,” Craig says, “Do you mind if I talk about what you shared 

in the meeting today?”
“Not at all,” say Joseph.
Joseph takes a bite of the apple pie. He moans with delight.
“God, this is good pie,” he says.
I fill his glass with more iced tea.
“You said you got sober in Tucson,” says Craig, “and that you left 

soon after you got sober and came here.”
“Yep,” says Joseph. “I got a year sober and then I split.”
“Why did you leave Tucson?”
Joseph puts down his fork and wipes his mouth with a napkin. He 

pauses and takes a long swig of iced tea.
“Margery had died,” he says, “and they didn’t need me as a pilot 

after the 41 Nights. Hell, that’s not really why. ‘You don’t shit no one 
like you shit yourself,’ my father used to say. No, I left because after 
Margery killed herself with a bunch of pills, it just hurt too much to 
hang around Tucson, even though there was great A.A. there.”
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“Still is,” says Artie.
“That’s what I hear,” says Joseph. “Anyhow, I was hurting so much 

that I was afraid I would drink, so I called an old Air Force buddy and 
he said, ‘Come on up. I have a spare room.’ So I came to San Francisco. 
I suppose I was running away, but I was in so much pain that I really 
thought I would drink again. And I didn’t want to do that. Neither 
would Margery want me to drink. But once I got here, I kind of liked 
it. It was a pretty dark time in The City back then. Garbage and bodies 
everywhere. Half the trees in the Park had been cut down. But not a lot 
of violence. Some, but not like in L.A. Most of the mass killings hap-
pened in Marin County they tell me. I would have thought it would have 
happened in the poorer neighborhoods here in The City or in Oakland, 
but it was the rich and well-off that went completely ape shit in the 
months after the 41 Nights.”

“Same in Tucson,” says Craig, “The people in the Foothills came 
down the hill into Tucson and raided and pillaged the Southsiders, not 
the other way around.”

“Here, too,” says Joseph. “And it was pretty bad for a few months 
but then the Feds showed up and it got better fast. Water, sewer and 
electrical got back on line. The Feds hired thousands to clean up The 
City. People south of here began to grow grains and vegetables where 
once they had only grown lavender and fancy shrubbery. And we still 
get strawberries. Mmm. Strawberries.”

I feel my mouth water. I can’t remember the last time I had a 
strawberry.

“Anyway,” Joseph continues, “The U.S. Marshal Service brought 
some law and order, and most of the former cops who were any good 
simply became marshals. Since around, oh, 2071, we’ve been doing 
pretty good in San Francisco. And I live on my small Air Force pension 
so I’m all right.”

Joseph takes another bite of pie.
“So what brought all of you here?” asks Joseph of the table.
“I came to visit my grandmother,” says Artie.
“Really?” says Joseph. “Where does she live?”
“Just up the hill from here,” says Artie. “Her name is Char 

Wellingham. She’s dying of cancer.”
“So sorry to hear,” says Joseph. “Bet she’s happy to see you though. 

And her name sounds familiar. Do I know her?
“She was a famous singer-songwriter back in the day.”
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“Oh yeah,” says Joseph. “Char Wellingham. I remember her. Saw 
her once on Conan O’Brian’s show.”

“Conan O who?” asks Artie.
“A talk show on TV, before Epiphany.”
“Ah,” says Artie.
‘So she’s your grandmother? Well, I’m sorry she is sick.”
“Thanks. She’s an amazing woman,” adds Georgia. “She’s leaving 

the world not only a songbook of great songs but also more love and 
kindness than was here before. I love her so much and I just met her.”

“Me too,” say Artie.
Artie is silent as is Georgia. The whole table is quiet for a half a 

minute. I look toward my friend Georgia. Her eyes are watery. Loving 
is so hard when you lose the people you love, even people you love and 
have just met.

“We’re going back over to her place tomorrow,” says Georgia finally. 
“A bunch of us are going. I know you’d like her and she you.”

“Well, I don’t know,” says Joseph, looking down at his almost 
empty plate of pie. “I don’t want to be in the way.”

“Hell, no,” says Artie. “I’m sure she’d love to talk with someone 
closer to her age.”

“How old is she now?” asks Joseph.
“88,” says Artie.
“Big difference between 88 and 69,” he says, pointing to himself.
“Not that big a difference,” says Artie.
The table laughs, Joseph the hardest.
“You all play, right?” asks Joseph.
All except one around the table nod.
“You all know any Johnny Cash?”
Artie walks to his bedroom and returns with Michael’s guitar.
“You mind if I play your guitar?” asks Artie of Michael.
“Not at all. How about ‘Like the 309?’” says Michael to Artie.
“Perfect,” Artie says, tuning his guitar.
“I don’t know that song,” says Joseph.
“I think you’ll like it,” says Michael.
Then Michael sings as Artie plays.
“It should be a while before I see Dr. Death,” Michael sings. “So it 

would sure be nice, if I could catch my breath. Well, I’m not the crying 
nor the whining kind, till I hear the whistle of the 309. Of the 309. Of 
the 309. Put me in a box on the 309.”
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Then Michael looks over at me and winks.
I blow him a kiss.
Hap, hap, happy, am I.
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Lyle Mason
Monday, May 4th, 2076: 10:01 a.m.

The Gavin Newsom Adult Care Homes: Bldg. 17
The Inner Sunset District, San Francisco, California

Oh golly. 
It’s my first day on the job. I sure hope I do well.
Mom got me this job. She said I’d like it. I don’t know. I like old 

people well enough but I’ve heard that most are kind of crazy from 
knowing the old world, the world before I was born. I don’t know. I 
should keep an open mind.

This living room looks nice. Kitchen too.
“You Lyle?” asks this guy.
“Yes, sir,” I say.
“I’m Ansel O’Shea, the house manager for Building 17.” 
He extends his hand. I shake it.
“Pleased to meet you, sir.” 
“Just call me Ansel.”
“Yes, sir. Ansel, sir.”
Mr. O’Shea laughs. I was raised yes ma’am, no ma’am, yes sir, no 

sir. Just the way Momma raised me.
“You’re sixteen, right?” asks Ansel.
“Yes, sir.”
“In high school now?”
“Yes, sir. I attend Mission High School.”
“I went to Balboa High. No matter,” says Ansel. “Let me show you 

the ropes.”
He gives me a manual to read, shows me the kitchen, the storage 

room, the outside and inside patios. He introduces me to all the clients. 
Very nice people. Some very sick. Some with dementia. Mr. Grant. Mrs. 
Shoe. Miss Franklinton. Very nice people.
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“And here is Miss Wellingham,” says Ansel. “Miss Chartreuse 
Wellingham. This is Lyle Mason, a new caregiver.”

“Call me Char, and pleased to meet you, Lyle,” says the very pretty 
old lady in a wheelchair. Other people are in her room as well.

I reach out and gently shake her hand. Then I feel a tingle. I’ve felt 
it before, when I have my little vision-thing.

“Very pleased to meet you, too, ma’am,” I say.
She places another hand on mine, holds my hand in her two hands. 
“This is my grandson, Artie Saum,” she continues, “and my Artie’s 

friend and my friend, Georgia Swann.” 
Artie has a keyboard instrument in front of him.
“Pardon me, sir,” I say, “ but what’s that instrument?”
“It’s called a harmonium,” Artie says. “It belonged to my grandfa-

ther. Miss Char is letting me play it while I’m in town.”
“May I ask where you are from, Mr. Saum?” I say.
“Tucson. You don’t need to be so formal,” he says. “Just call me 

Artie, but frankly I do like your manners. Your momma teach you 
those?”

“Yes, sir,” I say. “She says for me to show respect to every one liv-
ing, for it’s a miracle any of us are alive on any given day.”

“Smart woman, your mother,” says Georgia Swann.
“Would you like to sit with us, son?” asks Miss Char.
“No can do, Miss Char,” answers Ansel. “This is his first day on the 

job at Building 17. I need to train him.”
“Wonderful,” says Miss Char. “So I’ll be seeing a lot of you, Lyle, 

I suppose?”
“Yes, ma’am,” I say. “This is my job until I return to school in the 

fall. Maybe I’ll even be here part time after I return to school.”
Then I have that tingle again. I look at Miss Char. She’s staring 

at me. Our eyes meet. Everything gets funny. Like time stands still. 
Timelessness. My new favorite word. Timelessness. Then the tingle fades.

“Well,” says Miss Char. “Today and this moment are all we have. 
And I’m so happy to meet you today. And I look forward to seeing you 
later. Will you be here serving us lunch?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I say.
“I’ll see you at lunch then,” she says.
“Let me take you to Building 13 so you can meet my boss,” says 

Ansel to me. “Your boss’ boss. We’ll see you in a bit, Miss Char.”
“Bye, boys,” she says.
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“Pleased to meet you three as well,” I say, shaking Artie and 
Georgia’s hands.

“The pleasure is ours,” says Georgia.
I leave the room and follow Ansel down the hall, and then out the 

front door. We walk toward a similar building just across the courtyard.
“Miss Wellingham is a very special person, isn’t she?” I say.
“All the residents are special,” says Ansel, “but you are right, Lyle. 

Miss Char is one of the Goddesses on our property. I love all the clients 
but I love Miss Char the most I have to admit. When we get back to our 
house, you need to read her charts and all the other residents’ charts 
too, but especially Miss Char’s. She has late stage breast cancer. It’s 
amazing she is alive and she is in such pain but you wouldn’t know it.” 

Mr. O’Shea stops at a bench, looks down kind of sad like, then 
looks at me.

“I’ve taken care of Miss Char for over two years now,” he says. “It’s 
like she’s my own grandmother. I’m of two minds, Lyle. I pray for her 
to die for she is in so much physical pain, but I hope to have just one 
more day with her. I feel so much love when I’m around her. But I’m 
just being selfish, I know. There are many things worse than death, and 
great physical pain is one of them.”

Mr. O’Shea sighs. 
“I’ll miss her when she’s gone,” he says.
“I’ve just met her but I feel like I’ve known her for a hundred years,” 

I say.
Mr. O’Shea laughs.
“You a songwriter?” he asks.
“Trying to be,” I say. “How did you know?”
“I figured you were a player by the callouses on your left hand, and 

that last thing you said sounds like a lyric from a song.”
“What last thing?” I say.
“‘I’ve just met her but I feel like I’ve known her for a hundred years. 

That kind of thing,” says Ansel.
“Sorry, Ansel, Sir,” I say. “It’s just kind of how I talk.”
He musses my hair and smiles.
“It’s OK, Lyle,” he says. “It’s a compliment.”
“Oh,” I say. “Mom tells me I take things a little too literally at times.”
“Don’t worry,” says Ansel. “It’s fine.”
I run my fingers through my hair to put it right. I know they are just 

being nice but I hate when adults mess with my hair.
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Chartreuse “Char” Wellingham 
Monday, May 4th, 2076: 11:15 a.m.

The Gavin Newsom Adult Care Homes: Bldg. 17
The Inner Sunset District, San Francisco, California

I’m hiding it, but Goddess, my bones so hurt today. And I’m having 
a hard time breathing. Everyday it seems harder and harder to breathe. 
I look over at Artie. He’s playing a U2 song on the harmonium. A beau-
tiful old tune that I heard his grandfather play. Oh my. After a few 
minutes, he finishes. Georgia applauds. So do I.

“Your grandfather used to play that song,” I say. I try to sing.
“But I still haven’t found what I’m looking for,” I sing. And then I 

stop. I need to catch my breath.
“You have such a beautiful voice, Miss Char,” Georgia says.
“Thank you, child,” I say, out of breath.
Nobody says anything for a while. Georgia looks sad as does Artie. 

I give a weak smile.
“Grandma,” says Artie, “We need to get back to Tucson. I’d love to 

stay another couple of weeks but we can’t. I really wish…” and he starts 
to cry.

I wheel my chair over to him and touch his leg. We both cry.
“It’s OK,” I say. “I’m just so happy you came and visited me before…

before…I die.”
And now all three of us cry. Georgia hugs Artie. Artie hugs me. I 

hug them both. And we all cry. It feels so good to cry and so sad at the 
same time. 

I feel a hand on my shoulder but no one is there. Hi, Peter, how are 
you? I don’t hear an answer. I rarely do.

“You know,” I say to the hug huddle that is the three of us. “I think 
I feel Peter in the room right now.”
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Georgia raises her head. So does Artie. Both still keep their hands 
on me.

“Huh,” Artie says. “You feel granddad?”
I close my eyes.
“I do,” I say. “I feel him from time to time. I feel him here right now, 

his hand on my left shoulder. Right here. Here.”
Artie places his right hand on my left shoulder. His eyes brighten. 

Georgia places a hand on top of Artie’s hand. Her eyes light up too. I 
place my hand on top of theirs. My whole body shimmers with light. 
He is here.
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Peter Saum, Jr. 
Monday, May 4th, 2076: 11:27 a.m.

The Gavin Newsom Adult Care Homes: Bldg. 17
The Inner Sunset District, San Francisco, California

I let my hand stay a very long time on Char’s shoulder. I feel the 
light of Artie’s touch. I feel the hum of Georgia’s love. I feel Char vibrate 
under my ghost hand. It’s almost like I’m alive. Not quite, but almost.

I bend over and kiss Char on the cheek. I hear her exhale. I can 
almost smell her. Almost. I kiss her again. She smiles and sighs. I then 
break the kiss and kiss Georgia’s cheek. Her eyes are closed but she 
smiles too. I then kiss Artie’s forehead. He smiles. I smile.

Enjoy my harmonium, Artie. 
“So I can really keep it?” says Artie to Char.
“Of course,” says Char. “That’s why you came to San Francisco, to 

get Peter’s keyboard.”
“It was the excuse we told everyone,” says Georgia, “but we really 

came up here to spend some time with you, Miss Char. The harmonium 
was just a bonus.”

“I know, dear,” says Char. “And I have one more bonus for you, 
Artie. Open up that drawer over there and bring me that small book.”

Artie opens the drawer and pulls out my old chord book. My little 
blue chord book. Sweet God.

“This was your grandfather’s book,” says Char. “He kept all of his 
chord progressions in this little book. As he got older he couldn’t remem-
ber them.” Char laughs. “Heck, he never could remember the chords to 
his songs. He played such lovely instrumentals. Nothing complicated. Just 
simply little circles of sound. He played those circles on his spinet piano, 
on his synthesizer, and on this harmonium. Little circles of chords and 
sounds. They were lovely. Now, turn to a page near the back, sweetie.”
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Artie does.
“See that song called The Survivor’s Waltz?” she says. “That’s one 

he wrote for me. And a few other songs too, but that one he wrote right 
after we met. Play it for me, honey. It’s a waltz in three. The chords are 
right there. Play them as a waltz.”

Artie pumps the bellows of the harmonium full. He looks at the 
page in my little blue book. He then plays my little song. My little waltz. 
Then I hear something I’ve only heard twice since I’ve been dead. Once 
at my funeral, and the other time just a minute ago. I hear Chartreuse 
Wellingham sing the melody of my song.

And then a miracle happens.
I cry. 
I feel my tears grow and roll off my ghost cheeks and fall as drops to 

the floor. I see my tears explode in slow motion on the hardwood floor 
of Char’s room and leave real wetness behind. Not ghost wetness. Real 
world wetness. I see my tears become real in the real world. A part of me 
is touching the real world again. GGATI, how is this possible?

And I cry until the song is over. I wipe away one last tear and place 
my hand on Char’s shoulder. She’s catching her breath. My sweetheart 
is winded.

Char turns her head to the left and then up, and then she looks at 
me. Looks me right in the eye. Not the space where my eyes might be, 
but right into my ghost angel eyes.

“I love you,” she says.
“I love you, too,” I say back.
And then we both turn our gaze toward Georgia and Artie and send 

every ounce of love we have, to them.
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Michael Dollaride 
Sunday, May 10th, 2076: 6 a.m.

Federal Safehouse #3
7th Avenue, South of Judah
San Francisco, California

First light comes through the blinds. Chessie’s head rests on my 
chest. She’s half asleep-half awake. I’m happy but preoccupied. OK, I’m 
obsessing. I’m afraid that I’m not going to be a good boyfriend. Am I 
Chessie’s boyfriend now? I think so. I think we need to talk more and 
fuck less. No. Fuck more and talk more.

“What is it?” says Chessie into my chest.
“Nothing,” I say.
“Don’t give me that nothing shit, Michael,” she says. “I felt you 

going away last night.” 
She sits up in bed, her naked breasts hanging in front of me. It’s hard 

to worry about the future when I’m looking at this beautiful woman.
“I’m fine now,” I say with a smile, looking at her tits.
She leans over and kisses me hard on the mouth.
“You are so fine,” she says, “And I’m not mad or anything. I know 

you’re worried about the trip home. I just hate it when you go away 
like that.”

“I’m doing the best I can, honey,” I say.
“I know,” she says, “but it would help me if you just talk about it. 

And it would help you, too. Trouble shared is trouble lessened, they 
say.”

They do say that. And I am very concerned about my friends’ safety. 
Oh man. What have I got them all into?

“All right,” I say, “I know someone’s out to kill me. One friend’s 
been shot by someone trying to shoot me. I don’t want that to happen 
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again. I won’t let that happen again. I can’t let that happen again. Not 
now. Not ever.”

I say all of this just a little too loud.
I look dead into her eyes. Chessie’s not scared. She looks, I don’t 

know, happy.
“I can’t,” I say quieter.
“And I’ll kill anyone who tries to hurt G or any of us or you,” she says.
She reaches over me (God, I love her chest.) and opens a drawer in 

the bedside table and pulls out her LadySmith .357 revolver.
“And I just might be a better shot than you, Mr. Dollaride,” Chessie 

says. “You’re rusty. Hell, I bet you can’t hit the broad side of a barn.” 
I gently take the .357 from her hand and place it on the side table. 

Then I rub her left nipple beneath the palm of my hand. She groans 
under my touch. I push her gently down onto the bed, bend over her 
body, and lick the nipple. Then I bite it.

“Keep biting me,” she says.
I do.
Biting, leads to sucking, leads to fucking, leads to coming. 
I can’t seem to get enough of her. She seems to feel the same. I think 

this is happiness. I’m not sure but I think it is. I think I worry too much. 
I’m falling in love with this woman. I never want to leave her. 

Sunlight brightens the room. I look at the clock on the wall. 7:31. 
Time to get up and take a shower, and spend one last day in San 
Francisco. I’m going to miss this city. But my heart will not be left here. 
No, no. My heart is coming with me, held in Chessie’s strong hands.

She’s fallen asleep again, curled up like a cat next to me.
I don’t deserve to be this happy.
Now, that’s bullshit. I deserve all the joy that’s given to me. Every- 

one does.
I shake my head as I rise from our bed.
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 James “Jimmy T.” Tipton
Sunday, May 10th, 2076: 10:55 a.m.

Outside of The Seventh Avenue Presbyterian Church
San Francisco, California

Fucking Pig. 
I was all entwined in bed with Jonathan, happy having him suck 

my dick, when Pig rousts me out of bed to go and scope out this fuck-
ing A.A. meeting. It is kind of cool, though, having a Sat-phone in 
my pocket. Maybe I’ll call my mother in Portland. Nah. If Pig finds 
out, he’d probably kill me. I know he’d kill me. And I don’t want to 
die. I don’t mind killing though. I like killing. It’s a better drug than 
Brigham.

Well, I’ll be goddamned. There he is, walking up to the church. Shit. 
He’s not alone. He’s with that short stocky guy and that tall drink of 
water. Robbie’s with them too, but I don’t know if I can count on Robbie 
to throw down when the time comes. I should be able to kill Michael. 
And anyone else who gets in the way.

I dial Pig on the Sat-phone.
“Pig,” I say, “Jimmy. He’s here at the church.”
“What church?” yells Pig.
“The Seventh Avenue Presbyterian Church,” I say. “He just went 

up the stairs with his two A.A. buddies and with Robbie too. Robbie 
was right. They are going to a 12-Step meeting. What do you want me 
to do?”

“Nothing,” says Pig. “Just keep an eye on the place. I’ll be there in 
fifteen. You got your 9 mil?”

“Is a grizzly bear Catholic?” I say. “I have both of my Glocks with 
me, and four spare magazines. You need one of my guns?”

Silence.
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“What the fuck do you think?” yells Pig over the phone.
“Sorry,” I say. “See you in fifteen.”
“And don’t do anything. Just stay right there.” says Pig. And then 

he cuts the connection.
I don’t know if you are carrying or not, Pig. You don’t need to be 

such an asshole about it.
Maybe I will give Mom a quick call, just to say hello before Pig gets 

here. Fuck Pig. I pull out the Sat-phone. I then look across the street. 
A beautiful blond man in his twenties sashays down the sidewalk. He 
looks at me. He smiles. Man, that is one sweet piece of ass. I smile back 
at him. I could use some strange. I just won’t tell Jonathan. Jonathan is 
being a little bitch these days anyway. 

Ah, Crap. Pig’s going to be here in ten minutes. 
I punch in Mom’s phone number.
“Hey Ma,” I say. 
“Jimmy,” she says. “Are you in trouble?”
“No, Ma,” I say. “I only have a few minutes, and this is someone 

else’s phone. I just called to tell you I love you.”
“I love you too, son,” she says.
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Craig Maple
Sunday, May 10th, 2076: 11:22 a.m.

Sunset 11’ers Meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous
Seventh Avenue Presbyterian Church

San Francisco, California

Man, what a meeting. The good, the bad and the ugly.
I couldn’t believe that guy over there saying meditation is worthless. 

‘Why do I need to listen to the voices in my head.’ he said. I’m tempted 
to do a share where I cross talk and put him down, in that smarmy way 
some Old-timers do. ‘Yeah,’ I might say, ‘What good is doing a Fourth 
Step, and finding my part in things? What good is making amends? It 
won’t fix anything. What in the fuck do I need to pray for? It won’t 
help.’ Now, now, Craig. Calm down. Pause when agitated. The guy is 
a newcomer by his own admission. Said he’s only been sober for six 
weeks. Remember what you were like at six weeks? You were a raving 
lunatic who thought he knew it all. Remember? Cut the guy some slack. 
Love and tolerance of others is our code and all that crap.

It was a good topic though. They read from How Bill Sees It. A 
good quote about how our problems can be solved by a transformative 
spiritual experience, that we need to not stand on our previous suc-
cesses, but to strive to grow spiritually throughout our sober lives. Good 
stuff. And Artie’s share on his grandmother would make any sponsor 
proud, not just me. Bill would have loved it too. Artie talked about how 
his trip to San Francisco started out to be about seeing Char and pick-
ing up his grandfather’s harmonium and is now about being there for 
Miss Char as she dies and how he wishes he could stay here until she 
does, that two weeks doesn’t seem like enough time to spend with her, 
that he wants to be with her all the time, not because of what he gets 
but because of what he can give. You are a very good man, Artie Saum.
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But Robbie worries me. He hasn’t shared at any of the meetings, at 
least not the ones I’ve seen him at. And he seems very nervous. He did 
talk with me yesterday about his father and how he’s worried about 
him, living in Los Angeles and all, but it felt like he wasn’t telling me 
something. Something big. Something. Well, not much I can do but pray 
for him and be there as an ear if and when he chooses to talk.

At the other end of the spectrum, I don’t think I’ve ever seen Michael 
so happy. Christ, he’s absolutely beaming with love. It make me happy 
to see him happy, yet it makes me wish I had a girlfriend too. There is 
Anita in Tucson. She’s been flirting with me of late. I really should ask 
her out when I get home.

I’m going to miss this meeting. People here have been just as kind 
and as welcoming to us as we are to visitors in Tucson. One of the beau-
ties of being a member of a 12 Step fellowship. Wherever you go, you 
can find a meeting, and you can find souls who are trying to do what 
you are doing. Hell, not just trying. They are staying sober just like 
you, and are happy to stick out the A.A. or M.T.A. hand to you and 
help however they can. Granted, it’s pretty true everywhere now, or at 
least that’s what travelers to Tucson have told me over the years: That 
most everyone who has survived (minus the psychopaths and major 
league assholes) is kind and generous and loving. We know that without 
each other and God Goddess All There Is, none of us would be alive, 
much less reasonably happy, and for addicts and alcoholics like me, we 
wouldn’t be clean and sober either. People are the gift. GGATI is the 
power. Both of us together make a world that is holy and human and a 
little bit wonderful.

Maybe I should share today. A woman with ten days is talking now 
about how she really wants to drink but she hasn’t because of these 
meetings and because of seeing her sponsor every day. 

I love this Program.

“Nice share,” says Michael.
“Thanks, man,” I say.
“I really like that part about how people and spirit create a wonder-

ful human world together,” Michael adds. “I’ve never heard you say it 
quite like that before.”

“I’ve been thinking a lot lately, about that blending of the seen and 
unseen Light,” I say. “Been on my mind a lot.”
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“Well, it was great,” Michael says.
We’re all hanging out in front of the church now. Saying our good-

byes to our new sober friends in San Francisco. Sorry that we have to 
leave. Seems they are too.

A loud bang echos down the street. Then another. Then I look up 
and see a piece of the church chip off in slow motion. That’s weird. Then 
I know. Oh, no.

I reach for my gun. I look over at Michael and he already has his gun 
out. So do a few other people on our side of the street. Someone shoots 
across the street. Others duck behind a couple of vehicles parked on the 
street. I look across the street to see who’s firing at us. I see two men, 
one with two pistols drawn, the other with a long barreled revolver. I 
recognize the man with the revolver. Pig Ortiz. 

I aim my gun at his chest. I shoot. I miss. I aim again. I shoot. I miss 
again. Damn it. I steady my hand. I take my time. And just then, I feel 
pushed back by something. I’m standing up but I’m against the outside 
wall of the church. I’m having a hard time raising my revolver. I look 
over to Artie. He’s firing from behind a car. I see Robbie, gun drawn but 
frozen, not shooting. I look over at Michael again. He looks at my face, 
looks down at my chest for some reason, then he turns and screams 
‘Motherfuckers. Motherfuckers,’ and runs into the street toward Pig 
and the guy with the two pistols. He fires once at the two pistols guy 
from the middle of the street. Head shot. The guy goes down. He fires 
at Pig. Shoulder shot. Pigs spins but stays on his feet, turns and shoots at 
Michael. He misses him. Michael fires again. He misses too. Michael’s 
now sprinting right toward Pig. Pig raises his gun, fires but it’s wide. 
Then Michael is ten feet from Pig, stops, aims and shoots him in the 
head. Pig goes down. Hot damn. 

And then I feel a pain and a warmth and a wetness. 
I look down and see my shirt has changed color. I thought I wore a 

yellow checked shirt today, not an orange one. And then I feel my legs 
give and I collapse to the sidewalk.

“Oh God, Craig,” I hear someone say. It’s Artie. He’s crouched over 
me. He has his hand on my chest. It feels nice. I love Artie.

“Hey Artie,” I say. “How are you?”
“Craig, I’m…fine,” he says.
“Good,” I say. “I don’t know if I’m so good. I feel kind of funny.”
“Don’t worry,” he says. “An ambulance is on the way. The hospital’s 

just up the hill. I’ll carry you myself if they don’t show up in a minute…”
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“Oh,” I say. I look down at my shirt again. Hmm.
 “Artie,” I say. “I don’t know. There is an awful lot of blood on 

my shirt. Look. I have an orange shirt now. I left home with a yellow 
one.”

That got a little grin out of Artie. Hey, Michael’s here now.
“You OK, Michael? Did you get shot?” I ask.
“I’m fine,” he says, “but you don’t look so good. Oh, Goddess, oh, 

Goddess…”
Michael’s crying. I’ve never seen him cry before. It looks good on him.
“You look handsome when you cry, Michael,” I say.
Michael chuckles, then turns to Artie.
“Ambulance?” he asks Artie.
“On their way,” says Artie.
Oh my. I see a light. A big light. 
Oh my. 
“Artie,” I say. “I see a light. A great big light. I feel the Light. I feel 

the Love. I love you all.”
I look at Artie, then at Michael, then back to Artie.
“Don’t be sad,” I say. “I think it’s all right.”
Then all I see is light. White light, then pink, then red, then yel-

low, then blue, then purple. And I feel so weightless and I can breathe 
so much easier now. I haven’t breathed this easy in years. I inhale, then 
exhale. Inhale. Exhale. I close my eyes to the light, the blue light, the 
purple light, the yellow light, but I can still see the light through my 
eyelids. It’s so beautiful.

Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale and then one big 
exhale.

I open my eyes.
I’m surrounded by a rainbow of light, all colors. I look down. I see 

my body on the sidewalk, my friends beside my body. I’m hovering ten 
feet above the ground. I look around. I see other ghosts or angels or 
somethings above the street, along with me. I look down at my body 
again. I’m confused. Then I’m not.

Oh.
Then an old man angel ghost thing floats over toward me.
“Hi, you’re Craig, right?” asks the ghost.
“Yes, I am. What, who are you?”
“I’ll answer all your questions in a minute, but I have three very 

important things to tell you,” he says.
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“OK,” I say.
“First, you don’t need to be afraid. You are dead, but I’m here to tell 

you what your options are, and what you can and can not do. You have 
a number of choices to make soon, but you don’t have to do anything 
right now. Just soak in the Light.

“It’s wonderful,” I say.
“ It is,” says the old man. “It’s the Light of God Goddess All There 

Is. You felt it when you were alive but now, you’ll feel the light more. A 
lot more. It’ll take you a little while to get used to it, but once you do…”

“It’s wonderful,” I say again.
“Yes,” says the old man.
“And secondly,” he says, “My name is Peter Saum. I’m your friend 

Artie Saum’s grandfather, or I used to be, or something.” 
He chuckles a little. Sounds a bit like Artie’s laugh. Has a bit of a 

snort at the end of it.
“And I’m an angel or ghost or an angel ghost,” he says. “It’s hard to 

explain, but we’ll explain everything as best we can soon enough, and 
we’re all here to be your guides through all of this.”

“That sounds very nice,” I say.
“It is, Craig” says Peter. “It really is.”
“You said ‘we’,” I say. “Do you mean you and God Goddess All 

There Is?”
Peter smiles, laughs, snorts, then laughs again.
“Well, kind of, sort of,” Peter says. “That’s the third thing.”
I notice another old man next to Peter that I didn’t see before. He 

looks familiar but I can’t place him.
“Craig,” says Peter, “Let me introduce to you to Franklin. Franklin 

Simon Maple. He’s your great grandfather. Or was. He is the ‘we’ I 
spoke of.”

“Hello, Craig,” says Franklin.
“Hello,” I say.
“I’m here to help,” says Franklin.
And then I feel my great-grandfather’s arms around me, and I hug 

him, and all the rainbow colors grows in brightness and intensity, and 
I feel so good.

“Oh, Franklin,” I say and I begin to cry. I don’t feel tears but I know 
I’m sort of crying I guess.

“Oh, son,” Franklin says. “It’s OK. I’m here. And I’ll stay here. And 
I’ve always been here for you.”
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And then all the rainbow colors merge and become white light, 
then back to rainbow, then back to white. I look into my great grandfa-
ther’s eyes. And I know. It’s going to be OK. It is OK. It’s always been 
OK.

“Now,” says Franklin breaking our hug, but keeping his hand on 
my shoulder, “Let’s go have a cup of coffee and I’ll tell you everything.”

“You have coffee here?” I exclaim.
“GGATI wouldn’t have it any other way,” he says.
“You like to surf?” asks Peter, coming into our little ball of light.
“Give him a minute, Peter,” says Frank. “He just got here!”
Then Franklin laughs, then Peter, then me.
“I’ll take that cup of coffee now,” I say.
And then suddenly, I’m sitting on a ring of Saturn with a cup of Joe 

in my hand with my great-grandfather.
Nice.
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James “Jimmy T.” Tipton
Sunday, May 10th, 2076: 12:12 p.m.
Seventh Avenue, North of Judah Street

San Francisco, California

I’m surrounded by a rainbow of colors. Cool.
Then I hear my mother’s voice. She’s singing an old Eddie Vedder 

song. I’m not in San Francisco. I’m in Portland, in my mother’s kitchen. 
How can that be? I don’t understand. 

Mom?
“How are you, son?” I hear my Dad say. But Dad’s dead. Been dead 

ten years.
I turn or float or something, and I see my Dad.
“Dad?” I ask.
“Hey, Jimmy,” and he smiles at me. He never used to smile at me 

before. He was a mean old drunk in life, a cruel man, but he’s smiling 
at me now.

“Dad?” I say again.
“It’s all right, son,” he says, and he touches my hand or what used 

to be my hand.
“Dad?”
“I’m sorry, Jimmy,” continues my father, “ that I never told you I 

loved you. The man who was your father was not a nice man. His soul 
was good, but his flesh wasn’t. Or rather I, as a man, was a terrible man. 
But I’m a little better as a angel ghost now. And I love you very much.”

He places his hand on my head or what used to be my head, and 
tousles my hair. It feels so good. Just like when I was a little boy.

“Daddy, am I dead?”
“Yes,” he says. “But it’s going to be OK. It is OK. You’re OK.”
“If you say so,” I say.
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Dad laughs. It’s the first time I’ve ever heard my father laugh.
“I say so,” he says through a chuckle.
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Pedro “Pig” Ortiz
Sunday, May 10th, 2076: 12:17 p.m.
Seventh Avenue, North of Judah Street

San Francisco, California

What the fuck is all this rainbow light shit. 
I look down at the street and see my body dead, the back of my head 

blown off. Shit.
Shit.
Shit.
Sh…
S…
…
“Hey, Pedro,”
“Papa?”
“This is going to take a little time,” my Papa says, “but I’ll help you.”
“Papa?” I say again.
“I need you to do one thing for me,” he says.
“What, Papa?”
“I need you to breathe in the rainbow light,” he says.
So I do. I don’t know how, but I do.
And I feel as good as I’ve ever felt. Ever. I take another breath of 

light, and feel even better. Then a third breath.
“Papa?”
“Just keep breathing,” he says, “Just keep breathing in the Light of 

God Goddess All There Is.”
So I do. 
A fourth time. A fifth.
I lose count around breath #17, but I keep breathing.
I breathe for a very long time.
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Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena “Mags” Gutierrez
Sunday, May 10th, 2076: 1:15 p.m.

The Crime Scene Outside The Seventh Avenue Presbyterian Church
San Francisco, California

“Deputy U.S. Marshal Gutierrez, Tucson Section,” I say, showing 
a San Francisco Sheriff Officer my badge. He lets me through the tape.

I see Michael Dollaride and Artie Saum. They are standing beside a 
bloody spot on the sidewalk. I look to the other side of the street. Two 
bodies under light blue traps. I look on my side of the street. Just the big 
bloody spot. No body. Michael is talking with a sheriff’s deputy. Artie 
looks down at his feet and at the bloody spot. 

“Hello, Artie,” I say to my friend, walking over to the group of men 
with my badge in hand.

“Marshal,” says the sheriff, “I’m Deputy Sheriff Danny Winter.”
“Please to meet you, Deputy,” I say.
“Mr. Dollaride is giving me his statement,” he says. “I’ve already 

gotten Mr. Saum’s statement. Just be a few more minutes to finish with 
Mr. Dollaride. Looks like a self defense shooting.”

“Can I talk with Mr. Saum?” I ask.
“Yes, ma’am, you can.” says Deputy Winter.
I grab Artie gently by the arm. We walk away from the bloody spot, 

down the sidewalk a ways.
“What happened?” I ask.
Artie tells me everything he knows. Michael, Craig, Robbie and 

he were hanging out on the street. Then shots rang out and they saw 
Pig Ortiz and some other man firing at them from across the street. 
They returned fire. Shots were exchanged for a few seconds, then Craig 
Maple got hit, then Pig Ortiz and the other guy were killed by Michael 
Dollaride.
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“Michael was very brave,” Artie says. “He saw that Craig had been 
shot in the chest and he ran into the street and shot the guy with Pig in 
the head and then shot Pig twice I think. Both men went down. Then 
we went back to Craig and he bled a ton…he died, Mags…there was 
nothing we could….” and then Artie begins to cry.

I hug Artie. He hugs me back. I cry just a little. I try not to, but I 
can’t help it.

Not Craig Maple. Not Artie’s sponsor. Not. Not. Not.
We break the hug and then I see Georgia running up.
“Artie, honey, are you…?” she says.
“I’m fine, but Craig is not OK. Craig’s…dead,” he says.
Georgia doesn’t say anything. She just sits on the curb. And Artie 

sits with her. And they hold each other and cry.
I then notice Robbie near by. He’s that guy from L.A., I think.
“Robbie,” I yell.
He turns and looks spooked. Normal, I suppose.
“Can I talk with you?” I ask.
He walks over to me. He doesn’t say anything.
“What did you see? I ask.
“I didn’t even fire my fucking gun,” he says. “I just fucking choked. 

Fuck me. Fuck. If I hadn’t froze, Craig would still be alive. Fuck me. If 
only I hadn’t fucked up.”

“A lot of people freeze in gun fights, Robbie,” I say. “You didn’t 
cause Craig to die. Pig Ortiz and his people did. You understand?”

“No, it’s all my fault. My fault!” he yells.
“No, Robbie,” I say, “It’s not. It’s not your fault.”
Robbie then laughs a weird laugh and just walks away. Well, I’ve 

seen people do odd things around death. Nothing new here.
I see Michael shake the sheriff’s deputy’s hand. Looks like they are 

about done. I walk up to him. I put out my hand. He shakes mine.
“Looks like you did good here today, Michael,” I say.
“How you figure?” he says. His eyes are wide like a predator’s. I’ve 

never seen Michael like this.
“Artie tells me you stopped Pig and his man from killing more peo-

ple,” I say. “Says you charged them and shot them both. You were very 
brave, Mr. Dollaride.”

“Fuck that,” he says. “If I hadn’t come on this trip, Craig would still 
be alive. El Grupo is after me. And again, someone else I love gets shot. 
First time it was Georgia. This time, it’s Craig. Craig is dead. Fuck this.”
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“Michael,” I say, putting a hand on his shoulder. He tenses up, then 
breathes, then relaxes. 

“Michael,” I say, “Yes, Pig and Bunny wanted to kill you but they 
would have tried either here in San Francisco or in Tucson or Goddess 
knows wherever. You didn’t cause this. This is El Grupo, and you killed 
Pig Ortiz. That isn’t a bad thing.”

“Fuck,” Michael says. He takes another breath and shakes his 
hands hard, flapping them like he’s trying to relax his hand or shake 
something evil off them. He takes a very deep breath and exhales.

“Yeah, I know,” he says finally. “It just sucks…it just…goddamn it 
all…Craig was the nicest….” and now he can’t talk anymore. He puts 
his hands in his face, and quakes with tears. I don’t hug Michael. I don’t 
know him that well to hug him, but I do put a hand on his shoulder.

“Craig was a great man. The nicest man. Yes,” I say. 
Then I see Chessie run up. I back away from Michael and she hugs 

Michael.
“I just heard,” she says. “Craig is gone?”
Michael breaks the hug, puts both hands on her face. He leaves two 

bloody hand prints on her face. He then puts his forehead to her forehead.
“Yes,” he whispers.
I walk backwards to give them space. I see other people talking 

with the sheriff’s deputies. I see Georgia hugging Artie, Chessie kissing 
Michael’s cheeks. I walk over to Deputy Winter.

“Hi,” I say. “I travelled from Tucson with these people, a couple 
weeks ago,” motioning toward my friends. “We were planning to get on 
the train home tomorrow, but I know that won’t happen. Here’s my Sat-
phone number. They are all staying at a Fed safe house not far from here. 
If you need to talk with them further, just give me a call so I can set it up.”

“Sure, Marshal,” he says, “but I don’t think I’ll have that many more 
questions. Looks like the bad guys wanted to kill the good guys and the 
good guys, minus one, won. I am however a little concerned about Mr. 
Dollaride. He was a person of interest in a murder a few years back in 
Tucson, so says my Sat-phone. But I’m guessing you know that.”

“I do,” I say. “That was before he left El Grupo, a very bad gang 
of Mormon Tea growers in Arizona. I’m sure you know of El Grupo.”

Winter nods.
“Dollaride hasn’t been in any trouble for over two years,” I say, 

“and he’s a very valuable member of our community in Tucson. But he 
was the target of the shooters today, it appears. He dated the sister of 
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the leader of El Grupo years ago and she committed suicide recently and 
they blame him, even though he had nothing to do with it. You know 
how that goes.”

“That I do, Marshal,” say the deputy. “But I have to ask. I’ll need to 
talk with him sometime tomorrow, just to get it all down for my report. 
But I see this as a righteous shoot and frankly, I’m glad they killed that 
Pig Ortiz son of a bitch. He was part of the point team for those Arizona 
Mormon Tea growers up here. Maybe with him dead they’ll think twice 
about expanding their operation, but I doubt it.”

“Don’t hold your breath,” I say, “but it will slow them down a hair, 
at least.”

I take out my card and write the address of Safehouse #7 on its back. 
I hand Winter the card.

“Give me a call before you come over tomorrow,” I say. “I’ll be stay-
ing at #7 tonight too, and for a few more nights for obvious reasons. 
These are my friends. They are hurting. Call first.”

“You bet, Marshal Gutierrez,” he says.
He puts out his hand. I shake it hard and firm.
“Thanks, Sheriff Winter,” I say, “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Call me Danny,” he says.
“Mags,” I say.
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Chartreuse “Char” Wellingham
Sunday, May 10th, 2076: 4:04 p.m.

The Gavin Newsom Adult Care Homes: Bldg. 17
The Inner Sunset District, San Francisco, California

Georgia and Artie sit on my bed. Both hold my left hand. They look 
down at the covers of my bed.

We don’t say anything for a long time. I finally break the silence.
“I’m so sorry Craig is dead. He had the Light about him,” I say.
Artie and Georgia don’t speak. 
Death is a funny thing. I’m praying for it to come to me yet I sup-

pose Georgia and Artie are praying that it won’t come at all, for any 
one. No matter what has befallen our country, no matter what has chal-
lenged the world’s people over the last 15 years, no matter how much 
death we have all seen, the unexpected death of a loved one hurts and 
still almost breaks us. It should hurt. If it doesn’t, we’ve lost nothing. If 
it doesn’t, we are not human anymore.

But I’m not going to tell Georgia and Artie my thoughts. That would 
be cruel and it won’t help at all. Craig was a best friend to them.

Touching each other is the best medicine right now. Or maybe a 
song. Maybe a Beatles song.

“There are places I remember,” I begin to sing in a ragged voice, 
“All my life, though some have changed. Some forever, not for better. 
Some have gone and some remain. All these places have their moments. 
With lovers and friends, I still can recall. Some are dead and some are 
living. In my life, I’ve loved them all.”
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Monday, May 11th, 2076: 11:17 a.m.

Sunset 11’ers Meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous
Seventh Avenue Presbyterian Church

San Francisco, California

“My sponsor was killed outside of this meeting yesterday,” I say, 
“but most of you already know that.”

“I know that love and tolerance of others is our code, but hate and 
vengeance is on my mind today,” I say. I feel the tears coming. Not 
right now. 

“But Craig wouldn’t want that,” I say. “He was the most spiritual 
man I knew. A peaceful man. It’s hard to believe he was ever a violent 
drunk like me.”

A few chuckles. Not many.
“Frankly, he used to freak me out,” I continue. “It was like he knew 

what I was going to say before I said it. ‘You’re worried about money, 
aren’t you?’ he’d say. ‘How did you know?’ I’d say. ‘You’re afraid that 
you and Georgia won’t make it,’ he’d say. ‘What the fuck? What are 
you, Craig, psychic?’ And he would just give me that smile.”

Sigh.
“So we have to talk with the cops again today, and then change our 

train tickets, but we’ll be leaving on Thursday for Tucson. I just want 
to thank….”

Ah fuck it, Artie. Just tell them the truth.
“I just want to thank you all for having this meeting, but I’m all 

fucked up. Part of me is thinking if you all didn’t have this meeting, 
Craig would still be alive. Or if I hadn’t come to San Francisco, Craig 
would be alive, or if I hadn’t been an alcoholic and an addict, he’d be 
alive, or if…fuck this…and do I want to drink? Goddamned right I 
do. I’ve thought about it a dozen times since yesterday. Hell, there’s a 
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package store just around the corner from where we are staying and I’m 
sure I could go to The Mission and score some Brigham. Fuck yeah. But 
am I going to drink and use? I don’t think so, but hell if I know. I’m 
praying to God Goddess All There Is. I’m hugging and kissing Georgia. 
I’m talking with my friends, and with my grandmother. And I’m talking 
with you all about it today. I know I’m going a little long. I’ll wrap it 
up here in a minute. And if someone comes up to me and says some shit 
like, ‘Everything happens for a reason’ or ‘Just don’t drink no matter 
what’ or ‘Craig’s in a better place’ or some of that kind of shit, I can’t 
guarantee I won’t deck him…but if you come up to me, and give me a 
hug, I’ll return the hug, or just say you’re sorry. That’s enough. That’s a 
lot. Just say you’re sorry. And lastly, I have another sponsor in Tucson 
I don’t use that much. Something tells me I’ll be using him a lot more 
when I get home. Thanks. That’s all I’ve got.”

“Thanks, Artie,” murmurs the group.
Then I hear Craig’s voice in my head.
“Call Bill now,” it says.
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William “Bill” Monroe
Monday, May 11th, 2076: 12:12 p.m.

New Chicks Coffee Shop
Tucson, Arizona.

Damn phones. I hate goddamned phones. Who in the hell is this? I 
don’t know this number.

“Hello,” I bark into the phones.
“Bill? It’s Artie.”
“Artie, my boy,” I say, “How in the devil are you? Haven’t heard 

from you in a couple weeks. Are you on the train home? And let me 
call you back. I know this is costing you a fortune.”

“That’s OK, Bill. I’m using an A.A. guy’s Sat-phone here in 
San Francisco…and he’s saying to me, right now, to talk as long as  
I like.”

“A Mr. Money-Pants, eh? Nice.” I say. “Well, thank him for me.”
“Bill,” Artie says, “Craig’s dead.”
Silence.
“What?” I say. “What happened?”
Artie tells me all the details for the shooting yesterday. Oh my God.
“I’m so sorry, Artie,” I say after a few minutes of just listening. 

“I’m so sorry. Craig was a great guy, one of the finest there ever was. 
But Jesus.”

“I know,” Artie says, “but Bill, I just need to tell you that I really 
want to drink but I’ve been talking to people and praying and I think I’ll 
be OK, but frankly I don’t know.”

“Have you drank today?” I ask.
“No,” he says.
“Are you making a plan to drink today?”
“No, I don’t think so.”
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“Then,” I say, “In spite of all the hell in the world, we just don’t 
drink one day at a time. Now I know that sounds like bullshit right now, 
but it’s not. We only have a daily reprieve contingent on….”

“I know,” Artie says, “I know…‘contingent on our spiritual 
condition.’”

“They ain’t just words, son,” I say. “I’m not being flippant. It’s 
really true. And more than anything, Artie, I’m also saying you are 
doing great around all of this shit. You’re praying, you’re talking to me, 
your sponsor and talking with your sober friends. You’re talking with 
others, both in the Program and out. You are even helping others by 
getting through this without drinking and using, and having others see 
that sobriety really works. I’m guessing you just went to a meeting and 
shared?” Just a guess.

“How did you know?” Arties asks.
“Just a good guess,” I say. “Well there you go. You’ve been to a 

meeting today. I bet you that you won’t drink today, and then tomorrow 
you do it all over again. One fucking day at a time. Just don’t fucking 
drink today.”

I hear Artie laugh.
“I love you, Bill,” he says.
“I love you too, Artie. Now get on a train soon and get your ass 

back to Tucson.” 
Damn it, Bill. Just tell him what you feel. Don’t give him a hard time.
“Artie,” I say, “I miss you and I’m scared for you. Come home when 

you can, and know that I’m here for you and Georgia when you get 
back. I just miss you, is all.”

I can hear Artie crying.
“I love you, son,” I say.
“I love you too, Bill,” says Artie. “We’ll be leaving in a few days. I’ll 

try and call you from the train but you know how it is with phones.”
“Fucking phones,” I say.
I hear Artie laugh. 
“What’s so fucking funny?” I say. I just hate fucking phones is all. 

Doesn’t everybody?
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Michael Dollaride
Monday, May 11th, 2076: 5:43 p.m.

The Gavin Newsom Adult Care Homes: Bldg. 17
The Inner Sunset District, San Francisco, California

“Hello, Mr. Michael,” says Char. “Nice of you to come by. You 
bring Artie with you?”

“No, ma’am,” I say. “He’s back at the house talking with the sher-
iffs about the killings. The police talked with me first and now they are 
talking with Artie and Robbie. They’ll be along in a while. I just wanted 
to talk with you by myself.”

Char smiles but looks puzzled.
“I don’t know, Miss Char,” I say. “I just had a feeling to come 

alone and sit with you. I don’t really feel like talking but being around 
you tends to calm me down. Crap, Miss Char. I really have no idea 
why I’m here. I just prayed and heard a voice say to come visit you, so 
here I am.”

“Well, Michael,” she says, “Listening to GGATI is never bad. Then 
just sit with me for a while.”

I pull up a chair by her bed.
“I think I know why you are here,” she says.
“Tell me,” I say.
“I think I’m going to die today,” says Miss Char. “I have a feeling 

and maybe, just maybe you, Mr. Michael, are supposed to be here with 
me, not Artie nor Georgia. Maybe, just maybe, you are the strong one 
who needs to help your friends. And Artie and Georgia are too hurt and 
sad to watch someone else they love die.”

I place my hand on hers.
“Miss Char,” I say, “I’m not real keen on seeing someone else die 

either, but Death doesn’t scare me. You probably know that.”
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“I do,” she says.
“What do you need for me to do?” I ask.
“Nothing,” she says. “ OK, not nothing. Just stay with me for a 

while. Maybe an hour or so, if you have the time.”
“I do,” I say.
“And could you play me some guitar?” she says. “I love your guitar 

playing.”
“I left my guitar back at the house. Sorry.”
She smiles again.
“Go to the closet there and look in the back behind my old dresses,” 

she says.
I do. I find an old guitar case. I take the case out of the closet.
“Open it,” she says.
I do and inside is a…holy mother of God.
“You recognize the brand?” she asks.
“Yes, ma’am, I do.” I say, my eyes welling up with tears. “It’s a 1930 

Epiphone, isn’t it?”
“1935 Epiphone Olympic, actually. A niece of David Rawlings gave 

it to me a few years ago.”
“The David Rawlings?” I exclaim.
“So you know his works?” she asks.
“‘Tear My Still House Down’ is one of my favorite Gillian Welch/

David Rawlings songs,” I say.
“Play that song for me,” she says.
I pull the Epiphone out of the case. Strings look old. I strum the old 

brown guitar. Even out of tune, it has a sweet, deep, mellow sound. I 
tune it. It’s fine. So fine.

“Michael, instead, play another song,” she says.
“What would you like to hear, Miss Char,” I say.
“Well,” she says, “Now that you ask, do you know ‘Only One and 

Only’?”
“It’s been a while,” I say. “I haven’t played it much since I left my 

ex-girlfriend.”
“You don’t have to play it if it hurts too much,” she says.
“No, ma’am,” I say. “It’ll hurt to play it but you asked for the song. 

I think I need to play it again anyway. Release the power the song has 
over me. Miss Char, I think I have a new girlfriend now.”

Miss Char chuckles, coughs, then chuckles again.
I smile and wipe a tear from my face.
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“I think I do,” I say. “That black-haired beauty, Chessie. You’ve met 
her, I believe.”

“Yes I have. She has a very melodic voice.”
“She’s just one beautiful song to me.”
I’m surprised I said that. 
“I haven’t played ‘Only One and Only’ for her yet,” I say. “I think 

I need to. But first I need to play it for another beautiful woman. Only 
condition is you help me sing the middle part.”

“I’ll do my best, but you know….”
“I know, Miss Char. Just do your best. It’ll make us both feel better, 

to sing that harmony part.”
“You’re right, Michael,” she says, coughing. “I’ll sing it with you, 

as best I can.”
“Great,” I say. “You sing David’s part and I’ll sing Gillian’s.”
“Sounds like a plan,” says Miss Char. Then she coughs. A very hard 

cough, then another and another. I touch her back.
“I’m OK,” she says, “or I’m not.”
I chuckle and then I begin to play.
“There’s a hundred bluebirds,” I sing, “up above the clouds, putting 

all the color in the sky. And twice as many tear drops, there to wash it 
down. Every one’s another lullaby.” 

“But there’s only one, one and only,” both Miss Char and I sing. 
“Who could go and leave me lonely.” 

“There’s a world of trouble trying to take its turn,” I sing alone. “I 
can hear it shaking underground. Half a dozen lessons I might never 
learn, not until them troubles come around.” 

“But there’s only one, one and only,” we sing again. “Who could go 
and leave me lonely.”

Then I just play this wonderful old Epiphone without singing. 
Goddess, listen to those mid tones. I start to cry after a minute and my 
teardrops fall on to the wood of the guitar. I’m so glad I’m alive and 
sober. I’m so glad I have a one and only in Chessie. I’m so glad I’m not 
dead. I close my eyes and begin to sing again.

“There’s a mile of blacktop,” I sing. “Where the road begins. It 
takes a time or two to recognize. Growing at the roadside, scattered by 
the wind are everybody’s unsaid sad goodbyes.” 

“But there’s only one, one and only,” I sing. Miss Char isn’t singing. 
Just smiling with her eyes closed. 

“Who could go and leave me lonely,” I continue. “You’re the only 
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one and only. Why’d you go and leave me lonely.”
I play the last bars of the song and then hit the last chord and let it 

ring. 
“So what did you think, Miss Char?” I say.
It’s then I notice the color in her face, the color gray.
I put the guitar back in the case and step toward Miss Char. I place 

the back of my hand gently to her cheek. It’s cold. Oh Miss Char. I then 
bend over and kiss her forehead.

“Safe journeys, Miss Char,” I say. “And know that we love you.”
I then sit back in my chair by her bed, take up the guitar again 

and play her one of my songs. Just a little instrumental called Canelo 
Lullaby. Something I wrote last year. 

I play the song. It doesn’t take long. I finish the tune.
Then I walk down the hall and tell Ansel Miss Char is dead.
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Chartreuse “Char” Wellingham
Monday, May 11th, 2076: 5:43 p.m.

The Gavin Newsom Adult Care Homes: Bldg. 17
The Inner Sunset District, San Francisco, California

I’m surrounded by a rainbow of colors.
“Hello, Char,” I hear someone say. I know that voice.
I turn and it’s Peter.
I rush to him and we embrace, or something like an embrace. A 

ghostly hug.
“I was hoping you’d be here to greet me,” I say.
Then I hear his unique laugh and everything is OK.
“Everything is OK,” says Peter.
I know.
I don’t let go.
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Georgia “G” Swann
Friday, May 22th, 2076: 1:05 p.m.
Hellman Hollow, Golden Gate Park 

San Francisco, California

Some of the old trees are gone, but the Park is still quite beautiful. 
We don’t have trees like this in Tucson or in Wyoming. They are so 
strange, like out of a science fiction novel.

And fog is as strange as snow to my Artie. Fog, thick, rich, soft and 
wonderful. 

A foggy day. Miss Char I think would have liked that.
Some people I don’t know have stood up and said a few words about 

Miss Char. How her music got them through tough times. How gener-
ous she was with her time, her energy and her money. How, in spite of 
all the death and suffering, she always seemed to know the right thing 
to say to lift folks’ spirits in dark times. I regret now that I didn’t know 
her longer but at least I knew her for a time. I’ll have to remember to be 
grateful for what I have, not focus on what I don’t.

Other people spoke like they knew her but you could tell they didn’t 
really. They just wanted to be in the spotlight of the death of a great artist. 
I think one was a city councilwoman. Figures. Damn politicians.

We all sit in a circle in this huge green meadow. Maybe a couple 
hundred of us here in the park, from the very old with white hair and 
deep wrinkles, to someone’s five year old girl who’s just learned how to 
be a whirling dervish. 

Birth, death, rebirth are real and true but so hard to accept, said 
the Right Rev. Lee, a few minutes ago. A very nice man. Episcopalian, I 
believe. You can tell he knew Miss Char.

Then this four-man quartet sang an a capella song. A tune I’d never 
heard before called “Magic” by someone named Ben Folds. A song 
about the last days of the writer’s grandmother, said the Rev. Lee. I 
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thought I was all cried out with Craig’s and Char’s death. Guess not, for 
that song just took me down again. But it was a good descent, I suppose.

People are now beginning to leave. The Rev. Lee walks over with the 
small wooden box that holds Char’s ashes.

“I believe, Artie, you are Miss Char’s only blood, her only grand-
son,” Reverend Lee says.

“Yes sir, I believe I am,” says Artie.
“Miss Char and I had been friends for a long time,” he says. “Went 

back to the old folky days, before I was ordained. I enjoyed her singing 
back in the day and I enjoyed our talks once a week at her home these 
last few years. She was a mighty fine woman.”

I see the Reverend tear up. He takes a white handkerchief from his 
black suit pocket and loudly blows his nose.

“I loved your grandmother very much,” he says.
“Me, too,” says Artie.
“I as well,” I say.
“These are for you, son,” says Rev. Lee, handing over Char’s ashes. 

“She said she would like to be spread under a redwood tree in the park. 
She didn’t specify which tree, just a redwood tree. You know what a 
redwood looks likes, don’t you?”

“Yes, sir, I think so,” says Artie, pointing toward an old redwood 
that survived the 41 Nights.

“That’s right,” he says, “That’s one there, and there are three more 
over there. Pretty good for a desert rat.” He laughs, then coughs in his 
laughter.

“My mother gave me a tree book when I was a child,” says Artie.
“Your mother was a smart woman,” he says.
“She was,” says Artie.
“Dead?” asks the Reverend.
“Nope. Just demented,” says Artie.
“Sorry to hear.” 
“Thanks,” says Artie.
“Well,” says Rev. Lee, “Scatter your grandmother however you 

wish. She’s just ashes now. It’s her soul, music and kindness that lives 
on, not her body or these ashes.”

“Thank you, Reverend,” says Artie. “And that was a lovely homily 
you gave, and thanks for loving my grandmother so.”

“I had no choice but to love her, my boy,” he says. “I had no choice.”
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Chesapeake “Chessie” Dupree
Friday, May 22th, 2076: Just Before Sunset.

At the base of a Redwood Tree, 
Near Hellman Hollow, Golden Gate Park 

San Francisco, California

Is it right I’m so happy when I should be so sad? All the songs this 
afternoon have lifted me so. I’ve cried in sadness. I’ve cried in joy. I’ve 
cried because I laughed so hard. 

It seems all of us are slaphappy now. I’ve seen it before. We feel so 
sorrowful for so long and then, it just hits us, that we’re alive, loved and 
all right, that the world did die and it has been reborn, and we’re still 
here, still playing, still loving, still laughing.

And all this music. GGATI, I wish I’d learned to play an instrument 
when I was younger, but Michael keeps telling me my voice is pretty 
and he’s teaching me the lyrics to a few songs, but he may just be saying 
that because he’s fucking me. Stop it, Chessie. Just stop it. Michael loves 
you or something very much like love. He isn’t like those other men. He 
loves fucking you, true, but he really loves you for who you are inside, 
for your wit, your smarts, all of it. Or at least I think so. Stop, Chessie. 
Take it in. Take it all in. Quit mindfucking this.

And all the great players here today. I’m just in awe. Ansel on fiddle, 
Michael on Char’s old guitar, Artie on harmonium, Georgia on mandolin, 
Robbie Rod on penny whistle and even Marshal Mags playing harmonica 
on a couple of songs. She can flat out play that harp. But Ansel. Good 
Goddess. He’s playing circles around all of us, but he’s not showing off. 
He just plays that well. They say he was a prodigy when he was a kid. And 
then this teenager Lyle, from the adult care home, that Ansel brought to 
the funeral. He’s playing Michael’s Martin. This Lyle kid plays young and 
old, innocent and wise, all at the same time. It’s amazing.
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But we all miss Craig’s playing and Char’s singing. Maybe that’s 
why we are all singing so loud and playing so long. And Goddess, all 
the yucks. And I never knew Michael had such a weird laugh. A wee, 
then a snort, then an abaju-wabaju thing at the end. Weird and I love it.

I’m hungry and I don’t care, still we all really do need to eat.
“Y’all getting hungry?” I say. “I’m buying…back at the house.”
Everyone laughs. 
“I’ll help you cook,” says Mags.
“Oh, I don’t know, Marshal,” says Michael. “I hear you burn 

water.”
More laughter.
“Sounds like a plan,” says Artie. “But let’s spread Miss Char under 

this tree first. She’s been so patient with us. We were going to do it hours 
ago, but Miss Char,” he says to the box, “we got to playing and you 
know how that is….”

Laughter all around.
Artie stands, picks up Char’s casket, kisses it and then cradles it in 

his arms. He then opens the lid and pulls out a clear plastic bag. Wow, 
plastic. Miss Char was special. They put her in expensive plastic. Artie 
puts down the empty casket box by the tree and then undoes the twist 
tie of the plastic bag. He squats near to the old Redwood tree we’ve 
been playing under and slowly empties the bag around the roots of the 
tree. He walks around the tree, spreading the ashes as he goes, making 
a complete circle.

“Grandmother Char,” he says, “You’ve given us so much. We now 
give you back to the Earth. You will not be forgotten. We will carry you 
in our hearts, in love and in song. Amen.”

“Amen,” says Michael.
“Praise Goddess,” says Mags.
“Namaste,” says Ansel.
“God Goddess All There Is,” I say.
And we all stand silent. Lyle, the young kid, breaks the silence.
“Mr. Saum,” he says to Artie, “Can we play Miss Char one last 

song before we go?”
“Of course,” says Artie. “Do you have a song in mind?”
“Yes, sir, I do,” says Lyle. “I really like Your Long Journey.” 
Without saying a word, Artie begins to pump the harmonium. So 

beautiful.
“In D,” Artie mouths to Michael, Ansel, and Lyle.
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We all know the tune. Everyone knows this old Doc Watson song. 
Then Lyle begins to sing. 
“God’s given us years of happiness here. Now we must part,” sings 

Lyle. “And as the angels come and call for you, the pains of grief tug at 
my heart.”

“Oh my darling,” we all sing. “My darling. My heart breaks as you 
take your long journey.”

“Oh, the days will be empty, the nights so long without you, my 
love,” Lyle sings. “And when God calls for you, I’m left alone, but we 
will meet in heaven above.”

“Oh my darling,” we sing. “My darling. My heart breaks as you 
take your long journey.”

Everyone stops playing as Lyle plays the break on the guitar. Then 
Ansel plays four notes on his fiddle. Four perfect notes. I cry. Lyle sings.

“Fond memories I’ll keep of happy ways that on earth we trod. And 
when I come, we will walk hand in hand as one in heaven, in the family 
of God.”

And we all again sing the ‘my darlings.’ I hear them echo off the 
trees. Michael grabs my hands. I wrap my arms around his waist.

“Oh my darling. My darling. My heart breaks as you take your 
long journey.” 
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Chartreuse “Char” Wellingham
Friday, May 22th, 2076: Just after Sunset.

At the base of a Redwood tree, 
Near Hellman Hollow, Golden Gate Park 

San Francisco, California

I look into Peter’s angel eyes and grab his ghost hand. We are over-
whelmed by the love from our family and friends in front of us. We 
angel ghosts can’t cry tears of joy but we can experience joy in other 
ways. It’s more like wind, rather than like the sea. Right now, our joy 
roars like a hurricane.

Lyle sings the third verse. His voice so sweet, so young, and so famil-
iar. And his eyes. From where do I know those eyes? I’ve seen those eyes 
before. I didn’t notice them when I was alive, but I do now.

“Look at Lyle’s eyes, Peter,” I say. “Do they remind you of someone? 
I can’t place it.”

“Hmm,” says Peter. “I see what you mean. Do we know his family 
or something?”

“I don’t think so,” I say, “but he does sing beautifully, doesn’t he?”
“Yes, he does.”
And then everyone sings, one last time. 
“Oh my darling. My darling. My heart breaks as you take your long 

journey.” 
Glorious.
“I know,” says Earl.
“Earl, buddy,” says Peter. “Where did you come from? Isn’t this great?”
“Nice people,” he says, but he looks troubled. Peter introduced me 

to his best angel ghost friend a week ago. Heck of a nice guy.
“What is it?” I ask.
“I know who’s eyes those are,” Earl says. “I’ve known for a while 

now, but I haven’t told you.”



STU JENKS

238

“Earl, what in the world is going on?” asks Peter.
“When I tell you, it’s going to change everything,” he says.
“Earl?” I say.
“Are you sure you want to know?”
“Earl, buddy,” says Peter, “at this point, you have to tell us.”
“Look again,” says Earl.
Peter and I look at Lyle again. He’s now helping Artie pack up the 

harmonium.
“That was wonderful,” says Artie to Lyle. “Why don’t you carry that 

back to the house and join us for dinner. Do you have to work tonight?”
“Yes sir, I do,” says Lyle.
“I’ll cover your shift,” says Ansel. “We’ll trade days later in the week.”
“Thanks, Mr. O’Shea,” says Lyle.
“Ansel,” he says. “Please call me Ansel.”
Ansel ruffles Lyle’s hair. His hair. Something about his hair.
Lyle zips the harmonium up in its bag. Artie, Georgia, Mags, 

Michael and Chessie wait for him and then the six of them walk away. 
I don’t see Robbie Rod. 

Then I see Lyle’s walk. A manly swagger with a bit of a bounce. He 
bounces when he walks.

Oh, my!
“Earl,” I say. Earls nods.
I turn to Peter.
“Peter, I know now too, or at least I think I know.”
“Tell me,” he says.
“Are you sure?” I say.
“Damn it, Char, just tell me. I can’t be that….” and then Peter stops 

and looks at the group as they walk away. He now knows.
“Lyle is Trey, Peter.” I say. “Lyle is our son. Reincarnated.”
Peter’s mouth drops open but he doesn’t speak. He then squats down 

on the grass, and puts a hand on the ground to steady himself. He looks 
again toward Lyle. Trey.

“Sorry, Peter,” says Earl. “I just figured it out last week myself.”
Peter bows his head and sobs. Not really crying, but he’s quaking 

and shaking up and down.
And I place a hand on his head. He grabs it, pulls himself to his feet 

and hugs me.
We quake together in our angel ghost way.
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Craig Maple
Tuesday, May 26th, 2076: 9:13 p.m.

On the front stoop of Federal Safehouse #3
7th Avenue, South of Judah
San Francisco, California

“Hey, Miss Char,” I say as she floats over to me.
“Hello, Craig,” she says. “How are you doing?”
“OK,” she says.
“How’s Peter?” I ask.
“Better,” she says. “A lot better. He hung out with Earl and then 

they spent a long afternoon bathing in the Light of GGATI. I think he 
knows that he did the best job he could with Trey, and that Lyle will be 
just fine. But you know Peter. Oh, you don’t know Peter, do you?”

“Not really,” I say.
“Well, when it comes to tough things, Peter has to kind of get there on 

his own. All of what he calls ‘Happy Talk’ doesn’t do a thing for him. But 
he’s a lot easier to deal with now that he’s an angel. He’s much sweeter and 
more easygoing than he was when he was alive. He was so intense then.”

“He’s pretty intense now,” I say.
“Oh, Craig, you have no idea,” says Miss Char.
“So why are you sitting outside?” she says. “I thought you’d be 

inside enjoying the music of your friends.”
“I was, but I just needed some air, or something,” I say.
Char gives me a hard but kind look.
“You’re worried, aren’t you?” she says.
I look at Miss Char’s angel eyes. Not much different from when she 

was alive. She was an angel then too.
“Yeah, I am worried,” I say. “Since I finished Angel School yester-

day, it’s taking some getting used to this. And you, Miss Char, seem to 
have figured out this angel ghost stuff quicker than me. All the choices 
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I have, from do I become a human now or later, to what can I do and 
not do from this side of things as an angel ghost thingy. So, it’s really 
true we can’t do much to change the outcome of things, on their side?”

“That’s right,” says Miss Char. “But sending The Love Of The 
Ancestors to our family and friends isn’t insignificant, they tell me, but 
no, you are right. We can’t change the course of things from here. Only 
humans have the ability to make their lives better or worse by their own 
choices and behaviors. Only humans choose to breathe in the Light of 
God Goddess All There Is or reject the Light and live in hatred and dark-
ness. It’s up to them. And you know it’s not a black or white thing either. 
It’s all gradations of light and dark, good and bad. Very few humans are 
pure evil. Very few are pure good, pure love and selflessness. We, they 
are humans after all. The Love from us on this side directed toward them 
can be felt and can be absorbed, but only if they are open to that Love. 
It’s their job to do that as it was our job when we were alive. By the way, 
Craig, you did a heck of a lot of love-giving and love-receiving yourself 
when you were alive, at least that’s what it sounds like from what all your 
friends have said about you the past few days.”

“Thanks,” I say, lowering my head. Can angels blush? I think I’m 
blushing or something like that. “Just tried to give a little back from 
people who gave me so much.”

Miss Char sits down beside me.
“Craig,” she says after a while, “Your friends will either be all right 

or not, or a bit of both. Artie and Michael and the whole gang are very 
strong people, not all consumed by their desires or wants or even their 
own personal needs. Not that they don’t have desires.”

Miss Char lets out a big laugh.
“No, they do like to barrelhouse all night long,” she says, “but, 

most times, they think of others before themselves, and they are trying 
to make their world a better place.”

Miss Char smiles, more to herself than to me.
“If anything good came out of The Epiphany Bombings and the 41 

Nights, it’s that most of the survivors want to consciously make The 
New World a kinder and sweeter place than the Old Pre-2060 World. 
And all of your friends are part of that sweetness.”

“Not all of them,” I say.
Char shrugs.
“Most of them,” she says.
“Most, but not all,” I say.
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Roberto “Robbie Rod” Rodriguez
Tuesday, May 26th, 2076: 9:30 p.m.
Near the ruins of the deYoung Museum

Golden Gate Park
San Francisco, California

Those mother fuckers in L.A. haven’t contacted me, haven’t called, 
haven’t anything. How is my Papa? Did they kill him? Did they let him 
go? And I ain’t heard shit from Bunny Ortiz, that asshole. Where is 
mother-fucking Bunny? Fuck. Maybe I should just shoot him the next 
time I see him. 

I look down at the old .38 my Papa gave me. Good old revolver. 
Good old gun. I love this gun.

I take a long pull off a bottle of bourbon. Cost me a fortune to buy 
this fifth of Black Jack but if I’m going to get drunk, goddamn it, I’m 
going to drink the best. Fuck sobriety. What did it get me? My Papa’s 
probably dead. A good buddy is dead, and I’m the one who’s fucking 
responsible.

I know what I can do. I can fucking kill Bunny Ortiz and some of 
those El Grupo assholes. That I can do. And maybe they’ll kill me in the 
process. Or maybe I’ll just kill myself. What do I care? I can’t go back 
to the safe-house now all drunk. My mother fucking friends will just 
want to take me to a goddamned A.A. meeting. That’s the last thing I 
want right now. 

Damn, this Jack Daniels is great! I feel strong. I am strong! 
Motherfuck them all.

I’ll just leave a note on the door at the fucking safe-house, saying I 
had to get back to Los Angeles. Maybe I will. Maybe I won’t. Maybe I’ll 
just put this little pistol to my head.

My phone buzzes in my pocket. I don’t recognize the number. 



STEP ZERO

243

“Hello?” I say, trying to hide how damn drunk I am.
“Roberto?”
“Yeah. Who’s this?”
“Roberto, it’s your Aunt Gloria in Long Beach.”
“Hey Aunt Gloria, What’s up,” I say.
“Where are you?”
“I’m still in San Francisco,” I slur. 
“When are you coming home?” she asks.
“Soon,” I pause. Motherfuck if I know. “Why?”
“You need to come home. Roberto Senior has been shot.”
I say nothing.
“Is Papa dead?” I ask. 
He’s dead. I’m dead. Everyone’s dead.
“No, Roberto,” says Aunt Gloria. “Your father is still alive but he 

is very sick. He is in the hospital here near me in Long Beach. Roberto, 
darling, you need to get on a train and come home.”

I say nothing. 
“Roberto?” 
“I’m here,” I say.
“Roberto?” asks my auntie again.
“I’ll get on a train tomorrow morning. I’ll call you from the train. 

Shit. Auntie, can you call me tomorrow? I have no more money for 
phone credits. I had to…spend it on something.”

I look down at the fifth of Jack. You fucking pendejo.
“Of course,” says Gloria. “God bless you, Roberto. I’ll go see your 

papa in the morning and tell him you’re coming. And just so you know, 
your cousin Jorge is with your father, and Jorge has both of his .45s with 
him. Your papa is protected.”

I smile for the first time in weeks.
“Auntie, give your son a big kiss for me and tell them I’m bringing 

my papa’s .38 with me. Tell him, it’ll be just like old times.”
“I’ll tell him,” she says. “Now get on that train and I’ll call you tomor-

row afternoon, and if I can’t get through to you on the train, I’ll leave you 
a message and I’ll also put 700 dollars in your Flex-phone account.”

“Auntie, now…” I say.
“No, you listen to me. Get a ticket and get on that train!”
“Yes, ma’am,” I say. “Talk with you tomorrow.”
“Hasta,” she says, “And I love you.”
“I love you too.”
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She hangs up.
I grab the bottle and take another swig. Then I look at the bottle. 

What good am I to my papa or my auntie or me, for that matter, if I’m 
not sober. 

And I then think of something Craig Maple said to me before he died.
‘Sobriety needs to be the number one priority in your life,’ he said. 

‘You’re no good to anyone if you are drunk or loaded. You might think 
your are, but we as addicts and alcoholics tend to have a very high 
opinion of ourselves when in reality, we have very little to brag about 
when we are in our cups. And Robbie? Even if you drink again, you can 
always come back to The Rooms. You might not ever use Brigham or 
drink booze again but if you do relapse, always come back. Always. We 
are all here for you.  And God Goddess All There Is loves you, Robbie, 
no matter what you do. Whether you stay sober or whether you go back 
out. But like GGATI, we tend to like you a little better if you are sober.’

And then I remember Craig smiling at me. That big toothy grin of his.
I look at the fifth in my hand. I dump out the rest of the bottle on the 

ground. It hurts to watch the beautiful brown booze seep into the grass, 
but I know I’m doing the right thing. I hope so. I know so.

I need to take a nap. Just a short one, then over to the safe-house, drop 
a note on the door, then to the BART station to buy a ticket for home.

I lay down in the grass. Nice cool grass. Nice….cool….grass.
And then I pass out.
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Chartreuse “Char” Wellingham
Tuesday, May 26th, 2076: 9:48 p.m.
Near the ruins of the deYoung Museum

Golden Gate Park
San Francisco, California

“See?” I say to Craig, as we look down at the passed out figure of 
Robbie Rod. “Sending The Love of The Ancestors does help a little bit.”

“Holy smokes,” says Craig. 
“Holy smokes is right,” I say.
For some reason, this strikes us as funny.
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Wednesday, May 27th, 2076: 7:10 a.m.

Federal Safehouse #3
7th Avenue, South of Judah
San Francisco, California

I pump an A minor chord on the harmonium, slow and lazy. Georgia 
is making some breakfast for Michael, Chessie and me. I take a sip of 
my coffee. Whew, Chessie does make a amazing cup of coffee.

We hear a knock on the door.
“I’ll get it,” says Michael, drawing his .357 as he walks to open the 

front door. He holds his gun loosely by his side. No worries.
“Oh hey, Marshal,” I hear Michael say, before I see Mags myself.
“Morning, Michael,” says Mags.
She rounds the corner with a small box in her hands. 
“Is that Craig?”, says Michael, pointing toward the box. 
“Yes,” she says. “It’s his ashes. Seems he has no next of kin that we 

can find.”
“He has a cousin in North Carolina,” I say. I stop playing the 

harmonium.
“Craig was never close to his cousin,” I continue. “The rest of his 

people died in the 41 Nights.”
“That’s what I thought,” says Mags. “So I signed him out in your 

name, Artie. Figured you’d take him home to Tucson.”
“Yeah,” I say. “I’ll take care of Craig.”
She picks up the box and hands it toward me. I stand up from the 

table and take the cardboard box in my hands. I feel its weight. Heavier 
than I thought it would be. I then instinctively bring the box to my lips 
and kiss it.

“We’ll take you home, Craig,” I say to the box. 
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I hand Craig’s ashes to Georgia and she kisses him too.
“OK. So Monday morning. BART Station Downtown,” says Mags 

“Oh. I forgot. I’ve got six tickets for us, just in case Robbie shows. 
We’re taking the Coast Starlight down the coast to Los Angeles this 
time. My treat.”

Everyone got quiet again.
“So we’re going through Los Angeles City on the way home?” asks 

Chessie.
“Yeah,” says Mags. “I know. I know. But from what my Chief says, 

it’s safe just as long as we just don’t stray too far from the tracks.”
“Safe, eh?” Michael chuckles.
“Safe enough,” say Mags. “We’re not going to spend the night there. 

We’re just passing though.”
“Like shit through a goose,” says Michael.
“Something like that,” she says.
“Shit,” says Georgia.
“Sorry but I need to do a little marshal business along the way,” says 

Mags. “You all can go back the way you came if you really…”
I cut her off.
“No, no,” I say. “It’ll be fine. I’ve just heard stories from some 

addicts who left L.A.  and who moved to Tucson. About the cannibal-
ism and such.”

“That was years ago,” says Mags “And there is only one cult who 
still eats people and they live outside of Oxnard.”

“Oh,” says Michael, “I feel much better now.”
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Martha Saum
Thursday, May 28th, 2076: 4:22 p.m.
Gabrielle Giffords Adult Care Center

Tucson, Arizona

Where is my son? Where? Where?
I don’t know this place. I hate this place. I don’t know these people.
“I need, I need…” I yell to that woman over there. Pretty woman.
“Hello, Martha,” the pretty girl says. “What do you need?”
“I need to get out of here. Who are you?”
“You know me, Martha. I’m Krishna Harvey. I’m your caregiver.”
“What kind of name is Krishna?” I say. Weird name.
“It’s Sanskrit for dark god,” she says.
“Well, you do have pretty brown hair,” I say.
“Why thank you Ms. Saum.”
“You are welcome, honey,” I say.
“You hungry?” says the dark god.
“A little,” I say.
“We’re fixing to have supper soon,” she says. “Let me wheel you 

over to the table and you can watch us cook.”
“That’ll be just fine.”
Sweet girl. 
“What’s your name again?” I ask.
“Krishna, but many people just call me K.”
“Well, K., I need to go to the bathroom.”
“Ms. Saum, you just went,” says the letter K girl.
“No, I didn’t!” I yell. Stupid girl.
“Yes, you did, Ms. Saum. Tell you what. After dinner, we’ll try it 

again.”
“OK,” I say. Sweet girl.
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“Now, just rest, and supper will be along in just a few minutes.”
I look around the table. Who are these people? That man over 

there, he had sex with me last night. He thought he was something. 
Well, he was nothing like my Trey. No sir. Trey was a machine. A sex 
machine. Where is Trey? I want my Trey to make love with me right 
now. Is that his voice I hear in the living room? I’ll be, I think it is. Let 
me get out of this wheelchair here. I’ll just walk up to him and plant a 
big kiss on his… 

Oh, oh. I think I’m slipping. Oh my. I’m falling to the floor. Oh 
dear. I just hit my head. That hurts. Oh, oh, oh.

“Ms. Saum! Ms. Saum!” I hear someone yell. 
I think it’s that nice girl with the funny name.
I think I’ll go to sleep now.
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Friday, May 29th, 2076: 12:12 a.m.

Federal Safehouse #3
7th Avenue, South of Judah
San Francisco, California

Georgia smells so good. Even when she is a little stinky I love her 
smell, but tonight she took a bath with some sweet bath oils made just 
down the Peninsula. She smells like lavender.

“You worried about your mom?” she asks, snuggling closer to me 
in bed.

“A little,” I say. “Krishna, her caregiver, says she cracked her hip 
but she seems all right, for now. We really need to get home, you know.”

“I know,” she says. 
“I’m really worried about my mom,” I say.
“You’ve done right by your mother, Artie,” she says.
I give her an ‘I don’t know’ shrug.
“You have,” she says.
Georgia kisses me hard on the lips, slips in a little tongue and bites 

my lower lip.
“So you wanting to start something, eh?” I say.
“Who me?” she says, grabbing my hard cock.
“Yes, you,” I say, softly slapping her ass.
She moans, then she moves down my body to my left nipple and 

starts to nibble on it. I reach around her butt and find her clit, wet with 
her juices. I put some of her wetness on my middle finger and slowly 
rub her clit. She whimpers and takes her mouth off my nipple. I insert 
my finger deeper into her pussy. I rub her G-spot slow and hard and 
her breathing becomes rapid. She groans, burying her face into my 
chest. I do this over and over, up to her clit and back into her G-spot. 
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For minutes. Many minutes. She eventually comes in my arms.
She kisses me hard again.
“I love you,” she says. “If you can help it, please never leave me.”
“I plan on kissing and fucking you when you’re 80 years old,” I say. 
“Sounds like a plan to me. Now my turn,” she says, and she works 

her way down my body until she finds my cock. She grabs it and wraps 
her lips around its head. I pull her hair from her face so I can watch. I 
feel my cock throb. She moans as I tense up. 

She lightly bites the head of my cock, then swirls her tongue on 
its tip. She opens her eyes, looks at me and smiles with my cock in 
her mouth.
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President Sasha Obama Fulbright
Sunday, May 30th, 2076: 7:15 a.m.

The White House 
Washington, D.C.

“You’re up early,” I hear a voice say.
I turn my head. It’s my Chief Of Staff, walking toward my desk in 

the Oval Office.
“Morning, Bill,” I say.
“Morning, Madam President,” he says and then bends over me, 

kissing me lightly on my lips.
“You were a tiger last night, especially for a man your age,” I say.
“All because of you, Sasha.”
I crane my head toward his for another kiss. Bill obliges.
“Check out this report I got from the Marshals last night,” I say.
Bill looks over my shoulder onto the large Flex-scroll on my desk.
“Marijuana is not a big problem,” I say. “Just people growing their 

own in their own backyards, but look at this about alcohol.”
“Number three cause of death and number one cause of domestic 

violence?” says Bill.
“Yep,” I say. “Which we really can’t do much about. Most people 

who survived the 41 Nights are still frightened. Can’t blame them. I 
think we are just going to have to accept that some people are going to 
drink too much, but Bill, check this out. Mormon Tea use since 2074 is 
up 34% countrywide and in California, Arizona, and Utah, up 71%.”

“These numbers based on what?” asks Bill.
“Arrests for distribution, amounts seized, self admittance into gov-

ernment counseling programs, stuff like that.”
“Christ, Madam President, that’s a problem.”
“No shit,” I say. “But good news—most of the Mormon Tea is being 

produced in one place, Southern Arizona, by one family, the Ortiz clan. 
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They call themselves El Grupo. I’m going to have Congress authorize 
two billion dollars more in expenditures to the U.S. Marshal Service 
to fight this family in Arizona and also use that money to have more 
marshals in Tennessee, Kentucky, and Ohio busting the moonshiners.”

“But where are you going to get the money?” asks Bill. “We just 
raised corporate taxes on the Coal Barons and the Silicon Cowboys. We 
can’t raise their taxes again.”

“I know,” I say, “but how about this. If I ran the numbers right, 
we can tax Central American Coffee one dollar more per 50 pound 
bag, which will only raise the price of a cup of coffee by pennies to the 
people. It’ll pay for the new Marshals.”

“Brilliant, Madam President,” says Bill. “By the way, we’re going 
to Tucson, Arizona in a month or so, to give a Medal of Freedom to a 
Marshal there.”

“I forgot we were going to Tucson,” I say. “Is it near the beginning 
or the end of our 50-State-Tricentennial tour?”

“Near the end.” says Bill, “I think it’s on the 7th of July, but I’ll have 
to check.”

“Great. I love Tucson. I haven’t been there since when?”
“Last election, Madam President. You carried the state by fifteen 

points.”
“Only fifteen?”
Bill laughs.
“Only fifteen,” he says. “Hey, speaking of coffee, want me to get 

you a cup? I’m going downstairs to the mess.”
“I’ve got a better idea,” I say. “Why don’t I have Mrs. Perkins go get 

two cups and you can sit on my lap and kiss me some more.”
“Madam President,” Bill says, with sarcastic protest in his voice, 

“What will people think?”
“They’ll think I have a handsome boyfriend and be happy that their 

old woman president is getting laid.”
Bill walks over, but rather than sit on my lap, he leans against the 

desk and bends over to kiss me. He then breaks the kiss, ever so softly, 
ever so gently.

“I know I should have turned down this job when you asked me six 
years ago,” he says.

“You serve at the pleasure of the President,” I say.
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Chesapeake “Chessie” Dupree
Monday, May 31th, 2076: 8:17 a.m.

The Tricentennial BART Station,
Downtown San Francisco, California

I rub my arm. I look down at the bruise. Michael was a little rough 
last night, but I like the rough stuff. Just a little at least. I smile toward 
Michael. He smiles back. I squeeze his hand, and point toward the 
bruise on my arm.

“Oh, honey,” he says. “I’m sorry. I’ll be more careful next time.” 
“Don’t you dare,” I say.
Artie and Georgia walk up to us.
“Train should be here in fifteen minutes,” says Artie. “We got 

everything?”
“I think so,” I say, looking down at our stuff. A ton of stringed 

instruments and a harmonium to boot. We look like a touring blue-
grass band from back in the day.

“One of you boys want me to carry something?” I ask. 
Michael hands over the Olympic guitar Miss Char gave him.
“Take good care of it,” he says, “just like you take good care of me.”
“Auuuhh,” I say and give him a kiss on the cheek.
We all fall silent. None of us saying anything, each lost in our own 

thoughts.
I look around the train platform. A young couple laughing over 

there, in love I bet. Three black guys chatting by that lamppost. A fam-
ily of three, mother, father and baby, looking anxious. An old man 
with a cane. A family of four, the small boy holding his mother’s hand, 
the older daughter joking with her father. A silent man in a long black 
jacket, looking sad but not dangerous. 

I gaze across the tracks and see some old brass streetlights from 
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before the 41 Nights. They’ve either restored them or they weren’t hurt 
in all the hell of those nights. How sweet is that.

Streetlights. People. Streetlights, people, living just to find emotion.
Oh, hell. I can’t help myself. And I think this song was written 

here too.
“Just a small town girl,” I sing loudly, “living in a lonely world. She 

took the midnight train going anywhere. Just a city boy, born and raised 
in South Detroit. He took the midnight train going anywhere.”

Then I hear Michael and Artie singing the bass part. 
Dom. Da, da, dom. Da, da, dom. Da, da, dom. Dada, dada, dom. 
Da, da, dom, Da, da, dom, Da, da, dom. Dada, dada, dom.
“A singer in smoky room, a smell of wine and cheap perfume,” I 

sing and now two of the black guys have joined in. “For a smile, they 
share the night. It goes on and on and on and on.”

“Strangers waiting, up and down the boulevard. Their shadows 
searching in the night,” I sing and now Artie, Michael, and Georgia join 
me in the lead, at first singing in unison and then finding a harmony. 
All us snapping our fingers to keep time. And now the third black man 
sings, and that sad man in the black jacket. The couple in love, too. All 
us of sing this very old, very lovely song.

“Streetlights, people, living just to find emotion. Hiding, somewhere 
in the night.”

Dom. Da, da, dom. Da, da, Dom. Da, da, dom. Dada, dada, dom. 
Now it seems everyone is singing or doing the ‘Dom, dada, doms.’ The 
old man’s crying, trying to sing through his tears, wiping them away as 
he sings really loud.

“Working hard to get my fill. Everybody wants a thrill.” We all sing. 
“Paying anything to roll the dice, just one more time.”

Now, I’m crying. I can’t sing because of all the joy around me, all 
the joy that’s in me. 

“Some will win, some will lose,” I see Artie sing, picking up my 
slack. He’s crying too, but he can still sing through it. “Some were born 
to sing the blues. Oh, the movie never ends. It goes on and on and on 
and on.”

I wipe the tears and clear my throat. I’m going to sing this part, I 
tell you. I just have to.

“Don’t stop believing,” I sing as loud as I’ve ever sung in my life. 
“Hold on to that feeling. Streetlights, people. Don’t stop believing. Hold 
on.” And Michael grabs me around the waist as he sings.
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“Streetlights, people,” sings everyone on the train platform. The 
young boy dances around his parents, and the older girl sings her 
heart out.  

“Don’t stop believing. Hold on to that feeling. Streetlights, people, 
oooh ahhh.”

And none of us stop when we are supposed to stop at the end of the 
song. We just keep singing the chorus an extra time, then a second time, 
then three more times. 

Finally, one of the black guys waves to get everyone’s attention. We 
all nod, knowing he is directing us. Then we get to the end of the cho-
rus, and yell:

“Don’t stop!” 
And we stop.
And everyone applauds.
“Yeah,” yells the teenage girl.
“Right on, sister,” yells one of the black guys.
And the old man walks slowly up to me, tears streaming down his 

face, takes my hand and kisses it.
“Thank you, my darling,” he says.
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Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena “Mags” Gutierrez
Monday, May 31th, 2076: 2:10 p.m.

On the Coast Starlight Train
South of San Jose, California

Clickity-clack. Clickity-clack. I love the sound of trains. Clickity-
clack. Clickity-clack. Most of the Marshals fly, primarily because they 
have families and don’t want to be away from their kids so long. But 
I don’t have any kids. Didn’t really plan on having children, though 
Stephanie says she wants a child. I guess we’ll have to have one of our 
bisexual friends make love to my Stephanie a couple of times. He’d bet-
ter not enjoy it too much.

I miss her. Her face, her breasts, the sway of her hips. I’m so horny. 
Talked with her last night and last week too, but the Sat-phone just 
doesn’t cut it. Not even close. 

“There you are,” says Michael, walking into the dining car. “Didn’t 
see you get on. Chessie was worried you’d missed the train. She’s taken 
a liking to you, Marshal. She thinks you’re pretty cool.”

I laugh. “Well, I think she’s pretty great too,” I say, “but she has a 
much harder job than me. I just lock up bad guys. She has to serve cof-
fee to them.”

“Yeah,” says Michael, “and 12-Step people too. Don’t know what is 
worse for her, the recovery folk or the gangsters. At least the El Grupo 
guys and gals usually keep a low profile when they come to town. A.A. 
guys? We don’t know when to shut up sometimes. And we tend not to 
tip very well. El Grupo tips big, but not my M.T.A. brothers and sisters.”

“Now, now,” I say, “what would Craig say if he was here?”
Michael rolls his eyes.
“I don’t know,” says Michael. “Something like ‘Love and tolerance 

of others is our code’ or some shit like that. Hell, Mags, I was just mak-
ing a joke.”
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“I was just busting your balls is all,” I say through a laugh. “It’s so 
easy to jerk your chain, Mr. Dollaride.”

“Fuck you, Marshal Gutierrez.”
“Fuck you too, Mr. Dollaride.”
Then Michael punches me in the shoulder, like men sometimes do 

to show their affection to other men.
“Love you, Mags,” he says.
“Love you too, Michael.”
Glad I’m one of the boys.
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Georgia “G” Swann
Monday, May 31th, 2076: 3:55 p.m.

On the Coast Starlight Train
North of Gilroy, California

“What an amazing smell,” I say, “Is that what I think it is?”
“Do you think it’s garlic?” asks Artie.
“I do.”
“It is.”
“Oh, sweetness,” I say.
I then see the fields of garlic from the coach window. Acres of green 

stalks and over there I see a manufacturing plant. The building says 
Gilroy Foods on the side. I haven’t seen a factory or a plant up and run-
ning in years, other than the coal power plants all around. 

I breathe in deep. The smell makes be hungry.
Mags walks into our car. She smiles and stops at our row.
“Hey, y’all,” speaking to all of us at once. Artie and me in this row, 

Chessie and Michael behind us.
“I got us rooms in Watsonville for the night. I need to meet with a 

Mormon Tea Task Force in the morning. Seems my boss thinks I’m a 
bit of an expert when it comes to El Grupo. Hell, Michael,” she says to 
him, “you could teach the class better than I.”

“Yeah,” he says, “but they’ll believe more of what you say.”
“I suppose,” says Mags. “Anyway, we should be there in a couple of 

hours, and I think you’ll like who we’re staying with. Carl and Wendy 
Moffett. You’ll like them.”

“What do they do?” asks Artie.
“They’re organic farmers, but that’s not the best part,” she says.
“And that is?” asks Chessie.
“They surf.” 
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Wendy Moffett
Monday, May 31th, 2076: 5:05 p.m.

Manresa Beach
Near Watsonville, California

God, I needed this. 
I so need to give myself a break a couple times a week, to come out 

here and surf. There’s just so much to do on the farm but Carl keeps 
telling me, ‘Honey, all work and no play makes Wendy a dull girl, and 
grumpy as hell, too.’ He’s right. At least about this. Not so right about 
irrigation though. Christ, he just about drowned the strawberries last 
week, but he is a good man. Dumb as a box of rocks, but a good man. 
Thank God he stopped drinking. If it wasn’t for A.A., he’d probably be 
dead now. I’ve never seen someone drink as much as Carl did. Jesus, 
Wendy. Give Carl a break. He stopped drinking last year, goes to three 
meetings a week, has a sponsor and he doesn’t wake up yelling with 
night-terrors anymore. And yes, he’s even spacier than when he was 
when he was drinking, but Gloria keeps telling me that’s just the way it 
is with some alcoholics. It takes them a year or two to get back to some 
sort of homeostasis. Thank God for Gloria. Thank God for Al-Anon.

Now, look what happened. You just missed that wave, Wendy. You 
could have caught that one. Damn, a good left break too. Thinking too 
much, not being in the moment.

I lay down on my board and paddle around a bit, just outside of the 
breakers. I then sit on my board and look out to sea. Yeppers, there’s a set 
coming in. I turn my board, and slowly paddle toward shore. I look over 
my shoulder. I smile. Yeah, I can catch this one. A nice waist-high break. 

I lay down and paddle hard and the wave breaks. I pop up and cut 
left. I feel the power of the wave. I cut up the side of the waist-high and 
then back down. It’s a long wave. Very, very nice. I cut up the side again 



STEP ZERO

267

but the wave breaks a little bigger than I expect and I wipe out. But I 
love wiping out. The wave pushes me down deep and I swim toward the 
light. I surface. Another wave’s getting ready to break and I dive under 
it. It passes overhead. I feel a new coldness around my left leg. I won-
der. I bet I know. I pop up to the water’s surface, pull the board leash, 
and bring it toward me. I hop on and paddle out. Another wave breaks 
but I duck-dive under that one. No problem. I paddle past the breakers 
again. I then assess my left leg. Yep. Just what I thought. My wetsuit has 
another rip in it. I’ve stitched and patched this poor old wetsuit so many 
times I look like the Bride of Frankenstein. But I have to have a suit, you 
know. I can’t surf without it, with the water so cold. Guess I’ll have to 
get out needle and thread again when I get back to the farm.

Then I see another set coming. Oh, boy, these look big. Right on. I 
turn my board and paddle hard again. I’m a little late and I go violently 
over the falls, wiping out bad. It gets dark, I’m down deep, but I’m smil-
ing. I’m smiling underwater. That’s me. I paddle toward the light and 
blow air out my nose as I surface. You got me, there, old boy. 

I get back on my board and paddle out again. Duck dive twice and 
I’m past the breakers. Waist-highs crash behind me. I lazily bob up and 
down. I face the horizon. I extend my arms in prayer and close my eyes.

“God Goddess All There Is,” I say to the sea, “Thank you for this 
day and for every day. Thank you for our farm and the sky and the sea. 
Thank you for our friends and our family, what’s left of ’em. And thank 
you for Carl, the prettiest man I know. Keep him sober or rather help 
him stay sober and help me stay sane and grateful, for all that you have 
given us. Amen.”

I open my eyes. The world looks extra blue right now. That happens 
after I pray.

I like it.
I slowly turn toward shore. I see Carl on the beach. He waves. I 

wave back. That’s right, I forgot. We have guests tonight. Best head on 
in. Ah, not yet. One more set. I look over my shoulder. Hot diggity. A set 
of waist-highs. I paddle and pop up, catching the second wave to come 
by. I cut left, but no fancy stuff this time, just an easy cut. I look up and 
see Carl. I blow him a kiss. He doesn’t see it, but that’s all right.

I love you, my Carl.
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Carl Moffett
Monday, May 31th, 2076: 7:15 p.m.

Watsonville Station
Watsonville, California

“You must be Marshal Gutierrez,” I say to the tall hispanic woman 
on the platform.

“And you are Carl Moffett?’ she says.
“Yes, ma’am, I am,” I say. “Pleasure to meet you. So is this your 

band of merry men and women?” I really should say your motley bunch. 
They look awfully ragged.

“Yes,” says the Marshal. “This is Artie and Georgia.”
“Pleasure,” I say, shaking their hands.
“And Michael and Chessie,” she says.
“Pleasure as well,” I say.
“No, the pleasure is ours,” says the man named Artie. “We can’t 

thank you enough for putting us up for the night, on your farm. Mags…
the Marshal has been singing your praises ever since we left San Jose. 
Says you grow strawberries and apples. Mags also let it slip that you are 
friend of Bill Wilson’s, too.”

“Three years sober this August, God willing and the creek don’t 
rise, or unless the creek don’t turn to whiskey,” I say.

They all laugh. Huh. No one here laughs at that joke. I’m going to 
like these folks.

“Well, let’s get heading to Strawberry Fields,” I say. “I brought the 
truck since I knew there were so many of you. I hope you all don’t mind 
riding in the bed in back?”

“We get to ride in a strawberry truck? Cool,” says the woman 
named Chessie.

“Yes, ma’am,” I say.
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Damn city slickers. Now, now, now, Carl. Be nice, like the 
President says.

“Betsy Ross is just over there,” I say pointing toward my red, white 
and blue farm truck.

The five of them look at Betsy and they all smile.
At least they ain’t giving me any shit about the paint job on my truck. 
“Can we all ride in the back,” says the girl called Georgia.
“Sure,” I say. “Suit yourself.”
These people are weird. 
I think we’re going to get along just fine.
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Wendy Moffett
Monday, May 31th, 2076: 8:34 p.m.

Strawberry Fields Farm
Watsonville, California

“It’s time for dessert,” I say.
“I don’t know where I’m going to put it,” says Artie. Or is it Michael? 

I’m terrible with names. One of the two white guys.
I smile toward my Carl. I’ve been such a bitch lately to him. Judging 

this and that, when in fact he’s been so good to me. He’s sober and he 
loves me in spite of myself. I love him and his broad brown shoulders, 
his black hair, the way he smells, his laugh. And he never complains 
and he works so hard on our farm. And boy, is he ever hard at night. So 
hard. So strong. So gentle. I smile to myself. 

Gloria’s right. I need an Al-Anon meeting at least once a week so 
as not to be such a judgmental witch. Maybe I’ll hit the Tuesday night 
meeting. Gloria and I can go together. She says I might want to try 
working The Steps. She told me the other day the Fourth and Fifth Steps 
set her free, whatever the hell that means.

“Honey,” I hear Carl say, “Where did you go just now?”
“Just away,” I say. “Sorry,” I say to him and the group.
“No apologies necessary, Mrs. Moffet,” says Michael, I think. “All 

of us go away from time to time. It’s just part of living in 2076, if you 
ask me. We’ve all lived about two and a half lifetimes already. Just too 
much living in all of our pasts, don’t you think? So much death. So 
much loss. So much uncertainty. Christ, I space out a few times each 
day myself.”

“Yeah,” I say. “You’re right, but I hate drifting off. I have so much 
to do and I’m responsible for so much and we are thinking about having 
a kid and the apples and the berries and….”



STU JENKS

272

Oh, Jesus.
“Sorry,” I say, “When I project so far into the future sometimes, all 

I do is shit on the present.”
“Sounds like something I heard at a meeting once,” says Artie.
“Meeting?” I say.
“A.A.”
Huh.
‘I did hear it at a 12 Step meeting as a matter of fact,” I say. “An 

Al-Anon meeting here. We have three a week. Gloria, my sponsor, helps 
me stay sane. And she tries to get me to at least one meeting a week.”

“And Gloria,” says Carl, “has helped keep me alive. Wendy has a bit 
of a temper and she has access to sharp tools.”

“Honey,” I say, “I’m better now, since you stopped drinking.”
Carl gives me this look, this ‘really?’ look.
“OK,” I say, “I did scream at you last week but you almost killed 

the strawberries!”
I hear my voice raise. Everyone gets quiet.
“Oh, Jesus,” I say.
“It’s OK,” says Michael. “I used to be a hit man and I still want to 

kill people.”
Now the room is really quiet. Thanks, Marshal for bringing a hit 

man to my farm.
“I want to murder someone too,” says Artie.  “The man who’s 

responsible for killing my best friend. Fucker named Bunny Ortiz. I’d 
kill him today if I could.”

“Me too,” says Georgia. “I’d kill Bunny too, and I attend Al-Anon 
all the time in Tucson. Love God. Love life. Love Artie and all my 
friends. But I’d shoot that son-of-a-bitch on sight if I had the chance.”

“Me three,” says Chessie. “But I’m not that spiritual like all of my 
friends. I just want revenge because a member of El Grupo shot my best 
friend in the leg.”

I look over at Magdalena.
“Cousin, where in the hell did you find these people?” I playfully 

yell at Magdalena.
“They found me,” says Magdalena, “And they are my best friends 

in the world.”
“Actually, Mags,” says Artie, “You found me. If I remember right, 

you arrested me. And I wasn’t your friend then.”
“True,” says my cousin. “And you know, if you all kill Bunny, I 
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might have to arrest all of you. Then again, I might not. Just make sure 
he has a gun in his hand when you off the asshole.”

“Will do,” says Michael. Artie, Georgia and Chessie all nod in 
agreement.

Jesus Horatio Christ. 
I shake my head.
“What?” says cousin Magdalena to me.
“Nothing,” I say. And then I hear Carl laugh. I glare at him. It’s 

not funny.
“You teased us with dessert, Wendy,” says Magdalena, “So let me 

guess. It’s your famous strawberry rhubarb pie?”
I stand up and don’t say anything but my smile betrays me. I walk 

out of our large dining room, enter my kitchen and pick up a pie. I leave 
the second pie on the kitchen table for dinner tomorrow. I walk out of 
the kitchen and raise the strawberry pie above my head, like a trophy.

Everyone applauds.
“Bravo,” yells Carl.
I place the pie on the table and turn toward Carl.
“Yes, ma’am?” he asks.
“Shut up,” I say, and I kiss him on the lips.
I love the way his beard feels on my face.
He grabs the back of my head and kisses me hard back. Out of the 

corner of my eye, I see my cousin grab a knife and begin to cut the pie. I 
sit on my husband’s lap now and kiss him for a few more seconds, wrap-
ping my arms around his neck. 

Magdalena can serve the pie. I need to kiss my man for a while.
“Oh my,” I hear one of my house guests say. Don’t know which one. 

Don’t care.
 “This is heavenly pie. Oh my.” 
Then I hear groans from around the table, and my Carl gives a little 

groan too.
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Michael Dollaride
Tuesday, June 1st, 2076: 7:55 a.m.

Pajaro River Alano Club
Watsonville, California

Watsonville’s a sweet little town. Mostly Hispanic and it doesn’t 
appear to have been ravaged too much by the 41 Nights. Oh, there are 
a bunch of vacant lots here and there, and there are smoke scars on a 
good number of the buildings downtown but that’s everywhere. At least 
everywhere I’ve been. And I’m growing to love this guy Carl. A man 
with no pretense. Just a farmer and a lover of his wife. And he seems 
very humble in a healthy kind of way. My humility, on the other hand, 
comes from knowing I’m really bad at a good number of things. And 
I feel guilty and ashamed about that. I guess that’s humiliation, not 
humility. But Carl just does what he does, as best he can and makes no 
hay about it. And he doesn’t even wear a gun.

Well, we’re here now. Plenty of parking at the Alano Club. Plenty 
of parking throughout the whole United States these days. One of many 
things I like about living in America. Plenty of parking.

“Been a long time since I’ve attended a morning meeting,” I say 
to Carl. There’s a reason for that, but I don’t tell our host. Takes me 
a couple hours to feel normal in the morning and seeing a bunch of 
alcoholics and addicts, first thing, isn’t my idea of a good way to begin 
the day. Craig used to love morning meetings but he was a saint. I’m 
not a saint.

“I love the morning meetings,” says Carl. “Gets me right with 
GGATI and focused on my day, and if I’m a little grumpy about some-
thing, I usually leave feeling grateful about what I have and I tend to 
leave the grumpiness there in The Room. Plus, I know it’ll help me not 
to want to drink while driving my tractor.”
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“So you used to drink and operate heavy machinery?” teases Artie.
“Doesn’t everyone?” says Carl.

The three of us, Artie, Carl and I, walk into the Alano Club. We left 
the women back at the farm. Chessie and Mags were still sleeping when 
we left, and Georgia was up helping Wendy in the kitchen. But Wendy 
made it clear that we needed to be back at Strawberry Fields soon after 
the meeting, for there were chores to do. ‘No coffee afterwards,’ she said 
to Carl. ‘Yes, dear,’ said Carl, but he didn’t appear upset.

In the Club sit primarily men, mostly Hispanic guys but a couple 
white guys are over there and a very old white woman too. This is a 
mostly brown meeting and I like it.

“My name is Jose, and I’m an alcoholic,” say the man chairing 
the meeting.

“Welcome to the Pajaro River Early Bird Meeting of Alcoholics 
Anonymous,” he continues, “We are glad you are all here. This is an 
open meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous. All are welcome, but we ask 
those who are not alcoholic to participate by listening. I’ve asked a 
friend to read The Twelve Steps.

“My name is Raf, and I’m an alcoholic,” says a young man in jeans.
“Hello, Raf,” says the group.
 “These are The Twelves Steps,” Raf says, and he reads The Steps. 

This group appears to not read ‘How It Works.’ Interesting. Most groups 
read that, but then again, we can all tweak the meetings however we 
wish, as long as it doesn’t affect A.A. as a whole. Maybe tweak is the 
wrong word.

“Thanks, Raf,” says Jose, after Raf is done with The Steps. “We’ll 
pass the basket at 8:45. This is an hour meeting. Does anyone have a 
topic regarding recovery or a question about alcoholism? The floor is 
now open.”

Wow, they get right to it here. No long readings. No chips. Just The 
Steps and off we go. I’m in love. One thing I can’t stand is fifteen min-
utes of reading before we get to the meat and potatoes of any meeting, 
namely people sharing their experience, strength and hope, or more like 
it, their lack of experience, their weaknesses and hopelessness. But it’s 
all good to me, as long as God Goddess All There Is or the spiritual 
solution comes up at some point. I just want people to share honestly, 
not speak damn ‘happy talk.’
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“My name is Philippe, and I’m an alcoholic,” says a man older 
than I.

“Hello, Philippe,” says the group of drunks.
“It’s been 27 days since my last drink,” he says. No one applauds 

this no-small feat. Maybe…I don’t know…we’ll find out.
“I’m really trying to make it to 30 days, but I just can’t seem to get 

there,” says Phillippe. “And I hate these goddamned meetings, but I 
believe you all when you tell me I need to come to meetings, so I’m here. 
Fucking hate it though. And I’m not about to do those damn Steps. It’s 
none of you all’s business what I did or didn’t do when I was drinking. 
That’s between me and my fucking God. But I do know I can’t drink no 
more. I almost broke my wife’s jaw last month. She says I punched her 
but I don’t remember a thing. I thought she was lying but now I think 
she may be telling the truth. It was just us that night. Who else could 
have hit her? It had to be me and I can’t remember a goddamned thing. 
She says if I hit her again, she’ll leave, and I think she means it this time. 
Goddamn you, Gladys. You can’t leave me. You can’t….”

And then Philippe stops talking. He has the floor and none of us 
speak either. We can all tell he’s not done yet.

“Hijo de perro,” he says. “Soy pendejo, no mi esposa. Not Gladys. 
It’s not her fault. I’m the asshole, not her. And this is hard for me to say 
to you men and ladies. I’m frightened. I’m scared I’ll drink again and I’ll 
hit my Gladys again. But mostly, I’m just so scared that I can’t stop. I’ve 
tried for years and the most time sober I’ve ever gotten is six months, 
and that was years ago. What the fuck am I going to do? What the fuck 
am I doing here?”

Philippe looks down and rubs his big hands together.
“That’s all I have to share,” he says.
“Thanks, Philippe,” I say, but no one else does. It’s a Tucson thing 

to thank people after sharing. Guess not here.
“My name is Mary, and I’m an alcoholic,” says the very old white 

woman.
“Hello, Mary,” says the group.
“Morning,” she says, “Philippe, we can talk after the meeting if 

you like, so I’m not going to address you directly here. That would be 
crosstalk and that’s wrong.”

“Amen,” a man mumbles behind me.
“…but I will share some of my experience,” says Mary. “I came to 

these meetings for years and only got a few months at a time, and I felt 
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hopeless too, like I would never get off that merry-go-round of alcohol-
ism, but I did eventually get sober. It wasn’t magic. I wasn’t struck sober 
and never thought about it again. It was a process, and it took time and 
effort on my part, and just coming to meetings wasn’t enough for me. I 
had to work The Steps. I could do Step One pretty easily. I knew I was 
a heavy drinker and that my life was a wreck but I had a hard time with 
that powerlessness thing, for I thought that meant I was weak. I was 
strong. I’d gone through the 41 Nights. I got my kids through the 41 
Nights. But I didn’t have any real power over alcohol. I was weak about 
alcohol. I couldn’t stop drinking on my own and I tell you, I tried. I 
thought meetings would be enough but they weren’t. So I found this old 
guy named Abe and he became my sponsor. I know I was supposed to 
get a woman sponsor but fuck that.”

The whole room erupts in laughter.
“And I wasn’t going to fuck Abe. He was too old for me.”
More laughter.
“But I wouldn’t have gotten sober if it wasn’t for Abe,” says Mary, 

“He used to say, ‘Mary, I’m not telling you what to do. I’ll just give you 
suggestions. You can do what you want.’ I think he gave me a thousand 
suggestions before he died last year. I don’t have a sponsor now and 
I probably should have one, but Abe lead me through The Steps and 
they’ve not only kept me sober but they’ve changed my life. He taught 
me that I could have the god of my own understanding, that I need to 
write down all of my wrongs and all of my rights and get honest with 
myself about the good, the bad and the ugly of Mary McLean. And that 
I need to confide in God, or my higher power who I chose to call God, 
and tell God what I feel and think and ask for help in staying sober and 
being a good mother to my kids. Abe taught me how to make amends to 
people, to not just say I’m sorry but to try and make things right. That 
old man who didn’t have one child, taught me how to be a good mother 
to my kids. And he taught me how to give back to The Fellowship and 
how to be giving in my community and in the world. I went back to 
work at the apple plant and starting making a little money on top of 
my Social Security. I bought my kids new clothes. I put a new roof on 
my house. And I eventually got off SSI. Hell, I even got my teeth fixed.”

Laughs.
“So, for me, it was working The Steps that finally got me sober 

and changed my life. And it was working with Abe. Thanks, everyone. 
That’s all I’ve got for today.”
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“Thank you, Mary,” says an old Hispanic man behind me. I turn 
and look at this old man. He wipes his eyes as if he’s been crying. I smile 
at him. He smiles back.

Carl leans over and whispers in my ear.
“Abe was a great man,” says Carl. “Helped a lot of people get sober 

here in Watsonville. We’re all still sad that he died last year.”
“How old was he,” I whispered into Carl’s ear.
“91 years old. 55 years sober,” says Carl.
“Wow,” I say without making a sound, just forming the word ‘wow’ 

with my mouth.
Carl nods.
I focus on the next person who is sharing now. A young kid. Looks 

to be around 18 or so.
“…so I think I’m beginning to learn that I can’t hang out with my 

old surfing buddies anymore,” says the kid. “They just don’t get that I 
don’t drink or smoke Mormon Tea anymore. They think I’m just drying 
out for a while. They aren’t mean or anything. They’re just kind of clue-
less. Plus they’re addicts too.”

Some chuckles around the room.
“I know,” says the surfer kid. “I know. Anyway, thanks for letting 

me share.”
A few more people share. One guy lost his job at the apple plant and 

is scared. Another guy is grateful to be alive and sober at the birth of his 
son. It’s been a good meeting. I check the clock on the wall of the club. 
About fifteen minutes left.

“I’m Carl, and I’m an alcoholic,” says my host.
“Hi, Carl,” I say loudly as do many others.
“Yeah, Abe was a great guy,” says Carl. “He didn’t sponsor me but 

I loved to hear him share. ‘If beating ourselves up worked, we’d all be 
well now,’ he used to say. Ain’t that the truth. And like everyone has 
said, working The Steps got me sober and has keep me sober, but I’d 
be lying to you all, if I said I didn’t think about drinking at least once 
a week. I pray to have God Goddess All There Is remove the obses-
sion and I try to just let it pass, but it’s tough for me. But sometimes I 
remember something Abe once said: ‘There may be many reasons why 
an alcoholic drinks again after he gets sober but the number one reason 
an alcoholic drinks is because he’s an alcoholic.’ I didn’t know what 
that meant when I first heard Abe say that. Shit, I still don’t think know 
what it means.
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Laughter.
“…but I think it means,” continues Carl, “that in our core, we are 

always alcoholics and since we have a progressive, chronic and relaps-
ing disease that tells us we don’t have a disease, we, or at least I, need 
to make sobriety my number one priority, over the farm, even over how 
much I love my wife. I need to be vigilant against relapse and to be com-
mitted, firmly committed, to staying sober. And I remember another 
thing Abe used to say. ‘One day at a time for the rest of your life.’ That 
it’s OK to admit I am done with alcohol. Done, done, and done, but I’ll 
become undone if I don’t live The Steps, help others and ask GGATI for 
help. So I guess that’s all I have,’ says Carl. “Oh, I almost forgot. These 
are two new friends of mine, Artie and Michael from Tucson.”

A few people smile at Artie and me. I smile back.
“They are friends of Bill W. too, and they are just passing through 

town with my sister-in-law on their way back to Arizona. Now, be nice 
to them. They’re from Arizona, and I hear they are pretty good with 
those pistols on their hips.”

Chuckles.
“Seriously, welcome them with open arms. You’ll be seeing them 

around for another day or so. That’s all I have. Grateful to be here.”
“Thanks, Carl,” Artie and I say.
“Well, we are just about out of time,” says Jose whose been leading 

the meeting. “Are there any burning desires?”
“I have a quick one,” says a old man over in the corner.
“My name is Pablo, and I’m an alcoholic,” he says.
“Hi, Pablo,” says the room.
“Jesus willing, if I don’t drink today, I’ll have nine months sober 

tonight when I go to bed,” says Pablo.
“Right on,” says a man over there. Nice sweet applause throughout 

the room. I guess they like Pablo.
“I’d never tried to get sober until last year,” he says. “Was perfectly 

happy being drunk on my ass half the time, given all the bullshit I’ve 
seen in my life, but last year, my granddaughter Nicole came to town 
and I found myself ashamed to be around her. She didn’t tell me to stop 
drinking but I couldn’t bear the look of pity on her face whenever we 
were together. So I came here nine months ago and met Mary.” 

Pablo looks over to Mary.
“Mary,” he says to her, “I know this is technically crosstalk but 

thanks for taking me on, teaching me The Steps and helping me get 
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sober. You and I are close in age, and guys, I ain’t telling how old Mary 
is, and I know how old she is.”

Chuckles.
“And to me, she’s the most beautiful woman in the world,” says 

Pablo. “And I too know I was supposed to get a man as a sponsor, but 
none of you fuckers were old enough for me.”

Big laughter. This time I guffaw.
“Young fucking whipper-snappers, you,” Pablo says. “Anyway, 

thanks Mary for being my friend. And thanks to all you swinging dicks 
in here. I guess I have to admit, you helped too.”

Pablo said this last sentence with a big smile on his face.
“Thanks, guys,” he says. “Thanks for letting me share.”
“Well, we’re out of time,” says Jose.
“Ahhhh…,” says a number of men in the room, faking disappoint-

ment that the meeting is over.
“If you have any questions, grab one of us after the meeting,” Jose 

says. “We are all here to help. And I’ve asked a friend to read The 
Promises.”

“My name is Shiva and I’m an alcoholic,” says the surfer kid.
“Hey, Shiva,” we all say.
“These are The Promises,” says Shiva. “If we are painstaking about 

this phase of our development, we will be amazed before we are half 
way through. We are going to know a new freedom and a new happi-
ness. We will not regret the past nor wish to shut the door on it. We will 
comprehend the word serenity and we will know peace…”

I remember the first time I ever heard The Promises. Right about 
this point in that reading years ago, I began to cry. Not hard cry, but 
tears welled up my eyes. I hadn’t cried at all in years but hearing that I 
might find peace of mind and maybe even serenity here in A.A. and in 
M.T.A., made me hopeful for the first time in…I don’t know…forever. I 
wanted to stop killing people. I wanted to stop hurting myself. I wanted 
to be a good guy again, like I was when I was a kid. 

“No matter how far down the scale we have gone,” says Shiva, “we 
will see how our experience can benefit others. That feeling of useless-
ness and self-pity will disappear. We will lose interest in selfish things 
and gain interest in our fellows. Self-seeking will slip away. Our whole 
attitude and outlook upon life will change. Fear of people and of eco-
nomic insecurity will leave us. We will intuitively know how to handle 
situations which used to baffle us. We will suddenly realize that God is 
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doing for us what we could not do for ourselves.”
I look over at Shiva. Kid looks 15. Glad he is here. Glad I’m here.
“Are these extravagant promises?” Shiva asks
I slightly nod to myself. They are very extravagant promises but 

they can be found and earned.
“We think not. They are being fulfilled among us—sometimes 

quickly, sometimes slowly. They will always materialize if we work for 
them.”

“Work, work, work for them,” Carl chants to himself. I laugh. 
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Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena “Mags” Gutierrez
Tuesday, June 1st, 2076: 9:35 a.m.

Strawberry Fields Farm
Watsonville, California

It’s been many years since I’ve made apple cobbler with my cousin. 
Far too many years.

“You and Carl doing OK?” I ask Wendy.
“Sure,” she says.
“Really?” I ask again.
“Now I’m not OK because you didn’t believe me the first time you 

asked,” barks my cousin.
“Sorry, Wendy,” I say.
“Sorry back,” she says. “No, we’re doing as good as can be expected. 

Apple business is up, but strawberries are down, and Carl and I have 
hardly more than two dimes to rub together, but we’re OK. OK, mostly 
because my family, our family, bought this piece of land 150 years ago. 
And the taxes are nothing right now. Almost nothing. I’m just a little 
grumpy because….fuck…”

“What?” I ask.
“I just want a baby is all, and so does Carl but nothing is coming 

along. Lots of sex but no baby,” says Wendy.
She leans against the counter and sighs. She doesn’t cry. I’ve never 

seen my cousin cry, ever, but she looks very sad. And that was the sad-
dest sigh I’ve ever heard.

“You can always adopt,” I say. “Plenty of orphans out there.”
“I’m thinking about doing that,” she says, “but I’d rather have one 

of my own.”
“Well,” I say, “At least you’re not gay like me. My girlfriend is going 

to have to endure a penis inside of her, for us to have a child.”
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“Dicks aren’t so bad,” she says.
“Easy for you to say,” I reply. “You love cock.”
Wendy chuckles.
“That, I do.”
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Tuesday, June 1st, 2076: 3:17 p.m.

Strawberry Fields Farm
Watsonville, California

That’s quite the smell. We have some crops back home, cotton and 
some apple trees, but we don’t have apple orchards as big as this, and 
we sure as heck don’t have strawberries. I bend down into a row of 
strawberries, touch the fragile green leaves of the plant. Out of the 
long thin irrigation pipe dribbles water pumped by a new fangled Flex-
pump. Thank GGATI President Sasha invested a ton of money into Flex 
Technologies years ago. These solar batteries, low-usage motors and all 
kind of Flex things have kept us alive. All of us.

“Artie,” says Carl, “Grab that hoe and follow me. We need to hoe 
those ten rows of berries before we are done for the day.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Carl,” I say.
“You’ve got to earn your way while you and your friends are 

here,” Carl says, but I can tell he’s making a joke. Carl is anything 
but a hard ass.

Took about two hours to hoe those rows. Felt good on my hands 
and in my head too, leaving no room for useless worry about what 
Los Angeles is going be like. We’ll see what we see when we get there. 
The only thing is this field of strawberries. And giving to Carl and 
Wendy feels like I’m giving a little back to Mags too, since this is her 
family. I owe the Marshal my life. Least I can do is hoe her cousin’s 
field for a couple of days. And something tells me, when we get back 
on the train on Friday, I’m going to miss this green little valley by  
the Pacific. 

But I need to get home. Mom’s not doing well and I’m sure guitars 
and mandolins are piling up at The Instrument Shop for me to fix. Plus 
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I’m down to my last thousand dollars. I love it here with the beaches and 
all the green and the breezes, but the monsoons will be starting soon 
in Tucson and there is nothing like the smell of wet creosote blowing in 
the wind after a rain. 

Reminds me. I wanted to ask Carl if we can play when we are done 
for the day.

So I ask.
“Hell, we’re almost done now,” he says. “We can play some now or 

after dinner.”
“After dinner will be fine,” I say.
“Or now and later,” Carl says. “Tell you what. Let me play you a 

little song now, and we’ll play more with the gang later.”
“Cool,” I say.
Carl climbs into the bed of his truck and pulls a guitar case from 

inside the cab. He takes out a Gibson Hummingbird acoustic, with 
that beautiful red sunburst finish and the hummingbird pick guard. 
Sweetness.

“Actually, Wendy hates this song,” Carl says, tuning the guitar. “It’s 
because the song reminds me of a woman I dated before I married her. I 
only play it out here in the fields.”

“Can I sing harmony?” I ask.
“Knock yourself out, but there’s not much harmony in this song and 

I doubt you know it.”
“I know a lot of songs, Carl,” I say.
“I doubt you know this one,” says Carl.
Carl starts pounding out two chords. D major then B major. Back 

and forth, D and B. D and B.
“There’s a section in here where you can yell ‘Go’ if you’d like,” 

he says.
“Go,” I say. “Got it.”
Then Carl begins to sing. A strong tenor. And he’s right. I don’t 

recognize the song.
“Thought I ran into you down on the street,” he sings, hitting his 

Gibson pretty hard. “Then it turned out to only be a dream. I made a 
point to burn all of the photographs. She went away and then I took a 
different path. I remember the face but I can’t recall the name. Now I 
wonder how what’s-her-name has been.”

I laugh. Carl smiles. It’s fun to watch someone play an acoustic this 
hard. Just pounding it like those punk rockers used to do 100 years 
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ago. I thought my fingerpicking was a throwback to another time. But 
this is rocking. Carl dances now as he plays. I’m bobbing my head 
along with the song.

“Seems that she disappeared without a trace,” Carl continues. “Did 
she ever marry old what’s-his-face? I made a point to burn all of the pho-
tographs. She went away and then I took a different path. I remember 
the face but I can’t recall the name. Now I wonder how what’s-her-name 
has been.”

He plays a sweet couple of notes and suddenly, he leaps in the air, over 
the side of the truck, and lands on the ground, simply murdering his gui-
tar in a good way. He’s pounding the living daylights out of that Gibson.

“Yeah!” I yell. 
Carl stares at me and smiles. I stare back at him and smile. Rock on, 

brother. He then screams the lyric.
“Remember, whatever, it seems like forever ago,” he howls. 

“Remember, whatever, it seems like forever ago.”
I got it now.
“Remember,” we both scream, “Whatever, it seems like forever ago. 

Remember, whatever, it seems like forever ago.”
“Go, go, go, go,” sings Carl, banging the Gibson again and again, 

singing another round of ‘Go’s,’ then another. A man a couple fields 
over, starts yelling the ‘Go’s.’  Then another man I didn’t even know was 
around, standing way over there under a couple of Carl’s apple trees, 
yells ‘Go, go, go.’  Then I’m yelling.

“Go, Go, Go, Go.”
Carl nods hard, signaling the upcoming end of the ‘Go’s.’ I nod back.
Suddenly, Carl stops pounding his guitar and plays it like it’s made 

of a woman’s skin. He sings as sweet and as soft as the wind blowing 
through the trees.

“And in the darkest night,” Carl croons. “If my memory serves me 
right. I’ll never turn back time. Forgetting you, but not the time.”

Soft, gentle, kind.
Simple, true, good.
He plays that little lick from the beginning of the song once more 

and then ends the song, hitting a last chord ever so softly, like he’s touch-
ing his wife’s hair.

I applaud. So does the guy by the apples. The guy a field over throws 
Carl two handfuls of devil’s horns, the universal symbol from a century 
ago that means, if I recall correctly, “Rock On, Man.”



STEP ZERO

289

“That was something,” I say. “Who wrote the song?”
“A Bay area band called Green Day, from around the turn-of-the-

century. Song’s called ‘Whatshername.’ One word.”
“Fuck, Carl, you so rock,” I say. “You make me look like a light-

weight on the guitar.”
“Aw, heck, Artie,” he says, looking down at his feet. He honestly 

has no idea how great he is.
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Georgia “G” Swann
Tuesday, June 1st, 2076: 11:11 p.m.

Strawberry Fields Farm
Watsonville, California

“You should have heard him in the field, G,” Artie says, in the dark 
of our bed in the guest room.

“He played this punk song by some old San Francisco band. It was 
fucking amazing.”

I turn to look at the bed stand. The clock reads 12:12 a.m.
“I wish I had been there,” I say. “I’m happy you were.”
I look over and can see Artie’s face in the dim light of the clock. I 

don’t think I’ve ever seen him like this. It’s like he’s seen Elvis or Doc 
Watson or something.

“I need to sleep,” I say. “I’ve got a lot to do with Wendy in the next 
couple of days, before we get on the train for home on Friday.”

“What things?” Artie asks.
“Girly things,” I say.
Artie doesn’t ask anymore questions. Instead, he reaches his arm 

around my back and pulls me close to him. He kisses my neck, then 
lightly bites it.

“No fair,” I say.
“All’s fair,” he says, and then he continues nibbling my neck while 

his hand drops to my stomach and then works its way down to my labia. 
I arch my back when he touches my clit.

“No fair,” I say again, but with no genuine protest. I just need to 
sleep tonight is all. We can’t fuck like bunnies all the time.

“I won’t keep you up too long, honey,” Artie whispers.
I surprise Artie and pull him hard to me, pressing my tits against 

his hairy chest.
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“It’d better last long enough, boy. That’s all I have to say,” I say.
I bite his ear lobe. That’ll teach him. 
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Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena “Mags” Gutierrez
Wednesday, June 2nd, 2076: 8:51 a.m.

Santa Cruz County Federal Building
Watsonville, California

“Americans after The 41 Nights were psychologically vulnerable,” 
says Dr. Ben Miller, “and worse than that, millions of people in America 
had such dramatic negative sensory exposures, that they’ll be triggered 
by sights, sounds, smells and body feelings throughout their entire lives. 
We tend to think of the survivors as being the tough ones and they are. 
We all are. No doubt about it. And we all cope pretty well with crisis, 
but it doesn’t mean that we aren’t profoundly affected. We remaining 
Americans are an odd mix of resilient folk beyond description and frag-
ile souls as breakable as newborn chicks.”

No shit Sherlock. But I know. I know. My boss wanted me to go to 
this training since I was up here, so I might be able to train new officers 
at home in Crisis Theory. And yes, Dr. Ben is kind of funny and he’s not 
naive. He’s sharp, but what he’s telling me is akin to the sky is blue and 
oxygen in the air keeps us alive.

“Closure was a myth before the Nights and after the Nights as well. 
We U.S. Marshals and citizens alike are all hurt, all bloodied. We carry 
our deep wounds and try to pursue happiness as best we can. We all 
know that most Americans are doing amazingly well considering, and 
we know this is partly because we are all happy just to be alive.”

Smart guy.
Then my Sat-phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out to look at 

the phone’s face. It’s my girlfriend Stephanie. I don’t answer. The phone 
stops ringing. I send a text.

“Steph. In a meeting,” I text. “Can’t talk. I’ll call later. Will be on 
a train going south tomorrow. Hope to be home middle of next week. 
Love you madly. Mags.”
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A couple second later, the phone blips.
“Love you too. I need to kiss you, sweetheart,” reads Steph’s text.
Sigh. 
“I need to smell you,” I type, “and much more. Love you,” I send.
I’m so lucky to be in the Marshals Service. My friends can’t text. 

Just too damn expensive. I can. Just not often. Every time I text Steph, 
a satellite circling the Earth is using up precious bandwidth for my 
love life.

But I miss her so.
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Wendy Moffett
Thursday, June 3rd, 2076: 11:03 a.m.

Pejaro Valley Alano Club
Watsonville, California

I really don’t have time for this, but Georgia said she needed a meet-
ing, so here I am, at this goddamned Al-Anon meeting. Yeah, yeah, my 
sponsor always wants me to make time for meetings and I probably 
could use one but Christ, I have shit to do. 

Let it go, Wendy. It’ll only be an hour or so.
These people aren’t bad. Rather sweet people actually. Women 

and men alike, trying to unhook from their great expectations of their 
addicted and alcoholic loved ones. Trying to feel sane in an insane 
world. Marcy does do a great job leading the meeting. And I’ve always 
loved that phrase in the Preamble: ‘You might not like all of us, but 
you’ll learn to love us in a very special way.’

Francis from up the road is talking. Seems her son is back on the 
Brigham. Rocky has caused her such heartbreak.

“I haven’t seen him for five days,” says Francis. “I’m sure he’s with 
those godless surfers. Surfing and smoking that Tea shit. And I know I 
need to let him go, to let him hit bottom, but it’s so hard. I keep seeing 
his little face from when he was just seven. That sweet, sweet boy. Now, 
he just steals from me and smiles like it was nothing to take his grand-
mother’s silver. ‘I’m sorry, Mom,’ he says. ‘I’ll pay you back.’ Idiot. You 
can’t pay me back for heirloom silver from the 20th Century. I could just 
kill him. I might.”

Francis begins to cry.
“I just might,” she says through her tears.
Silence. 
“That’s all I have to say, today,” she says.



STEP ZERO

297

“Thanks, Francis,” whisper a few people, then no one speaks for a 
good long while.

“My name is Anne and I’m a member of Al-Anon,” says Anne, 
finally breaking the silence.

“Hello, Anne,” says the group of men and women in the room.
I need to go visit Anne someday. She works over at Manuel’s. I could 

easily drop by. If I made the time.
“My son’s gone too,” says Anne. “As many of you know, he left to 

live with some surfers up in Santa Cruz. Tea surfers for sure, though I 
do know that all surfers aren’t Tea Addicts. Hell, you surf, Wendy.”

Anne looks over at me. I nod. 
“I hear you were championship quality at one point,” say Anne.
I shrug.
“Sorry,” Anne continues, “Sorry for the crosstalk. Anyway, Travis 

left three months ago, and I heard from him just last week. Got a post-
card in the mail saying ‘I’m OK, Mom. Can you send me a thousand 
dollars?’”

I chuckle. So does about half the room.
“Yeah, funny, but not funny, eh?” Anne says. “Well, it’s funny 

because of what I wrote him back. He gave me an address to send his 
money to. Instead, I wrote him a short letter. I said, ‘Travis, I love 
you very much, but I also love me now. I love you enough to not send 
you any money. If you want money, you can come back home and 
work on your uncle’s farm and earn it, but I’m not going to send you 
any more money. Know that I love you. Mom.’ Was the hardest thing 
I’ve ever done, writing that letter. I know the chances of him coming 
home are slim to none and he’ll probably just end up being muscle for 
El Grupo or some other shitheads or maybe end up dead. But I can’t 
keep enabling him to continue on this path. Travis is 22 years old now. 
He has to make his own way, and just as importantly, I have to make 
mine. But, God, it was so hard to write that letter. And even harder 
to put it in the mail. That letter sat for two days on my kitchen table. 
Finally, I just said to myself, ‘Anne, you need to take care of yourself. 
You have some money but it’s only because you work hard on your 
brother’s farm.’ I’ve got a little house and a little money. No man in my 
life right now, and I do miss my ex’s touch but I don’t miss his horse 
shit at all.”

Woman next to me laughs so hard, tears run from her eyes. You had 
an asshole for a husband too, eh, honey?
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“But I do miss touching and talking with a man. I love you ladies,” 
says Anne, looking around the room, “but you don’t do for me what a 
man can do, if you know what I mean.”

Three women across the room nod. So do I.
“And to date the men in this room feels a little icky,” she continues. 

“Would be like having sex with a brother or something, even though 
Peter, you are one good-looking man.”

Peter, a tall middle-aged man with long blond hair, smiles and 
then blushes. 

“Anyway, I’m doing much better than I was a year ago, thanks to 
the people in these rooms and to a god of my understanding. I was 
raised Catholic and I’ve gone back to my roots. I pray to the Blessed 
Mary every morning and ask for her help throughout the day. I don’t go 
to church often. Priests kind of creep me out.”

Titters from around the room.
“But I do love The Church and the Blessed Mary. Praying to Her 

helps me so. I know a number of you all pray to God Goddess All There 
Is but it doesn’t really work for me. Not that there is anything wrong 
with that. It just ain’t my thing.”

She sighs.
“And besides the fellowship of people here, I got to tell you that in 

the last year, what has really helped me is those Second and Third Steps. 
Having the power to choose my own higher power and develop that 
relationship so I stay sane has been such a blessing. And I’ve even writ-
ten a few things down on my Fourth Step. I’ll eventually finish that.”

Anne just looks wonderful. I remember her from three years ago. 
She was gaunt and depressed and a mess. Now, she has gained a few 
pounds back and looks bright and seems happy. I’m actually a little jeal-
ous. Maybe I should pray more to GGATI. It might help. Hmm. Maybe. 
But I ain’t going to do that Fourth Step. 

“Anyway, thanks for listening. I shared a little long. Sorry. That’s 
all I have,” says Anne.

“Thanks, Anne,” says about half the room.
“My name is Georgia, and I’m a member of Al-Anon,” says my 

houseguest.
“Hello, Georgia.” 
“I’m visiting from out of town. I’m from Tucson, Arizona,” says 

Georgia.
“Welcome,” says a nice older couple from across the room.
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“Thanks,” continues Georgia. “I’m staying with Wendy here and 
her husband Carl. Her cousin, Magdalena, is our friend and is from 
Tucson, too. Mags, I and my boyfriend Artie and two other friends are 
heading back home and we just stopped by to visit and do a few things. 
Anyway, I’m grateful for the hospitality of my new friend Wendy. 
We’ve had a wonderful time here in Watsonville. And Wendy put us 
right to work on her farm. I’ve got blisters on top of blisters and I’m 
not a prissy girl.”

I laugh. So do others.
“I just want to share some of my experience, strength and hope with 

you all. I’ve been a member of Al-Anon for a good long while and I was 
even a member of Ala-Teen when I was a kid. My Dad was an alcoholic. 
I bring that up, not to brag, but to make the point that after all those 
years in the Program, you would think I wouldn’t fall in love with an 
addict or an alcoholic.”

Chuckles all around.
“But you guessed it,” says Georgia, “Three years ago, I fell hard 

for my boyfriend, Artie. Met him at a coffee shop in Tucson. Our eyes 
locked and that took care of that. But not really. I allowed myself to get 
sucked into his crap for about three months, then I remembered what I 
had learned here, and I told him I couldn’t see him anymore, not with 
him drinking and using. So we broke up. I didn’t see him for a while, 
and Tucson’s a small town. It’s hard to not see people. Then a year and 
a half ago, I went to visit a friend’s dad at an adult care home in Tucson, 
and I saw Artie. He was there visiting his mother. We talked and I found 
out he had six months clean and sober in A.A. and in M.T.A. I’m bust-
ing his anonymity here but he won’t mind. I think.”

Chuckles.
“Anyway, this time, when my eyes locked on him, his eyes were 

clearer and kinder. And I knew I was still in love with him. He was a 
good man who did bad things, not a bad man who just did what was in 
his nature. Now, I’d love to say Artie and I took it slow but we didn’t. I 
believe I slept with him again the next night.”

Some laughter, also smiles. I’m smiling too.
“Hey, I at least waited a day,” says Georgia, smiling. “But it’s so dif-

ferent now. I feel like Artie and I may have a future together. Hell, we’re 
even talking about having a child and maybe getting married. One day 
at a time and all of that, but it feels easy and true and good. I love him, 
and to tell you the truth, I’m not nearly the bitch I used to be, thanks to 
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this Program and the people in these rooms. I lost my sponsor to cancer 
last year, so I need to get another one, but I work Steps Ten, Eleven and 
Twelve on a daily basis, or at least I try. Personally, I love meditation and 
I love helping others. I’m not too hot on doing The Tenth Step though, 
but who is,”

Everyone laughs at that one.
“I’ll wrap it up now,” says G. “Thanks for having a meeting today. 

I haven’t been to an Al-Anon since…since too long. Anyway, thank you 
God Goddess All There Is and thank you all.”

“Thanks, Georgia,” I say, as does the man next to me and few 
other people.

Georgia smiles at me, and touches my hand. I squeeze her hand back.
I really need to come to more Al-Anon meetings. I haven’t felt like 

this for a long time, connected to the hopes of others, to my own hopes, 
to my own dreams of a happy future, for me and for all of us. I get so 
focused on the farm and forget why I’m working so hard, so Carl and 
I can have a good life together and to feed others in our town. The old 
American Dream: A good job, a good home, a good future for us and 
for our community. Not a great future, not a perfect future, just a good 
one. And that’s plenty. 

Yeah. I need to come to Al-Anon at least once a week. And I’m sure 
Carl won’t mind. 

But I’m still not going to do those goddamned Fourth and Fifth 
Steps. Fuck that.
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Benjamin “Shotgun” Grummen
Thursday, June 3rd, 2076: 12:10 p.m.

Outside of The Pejaro Valley Alano Club
Watsonville, California

I hate this fucking town. I’m only here to keep track of these Tucson 
assholes. Bunny wants to kill Dollaride himself when that son of a bitch 
gets back home, but he’s given me a green light to kill the two bitches 
if I want to. Primarily, Bunny just wants me to keep track of them and 
call him on the Sat with daily updates. But it was cool of him to give 
me permission to smoke the cunts. Wish that goddamned dyke marshal 
wasn’t traveling with them. Bunny says leave her alone, she’s up for 
some award or some shit and if we kill her, shit will rain on El Grupo’s 
head like a summer monsoon. We’ve worked too hard to have it all go 
to hell because of us killing some fucking fancy Deputy U.S. Marshal. 
I’m with Bunny on this one. Bunny’s been good to me. I’ll be good back. 
I’ll leave the Marshal alone.

 Been shadowing their asses since San Jose. Haven’t had a clear shot 
at any of these cunts since that garlic stinking town. Just keeping an eye 
on. Don’t know when they are getting back on the train but they can’t 
stay here in this shit town for too much longer, can they? Or maybe they 
can. Fuck a duck.

OK, there’s Saum’s girlfriend now. What’s that cunt’s name. G? 
Georgia? G? That’s right. G. Some shit like that. They’re just now 
coming out of that A.A. club house. Weak fucks, those A.A.’ers. Guess 
G’s weak too. Figures. And she’s with that bitch who has that farm. 
Now I like her. If I didn’t have to leave, I’d stay here and fuck the 
shit out of her. She’s some fine pussy, that bitch. So is that girlfriend 
of Dollaride, that coffee shop bitch. Wish to fuck her too. Before I  
kill her.
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G’s walking down the street. Hmm. I guess I could kill her now. 
Clear shot. Hmmm. Maybe I’ll wait. My main job is to watch them, 
not kill them. Maybe I’ll wait and off the cunts in Los Angeles. Makes 
more sense. There’s so much shit going down in LA, they might not even 
know it was El Grupo who I killed them. If I shoot G now, that dike cop 
will come looking for me or someone like me. I’ll just wait.
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Roberto “Robbie Rod” Rodriguez
Thursday, June 3rd, 2076: 12:51 p.m.

The Wally’s Park Nooners Meeting
6th Street & Gladys Avenue 

Los Angeles, California

“Does anyone have a burning desire to share, before we close?” asks 
the chair.

“My name is Robbie and I’m an addict and an alcoholic,” I say.
“Hey, Robbie,” says the dozen or so men and women sitting on 

the grass.
“I’ll keep it short,” I say, “but I’m really worried that I might drink 

tonight. If I don’t drink today, I’ll have one week sober.”
A few people clap.
“It’s nothing to applaud,” I say. “I had almost a year, before I fucked 

it all up in San Francisco last month. I’m back home to help my Papa. He 
got shot. It’s partly because of me, I’m afraid.”

Shit, Robbie. Be careful what you say. You don’t know these people. 
This isn’t your M.T.A. home group. This is a skid row A.A. group that 
you’ve never attended before. 

“Well, I’m probably being too hard on myself,” I say. “Papa got shot. 
It looks like he’s on the mend but I’m scared. Scared for him, scared for 
me, scared that I might drink. I know enough that pain shared is pain 
lessened, and if I talk about wanting to drink, it’ll lessen the obsession. 
But I’m having a hell of a time forgiving myself. I know, as I stay sober, 
hopefully staying clean and sober this time, and doing more good things 
being clean and sober, I’ll begin to forgive myself. I hope. Right now, I 
need to stay sober just for today. Today is all I have. All there is. All any 
of us have. That’s all I have to say. Thanks for being here.”

“Thank you,” says the chair.
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“Would you all please join me in closing the meeting with the 
Serenity Prayer,” he says.

We all stand up and hold hands.
“First a moment of silence to the alcoholic who still suffers, both 

inside and outside of this circle,” he says. 
The silence hangs for a good long while. I hear a bird sing above us. 
“God,” says the chair.
“God,” we all say in unison.
“Grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change,” we 

say, “the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know 
that difference. Keep coming back. It works.”

I let go of the hands of the men next to me. I feel better. A lot better. 
Now I need to get back to Papa’s hospital. Bonita needs to get back to 
her kids. Mama won’t leave but Bonita will, if I come and sit with Papa. 
Plus, I don’t know if Bunny’s going to try and kill Papa again. Or me for 
that matter. My guess is no, but you never know. We are talking about 
Bunny Ortiz.

“Thanks for sharing,” says the man who was the chair of the meet-
ing. He puts out his hand. I shake it.

“Thanks for chairing the meeting,” I say.
“Here’s my number,” he says, handing me a piece of paper. On it is 

his name, Charlie, and his Sat-phone number. 
“Thanks, Charlie,” I say. “Maybe I’ll give you a call.”
“Well, call me if you are thinking about drinking,” says Charlie, 

“but don’t call me if you are drunk. Got it?”
“Got it,” I say with a small smile.
Charlie than puts his hand on my shoulder, and looks me square in 

the eyes.
“Mostly,” he says, “I’m just glad you are back.”
“Me too,” I say.
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Craig Maple
Thursday, June 3rd, 2076: 1:07 p.m.

6th Street & Gladys Avenue
Los Angeles, California

 
Just seconds ago, I was sending the Love of the Ancestors to Georgia 

and Wendy, trying to put a wall of Love between them and that mad-
man Shotgun. Now, I’m sending Love to Robbie, trying to help him 
stay sober today. I know what they keep telling me here on this side of 
things, that we can’t interfere or change anything, but they did teach me 
that we can send the Love of the Ancestors to our family and friends 
and we can be a conduit for the Light of God Goddess All There Is to 
everyone alive. They say it usually doesn’t do much, but frankly other 
ghost angels say the higher-ups really don’t know what affect it has on 
living humans. Peter told me the other day, he thinks it’s like feeling 
a cool breeze on your face on a hot day, a little something that might 
brighten their spirits. 

If that is all we can do, that’s a lot. 
Then again, I was pretty co-dependent when I was alive. Great. 

Now I’m a co-dependent angel ghost. Shoot me now. Oh, wait a minute. 
They did shoot me. I bark out a laugh that only I and the angel ghosts 
beside me can hear.

“What?” says Pablo, a cool guy I met surfing the Great Red Spot 
of Jupiter.

“Just an inside joke on myself,” I say.
“Whatever, dude,” he says. “Hey, wanna catch some waves in a bit?”
“Nah,” I say, “Not right now. I want to hang here for a while. You 

go ahead.”
“Suit yourself,” says Pablo with a smile, “I’ll miss you, bra.”
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“I’ll miss you too,” I say. “Catch a gnarly for me.”
“You bet,” he says, and he’s gone.
I turn my attention back to Robbie. He’s walking toward down-

town. I fly above, sending Love as he walks. 
I love giving Love and Light to people. I might take my time being 

reborn, becoming human again. This is just too much fun.
I drift down beside Robbie and float beside him as he walks. 
Robbie begins to hum a tune. I don’t recognize it. Then he begins to 

sing softly to himself. Oh, I know this song. An old Hindi Kirtan call-
and-response number. Nice choice, Robbie.

“Shri ram…jai ram…jai, jai, ram,” sings Robbie. “Shri ram…jai 
ram…jai, jai, ram.”

“Shri ram…jai ram…jai, jai, ram,” I sing in response to him, then 
in unison with him. He can’t hear me but I can hear him and it’s lovely. 
I then fly in a spiral above his walking figure.

It’s hard to know if Robbie will stay sober tonight or for forever or 
whatever, but right now, he’s clean and sober, and that’s all that matters.

“Shri ram…jai ram…jai, jai, ram,” I sing and he sings and we sing.
Blessings to you, my sober brother. Blessings and peace.
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Chesapeake “Chessie” Dupree
Thursday, June 3rd, 2076: 7:09 p.m.

Manresa Beach
Near Watsonville, California

What in Goddess’ name possessed me to do this? Here I am, sit-
ting on a surfboard in the ocean, having never surfed a moment in my 
life. And this wetsuit itches like a son of a gun. Yes, Wendy gave me 
a little lesson on the beach on how to pop up and how to paddle and 
how to duck-dive and all that, and she told me to remember I have a 
large floatation device leashed to my ankle, so I won’t drown—but 
what was I thinking? Oh, I know. I wasn’t thinking. I was just letting 
Georgia once again talk me into something. Well, I shouldn’t be too 
harsh about G’s ideas. She was the one who told me for over a year 
now to ask Michael Dollaride out. I never did but then G got shot, and 
I hopped that train and I didn’t have to ask him out. Circumstances 
asked him out. And put him in my bed and in my arms. So what the 
fuck am I complaining about? I’m not going to get eaten by a shark or 
anything.

What was that? Something brushed my leg. Jiminy.
Georgia looks over from her board. She and Wendy are sitting on 

their boards like they were born on them. Me? I’m sitting all right, but 
grabbing the rails in a death grip. I’m guessing I should try and just 
balance without holding on. I take my hand off the board and try and 
maintain my balance.

And over I go into the drink.
I surface and climb back on the board.
“How you doing?” asks Georgia.
“How in the hell do you think I’m doing?” I yell across the waves.
“You’re doing great, Chessie,” says Wendy. “and it’s fine if you grab 
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your board but if you spread your legs apart under the board, it’ll makes 
it easier to balance.”

How did Wendy know I was hugging the board with my legs? 
Georgia paddles over to me.
“You really doing fine?” she asks.
“Yeah,” I say, “I’m just a little freaked out, but I’m glad I’m trying. 

I think. But if it wasn’t for you…”
“I know. I know.” say G. “Always blaming me for all the good 

things in your life.”
“Not all of them,” I say.
Georgia smiles. Then I watch her gaze move out to sea. I turn and 

see a swell. Maybe three foot high. Looks huge to me.
“I’m going to try and catch this one,” she says. “If it breaks before 

you, you simply duck-dive under it. Remember the duck-dive?”
“I think so,” I say.
G begins paddling toward shore.
“See ya,” she says.
“Yeah,” I say.
I turn and begin to paddle away from shore. Looks like the wave’s 

not going to break on top of me. I paddle harder and the swell rises and 
falls and passes under me. I quickly turn to see if G…

…and she’s up, carving to her right. I don’t see the board, only her 
head and the big grin on her face. If only I could…

…and then I see Wendy to my left. She’s up and carving the hell out 
of that waist-high wave. Mother of Goddess. Up and down, the tip of 
her yellow board popping above the wave and then down again, then 
up, and then she shoots off the top of the wave, flying in the air, her 
board trailing behind her.

Wow.
I paddle toward shore. All I want to do is just get up on the board, 

just ride it for a few seconds. Just a few…
…I catch something out of the corner of my eye. Another swell. Not 

very big. Just knee or ankle high. And now it’s broken and it’s just fast 
slop. Just junk but maybe I can catch this junk.

I begin paddling hard, then harder, then stronger. I hear the slop 
over my shoulder. Then I feel the board being gently pushed under me. 
I place my hands on the board and push up, at the same time, bring-
ing my feet under me. Now I’m standing, wobbling, trying to hold my 
balance. And I’m falling and I’m not! I’m not falling off! I’m riding this 



STEP ZERO

311

wave! I bend my knees more and I’m riding steadier. I’m riding a freak-
ing wave. I’m looking down at the tip of the board and then sneak a 
peak toward shore. I see Carl jumping up and down like a madman. I 
see Artie just standing there. It looks like he’s smiling but I can’t really 
tell. And then I see Michael, applauding. Clapping. Great big claps. 
Clap, clap, clap. He’s cupped my breasts, and he’s kissed me deeply, 
but he’s never applauded me. I smile and then I lose my balance and fall 
backwards into the surf.

I taste the salty water on my lips. I blow air out of my nose under-
water. I swim to the light. I surface. Pulling my board to me, I get back 
on and begin paddling back out.

I’m hooked. I need to do that again.
Oh, oh. Big wave coming. Just breaking. Time to duck dive. What 

did Wendy say? Oh, yeah. Grab the rails of the board and do a pushup 
on the board, pushing the nose under the wave. Okey dokey. Here goes. 
The wave is breaking. Right. Now.

I push down on the rails. I take a deep breath. Roar in front of 
me, and now roaring above me, and now I surface and the wave roars 
behind me. It worked. Far out.

I then hear another roar. I turn my head. It’s too late. The waist high 
wave pounds me on the side of my head and I go ass-over-tea-kettle.

And then I laugh underwater. And swim toward the light again.
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Georgia “G” Swann
Friday, June 4th, 2076: 8:00 a.m. sharp

Watsonville Station.
Watsonville, California

“Would you like us to check your bags, ma’am?” asks the conductor.
“No, thank you,” I say, “They’re old vintage instruments. We’ll 

keep them with us, but thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” he says, “Have a safe journey.”
“We will,” and I watch the conductor walk down the platform 

toward a family of four and ask the same question.
I look over at Artie, talking on Mags’ Sat-phone. He looks worried. 

I walk over to him, carrying my mandolin and a small cloth bag filled 
with apples from Wendy’s orchard.

“…we’re leaving Northern California right now, Krishna,” I hear 
Artie say. “Yes. That’s the plan. Yes. Hope to be home by Tuesday or 
Wednesday. Yes. Yes.”

He doesn’t say anything for a while.
“OK,” say Artie into the phone. “Tell Mom that I’ll be there real 

soon, and give her my love. By the way, Krishna? Thanks for all you 
are doing for Martha. I really appreciate it.” Pause. He smiles. “No. 
It’s not nothing. It’s a lot and I can’t thank you enough. Call this Sat-
phone number if her condition changes. Yes. It’s Deputy U.S. Marshal 
Magdalena Guiterrez’s Sat-phone and she doesn’t mind. Yes. I’ll try to 
call after we are through Los Angeles. Yes. OK. We’ll chat soon. Bye.” 

And Artie closes the phone and hands it back to Mags.
“Thanks,” he says.
“No problem,” says Mags. “I’ll be right back. I need to talk with 

the conductor.”
Mags walks away.
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“Something wrong?” I ask.
“Yeah,” says Artie. “Mom fell out of her wheelchair again. Hit 

her head real hard on the floor and may have broken a hip this time. 
Today they’re bringing over a portable X-Ray machine to see if she 
broke her hip.”

“Oh, good God,” I say. “Did you talk with your mom too?”
“Oh yeah,” he says, “She seems fine, if fine is yelling ‘Where have 

you been?’ in my ear, but that’s nothing new as you know.”
“What did Miss Krishna say?”
“Nothing much,” he says. “Just that Martha now has a big goose 

egg of a bruise on her forehead and that she’s in some pain but they are 
managing it with opiates.”

Artie suddenly looks sad.
“And that Mom hasn’t eaten today.”
“Really? Martha always loves to eat,” I say.
“I know,” says Artie, looking at the ground. “I hate to get my hopes 

up again, that she might be dying, but I can’t help myself. She’s suffered 
so much and she’s…”

“I know,” I say. “Honey, it’s OK to wish that she would die. I cer-
tainly do.”

“Yeah, but it’s just weird” he says, “to wish for death to come to 
someone, when so many have died and many others die for no particu-
larly good reason. But Craig was right. There are a lot worse things than 
dying. Long painful suffering is one of them.”

“Well, she’s probably not going to die before we get home,” I say, 
“Or at least I don’t think so but hell? Who the fuck knows?”

“Yeah, Who the fuck knows,” say Artie. “But no more dallying. We 
need to get home.”

“I agree,” I say.
Chessie and Michael walk up to us.
“Mags tells us your Mom fell down and hit her head,” says Chessie.
“She hurt?” asks Michael.
“A little,” I say. “I really need to get home to Tucson.”
“All of us do,” says Chessie. “Patricia has been holding down the 

fort at New Chicks just fine, but I’m starting to worry just because.”
“And the shop’s doing fine without me,” says Michael, “but Harold 

says he’s really missing me. Plus, I’m running low on dollars and I’m 
guessing all my plants are dead.”

“Wasn’t Roy Lee supposed to take care of your house?” I ask.
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“Yeah, but Roy sometimes forgets things,” Michael says. “like 
brushing his teeth or watering my plants.”

“I’m going to call Bill Monroe in a minute to ask him to visit Mom,” 
says Artie. “I’ll ask him to swing by your house today and check on the 
plants.”

“I’d appreciate that,” says Michael. 
Mags walks up to the four of us.
“Time to board,” she says. “They’ll be leaving in about twenty 

minutes.”
“Thanks, Marshal,” says Chessie, “And thanks for letting all of us 

use your Sat-phone.”
“The Government’s here to help people, you know,” she says.
I smile.
“We do,” I say.
The four of us adjust the packs on our backs and pick up our instru-

ments. Then I hear a yell.
“Georgia!”
I turn and see Wendy Moffet running to us. I smile. She doesn’t say 

another word once she gets my attention. She just runs up to me and 
stops a few feet from me. Then she hugs me harder than even Artie does. 
And I feel her cry. We break the hug and I look at her and smile. She 
wipes away her tears and smiles too.

“Thank you, Georgia,” she says, “for everything.”
And I touch her face.
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Benny “Shotgun” Grummen
Friday, June 4th, 2076: 8:13 a.m.

On The Roof of The Watsonville Station.
Watsonville, California

That fucker Dollaride is hiding behind his woman. Pussy. Well, 
he ain’t really hiding. I just don’t have the best angle. I’m just fucking 
around anyway. I don’t really intend to shoot the fucker right now. Just 
like looking at him in the cross hairs of my scope.

I put the crosshairs on Dollaride, then on his woman, then on the 
pussy Saum, then on his cunt Wyoming woman. Hell, I could kill them  
right now. 

Shit. I think I will. Why the fuck not? Good a place as any.
I target Dolleride again. There you are. You killed Pig. Now I kill 

you. I take a slow deep breathe. I squeeze the trigger. Yes. Yes. Goodbye, 
motherfucker.

“Hey, what are you doing up here?”
And I slowly turn to see a railroad cop in the doorway that leads up 

here to the roof. He’s got his hand on his pistol in his holster, but he hasn’t 
drawn. 

Too late, asshole.
I swing around quick, shoulder the 30-06 and put a bullet into his 

forehead. The back of his head explodes in red but I don’t really see it. 
Most of his brain went back through the open door. Fuck. I love see-
ing brains paint a wall. My own little series of Abstract Expressionism 
paintings around the world. My own little Jackson Pollocks. But this 
fucker was standing at an open door. Shit. No painting.

The cop collapses into a heap.
Even though I used a silencer, someone’s going to miss this railroad 

dick, sooner rather than later. That queers the deal on killing Dollaride 
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and his tribe right now. Motherfuck. 
I break down the 30-06 and put it into what looks like a trombone 

case. My bone. My big boner.
Guess I’ll just have to use that ticket I bought this morning for 

Tucson. Fuck. If I had killed those four fuckers right now, I could head 
back to San Francisco on the next train and buy a couple of whores. 
That one I bought last Monday. What was her name? Had huge blow-
job lips. Francis. That’s right, Francis. Fuck me. No Francis now. Well, 
I’ll find another whore in Los Angeles if we stop there. Or maybe I’ll 
just have to wait and fuck my bitch Jessie when I get home. I love Jessie 
so much.

Well, business before pleasure or some shit like that. 
I pick up my trombone case, and walk toward the door that leads 

off the roof. I step over the cop and try to not get too much of his brains 
on my boots. 

I like brains on a wall. I don’t like brains on my boots.
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Michael Dollaride
Friday, June 4th, 2076: 1:11 p.m.

Lois Capps Train Station.
San Luis Obispo, California

Our train pulls to a stop.
“Welcome ladies, gentlemen and children, to San Luis Obispo. We 

have a 90-minute layover here. Feel free and explore the downtown 
area. There is some very good wine for sale as well as some delicious 
grapes too. And the coffee and pie at Susan’s is to die for.”

“Grapes?” says Chessie. “I’d love some grapes. And a real cup of 
coffee too. You?”

“I could use a good cup of Joe,” I say.
And maybe a talk with Mags alone.
The passengers start making their way to the exits. Artie and 

Georgia are just a couple rows up, Marshal Mags a row in front of 
them. Chessie walks ahead of me. 

“Y’all getting off?” asks Chessie to Georgia.
“No,” Georgia says, “Artie and I are just going to cuddle up and 

take a nap.”
“Aww,” says Chessie
“Yeah,” I laugh, “Awww.”
“You know Artie,” Georgia says, “I think I like this new, happier 

Michael.”
“Me too,” says Artie, “but it’s taking some getting used to.”
“Leave my boyfriend alone,” Chessie says.
“Yeah,” I say. “Leave her boyfriend alone.”
We all laugh.

• • •
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I’ve got my coffee and Chessie is off getting grapes. I spy Mags 
leaning against a light post, talking on her Sat-phone. She’s a mighty 
fine looking woman. Never really looked at her that way before. She’s 
always just been Marshal Mags. I know she’s a lesbian but she does 
exude a certain sexuality.

Christ, what’s happening to me? I never used to notice women at all 
before. Now, I’m leering at lesbians.

I catch her eye. She holds up one finger signaling me to wait. I walk 
toward her but not too close. I do overhear her say something about 
calling them when she gets to Los Angeles. Probably her boss.

She hangs up.
“Hey, Michael,” she says putting the phone back in her pocket.
“Hey, Mags,” I say. “Can we talk?”
“Sure.”
I take a deep breath. She isn’t going to like this.
“There’s something I think you should know,” I say.
She gets that concerned look on her face.
“What,” she says.
“I saw some members of El Grupo back at the station in Watsonville. 

Three of them to be precise.”
“Do tell,” Mags says.
“Two of them were just chicken shit bagmen I knew from back in 

the day, Francisco Mendez and Mickey Freedom, but the third guy was 
a man I used to work with. Guy named Benny Grummen. Goes by 
‘Shotgun.’ For a good fucking reason.

“You saw Shotgun Grummen?” she says.
“You know the guy, eh,” I say. “I thought you might.”
“We’ve been trying to arrest him for three murders in Benson, back 

in ’75,” she says.
“Only three,” I say.
“It’s all we got,” says Mags. “Three eye-witnesses saw him kill a 

Mormon family there. We moved the witnesses to Flagstaff for their 
safety, months ago.”

“It’s not far enough away,” I say.
“Don’t I fucking know, pardon my language,” says the Marshal.
“No need.”
I sigh again.
“There’s more to tell,” I say. “When I left the life, Benny wasn’t too 

happy about that.”
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“How come?” asks Mags.
“No particularly reason, other than the psychopath liked me and 

liked hanging out with me. Anyway, he picked a friendly fist fight with 
me the day before I left Santa Rosa to move to Tucson. You know, boys 
punching each other in the face for fun sort of shit.”

“I do,” she says.
“Problem was, I won the fight and in the process, bit off the tip of 

his pinky on his shooting hand.”
“You bit off..,” she says.
I complete her sentence.
“..the end of his pinky.”
“Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” says Mags.
“Yeah,” I say. “He was none too happy about that and about his 

best friend leaving him. He said he’d kill me the next time he saw me. I 
didn’t pay him no mind. Benny threatens to kill at least three people a 
day. Just his way of giving love. But seeing him back in Watsonville kind 
of freaked me out. I don’t think he saw me see him, but I’m pretty sure 
he saw me and you and Artie and the ladies.”

“So you think that….”
Mags pauses.
“Yeah, that,” I say.
I place a hand on Mags’ arm.
“Let’s not tell Artie, Chessie or Georgia at this point,” I say. “He 

may just be traveling on the same train, heading to L.A. for some El 
Grupo bullshit but Mags, I don’t believe in coincidences.”

“Nor do I,” she says. “I got to make some calls. Bottom line, Michael, 
even if he doesn’t kill you, we now have a line of that son of a bitch.”

 I smile.
“Well, let’s hope he doesn’t murder me, too.” 
Mags is already dialing her Sat-phone. She doesn’t even hear my joke.
I start joking for the first time in my life, and no one listens or laughs.
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Roberto “Robbie Rod” Rodriguez
Friday, June 4th, 2076: 5 p.m. sharp.

Good Samaritan Hospital
Los Angeles, California

“Mama,” I say, “You really can go home for a while. Get some sleep 
in a real bed. Eat some real food.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” says Mama.
“Lorraine,” says Papa, “Please go home. I’m out of the woods now, 

and you complaining about this and that is making me feel worse. 
You’ve been here too long. Go home, at least for tonight. Robbie, you’ll 
stay the night with me, won’t you?”

“Sure, Papa,” I say.
Papa looks at me and rolls his eyes.
“Jose,” says Mama, “I don’t know. You never know….”
“Lorraine! Please! For the love of God, just go home for tonight and 

come back in the morning.”
Mama starts to cry.
“I’m so scared, mi amante,” she says. “I’m so scared.”
Papa opens his arms, beckoning to my mother. She bends over his 

bed and they embrace. I turn my head out of respect for their privacy. I 
can still hear my father speak, softly, lovingly, gently to his wife.

“Mi mujer, no tengas miedo,” he says. “God is with us. And the 
police as well. Two U.S. Marshals are right outside this door. And God 
is all around.”

Then they hug for a long while, saying nothing.
“OK,” my Mama finally says. Then she looks at me.
“But you stay by his side all night, comprende?” 
“Yes, Mama,” I say. “I’ll be here right here until you return tomorrow.”
“Good,” she says.
She looks around the room for her huge hand bag which contains all 

of her life, slings it over her shoulder and approaches Papa’s bed. 
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“Te amo, mi hombre dulce,” she says, kissing his forehead.
“I love you too,” says Papa.
Mama adjusts her bag and walks toward the door. At the threshold, 

she turns around and glares at me.
“You stay,” she says.
“Yes, ma’am.”
And she’s gone.
I turn to Papa. 
“Thanks for staying for the night,” Papa says. “I know your mother 

means well but she’s been driving me crazy ever since I got shot.”
“I hear you, Papa,” I say, “but I need to talk with you about that. I 

think you got shot because of me.”
Papa’s eyes grow wide. I tell him everything that happened in San 

Francisco, how I betrayed my friends because El Grupo said they had 
my Papa hostage. How I saw a live video of our kitchen, a number of 
times, with my Papa and two El Grupo men but that I now know was 
a fake video to get me to do El Grupo’s bidding. How my betrayal got 
someone killed, someone good. How I drank again for a couple days 
but am now sober. How El Grupo still wants to kill Michael Dollaride. 
How Michael and his friends are good people, living clean and sober 
lives and giving to others but that doesn’t matter to Bunny Ortiz and 
El Grupo. 

“Bunny is a bad man,” I say, “but I really think he and El Grupo 
have turned their gaze back to Michael and the Tucson people. I don’t 
know for a fact that they shot you but they might have.”

“Wouldn’t they have killed your mother and sister as well, son,” 
says Papa, “if they were that pissed off at you?”

I shrug.
“And wouldn’t they have shot me in the head or chest to kill me, 

instead of this dinky wound to my right leg?”
“I suppose,” I say.
“Son,” says Papa, “I don’t think El Grupo did this. I just think it 

was my time to get shot. I’ve prayed on it and I can’t think of anyone 
who wants me dead,” Papa smiles. “Except now I hear about Bunny 
Ortiz. Maybe one pendejo.”

Papa laughs that huge laugh, then coughs and wipes his mouth.
“No, son,” says Papa, “I think it was just one of those things that 

happens now. A lot of people have guns and most don’t know how to 
use them. I just got shot because I got shot.”
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“Let’s hope so,” I say, “I just needed to tell you everything and ask 
you what you think we should do now.”

Papa stretches in his bed and then smiles.
“I’m just going to heal up here in Good Sam’s for a couple of days, 

and then go home to my scrap metal business. Your brother-in-law’s 
running the business since I’ve been in the hospital and who knows 
what he’s doing. Nice boy, but not too smart.”

I laugh.
“Want me to go to the yard and help?” I ask.
“Nah,” he says, “Just take care of yourself, get to some meetings 

and stay sober.”
He reaches for my arm and gives it a squeeze.
“I need you, son, to stay sober first,” says Papa. “Pick up some odd 

jobs as you need and please come home for a good meal now and again, 
but until you are sober for a year, I don’t want you working at my scrap 
yard. Understand?”

I bow my head in shame. I stole so much from my mother and father 
over the past few years. I broke their hearts. I don’t blame them.

“I love you, son,” says Papa. “I don’t trust you yet, but I do love you.”
“I don’t trust me fully either Papa,” I say. “I still think about drink-

ing a lot and frankly, Papa, I thought of killing myself after what 
happened in San Francisco.”

I start to cry. I turn my head away from Papa.
“Son,” he says, “It would have killed me and your Mama, if you had 

put a bullet in your brain. Come here, Robbie.”
Papa opens his arms, beckoning me to his bed.
I bend over and feel his hug.
“I’m sorry, Papa,” I say.
“I know,” he says.





326

Benny “Shotgun” Grummen
Saturday, June 5th, 2076: 11:15 p.m.

On the Coast Starlight 
Los Angeles, California

I thought I’d be able to see more from the train. All I see are fucking 
campfires. 

Now, that’s better. Finally, some fucking streetlights. We should be 
in Union Station soon, I guess. I’ve never taken the train through L.A.. 
Bunny sends me through Bakersfield to parts north. Says we should 
avoid Los Angeles. I don’t fucking like to travel anyway. If it wasn’t 
Bunny asking me, I would have told whoever to fuck off.

Boy, does this place stink. I don’t mind smells. My bedroom grow-
ing up was near the shitter but this is different. I don’t know what’s 
burning but it can’t be good.

Well, looky there. That chick’s giving that guy a blowjob alongside 
the tracks. Maybe I’ve misjudged this town.

“We’ll be arriving in Union Station in about five minutes,” squawks 
a speaker to my right. “Those connecting to parts east, just ask a con-
ductor as you leave the train or look at the displays around the station. 
This is the end of the line for the Coast Starlight. Thank you for travel-
ing AmTrak. Have a good evening.”

Yeah, have a good night, too, asshole.
I look at my paper schedule. The Southwest Chief leaves at 7 

a.m for Chicago. The Texas Eagle for Dallas at 8:15 in the morning. 
That’s not what I’m looking for. There we are. The Sunset Limited 
bound to New Orleans, going through San Bernadino, Palm Springs, 
Yuma, Maricopa, Tucson, Benson, Deming, El Paso, blah, blah, blah. 
Leaves at 9:30 a.m. tomorrow, arrives in Tucson on late Tuesday. 
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Gives me two days to kill Dollaride on the train. Shouldn’t be that 
hard. Plenty of time. Maybe I’ll get lucky and kill him here tonight. 
That’d work.

The train groans and squeaks as it make a turn. More streetlights. 
More stink. Fuck this place. Fucking City of Angels.
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Saturday, June 5th, 2076: 11:20 p.m.

Approaching Union Station 
Los Angeles, California

“I could use a meeting,” I say to no one in particular. Chessie and 
Michael sit across the aisle, G right next to me. I have an nice aisle seat. 
Mags is right behind us, also on the aisle. Mags and I are right-handed so 
we like left aisle seats. Easier to draw our guns. Michael’s a lefty, hence the 
right aisle for him, even though it was funny to see him and Chessie have a 
fight over who got the aisle. ‘I’m a good shot too,’ she said back in San Luis 
Obispo. Michael just smiled and gave her this look that said, ‘Not as good 
as me.’ Chessie didn’t like his friendly stink-eye one bit, but she relented. 
Michael seems a little jumpier than usual. But more than anything, I think 
I need a meeting just so I can see and hear some addicts and alcohol-
ics that are worse off than me, so I stop feeling sorry for myself. And 
who knows? Maybe I’ll find someone with a message of hope or maybe 
I’ll share something good. You never know until you get to the meeting. 
Meetings are one of God’s mysteries. I have attended close to a thousand 
12-Step meetings in my life and every one is different. You never know 
who’s going to share or about what or anything really. Some meetings are 
better than others, that’s for sure, but all meetings have something to give 
to me or offer an opportunity where I can give to somebody else. 

I’m feeling a little distant from God Goddess All There Is. My intu-
ition is all blocked up by fear or some shit. Not that there is anything 
wrong with fear. There’s a lot to be fearful of in the world. Just when I 
get too, I don’t know, feeling hopeless or ashamed or something, I lose 
my contact with my Higher Power and my gut feelings. Like a cosmic 
dimmer switch turning the wrong way. What the fuck? I don’t know. I 
just need a meeting.
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“Really,” says Georgia, “You want to hit a meeting here? In Los 
Angeles?”

“According to the schedule,” I say, “We have a ten hour layover and 
I sure as hell don’t want to just hang out in the station all night. Plus, I 
need a meeting.”

“I’ve arranged for us to sleep at a Federal safe house near the station 
tonight,” says Mags. “Remember? I mentioned it back in SLO.”

“I forgot,” I say. “That’s great, but I still need a meeting.” I glare 
at everyone. Silent. I hate to glare but it just happens sometimes. I’m 
working on it.

“Artie,” says Michael. “I could use a meeting too. Mags? Do you 
mind taking the women-folk to the safe house and we can join you there 
after the meeting?”

“We want to come to the meeting too,” says Chessie, “You can’t get 
rid of us that easily.”

I look at Michael and he at me. I don’t mind. He shrugs.
“Let me give you directions to the house and I’ll meet you all over 

there after the meeting,” says Mags. She scribbles on a small piece of 
paper the address of the safehouse. “Take a right when you leave the sta-
tion on Alameda. Cross Cesar Chavez. Take your first right on Bauchet 
Street. 7th house on the left. 1433 Bauchet Street. Not far at all.”

She hands me the piece of paper. I put it in my wallet.
“So where is the meeting?” she asks.
“Not sure,” I say, “But Robbie Rod told me in San Francisco, that 

A.A. has 24-hour marathon meetings at a clubhouse nearby Union 
Station.”

“No kidding,” says Mags.
Silence again.
“Anyone heard from Robbie Rod?” asks Chessie.
Everyone shakes their heads.
“Think he’s all right?” says Chessie, with a sweet, concerned look 

on her face.
“Don’t know,” I say. “Hard to tell. Sometimes when an addict looks 

great, he’s on the edge of a relapse. Sometimes when an alcoholic is 
completely fucked up in the head, a drink is the farthest thing from their 
mind.”

“Again,” says Michael to Chessie, “We don’t know. He left quickly 
in San Francisco, just left a note. That’s not a good sign, but like Artie 
says, you never really know how an addict is doing, not really.”
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“Great. Now that’s comforting,” Chessie says, giving Michael a kiss 
on the cheek.

“Hell,” pipes up G, “I thought Artie was going to drink or use 
everyday for his first year of recovery, but he made it through.”

“Really?” I say to my sweetheart, “Every day you thought I was 
going to use?”

She nods.
“Not every day,” says G. “Most days.”
“I thought I was doing pretty good at the time,” I say.
I hear Mags laugh from behind me. 
“What’s so funny?” I say to Mags.
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Michael Dollaride
Sunday, June 6th, 2076: Midnight

Alameda Alano Club 
Los Angeles, California

“Welcome to the Midnight Madness meeting of Mormon Tea 
Anonymous. My name is Wally, and I’m an addict and an alcoholic.”

“Hi, Wally,” I say, as do the other 50 plus people in the room.
“After a moment of silence, will you help me open this meeting with 

the ‘We’ version of the Serenity Prayer.”
Silence. I love this soft silence at the beginning of a meeting.
“God,” says Wally.
“God,” we all say.
“Grant us the serenity,” we continue, “To accept the things we can 

not change, the courage to change the things we can, and the wisdom to 
know the difference.”

“Mormon Tea Anonymous is a fellowship of men and women,” 
Wally says, “who share their experience, strength and hope with each 
other that they may solve their common problem, and help others to 
recover from their addiction. This is an open meeting of M.T.A. All are 
invited to share.”

Wally then has someone read The Steps and The Traditions and a 
part of Chapter Five from the Big Book of A.A. While people do that, 
I case the room. Everyone’s on full alert. Nice. All the lights are on and 
everyone is home, except for that guy and girl sitting near the wall, and 
my guess they’ve gone away a long time ago. That’s OK. So many have 
gone away, but so many have not. If there is one thing that gives me 
hope for humankind, it’s that everyday, less and less people looks like 
they are completely out of it. Granted, it’s been a matter of attrition. 
Most of the spacey people who were barely present in their own bodies 
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before The Oil Wars, died in Year One, or during the 41 Nights. And if 
they didn’t die during The Nights, the other out-of-touchers just seemed 
to give up the ghost and die, or they were taken advantage of by the 
Not-So-Nice and the Really-Not-So-Nice. I was one of those exploit-
ers once. I pray I never will be again. If I stay clean from Brigham and 
if I don’t drink alcohol and I work a program, I have a fighting chance 
to never kill or injure again. Without sobriety, I’ll lose everything, but 
more importantly, other people will lose things, like their limbs, their 
minds, their loved ones and their lives.

Wally asks for topics. One woman wants to know about the Tenth 
Step: “Continue to take personal inventory and when we are wrong, 
promptly admit it.” Good topic. Then another woman begins to share. 
Tall, lean, very fair skin. She’s almost too white.

“My name is Shelley, and I’m an addict and an alcoholic,” she says.
“I’d like to hear about being of service,” she says. “I’ve got a year 

sober, and the committee is less and less in my head. I’ve worked the 
Steps but I don’t know if I’m giving enough back. I do sponsor a couple 
of women,” she says, smiling at the woman next to her. Must be one of 
her sponsees. “And I try and help as I can in here, but I don’t feel like it’s 
enough. I never feel like it’s enough. Never feel….” 

She kind of fades away, then she comes back. No one interrupts 
here. At home and apparently here in Los Angeles, M.T.A. and A.A. let 
the silences hang. 

“…I just always feel like I’m still a whore,” Shelly says. “I haven’t 
given blow jobs for Tea for over a year. I have a part-time job and I have 
a room at a women’s shelter just down the street. I don’t smoke Tea or 
drink no more and I love my friends, but I still feel a sense of not being 
good enough. It really fucking sucks. I know no one in here has ever felt 
like they ain’t good enough.” 

Laughter from almost everyone, except the couple in the corner.
“I’ve prayed about it,” Shelly continues, “and I’ve talked about it, 

but I still feel like a no-good, skid row cock-sucker.” She looks down.
“That’s all I’ve got,” she says.
“Thanks, Shelley,” I and others quietly say.
Another silence.
“My name is Georgia, and I’m in Al-Anon.”
“Hey, Georgia,” everyone says.
Holy shit. Georgia sharing? Georgia never shares at meetings, 

even at her own Al-Anon home group in Tucson. Artie and I have been 
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suggesting it for months now. ‘Oh, I’m just shy, and I like listening,’ 
she’d say. ‘But you have so much to give,’ I’ve heard Artie say to her. ‘I 
just like giving informally,’ she’d say. ‘You know, one on one.’ ‘But G?’ 
I’d say, then I’d stop myself. If she doesn’t want to share in meetings, 
that’s her thing. I’m not one to judge. I find it hard, too, talking in meet-
ings. But holy smokes, Georgia’s sharing right now. I look over at Artie, 
sitting next to her. His eyes are wide as saucers.

“I love the 10th Step,” says Georgia. “11 and 12 too.” Pause. “Who 
am I kidding,” she says. “I hate the 10th Step. I feel like I’m wrong a 
lot of the time and I know I’m not. I just feel like I’m not good enough, 
just like you, Shelley. I have to tell you, I do love to give, but I have to 
be careful not to give too much and not to give for the wrong reasons. 
I talk with my recovery friends in Tucson a lot and my non-recovery 
friends too, and I have a boyfriend who’s in recovery and that’s great, 
but that’s not what really does the trick. Only one thing really helps and 
that is God Goddess All There Is. I meditate in the morning in bed and 
pray to GGATI through the day, asking He She It to help and guide me 
in all kind of things. Decisions I have to make each day. Do I go here 
or go there? Am I safe here or do I need to leave, I ask? How can I be 
of service to GGATI and to my fellow man and not get myself killed in 
the process?”

Nervous laughter. Including me.
“And when I’m alone,” she says, “or with other people around me 

too, be it in a train seat or at a spot at the beach or sitting on my back 
porch in Tucson, I take a few minutes to just breathe and listen. Breathe 
and listen. And what I hear sometimes, like a little voice just off to my 
left is this: ‘Georgia,’ I hear this voice say, ‘you are a beautiful, good 
woman. I love you and God loves you. You are not perfect, but you are 
perfectly imperfect,’ says the still voice, and I breathe in that Love and 
I take in that Light and I visualize it entering my heart and my mind.”

Silence.
“I often cry in meditation,” says Georgia, “and it sometimes freaks 

my boyfreind out when he sees me cry.”
Titters in the room. Artie slowly nods in agreement. Georgia shoots 

him a kind smile.
“I told him about what I experience when meditating and I think 

he finally gets it,” she says. “I’m not sad or scared or anything. I feel joy 
and love from God Goddess All There Is.”

Silence again. I see a tear roll down Georgia’s face.
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“Artie, my boyfriend is great. I’m so lucky to have him,” Georgia 
says, grabbing Artie’s hand, “and my girlfriends are great and you all 
are too, but only GGATI loving me in my meditations seems to really 
heal me. I’m a better woman because of other good people, I suppose, 
but I feel real deep healing from GGATI alone. No offense.”

Soft laughter from around the room.
“And that’s why I’m a member of Al-Anon and that’s why I’m 

grateful to M.T.A. and all the 12-Step fellowships. We need each other, 
desperately sometimes, but it seems to me, that GGATI does most of the 
healing. At least for me.”

Georgia wipes her face, sighs and smiles.
“Thanks for letting me share,” she says.
I feel a hand on my leg. The hand finds my hand and squeezes. I 

know it’s Chessie without looking, but I turn and look into her face 
anyway. Such a beautiful face. Amazing blue eyes. She lets go of my 
hand and touches my face. Then her hand wipes a tear from my cheek. 
I feel her strong, womanly hand on my rough face. I feel the wetness of 
my tears. 

I didn’t even know I was crying.





338

Roberto “Robbie Rob” Rodriguez
Sunday, June 6th, 2076: 12:50 a.m.

A block from the Alameda Alano Club, 
Los Angeles, California

It’s been a while since I’ve been to the Alameda Alano Club. Not since, 
shit, was it a year ago? Fuck if I remember. Doesn’t matter. I’m here now, 
or almost there. Hear there’s a good A.A. meeting at 1:30 in the morning.

Smells like rain. I love rain. 
I see a small sign high on a building down the street. A circle with 

a triangle inside it, lit by two small lightbulbs on either side of the sign. 
People are milling around outside. I pull out my phone and check the 
time. 12:52 a.m.

I need to pee. I could just piss inside the club but I really have to pee. 
I’ll just walk over to that vacant lot across the street and pee under that 
dead palm tree. Bet a lot of people have urinated on the tree over the years.

I pull out my dick and let loose. Ahh. Better. I look up while I pee 
and gaze toward the Alano Club. Then a reflection of something metal-
lic catches my eye. Something off to my left. I shake and zip up and 
stand very still for a minute. What the fuck am I looking for? What 
am I trying to see? Then I get this bad feeling in the pit of my stom-
ach. Something’s not right. Something. I don’t know. I continue to look 
toward an area of some ratty scrubs across the street from the A.A. club. 
Then I see the reflection again. Rifle barrel. It’s a rifle. Rifle. I pull my 
pistol from my belt, than put it back. I reach down and grab my Bowie 
knife out of my boot. I then walk away from the street, making a bee 
line just behind the rifle man. My breathing slows. I look at my feet as I 
move, so as not to kick a bottle or can or something. I move quickly. In 
a minute, I’m behind the shooter. He doesn’t see me or at least I don’t 
think he knows I’m here. I see where he is aiming. He’s aiming for the 
front door of the Alameda Alano Club.
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Chesepeake “Chessie” Dupree
Sunday, June 6th, 2076: 1:07 a.m.
Outside The Alameda Alano Club, 

Los Angeles, California

“I love you so much,” I whisper into Michael’s ear.
“How come?” he asks.
I laugh.
“Honey,” I say, “Don’t ask a question when someone tells you they 

love you. Just say I love you back.”
“Oh,” he says, looking a bit puzzled. “I love you back, Chessie.”
I laugh again.
The night is cool, feels like it might rain. I hear a bang in the dis-

tance, a few blocks over. Might be a gunshot. Might be something else. 
Who knows. I look down at the sidewalk. It’s all sparkly here with little 
pieces of mica in the concrete. Pretty. I grab Michael’s hand.

Artie walks up to us. Georgia talks with a couple of women at the 
front door of the Club.

“Guess we should head over to Mag’s safe house,” says Artie.
“Sounds like a plan,” I say.
I look back toward G. 
“Georgia’s talking to a couple of women,” says Artie. “I’m sure she 

won’t be long.”
Crack. Bang. Crack.
That bang sounds real close. I instinctively hunker down on the 

sidewalk. I look up and see Artie and Michael draw their pistols. 
I hear another bang.
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Roberto “Robbie Rob” Rodriguez
Sunday, June 6th, 2076: 1:15 a.m.

Near The Alameda Alano Club, 
Los Angeles, California

At the first flash from the muzzle, I run toward the shooter. I know 
he can’t hear for a while after the loud blast from his rifle. Fuck me, I 
just kicked some bottles. I got to get there, now! The shooter fires again.

When I’m ten feet away, the shooter turns and see me. He drops his 
rifle and pulls his knife. I leap on top of him, trying to stab him first, but 
he grabs my arm. He thrusts his long knife toward my gut but misses. 
Then he slices my left arm. Ouch. Fuck. I bite his other hand that is 
holding my right arm. I bite so hard I take out a chunk of flesh. I spit it 
out, and bite and take another piece of his hand. He lets go. I’m on top 
of him now. He’s slashing my arm again with his knife. Motherfuck. I 
feel wetness, my blood, running down my arm. Goddamn it. With both 
hands, I raise my arms and thrust my knife between a couple of his ribs 
and push and push and push really fucking hard. He flails under me like 
a fish, cussing me for a minute, then blood is spurting out of his mouth, 
some hitting me in the face. Then he goes silent but still jerks for a bit. 
I keep my full body weight on top of him until he moves no more. No 
more. No more of this killing shit, motherfucker. No more. 

I finally roll off the shooter. I wipe the blood off my face. I look 
toward the Alano Club. I see a few people on the street, some crouch-
ing, some standing. Then I see…holy shit, it’s Artie Saum, and Georgia, 
and Michael and Chessie too. What in the world? Wait. I look over at 
the dead man beside me. I pull up his shirt. Across his stomach in large 
block letters are tattooed the words ‘El Grupo’ and the name ‘Francisco’. 
Guess that’s the motherfucker’s name. I rifle through his pockets. I 
find three thousand in cash and a playing card. It’s a face card. Jack of 
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Diamonds, with Michael Dollaride’s picture as the Jack. Written at the 
bottom of the card is the name ‘Michael Dollaride’. I pocket the card, 
shoulder Francisco’s rifle and look for ammo. A box of 30.06 hollow 
points in his coat pocket. I hold the box of bullets in my hand. 

I then feel a sharp pain in my left arm. I’m bleeding pretty bad. I’ll 
need some stitches. I look across the street at the four from Tucson. 
They seems to be laughing about something. Good. 

I need to get back to Good Sams Hospital and get some stitches. 
Visit Mama and Papa while I’m there.

“I would love to visit with y’all,” I whisper toward Artie, G and the 
folk, “but I seem to be bleeding quite a bit. Hope this makes up, just a 
little, for betraying you all in San Francisco.”

I stand up, then look toward the sky.
“God Goddess All There Is,” I say, “I know this doesn’t make it 

right again. I know Craig’s dead because of me, but maybe, just maybe, 
saving Michael’s life right now makes for at least a part of an amends. 
Maybe a little? Just a little?” 

I wince at the pain. I really need to get to the hospital before I bleed 
to death.

I stand and begin to walk back to the street, away from my Tucson 
friends.

“You done good,” I hear a small voice say. “Really good.”
I turn. I see no one.
I shrug and continue walking toward the hospital.
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Peter Saum, Jr.
Sunday, June 6th, 2076: 1:22 a.m.

On the sidewalk in front of the Alameda Alano Club, 
Los Angeles, California

“That was a close one,” says Earl.
“Hush, Earl,” I say. “I’m trying to listen.”
Earl pouts. He does that sometimes but I was a little short with him 

just now.
“Sorry,” I say to him.
He waves me off.
I turn my attention back to my grandson and his girlfriend, who are 

just off to my left. Michael and Chessie are on my right, from where I 
am standing, floating, whatever. The four of them still have their guns 
in their hands, but not at the ready. The barrels are pointed toward the 
ground now.

“What in heaven’s name was that?” Artie asks to no one in particu-
lar, putting his pistol back in its holster.

“That, my friends, is Los Angeles,” says a guy I don’t recognize. 
Must be a man from the 12-Step meeting.

“That’s it?” says Georgia, more than a little pissed off.
“That’s it,” says the stranger, “Guns go off here all the time. 

Morning, noon and night.”
“Let’s get back to the station, sweetheart,” says Georgia to Artie. 

“And get on the fucking train to Tucson. I’ll call Mags and tell her we’re 
just going back to Union Station, and will forgo the safe house. I just 
want to get out of this fucking town.”

About as mad as I’ve ever seen Georgia. I suppose she’s just had 
enough, of death, killings and bullshit for the time being. Just wants to 
sleep in her own bed. I don’t blame her. Artie just nods. Chessie looks at 
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Michael but doesn’t speak. Michael stares across the street, still on full 
alert. It’s OK now, Michael. Bad man is dead. 

The four start to walk down Alameda toward the train station. I 
stay put. 

Earl gives me this look, like ‘Can I speak now?’ I smile.
“Yes?” I say to Earl.
“What just happened?” he says.
“Nothing much,” I say, “Just my grandson averted death one 

more time.”
“Did you have anything to do with that?” he says.
“Now, Earl,” I say, “You know we angels can’t do much.”
“I know, but we were just talking and then you disappeared and 

then I found you here, after all the commotion.”
“Just sending Love and Light,” I say, “Love and Light.”
I look skyward into the gloomy cloudy night.
God Goddess All There Is. I know you probably didn’t have any-

thing to do with this, but if you did, I’m not complaining. 
I place my right hand on my chest where my heart used to beat and 

close my eyes.
“God, make me an instrument of your peace,” I say to the sky and 

to Earl too.
“Where there is hatred, let me sow love.
Where there is injury, pardon.
Where there is doubt, faith.
Là où il y a le désespoir, que je mette l’espérance.
Là où il y a les ténèbres, que je mette votre lumière.
Là où il y a la tristesse, que je mette la joie.”
Ô Maître, que je ne cherche pas tant à être consolé qu’à consoler,
à être compris qu’à comprendre,
à être aimé qu’à aimer,
For it is in giving that we receive.
It is in pardoning that we are pardoned,
and it is in dying that we are born to Eternal Life.”
I sigh. Eternal Life. I now have a different understanding of that 

concept.
“I didn’t know you knew French,” says Earl.
“I taught him,” says Chartreuse, floating up to Earl and me.
“Hey, honey,” I say.
I bend over and kiss her cheek, or where her cheek once was. She 
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kisses me lightly on what used to be my lips.
“Hey, sweetheart,” Char says. “Nice prayer. Old school. Very nice.”
“Thanks, Char. So, where to?” I ask.
“I haven’t smelled the creosote of the Sonoran desert after a rain for 

years,” she says.
“We can’t smell, honey,” I remind her.
“I know,” she says, “but I can still remember the smell.”
She breathes deep or something. I can’t help but breathe deep too. 

Like when you yawn because someone else does.
“Yes,” I say. “We can remember.”
I grab her hand and we are gone.
Way off in the distance, I hear Earl shout.
“Wait for me. Oh crap.”
“Should we go back for Earl?” Char says.
“Nah,” I say. “He’ll find us eventually. I just want to be with you, 

alone, for a while.”
I put my arm around her ghostly waist. We’re flying high above 

Los Angeles now, moving southeasterly at a slow pace. We could be 
in Tucson in a blink of an eye, but I don’t want that. I want time with 
my sweetheart. I want to see her eyes as she looks down on the desert 
at night. A waning moon travels overhead, three quarters full, illumi-
nating the empty streets of Los Angeles, then the empty I-10, then the 
empty hills south of San Bernardino. Finally it’s just creosote, rock, 
mountains and cactus. I pull her close to me. She turns and looks at me 
with her young-old eyes, and then back down at the desert below.

“Delicious,” is all she says.
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Benny “Shotgun” Grummen
Sunday, June 6th, 2076: 1:41 a.m.

Union Station Cafe
Los Angeles, California

I raise my coffee cup so the waitress sees me. She grabs a coffee pot 
and moves toward me. Nice piece of ass. Blowjob lips and a great fuck-
ing rack. Wonder if she would give me a quickie in a closet. 

She refills my cup. I’d like to fill her cup.
“Thanks, sugar,” I say.
“You’re welcome,” she says. The name tag above her tits reads ‘Ruby’.
“Ruby,” I say, “you can drop the check. And by the way, you have 

a very pretty mouth.”
“I’ll get your check,” Ruby says, giving me the evil eye, and then 

turning on her heel to walk back to the counter.
“Bitch,” I say quietly to myself.
My Sat-phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out. I look to see who 

it is. Bunny.
“Yep,” I say into the phone.
“Is Dollaride dead?” I hear Bunny say.
“Well, how are you too, asshole,” I say.
“Do you really want to fuck with me now?” he asks.
“I always want to fuck with you, Jefe. And to answer your question, 

no. Michael Dollaride still walks among the living.”
“Fuck,”
“Patience, boss,” I say, “If not here in LA, on the train. If not on 

the train, in Tucson. I’ll get him. He just has a lot of guns around him, 
right now.”

“And that’s my fucking problem how?” asks Bunny. “I hired you to 
do a job. Even gave you front money which I never do, just in case one of 
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those other assholes I hired don’t kill Dollaride before you do. My guess 
is they will all fail, stupid addict fucks. But you! You, Shotgun, are my 
ace, and I’m fucking counting on you.”

“Goddamn it, Bunny” I say. “Have I ever let you down?”
“Benson, Arizona,” he says.
“OK, Benson. But besides Benson.”
“Benson,” he repeats.
“Fuck you,” I yell and close my Sat-phone.
Ruby looks over at me from the register. I smile. She doesn’t. 
Cunt.
And then in walks Dollaride with the three others from Tucson. 

Dollaride sees me. I see him. He sees me seeing him. I don’t see that les-
bian Fed bitch with them. Good thing. I’d have to kill her if I did see her. 
Right here, right now, no matter the fucking consequences. She knows 
what happened in Benson.

Dollaride says something to his friends. They walk away and get a 
faraway table. Now look at this. Dollaride is walking up to my table. I 
put my hand on my gun, in my belt under the table. Dollaride give me 
open palms and smiles. I relax my hand.

“Hey, Shotgun,” says Dollaride. “Long time. Can I join you for a 
second?”

“Join me!” I say, “Join this, motherfucker.” 
I hold up my right hand and show him where my pinkie used to be. 

Then I laugh.
“Sorry about that,” says Dollaride.
“Ah, it’s nothing. It’s my strumming hand,” I say. That’s a fucking 

lie. Almost died when it got infected and it hurt for months. I’d kill you 
for fun if I wasn’t getting paid.

“I saw you back in Watsonville,” says Dollaride. “Where are you 
heading?”

“Tucson, then El Paso.” Lie. “Was visiting a sick friend in San Jose,” 
I say. Lie again. I have no friends in San Jose.

“He, she OK?” asks Dollaride.
“She’ll live.”
I don’t speak. He doesn’t speak. We just look at each other. He 

knows I’m lying.
“Well, just wanted to say hello,” he says. Liar. “And to say I’m sorry 

about your finger and I hope no hard feelings on your part about the 
pinkie.”
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Liar again. You came over to check me out, to see if I was bird-
dogging you and your crew. Just you, asshole. But now you know, don’t 
you, motherfucker.

“Nah,” I say, “It’s no thing. I do miss drinking with you, bro, in 
Santa Rosa.” Brother my ass. “We had some good times.”

Then I see that look. I place my hand on my pistol again.
“I don’t remember many good times,” he says.
Another long pause. Then I smile.
“A.A’s put a load of crap in your head, my friend,” I say. “You 

weren’t as bad as you think.”
“Yeah, I was,” says Dollaride. “Not as bad as you, but bad enough. 

No one is as bad as you.”
Now, I give a genuine laugh. I’m going to feel a little bad having to 

kill you, Michael. You were my friend, my road dog. Now you’re just 
a soft God Goddess All There Is praying, pompous prick. I smile. The 
three P’s. You funny, Benny.

“You’re right there,” I say. “I do seem to be the baddest of the bad.”
“Always were, always will be, I suppose,” says Michael. “If you ever 

want to stop Brigham, get in touch. I work at the 7th Avenue Studios in 
Tucson.” 

Michael. Michael. Michael. I don’t want to stop. I love my life.
“If I ever do, I’ll look you up,” I say, smiling much too hard.
Michael extends his hand.
“Take care of yourself, Benny.” says Michael.
“Always do,” I say, taking his hand and shaking it.
We let go of each other’s hands. Michael smiles and nods. Fuck you, 

Dollaride. He turns and walks toward his table and his friends.
I could shoot him in the back right now and then in the head and 

then in the balls. But I still need to get home, and if I shoot him here, 
in Union Station in Los Angeles, I’m going to have a hard time getting 
a train out of here. And I don’t know no Richie-Riches to fly me home 
from L.A. Plus if I shoot him, it’ll ruin any chance I have with Ruby. 

I look her way. Her back’s to me. Check out that ass. She feels me 
looking at her and turns. I smile. She still ain’t smiling.

Fucking cunt.





350

President Sasha Obama Fulbright
Sunday, June 6th, 2076: 4:44 a.m

The South Portico of The White House
Washington, D.C.

I love this time before dawn when the sky is orangey-black, when the 
darkness recedes, when the details of the world can be seen once again.

I look down at the grass in the South Lawn. I remember Easter egg 
hunts with my mom and dad. I also remember being told I couldn’t go 
play on the lawn by myself. I so wanted to play in that grass. I miss 
Mom and Dad. Particularly Dad. They’ve been dead so long now. 15 
years. Died in the 41 Nights of something. Mom and dad just died. 
Probably from sadness. But I survived. Had a bad case of the sniffles for 
a while but that was about it.

I thought my first term would be about ending The Oil Wars and 
getting the economy back on track. Damn it all, I was planning on 
getting our troops out by the end of 2060 anyway. It was an election 
year, you know, and the Republicans were being real dicks about every-
thing. And I was making headway toward peace with the Saudis and the 
Iranians, goddamn it, but then Epiphany came…and fuck-it-all.

Now look at that sun. Orange and true and round on this hazy sum-
mer morning. Sasha, for GGATI’s sake, stop thinking about the past, 
will you? Just morbid reflection. Focus on that sun there. You don’t have 
time for the past. But what do I have time for? I’m so freaking tired of 
leading this country, putting it back together, being nice.

I’ve lived in this damn house for over a third of my life, eight with 
Mom, Dad, my sister (rest her soul) and Grandma, then what? 21 years 
now as President? Sweet God. I’m 75 years old. Time for someone else 
to take the reins. Thank GATTI, I have Flo as my Veep. The convention 
is set for August in Atlantic City and everyone knows Flo is my girl to 
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succeed me. She’s young, smart, and a Washington kid like me. She’ll do 
fine. I just need to make the announcement soon that I’m not going to 
run again. Maybe do it on one of my 48-state stops in the coming weeks, 
this patriotic whatever, to celebrate the 300th birthday of The United 
States of America. Maybe on the Fourth of July itself. Bill will figure it 
out. My chief of staff always does. I sure wish he had slept with me last 
night. I need a man’s touch as much as I need a healthy country.

I hear a mourning dove coo. His mate lands next to him on the railing. 
I hear a knock at the door. I pull my bathrobe tight around me.
“Come in,” I say.
In comes Chester, my personal aide.
“I thought I heard you stirring, Madam President,” Chester says. 

“Would you like a cup of coffee and some breakfast.”
“Just coffee. No breakfast,” I say, “Wait. A pumpernickle bagel 

with cream cheese would be nice. And my usual coffee.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he says, “Toasted bagel?”
“Yes, please,” I say.
“I’ll bring it right up to you, Madam. Want The Post, ma’am?”
Chester has the newspaper tucked under his huge arm. Good to 

have a tall ex-pro-football player as an aide. 
“No,” I say. “I’ll wait. Bring me the coffee and that bagel first. 

Thank you, Chester.”
“Yes, ma’am,” and he closes the door behind him.
I shake my head. I can’t resist. I just feel frisky this morning. Like 

I’m not every day? Damn it, Bill. Where are you? I’m horny.
I walk over to my bed stand and open the drawer. I see my vibrator 

and my cigar box. I consider the dildo. Nah. I open the cigar box and 
pull out a Cuban. Thank you, sweet island in the sun. The world almost 
ended but Cuba, you didn’t lose your tobacco seeds nor the skills to roll 
the leaf. 

I take the cigar out of its wrapper. I find my clippers in the drawer 
and snip the end. I bring the cigar to my nose.

Deep breath, sucking in the essence of the tobacco. I sniff again. Ah, 
my, I swear I love this part almost as much as I like smoking the damn 
things. One more sniff.

I grab the lighter from the drawer and walk back out to the patio.
I light the stogie with my Presidential Seal lighter. I consider the sun 

again. Consider the Zippo lighter too. They used to sell these in the gift 
shop I’m told. I pull on the cigar and swirl the smoke in my mouth and 



STU JENKS

352

exhale. I blow a smoke ring. Not a very good one. I try again. Crap. 
Try again. This time, I’ll pay attention. My dad taught me this. Use 
your tongue, he’d say. I do. A perfect ring drifts off the portico into the 
bright sunshine. 

This could be a very good day. 
We won’t know until we make it.
We won’t know the future until we make it. Good line.
Need to put that in my speech at the convention.
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William “Bill” Monroe
Sunday, June 6th, 2076: 7:15 a.m

South Railroad Avenue, Armory Park
Tucson, Arizona

Damn, this coffee is weak. I really need to not skimp on coffee. I 
don’t have many things left that give me a buzz. I need the buzz.

I need God. More God. Some God. Shit.
Been worried half to death about Artie, Michael, Georgia, and 

Chessie. Been days since I’ve talked to Artie. What is me being co-
dependent and what is me just being worried as all get out that they’ll be 
killed before they get home? Christ, El Grupo has already killed Craig. 
Who else do they want to kill?

Craig M. What a good man. A solid 12 step guy he was. No bullshit, 
no expecting God or Goddess or whatever to do it all for us, but know-
ing that it’s the balance, that without God we are just the same jerks we 
were when we drank too much. 

Saw one of the men he sponsored at a meeting last night. Big old 
tough guy. Name’s Hugh. Sober five years. Never saw Hugh cry ever. He 
hardly speaks at all, in meetings or out. He did cry last night, talking 
about how much Craig meant to him. He cried so hard, all of us were 
crying by the end of his share.

I sure wish Artie would call. He left me G’s Sat-phone number in 
case of emergency and he’s made it clear that few know Georgia is rich 
and that he and G would like to keep it that way. And boy, I understand 
that. Richie-Riches are hated people. We never see them. We know they 
live in the foothills and we occasionally see their jets and choppers fly 
overhead, but many people, hell, even me, think it’s because of them 
that the world almost died. And yes, I am grateful President Fulbright 
holds their feet to the fire and makes them pay out of their own wealth 
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the costs of putting America back together again. For I see it as pen-
ance for what they did, being greedy, hateful, selfish bastards, starting 
wars with people I don’t even know or care about, encouraging me as 
a kid to go fight in those wars, making oil more important than God, 
and making money the fucking God of all things. I hate them (not as 
much as I used to, but I still hate them), but I don’t hate Georgia. She’s 
trying to do good with her life and with her money. Plus, she’s from 
Wyoming and her family didn’t make most of their money until after 
the 41 Nights. But only a very few people know she’s a Richie-Rich and 
if I call her now her phone will ring with that distinctive Sat-phone ring, 
from whatever hiding place she has it stowed. And the only reason I 
want to call today is because I’m scared to death for them. 

Great Caesar’s Ghost. Think, Bill, think.
I throw out the cup of Joe I’ve made and boil some water and pull 

out the Earl Grey I received from Artie last Christmas. It was a joke gift. 
An expensive joke gift, for he knows my addiction to coffee and how I 
feel about British things, but I think I need a cup of tea right now. I need 
to meditate on all of this stuff.

I fill the kettle with water and put it on the burner. I turn the stove 
up to high. It’ll take a few minutes for the water to boil.

I grab my tattered old Twelve Steps And Twelve Traditions book. I 
randomly turn to a page. My finger lands on page 112.

“Can we accept poverty, sickness, loneliness, and bereavement 
with courage and serenity?” it says. “Can we steadfastly content our-
selves with the humbler, yet sometimes more durable satisfactions 
when the brighter, more glittering achievements are denied us? The 
A.A. answer to these questions about living is ‘Yes, all of these things 
are possible.’ We know this because we see monotony, pain, and even 
calamity turned to good use by those who keep on trying to practice 
A.A.’s Twelve Steps. And if these are facts of life for the many alcohol-
ics who have recovered in A.A., they can become the facts of life for 
many more.”

I close the 12 and 12 and place it on my kitchen counter. I close my 
eyes. I take a deep breath.

“Just be here,” says the quiet still voice. 
“Just be here,” I say to the empty room.
Another breath.
Yeah, just be here. You’re right. I can’t do anything for my friends 

while they’re on the train. I can only do so much, even if they were right 
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here in Tucson right now. Bad people are everywhere, but so are good 
ones. I can continue to be a good one. I can be a better man. 

Trains coming from California stop in Tucson at 6 p.m. and 9 p.m 
daily. I’ve been down at San Agustin Depot at six and nine, for two days 
now. No Artie. No Georgia. Just keep showing up, Bill. Just be here, for 
them, when they do get home. 

“It’s in God’s hands” is too simple, too naive. God is here. God is 
great, but God can’t stop bullets. Nor can angels I suspect. But men and 
women can stop bullets, can return fire, can protect each other, can be 
strong and bold. 

Problem is Artie is a such a shitty shot with his Smith and Wesson. 
Georgia’s a damn good shot. And Michael and Mags are with them, 
and I know they can shoot. Straight, true and fast. Haven’t a clue how 
Chessie shoots but she makes a hell of a cup of coffee, I tell you. Hope 
she shoots as well as she brews.

I laugh to myself.
Artie ain’t no fool. None of them are. But, damn it, this world, 

this goddamned world. Craig. My wife, Grace. My daughter, Susan. 
All dead and millions more dead. Why am I still alive? Hell, why not? 
Twelve years sober and I can hold down a job and help others to recover. 
I’m not doing too bad. 

The water’s boiling. I pour it over the tea bag in my cup. Smells kind 
of orangey. Didn’t expect that. I let it steep for a minute.

Twelve years. And I can still feel Grace and Steph sometimes, or at 
least I think I feel them. God, I wish I could hold Grace again. I wish I 
had any woman to touch. But that’s on me. That cute grandmother at 
the Tuesday meeting has been flirting with me, but I just fall silent and 
dumb when I’m around her. What’s her name? Bootsie, that’s right. I 
could ask her out for coffee. Better yet, ask her to go with me to the 
station tonight to meet the train. Makes it a bit 12-Steppy that way. 
She goes to the noon meeting at Central Office as well. Today’s Sunday. 
Wonder if she’ll be there? Can’t hurt to hit the nooner anyway. 

I remove the tea bag from the cup and place the bag in the trash. I 
take a sip. Damn, this shit is good. If I had known that, I would have 
drank Earl Gray sooner. Hmmm. Yum.

I walk out the front door of my house and sit in that old wooden 
chair on my front porch. Air’s dry but cool. It’ll heat up soon enough. I 
sip some more of the Earl Grey. Yeah, Bill. Just pray for their safe return 
and go to the station again tonight and see if they get off the train. And 
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if they don’t get off the train in a week or so, call Marshal Gutierrez’s 
boss at the Fed Building and see if everything’s all right. 

Another sip. Hmmm.
All right. Go to the nooner at Central Office and see if Bootsie’s 

there. And don’t chicken out, Bill. Ask her out. The worst that can hap-
pen is she’ll break the shit out of your heart. 

Better to feel pain and sadness than to feel nothing at all.
Shit, fuck that.
I want to be happy again.
I sip some more tea.
I tell you, this fancy pants Earl Grey tea is very good.



358

Susan Monroe
Sunday, June 6th, 2076: 7:45 a.m

South Railroad Avenue, Armory Park
Tucson, Arizona

Nice to see my Dad smile. He’s been so worried about his friends. 
I’ll send more than my usual amount of the Love of the Ancestors and 
the Light of God and Goddess his way today.

Mom went and became human again, just last month. She could 
have gone to The Great Big Sea but she didn’t want that. Not yet. Dad 
won’t ever feel her presence again unless he runs into some baby at a 
hospital. I can probably figure out which baby Mom is, but I don’t think 
that’s good for me. I trust what they told me in Angel Ghost School. Let 
the reborn be. It’ll keep you stuck.

Beautiful sunrise this morning. Think I’ll float onto Dad’s roof and 
check it out.

Ah, nice. Look at those Catalina Mountains. I sure love those peaks 
and hills.

And I surely love my daddy.
A hummingbird just flew through my ghostly chest. Kind of tickles. 

It circles back around and hovers in front of my face.
“Hello,” I say to the bird.
He hums for a couple seconds, looks into my angel eyes, and then 

flies away.
“Goodbye,” I say.
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Benny “Shotgun” Grummen
Sunday, June 6th, 2076: 7:52 a.m.

Union Station
Los Angeles, California

“Suck it, bitch,” I say, “Suck it hard.”
I force my cock down her throat, holding the back of her head. The 

bitch gags. I release her head.
“That the best you can do?” I ask.
“I like it baby, when you fuck my face,” says the redhead. 
Saw this bitch out in front of the station at dawn, all fucked up. I can 

spot a whore from 100 yards. Bought her for an eight-ball of Brigham. 
“I like it when you suck my dick, bitch,” I say.
This alley works just fine. Doesn’t smell too much of piss and come, 

and I can keep my eye on the train platform too. 
Nice. Now that’s better.
“Good, baby, good,” I say.
The redhead moans. That’s right. Do that tongue thing. There you 

go. Swallow all of me.
“Sunset Limited will be boarding in five minutes,” blares the 

loudspeaker from the platform. “Sunset Limited, going to parts east. 
Maricopa, Tucson, El Paso, San Antonio, Houston, Lafayette, and New 
Orleans, boarding in five minutes. We’ll be departing at 8:30 a.m. sharp. 
Again, the Sunset Limited will be departing at 8:30 a.m. sharp. Thank 
you and thank you for traveling with AmTrak.”

The speaker goes silent.
The redhead continues to moan and do her work.
I feel my orgasm coming.
“Suck it,” I say. “Suck it good.”
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Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena “Mags” Guitterez
Sunday, June 6th, 2076: 8:04 a.m.

Union Station
Los Angeles, California

I’m ready to leave this God-forsaken city, this God-forsaken state. 
I miss my Stephanie’s touch. I miss Tucson.
A breeze blows a small cloud of dust off the tracks. People begin 

boarding the train, but I’m waiting for the gang to show up. Girls said 
they need to go to the john. I told them to wait until we got on the train 
but I couldn’t dissuade them. Wait ‘til they see the ladies room. It will 
blow their mind. I promise not to say I told you so. 

Ah, here’s Michael and Artie.
“Good to see you, my good men,” I say.
“Good to see you too,” says Artie.
“Now, Marshal,” says Michael, “don’t overreact or anything with 

what I’m getting ready to tell you.”
Can’t we just leave damn L.A. without something else happening. 

I hear a gunshot down the tracks. Guess Los Angelenos have money to 
burn on bullets.

“What,” I say.
“I had a little conversation with Benny Grummen, a little while 

ago,” says Michael.
“Where?” I say, louder than I wanted to. “About what? Where is 

Grummen?”
“Mags,” says Artie. “Calm down.”
“Calm down?” I yell. “That’s all I’ve been doing is trying not to 

react to all the crap going on around me. Gunfire everywhere. Drug 
sales in front of me. I broke up a fistfight just fifteen minutes ago in front 



STEP ZERO

363

of this fucking station, and now, you tell me, you had a little chit-chat 
with one of the most wanted men in Arizona?”

Michael bows his head slightly. Good. You should feel ashamed. 
Then he looks me square in the eye.

“Marshal,” he says, “Benny was having breakfast in the station 
cafe. I just wanted to get a feel on why he’s here.”

“And why do you think he’s here,” I say, still mad.
“I don’t know,” says Michael, “but he didn’t shoot me, nor try too. 

He may just be waiting for a better time to kill me. We were friends back 
in the day, you know?”

I know.
“He did say,” continues Michael, ”that he’s heading to El Paso via 

Tucson. He might have been lying about that, but probably not. At least 
we pretty much know he’ll be on today’s train with us.”

I begin to calm down. Another gun shot, this time a few streets 
over. Christ.

“Yeah, I guess it would be better to apprehend him in Tucson, not 
here,” I say, “And if I arrest him now, then I have to babysit him on the 
train as well as you guys.”

This makes Michael and Artie smile. It wasn’t meant as a joke.
“True,” says Artie. Artie touches my shoulder.
“I know this makes you nervous,” says Artie. “We’ll keep an eye 

out for him, as I know you will too. And you can arrest him when we 
get to Tucson.”

And I can see us trying to arrest him here. Shotgun wouldn’t go 
without a fight and we’d probably get into an exchange of fire, and I 
could kill bystanders and etc., etc., etc. Those etc. always have a lot of 
paperwork attached to them. Now, that’s cold, Magdalena. I could call 
the Marshals here but then they would hold him and we would still 
have to extradite him to Arizona. And I know it’s much safer to arrest 
murderers close to home. 

I look up. Artie and Michael are looking at me funny. Oh. I haven’t 
said anything for a while. Oops.

“OK,” I say to the two men in front of me. “I’ll call ahead and we’ll 
arrest him when he gets off the train, but if he draws on us Marshals in 
Tucson, we will kill him.”

“I’ve got no problem with that,” says Michael.
I look around. No Benny. I see Georgia and Chessie walk out onto 

the platform. They wave. They look a little green. I told you so. I open 
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my Sat-phone and dial home.
“Hey, Frankie,” I say, “I’m fine….is Chief Bledsoe around?…OK…. 

Great…. When he gets out of his meeting, could you have him call 
me?…No, no…. Don’t interrupt him. Just have him call me as soon as he 
can…. Thanks, you, too. Have a great day. And oh, what’s the weather 
like…? Figures.  Anyway, I’ll see you in a couple of days.”

I hang up the phone.
“Still no rain yet,” I say to Artie.
“It’s still early,” he says. “We’re a month away from Monsoon 

Season.”
“I know,” I say.
I love rain. Rain is my goddess.
“Holy Mother of God,” says Chessie to all of us. “The bathroom 

here was unbelievably awful. Not only was the toilet paper like news-
print but the smell.”

I smile, just a little. I don’t say a word.
I told you so.
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Rachel Rothman
Sunday, June 6th, 2076: 11:11 a.m.
Sin Vacas Estates, Catalina Foothills

Tucson, Arizona

The light coming through my bedroom window makes everything 
yellow. I breathe in and breathe out. I look at my fingernails. I really 
shouldn’t bite them.

Twack, twack, twack. I know the sound. I walk out onto my bal-
cony to watch Daddy’s chopper lift off. I wave to him. I can’t see him 
through the glass bubble of the chopper, but I hope he’s waving back.

Twack, twack, twack. Daddy rises high in the sky and turns toward 
downtown, or is he going to the yard? I don’t know. I haven’t seen anyone 
yet this morning. I’ve just been in my room, reading a book about cats. 
I wish I had a cat. I’ll ask for one for Christmas. They’re expensive since 
they are so rare but I’ll bet Daddy can find someone who breeds them.

My Sat-phone rings. I look at the name. It’s Eva. I think about 
picking up but I don’t. I don’t need to talk with Eva right now. She’ll 
probably walk over at some point today anyway, or maybe I’ll walk over 
to the Holtzhacker Estate instead. Eva drives me a little crazy, always 
talking, always complaining about this and that. Jiminy Cricket, she has 
nothing to complain about. She’s rich, beautiful and lives up here. She’s 
like me. We have everything we want: A nice house, nice clothes, a Sat-
phone, books, music and 20 acres to roam around in, and another 3000 
joint-owned by my family, her’s and the Jacksons. There are guards at 
the bottom of the hill and guards above us. We have everything.

Everything. Right. Everything except something real, something 
dirty, something lovely, something sexy. 

I know I’m horny. I know it’s been a year since Philip, Eva’s brother, 
went to college in France, since we last made love, since I last made love 
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to anyone, but the missing piece is something else. Something mysterious.
I guess I should make an appearance. I open my bedroom door 

and head downstairs. My brother Abe’s playing some automotive video 
game on the huge flat screen in the living room. I hate that fucking TV. 
I hate TV and video games and all that TV crap. 

“Hey, bro,” I say.
“Hey, Rach,” he says. “Wanna play with me?”
“No,” I say, “Thanks. Where’s Mom?”
He doesn’t take his eyes off the game. Just motions his head toward 

the downstairs patio.
“Thanks,” I say.
“Sure,” says Abe. Least he invited me to play. Still, I wonder how 

long he’s been up. Two days, three, four? Judging by the color of his skin 
I’m guessing four. He gets extra pale and bony after being up for three 
days or more on Mormon Tea.

I walk onto the patio. Mom’s running on her treadmill. She runs hard, 
going nowhere. She’s so thin. No breasts, no ass. I can see the points of 
her backbone sticking out under her running suit. Creeps me out.

“Morning, Mom,” I say.
“Oh, morning, honey,” she says. “How are you?”
“I’m fine. How’s the run?”
She looks down at the screen in front of her.
“Two more miles to go,” she says. “Why don’t you have Francesca 

fix you some breakfast?”
That’s a thought.
“All right, Mom,” I say. “Don’t run too much.” Please.
“I won’t. Love you,” she says.
“Love you too, Mom.”
Please Mom, eat something.
I walk back into our home and head toward the massive kitchen 

near the rear of the house. I smell bread. I love bread.
Francesca’s mixing something in a bowl when I enter.
I wish I had breasts like her. Mine are small and pointy. Her’s are 

full and beautiful. I hope someday I fill in like Francesca. I hope some-
day to be like Francesca—a great cook, a good listener, a believer in 
God Goddess All There Is. She lost her parents in the 41 Nights but 
never lost heart, or at least not all of her heart. I admire her. She’s lived 
with us for twelve years now. She’s taught me everything I know about 
being a young woman, about boys, about men, about the world the way 
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it really is. Not the way they say it is on the TV. She’s taught me about 
politics, and the responsibilities of the wealthy to help the poor. About 
our president Fulbright and Sasha’s father, Barack. About her family 
and life in Tucson before and after the 41 Nights. Francesca’s family 
are fifth-generation Tucsonans. She still visits her brother on Saturdays 
on her day off. Dad, GGATI bless him, flies her to her brother’s house 
in Barrio Anita every weekend. Picks her up too. What would be a five-
hour horseback ride or  an hour Flex-truck journey becomes a 15-minute 
chopper trip. Daddy loves Francesca too. Too much, I’m afraid.

“Hey, honey,” says Francesca. “Want some breakfast?”
“Just coffee, and some of that bread I smell,” I say.
“Did you sleep well?” she asks.
“Not so good,” I say. “I had bad dreams. Well, not bad ones. Lonely 

ones where I was all by myself up here. No Mom, no Dad, no Abe, no you. It 
was dark but there was no electricity and fires burned in the valley below.”

“You watching some documentary about the 41 Nights again?” 
she asks.

“No, ma’am,” I say, “Just my book on cats.”
“Well,” she continues in her beautiful voice, “there are many spirits, 

many ghosts in the world. Sometimes the ghosts pass through us as we 
sleep and they leave a bit of memory with us. It doesn’t hurt us but it 
can influence our dreams. Least that’s what my brother Pablo thinks.”

She pauses and doesn’t say anything. She then pulls out the cross 
around her neck and kisses it.

“Dios se nos y también con usted,” she says.
“Y también con usted,” I reply. And also with you.
She walks over and puts a hot cup of coffee in front of me. And a 

pitcher of real cream. I don’t even have to ask.
“Want your bread toasted?” Francesca asks.
“Please,” I say, “Por favor, mi otra madre.”
“Su segunda madre,” she says, playfully wagging her finger.
“No,” I say and walk over and give her a hug. I break the hug, hold 

her shoulders and look at her square in the eye.
“You are my other mother,” I say. “My friend, my teacher, my other 

mother. Not second. My other.”
I pull her in and kiss her neck. She grabs me hard and pulls me into 

another tight hug.
“Te quiero mucho, mi hija,” she says.
I love you too.
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Jesus “Bunny” Ortiz
Sunday, June 6th, 2076: 12:10 p.m.

Above The Ortiz Ranch
Santa Rosa, Arizona

When is it ever going to fucking rain? No rain last winter to speak 
of either. No wildflowers this spring. Where are the fucking rains? The 
pendejo weatherman says it’s a thing in the Pacific Ocean. What kind of 
thing? Chinga tu madre.

I slump a little in the saddle. I lean forward to smell Zanita’s mane. 
I smile.

Zanita, let’s get to the top of this hill. 
“Yaah,” I yell to my sweet mare.
I slacken the reins, and squeeze my thighs into Zanita’s side. No 

need to spur this girl. She trots for only a second or two and is soon in 
full gallop. Good girl. The grass is brown and high, but I can still see 
prickly pears so as to avoid them, but I hardly have to look. Zanita is 
way ahead of me. She doesn’t like cactus, nor do I. She breathes hard 
as we head up the hill. I should probably pull her back to a canter but I 
know she likes to run. We pass a couple of old mesquite trees and a dead 
palo verde and we are at the top of the rise. 

“Good girl,” I say to Zanita, patting her neck. She is my best horse 
ever. Almost as good as Nalda, my childhood horse, but hell, who am I 
to say? Nalda was a sweet filly, but not a war horse like Zanita. Gunfire 
doesn’t scare Zanita and she’s been shot twice. And she’s even stron-
ger now since she’s had a couple of foals. I love Zanita more than any 
woman I’ve ever known. OK, not more than my madre and my her-
mana. Family is the most important, but Zanita is family too. The only 
family I’ve got left, not counting that bastard child in Tucson. Pinto 
doesn’t count. Sure, he does count. I’m just kidding myself. I love my 
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Pinto boy. I need to go visit him next time I’m in Tucson. He was twelve 
last month. Maybe I should buy him a horse, and rent a stable to keep 
him in. There is a nice stable off 22nd Street. We could just board his 
horse there. Todo lo que.

I gaze to the north and see miles of flat desert in the hot noon sun 
and way to the east I can just see the top of Baboquevari Peak. I’Itoi, a 
god, lives there I’m told by my Tohono Indian friends. They are afraid 
he’ll come down and kill them, wipe out the Tohono People, they say. 
They say I’Itoi wouldn’t like that they grow Mormon Tea, that he has 
come down before and killed the Tohonos. I tell them, their God may 
come down and punish them but if they stop growing Brigham, I’ll kill 
them before I’Itoi does. I really shouldn’t be so mean to them. They do 
make a lot of money for me and my family, but hey, I got to keep my 
employees in line. Fear seems to work the best with real consequences 
attached. I don’t have to kill that many people. Just one or two uppity 
Tohonos a year seems to do the trick.

Chinga tu madre, what am I doing thinking about business right 
now. I’m riding my favorite horse, it’s a beautiful day, and Tricia was 
fucking my brains out this morning before I even had breakfast. It’s a 
good damn day.

I dismount Zanita and stoke her face. 
“Yes,” I say, “you are my war pony, my warrior princess, and I have 

a present for you.”
I reach into my saddle bag and find a Red Delicious apple. Took five 

pounds of apples from one of my Richie Rich customers last week when 
he was behind on his payments. Would have cost me a $1000 a pound 
if I had to buy them on the open market, but I didn’t. He gave me the 
apples after Johnny kicked his face in and bit on his hands. The Richie 
Riches really freakout when you bite them. Got some apples and my 
money too. Good day in business.

“Here you go, my sweet Zanita,” I say as I place the apple near 
her nose. 

I notice blood on the apple. I spit on it, take a rag out of my back 
pocket and wipe it off.

“Now,” I say, “a nice, clean apple.”
Zanita take the apple and crunches it in her mouth. Takes her a little 

while to eat it all but she does. Good girl.
“Want another, mi novio?” I ask her.
She nods her head.
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“I’ll take that as a ‘yes.’”
I reach into my saddle bag again and pull out another Red Delicious. 

I check it for blood. It’s clean. I cut the apple in half with my pocket 
knife. One half to Zanita and one half for me.

Crunch, crunch goes my mare. Crunch, crunch I go.
“Mmm,” I say. “Delicious is the right name.”
As I chew, I give Zanita’s neck a kiss.
“Te amo, mi caballo dulce,” I say. “Te amo.”
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Harold Knight
Sunday, June 6th, 2076: 5:45 p.m.

7th Avenue Studios
Tucson, Arizona

“That’s good, very good,” I say to Marvin, my best weaver. 
“Thank you, Jefe,” says Marvin. “I think we’ll have plenty of blan-

kets for the Christmas-Winter Solstice season.”
“And rugs too,” I say. “But we’re still behind on scarfs.”
“I’ll get to them in a couple of weeks, Harold. We have plenty of 

time,” says Marvin. “Just wanted to get all of the blankets done first.”
“Good idea,” I say. “You are almost as organized as me.” Almost, 

hell. Marvin puts me to shame, but I don’t want to tell him that and 
have it go to his head.

“I’m going to walk over to the pottery studio to check on things 
over there,” I say. “Then I’m going to walk downtown to get the mail. 
You hold down the fort?”

“You bet, Jefe,” he says.
“Great. See you in a hour or so. Call me on my Flex if you need 

anything,” I say.
“You got it.”
I walk out of our large building and head over to the potters’ shed. 

Whatever made me take up running the potter’s shed after Bruce’s 
death. Sweet Mother of Jesus. I’m 72, for Pete’s sake, and I don’t need 
any more worries. Really, I don’t, but people need plates, cups, bowls, 
and platters, and Bruce ran one of the top two pottery joints in town. 
Couldn’t go and see it fold. It would be a sin.

And I have Michael to do most of the managing of the potters. 
When he’s here. What possessed me to give him permission to go on 
that trip to San Francisco with Artie? Yes, yes, Margaret is managing 
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our three employees just fine and the work is going out the door, but I 
depend on Michael for more than I care to admit. But, but, but….

I did right to let him go, but I didn’t figure he’d be gone for three 
months. I was thinking maybe six weeks at the most. He has kept in 
touch, some. Just got a letter from him two days ago. He wrote they 
were leaving San Francisco and hope to be home in Tucson by the first 
of the month. That was six days ago. Christ, I wish he would call. 

At that, my phone rings. I pull it out to see who it is.
“Well, I’ll be a monkey’s uncle,” I say, “I was just thinking about 

you, Mr. Michael Dollaride.”
It’s hard to sound irritated when I’m so happy to hear his voice.
“Hello, Harold Knight,” he says. “How are you?
“I’m good, very good,” I say. “Just walking over to the potter’s shed 

right now to check on them. You know, Margaret has been doing great 
in your absence. But we need you home, Michael.”

“That’s why I’m calling,” says Michael. “I can’t talk long. I’m using 
Marshal Gutierrez’s Sat-phone. I just wanted to let you know, GGATI 
willing, we’ll be home tomorrow night.”

“Wonderful,” I say. “Where are you now?”
“I think just a little outside Yuma,” says Michael. “We’re going to 

spend the night there tonight and then leave in the morning. We should 
be in Tucson around 9:00 p.m. tomorrow. And I should be able to be 
back at work either Tuesday or Wednesday.”

Silence on the other end of the phone. Did I lose the connection?
“Michael, you still there?”
“I’m here,” he says, “Mr. Knight, do I still have a job? I’d under-

stand if you’ve fired me.”
“Fire you!” I say. “Why, in the Lord’s name, would I fire you?”
“I have been gone a long time,” he says.
“Heavens, Michael. You get your ass back here and get to work,” I 

say. “I can’t fire you. I need you too much.”
Is that a laugh over the phone? I’ve never seen or heard Michael 

laugh before.
“OK, Harold,” he says. “I’ll be there bright and early on Tuesday 

morning.”
“Nonsense,” I say. “Wednesday noon-ish will be just fine and not to 

work but to visit and bring that new girl you mentioned in your letter. 
What’s her name again?”

“Chessie,” Michael says. “Chessie Dupree.”
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“Yes, Miss Dupree,” I say. “Bring her if you can, and we’ll have 
some tea and then I’ll put you to work in the afternoon for a few hours.”

“Thank you, Mr. Knight,” he says.
“You’re welcome,” I say. “So call me Monday night when you get 

back to town, so I’ll know you are safe.”
Safe. Right, safe. Like any of us are really that safe anymore.
“I will, Harold, and thank you again for being so patient with me.”
“Son,” I say, “it’s nothing at all.”
“Yes, it is. It’s a lot of something, Harold,” he says, then I hear a 

pause on the phone. 
“I’ve got to go,” Michael says. “Talk to you, tomorrow night.”
“All righty,” I say. “Safe home, now.”
“Adios,” he says and this time, the phone does go dead.
I can’t wait to meet this new girl. Georgia called a couple weeks ago 

and told me Michael’s in love. In love! I’ll be a monkey’s uncle.
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Michael Dollaride
Sunday, June 6th, 2076: 7 p.m. sharp

Grijalva Station
Yuma, Arizona

It’s the magic hour, that time when everything is rosy and golden 
from the setting sun.

So much as changed since we came through here months ago. Not 
the town. Us. 

Mags didn’t know what to think of me, back then. Is he a good guy 
or just a bad guy pretending to be good? I think she knows now, I’m 
a good man who’s done some very bad things. Artie and I were close 
of course, but now we’re like brothers in arms as well as brothers in 
recovery. Georgia was someone I knew only a little. Now, she’s some-
one I would truly lay my life down for. And Chessie. Chessie Dupree. 
Someone who was just a pretty woman who served me coffee in Tucson 
before. Now, a woman whose smell makes me hard, whose steely gaze 
makes me weak, whose laugh makes me quake, and whose skin makes 
me regret I’ve been single for so long. 

I would kill anyone who tried to hurt her. Anyone. 
I may be sober, I may be a slightly better man than I once was, but 

I’m still a killer. I know how to kill. I’m not scared to kill. I don’t want 
to kill, but I will.

Our train slows to a stop. Yuma.
I really need a meeting. I can tell because I’m thinking too much 

about killing. Not a good sign. I’m glad we’re stopping here for the night. 
I pull out the Arizona M.T.A. meeting schedule from my backpack’s 

side pocket. Stained with who knows what. I’ve had it for years. 
Yeah, a meeting just started.
“I need a meeting. Bad,” I say to Artie, who just stepped off the train.
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“Bad, eh?” he says.
“Bad.”
Chessie, Mags, and Georgia join us on the platform.
“I’m starving,” says Mags.
“Me too,” says Georgia.
“There’s a good Mexican place right next to the hotel we’re staying 

in,” says Mags.
“What hotel?” I say.
Mags just gives us that look again of ‘No worries. Everything’s 

on me.’
“Marshal,” I say, “You can’t keep spending government money on 

us. We can pay our own way.”
“True,” she says, “but I want to. And it’s not Federal money I’m 

spending on three rooms. It’s my money.”
“Mags!” yells Georgia, but only falsely complaining.
“My treat,” she says.
“Thanks, Marshal,” says Artie. “You really don’t have to.”
“I don’t have to do anything,” she says. “Well, that’s not true.”
We all laugh, including me. Still not used to hearing my own laugh.
“Mags,” I say, “Artie and I are going to hit the 7 o’clock Mormon 

Tea Anonymous meeting down the street. Can we meet you at dinner in 
about an hour or so?”

“Sure,” says Mags. “Look for us either at The Colorado Hotel, just 
down the street, that way,” she points, “or at Micha’s Mexican restau-
rant next door. We’ll be at one of those.”

“Let’s hit the hotel first,” says Chessie. “I need a bath.”
“So then, let’s go,” says Mags. “See you both soon.”
“See you,” I say.
Chessie leans into me and kisses me hard.
“Have a good meeting,” she says.
“Thanks,” I say. 
God, I love her smell.

I recognize some faces. Pretty good sized meeting. We’re late but not 
that late. A guy named Frank is just getting an eight year chip. Everyone 
applauds. Artie and I find a seat.

“Does anyone have a topic relating to addiction or a question about 
recovery?” asks the woman who is chairing the meeting. She looks 
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familiar. Yeah, she was here last time. She was talking about her kids 
being taken away by her ex, due to her Brigham addiction, that she 
understood why the father of her kids took them away from her. She 
seemed solid in her recovery, whatever that means. I smile. I know what 
that means. What was her name. Susan? No, Sally, I think.

Still no one has brought up a topic. That happens. Sometimes peo-
ple are too shy or too tired or too humble to bring up a topic.

“My name is Sally and I’m an addict,” says Sally.
“Hey, Sally,” say the people in the room.
“Well, I guess I’ll bring up a topic. Let’s see,” she says, looking 

down at a piece of paper in front of her, “how about The Fourth and 
Fifth Steps?”

Silence.
“And The Eleventh Step,” she continues. “Four, Five and Eleven. 

Anyone?”
More silence.
“My name is Chuy, and I’m an addict and an alcoholic.”
“Hi, Chuy,” say the folks.
“I’d like to talk about The Fourth and Fifth Steps,” says Chuy. “In a 

word or two, they changed my life. I’d been sober six months, not really 
doing anything beside praying to God, going to meetings and getting by, 
and being completely fucking insane around my wife taking my girl and 
my boy away from me. I had a sponsor but I wasn’t really using him, 
except to call on the phone and bitch.”

Chuckles.
“Yeah, Mark is a fucking saint. I love you, Mark,” says Chuy, look-

ing toward a white guy in the corner. Mark smiles and nods.
“Anyway, Mark kept telling me I needed to do the other steps, not 

just One, Two and Three. I balked, like it says in The Big Book. I stalled 
and just put it off. My rage fueled my sobriety for many months but then 
I started to hatch a plan to kill Lois and run away with my two children. 
Had a plan and everything. I’d go to Blythe and get my kids and kill my 
wife. It’d be easy. And I didn’t tell a soul. Didn’t tell Mark even, and he 
knows that I used to blow guys for Brigham. And I ain’t even gay or bi 
or anything.”

Big laughs from mostly the women.
“And I had enough sobriety,” continues Chuy, “to know that keeping 

secrets from my sponsor ain’t good, but I still wouldn’t work a Fourth 
and a Fifth. Then, I had a using dream, which was no big deal. I have 
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using dreams all the time. But this time, I killed Lois in my dream. Two 
nights later, I had the same dream. A week later, I murdered her again in 
that dream. It scared the shit out of me. Not that I was killing Lois, but 
I couldn’t help thinking about killing Lois, both awake and asleep. And 
I knew that it was only a matter of time before I used Brigham again, 
that I’d go back to work for El Grupo and all that shit. So I called Mark 
and we sat down for coffee and he gave me a Fourth Step worksheet that 
some guy, seventy years ago in Cocaine Anonymous, used to lead people 
through The Steps. And I got right on it. Shit, it only took me a week of 
writing at night to get down all of my wrongs and a few of my rights, 
and I don’t write so good….”

I’m listening now. I have a similar story. I bet his story is going end 
a lot like mine, like millions before me and him.

“…so one day, when Mark and I ain’t working, we ride our bikes 
down to the river and I do my Fifth Step with Mark. I talked and talked 
and he didn’t say anything but just sat there with that fucking soft look 
on his face…,”

Laughter.
“…smiling every once in a while like some fucking idiot.”
Chuy now laughs with himself as well as with the group.
“So I talked and talked. I told Mark everything or at least every-

thing I could remember. All the El Grupo shit. All the beatings I gave my 
wife. And all the thoughts I had about killing Lois. And after it was all 
done, he was so kind to me, encouraging me to be a better man and all 
that shit. But he was also straight with me and said, ‘Chuy, before you 
go and kill Lois, you need to call me first, all right?’ he said and I said, 
‘OK, Mark’, not really meaning I would. But a funny thing happened. 
I didn’t dream about murdering the mother of my children anymore. 
Now, I ain’t going lie here. I did still think about killing her for a while 
in my waking hours, and I did leave Lois off my amends lists for an even 
longer while, but now she’s on my Eighth Step list. I ain’t ready to make 
amends to her yet, but she is on the fucking list….”

Big laughs, including me.
“And I don’t want to kill her no more. I really don’t. I’m not ready 

to apologize to her for anything yet but Mark says it’ll either come or 
it won’t but not to worry about it too much. He says, ‘Just keep talking 
honestly to me, Chuy. Just keep talking and praying and you’ll be OK,’ 
he says. All the fucking time. Anyway, I’m talking too long here. Just 
saying the Fourth and Fifth Steps helped me to not want to kill my wife 
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anymore. And that’s a good thing. For me, for my kids, hell, for Lois 
too. OK, I’ll shut up now.”

“Thanks, Chuy,” says a few people in the room.
Yep. Chuy’s story wasn’t that much different than mine. I fantasized 

about killing Bunny Ortiz for a long damn time. 
Now? Not so much. Some, but it feels different. I don’t want to per-

petrate revenge on that asshole, but I do want him to stop trying to kill 
me. Now I want to kill him so he just stops hurting my friends. Is that 
really that different? I just can’t think of another solution to this prob-
lem than killing Bunny. I can hear Craig M.’s voice in my head, saying 
to pray and meditate about my problems and see what solution comes to 
mind. Have I really prayed and meditated on this at all? Not very much. 
Yeah, I need to pray on this. Be still with it. 

“…my meditation times in the morning are powerful to me,” says 
a woman I haven’t been listening to, since I’ve been listening to my 
head instead. 

“When I meditate,” she continues, “I find solutions to my problems 
that I hadn’t thought of. Some are just inspirations, some solutions are 
just nuts and bolts like ‘Christine, just go to the grocery store and buy 
some food.’ But no matter what, I always get an answer that helps.”

Criminy. I need to ask for help. That’s it. I need to talk with Marshal 
Mags about this shit with Bunny and see what she and the Marshals 
want to do about it. I didn’t even think about that, actually talking to 
law enforcement. Me talking with the cops? Wow. And I need to talk 
with Artie, G, and Chessie, too, about Bunny and this shit. For Pete’s 
sake, Michael. You don’t have to carry all of them on your shoulders. 
Let your friends carry you for a change. Let the cops help.

Artie leans to his right, signaling he wants to whisper something 
in my ear.

“Great meeting,” he whispers.
“Yes, it is,” I whisper back.
You have no idea, my friend. 
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Georgia “G” Swann
Monday, June 7th, 2076: 1:25 a.m.

The Colorado Hotel
Yuma, Arizona

I stare at Artie while he sleeps. He’s said he finds it creepy when he 
wakes to find me watching him, but he’ll get used to it, he says. But if 
he’s sleeping and he doesn’t wake up, he doesn’t know, does he? I’ll bet 
his soul can feel my love. Thoughts are energy, you know. They can be 
good or they can be bad. They can hurt or they can heal. I just love him 
so. Loving him isn’t bad. 

I can’t sleep. I usually sleep like a log after Artie’s made love to me. 
Today, I thought we were going to break the bed and his tongue on my 
clit? Oh. My. God. Never has a man made me come like he does. A tiger 
in bed and a kitten other times. I’m so lucky. Not really a kitten. I need 
to think of a better analogy. Best not tell Artie I see him as a kitten.

Crap, I still can’t sleep. I could just lay here for a bit and see if I 
fall asleep.

OK.
OK.
OK.
Nope. Not working.
‘Go outside and breath in the night air,’ says the quiet still voice 

within.
Okey dokey. When you speak, I try to listen.
I pull on my jeans and my boots and grab a T-shirt. No bra. Don’t 

need it.
I walk out of our room and lock it behind me. I leave the key with 

the desk clerk.
“Just going out for some air,” I say to him.
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“Yes, ma’am,” he says. “Be safe.”
“I will,” I say.
I walk across the old lobby with its high ceilings and its old Spanish 

Revival trim and details. So pretty. 
And I’m outside. Nice air. Very nice air.
I breathe in deep. I do miss smoking sometimes, like now, but I’m 

glad I stopped smoking last year. The more I did deep breathing medi-
cation, the more it got in the way. But a cigarette would be nice right 
about now. 

I breathe in deep again. The thought of smoking tobacco begins to 
pass. I rub my leg. It’s healing up nicely. Still itches but that’s fine. 

Another deep breath.
“Nice smell, eh? The river, I mean.” says a voice in the shadows.
I turn quickly to the voice. I don’t say anything. I reach for my pistol 

but I didn’t strap it on. Fuck.
“Sorry, G,” says the voice. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”
Out of the shadows walks Michael.
“You did spook me a little,” I say. A lot, really.
“Sorry,” he says. “Didn’t realize you couldn’t see me.”
“It’s OK,” I say, “Now, give me a hug.”
A quick hug. We break.
“I can’t sleep,” I say, “You?”
“Yeah,” says Michael, “Worried about what’s ahead in Tucson.”
“For you, a bunch of unfilled pottery orders and the wrath of Harold 

Knight,” I say.
“Yes,” chuckles Michael, “that’s for sure. It’s Bunny and Shotgun 

I’m worried about, like you don’t know. I don’t know what to do, G. Kill 
Bunny and Shotgun? Sic the Marshals on them? Go out for a pow-wow at 
Bunny’s place in Santa Rosa and ask him to leave me and all of my friends 
alone? Or was it just Pig who had a hard on for me? Maybe Bunny doesn’t 
want or need to kill me. But maybe he does. I just don’t know.”

“You have been thinking,” I say.
“Way too much thinking,” he says.
“Have you talked with Mags?” I ask.
“Not yet,” he says. “Part of me doesn’t want to bother her. She’s 

done so much for me, for Artie, for all of us, and the President is com-
ing in a month to give her a medal  or something I heard. I’m sure she’s 
going to be very busy when she gets home, with El Grupo and with 
Sasha Fulbright coming. But not talking to her about this doesn’t feel 
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right. For once, I’m confused on what action to take and that’s not like 
me, G. You know that.”

“I do,” I say, and then I stay quiet. One thing I’ve learned in the 
Program is that the greatest gift I can give a friend is my attention. Not 
advice, or suggestions. My attention, my ears, my love. Most if not all 
people know what the answers are to their problems. They just need to 
air them out or write them down or pray about them, and the answers 
do come. Add to that, I’d like to kill some members of the Ortiz family 
myself but that might not be the right answer either. I’m a little too close 
to this to offer any advice. So I just listen.

“I was just out here,” continues Michael, “trying to meditate on the 
Ortiz-Shotgun problem. Didn’t hear an answer. Mostly, just the sound 
of the palm trees blowing overhead and of my own thoughts going 
round and round. My goddamned monkey mind. I don’t know. What 
do you think, G?”

“I don’t know either,” I say, “And hell, Michael, Pig Ortiz shot me 
and killed Craig. I’m not the person to talk to about a rational solution 
to the Ortiz family shit. But my first thought is…well…I don’t think 
killing Bunny Ortiz will make this all go away. Shotgun probably wants 
you dead too.”

We both get quiet.
“I’ve got an idea,” I say. “Why don’t we both just breathe on it, pray 

on it for a couple minutes and see what comes up.”
“Can’t hurt,” says Michael.
So we do. I close my eyes and breathe in and then out. So does 

Michael. Nothing for a bit, just the trees and the winds and my own 
breath. Then I see a quick vision in my mind’s eye, of Michael shaking 
Bunny Ortiz’s hand, both men smiling. Weird. I keep breathing. I hear 
a can roll down the street. Then a bit of the Void where nothing and 
everything is. Ah. I love the Void. I open my eyes.

Michael sits quietly on the hotel steps, eyes open, looking neither 
happy nor angry. Just here.

“I had a vision of what to do or I think it was something like that,” 
he says.

“Tell me yours and I’ll tell you mine,” I say.
“You had a vision too?” he asks.
“A little one,” I say. “Nothing too big. But one strong image did 

come to mind.”
“Tell me yours first,” he says, “and then I’ll share mine.”
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“Okey dokey,” I say. “It wasn’t a big thing. Just an image of you 
and Bunny, or who I think is Bunny, shaking hands and smiling inside 
of a big house with what appeared to be a large room filled with old 
Mesquite furniture. That’s all.”

Michael eyes pop as big as saucers. His mouth drops open.
“Holy shit,” he finally says. “Was the house on a hill?”
“I think so, but I’m not sure,” I say.
“And was there a big wooden table with a eight high-back Mesquite 

chairs around it?”
“Yes, Michael, there was.”
“That’s the old Ortiz Ranch house,” he says. “And that furniture, 

that table, those chairs are old Ortiz family heirlooms. I sat in those 
chairs a lot, drinking tequila and telling lies with Bunny and the boys, 
back in the day.”

“Really,” I say. My turn to be astonished.
“I had a similar vision, Georgia,” he says, “but no table and no 

chairs, but in mine, I saw Bunny’s smiling face as I shook his hand.”
“Wow,” I say.
“Yeah. Wow is right,” he says. “G, I know what I need to do. I can 

feel it. I need to go have a parley with Bunny at his ranch. It’s a three day 
horseback ride from Tucson. Or maybe I can talk with Shotgun, and 
ask him to set up a meeting, either at the Ranch or in Tucson. Bottom 
line? I need to see Bunny face to face, and see if we can put an end to 
this vendetta. I’m not sure of the outcome, but something needs to give.”

Michael closes his eyes and breathes again. So do I. I see the big 
table, the tall old chairs. I see Michael. I see Bunny again. I open my eyes.

“I don’t ever want to tell you what to do,” I say, “but Michael, my 
good friend, I think you need to go to Bunny’s and shake his hand. Bury 
the hatchet.”

He chuckles to himself.
“Either bury the hatchet in the ground,” he says, “or bury the 

hatchet in his head.
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Monday, June 7th, 2076: 2:25 p.m.

On The Sunset Limited
Approaching Maricopa, Arizona

“I sure wish you had woken me up,” I say to Georgia. “I feel like I’m 
out of the loop on this one.”

That’s putting it mildly. She could have told me about her and 
Michael’s little nocturnal spiritual experience this morning over coffee, 
or at the station, or any time over the last five hours on the train.

“I’m sorry,” she says, “but I had to just run it over in my head a little 
more, pray about it a little more. You know.”

I don’t really know. I thought we were closer than this. I’m pissed 
and scared shitless.

“Glad your prayers said for you to talk to me eventually,” I say.
“Me too,” she says. “But I would have talked with you soon about 

it anyway, if not today,” 
“I wish you had talked about it with me a lot sooner, honey” I say. 

“I understand Michael not talking about it for a while, but you, honey?”
She kisses me lightly on the lips. I kiss her back with no enthusiasm. 

I’m angry with G. Kissing me now isn’t going to make it all better.
“Sorry,” she says.
I shake my head.
I don’t say anything for a while and just look out the train window 

at the desert. Bright, sharp, deadly in the early afternoon sun.
G takes my hand. I don’t push it away. But I don’t really want to be 

touched right now.
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Chesapeake “Chessie” Dupree
Monday, June 7th, 2076: 3:03 p.m.

New Union Station
Maricopa, Arizona

“You’re going to fucking do what?” I yell.
“I’m sure I’m doing the right thing,” says Michael. “I’ll be careful.”
‘You’ll be careful? You’ll be careful?” I yell. 
I can’t stop yelling.
“And how in the hell are you going to get to the Ortiz Ranch?” I yell 

again. “Ride a horse all that way, or are you going to fly like a bird?”
“Marshal Mags said she can fly me on the daily chopper to Sells,” 

says Michael. “I’ll pick up a horse there and ride the rest of the way. 
It’s only a day’s ride from Sells to Bunny’s ranch, and the Tohonos have 
great horses so I should be fine.”

I rub my face. 
“You should be fine?” I say. “Tell me you’re not going by yourself.”
“Mags said a Tohono deputy will come with me and make sure I 

don’t get lost,” says Michael. “Deputy named Matt Antone, I think. 
Good man, says Mags. And I already know the way to Bunny’s, but it’ll 
be good to have another gun along.”

“I…,” I say, “I…aw, fuck this. Just fuck all of this.” 
I turn and walk back down the train platform. Great. I’ve just 

now fallen in love for the first time in years, and now that guy is going 
to get himself killed. I stop and look at our train. People mill about. 
A harmonica player plays some old blues under an awning, his hat 
at his feet for tips. A father kisses his wife and young son goodbye 
and steps on the train. A very old man talks to himself by the outside 
water fountain. I look toward the station. Michael walks out, sees 



STU JENKS

392

me, and walks over. I turn away. I feel his hands on my shoulders. I 
slowly turn around.

“Honey,” he says, “just listen to me.”
“OK,” I say, “I’m listening.”
“Yes,” he says, “I did have the same vision as Georgia about this 

in Yuma, but it’s not an all spiritual woo-woo, flaky-ass decision I’m 
making here. El Grupo has been dogging me, dogging us for weeks 
now. They’ve killed one of my best friends and shot another. Shotgun 
Grummen is on the train with us. Bunny or Shotgun mean to kill me 
and anyone who gets in the way. And they are not going to stop once we 
get home to Tucson, even if the Feds arrest Shotgun. I could hunt down 
Bunny and kill him, but then what? The next Ortiz brother in line will 
take over the business. I forget his name. Young kid. Anyway, he’ll come 
after me. And Shotgun will continue to try and kill me probably, if he’s 
free. And it goes on and on and on. I only have two choices: let them kill 
me or see if we can negotiate a truce. But I sure as hell don’t want to die. 
I don’t want to fucking die, honey.”

He touches my face with his hard hands.
“I’m truly happy for the first time in years,” he says. “I have…I guess 

love…in my heart or some such thing. I can’t put it into the right words, 
but it feels like love. And not just for you, Chessie, for a lot of people.”

He pauses and looks away. His eyes are moist.
“I love Artie and Georgia so much,” he says. “They…”
He stop talking. He looks sad. Most of my anger fades away. 
“What?” I ask, grabbing his hand.
“But,” he says, “I now have hope of being happy for many years to 

come. With you. With us. With the whole fucking world. And not just 
in the here-and-now-wonderful-with-you, honey, but a future with you, 
and I haven’t thought about the future with anyone since I was a kid.”

He wipes away a tear from his cheek.
“I want a future with you, with my friends, with my country,” he 

says, “but I have to stop this fucking vendetta. If I can. And if I can’t, 
I’ll die trying, I guess. But I don’t want to die. Not now. And I’m tired of 
the killing and the hurting.”

He looks away again and sighs.
“Oh honey,” I say, hugging him, “I’m simply scared I’ll lose you, 

now that I have you.”
We hug for a while. We don’t speak. I look over Michael’s shoulder 

and see Georgia standing alone on the platform. She gives a weak smile. 
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I return it. 
“All right,” I whisper into his ear, “I’ll let you go, but only on one 

condition.”
“Name it,” he says.
“Take Georgia’s Sat-phone with you and call me along the way 

there, after it’s done, and on the way home.”
Michael steps back, surprised.
“What?” he says, “G has a Sat-phone?”
“Shhh,” I say. “Hardly anyone knows. Her father gave it to her last 

year. She rarely uses it. I’ve used it three times on this trip already to 
check in at the coffee shop. I’m sure she’ll loan it to you.”

“Well, I’ll be damned,” he says.
Michael turns to face Georgia. He mimes putting his hand to his 

head, like it’s a phone, and then points to the sky. Georgia puts her fin-
ger to her lips, miming a ‘shh’ and slowly nods.

“Well, I’ll be goddamned.”
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William “Bill” Monroe
Monday, June 7th, 2076: 6:30 p.m.

San Agustin Train Station
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

“I guess they’re not on the six o’clock train,” I say.
“I guess not,” says Bootsie.
A few people still mill around, picking up their bags, their musi-

cal instrument cases and their backpacks. Long shadows fall on the 
tracks from the station fence. I look out to the street and see two cabs 
take some passengers home. A young couple unlock their bikes from 
a bike cage, adjust their backpacks and peddle away. A man in a very 
nice sport jacket grabs his two suitcases and walks down Toole Avenue. 
I don’t know the man but I know the couple on the bikes. Maybe the 
businessman is from out of town. 

Shoot, where was I? Spacing out again. Bootsie looks to the right 
and then back at me.

“Well, I’m going to hang out around here until the 9 o’clock arrives. 
You hungry?” I ask Bootsie. God, I’m nervous. God, Bootsie’s beautiful.

“Starving,” she says, making direct eye contact with me.
“Can I buy you dinner at The Cup?” I say.
“I would love dinner with you,” she says.
“All righty,” I say. It’s going to be OK, even if it isn’t OK.
Bootsie hooks her arm through my elbow. She smells like lavender. 

A perfume? Where did she find that?
“Ah, OK, great,” I say. “They have great nachos at The Cup and the 

baked eggs are amazing. A bit expensive but awfully good.”
“Salad sounds fine to me,” she says. I love her salt and pepper hair. 

Her smell. I think I’m going to have a heart attack. No. No. I’m OK. For 
Pete’s sake, Bill. Take it easy. It’s just dinner.
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“Let’s go,” I say, and I find myself walking. The Hotel Congress 
is just across the street from the station. I look both ways on Toole 
Avenue. A Flex-truck speeds toward us. I stop up short to let it go by. 
Three horsemen and one horsewoman are trotting toward us but we can 
get across before they get to us. A girl with very long blond hair pedals 
by on a knobby-tire bike. I step off the curb. I forget Bootsie has hooked 
her arm to mine and we stretch like a weird human accordion.

“Oops,” I say and then she trips off the curb, bouncing into me. 
I grab her close to keep her from falling into the street. We hug for a 
second or two. I feel her body close to mine. I look down at her small 
frame. She smiles up at me. I smile back.

“Oops,” she says and laughs.
“Oops,” I repeat and laugh along with her.
“You smell great,” I say before thinking.
“Why, thank you, Bill,” she says. “It’s a lavender perfume an old 

A.A. friend in California sent me. Glad you like it.”
“I do,” I say. What old A.A. friend. A guy? A boyfriend?
Head, shut the hell up.
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Martha Saum
Monday, June 7th, 2076: 6:57 p.m.
Gabrielle Giffords Adult Care Center

Tucson, Arizona.

“Miss Saum, are you awake?”
I open my eyes. It’s that nice woman again. What’s her name? Yes, 

Kringle. Yes. No, no, no. Not Kris Kringle but something like that. 
Something with a ‘K.’ ‘K.’ Krishna. That’s it or ‘K’ for short, she said. 
Kay. Kay. Kay for short. 

“There you are,” says Kay.
“Yeah, here I am,” I say. “And how are you, Miss Kay.”
“Very well,” she says. “You dozed off there for a bit. Ready to go 

to bed?”
“I am in bed now,” I say.
“No, ma’am, Miss Saum,” Kay says. “You fell asleep in the Laz-E-Boy.”
I look around. I don’t know this room. Who is that man over 

there? Wait a minute. I know him. He’s a friend of my husband. I for-
get his name.

“What’s that man’s name,” I demand from Kay.
“That’s Dean,” she says. “I think he likes you.”
“Oh,” I say, “I like being liked.”
Miss Kay chuckles.
“Don’t we all,” she says. 
“When are we going to eat dinner?”
“We just had dinner an hour ago,” she says. “Would you like a pop-

sicle or something?”
I think about this. I’m not really hungry. Haven’t been very hungry 

at all lately.
“I’m fine,” I say. “Thank you, dear.”
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Miss Kay goes and gets my wheelchair and rolls it beside the 
Laz-E-Boy.

“Now, Miss Saum, before I move you, I have some very good news,” 
she says.

“Yes?” I ask.
“Your son called today,” Miss Kay says. “He says he should be back 

in Tucson tonight or tomorrow.”
“My son,” I say. “He’s been gone for seven years.”
“Actually, closer to three months,” says Miss Kay, “but that is a long 

time to be away from you, isn’t it? Three months. He called while you 
were asleep and sends his love and says he’ll hopefully see you tomorrow 
in the afternoon or early evening.”

“Tomorrow,” I say. Tomorrow. When is tomorrow? What is today?
“What day is today?” I ask.
“Monday,” she says.
“So Artie will be here tomorrow. That would be…,” I say. What’s 

after Monday?
“Tuesday,” says Miss Kay. “If not Tuesday, Wednesday for sure, he 

said. He told me to tell you that he loves you and that he’s missed you.”
“Good boy,” I say. “I thought he was dead. You told me he had died 

yesterday.”
“No, Miss Saum, I didn’t.” says Miss Kay. “He’s just been away.”
I nod. My son has been away.
“Been away,” I say.
“Been away,” says Miss Kay. “Now let’s get you to bed. Wrap your 

hands around my neck and give me a hug.”
I do. Then, suddenly, I’m being lifted out of my chair and into a 

wheelchair. Oh my.
“There you go,” she says. “Now, lift your feet.”
I do and off we go down the hall. Light blue walls. Clean. Nice. 

Pretty. Then I’m in another blue room. Nice walls here too. Look, a 
picture of Artie with his girlfriend. What’s her name again? She’s so 
pretty. Prettier than Artie. Thank God for that. Artie didn’t get my 
looks. Unfortunately, he got his father’s looks. I’m surprised he has a 
girlfriend. He’s too young for girls if you ask me. 

Now what is she doing?
“Roll over on your side, Miss Saum,” she says.
I do. I look at her, then down at me. Oh. She’s changing my diaper. 

That’s right. I pee in my pants now. That’s right.
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“Now the other way,” says Miss Kay.
I do. She’s so pretty. Maybe she’ll date my Artie. Homely young 

man he is.
“There you go,” says Miss Kay. “All cleaned up with a fresh diaper.”
Miss Kay pulls up my blue blanket. Now, what’s that? Oh. The head 

of the bed is going down, down, down.
“Say when, Miss Saum,” she says.
The bed goes board flat. No good.
“Raise it up a bit, please,” I say.
“Yes, ma’am,” she says. 
There.
“That’s good,” I say.
“OK, Miss Saum,” says Miss Kay. “I’ll leave the door open for a 

while but I’ll close it later, and you holler if you need anything.”
“I will,” I say.
Miss Kay leans over the bed and kisses my forehead. Sweet girl.
“Love you, Miss Saum,” she says.
“Love you too,” I say.
Then she stands over me, smiles a little smile and leaves my room. 

My room. My room. That’s right, it’s my room. 
I watch her walk down the hall.
Pretty girl. I should get her and Artie together.
Wait. He already has a girlfriend.
Does he?
Nah.
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Monday, June 7th, 2076: 7:31 p.m.

On The Sunset Limited
Near Picacho Peak, Arizona

The sky’s yellow and purple and a color I can’t describe.
The sun’s below the Shaggy Top Mountains. No clouds. Just lots 

of sky.
I feel very sad. My eyes tear up and I feel a tear or two fall down my 

cheek. Why am I sad? I don’t know. I was fine just a minute ago.
I look down at the guitar case, Michael’s guitar, at my feet. Georgia’s 

sleeping next to me. Chessie and Michael talking quietly across the aisle. I 
can’t hear what they are saying, the train is too loud. I don’t want to eaves-
drop anyway. I look down at the case again. Then I see his face, or what 
I remember his face was like. I pull out my wallet from my back pocket. I 
pull out the section that holds old papers and business cards and photos. I 
look at a small photo. It’s a little faded but I can still see his smiling face, 
his arm around Michael’s shoulder.

Craig’s face. That childlike smile. That goodness. That good guy.
My eyes drop again to Michael’s Martin in its case. I remember 

Craig’s playing: simple, nothing fancy, but always on the beat. Great 
rhythm guitarist. Never speeded up the beat. 

Then I remember when I met him two years ago at a meeting. He 
was that guy who didn’t sound like he had his shit completely together 
but wasn’t so damaged he couldn’t help another addict like me. Right in 
the middle. Middle-Path Craig.

And now he’s gone. I’ll never see him again. I’ll never talk with him 
about my fears or my hopes or my worries about Georgia and me, or my 
frustrations with The Instrument Shop, or rather my not accepting that 
some guitars are just harder to fix than others. 
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GGATI, I wish he was still alive. GGATI, I miss him. GGATI, I 
wish I could hear him play again.

But I won’t.
If I hadn’t used up my lifetime supply of alcohol, I sure could use a 

drink right about now. Some shine or whiskey or anything. 
Oh, God Goddess All There Is, I fucking hate this.
Then my face feels all funny and I can’t see Picacho Peak clearly 

through the window. I wipe away some tears. There. Better.
No, it’s not. Who the fuck am I kidding? I want a drink. I want to 

get drunk. I don’t fucking care anymore.
I then cry hard, turn my face way from the others and just stare out 

the train window into the fading yellow and purple light. 
And that other color, the one that has no name.
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Craig Maple
Monday, June 7th, 2076: 7:37 p.m.

On The Sunset Limited
Near Picacho Peak, Arizona

I used to cry easily when I was alive. I can’t cry at all now. I sure 
wish I could.

I miss you too, Artie. I’m here. I’m sending you a ton of Light and 
Love, as much as I can, but I can only do so much. 

Love Of The Ancestors. Light of God Goddess All There Is. They 
are powerful things, but not nearly enough. 

The Love of God Goddess All There Is can’t stop a bullet, heal a 
broken heart, or stop anyone from drinking again, if that’s what they 
put their mind to.

I don’t think I’m going to stay an angel ghost very long. There is so 
much I can’t do on this side of things. 

I lean over Artie and hum a favorite tune of ours. A song I had a hell 
of a time learning to play, but I could sing the harmony. A song we used 
to play when we thought about drinking and could laugh about it. An 
old Elvis Costello song we once heard on a warped CD that showed up 
at The Instrument Shop. 

I think I’ll sing it full-throated. Even if Artie can’t hear me sing, it’ll 
make me feel better.

“Down among the wines and spirits,” I sing, “Where a man gets 
what he merits. Once it was written in letters ‘bout nine feet tall. Now 
he sees how far he’s fallen, since he set his mind on her completely.”

Why stop now? Might as well sing the whole thing.
“But then I guess that you couldn’t have seen him lately,” I sing. 

“Walking around with a pain that just never ceases. He starts to speak 
and then he goes to pieces.”

Light’s almost gone from the sky. I rise above Artie and exit the 
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train through its roof until I’m standing on top of the train car. I feel 
no wind but I know it’s there. Belt it out, Craig. Only you and the other 
angel ghosts on the train and those in the desert can hear you (I see 
three floating just over there), and everyone says they like your singing. 
And angels don’t lie, can’t lie. Sing it loud, brother. 

I clear my throat and then belt it out.
“Down among the wines and spirits,” I sing as loud as I can. “Where 

a man gets what he merits. Lives with the echoing words of their final 
quarrel. The vacant chamber. The empty barrel.”

Is that a tear in my eye. Can’t be. Just moisture in the air. 
“But as he picks himself up from a sawdust floor,” I continue, 

“Clicks his fingers to that swinging door. Suddenly he’s calling out, 
more, more, more…”

That’s the spirit, Craig.
“…I’m twice the foolish man I was before,” I sing a little softer now. 

“Down among the wines and spirits.”
Venus sets in the west, just above Shaggy Top. I sit on the roof of the 

train now and take it all in.
I’m all right. I’ll decide later when it’s time to become human again 

or maybe I’ll go to The Great Big Sea. Who am I fooling? I can’t become 
an infant or go to the Void now. I need to stick by my friends and do 
what I can. And what I can do is send that Love and that Light.

And sing the last verse of this song.
“Bubbles escaping from him from the rim of a glass of grape,” I sing 

not loud, not soft, just full. “She sails through his memory just like a 
ship of shapely. As he started to sink, he was drinking and drown his 
sorrows. That fill his nights and that empty his tomorrows.”

“But as he picks himself up from a sawdust floor,” I sing. “Clicks 
his fingers to that swinging door. Suddenly he’s calling out. More, more, 
more. Speaks of invisible things he hardly credits. Down among. Down 
among the wines and spirits.”
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Roberta “Bootsie” Bowling
Monday, June 7th, 2076: 8:12 p.m.

The Cup Restaurant at The Hotel Congress
Tucson, Arizona

I wish Bill would relax. All he’s done since we sat down is talk. 
Talking about The Steps. Talking about the men he sponsors. Talking 
about the meetings he goes to. Goddess, I don’t care what meetings he 
attends. I sip my coffee.

“Bill,” I say, “I enjoy listening to you talk about the Fellowship and 
all, but I can hear what you think about recovery in the meetings. If you 
don’t mind, I’d like to learn more about you.”

Bill looks flustered. I think I just put his brain into vapor-lock. 
Funny, the word, vapor-lock. An old internal combustion term carried 
over from the days when there used to be gasoline cars. When there used 
to be gasoline.

“Sorry,” says Bill, “I just haven’t had dinner with an attractive 
woman in a long time.”

There you go.
“Why thank you, Bill,” I say, “You ain’t no chopped liver yourself.”
I do believe Bill is blushing. 
“Thank you back, Miss Bootsie,” he says.
“I have a question for you,” Bill continues. 
“What’s that?”
“Is Bootsie your given name or a nickname?”
I laugh aloud. Probably too loud for a first date. I have a distinctive 

laugh that either men love or hate, a cross between a squeal and a shout. 
Bill smiles. I hope that means he likes it.

“No, Bootsie is the name my grandmother gave me when I was 
three and it just stuck. The name on my birth certificate is Roberta. 
Roberta Bowling.”
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The waitress comes by our table. Pretty girl with jet black hair and 
jet black jeans.

“Do you all need some more time?” she asks.
Bill looks at me. I shake my head.
“Go ahead, Bootsie,” he says.
“I’d like the Hotel Salad, with mustard dressing and a side of salsa 

please,” I say.
“Salsa?” asks the waitress, perplexed.
“Salsa. Please,” I say.
“And you, sir?” asks the waitress of Bill.
“I’d like the Picacho Nachos. No jalapenos, and a side of ranch 

dressing, please.
“Ranch dressing,” says the waitress.
“Yes,” says Bill, “on the side.”
“OK,” says the waitress, shaking her head, “and I’ll bring you all 

some more coffee.” She turns and leaves.
“I think she’s new,” says Bill. “I’ve trained the staff to not think 

ranch dressing on nachos is weird. Most don’t blink an eye. She just did.”
“Did you see how she reacted to my salsa on a salad?” I say.
“I did,” he says, “Actually, it made me think you’re as odd as me.”
“Odder,” I say.
“Now that’s going to be hard to do,” he says. “Odd is good. Odder 

is better. Oddest is best.”
We laugh.
I sip my coffee. My turn.
“Bill,” I say, “I’ve seen you around meetings for years but I don’t 

really know you that well. You know how it is in A.A.. We have upside 
down relationships. I know your mother used to beat you as a child but I 
don’t know if you like President Fulbright or not. I know your daughter 
died but I don’t know if you like Elvis Costello or Elvis Presley. That 
kind of thing.”

Bill smiles. I think he still has his teeth. I like a man with real teeth.
“All I know,” I say, “is you were in the military and that you were once 

married and you had a daughter. Tell me more, Bill, if you don’t mind.”
There’s that vapor-lock look again.
“Seriously, Bill,” I say, “Just relax. You haven’t fucked up this date yet.”
“Really?” he says.
“Not yet,” I say. Be hard for you to screw the pooch with me, given 

my relationship history.
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Bill chuckles.
“Miss Bootsie,” he says, “It’s just been a very long time since I’ve 

been on a date.”
“I can tell.”
“So forgive my awkwardness,” he says.
I place my hand on top of his.
“Forgiven. Now tell me about yourself,” I say.
“Well,” he begins. “I’m a native of Tucson. Born at St. Mary’s 

Hospital in 2030. Went to Tucson High. Was a small forward on the 
Tucson High basketball team. Married my high school sweetheart in 
college. Lovely, lovely woman. Her name was Grace. I went to the U of 
A, and got a B.F.A in music education.”

“Really?” I say. “What instrument did you play?”
“Piano,” he says. “My first dream was to go to Los Angeles and play 

jazz but life got in the way. Well, more like Grace got pregnant and I 
didn’t want to drag Stephanie, our daughter, through years of being poor. 
I didn’t mind dragging Grace though poverty, but not our little bambina.”

I laugh.
“So I settled on being a high school band teacher. At least for a 

couple years. Then The Oil Wars started and I enlisted. I bought what 
they told us, about it being the end of the world if we didn’t control the 
oil in the Middle East.”

“Ouch,” I say. “Sorry to hear you believed that.”
“You and me both,” he says. “So I joined the Marines and rose to 

Master Sergeant. Lead a platoon of twenty-four men. Got stationed in 
Kuwait City. Not a bad post until The Epiphany Bombings.”

Bill falls silent. I don’t say anything either.
Then I finally say, “How did you survive?”
“I was at a seminar in Germany when Epiphany happened,” Bill 

says. “Then I came back to Kuwait as part of the clean-up, or more like 
a mop-up. I don’t like to talk about it.”

“You don’t have to,” I say. “I’m really sorry, Bill. I didn’t know you 
were over there during Epiphany. I just assumed you were somewhere 
else since you’re still alive. I’m sorry I made you talk about it.”

“I haven’t said anything yet,” he says.
True. He hasn’t said much.
“My VA counselor says the more I talk, the less power it has over 

me. I think he’s full of shit most of the time but maybe not this time. 
I’ll just tell you one story for tonight. I don’t like to live in the past that 
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much. A.A. has taught me that. But it also says in the Big Book that we 
don’t shut the door on the past either. So one quick story….”

“There was this private named Bitso,” Bill continues, “Funny kid. 
He could play songs using his armpit.”

I laugh.
“You know,” he continues, “when you use your hand to make farting 

sounds? That kid was a virtuoso. He could play Born in the U.S.A. by 
Springsteen on his underarm. You know who Bruce Springsteen was?”

“I do,” I say. “A girlfriend of mine plays a few of his songs.”
“Cool,” he says. “Anyway, this kid would get us all singing, ‘Born 

in the USA. I was, born in the USA.’ Bitso was something. Glad I got to 
know him.”

Bill stops and looks out of the windows of The Cup toward the train 
station across the street.

“I found him barely alive when I got back to Kuwait from Germany,” 
he continues finally. “Bad radiation sickness. Died four days later. Only 
guy left from my platoon. All the others gone. But Bitso survived for just 
a while. The night before he died, he said to me, ‘Sarge, you have the 
shittiest voice of the entire platoon.’ He said that just to cheer me up. 
That night, I sang him a Springsteen song.”

He pauses again.
“Which one?” I ask.
“Mansion On The Hill,” he says.
“Don’t know it.”
“Great song,” Bill says. “Bitso knew the song. He just listened and 

cried. Then I cried too.”
I see a tear run down Bill’s right cheek. And I find myself tearing up 

too. I wipe my eyes and then place my hand, again, on top of his on the 
table. I give it a squeeze.

“Would you sing me a verse of that song?” I ask.
“Not now,” he says, “Maybe another day.”
Then he looks me in the eye. A stare but not scary. A very earnest look.
“But Miss Bootsie,” Bill says, “I will sing you that song someday or 

some night soon. Maybe you can come by my place and I’ll play it for 
you on my old piano.”

I squeeze his hand again.
“I’d like that, Bill,” I say. “I’d like that a lot.”
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Georgia “G” Swann
Monday, June 7th, 2076: 8:51 p.m.

On The Sunset Limited
Just north of Tucson, Arizona

Past the ghostly shadows of the Portland Cement plant. It doesn’t 
make cement anymore. Just a salvage center, but those two tall old 
smokestacks that haven’t belched smoke in almost a century still give 
me pause every time I see them. Like sentinels from a long gone age of 
major manufacturing in America. Not that we don’t make things now. 
We make a lot out of recycled plastic, steel and rubber, as well as new 
pottery, furniture, clothes and rugs. But it isn’t like when my grandpar-
ents were young.

Past the blinking TV towers that blast the BBC, CNN and ABC 
into those few homes that still watch that shit. Not completely crap but 
close. Old Disney movies and some news and weather are pretty good 
I suppose, but mostly, it’s a complete waste of time. Papa Swann told 
me people used to watch TV all the time. Really? I only have one friend 
who even owns a Flex-TV. But they do have a TV at Martha’s adult 
care home, and I have to admit I did enjoy watching the movie Wall-E 
when I visited her a couple months ago. I’m looking forward to see-
ing Martha tomorrow. The more demented and senile she becomes the 
nicer person she is. No more barbed insults toward Artie and me. An 
occasional harsh look but that’s nothing compared to what she used to 
be like. I almost left Artie twice: once, over his drug addiction and the 
other time, over his and his mother’s relationship. Recovery has been 
good for Artie in so many ways. He discovered he could set boundaries 
with his mom. And let’s be honest here. My going to Al-Anon for over a 
year has taught me that I can say ‘no’ when I need to say ‘no’ and more 
importantly, that I just need to let things go, to let people be and make 
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my own choices around what’s right and wrong, not try to right all the 
wrongs I see around me. And if Artie hadn’t started going to A.A. and 
M.T.A., I may have never discovered Al-Anon.

Still, Martha was horrible to Artie, me and others until a year ago. 
Sure glad she’s nicer now and Artie doesn’t have to get hooked into 
her crap.

I look over at Artie. He fell asleep not long ago. We’re almost home 
but I’ll let him sleep until we get downtown. He’s worried, I know. So 
am I.

I see the abandoned high rise buildings of downtown Tucson. Lights 
glow at the base of the high-rises like bonfires in the streets. No one 
lives in those buildings but the streets still hum. I’ve missed my little 
hometown hum.

Just past Barrio Anita now, with its old adobe homes, some with 
new stucco on their walls. I love that pink that everyone is using now 
to stucco their houses. One whole freight car of the stuff rolled in last 
Christmas. Christmas and New Year’s in pink. Ah, and that smell of 
someone cooking something. I inhale hard. Could be burritos. Could 
be hot dogs. But something with enchilada sauce and….I sniff….yes, 
cheese, I think. I love cheese.

“Tucson,” barks the speaker in the front of the car. 
“Tucson, Arizona,” says the conductor. “We’ll be stopping here for a 

couple hours. If you are continuing east on the Sunset Limited, please be 
back in your seats by 10:30 p.m. If you are disembarking here in Tucson, 
thank you for traveling with Amtrak and have a wonderful evening.”

The mic clicks off.
You too, Mr. Conductor.
The train lurches a little bit. Artie wakes and opens his eyes.  

He yawns.
“We’re home,” I say.
Artie stretches and yawns again.
“Thank God for that,” he says through his yawn.
“It’s good to be home,” I say. 
I can see downtown. The warehouses where we shop. The restau-

rants where we eat. The apartments where some of our friends live, 
though we live just a few blocks south of downtown. Sure hope Bill 
watered the plants while we were gone. I’m sure he did. He’s a little 
spacey at times but he’s a solid man. Now, the lights of the station. A 
few people mill about. I know most of the faces.  
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And speaking of the devil, there’s Bill Monroe standing on the plat-
form. Sweet man, for coming to meet us. And who’s that woman with 
him? Very handsome woman.

I point to Bill.
“Look, honey,” I say to Artie. “Look who came to meet us.”
Artie smiles but doesn’t say anything.
Then he looks past me at someone. I turn. I see a very angry white 

man standing at the back of the train car. I turn back to Artie.
“Something to worry about?” I ask Artie.
“Hope not,” he says, “Shoot, where did he go?”
I turn again and the man is gone.
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Benny “Shotgun” Grummen
Monday, June 7th, 2076: 9:03 p.m.

San Agustin Train Station
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

“Excuse me,” I say to the old man in the back doorway of the car.
“What?” he says.
“Move, asshole,” I say.
“Now you don’t have to be rude,” he says.
Really? You want to fuck with me now? I’ll fucking beat you down, 

just for fun, old man.
I glare at him. The old man looks down and steps aside. There you go.
I step off the back of the train while it’s still moving. Backpack 

on my back. Rifle stowed in it. One little semi in my boot, the bigger 
revolver in my hand.

I duck behind a potted tree and then scoot over by the old statues 
of Doc Holliday and Wyatt Earp. I take off my backpack and take out 
my rifle. Good little rifle. Within just a few seconds, I have it assembled 
and at the ready. 

Train’s stopped. People getting off. I focus my rifle scope. There. I 
see that bitch U.S. Marshal and those people she likes so much. Where’s 
Dollaride? I lower my rifle and look with just my own two eyes. Shit. 
No Dollaride. I put the rifle back to my shoulder and look in the scope 
again. Fuck. Where is he?

Then I hear a click behind me. A hammer being cocked. I don’t 
even have to look. Can I get around fast enough to kill him? Doubt it. 
Bastard has got great reflexes. Motherfuck.

“That you, Dollaride?” I say, not turning around.
“It is,” he says.
Shit.
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“Mean to kill me?” I say.
“Maybe,” he says, “maybe not.”
That turns my head.
“Face forward and lace your fingers behind your head,” Dollaride says.
I do.
I see my rifle disappear from beside me, moving behind my view. I 

feel a quick hand on my waist and my revolver is lifted from its holster. 
I feel another hand at the base of my back, finding my knife. He doesn’t 
check my boots. Maybe I still have a chance.

“Here’s the thing,” says Dollaride to the back of my head. “I need 
to you to go and deliver a message to Bunny Ortiz for me, and you can’t 
do that if you’re dead.”

“Really?” I laugh. “What message? Fuck you, Bunny and all the 
family?”

“Actually,” he says, in a cool voice, “I need you to tell him I want a 
truce so I can come out to the Ranch and visit. That’s it. Just tell him I 
want to come and talk with him and for him not to kill me before I get 
there.”

“You’re asking a lot,” I say. “Hell, he might kill me for not killing 
you, Michael. Why should I do this for you?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “Maybe just for old time’s sake. Maybe 
because I did save your life in Casa Grande in ’71 and in Sells in ’73.”

That he did. Asshole.
“You calling in those old markers? Fuck, Michael, that don’t mean 

shit to me.”
It does mean something but I’m not going to tell him that.
“Then just do it in memory of Camille,” he says. “I know you cared 

for her too, Benny. I know you loved her too. Before me.”
“Motherfucker,” I mumble aloud. “Don’t you speak her name.”
“Deliver my message for her,” he says. “She always wanted peace, 

you know. When she wasn’t depressed and fucked up on Brigham.”
I want to kill him. I put my hand to my boot.
“Come on, Benny,” he says. “I know you have a gun in your boot. 

Just listen, damn it.”
Then silence. I hear his breathing. I hear my heart beating. I hear the 

distant voices down the platform. I don’t say shit. Then I feel a tightness in 
my chest and my eyes water. What the fuck am I doing? Crying? Stop it!

“Do me this one last favor. I just want to talk with Bunny. If he still 
wants you to kill me, afterwards, fine. Kill me. But I just want to stop 
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all the shit, all this killing if I can. I’ve lost a friend to this fucking war 
and I….”

He stops. I turn my head just a little.
“Eyes forward,” he says again.
“OK,” I say.
“Look, I’m taking your rifle and your pistol with me now. You have 

your boot gun so you’ll be fine. Just take the message to Bunny. Call 
him on the Sat-phone or whatever. My plan is to take a government 
Flex-chopper to Sells and then ride a horse the rest of the way. I got to 
do a couple things tomorrow but I should be at the Ranch by Friday 
evening or Saturday morning. Tell him to look for me then. Tell him I’m 
not coming to seek revenge or any such shit. I’m coming to parley. And 
to talk peace.”

“Peace,” I laugh.
“Yeah, peace,” he says. Michael’s not laughing.
“Boy, that A.A. shit has made you one weak bitch,” I say.
“Maybe so,” he says. “I just think I’m a slightly better man now. 

Slightly.”
“Barely,” I say.
Michael laughs at that.
“Yeah, barely,” he says. “So here’s how this is going to go. I’m leav-

ing now and I’m going to walk over to my friends in the station. You 
can shoot me in the back but I don’t think you will. I’ve got both of your 
firearms that have silencers on them. I know you. That pistol in your 
boot doesn’t have a silencer and you don’t like to kill loud.”

Sigh. He’s got me there.
“So,” Michael continues, “call Bunny and tell him I’ll see him on 

Friday or Saturday.”
I now turn to look at Michael’s face. Fucker looks positively angelic, 

all smiley and shit.
“It’ll be just like old times,” I say.
“Like old times,” he says and then he walks away, my best rifle in 

his hand. 
I put my hand on my boot and pull out the little semi-automatic. I 

aim at his head, and then lower the gun.
And now he’s with his friends. They look at the rifle. I see him talk-

ing to the two bitches and that skinny guy. They all three look my way. 
I’m in dark shadows so I don’t think they can see me. I see Michael sling 
a backpack on his back along with my rifle and pick up a guitar case 



STU JENKS

420

with his other hand. Then the four of them walk away toward an older 
guy and some other bitch.

Fuck.
I tuck my little semi in my belt and pull out my Sat-phone from my 

jean pocket. I dial Bunny’s number.
“Hey, Bunny,” I say, “it’s me.”
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William “Bill” Monroe
Monday, June 7th, 2076: 9:17 p.m.

Inside San Agustin Train Station
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

“Nice rifle,” I say to Michael. “You get that on your trip?”
“Kinda,” he says. 
“Well, let’s get on the shuttle and get you all home,” I say. “And it’s 

my treat. I’m buying the shuttle tickets.”
“No, no,” says Georgia, “you don’t have to.”
“I don’t have to do anything, young lady,” I say to Georgia with a 

smile. “I want to.”
“Thank you, Bill,” says Artie. “I really appreciate it.”
“You’re welcome, son,” I say, “Now let’s get going.”
I look down at all the luggage.
“Artie,” I say, “what’s in this bag? You didn’t leave town with this, 

did you?”
“No, Bill,” I say. “I got it from my grandmother. I didn’t tell you?”
“We’ve barely talked in the last….” I say.
Calm down, Bill.
“No, you didn’t tell me. Wait a minute. Before you left, you men-

tioned something about a pump organ or some such thing. I wasn’t 
paying much attention,” I say, quieter.

“You’re going to love it,” says Artie. “It’s a harmonium.”
“No!” I say, like a kid at Christmas. “Really? Can I play it 

sometime?”
Artie grabs my arm and shakes it.
“Bill,” he says, “now you can play with us at our houses, not just at 

your house. And best yet, you can play with us at New Chicks on Friday 
nights.”
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“Really?” I say. “I can play with y’all at the coffee shop?”
“We would love it,” says Georgia now. 
Georgia picks up the bag with the harmonium. She glances at Artie 

and he nods. 
“Why don’t you carry it for us,” she says to me. “We’ve got our 

hands full.”
I grab the handle and feel its weight. Weighs more than I thought. I 

look down at it, then raise my head to see my friends.
“Thank you,” I say to Artie and Georgia. “I can’t wait to play it.”
“We can’t wait to hear you play it,” says Artie.
“You’re going to rock that thing,” says Chessie, that nice owner of 

New Chicks.
“Think so?”
“Know so,” she says.
Then I feel a hand on my waist. I turn and it’s Bootsie.
“Let’s go,” she says quietly to all of us. “Let’s get all of y’all home.”
“Yeah,” I say. “Let’s go home.”
I walk toward the shuttle with the harmonium in my left hand. 

Then I feel something touch my other hand. I turn. I smile. 
For once, I shut up and don’t say anything.
I just take Miss Bootsie’s hand in mine and keep walking.
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Chesepeake “Chessie” Dupree
Tuesday, June 8th, 2076: 5:00 a.m.

Near 6th & 6th
Tucson, Arizona

My alarm goes off. I slap it off. I need to get up. Get down to New 
Chicks and see what a shambles they’ve made of the place since I’ve 
been gone. 

I listen to Michael breath. My goddamned boyfriend seems to be set 
on getting himself killed. I know, I know. He’s just trying to stop the 
war between back-then and right-now. He’s trying to save his friends 
and me from harm, but goddamn it, does he have to be so selfless? I’ve 
just fallen in love with the guy.

Ah, screw it.
I kiss his stomach and lick his belly button. He moans softly. I make 

my way down his stomach to his cock and put it in my mouth. It grows 
hard as I suck it. He moans louder. I think he’s awake now. Now, his 
cock is rock hard. I feel the head of it pulse. I love that, that throb of his 
cock in my mouth. He grabs my head softly, pulls me off of his cock.

“Come here,” he whispers.
He grabs my shoulders and pulls me on top of him. I scoot up and 

squat over his cock. He places his hands on either side of my face and 
pulls me to his lips. I love his kisses.

I grab his hard cock and put it inside of me. I grind on his cock. I 
love the way it feels on the sides of my pussy. It fills me up. It’s perfect. 
Just perfect. He thrusts hard into me. I shudder and begin to come. I 
tend to come quickly. Just the way I’m built, but it’s been forever since 
I’ve come this hard. I just keep coming, over and over. I make animal 
sounds I didn’t know could come from my body. I can hardly believe 
this. I’ve always wanted to feel this much love, this much closeness, to 
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feel this sexy. I feel like I’m the sexiest woman in the world.
After a good half hour of fucking, me on top, him on top, him from 

behind, him on top again, we stop. I can’t count how many times I’ve 
come, but Michael still hasn’t come. It’s unbelievable he’s lasted this 
long. But I know how to make him come. I know just the thing.

“I love watching you jerk off,” I say into his ear.
“I know you do,” Michael says. “I’ve never been with someone who 

likes to watch me masturbate.”
“I love it, and I love your taint too,” I say.
This makes Michael laugh. Then I laugh. Then I make my way 

down to his taint, the spot between his balls and his asshole. Before I get 
there, he grabs his perfect cock and begins to jerk off. The bed shakes 
as he strokes his cock, faster, harder. His steady rhythm shakes me too. 
I watch the head of his cock glisten with come. I love it. 

I move down between his legs and push his legs slightly apart. He 
then opens himself up to me. I love how vulnerable he becomes, how he 
lets me in, lets me here, lets me have my way with him. I’m so vulnerable 
with him so often, when he dominates me sometimes, pushing me down 
on the bed when he fucks me from behind, grabbing a handful of my 
hair and pulling on it. I’m happy he’s so open to the same. And his scent 
makes me wild. I feel myself getting wet all over again.

I begin to lightly lick just below his balls. Michael groans and tenses 
up. I can feel his taint pulse as he pulls on his cock. I hear his breath-
ing quicken. I lick his taint. He pushes his hips into my mouth. I probe 
more. He shudders. I love it. Then I sneak a lick to his asshole. Just a 
little probe with my tongue. I feel it contract. I feel the bed shake more 
and more, as he picks up his pace. I bite him on his taint and then lick 
his little asshole again. Bite and lick. Bite and lick. I press my teeth hard 
against his taint. He’s close now. His growls becoming gasps. He’s close. 
I love this. I love this. 

“Oh God, oh God,” he says.
And then he comes, his taint pulsing hard, his whole body shaking. 

I place my hand near the head of his cock and catch some of his come. 
It’s hot. So hot. It’s a lot. It’s good.

Then Michael laughs, and I laugh too.
“Oh my God,” he says.
I sit up, take the come in my hand and spread it across my tits. I can 

see Michael smiling at me in the early morning light.
“I love it when you do that,” he says.
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“You like this?” I say, massaging more of his come into my breasts.
“Yes, ma’am, I do,” he says.
“Hmmm,” I moan. “Mmmm.”
He sits up now, pulls my face to his and kisses me deep, wet, 

passionately.
I inhale his scent.
I’m in heaven.
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Georgia “G” Swann
Tuesday, June 8th, 2076: 5:11 a.m.

Armory Park
Tucson, Arizona

O God. O God. O God.
Artie’s tongue ever so gently licks my clit. He knows how to lick it 

just right. Not too hard, not too soft, just around it and then on top of 
it for a second, then around it again, then off it again.

“O God,” I say, coming hard, holding his head to my crotch.
I breathe and shudder and then catch my breath.
“Ah, man,” I say, “You are so good at that.”
“Thank you, ma’am” he says.
“Oh poor baby,” I say, noticing his nose is all stopped up. That hap-

pens for it takes me a long time to come sometimes and he has to really 
work on me for a while. I was in my head this morning. I took forever 
to come. 

“Sorry about your nose,” I say.
“I don’t mind,” he says. I can see him grinning in the dark.
Artie scoots up the bed and spoons with me. I place my hand on his 

heart. His chest hair, so soft. It drives me wild. His soft chest is like tits 
are to men. Male cleavage. Hmm.

“Well,” he says, his nose clearing up, “ready to see Mom today?”
“So romantic,” I tease, “bringing up your mother right after you 

make me come.”
“Sorry, honey,” he says. “Mom’s just been on my mind, you know.”
“It’s OK. She’s on mine too.”
“You don’t have to visit Mom with me today,” he says.
“Oh no,” I say. “I’m coming with. If I don’t, Martha will give me 

and you hell.”



STU JENKS

428

“Maybe,” Artie says.
“Maybe, my ass,” I say.
“Speaking of your ass,” he says. Artie spoons hard against my back. 

I can feel his hard-on press against me. It’s such a perfect penis.
I gasp as he slowly thrusts his cock inside of me.
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Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena “Mags” Gutierrez
Tuesday, June 8th, 2076: 5:17 a.m.

Sam Hughes Neighborhood
Tucson, Arizona

I cuddle nose to nose with Stephanie. I breath in her scent, her sex, 
her everything. 

I didn’t know how much I missed her until I saw her last night on 
our front porch reading a book. I barely said two words to her. I said 
five if I remember. 

“I’ve missed you so much.” Something like that.
I gently trace my hand down her shoulder, past her waist and on to 

her hips, then up her back and back to her shoulder. I make this circle 
over and over again.

I try not to wake her up. Took a pound of flesh out of her last night 
or rather gave a pounding to her G-spot and clit. 

I keep making my little circles. Round and around. I look out our 
bedroom window. I see the orange of a Tucson dawn. I think I probably 
should get up. Got to go talk with my boss about the chopper ride for 
Michael tomorrow. He’s already OK’d it but he has a lot on his mind. 
Might have forgotten. And Jesus Christ, Michael. Did you really have 
to let Shotgun go last night? I want to close that case. Well. It is what it 
is, but I still don’t like it.

I notice my hand resting on Stephanie’s ass. Thinking too much. 
Forgot I was making circles on my sweetheart’s flesh. I start again.

“I wondered why you stopped,” whispers Steph.
“Sorry,” I say, “I didn’t mean to wake you.”
“I’m glad you did,” and she kisses me on my neck.
“Oh, GGATI,” I say.
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“Oh, GGATI is right,” she says and continues nibbling at my neck, 
then my earlobes, then back to my neck, then the small of my shoulder.

“Oh, oh, oh….” I say.
Then she moves to my breasts, cupping them, first licking my left 

nipple, then my right. My right is the most sensitive.
And then she bites my right nipple and I completely forget about work.
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Roberta “Bootsie” Bowling
Tuesday, June 8th, 2076: 5:24 a.m.

Railroad Avenue
Tucson, Arizona

“What the hell happened last night?” asks Bill.
“I think you plowed me like a cotton field,” I say. 
“You OK?”
I laugh.
“I’m fine, Bill.”
“Didn’t know I still had it in me,” he says.
Then he falls silent.
Oh, no. I can tell he’s thinking again. Don’t think, Bill. Just be.
“I don’t know if this was the right thing to do,” Bill finally says.
“Bill,” I say, a bit annoyed. “Here’s what you’re going to do. Or 

rather, here’s what I suggest.”
Take it easy, girl. He’s not a strong as he looks.
“I suggest that you say a little prayer to God right now,” I say, “to 

relieve you of the obsession of what all of this is all about. Bill, I like 
you. I may grow to love you. I may fall in love with you. You seem like 
a pretty great guy to me.”

“Thanks,” he says, sheepishly.
“You’re welcome,” I say. “But please don’t question last night or 

this morning or any of this. Bill, we’re old. Well, not real old, but old 
by 2076 standards and we might not have many more chances at joy in 
our life.”

“Joy?”
“Yes, Bill,” I say. “Joy. This. Great sex. Good conversation. Kind 

words. All of this. So, don’t fuck this up by thinking about it too much. 
I’m sober, you’re sober, right?”
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“Yep,” he says, finally smiling.
“You like me, right?”
“A lot,” he says.
“I like you too,” I say. “You don’t have a girlfriend. I don’t have a 

boyfriend. So we’re good there, right?”
“Yes, Miss Bootsie, we’re good.”
“So don’t mind-fuck this, OK?” I almost yell.
“OK, Miss Bootsie.”
“All right,” I say.
I stop talking. I take a deep breath.
“Bootsie?” asks Bill. “Since I’m not allowed to mind-fuck you, can 

I fuck-fuck you again?”
“Please!” I yell and then I laugh. I laugh too loud. I always laugh 

too loud.
I reach for his cock. I didn’t know he had a huge cock. I’ve never 

fucked someone with such a big dick. It’s great but wow.
I feel my cunt with my other hand. I’m nice and wet. Well, I guess 

we don’t need any lubricant this morning.
Bill climbs on top of me and pushes my legs apart. I grab one of 

his hips with one hand and grab his big cock with my other. I bring 
him to me.

Bill leans close and kisses me.
“I think I’m falling in love with you, Miss Bootsie.”
“Ah hell, Bill,” I say. “I fell in love with you last night at dinner. 

Silly man.”
And I place his cock near the opening of my wet pussy. He thrusts 

into me ever so slowly. The girth of his cock feels so very good. I grab 
his ass and push his cock deep into me.
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Susan Monroe
Tuesday, June 8th, 2076: 5:31 a.m.

Railroad Avenue
Tucson, Arizona

I take my perch on the chimney. I love being an angel ghost, able to 
sit anywhere. 

I can’t feel the sun but I can see it, and I can hear the mourning 
doves flying by, like they also seem to do at dawn, tweeting that funny 
little song of theirs.

Up from the chimney, I can hear my father moan with pleasure with 
his new girlfriend. Used to creep me out as a kid to even think about my 
parents having sex. Now, not so much. Heck, not at all. I’m so happy 
Daddy has found some happiness again. He’s helped others find peace 
and happiness in A.A.. I think he’s due some of his own.

A pair of mourning doves fly right through what used to me my 
stomach. It kind of tickles. Why do they always do that?

“Hee, hee,” I say to the doves.
“Oh God, oh God….” I hear my father’s voice echo up the chimney.
O, brother.
OK, it creeps me out a little.
“Oh, Bill. Oh, Bill. Fuck me Bill. Fuck me, fuck me….” I hear the 

woman named Bootsie scream.
I raise my arms above my head and slowly ascend skyward.
I think I’ve had enough of hearing my Dad get laid.
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William “Bill” Monroe
Tuesday, June 8th, 2076: 6:21 a.m.

Railroad Avenue
Tucson, Arizona

I stagger toward the bathroom off from my bedroom. I need to piss 
like a racehorse.

I turn and smile at Miss Bootsie. She’s fallen asleep. She is so beauti-
ful. Great body. Sharp wit. Yeppers, I’m falling hard for her. Now, Bill, 
try not to fuck this up.

I turn on the bathroom light and squint. Christ, that’s bright. I take 
a piss and then get a drink of water from the faucet. I take a deep breath 
and then look at my body reflected in the big bathroom mirror above 
the sink. I don’t look too bad for an old guy. Gravity is pulling all my 
skin to the floor, grant you, but I’m reasonable for my age. 

Then I see them. My balls, or rather my ball sack. My balls are fine, 
nice and high, but what the fuck is this? This is hideous. I sure hope 
Miss Bootsie never notices this.

I now have a ton of skin drooping below my testicles. Oh, Jesus, it 
looks like the jowls of a hound dog down there. 

Jiminy Cricket, I have ball jowls. 
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Krishna “K” Harvey
Tuesday, June 8th, 2076: 10:31 a.m.

Giffords Adult Care Home
Tucson, Arizona

“You have some guests, Ms. Saum,” I say.
Martha opens her eyes. She still has a hell of a bump on her fore-

head from her fall. And she’s been sleeping a lot later and hardly eating. 
It may be the beginning of the beginning of the end.

“Hey, Mom,” says Artie. “How are you today?”
Martha smiles, then frowns.
“Where have you been?” she says.
“I’ve been in San Francisco, Mom,” Artie says. “Georgia came with 

me too.”
“Hey, Martha,” says Georgia. 
“Well, hello, Georgia girl,” says Martha. “You’re so pretty. Isn’t 

she, K?”
“Yes, ma’am, she is,” I say.
“Mom,” says Artie, “I have some sad news for you.”
“What?” says Martha, “Did your father die? I haven’t seen him in 

forever.”
“No, Mom,” he says. “Dad’s been dead for a long time.”
“Nobody told me,” she says.
Artie doesn’t say anything for a couple of seconds. Just let that go, 

Artie.
‘No, Mom,” he continues, “Grandma Char, your mother-in-law, 

died. I went to see her before she died.”
“Oh, poo,” says Martha. “Chartreuse has been dead for years.”
“No, Mom,” he says. “She died just a month ago.”
“Oh,” says Martha. “Well, she did love your father, not like your 

grandfather. Your grandfather was never around. Jerk.”
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“I know,” says Artie, “but I learned a lot about Grandpa Peter 
when I was there and he doesn’t seem like he was such a bad guy. Least 
Grandma Char didn’t think so.”

“What did she know?” Mary almost yells. “And you never knew him.”
Artie sighs. 
“I never knew Grandpa Peter, Mom, that’s right,” he says, “but I 

don’t need to stay mad at him or resent him. Grandma Char still loved 
him and I guess so do I.”

“You shouldn’t,” says Martha.
Now, Martha. You’re being a little mean now. 
“No, Mom,” Artie says directly to his mother. “I do love Grandpa 

Peter and I should love Grandpa Peter and it’s wrong not to!”
Wow. Never heard Artie be so forceful with his mother. I’m not 

stopping him. You go, boy.
“You never listen to me,” says Martha.
“I hear you all the time, Mom,” he says, “I just don’t agree with 

you. I can disagree with you and still love you.”
“You don’t love me,” she says.
“No, Mom, I do love you.”
“Hrumph,” grunts Martha.
No one says anything for a while. I don’t break the silence either. 

You done real good, Artie. 
Martha looks down at her hands, then back to Artie and Georgia.
“Oh, hi, Miss Georgia,” she says. “Where have you been?”
“In California, Miss Saum,” says Georgia.
“Oh,” Martha says. “Did you have a good time?”
“It was OK,” says Georgia.
“Just OK?” asks Martha with a smile.
“Just OK,” says Georgia.
Martha nods and smiles, then looks at her son.
“Artie?”
“Yes, Mom.”
“You have such pretty teeth.”
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Michael Dollaride
Tuesday, June 8th, 2076: 10:44 a.m.

7th Avenue Studios
Tucson, Arizona

This isn’t going so well.
Harold’s not talking. Just sitting at his loom with the shuttle in his 

hand, crying his eyes out. He’s not making a sound. Just quaking, trying 
to catch his breath.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “But I really need to go to Bunny’s ranch.”
Harold stops quaking and takes a deep breath.
“Michael, I just don’t want you to die,” he says.
“I don’t want to die either,” I say, “but more than that, I don’t want 

any more of my friends to die.”
“I know, I know,” Harold says.
“And Harold,” I say, “El Grupo might just come by here sometime 

when I’m at work and try to kill me here. They’d kill you too.”
“And why, in the Lord’s name, would they want to kill me?” says 

Harold. “What have I ever done to them?”
“Nothing,” I say, “except you love me.”
And Harold starts to cry all over again.
That might have been the wrong thing to say.
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Chesepeake “Chessie” Dupree
Tuesday, June 8th, 2076: 11:04 a.m.

New Chicks Coffee Shop
Tucson, Arizona

Weird to be back at work. I look around the shop. This place used to 
be my life. Now? It’s just part of my life. I think I have the beginning of 
a life. A real life with a boyfriend and everything. That is, if he doesn’t 
get himself killed. I hate you, Michael Dollaride. I love you, Michael 
Dollaride. Shit, I’m just mad that you are trying to save everyone’s life. 
Selfless bastard. I’m confused.

I come out of my obsessive fog. I see a customer in front of me.
“May I help you?” I ask.
“Yeah,” says a young kid in an old blue jean jacket. “I’d like a quad 

latte. Extra foam.”
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William “Bill” Monroe
Tuesday, June 8th, 2076: 12:07 p.m.

Downtown Alano Club
Tucson, Arizona

I look around the room. No Miss Bootsie. I’m glad she’s not here. 
No. I wish she was sitting next to me. I’m all discombobulated.

I really need to pay attention to the meeting but I’m obsessing about 
Miss Bootsie. God, please relieve me of the obsession of Miss Bootsie. 
Did I do the right thing last night? Do I have any business being a boy-
friend to anybody? I can barely get through the day. What does Miss 
Bootsie expect of me now? Do I support her? Does she want me to have 
sex with her all the time? Now that wouldn’t be so bad. Oh man.

“Does anyone have a topic for discussion or a question about alco-
holism?” says Cathy, the woman leading the meeting.

I don’t even remember people reading Chapter Five from the Big 
Book today, or reading the other things like we always do. I’m a god-
damned mess.

“My name is Ed, and I’m an alcoholic,” says Ed.
“Hi, Ed,” we all say.
“My heart is beating really fast right now,” he says. “I’m kind of ner-

vous about bringing this up. But anyway. Last night after a meeting this 
old-timer came up to me and kind of ambushed me. He’s not here right 
now so I can talk about it, I guess. He told me what I need to do is ‘Sit 
down and shut up.’ It kind of freaked me out. I know I talk too much. I 
guess. But I’ve only been sober 33 days and my sponsor John tells me to 
share at meetings. And I try and not talk too long, but I don’t know…”

I’m paying attention now.
“…I mean, is it OK for me to talk here? He said that I should keep 

my fucking mouth shut and listen. ‘You don’t need to share until you 
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have at least a year. You’re just full of shit right now. You have nothing 
to share.’ That’s what he said. I don’t know his name. I think it started 
with a Q….”

Quincy. Fucking Quincy. Jailhouse Quincy. I look around the room. 
He’s not here. He works at a salvage yard during the day. Motherfuck- 
ing Quincy.

“Sorry,” continues Ed, “I shouldn’t say his name…I’m all messed up 
over this…. I really need you guys and it helps for me to talk in meetings. 
My sponsor John, again, encourages me to talk. He knows how shy I am 
sometimes…. Anyway, just wondering. I’m new to this. Thanks.”

“Thanks,” I say, along with a few others. “Glad you are here,” I say 
alone.

“OK,” says Cathy, the chair-woman. “Sounds like a ‘Principles 
Before Personalities’ thing. Who would like to share.”

“My name is Roy and I’m an addict and an alcoholic.”
“Hi, Roy,” the room says.
I know this guy. He’s a friend of Artie’s. Only met him once or 

twice. I think he’s really involved in Mormon Tea Anonymous. Good 
guy from what I remember.

“I really need to be careful here,” he says. “Share my experience, 
strength and hope and not be pissed off, but if a lot of people had told 
me to ‘sit down and shut up’ when I got here, I don’t think I would be 
clean and sober today. Now, I guess some people might need a firm 
hand. And yeah, the guy who talks on and on in meetings may need to 
talk a little less. But the person who never shares at meetings needs to 
talk more I think. I’m a pretty tough hombre, and I never took any shit 
from anyone before I got to A.A., but talking in meetings still scares the 
shit out of me. What am I? Mr. Sensitive now?”

A couple of laughs.
“Really,” Roy continues, “it does scare me. I know people are judg-

ing me at least a little.”
More laughs.
“A lot?” and he laughs now.
“Anyway,” Roy says, “I was one of the those guys who expected 

everybody to be an asshole and when I got to A.A. and this clubhouse in 
particular, you all really fucked me up by being so nice to me.”

Laughter.
“But I ain’t stupid,” he says, “and I could tell after just a few meet-

ings that you all didn’t want my money, weren’t Jesus Freaks, and really 



STU JENKS

446

wanted to help me get and stay sober. I got a sponsor but he went out 
and drank again after I had 90 days, and that kind of fucked me up too, 
but then I found another guy and he’s been my sponsor for five years 
now. I can call him anytime day or night, and besides just working The 
Steps, he’s helped me learn how to be a good employee at work, and how 
to be a good man on the street and he’s even helped me not be so afraid 
of women.”

Everyone laughs at that. I laugh just a little too loud and a little too 
long. Ginny, a woman I’ve known for years, gives me an odd look, like 
‘Why are you laughing, Bill?’ 

Oh, honey, if you only knew.
“I’m just saying that I’ve taken to heart what that banner says above 

the door over there….”
I don’t even have to turn my head. I know what it says.
“It says,” continues Roy, “‘Love and tolerance of others is our code.’ 

And I’ve found that if I practice these principles in all my affairs, if 
I’m loving and tolerant, just a little, then I don’t think about drinking 
and I feel like I have a little bit of God residing in me and in my heart. 
Anyway, to wrap up, fuck that asshole who told you to shut up.”

More laughter. Me too.
“Oh well,” says Roy, laughing as well. “So much for love and toler-

ance. That’s all I have.”
“Thanks, Roy,” I say, and many others.
Silence. 
What the heck.
“My name is Bill, and I’m an alcoholic,” I say.
“Hi, Bill.”
“I’m afraid I’ve been one of those guys who’s been mean sometimes 

to the newcomers,” I say. “I thought I knew what they needed to do, 
what Step they should be working, what job they should have, who they 
should be dating, all of that. I have years sober, goddamn it. Just do 
what I tell you and it’ll be all right. But I noticed after a while that at 
the end of meetings, the two or three guys I would be sponsoring, who 
happened to be in that meeting, would walk away from me instead of 
toward me. And those who did call didn’t really tell me much. Just what 
I wanted to hear. And then my sponsor told me something I’ll never for-
get. Pete was such a kind man. He said to me one time after I had been 
complaining about sponsees not doing what I wanted them to do, ‘Bill, 
I know your heart is in the right place, but you’re not God. God may be 
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all loving and all powerful, but even God doesn’t know what everybody 
needs,’ Pete said. ‘He just loves them. She just loves us. The Universe, 
God Goddess All There Is, GGATI just loves us. Where we’re at. Sober 
or drunk, happy or sad, bad man or good man.’”

Pete was a great man. I’m starting to tear up. I never cry at meetings, 
but I sure miss Pete right now.

“That’s what Pete said,” I continue. “He, She, It just loves us, where 
you are at, sober or drunk. At the time, I just thought, ‘Damn Pete, do 
you have to be so fucking woo-woo, so freaking airy-fairy….’

A few in the room laugh.
“But when I got home that night,” I say, “I kept thinking about it. 

God just loves us wherever we are. And I thought, well, maybe I should 
try and be a little more like God.”

I stop. Might as well tell everyone what’s going on. 
“So I haven’t been perfect about this, needless to say, but lately 

I have tried to love my sponsees and other people in the Fellowship 
just where they are at. To not judge them. Other people outside the 
Fellowship, too. Just love ’em. Not pity or that bullshit. Just love ’em. 
And I’m doing the best I can. I’m trying…. and, oh, by the way, I think 
I have a girlfriend….”

Gasps and murmurs from around the room. 
“Yeah,” I say, “I know. Pray for me. Pray for her more.”
Laughter again.
“That’s all I’ve got,” I say. “Thanks for letting me share.”
“Thanks, Bill,” say a lot of people in the room. More that I’ve ever 

heard thank me in the past. What’s that all about? 
I shyly shrug my shoulders and look down at my hands. 
“I’m happy for you, Bill,” whispers an older woman to my right in 

my ear. Think her name is Gladys.
“Thanks,” I say.
“Who is she?” Gladys says.
“Do you know Miss Bootsie?” I say.
Gladys just smiles. 
I have no idea what’s she smiling about.
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Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena “Mags” Gutierrez 
Tuesday, June 8th, 2076, 2:44 p.m

Kino Federal Building
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

“So, it’s all set?” I ask my boss, Chief Kirk Bledsoe. Everyone calls 
him Kirk even though he is the most powerful law enforcement officer 
in the state. He hates being called Chief.

“All set,” he says. “You and Mr. Dollaride can hitch a ride on the 
Thursday morning Flex-chopper to Sells. I hope you know what you are 
doing, Mags.”

“I do too, Kirk,” I say. “Last thing I want is to get Michael Dollaride 
killed but it’s worth a try to stop some killings and maybe get a better 
line on curbing El Grupo.”

“Agreed,” says Kirk. “Good luck. Have a safe flight. And oh, 
before you leave I have something else I need to talk with you about. 
Take a seat.”

Am I in trouble? Is Kirk mad because I let Benny Grommen get away? 
Kirk opens up a folder and pulls out a piece of paper. He pushes it 

across his desk to me. I look down at it. What gets my attention, right 
off the bat, is the Presidential Seal.

“As you can see,” says Mitch, “Your big day is July 7th, a month 
from yesterday.”

I scan the official document. Dallas, Texas and Boulder, Colorado on 
the 5th, Santa Fe on the 6th, and Tucson and Salt Lake City on the 7th.

“Oh crap,” I say, “I forgot I was getting this thing. Really, Kirk. Can 
we give this Medal of Freedom thing to somebody else?”

Kirk leans back in his chair and puts his cowboy boots on his desk.
“Nope, Deputy,” he says. “Tag, you’re it.”
“Crap,” I say.
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Then he looks over his glasses like he does when he’s being serious.
“Mags,” he says, “You are one of the finest officers I’ve ever known. 

You understand this job is to protect people and preserve the peace. 
But you also know, it’s about being a cop on the beat, touching lives, 
and helping Tucsonans feel just a little bit safer, a little bit happier, and 
a little bit more hopeful about what today and tomorrow will bring. 
And your passion for the job has changed lives. I have a drawer full of 
letters from grateful parents, husbands, wives, children and Jiminy, it 
seems half the city of Tucson, sings your praises. There is no one like 
you, Mags.”

He pauses for effect. I’ve seen him do this before.
“So take the damn award, Magdalena,” he says. “And it’s not really 

your day, the 7th of July. It’s a day for all the people you’ve helped, all 
the people grateful for your strength, wisdom and kindness. It’s really 
the day of all the people who will be at the Courthouse Plaza at…,” he 
pulls the paper back and looks at it, “…at 11:00 a.m. on the 7th, who 
want to applaud your efforts and shake your hand. It’s about them. 
Allow them, allow us….” 

He now gets up from his chair, and I stand too, out of habit and 
respect.

“Allow me, Magdalena,” Kirk says, “to applaud you. Allow the 
President of the United States to applaud you. If it wasn’t for civil ser-
vants like you, Magdalena, this country would still be burning two by 
fours for warmth and raiding ruined Wal-Marts for food.”

At that, he walks from around his desk and opens his arms. He’s a 
huggy man, Kirk. He smiles and I wipe a tear from my face.

“Didn’t mean to make you cry,” he says.
“It’s OK, Kirk,” I say. “They’re happy tears.”
We both laugh and hug.
I gather my stuff and head for the door.
“Oh,” he says, “one more thing. Don’t forget to write a three-min-

ute speech. You’ll be expected to say something.”
“For the love of Pete,” I mutter as I walk down the hall.
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Tuesday, June 8th, 2076: 3:12 p.m.

The Instrument Shop
Tucson, Arizona

“So when can you start back to work?” asks my boss, Pete.
“Thursday is good,” I say, “but Friday would be better.”
“Friday at nine is fine, Arthur,” says Pete. Pete is the only person 

who calls me by my full first name. But he doesn’t look his happy self 
today. He actually looks a bit pissed off. 

“Pete,” I say, “you all right?”
“No,” he says, “I’m not. Arthur, I’m just mad you didn’t call me 

more than you did while you were gone. I was worried.”
Ah, shit.
‘I’m sorry, Pete,” I say. “It just got so crazy and I was just trying to 

stay alive and stay sober and all that. I know I promised but….”
“No buts,” Pete says. “I don’t mind that I had to do some of your 

work, but I did think about firing you when you didn’t call. Then you 
called a few weeks ago and I changed my mind. And frankly, no one can 
fix Gibsons and Martins like you.”

“You can still fire me now if you need to,” I say.
“Arthur,” he says. “You still don’t get it. I know you are active in A.A. 

and M.T.A. and that it’s changed your life and you’re not a street addict 
anymore, but you’ve been sober long enough to know that now it’s about 
being a man among men, a worker among workers. To be a standup guy. 
Sure, you might relapse sometime but that’s not how I look at it.”

“Sorry,” I say. I feel like whale shit on the bottom of the ocean. 
“It’s not about being sorry either,” he says. “Don’t they teach you 

in that 12-Step stuff, that it’s about making things right, not about just 
being sorry?”
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“Yeah, they do,” I say.
“So I need you to make it right with me,” he says. “I need you three 

days a week at the shop and maybe four, but definitely Thursdays, Fridays 
and Saturdays here. I need you to watch the counter sometimes, not just be 
in the back, fixing instruments. And I need you to commit to me that you 
won’t be galavanting around the country again for at least a year or so.”

I look Pete in the eye. 
“You’ve been thinking about this for a while,” I say, a little defensively.
“I have,” he says. “But I wasn’t sure if I was ever going to see you 

again, so I didn’t think that much about it until Bill came down last 
week and told me you were coming home.”

“You’ve been talking to Bill?”
“Mostly listening to Bill,” says Pete.
I chuckle.
“He does like to talk,” I say.
Pete looks at me sternly now.
“And you should listen to what Bill has to say,” he says. “Craig’s 

dead and I know you have other recovery friends but Bill really loves 
you a lot.”

“I know,” I say sheepishly.
“I’m not trying to beat you up, Arthur,” he says. “I just need you to 

act a bit more like a grownup. Can you do that for me?”
“Yes,” I say. “I can. I’ll try.”
“Don’t try. Do,” says Pete.
I laugh.
“You really have been talking to Bill,” I say.
Pete doesn’t say anything. But he does smile and he now looks like 

the big Santa Claus man I’ve loved for years.
“I’ll be here on Thursdays through Saturdays, Pete,” I say, “and I’ll 

stay close to home. But I might have to flex my hours just a little if my 
Mom gets worse.”

“How is Mrs. Saum?” he asks.
“Same old, same old. No. That’s not true. She’s getting worse,” I 

say. “Just saw her this morning.”
“Give her my love next time you see her,” he says. “And sure, we’ll 

work around your time with your mother.”
“Thanks, Pete,” I say.
I walk toward the front door of The Instrument Shop. I glance over at 

the rack of mandolins. A young kid pulls down a Trinity College octave 
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mandolin. He runs a lick or two on it, then hits a strong chord. Kid’s got 
some chops. Rebuilt that very instrument myself. I love what I do.

“See you Thursday, Pete,” I say. 
“I’ll be here,” he says.
I walk outside. It’s hot. Close to 100°F if not above. I hate this time 

before the rains. The heat makes the city smell. I look to the sky, hoping 
for some monsoon clouds or at least a hint of cloud. Nada. 

We could really use some rain.
I take a clove cigarette from my pocket and light it. I really should 

quit these things.
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Martha Saum
Wednesday, June 9th, 2076: 10:15 a.m.

Giffords Adult Care Home
Tucson, Arizona

She’s such a nice girl. Such a nice girl.
“Miss Martha, you just sit here on the toilet and I’ll be right back,” 

says the nice girl.
That’s me. Sitting on the toilet. Sitting on the toilet.
Oh, oh. I think I’m falling.
“Help.”
“Oh Miss Saum,” I hear the nice girl say. “Are you OK? Oh, no.”
I’m OK. I just feel some wetness on my bottom and some wetness on 

my head. Wet on my bottom. Wet on my head.
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Michael Dollaride
Wednesday, June 9th, 2076: 6:15 p.m.

Armory Park Neighborhood 
Artie and Georgia’s House.

Tucson, Arizona

“So your mom fell again today?” I say. 
Artie pumps his grandmother’s harmonium at his feet. He’s sit-

ting cross-legged on the porch. I don’t think he hears me. He gets that 
way sometimes when he’s playing. I hear Georgia and Chessie laughing 
inside. They’re cooking up something for us. I was going to help but G 
shooed me out of the kitchen. 

Let me try again.
“Hey, Artie,” I say.
He looks up, with a blank look on his face.
“I hear your mom fell down today. Is she OK?” I say.
He stops pumping the harmonium. The last chord dies away.
“I guess,” he says. “She bumped her head. They says she’s going to 

be all right. Not the first time she’s fallen down.”
“You’re not concerned?” I say.
“A little,” he says. “It’s sort of like the boy-who-cried-wolf with 

Mom. Or more like, I’ve thought she was going to die so many times 
before, that I’ll believe it when I see it.”

“Well, for what it’s worth,” I say, “I’m sorry your mama got a bump 
on the head.”

“Thanks,” says Artie, “Me too. So how’s Chessie taking it, you 
going out to Bunny’s ranch?”

“How do you think?” I say.
“I didn’t really need to ask,” he says. “Just making conversation.”
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A very thin girl on a bicycle rides by. She looks over. I smile. She 
smiles too. Hell of a big gun on her hip. .44 Magnum I guess. Big fuck-
ing gun.

“So how are you with me going to my old stomping grounds?” I ask.
“I’m OK, and I’m not. Normal stuff,” he says. “I know why you 

need to go, I know you might die, I know you might not. I’m not happy 
about it but I can’t control you nor do I wish to. Mixed feelings as usual. 
Scared you’ll get killed. Hope you’ll maybe kill Bunny. You know.”

“Yeah, I know,” I say. “I’m going to have to go out of my way not to 
kill the son-of-a-bitch myself.”

“And you’re going with someone, right?” asks Artie.
“I am,” I say. “Some tribal deputy from Sells. Never met him, but 

Mags says he’s the best.”
“The best is good,” Artie says. 
“And he’s good with a gun, I hear,” I say.
“Everyone’s good with a gun out on the Rez,” says Artie.
True that.
“Hey, boys,” I hear Chessie yell from inside the house. “Wash your 

hands. Dinner’s ready.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I yell back.
I rise from my chair. Artie stands and puts his arm on my shoulder.
“Be careful, my brother,” he says.
“Always,” I say.
Now that’s a lie.
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President Sasha Obama Fulbright
Wednesday June 9th, 2076: 6:55 p.m

The Oval Office, The White House
Washington, D.C.

I look down at the two stacks of papers on my desk. One is briefs of 
international concerns, the other pile, domestic. My out-basket is high 
with paper but not high enough. I have to read all this crap, sign what 
I like, and make notes. I’m too old for this shit. Really, I am. I look 
toward the ceiling like I’ll see the Goddess somewhere up there. Nope. 
Just pretty paint.

So what’s this one? Ah, the Nigerians want to trade some of their oil 
for some of our aluminum. I look at the numbers. I pull out my calcula-
tor and work the numbers. Just like the Nigerian president to want to 
low-ball me for the aluminum. I bet he’s still pissed that I turned down 
his sexual advances. That was seven years ago. You’d think he’d get over 
it by now. Umaru is such an ass. I scratch out their number and raise it 
by 30 percent. That’s about right now. I sign my name and put that piece 
of paper in my out-basket.

I pull out the next papers, a stack stapled together with a face-
sheet that reads “Congressional Budget Office: Projected Budget for FY 
76-77.” Crap. I forgot about this. That bill will be on my desk before I 
leave on my big trip. I really need to review this. I look at the old clock 
on the mantle my father received from the Irish Prime Minister sixty 
years ago. Little past 7. I really need to sign off on this tonight. Going to 
take an hour of reading. Hmm.

I open the humidor on my desk and pull out a Cuban. I clip off the 
end and wet the cigar. Grab my lighter, raise from my chair and open 
the door that leads to the patio outside the Oval. The smell of roses 
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slaps me in the face. I stop. Just lovely. It never gets old.
I wait a minute or so before I light my Cuban, breathing in deep the 

smell of those lovely flowers. I hear some birds chirping before they go 
to sleep.

Most of this job I won’t miss, but I will miss these roses and  
those birds.
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Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena “Mags” Gutierrez
Thursday, June 9th, 2076: 9:00 a.m.

Atop the Kino Federal Building
Tucson, Arizona

I love the view from up here. Remember kissing my sweet Stephanie 
for the first time, when I brought her down to where I work to impress 
her. That was a good day. And who doesn’t like a chopper ride in these 
beautiful Tucson skies?

The pilot fiddles with the controls of the chopper. I lean against the 
railing taking in the view of downtown. 

Where in the hell is Michael? He was to be here at 9. Supposed to lift 
off at 9:15. We can’t run too late. The docs in Sells are waiting on the 
meds and the plasma we have stowed in the back. Come on, Michael.

Screw it. Might as well play something.
I pull a Marine Band harmonica out of my vest pocket. My very best 

A major harp. I run it across my lips. What to play, what to play? Oh, 
I could practice that Little Walter lick on Key To The Highway. I just 
can’t seem to get it right.

Up and down the harp I play. Getting there, kinda. Damn it. Keep 
trying, Mags.

“I got the key to the highway, billed out and bound to go,” I hear 
someone sing. 

I look up. It’s Michael.
“I’m gonna leave here running,” he sings, “cause walking is most 

too slow.”
I switch from playing a lead to playing chords. I nod while playing, 

signaling him to keep singing. 
“I’m going back to the border,” Michael sings. “Where I’m better 
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known. Because you haven’t done nothing baby, but drive a good man 
from home.”

Michael snaps his fingers to my playing. I look over and the pilot’s 
clapping his hands. Shaking his head in vague judgment but still clap-
ping his hands. I keep playing those chords.

“When the moon peeks over the mountains,” sings Michael, “Baby 
I’m gonna be on my way. I’m gonna roam this highway until the break 
of day. So, so long, so long baby. Baby I must say goodbye, cause I’m 
gonna roam this highway until the day I die.”

I didn’t know I could smile and play harp at the same time. Sure 
hope that dying thing doesn’t come to pass for you, Mr. Dollaride.

Eight more bars. I throw in that Little Walter lead. Hey, I got the 
run right this time. Michael holds up one finger. Right on. Another eight 
bars. I’m with you, brother.

“I got the key to the highway, billed out and bound to go,” he sings. 
“I’m gonna leave here running, because walking is most too slow.”

And done.
The pilot applauds. I bow and tip an imaginary hat.
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Krishna “K” Harvey
Thursday, June 9th, 2076: 9:17 a.m.

Giffords Adult Care Home
Tucson, Arizona

“When did she stop swallowing?” asks Artie.
“Dinner last night she didn’t eat but sometimes that happens,” I say, 

“But to be honest, Artie, I saw a cloud move over her face last night. I’ve 
seen that cloud dozens of times with others here. Then this morning, I 
was trying to feed her and she couldn’t swallow at all. No fluids or sol-
ids. And the cloud you see on her face got darker.”

“I see it,” says Artie.
He looks both happy and sad at the same time. The paradox of sad-

ness that his mother is dying and happiness that perhaps she might soon 
no longer suffer. I have seen that look a few dozen times too, on family 
member’s faces.

“I’ve called hospice and a nurse is coming over today,” I say. “I’ll 
keep a close watch on her, Artie, but this might be it.”

“You know she’s gone down for the count at least four times in the 
past two years,” he says. “It might just be another one of those.”

“Maybe,” I say, “but I don’t think so. Not this time.”
Artie looks down at his mother sleeping in her bed. He doesn’t talk, 

nor do I. He touches Martha’s hand.
“You might be right,” he finally says.
Then Artie pulls out his Flex. He dials a number and puts the phone 

to his ear.
“Hey Pete,” he says. “It’s Artie. I’m over at my Mom’s. She hit her 

head and she’s stopped eating, and it may…it is serious.”
Artie listens, nods and listens some more.
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“OK, Pete,” he says, “You sure?…OK…I’ll be at the shop on 
Saturday unless you hear otherwise. I’ll call you tomorrow to let you 
know what’s up. Thanks for not firing me.”

Artie smiles.
“Love you, too,” he says to the phone.
Wow. I didn’t know Artie was on the verge of getting fired. But he 

has been away for months. I know my boss wouldn’t have let me go 
away to say goodbye to a dying grandmother. Then again, how would I 
know? All my family died years ago. 

I sure wish I had a boyfriend, other than Mr. Charles over there who 
always wants me to lift my shirt and show him my tits.

Mr. Charles leers at me. I shake my head at him. He pouts.
It’s not going to happen, Mr. Charles.
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Michael Dollaride
Thursday, June 9th, 2076: 9:44 a.m.

Aboard Marshal Service Helicopter #7
Over The Sonoran Desert, East of Sells, Arizona

Holy fucking shit.
I’ve done a lot of things in my day. Killed men. Smoked a shit load 

of Brigham. Stopped smoking Brigham. Kissed a few pretty women. 
Learned to play the blues. But this chopper ride is the shit. The shit? 
Now I’m using arcane language? I am becoming a old blues man.

I’m smiling so much my face hurts.
I look over at Mags. She’s got the same look on her face.
“Pretty great, eh, Mr. Dollaride?” she says into the microphone on 

her helmet.
“I…I…I don’t know what to say,” I say into mine.
She touches my arm.
“It never gets old,” she says. “Tell you what. Don’t get yourself 

killed at the Ortiz Ranch and I’ll take you up again.”
“Deal,” I say. “Motherfucking deal.”
I arrange my hand for a fist bump. She looks at my hand, thinks 

for a second, has an ‘ah-ha’ moment, and then knows what to do. She 
bumps my fist with hers.

“Now, blow it up,” I say, blowing mine.
“What?” she says.
I smile, blow up my hand again.
“Oh,” she says, and explodes her fist.
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Georgia “G” Swann
Thursday, June 9th, 2076: 10:15 a.m.

New Chicks Coffee Shop
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

I love books. Real books, books that smell, books that have a per-
sonality as they rest in your happy hands. I have a rich girlfriend in 
Wyoming who has one of those tablet things and she likes it and reads a 
lot on it, but I’m old-fashioned. Nothing wrong with the tablets, at least 
for a wealthy Wyominger, but down here in Tucson, if I was reading 
on a tablet, people would know I had a lot of money. It’s dangerous to 
be known as rich here in Arizona. But what does that matter? Money, 
money, money. Yes, my dad’s dough makes it so I don’t have to work so 
much, but it doesn’t buy me peace of mind. OK, a little piece of mind 
but cash doesn’t answer any of the big questions nor provide certainty 
amongst the mysteries and chaos of life. But books sometimes do.

I love books. Hardbound books, and particularly this one. Medicine 
Road by Charles de Lint. A crap load of paperback and hardback books 
got burned during the 41 Nights, but I’m sure glad my mother mailed 
me this one. It’s all about Arizona 75 years ago, and Artie’s granddad 
was even mentioned in it. I think I’ll ask my mother to send a couple 
more copies. Or at least more work by this Charles de Lint character.

I glance up from my book and check out the counter. I’m still on 
break but maybe I’m needed. It’s been a busy morning for Chessie and 
the crew. She smiles at everyone but I can tell she’s worried sick. She 
cried with me last night after dinner, while she and I drank coffee on my 
back porch. She knows she doesn’t know what’s going to happen next. 
(Sometimes it’s best to not know what you don’t know.) She’s in love and 
her lover’s traveling into the mouth of the dragon. She may be one of the 
strongest people I know, but she’s all messed up today. Who wouldn’t 
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be? She believes in the power of goodness the same as I do, but we also 
knows the power of the bad. 

I catch her eye. She smiles at me. I smile back. I point to myself with 
a look of ‘Need me?’ Chessie waves me off. Cool. I still have another ten 
minutes left on my break.

This book really is great. Love the illustrations too, and the “ani-
mals who are people” stuff. Fantastic. I’ll lend Chessie this book after 
I get finished. It’ll either be a nice little joy in her life while she waits 
for news or something to briefly take her away from her grief after the 
death of Michael.

My Flex-phone rings. It’s Artie.
“Hey, honey,” I say, “how’s your Mom?”
“G,” he says, then silence. More silence.
“What?”
“I think Martha’s finally dying,” he says.
“Really?” I say.
“Really,” he says. “She can’t swallow at all.”
“Wow,” I say. “Do you want me to come by?” 
“No, I’m good,” he says. “Just keeping you posted is all. I’m going 

to go to The Instrument Shop for a couple hours, then come back to the 
Giffords House later today. How are you?”

“I’m fine,” I say.
“Where are you?” he asks.
“I’m at work, reading a book on break, trying not to think about 

Michael. Not succeeding in that, but I am enjoying my book and work 
has been good.”

“How’s Chessie?” Artie asks.
I look over toward her. She’s making a drink and talking to a cus-

tomer at the same time. In spite of her striking beauty, she looks like hell 
this morning.

“Worried, but hanging in,” I say.
“Give her my love,” says Artie.
“I will,” I say. “Give mine to your mom.”
“You bet,” he says. “I’ll see you tonight.”
“Love you,” I say.
“Love you, too,” says Artie.
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Tribal Deputy Matthew “Matt” Antone
Thursday, June 9th, 2076: 10:20 a.m.

Tohono O’Odham Tribal Government Complex
Sells, Arizona

I know, Elder Brother, you can only do so much to help us through 
the maze. I know the Sun God awaits me at the end of this life. I just 
wish, I’Itoi, my Elder Brother, you could do more. 

I’m about to travel on a dangerous journey, I’Itoi, west toward 
where very bad men live and work. I’m not going there to kill, even 
though that is what I want to do. I am going to protect someone and 
learn some things and scout about and come back home. But I need 
you, Elder Brother. I need you today for I am afraid. Very afraid. Not so 
much that I might die but that I might not be strong enough to protect 
the man who will be my charge. Make our horses strong and swift. 
Make me strong and swift. 

I look out my window to the ruined telescopes atop Kitt Peak. I rub 
my face with my hand. I’m no good at praying.

What the heck do I think I’m doing? Then I hear my mother’s voice 
telling me to do the best I can when I pray, that ‘There is no right or 
wrong way to talk with I’Itoi.’ She would say. ‘It’s only wrong if you 
don’t pray at all.’

OK, Mother. Here goes.
I clear my throat.
“I’Itoi,” I say aloud, to the cinderblock walls of my office, “be with 

me today and all days. Guide my hand on the reins of my horse. Guide 
my hand on the trigger of my rifle. Guide my hand in all that I do. And 
just let us get to that motherfucker’s ranch and come back home in one 
piece, OK?”

The walls say nothing. I hear no Elder Brother.
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I hope he heard me.
Then I hear the twack-twack of a chopper. My eyes follow the sound. 
I grab my rifle and close my office door behind me.
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Michael Dollaride
Thursday, June 9th, 2076: 10:45 a.m.

Tohono O’Odam Tribal Government Corrals
Sells, Arizona

“How well do you ride?” asks Deputy Antone. Nice guy. Short man 
with huge shoulders and arms, long black hair, and very intense eyes. 
Glad he’s on my side.

“Good enough, I think,” I say. “I used to ride all the time, but I 
haven’t for a few years.”

I stroke the mane of my horse, all saddled and ready to go. Beautiful 
roan quarter horse.

“What’s my horse’s name, Deputy Antone?” I ask.
“His name is Marty,” he says, “and call me Matt. Only bad guys 

call me Deputy Antone.”
“Marty and Matt. Got it,” I say.
I like this guy.

Only an hour of sun left. And it’s a hot one today. I like the heat, 
but I like rain better. This ride reminds me of old times, except I never 
carried this much water when I rode these hills. Then again, I tended to 
ride horses to death, back in the day. I was a bad man once.

Matt and I haven’t spoken in close to an hour. Not much to say. I 
know the way to Bunny’s ranch. So does Matt, it seems. He did tell me 
a few hours ago that he grew up in Covered Wells and used to ride down 
to Santa Rosa before El Grupo moved in. He looked sad when he talked 
about Covered Wells, so I didn’t ask any more questions. 

Just loping along, keeping our eyes pealed. Ain’t seen no one since 
five miles out of Sells. Just grateful we didn’t take old State Road 86. It’s 
taking a lot longer but I’m much more comfortable riding cross country. 
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And State Road 86 and its fucked-up asphalt messes up the horses’ 
shoes. Plus, El Grupo have checkpoints and booby traps everywhere on 
86. I prefer the sand of the washes and the lowland trails. We are in no 
big hurry and we are in much less danger riding away from the highway.

“We need to stop soon,” says Matt. “Water the horses. Find a place 
to bed for the night.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I say. “I figure we’re about seven miles from 
Santa Rosa, a few miles farther to the Ortiz Ranch.”

Matt looks west, then east.
“Sounds about right,” he says.
He turns his horse off the trail, back toward a wash.  A few broad 

mesquite trees and a couple old ironwoods grow near a deep bend in 
the wash. The curve creates a ten-foot-deep gully that’ll hide us and our 
horses. Good choice, Deputy. I follow him.

Neither of us speak to each other as we prepare our camp, though 
both of us speak in soft tones to our horses. I’m liking Matt more and 
more. Still, we do need to talk at some point.

We don’t build a fire. We split some government rations. Says beef 
stroganoff on the label. It’s cold, but the noodles are wet and tasty and 
the fake meat isn’t too bad. Matt pulls a thermos out of his saddlebag 
along with two plastic cups.

“Coffee?” he asks.
“Bless you, my brother,” I say.
I drink a cup. Suddenly, all is good again. 
An orange sky fades to purple then black. Safe and dark, with a 

little ambient light provided by the stars overhead and the Milky Way. 
“Matt,” I say, between sips, “we need to talk about tomorrow.”
“I suppose we do,” he says.
I take another swig.
“Did Marshal Gutierrez tell you what I plan to do?” I say.
“Some,” he says, “that you are going to meet with Bunny Ortiz and 

try to negotiate with him, to get him to stop trying to kill you?”
“Pretty much,” I say.
“What are you going to offer him?”
“Me,” I say.
“I don’t understand,” he says.
I tell Matt about the trip to San Francisco, about Georgia getting 

shot, about Craig getting killed, about my shooting Pig Ortiz in the 
head. He smiles when I mention Pig being killed. I tell him about how 
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I dated Bunny and Pig’s sister before she killed herself. How I used to 
work for El Grupo as their muscle. How I’d be willing to give up my 
life now, to stop the war that has killed one friend and injured another. 
I talk a lot, for me. Matt doesn’t say anything. By the time I’m done, a 
half moon shines over our heads.

“So the plan is I ride in,” I say, “talk with Bunny and either leave 
the ranch or die. I’m hoping he might just let it all go, and he just might. 
We used to be friends. Even if he doesn’t, I’m sure killing me will end it. 
I hope, anyway.”

“When did you last see Bunny Ortiz?” Matt asks.
“Two years ago,” I say.
“Hmm,” says Matt. “What do you want me to do?”
“Nothing,” I say. “Maybe just have my back from one of the hills 

above the ranch.”
“Hmm,” he says again. “I can do that. Figured that’s what you 

might want. That’s why I brought Charlotte.”
“Who’s Charlotte?” I ask.
Matt points to the huge rifle strapped to his saddle.
“My 40 caliber.”
“Oh,” I say.
I finish my second cup of coffee. Any more and I’ll have a hard 

time sleeping.
We don’t say anything for a good while. 
I unroll my sleeping bag and lay it in under an ironwood tree. Matt 

has already laid out his bedroll. A cross hatch of shadows made by the 
branches of the ancient tree and the moon above bathes us. I think of 
asking him about his family, about his dealing with El Grupo, but I 
don’t. I’m sure he has his own horror stories. I just hope I never hurt or 
killed one of his family or friends.

“Night, Matt,” I say.
“Goodnight, Michael,” he says. “May Elder Brother protect you 

through the night.”
“And you,” I say.
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Jesus “Bunny” Ortiz
Thursday, June 9th, 2076: 8:22 p.m.

The Ortiz Ranch
West of Santa Rosa, Arizona

Watching some old movie on my big ass TV. Guy I know in New 
York sent me the movie. Film’s called Scarface. Man, that dude was bad.

Someone knocks on my door. My nighttime bodyguard gets up and 
opens the door. I don’t get up from the sofa.

“Evening, Mr. Ortiz.” 
I turn and see Roland Toro, my main man at the plant.
“Come in, come in,” I say. “How are you, Roland?”
“Fine, Mr. Ortiz.”
“What’s up?” I ask.
“I just need your authorization to buy a new motor for the well,” 

he says. “We have a spare but the current motor is making sounds and 
I want to make sure we always have plenty of Flex-motors on site. But 
they are expensive.”

“I love you, Roland,” I say. “Always thinking ahead. Sure, talk to 
Gladys tomorrow. She’s still living on the grounds?”

“Yes, sir,” he says. “She and her son still live there.”
“I tell you,” I say. “I thank Papa for taking over that old nursing 

home right after the 41 Nights. A deep well, solar panels, and plenty of 
land to plant Mormon Tea. Plus housing for over 200 since all the old 
folks are dead. Had that really long fucking name when it was a home. 
The Archie Hendricks Sr. Skilled Nursing Facility. Who the fuck was 
Archie Hendricks, Sr.?”

I chuckle, then I stop. Papa.
“I miss Papa,” I say to Roland. “And Mama too, but I hardly remem-

ber her now. But Papa? I remember him. He taught me so much.”
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“I remember your father too,” says Roland, “but I was only a teen-
ager when he died.”

“Great man,” I say. 
Why the fuck am I talking to Roland about Papa? Fuck that.
“That’s all, Mr. Ortiz. Sorry to bother you,” says Roland.
“It’s fine, Roland,” I say. “Go ahead and spend the money. Oh, one 

more thing.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Expect Michael Dollaride to ride up to the perimeter tomorrow or 

the next day,” I say.
Roland’s face gets red. 
“Should we kill him, sir,” he says.
“No, no,” I say. “Just the opposite. Let him through and escort him 

to me. As soon as the scouts spot him, have someone call me on my 
Sat-phone so I know he’s close by. Dollaride and I are going to have a 
little chat.”

“Really?” says Roland.
“Yes, really,” I say to Roland. What’s this backtalk I’m getting now.
“So I don’t kill him but bring him to you?” he asks.
“That’s right,” I say. “You don’t approve?”
Roland says nothing. Good boy. I loved your mother but keep giving 

me shit and I’ll cut you up like a cow.
“Good,” I say. “So call me when Dollaride shows up and again, 

tell everyone, do not hurt him, do not shoot him, just bring him to me. 
Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” he says.
“Now get out of here,” I say.
Roland turns on his heels and leaves. The guard, what’s-his-name, 

locks the door behind Roland.
It’s so hard to get good help these days.
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Chesapeake “Chessie” Dupree
Thursday, June 9th, 2076: 8:50 p.m.

Saint Thomas Episcopal Church
Tucson, Arizona

I’m only here because Georgia wanted to come. I really just want 
to go home to my house and cry, but G said she needed a meeting. 
Hopefully, we can go and get some dessert afterwards.

This being my first ever Al-Anon meeting, these people don’t seem 
so bad. They appear to really care about each other. A little weepy from 
time to time, but who am I to judge? I’ve cried more in the last twenty-
four hours than I have in the last twenty-four years.

What I’m hearing isn’t stuff I don’t already know. That I can’t make 
anyone drink, but I can make them thirsty. That there is a paradox in 
alcoholism and addiction: I didn’t cause it, I can’t cure it, but I can be 
a part of the problem or a part of the solution. And from the stories 
Georgia tells me, she used to feel responsible for Artie’s Mormon Tea 
addiction and for his alcoholism. I didn’t know her back then, but I 
believe what she tells me. I know I can’t control Michael. I don’t want 
to. I just want him back. I simply don’t want him to die. 

Now I’m crying again. Georgia squeezes my leg. I look over and 
smile at her.

“Anybody have a p.s. or a short share?” asks the woman chairing 
the meeting.

Good lord, an hour has gone by? I’ve hardly heard anything. I heard 
Georgia share on letting go of the outcomes or some shit like that. And 
I guess I heard some other people talk. I can’t remember. All I see is 
Michael’s dead face, over and over, in my mind. I wipe my eyes.

“My name is Paulie and I’m a member of Al-Anon,” says a man 
across the circle from me. 
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“Hey, Paulie,” most in the room say.
“I just have a quick share,” he says. “I just want to say that what 

you’ve taught me over the last few months has really worked and truly 
helped. I did get a sponsor and we did a Fourth and Fifth Step a while 
back, and now we are on the amends steps, but the real miracle hap-
pened last week when I asked my husband Chuck to leave and find a 
new place to live.”

One woman applauds but no one else does.
“I never thought I’d find the courage to set boundaries with Chuck. 

He would just drink and belittle me and I would just put up with it, 
thinking if I didn’t, he’d leave me, I couldn’t live without him, etc., etc. 
He packed up his stuff two days ago and left, and I’m so happy,” he says.

Then Paulie begins to sob. 
“I know it’s for the best and I’m worth it,” he chokes through his 

tears, “and I know I don’t deserve being someone’s punching bag, both 
emotionally and physically. But I do love him, even if I don’t like him 
very much.”

Would you listen to how quiet it is right now?
“I have some of y’all’s Flex numbers,” says Paulie, “and I have my 

sponsor Karen’s number. But I need your thoughts and prayers for a 
while. Part of me wants to call Chuck on my Flex and tell him to come 
home, but Karen suggests that I need to not call him, one day at a time, 
just like alcoholics don’t drink one day at a time. So I’m doing that. But 
it’s hard.”

He cries some more and doesn’t talk for a few seconds. Neither does 
anyone else. Now that is something. If that happened at my house with 
friends, someone would have said something by now. It’s wonderful and 
weird at the same time. Everyone is giving their undivided attention to 
Paulie and the feeling of love is palpable. No wonder Georgia comes 
here. She is heard and she is loved. 

“All right,” says Paulie. “I think I’m done. Just pray for me and pray 
for Chuck and I’ll pray for y’all.”

He smiles a very weak smile.
“Thanks,” he says.
“Thanks, Paulie,” says the room of people.
“Thanks everyone for a great meeting,” says the chair-woman. 

She reaches over and picks up an old laminated piece of paper. Looks 
fifty years old. Don’t see plastic that much anymore. Then she reads 
off the paper.
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“In closing,” she says, “I would like to say that the opinions 
expressed here were strictly those of the person who gave them. Take 
what you like and leave the rest. The things you heard were spoken in 
confidence and should be treated as confidential. Keep them within the 
walls of this room and within the confines of your mind.”

Nice. Whoever wrote that could flat out write.
“A few special words to those of you who haven’t been with us 

long,” reads the chair-person. “Whatever your problems, there are those 
among us who have had them too. If you try to keep an open mind, you 
will find help. You will come to realize that there is no situation too 
difficult to be bettered and no unhappiness too great to be lessened. We 
aren’t perfect. The welcome we give you may not show the warmth we 
have in our hearts for you. After a while, you’ll discover that though you 
may not like all of us, you’ll love us in a very special way—the same way 
we already love you.”

I feel Georgia looking at me. I turn toward her. Now she’s crying. 
Her crying makes me cry. We’re just a weepy mess.

“Talk to each other, reason things out with someone else,” reads 
the chair-person, “but let there be no gossip or criticism of one another. 
Instead, let the understanding, love and peace of the Program grow in 
you one day at a time. And those who would care to, please join me by 
closing this meeting with the ‘we’ version of the Serenity Prayer.”

Someone to my right yells ‘weeee’ like a little kid. 
I take Georgia’s hand and the man next to me takes mine. Everyone 

circles up.
“A moment of silence for those who still suffer, both inside and out-

side of this circle, and both inside and outside of our minds.”
Silence.
“God,” says the chair.
“God” says some members of the group. “GGATI” says a few oth-

ers. Some say nothing at all.
“Grant us the serenity,” we all say, “to accept the things we can not 

change, the courage to change the things we can, and the wisdom to 
know the difference. Keep coming back. It works!”
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Tribal Deputy Matthew “Matt” Antone
Friday, June 10th, 2076: 5:17 a.m.

Seven miles east of Santa Rosa, Arizona

I walk toward a small hill. Mr. Dollaride is packing the horses. I 
need to pray.

“I’ll be right back,” I say to Mr. Dollaride.
I climb this small rise so I can look east.
I can just barely see Baboquivari Peak in the predawn light. I take out 

the medicine pouch from around my neck and hold it in my right hand.
“Elder Brother,” I whisper, “Help me to protect the good and van-

quish the wicked. But protect first, kill second.”
I stop. I wish I was better at this.
“Elder Brother, I’Itoi, I know you can be there and here and all 

places at the same time. As my Mama taught me, you will not fix every-
thing, but without you, Elder Brother, nothing good is possible. So. So, 
I’Itoi. Just help me not to screw up today.”

That’ll do.
Now, I need to give Ginger her feed and maybe a treat as well. My 

sweet mare loves her sugar cubes.

I can see the tall water tower of the old Archie Facility now. Guess 
we are only a couple miles away. Bastards turned a perfectly good nurs-
ing home into a drug factory. We need to skirt that damnable place and 
head toward those black hills to the west. Mr. Dollaride will ride up to 
the front door of the Ortiz Ranch and ring the doorbell, I guess. He’s 
one of the bravest and most selfless men I’ve ever met, one of the stu-
pidest, or a sociopath. He doesn’t know this but I read his file before he 
arrived. He was a very, very bad man at least those were the suspicions. 



STEP ZERO

485

Never charged. Never convicted, but he was rumored to have killed 
three men and one woman in his years in El Grupo. Granted, those 
who he killed were more evil than him, but he still killed people. This 
morning I gave him a second look and he may be a better person now. 
Maybe. He’s not high from what I can see and either he’s playing me 
and all of us or he really is trying to stop the contract out on him, and 
tangentially, the contract out on everyone he loves. He’ll either succeed 
or fail, live or die, and I can do one of two things. Either protect his 
back and get him back to Tucson alive or bring his body back to his 
people if I can retrieve it. I need to get home too.

One thing I like about Mr. Dollaride. He doesn’t talk as much as 
most white men I’ve met. I like that. A lot.

Odd that we haven’t seen anyone from El Grupo. I can see the Ortiz 
house now, perched on that hill, and I’ve seen no horse dust or Flex-car 
dust or anything all day. This isn’t good. Either they’ve already seen us 
or they’ve concentrated their forces around the house. 

“Matt,” says Mr. Dollaride, “I think it’s time for me to go it alone.”
“OK,” I say.
“OK,” he says. He starts to ride away.
“Mr. Dollaride?” I say.
He pulls up his horse and turns the roan horse. 
“Yes?”
“See that first black hill over there to the right of that stand of Palo 

Verde trees?” I say, pointing in that direction.
“Yes,” he says, following my hand.
“If you get out alive, meet me over there. I’ll be positioned on or 

near that hill with Charlotte and Suzanne.”
He quietly chuckles.
“Now who is Suzanne?” he asks.
“Twelve gauge,” I say.
He laughs again.
“Please, keep the girls at ready,” he says.
“I will,” I say. I extend my hand. He rides up to me and shakes it.
“God be with you,” I say. Still got a little bit of the Catholic church 

in me.
“And also with you,” he says.
“Oh,” Mr. Dollaride says, “I almost forgot.”
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He unbuckles his Smith and Wesson .357 and hands me his gun and 
holster. I take it from him.

“I won’t be needing this,” he says.
I nod but don’t say anything. 
Either a saint, a sinner or a fool. Or a foolish sinner who wants to 

be a saint.
In a minute, he’s gone. I ride toward the slight rise to the north. I 

hope I at least have a clear shot of that picture window and of that patio.
“Come on, girl,” I say to Ginger and we trot off toward that hill.
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Roland Toro
Friday, June 10th, 2076: 11:15 a.m.

The Ortiz Ranch
Near Santa Rosa, Arizona

Motherfucking Sat-phone. It works about half the fucking time. Trying 
to recharge it with a solar panel in this goddamned guard house is like try-
ing to start a fire by rubbing my hands together. I get heat, but no fire. The 
phone is warm but only at a quarter charge. Fuck. And I haven’t had break-
fast yet. Had my morning blow-job but man can’t live on blow-jobs alone.

I dial up Marvin over at the Archie.
“No sightings of Dollaride yet?” I ask.
“No, sir,” he says.
“Fuck. Thanks,” I say. I hang up.
I should be over at the Archie. Don’t need to be here at the boss’ house, 

but I thought Michael would have turned up by now. Just wishful thinking.
“Sir,” says the fucker who’s always at this guardhouse, “check 

this out.”
I look down the mesquite-tree-lined-road leading up to the ranch 

and lo and behold, it’s Michael Dollaride on a gray horse, arms out by 
his side, like he’s fucking Jesus or something. The guard raises his pistol.

“Don’t shoot him,” I say to him.
“Yes, sir,” he says.
I walk up to Michael and the horse. I pull out my .45 service revolver 

and point it at him. The horse stops.
“Get off the horse,” I say.
Michael does.
“Search him for weapons,” I say to the guard.
He does.
“Buzz Bunny on the intercom,” I instruct the guard.
He buzzes Bunny.
This is too easy.
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Jesus “Bunny” Ortiz
Friday, June 10th, 2076: 11:22 a.m.

The Ortiz Ranch
Near Santa Rosa, Arizona

“You can stay, Roland,” I say, “You too. What’s your name?”
“Cummins,” says the gatehouse guard. “Bob Cummins.”
“Well, Bob,” I say, “you can stay too. And Michael, have a seat.”
Michael chooses a mesquite hardback chair my Papa made. Good 

choice on the chair, Michael.
“What do I owe the pleasure of your company, Michael?” I say.
“I’ve come to see if we can come to an understanding of some sort,” 

Michael says.
“An understanding,” I say.
“No,” Michael says, “that’s not it. I’ve come to ask you, what can 

I do or say to have you stop trying to kill me and my friends. What can 
I give you? I don’t have much money. I’m just a potter now in Tucson.”

“You throw pots, like old women now?”
“I do,” he says.
I can’t help but laugh.
He looks annoyed now. Poor baby.
“The only thing I can give you,” he says, “is my life. I can’t really 

make right your sister’s death. Camille was really depressed as you 
know. I do feel somewhat responsible since I did leave her, but she was 
depressed before I met her, Bunny. And I know you blame me for her 
death but I can’t make amends for that. I can’t make her death right. And 
I can’t come back and work for you. And I can’t be Shotgun’s friend.”

“Benny was very hurt when you abandoned him,” I say. “Very sad. 
He’s trying to kill you for free, he’s that sad. Won’t even take my money.”

“I can’t fix that,” he says now a little pissed, “I can’t by working for 
you or killing for you, and I’m not about to drink and use over this. I see 
only two choices. You kill me or you forgive me.”
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Michael falls silent.
I rise from the sofa and walk toward the picture window. This isn’t a 

particularly pretty part of the Sonoran Desert, but it’s my desert. I con-
trol the land as far as I can see. Even control part of the government in 
Sells. Have a man on Kitt Peak keeping an eye out. I control it all. And I 
control this man in my living room too. All of him. But what to do?

I walk back to Michael.
“I don’t know, Michael,” I say walking up behind him. I grab a ban-

dana from the back of another tall chair and wrap it around my hand. 
“I don’t know.”
With his back to me, I throw a roundhouse punch and hit him in 

the jaw. He sways to his left from the blow and grabs his face. I now 
face him.

“I don’t know, Michael, I just don’t know,” I say and I punch him 
hard in his right eye. Then again, and again. A large gash opens and 
blood flows down his face. I motion Roland and Bob over.

“Grab his arms and pull them back up,” I say. 
Michael raises an open palm to me. I take Michael’s right hand and 

shake it.
“Good to see you too, fuck-face,” I say, shaking his hand so his 

arm flaps.
“Now, pull his arms behind the chair,” I instruct Roland and Bob.
There you go. That keeps Michael upright. He was starting to 

slump. I can now punch him hard in the belly and in the ribs. And I do, 
again and again. Oops. I think I just heard a rib crack. Sorry, buckaroo.

After five minutes, I’ve punched myself out. My right hand hurts 
too. The blue bandana is now purple. Cool. Oh, I’ve made a mess of his 
face. That right eye looks like it’s done and I think I broke his jaw. To 
his credit, he hasn’t made a sound the whole time.

“Now, can you hear me, Michael?” I ask.
He spits out some blood and tries to talk, but I can’t understand him.
“Don’t try and talk, just nod your head yes or no,” I say.
He nods yes.
“Good,” I say, “Here’s what I’m going to do, pendejo. I’m going to 

let you go, to return to Tucson and your bitches and your pottery and 
your fucking 12-Step shit. And I’m not going to kill you today. But I 
may kill you tomorrow or next month or next year. And I may kill your 
bitches and your friends and whoever I want. But right now I’m just 
going to let you be frightened like a little girl. You’ll never know when 
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I’m going to kill you or your friends, or if I will, or maybe I’ll fuck-
ing forgive you, pendejo, and I’ll never kill you. But you’ll always be 
on alert, looking over your shoulder, worried about your bitches being 
killed by me and mine. I want you to suffer like you made Camille suf-
fer. Maybe I’ll even kill everyone you love and leave you alive. Now, 
that’s a good fucking plan. Everyone dead but you.”

I laugh. Roland laughs. The gate guard starts to laugh but I give him 
some stink-eye and he stops.

“Michael,” I say. “I have a lot of options. Today, I am not your 
Angel of Death, but look to the sky, Michael Dollaride, and that Angel 
may descend on you and your’n and on all who you love.”

Then I lean into his ear and whisper.
“Or maybe not,” I say. “Maybe not. Maybe I’ll forgive you, and I 

won’t do anything.”
I stand up and look down at my handy work. Yeah, his face is all 

fucked up and I’m guessing two or three broken ribs. That’ll do. 
I nod to Roland and Bob to let go of his arms. Michael slumps 

forward.
“Take him back to his horse.” I say.
And off you go, Michael Fucking Dollaride. Well, lookie you. You 

can still walk. Oops. Walked into that door jam. Can’t see too good, 
can you?

I look down at my shirt. Chinga tu madre, why did I wear a good 
shirt today? I’ll never get these stains out.
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Tribal Deputy Matthew “Matt” Antone
Friday, June 10th, 2076: 12:01 p.m.

Above The Ortiz Ranch, Arizona

Mr. Dollaride’s been gone over forty-five minutes, but I haven’t heard 
any shots fired. That’s good. But there are other ways to kill a man.

Then I see what I think is Mr. Dollaride walking out the front 
door toward the roan horse. At least he’s alive. I put my binoculars up 
to my eyes.

Oh, no.
I stow my rifle and shotgun into my saddle and swing up on Ginger.
“Ginger” I say into her ear, “We need to ride fast but quiet. Fast and 

quiet. Can you do that?”
She nods her head.
“Good girl,” and we’re off like a flash.
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Friday, June 10th, 2076: 12:07 p.m.

Giffords Adult Care Home
Tucson, Arizona

I’m so tired.
Been two days since Mom hit her head again. Almost that long since 

she’s eaten or drank anything, and from what Krishna just told me, she 
hasn’t spoken since yesterday.

I look at Martha asleep in her bed. Then I look again. She’s not 
asleep, she’s unconscious. 

I grab one of the little blue sponges on a stick from a glass of water 
by Mom’s bedside. 

“Here you go, Mom,” I say, placing the sponge to her lips. She 
doesn’t swallow the water. It dribbles out of her mouth.

Her eyes are open but they see nothing, or perhaps they see some-
thing I cannot see but only Mom can see. 

A mourning dove flies outside Mom’s window. A Flex-truck, with 
the logo of St. Mary’s Hospital on its door, swooshes by. I look back at 
Mom. No change.

I open the harmonium bag and pull out the keyboard. I begin to 
softly play just some chords, no song, just C, then F, then G, then back 
to C. I do this for a while then stop.

I look again at Mom. I wished you dead for over a year, Martha, 
partly out of the pain of watching you suffer and partly because I’m so 
tired of your narcissism, your abuse, your crap. I’ve been trying to step 
back emotionally so I can love you, but I haven’t found a distance far 
enough away from you. Maybe I’ll find that distance after you’re dead. 
I’ve tried to be a good son, making sure you’re taken care of, coming 
back to see you often each week, but I’m so tired. Tired of it. Tired of 
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it all. I was hoping to become a better person around all of this but I’m 
not. Not really. Not nearly enough.

I put the harmonium back in its bag and sit and look of my mother’s 
face for a while. It’s greenish gray now. She looks terrible. Good lord.

I spy her Book of Common Prayer on her end table. Martha always 
was a cradle-to-grave Episcopalian, even after the Church fell out of 
favor after the 41 Nights. God bless her. She’s didn’t care who blamed 
whom for the end of the world. She knew damn well the Episcopal 
Church had nothing to do with it. 

I don’t hate you Mom. I love you. I just don’t like you very much 
is all.

“Hey, Mom,” I say, “I have your old Book of Common Prayer here. 
I think I’ll read some of it to you. Would you like that?”

No response. I wasn’t expecting any. 
Let’s see. The Psalms have some good stuff in there. I fumble 

through the prayer book and randomly pick a psalm. Psalm 92. This 
should be OK.

“O Lord,” I read to her, “How glorious are thy works! Thy thoughts 
are very deep.”

So far so good.
“An unwise man doth not well consider this,” I continue, “and a 

fool doth not understand it. When the ungodly are green as the grass, 
and when all the workers of wickedness do flourish, then shall they be 
destroyed for ever, for thou, Lord, art the Most Highest for evermore.”

Oh brother.
“For lo,” I read, “Thine enemies shall perish and all the workers of 

wickedness shall be destroyed….” 
Mom, let’s see if I can find something a little more positive.
I flip through some more of the book. Perhaps Psalm 109.
“My knees are weak through fasting,” I say, “My flesh is dried up 

for want of fatness….”
And with that I close the book. I look at its spine. Oh, yeah. This is 

a combination prayer book and hymnal. I have another idea.
“Mom,” I say to her unconsciousness, “how about I sing you some 

hymns?”
Eyes open, nothing there, just halting breathing.
Then I realize the only hymns I know are Christmas carols. Ah, who 

cares if it’s June. They are still awfully good songs.
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“Hey, Mom,” I say to her. “Remember when you taught me The 
First Noel for that church thing when I was little? I had such a hard time 
with that ‘In fields as they…lay keeping their sheep.’ I kept singing in ‘In 
fields as they lay…ay ay, keeping their sheep’ and we both got so slap-
happy that we laughed and laughed. That was a good night.”

A very good night. I page through the hymnal part of the book. 
There it is. Then I turn another page and see an even better hymn.

“Mom, here’s one.” I say. “Kind of obscure but a real nice hymn.”
I begin to sing.
“Angels from the realms of glory, wing your flight o’er all the earth. 

Ye, who sang creation’s story now proclaim Messiah’s birth. Come and 
worship, come and worship, worship Christ the newborn King.”

Great chorus. Higher and higher notes ascending in praise of God. 
Great song. I continue with the second verse.

“Shepherds in the field abiding, watching o’er your flocks by night. 
God with man is now residing, yonder shines the infant Light. Come 
and worship, come and worship. Worship Christ the newborn King.”

What was that? Did Mom sing? She did. She sang along, sort of. 
No words but she was carrying the tune of the chorus. I sing the chorus 
again. She is singing! Oh, my God. Part of her, the choir director part of 
her, still lives. I go to the third verse.

“Sages, leave your contemplations, brighter visions beam afar,” I sing.
Mom falls silent. Maybe it was just a last gasp of song.
“Seek the great desire of nations, ye have seen his natal star.”
Come on, Mom. Sing.
“Come and worship, come and worship…” I sing, as does she again. 

“Worship Christ the newborn King.”
I’m crying now but I’m going to make it through this song. One 

more verse.
“Saints before the altar bending, watching long in hope and fear. 

Suddenly the Lord descending in his temple shall appear.”
I’m hardly making a sound through my sobs. One last chorus, Martha.
“Come and worship,” Martha and I sing. “Come and worship. 

Worship Christ the newborn King.”
I take a deep breath. I smile through my tears. I grab my mother’s hand. 
“You did real good, Mom,” I say. “Real good. Let’s sing it again.”
And we do.
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Tribal Deputy Matthew “Matt” Antone
Friday, June 10th, 2076: 12:30 p.m.

East of The Archie Hendricks Sr. Skilled Nursing Facility

“Just a little farther, Mr. Dollaride,” I say, “We need to put more 
distance between us and the ranch before we stop.” 

I glance over at Mr. Dollaride. He leans over the roan, but he still 
has his hands on the reins. Lucky for us, Marty is a very smart horse. 

Blood drips out of Mr. Dollaride’s mouth onto Marty’s gray mane, 
turning it pink. ‘Matthew,’ I hear my mother’s voice say. ‘Talk to him 
using his first name. Judas Priest.’

“Hang in there, Michael,” I say. “Just another mile and we can stop.”
I’m lying. We need to be at least another three or four miles away 

from Bunny’s. I look over my shoulder as we lope along. No dust behinds 
us except for ours. I don’t think they are following us, but I can’t believe 
they just let him go.

I gaze at the bloody mess that was Michael’s face.
They didn’t just let him go, did they? 
Hijo de perros. 
Mr. Dollaride coughs up some more blood. We need to stop soon 

so I can treat his wounds and stop some of the bleeding. He starting to 
swallow blood now and I’m afraid he’s going to choke to death. We need 
to get him to the hospital in Sells. 

Damn it all to hell.
“Ginger” I say, softly in her ear, “We need to ride through the night, 

tonight. I’ll be stopping soon, to rest you and Marty, but I need you to 
talk to Marty and let him know what’s coming up. Can you do that?”

Ginger’s ears rotate in a circle. She’s heard. That’s my girl.
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Craig Maple
Friday, June 10th, 2076: 2:22 p.m.

Above the Sonoran Desert 
South of Sells, Arizona

I got here late but I couldn’t have done anything anyway. No amount 
of Love of the Ancestors or Light of God Goddess All There Is would 
have changed Ortiz’s mind about beating the living shit out of Michael.

I hope my presence just now helped steady Matt’s hand as he stitched 
my friend’s cheek and lessened my friend’s pain. If only a little.

Matt lifts Michael back on his horse.
“I gave you some morphine to help with the pain,” Matt says to 

Michael, “and I don’t think you are bleeding much now, but you’re still 
choking on blood and I need to get you to the hospital in Sells, Michael. 
This ride tonight is going to hurt my friend, but I’m afraid with all the 
blood you’ve lost, that you might die if we don’t hurry. Now, Marty, 
your roan, is a good horse. He’ll take care of you, and we don’t need 
to lope and gallop to Sells, but we do really need to go. It’s a long walk 
for us and the horses. Probably ten, twelve hours. I’ll be in front a lot 
but don’t worry. Marty will follow Ginger. You just need to hang on, 
Michael, OK? Can you do that?”

Michael nods but doesn’t speak.
“Good,” says the deputy. “Hang on, little brother.”
And off they go at a slow walk. 
I stay behind and look at all the blood in the sand under that tree. 

Did one man’s fist do all this damage?
Then I have a feeling. I’m not sure what it is. I look up to the sky. A 

lone cumulus cloud drifts in the distance. What am I feeling?
Then I have this odd sensation, an echo like a song sung from very 

far away. I can barely hear the melody but not the words. 



STU JENKS

502

Oh. I’m feeling hurt. Sad. I’m feeling sad.
It’s the first sadness I’ve felt since I died but it’s a hollow sadness, 

without blood or tears.
Maybe this is how angel ghosts feel sadness. 
I don’t like it.
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Krishna “K” Harvey
Friday, June 10th, 2076: 6:15 p.m.

Giffords Adult Care Home
Tucson, Arizona

I got off the clock at 3:30 but I’m staying. A friend is watching my 
daughter at home. I’ll be home soon. Maybe.

Miss Martha’s moaning a death rattle now. I’ve called Artie and he 
knows. He also knows she may not make it through the night. He said 
he’ll be over in the morning. 

He’s told me stories, over the years, about how mean his mother was 
before she got sick and I believe him. I’ve seen hints of it while she’s been 
under our care, but primarily I’ve experienced a polite old Southern 
Belle, who smiles every time I see her and who doesn’t have half of the 
entitlement issues as the other residents. And there is just something 
about her I can’t explain, some part of her that I’ve fallen in love with. 
It’s not that’s she a surrogate mom. I liked my mom. Maybe she’s the 
grandmother I’ve never had. Both my grandmothers were dead before I 
was born. There’s just something about Martha Saum. 

I don’t need to be here when she dies, but I want to be here now. The 
other girls will call hospice and the funeral home if I’m not here when she 
dies, but I feel very protective of Miss Martha. Again, another mystery. 
Why is this so important to me? Jigma Rinpoche tells me to embrace the 
mysteries and to always let Compassion flow. He says Compassion is the 
path, the goal, and the reward.

I sit in an old wooden chair beside my Miss Martha. Her loud rattle 
doesn’t upset me. It calms me. I hold her hand.

“I love you, Miss Martha,” I say. “I don’t think you’ll mind if I pray 
with you. I know you are Episcopalian and I am Buddhist, but from what 
I know, I don’t think we are all that different, are we, Miss Martha?”
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I pull a small purple book from my scrubs pocket. Ah, this sukha-
vati should do.

“The wondrous Buddha of Infinite Light,” I say. “To his right is the 
Lord of Great Compassion, and to his left stands the Bodhisattva of 
Great Power. All are surrounded by countless Buddhas and Bodhisattvas. 
There is miraculous, immeasurable happiness and joy in the Buddha 
field called Dewachen.” 

I love this prayer. I hope the soul of Martha does as well.
“Instantly, when I pass from this life, without taking another birth,” 

I continue, “May I be reborn in Dewachen and see Amitabha’s face. 
Having made this aspiration prayer, by all the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas 
of the ten directions, may I and you Martha, be blessed with unhindered 
accomplishment.”

“Tayata bentsa dri awa bodha na ye soha,” I chant quietly, holding 
Martha’s hand. “Tayata bentsa dri awa bodha na ye soha.” 
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Friday, June 10th, 2076: 7:31 p.m

Downtown Alano Club Annex
Tucson, Arizona

“Mormon Tea Anonymous is a fellowship of men, women and 
children who share their experience, strength and hope with each 
other that they may solve their common problem and help others to 
recovery from their addictions,” reads Roy, who’s leading the meet-
ing. “The only requirement for membership is a desire to stop using 
Mormon Tea and all other mind-altering substances including Alcohol 
and Marijuana.”

Roy continues reading the M.T.A. Preamble and then reads the 
Twelve Steps of Alcoholic Anonymous. I’ve heard these read so many 
times. Most times in meetings I just tune them out until we get to the 
topic but today, I don’t know. I’m still not listening that closely but 
I’m fully aware of one huge fact: I’m over two years clean and sober. I 
haven’t smoked Brigham or had a beer or two or twenty since February 
14th, 2074. That is truly a miracle. I’ve thought about drinking and 
using but I haven’t used. And I feel a bit more useful in the world. I still 
have a long way to go. I’m not a very good employee, not a very good 
worker among workers, but I’m committed to changing that. And I love 
Georgia and I love Michael and Mags and even Bill, too. I love Bill more 
than ever these days from missing Craig so much

And as if I’ve conjured him up, Bill Monroe walks into the meeting 
room. Bill never comes to M.T.A. meetings. Bill used to say, ‘All you 
should need is A.A. You don’t need any of those candy-ass-new-fangled 
12-Step groups.’ But then he would say something like ‘Sorry, Artie, 
I’m just an old fart, hardly open to any new ideas anymore. If you find 
sobriety and happiness in M.T.A., you go. Don’t listen to me.’
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But he’s never, to my knowledge, attended an M.T.A. meeting. 
Maybe he thinks this is an A.A. meeting. No. He knows M.T.A. meets 
in the annex on Monday and Friday nights.

Then Bill sees me and walk toward me. He points to the chair next 
to me, miming the question ‘This seat taken?’ I motion with my hand 
for him to sit down. He does. Bill leans into my ear.

“Am I late for the topic?” he whispers and then smiles.
“Just getting through the reading of The Steps. Topic will be next,” 

I say.
“Great,” he says, and then settles into his chair.
Our banner of The Twelve Steps of Mormon Tea Anonymous hangs 

across the room, the same Steps of A.A. with a couple small changes, 
substituting the words Mormon Tea and all other mind-altering sub-
stances for the word alcohol.

Bill sees the banner, smiles and crosses his legs.
Holy fucking shit. Bill is smiling and he’s at an M.T.A. meeting.
“Does anyone have a topic for discussion or a question about recov-

ery or addiction?” asks Roy.
A petite girl in her twenties raises her hand. Must be new. Don’t 

need to ask for permission to speak. Roy nods to her.
“My name is Alexis, and I’m addicted to Mormon Tea,” she says.
“Hello, Alexis,” we say.
“I’d like to hear about the God, Goddess, Higher Power stuff,” she 

says. “I’m new to this. Still looking to find a sponsor. Hmm. That’s a 
load of crap. Still putting off asking someone to be my sponsor.”

Bill and I laugh, as well as a few others.
“But I don’t know about this God As We Understand Him crap,” 

she continues. “I’m not saying it’s all shit but I’m confused. My par-
ents are Christians…yeah, I know…not many of those left…but they 
are nice Christians. Episcopalians. Nice people my folks, but I’m not 
into Jesus at all, and I’ve read the Bible and Jiminy, there is a lot of 
killing in the name of God and by God himself in that book. I’ve 
been looking into the Goddess people and it seems OK, I guess, but 
it’s hard for me to wrap my head around Goddess as the Earth. A 
friend of mine is Buddhist and I like what I’ve read in her books 
but it still isn’t something that really resonates with me. Then I keep 
hearing you guys talk about God Goddess All There Is, and about 
GGATI, and other people talking about a Higher Power and you 
all seem to be saying it’s pretty important that I find a something 
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like that so I can stay clean from Brigham and not be a Tea Whore  
anymore.” 

Alexis sighs. Sweet woman, it seems. Honest too.
“So if you could talk about that, I’d really appreciate it. Thanks,” 

she says.
“Thanks,” say a few of us.
“Great topic, Alexis,” says Roy. “Second and Third Step stuff. 

Anyone else have a topic?”
That’s different. Roy’s calling for a second topic today. 
“Hi. My name is Ben and I’m an addict and an alcoholic,” says a 

very tall, middle-aged man.
“Hi, Ben,” we all say.
“I have seven days clean today,” he says.
A smattering of applause. Neither Bill or I applaud. We know Ben.
“I don’t seem to be able to stay clean,” he says, “Most I’ve ever got-

ten is three months, three years ago. Those were three good months, but 
that’s about it. I tend to work too much I think. I’m putting in 50 hour 
weeks at the Rothman Salvage Yard these days. Lot of shit out there to 
sell and melt and melt some more.”

He laughs. None of us laugh.
“I try and get to a meeting whenever I can,” Ben continues, “but 

I don’t seem to be able to as often as I like, to get to a meeting that is. 
Wish you all had more 10 at night meetings.”

He laughs again. One guy in the back laughs. No one else.
“I don’t know what kind of topic I have,” says Ben. “Maybe how 

to stay sober when you don’t have time to get to meetings or something 
like that. Thanks.”

A few people say, ‘Thanks, Ben.’ Very few.
“OK,” says Roy, “Second and Third Step and staying clean and 

sober no matter what. Who would like to start?
I look at Bill. Bill looks at me. We then turn our heads back to 

the chair.
“My name is Catherine and I’m an addict and an alcoholic,” says a 

pretty white woman with very curly hair, sitting off to our right. I know 
Catherine too. This ought to be good.

“Thanks for sharing so honestly with us,” she says, looking at Ben. 
Really? I thought he was full of shit.
“It’s hard to come in here and admit you don’t know how to stay 

sober,” says Catherine.
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Now we’re talking.
“Sorry,” she says, “I’m crossing-talking. My experience was similar 

to yours. I came into these rooms thinking I just needed to do a little 
bit. My job and my kids were the most important things in my life, and 
I’d then find some time to get to meetings and maybe work The Steps. 
When I had the time. So I went to a few meetings for a few months but 
never worked the Steps and for some reason, I kept drinking booze and 
smoking Brigham about every three weeks. I’d use for a night and feel 
like shit. I was ashamed of myself and how my two kids looked at me in 
the mornings after I drank and used, and I’d go back to meetings out of 
guilt and shame. I’d go for a while, then get busy at work or at home and 
then I’d find myself, walking like a zombie to the dope-man’s house and 
buying some more Tea. Then I’d feel shitty again, then stop, then start 
again….and this went on for almost a year. Then something miraculous 
happened. I was in a meeting and I heard people talking about The 
Steps. I don’t think you all had ever mentioned them before.”

Bill and I laugh along with most of the room.
“Really,” Catherine says, “I saw The Steps on the wall over there and 

I read them but I swear I never heard anymore talk about them. At all!”
More laughs.
“I know,” she says, “That wasn’t true. You all talk about The 

Steps all the time, but I just sort of tuned you all out. I thought by 
reading them on the wall, I had worked The Steps, or enough for me 
at least. I knew I was powerless over Mormon Tea and Alcohol, I knew 
that, but my life being unmanageable? Nah. I’m the best manager they 
have at work.”

Laughter.
“And I just breezed by The Second and Third Steps. I don’t need 

no God, no Goddess, no Higher Power. And be damned if I’m going 
to write down on a piece of paper the ‘exact nature of my wrongs’. 
I’d lose my job if they ever found out what I’d done to them, and my 
kids? I didn’t want to think about how I hurt them. And making direct 
amends? Fuck that. Those assholes at work need to apologize to me. I’m 
the fucking victim here.”

Nervous laughter now. When Catherine gets on a roll, it’s a little 
intense but in a good way.

“And the funny thing was, in all this distain I had for The Steps, 
I was just kind of in denial of it all, until I actually worked The Steps. 
Before I just thought, ‘I’m glad they have The Steps for those poor 
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schmucks, but I don’t need them. I just need to try harder. Put my mind 
to it.’ And I did put my mind to it, and I got drunk and loaded over and 
over again.”

Catherine’s eyes moisten.
“I really have a lot of love and compassion for the Old Catherine,” 

she says. “I’m making jokes about her but she really was doing the very 
best she could. She really was trying to stay clean. On her own terms, 
granted, but she was trying. I was trying. But then, one day I heard, I 
think it was Craig, rest his soul, talking about the Second Step and how 
he loved God Goddess All There Is, loved his Higher Power, and that 
he felt a strength and a love from GGATI that he had never felt before 
until he came into these rooms. Remember how he used to talk about 
the high he got from GGATI was better than the high he got from Tea?”

I do. One of the first things I remember Craig saying in a meeting 
when I was new.

“I heard Craig talk that day, many years ago, about The Second 
Step and for the first time in my life, I thought, ‘You know, I could use 
some help here. Maybe I can’t do this all on my own. And maybe, just 
maybe, GGATI can help me stay sober.”

She stopped and wipes her eyes. I wipe my eyes too.
“I miss Craig so much,” she says, “So much. It’s good to see Artie 

here. Glad you’re back.”
I nod.
“Anyway, that’s all I have. No, wait. One more thing,” she says.
I and others laugh through our tears.
“Yeah, I know,” she says, “but if you are new or new again to the 

Program, I’m glad you are here. And I’ve found meetings very important 
to my recovery now. I’ve worked and still work The Twelve Steps and 
that really helps a lot, particularly Step Ten, Eleven and Twelve, but I 
just love meetings. For me, meetings are Step Zero. I have to come to 
meetings in order to work The Steps. Without meetings, I wouldn’t have 
ever gotten to The Steps or gotten a sponsor or helped others or any 
of that. Plus my friends are here. I have other friends in town but you 
all are my closest friends. Anyway, the meetings are Step Zero to me. 
Thanks for letting me share.”

“Thanks, Catherine,” the room says.
Another moment of silence…then…
“My name is Bill and I’m an alcoholic,” says my sponsor.
“Hi, Bill,” I say as well as a few others.
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“This is my very first M.T.A. meeting,” he says.
A few people clap. Bill puts up his hand.
“No need to applaud,” he says. “I’m a member of A.A. for twenty-

four years. But I think I owe y’all an amends.”
What?
“One of my sponsees has been very active in this Fellowship for a 

few years and I’ve judged the shit out of you guys,” says Bill. “Thinking 
‘what does he need M.T.A. for? Isn’t A.A. enough for him? Ain’t I 
enough for him?’ Such an arrogant ass I’ve been.”

Bill chuckles to himself.
“You know, if you’re new,” he says “You might think all of us old-

timers here have our shit completely together. And some do.”
Laughter.
“But not all of us do. This old-timer here,” says Bill, pointing to his 

chest, “has been one judgmental unhappy dude.”
More laughter. I think some might be laughing at Bill, not with Bill. 

No one uses the word ‘dude’ anymore.
“But I got to know Craig M. a little before he got killed,” continues 

Bill “And he only came to M.T.A. but he was one great dude. Really 
grounded in The Steps and more important, Craig was a really kind 
man to the newcomers. Kinder than me. By his reflection in the actions 
of others, I saw how my own light had diminished. So, I’m sorry for 
judging M.T.A.. Contempt prior to investigation is what I did. I’ll try 
in the future to be less critical of what I don’t know. With God’s help.”

“Speaking of God, and the Second Step, I didn’t like this whole 
Higher Power thing very much either. Still don’t sometimes, but some 
men who came before me helped me. A lot. They pointed out that in 
the Steps, that we have on all the walls of all the meetings, there are 
four words that are italicized. Twice no less. ‘As We Understood Him.’  
In the Third Step and in the Eleventh Step, right after the word ‘God.’ 
They told me the reason for that was the original 100 A.A. members, 
in the 1930’s, wanted to not make this thing into a dogmatic religious 
organization. They wanted it to be open to everyone, Christian, Jew, 
atheist, agnostic, everyone. If Bill W. and Dr. Bob were alive today, they 
would have added Buddhist, Muslim, and even those wacky Goddess-
worshipping people.”

Bill says this with a smile. Bless you, Bill.
“And those old guys taught me it’s really important for me to have 

something, anything, that was bigger than myself that could keep me 
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sober,” Bill says. “And they said it was about staying sober, not about 
getting sober. Anybody can get sober, they said. But staying sober is 
another thing all together.”

Bill is different somehow. Not the old grumpy guy. Maybe a little 
grumpy but, I don’t know, lighter. With more light. Something.

“So I started out with the old God as Good Orderly Direction.” 
says Bill “That worked for a while but felt kind of hollow to me. 
Then I made God a Group Of Drunks for I figured a bunch of sober 
drunks knew more about staying sober than I did on my own. And 
that worked for a while, too, but I realized I had trust issues and didn’t 
trust you assholes.”

The whole room laughed at that one.
“So I went home and prayed. I hadn’t prayed since I was a kid. I was 

maybe 90 days sober. So I sat on my bed and said, ‘God, I don’t believe 
in you but I need to believe in something, and just believing in people 
isn’t going to do it. So God, if you are there, I could use some sort of 
fucking sign. No burning bush but some motherfucking sign, for I’ve 
come to believe, God, that if you are not there I am totally fucked.’”

Silence. I’ve heard this story but my friends haven’t. Come on, 
Bill. Hold that silence out there. Right on, brother. You got their 
attention now.

“So I waited,” he softly says, “and I waited, and nothing happened. 
Then suddenly, I felt something, right here,” and Bill placed his right 
hand on his heart. “I felt a thing. At first, I thought I was going to 
throw up. I thought I was sick. I thought maybe I’m having a heart 
attack, but then I had what I later learned was an intuitive thought. So 
I closed my eyes and took three deep breaths and kept my hand on my 
heart. And then the true miracle happened. I started to cry. Not big 
wailing or anything, just very quiet tears. And I realized I wasn’t hav-
ing a stroke or a heart attack. I was just feeling a feeling. And a little 
voice inside of me said eight words. Just eight little words. The voice 
said, ‘This is Love, Bill, as we understand it. This is Love, Bill, as we 
understand it.’ And then I did wail, but they were happy tears and I’ve 
never been the same since that night. I may be a prick but I’ve never 
doubted the Love of God since that night. I’ve ignored the Love of God 
and I’ve not followed other intuitive thoughts, but I’ve never lost my 
faith. I don’t understand the world and I sure don’t understand God, 
but I know that God loves me and wants me to stay sober and wants 
me to be a better man.”
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I look over at Bill. He’s crying. I’ve never seen him cry before.
“And for that,” Bill says, “I am truly grateful. Thanks for giving me 

the opportunity to share. That’s all I’ve got.”
“Thanks, Bill!” yells the room, and a few people applaud.
And I look over at Bill and he at me. And he opens his arms and 

leans forward toward me in my chair and gives me a hug. And I hug him 
back. Both of us still in our chairs.

“I’m glad you’re here,” he whispers in my ear.
“I’m glad you’re here, too, Bill.”
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Rachel Rothman
Friday, June 10th, 2076: 8:05 p.m
Sin Vacas Estates, Catalina Foothills

Tucson, Arizona

Twilight. My favorite time of the desert day. Just a hint of orange 
and purple in the western sky and there’s Venus over there above the 
orange and purple. 

My dad walks out onto the patio with a drink in his hand. 
Here goes.
“Hey, father,” I say, “I need to talk with you about something.”
“Anything you like, pumpkin.”
Pumpkin. I hate that nickname. Ignore it, Rach.
“Father, does your company still have that apartment at the MLK 

downtown?”
“We actually have two flats,” he says. “We hardly use them though. 

Just when business colleagues come to town. I assume they are in good 
shape. Why? Do you have a friend coming to town?”

“No, Father,” I say. “I want to move downtown and I was hoping to 
rent an apartment from you.”

Father slams his glass so hard on the patio table I thought the glass 
and the table would both shatter.

“Why in the fuck do you want to live downtown?” he yells. “What? 
You got a boyfriend or a girlfriend down there? Or do you just want to 
slum it with the goddamned peasants?”

He lifts his single malt scotch to his lips and drains half the glass.
“And how in the fuck are you going to pay rent?” Father yells. “You 

don’t have a job.”
“I’ve saved up some money from my trust,” I say. “I can pay you out 

of that until I find a job.”
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“Find a job. My fucking ass,” he yells some more. Wish I could say 
his yelling bothers me but it doesn’t. It’s nothing new. Father yells all 
the time.

“And I’ll sign a year lease on the apartment or we can go month-
to-month,” I say. “I don’t care. I just know I need to move downtown.”

“And how in the fuck do you know that?”
“I saw it in a dream, Father,” I say.
“Motherfuck,” he says and throws his now-empty glass off the bal-

cony. It hits an old Saguaro and bounces to the ground. I hear it shatter 
on some rocks. Father storms off.

Well, that went well.
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Tribal Deputy Matthew “Matt” Antone
Saturday, June 11th, 2076: 9:30 a.m.

Baboquivari Indian Health Services
Sells, Arizona

Mr. Dollaride sleeps in an ICU bed. I need to call some of his people 
but I wanted to make sure he wasn’t going to die on me right away. I 
look over at this swollen face. I listen to his heart monitor beep. I really 
shouldn’t be so cold about Mr. Dollaride almost dying. Just a defensive 
mechanism or something, I suppose. I just really hate hospitals is all. 
Watching my father slowly die of liver disease did a number on me. 
Damn booze.

In walks Dr. Johansen. I stand and shake his hand.
“Hey, Deputy,” he says, “How are you?”
“OK,” I say, “Considering.”
Johansen looks down at the chart in his hand and then back at me.
“Yeah,” he says. 
He looks again at what I’m assuming is Mr. Dollaride’s chart.
“Good job,” the doctor says, “on the emergency tracheotomy you 

performed on Mr. Dollaride. He probably would have choked on his 
own blood before you got him here.”

“Thanks,” I say. “So is he going to make it?”
“Yeah,” says Johansen, “I think so. Unless he gets an infection, but 

it’s going to be at least six weeks before he can eat solid food, and he’s 
got four broken ribs that are going to ache for a long time, but we didn’t 
see any internal injuries besides the ribs and we think, we hope, he keeps 
his left eye. I’m hopeful. I’ve seen worse. Much worse. The big question 
is if he has any permanent brain injury. He has a severe concussion but 
we won’t know until he’s awake if he’s brain damaged. But again, I’m 
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hopeful. He’ll probably be OK in three to six months, if his brain and 
his eye heal. He will have some scars.”

I smile. 
“Don’t we all, Doc.” I say.
Johansen smiles.
“You got that right,” he says.
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Chesapeake “Chessie” Dupree
Saturday, June 11th, 2076: 10:20 a.m.

New Chicks Coffee Shop
Tucson, Arizona

“Thanks, Miss Chessie,” someone says.
I look up from the counter. What? Oh.
“You’re welcome, Roy.” I say to one of my regulars. I don’t even 

remember making him his usual four-shot toffee nut latte.
“Hang in there,” Roy says, “It’ll either be OK or it won’t.”
I nod. Now, that’s a fucking helpful thing to say. Not.
I turn around and check the dark roast. Almost time to make more. 

This batch is ten minutes from old.
I turn back toward the counter. Now, that’s a sight.
Marshal Mags and the weaver Harold Knight. Never seen them 

together.
Harold looks like crap, like he’s been crying, but Mags is smiling. 

Nervous smile? Happy smile? Somebody better say something soon.
“Chessie,” says Mags, “I think you’re going to want to come with 

us. Got someone to man the store?”
I walk over to Patricia, my assistant manager.
“I got to run,” I say to Patricia, “I’ll call you if I’m not going to be 

back by four. You got the store?”
Patricia looks over at Mags and Harold.
“I got it, Chessie,” she says. “Everything OK?”
I turn and look at the odd couple at my counter.
“I have no idea,” I whisper to Patricia, “but my guess is, if Michael 

was dead, Mags wouldn’t be smiling. Harold crying isn’t news. Harold 
cries at everything.”

Patricia snorts a laugh. 



STU JENKS

522

“I’ll call you later,” I say to her. “And thanks for holding down 
the fort.”

And then she hugs me. I hug her back. Patricia kisses my check. 
“Go,” Patricia says.
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Saturday, June 11th, 2076: 11:11 a.m.

Giffords Adult Care Home
Tucson, Arizona

Mom’s looking pretty bad. Won’t be long now, but then again, it’s 
a mystery. 

So much in life is mysterious, uncertain, unknowable.
Will Georgia and I stay together forever? Hope so, but I don’t know. 

She could grow tired of me or fall out of love with me, or I could relapse 
into active drug addiction.

I don’t think I’ll drink or use again but you never know. Addiction 
is a really difficult thing and I’ve seen a lot of people with very good 
intentions of staying clean and sober for the rest of their lives, relapse. 
And most of them that I’ve seen don’t die. They simply live long suffer-
ing lives and hurt everyone they love.

And will I stay sober for the rest of my life? I don’t know. I hope I 
do, but that’s mysterious too. Sure, I do most of what I’ve been taught 
by the old-timers in the meetings: Work with others and help others 
stay sober; pray and meditate on The knowledge of His will for us and 
the power to carry it out; trust my intuition about where I need to be, 
what I need to do, when I should speak and when I should shut up. But 
sobriety is mysterious. There is no certainty with sobriety, or with life 
for that matter.

Is there a God or a Goddess or GGATI and does it mean anything? 
It does to me but maybe this is it, maybe there is no Higher Power, 
no All-There-Is. Maybe when I die, it’s just the big dirt nap. I don’t 
really know. I hope there’s a big ocean of God Goddess All There Is 
out there. I have faith there is, but that and five bucks will buy you a 
cup of coffee.
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To worry too much about the future is really a waste of time and 
energy. Those old-timers taught me that too. I remember Bill saying 
once, ‘When you have one foot in the future and another in the past, 
you’re pissing all over today.’ 

Craig said it more eloquently. 
‘This is it, Artie,’ Craig said to me, ‘Everything happens right here, 

right now. Not yesterday, not tomorrow. Right now. And Now is all the 
sobriety any of us have. Just for today.’

I miss Craig.
“I think Martha’s mouth is dry again,” says Georgia. I forgot G was 

here. I look over at Mom. Her lips do look very dry. I take the mini-
sponge-stick and wet Mom’s lips. I look at her face. Eyes wide open, her 
breathing heavy and a bit halting, each breath seeming like it could be 
her last, but miraculously, she takes another breath. 

It’s a mystery, but I don’t think this mystery is going to last much 
longer.

Then, like I conjured it up, Mom takes a couple, then three very odd 
breaths. I look over at Georgia. She heard it too. 

“Honey” I say to G, “I have a big favor to ask.”
“What’s that?” she says.
“I think I just want to be with Martha alone now,” I say, “That OK 

with you?”
Georgia smiles, then crosses the room to where I’m sitting and gives 

me a hug and a kiss.
“Of course, honey,” she says. “I’m not feeling very well anyways.”
“What’s up?” I ask.
“Nothing,” she says. “Just a stomach ache. Kind of feel like I’m 

going to throw up or something.”
“You coming down with something?” I ask.
“Maybe,” she says, “I’m OK. Could just be the smell of this place.”
The Giffords Adult Care Center doesn’t smell bad but it doesn’t smell 

good either. A mix of disinfectant, macaroni and cheese, and death.
“I’m going to ride my bike home and take a nap,” Georgia says.
“All right,” I say. “I hope you feel better.”
“Me too,” she says.
I get up out of my chair and then kiss G very deeply. Deeper than I 

thought I would. Being around death makes me a little horny. We break 
the kiss and I walk her down the hall and outside. Georgia gets on her 
bike and I wave at her as she pedals away.
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I walk back inside and see Krishna in the kitchen.
“I think Martha’s close now,” I say.
She gives me a hug.
“I do, too,” says Krishna.
Unusual for her to be so blunt, but blunt is good. Better than feel-

good lies.
I walk back down the hall, enter Martha’s room, and resume my 

seat near her bed.
I gaze at her, watching her breath, watching her eyes. Her breath-

ing’s very halting now. She catches a breath, then nothing for a while, 
then another breath. She lets out a slight moan. I grab her hand. She’s 
not visibly aware of my hand. 

I think of all the bad shit Martha did to me and our family. I think, 
too, of the nice things she occasionally did. I stare at my mother’s face. 
None of the past matters. It’s gone. Mom has no future. That’s gone too. 
There’s just now. Right here, right now. Craig is right. Everything is in the 
Now, nowhere else. Everything else is an illusion. Illusion isn’t a strong 
enough word. All the focus I’ve put on the past, the weight I still carry 
from my childhood, none of it exists now. It’s gone. Nothing exists except 
me holding my mother’s hand, watching her die, listening to her breath. 
I feel so much love for her, regardless of what she did or didn’t do. She’s 
my mother. She’s the only blood family I have left. She’s dying. I love her.

“Mom,” I say, “I love you very much. Many people love you. You 
can go now. I’m fine. I’m OK. I’ll be OK. I love you very much.”

I say this many times, over and over, like a mantra.
“I love you. Many people love you. We love you very much. I love 

you. Many people love you. We love you very much.”
I gaze into Mom’s wide-open eyes. Mostly vacant but still with a 

small candle’s flame of light in them. I look at that candle. The flame 
grows smaller and smaller, her breathing ever so shallow. 

One breath. Silence. Another breath. Silence. Another breath. Silence. 
More Silence. More. I look into her eyes. The flame is gone. There is 

no more breath. She’s dead. My mother is dead. I cry.

I walk out into the hall. I close the bedroom door behind me. I see 
Krishna at the end of the hall. I say nothing as I walk. She says nothing. 
She sees it in my eyes and she begins to cry.

“She’s gone,” I say.
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Krishna hugs me and I hug her back. We both cry for a while. 
“I’ll go call hospice,” she says finally.
“I’m going back to be with Mom,” I say.
I walk back down the hall.

I sit with my mother for a while, her eyes still wide open. I stand 
above her and try to close her eyelids but they won’t shut. I chuckle. Still 
stubborn, Martha, even in death. I gently stroke her eyelids again and 
eventually her eyes close. 

I’ve heard a number of people say ‘I wish I was there at my father’s 
death,’ or ‘I still feel guilty I wasn’t there when Momma died.’ I’ve 
always thought being there at the very end of a loved one’s life isn’t nec-
essary. I believe that more than ever now. I’ve watched Martha die, little 
by little, these last few days. She hardly knew I was around. She was on 
her own journey toward The Other Side, doing her own heavy-lifting, 
doing her own hard work of dying.

But to see the light go out in my mother’s eyes is not something I 
needed to see. I really didn’t. I feel like I just watched a Mormon Tea 
addict die of an overdose in a cold alley somewhere near downtown. 
It wasn’t pretty, watching Martha die. I’m a pretty tough cookie but I 
almost wish I had just gotten a midnight phone call from Krishna, say-
ing Mom had died. I am glad to be here now. I can watch over Mom’s 
body until the nurse comes to pronounce her, and be with Mom until 
the undertaker comes to take her away, but I really didn’t need to see the 
candle in her eyes go out.

I cry again. I touch Mom’s hand. It’s growing cold.
I sit for a few minutes, touching Mom. Then I notice something 

beautiful. A surprise. I go get Krishna.
“Look,” I say to Krishna. “Doesn’t Mom’s color look a lot better? 

She had that horrible green-gray color for the last few days but now, she 
looks kind of pink and rosy. She looks, might I say, pretty.”

“She always looked pretty to me,” Krishna says.
“I know, but she did…you know…look…,” I say.
“Yeah,” Krishna says, finishing my sentence. “Miss Martha looked 

terrible these last few days.”
We both smile, then look at each other and laugh.
“Mom would like that, that she looks pretty after she died,” I say.
“Yes, she would,” says Krishna.
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• • •

I’ve called Georgia to let her know Mom has died. Called Bill and 
my boss and even Marshal Mags too. I only got Mags’ v-mail but that’s 
OK. It was nice to talk with Bill. ‘I’m sorry for your loss, Artie,’ he said. 
‘You were a good son to her.’

A hospice nurse has come and gone, pronouncing Martha dead. 
Now, I’m just waiting on the undertaker. 

It feels amazing to watch over my mother’s body. Men, women, and 
children have guarded the bodies of their dead loved ones for what? 
50,000, 60,000 years? It feels so right to sit by her bed, to look after her. 
To keep the wolves away.

The undertaker finally arrives. Took him a couple of hours to get 
here but that’s fine. Lots of work for the morticians these days. He’s a 
sweet young guy. Large Hispanic man in a very nice black suit. I like 
his suit.

“I’m going to prepare your mother for transport,” he says to me, in 
Mom’s room. “You may want to be outside as I do that.”

“I do,” I say. “I’ll be just outside in the kitchen.”
“Very good, sir,” he says.
Very polite. I like polite.
Soon, he emerges from Mom’s bedroom. Martha lies on a gurney 

now, bundled up in white sheets like a baby with only her face showing. 
She looks so beautiful. I truly am surprised by her beauty in Death.

“Would you like me to cover her face or leave it open?” asks the 
mortician.

I smile.
“Leave her uncovered,” I say, “so she can feel the Sun on her face 

one last time.”
“Very good, sir,” he says. “But I’ll have to cover her before I put her 

in the van.”
“That’s fine,” I say.
He wheels Martha down the hall, past Krishna, who is tearful, sad, 

but smiling, and past three residents of the Giffords Home, who are 
watching Flex-TV and don’t even notice Martha being rolled out the 
front door. 

The afternoon sun strikes my mother’s pale skin, showing her face 
in high detail—her eyes closed, her mouth relaxed, her skin white with 
a touch of gray. 
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Beautiful.
We reach the back of the van.
“I need to drape her now,” he says.
“OK,” I say, and I step toward my mother’s face.
“I love you, Mom,” I say. “I’ll see you when I see you.”
I bend over and give my beautiful mother one last kiss on the 

forehead.
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Martha Saum
Saturday, June 11th, 2076: 4:17 p.m.
Outside The Giffords Adult Care Home

Tucson, Arizona

“He’s a very good boy,” I say to my father-in-law Peter. He is still 
my father-in-law, isn’t he? I’m confused.

“So,” I say to the ghost-whatever that was Peter Saum, “are we still 
related over here?”

“Everything’s connected. Everyone’s related,” Peter says.
“Yeah, I figured that,” I say, “but are you still my father-in-law?”
“Not really,” says Peter. “But I am family, if you still want me to be 

part of your family. It’s up to you. I know you’ve been pretty mad at me 
for a long time.”

“Ah, poo,” I say. “Not really. Or maybe I was. I can’t remember 
what I was mad about now, but I’m sure glad to see a familiar face. This 
is not what I expected Heaven to be.”

“You’re in Heaven and you’re not in Heaven,” says Peter.
“You make about as much sense over here as you did when you were 

alive,” I say, waving my ghostly hands in the air. “You are dead, right?”
Peter smiles a huge smile. Same teeth, same pretty smile. He always 

had good teeth.
“Martha,” he says, “I’m an angel. I’m a ghost. I’m an angel ghost. 

It’s hard to explain.”
Then he laughs, and then I laugh because he’s laughing. Then he 

laughs bigger. Then I laugh and snort and gasp for breath or something 
like breath. I’m laughing so hard I could pee myself, if I could pee. 

We don’t stop laughing for who knows how long. God, I haven’t 
laughed like this in forever.

I think I’m going to like being in Heaven, or Kind-Of-Heaven, or 
wherever the devil this place is. Oh. Devil.
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“Is there a Devil?” I ask Peter.
And that just gets Peter laughing again. 
Guess not.
“And is Trey over here?” I ask Peter.
He stops laughing.
“I’ve got a lot of things to explain to you, Martha,” says Peter, 

“but I can say this. Your son isn’t over here, but I can take to you 
where he is.”

“OK,” I say.
Jeez. It’s hard to get a straight answer around here.
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Michael Dollaride
Tuesday, June 14th, 2076: 7:27 a.m.
Baboquivari Indian Health Services

Sells, Arizona

I like the color purple best, with teal and orange running a close 
second and third, but never have I seen all three colors in the same sky. 
All I can remember is blood and pain since, I don’t know when, but I 
don’t feel much pain right now. Would you look at that sky?

I walk down a horse trail. I can smell the beargrass and the mes-
quites baking in the heat. 

I see someone on the trail up ahead. Who’s that? Oh my oh my.
“Hi, sweetie,” says Camille Ortiz. “It’s good to see you.”
She appears radiant, like the purple light that glows around her. Her 

black hair flows clean and shiny, blowing in the wind. She is beautiful, 
more so than anytime I’ve ever seen her.

Wait a minute. I don’t understand. Maybe Camille can explain.
“Honey,” I say, “you’re dead. Am I dead, too?”
“No,” she says, “you’re just sleeping.”
“Are you all right?” I ask.
She laughs. 
“I’m fine,” she says, “but that’s more than I can say for you.”
I look down at my hands and I see blood on them.
“Am I bleeding again?” I say.
“No,” she says, “but you have been bloodied, and the violence 

echoes throughout your soul. You’re mostly OK. Mostly.”
That’s good. I don’t know what else to say to her, so I just gaze at 

her. It feels good to see her, to see the purple light around her, to see this 
sky, to see these mountains, to see these trees. 
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“Even though you’re mostly OK,” Camille continues, “it’s going to 
be a long time before you’re completely healed from your injuries. And 
you’re going to hurt for a while, but I’m pretty sure you’re not going to 
die. Not right now anyway. Probably not for a while.”

And she laughs again. She never used to laugh this much. She hardly 
laughed at all. 

“Why are you here?” I ask.
“You came to see me in your dream,” she says. “I didn’t come to see 

you, but I have been watching you some. Not a lot. That would be creepy.”
Another chuckle. Do all dead people laugh this much?
“But I’m glad you called,” she says. “It’s nice to see you, but be 

patient with yourself, Michael. You were beat up something awful by 
my brother.”

“By the way,” I say, “can you talk with your brother about not kill-
ing me and mine?”

“Doesn’t work that way,” she says. “I can send more Love and Light 
to him, but he’ll make his own choices. We all get to make our own 
choices.”

I feel a stab of pain in my side, like a knife plunged into me.
“Motherfuck,” I say and I double over. Camille walks toward me 

and places a hand on my back.
“You’re starting to wake up,” she says. “Time for me to go.”
I straighten up. God, I hurt.
“Nice to see you, Camille,” I barely get out, wincing with the pain.
“Good to see you too, Michael,” and then she is gone and all I see is 

purple and orange and teal and all I feel is pain.

“Good morning, honey,” I hear a voice say.
I open my eyes. A bank of purple LEDs illuminates the far wall of 

this room. I look to my right and see Chessie. My Chessie. I try to speak 
but I quickly realize my mouth’s wired shut. I feel sharp pain again, this 
time a pain in my face merges with a pain in my ribs.

Chessie leans over me. 
“Don’t try to talk,” she says, “just nod and shake your head if you 

can, or you write on this pad, OK?”
I nod. I see a yellow pad and point toward it. She hands me the pad 

and a pencil. I write ‘lots of pain’ in a shaky hand. I can barely read it. 
I hope she can.
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“Lots of pain?” she asks.
I nod.
“I’ll go and get a nurse,” she says. “I’ll be right back.”
I watch her leave the room. She has an amazing ass. It’s then I notice 

I can only see out of my right eye. What happened to my left one?
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Martha Saum
Wednesday, June 15th, 2076, 2:12 p.m..

Up the street from the Gavin Newsom Adult Care Homes: Bldg. 17
Inner Sunset District, San Francisco, California

“You remember Miss Chartreuse, Martha?” says Peter.
“Barely,” I say. “It’s been years. How are you, dear?”
“Very well, Miss Saum,” she says. “But how are you? Getting used 

to the change of scene?”
“Holy smokes,” I say. “I had no idea there were so many rules to 

Heaven.”
“Suggestions,” says Peter. “Just suggestions.”
“Damn strong suggestions from what I can gather,” I say.
Peter and Chartreuse laugh, and I do too, even though I don’t really 

think it’s that funny. Well, it is kind of funny in a weird sort of way. This 
mode of travel ‘think-about-where-you-want-to-be-and-you’re-there’ is 
something else. That I can stay here in Heaven, travel throughout the 
entire universe, give the Love of the Ancestors to my loved ones, and 
shine the Light of God Goddess All There Is to any human makes me 
pretty happy. And if I get bored, I can be reborn human or sit on the 
lap of God at The Great Big Sea forever. But Angel School is a bit much. 
Doesn’t surprise me that God Goddess All There Is tends to be a stickler 
for details. 

Today is a good day. Or should be. Oh, they keep telling me I 
shouldn’t ‘should.’ What next? Please and thank you? Geez.

“You ready, Martha?” asks Peter.
“I think so,” I say. I’m actually scared to death.
“Let’s go,” he says, and off we float toward an old folks’ home in 

this nice part of San Francisco. Look at all those birds and the beautiful 
flowers outside the house. And then we float right through the walls of 
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the place. I like that part of being an angel ghost. You can just float right 
on in to any place. No doors or open windows necessary. So in we are, 
and over there sitting at the dining room table is a very old man and a 
very young man. 

I stop my progression and just float in space.
He’s a very handsome boy, the young one, around 15 or 16 I sup-

pose. Can’t even shave yet, but look at the lantern jaw. My, my, my. I’d 
know that jaw anywhere. 

“That’s my Trey, isn’t it,” I say to his father, Peter. “Oh, would you 
look at him. He doesn’t look at all like he did when I was his wife but 
he still has that big jaw.”

“Yes, ma’am, he does,” says Peter. “But I didn’t recognize him as my 
boy until days after I’d first seen him.”

“So it really is true,” I say, “That if and when you decide to become 
human, it really is a new game. That you can’t remember anything of 
the past lives, nor really have any connection with those lives.”

“You have some connection,” say Miss Chartreuse, who’s floating 
beside us, “but nothing that influences your life that much. Some prefer-
ence for food and drink and music and some echoes of what your past 
tastes were, like in art and which male or female body types you like, 
but that’s about it. It’s a clean slate. You get to build your own life, each 
time you come back, as you wish.”

“Can he feel me now?” I say to the two of them.
“Some, but not much,” says Peter, “unless he was very young or 

very crazy, which he is neither. They can feel our Love and Light a wee 
bit as it enters their souls, just like sunlight from the sun entered our 
cells when we were alive, in spite of the fact that most of us take the 
sun for granted. The sunlight’s there. We just don’t really notice it. The 
Light of God Goddess All There Is is constant, always there, but we can 
up the volume and the Love of the Ancestors is always there too, but it 
rises and falls with the energies we angel ghosts add to it, which is pretty 
groovy if you think about it.”

“That is cool,” I say, trying to be hip, even though I never was.
“So I can send my reincarnated deceased husband Love and Light?” 

I ask.
Peter and Chartreuse nod.
“Nice,” I say.
Chartreuse and Peter lean toward each other and nod again.
“Miss Martha,” says Chartreuse, “are you good here by yourself?”
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“Of course,” I scoff, “you two go and play.”
“We’ll see you at the ranch,” says Peter.
“See you there,” I say. 
What the hell ranch is he talking about?
And with that, they are gone.
I find an empty chair to sit in or float in or whatever the devil 

I’m doing.
Then suddenly Peter pops back in. He startles me.
“Oops,” he says, “Sorry. I almost forgot. His name, this time, is 

Lyle. Lyle Mason. See ya,” and he’s gone.
Lyle. Nice name. Not as sexy as Trey, but… yikes. I see the problem 

here. Doesn’t feel right to find a 16 year old hot and sexy. More of those 
echoes they keep talking about.

‘When you see loved ones on Earth, look for their soul light, not 
their body-type,’ said an instructor at Angel School. 

Soul light, not body-type.
I close my eyes and think “soul light, soul light, soul light.” Three 

times should do it. The teachers said threes and sevens are powerful 
spiritual numbers. Give it a try.

I open my eyes and I see a rainbow blend of a Trey-Lyle light. 
Oh my lord.
I think I’ll try that Love of the Ancestors thing.
I do.
I feel like I’ve gone away, yet I’m still here.
I’m here. I’m not-here. It’s hard to explain. 
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Lyle Mason
Wednesday, June 15th, 2076, 2:25 p.m..

The Gavin Newsom Adult Care Homes: Bldg. 17
The Inner Sunset District, San Francisco, California

“Mr. Bloomberg, sir” I say, “do you want to go take your nap?”
He doesn’t say anything right at first but eventually he gets out a 

yes. Mr. Bloomberg had a stroke a few months ago and has a very hard 
time talking. 

I stand behind his wheelchair and begin to push him down the hall 
when, for no particular reason, I feel really happy. Hmm. Don’t know 
why. Just feel pretty great. I smile down at the back of Mr. Bloomberg’s 
head. Must be Mr. Bloomberg.

“Alrighty, sir,” I say to him. “Almost there.” 
As I cross the threshold into his room, I look out the window. I can 

see the old, derelict radio towers on Twin Peaks and above them shines 
a huge rainbow. 

Well, look at that.
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Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena “Mags” Gutierrez 
Wednesday, June 15th, 2076: 4:13 p.m.

Kino Federal Building
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

“Gutierrez here,” I say into my Sat-phone.
“Mags, it’s Kirk,” I hear my boss say on the other end.
“Hey, Jefe. What’s up?” I say.
“Mags, stay close to your Sat for the next few minutes,” he says. 

“An important call will be coming through for you.”
“And from whom might that be?” I ask.
Kirk chuckles
“It’s a surprise,” says Kirk. I hear him laugh again and then he 

hangs up before I have a chance to bust his balls.
Surprise, eh? I love surprises. Sometimes. Not really.
Couple minutes later, my Sat rings again.
“Gutierrez,” I say.
“Is this Marshal Magdalena Gutierrez?” says a man’s voice on 

the phone.
“It is,” I say.
“Please hold,” he says and then I hear Musak play. Some Vivaldi 

concerto, I think. This had better not be another of Kirk’s practical 
jokes. I know he jokes to build morale, but after the second whoopee 
cushion in my chair, his sense of humor got old.

“Hello, Marshal Gutierrez?” I hear an old woman ask me. Voice 
sounds familiar.

“Yes?”
“This is Sasha Fulbright,” says the voice. “How are you this day?”
I don’t say anything for a while. I stop breathing.
“Marshal?” says the President.
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“Yes, ma’am?”
“Breathe,” she commands.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Please,” she says, “call me Sasha. Everyone does, except for that 

jerk over at General Electric. He calls me bitch.”
And I hear that laugh, that throaty, full laugh I’ve heard on the 

Flex-TV since I was a kid. I chuckle too.
“Yes, ma’am. Ah, yes, Madam President. Ah, Sasha, yes.” Shit.
“It’s all right, dear,” she says. “Madam President is OK too. The 

reason I’ve called is so we can chat for a couple minutes. When I come to 
visit you in Tucson, I don’t want you to be nervous and uncomfortable 
around me. Just us girls. 

She laughs again.
“OK, I know, we aren’t just girls but you know what I mean,” says 

the President.
“I think so, ma’am. Madam President,” I say. I just can’t call  

her Sasha.
“So try to relax when I give you your Medal Of Freedom,” she says. 

“Enjoy the moment, Marshal Guiterrez. By the way, how do you feel 
about being recognized for your work?”

“Well, Madam President. Sasha,” I say. “To be frank with you, 
ma’am, I think there are many more people who are more worthy of 
the honor than I. My boss for one, a few other people here too. I’m just 
doing my job and trying to make Arizona a little better. I am honored 
and I’ll try and be an example of what you hopefully want in a public 
servant, ma’am.”

I take a deep breath.
“Again, Madam President,” I say, “I don’t think I deserve the medal, 

but I’ll graciously accept it.”
I hear that laugh again.
“What do people call you, Marshal? For short?” she asks.
“Mags, Madam President,” I say.
“Mags, nice name,” she says. “Mags, I’ve called…hold on a second, 

Marshal….”
Sounds like she’s put her hand over the phone. I hear her yell to 

someone “Hey Bill, how many recipients have I talked to…? 37…? …
Flo, come on in. I’ll just be a minute….”

And that would be our Vice President I suppose. Oh. My. God.
“Mags,” says the President, “I’ve talked with 37 people over the last 
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few days who are receiving the Medal of Freedom and they all have one 
thing in common. Do you know what that is?”

“No, Madam President.” I say. “Ah, no, Sasha. Ma’am.”
“They all tell me they don’t deserve it and that I should give it to 

someone else,” she says.
And once again that big, throaty laugh.
“Mags,” says the President, “I’ve read the report produced by your 

Chief, which included letters from a half dozen residents of Tucson. 
Chief Bledsoe made it clear in his report that he has a cabinet full of let-
ters of thanks from the people you serve and protect. So honey, you’re 
a hero whether you like it or not. For me, I like heroes. Without women 
and men like you, we’d still be eating cold pork and beans out of cans 
and evil men and women would be running the country.”

Then she doesn’t say anything for a minute. Nor do I.
“I’m sorry, Mags,” says Sasha. 
Sasha Obama Fulbright. I’m talking to the President of The 

United States.
“It’s just…hard for me sometimes,” continues the President. “I’m 

not very touchy-feely, you know, but I get choked up when I think of 
people like you. Honey, without women like you, we’d be in a hell of a 
mess. So thank you, dear, for doing your job and so much more.”

I hear the President blow her nose.
“You’re welcome, Sasha,” I say. I’m crying now too, but trying not 

to let her hear. “It’s been a pleasure and an honor to serve you and our 
country, ma’am.”

“The pleasure is mine,” she says.
We both let the silence hang. Nothing more to say.
“Oh,” says the President, “I almost forgot. I love strong coffee and 

good scones. You all eat scones out in Tucson, don’t you?”
Now I laugh.
“Yes, Sasha,” I say. “We make scones and all kind of pastries, and we 

drink very strong coffee here. Hot coffee, hot weather, and hot people.”
I can’t believe I just quoted a line from a song to the President.
She laughs and laughs. I laugh too.
“I like that song too,” she finally says. “Well, very good. The awards 

ceremony will be at the old Pima County Courthouse Square. Is there a 
coffee joint near there where I can get a good scone and a strong cup of 
Arizona coffee?”

“Yes, Sasha,” I say. “I have just the place for you.” 
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“For us, dear, for us,” she says. “It’ll be a clusterfuck, I know, but 
I want to share a cup of coffee with you, Marshal. So what’s the name 
of the place?”

“New Chicks Coffee Shop, ma’am,” I say. “Owned by a friend of 
mine. I think you’ll like the place.”

Chessie is going to pee in her pants.



543

Rachel Rothman
Sunday, June 21st, 2076: 9:12 a.m.

MLK Apartments
Tucson, Arizona

First day of summer. Halfway between equinoxes. Right smack dab 
in the middle.

The view off the balcony of my Dad’s apartment (now mine) aston-
ishes me with its variety of sights, sounds and smells. The train station 
hums with activity: Flex-cabs picking up and dropping off passengers, 
the colorful clothes everyone seems to wear downtown from bright 
yellow cowboy shirts to turquoise peasant dresses, the sound of steam 
escaping the coal engines of the locomotives, the clank-clank of the bells 
signaling who-knows-what. People laughing below me, young and old. 
Men and women with pastries in one hand and coffee in the other, 
some reading today’s Arizona Daily Star. Teenagers milling about in 
the parking lot of the Hotel Congress. Two bicyclists, one a middle aged 
man with white hair, another, an attractive slim woman who looks age-
less, lock their bikes to a bike rack and then kiss each other like it’s their 
last kiss ever, but you know it’s not. They know to love fully everyday. 
And the aroma of fresh baked goods mixes with the smells of train coal 
smoke and last night’s piss. 

I love it all.
My home in the Catalina foothills bored me to insanity. It was, is, 

safe up there, with all the guards and all the money, and I so miss my 
sweet Francesca, but would you look at that? Two large draft horses 
pulling a wagon with a man yelling ‘Tomatoes! Fresh green tomatoes!”

I may never go home.
That’s a lie. I’ll probably go home in a week or so. I’ll need some of 

Francesca’s cooking and her hugs.
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I take a deep breath, soaking in the mixture of bells and yells and 
smells. I close my eyes.

“God Goddess All There Is,” I say softly. “Give me the courage to 
enter completely into my new city and help me to find my way in it. I 
know, GGATI, you can’t stop evil but you can tell me where evil is. Help 
me to avoid evil and find the goodness in my people. Amen.”

I breathe easy again.
I’ll be OK, or I won’t.
Read that in a book somewhere.
Time to go.
I grab my purse from an end-table, exit my apartment and lock 

the door.
Now, let’s see if I can get a job today. First stop, New Chicks Coffee 

Shop. I saw a sign last night saying they are hiring.
Please! Hire me!
I whistle Dolly Parton’s 9 To 5 as I skip down the hall to the stairs.
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Michael Dollaride
Thursday, June 25th, 2076: 7:31 p.m.

Downtown Alano Club Annex 
Tucson, Arizona

I never liked pain meds when I was using Brigham. I was a stimu-
lant guy back then, and I sure don’t like opiates now. I appreciate that 
my face isn’t throbbing, and even though my broken ribs hurt every 
time I breathe, the meds make it so I don’t care that I hurt. What I can 
barely stand is I can’t feel GGATI at all. I have no intuition, no gut feel-
ing about anything. I’m making all my decisions with what my brain’s 
doing. That’s not a very good way to make choices.

Then again, if I had listened to my head, I might still have two eyes. 
The doctors over at St. Mary’s Hospital think I won’t lose my left eye, 
but they said we won’t know for another week or so. I can see light, but 
my vision is blurred and my eye is sensitive to brightness. We’ll see. Or, 
I won’t see.

“Mormon Tea Anonymous is a fellowship of men, women and chil-
dren who share their experience, strength and hope with each other, 
that they may solve their common problem and help others to recover 
from their addictions,” someone I don’t know reads. Blah, blah, blah. I 
wish I could say I was enthused about being at a meeting but I’m not. I 
just want to be at my house, or at Chessie’s house, reading a book with 
my one good eye, listening to the radio, playing my guitar or sleeping 
or eating or fucking or anything but being at an M.T.A. meeting. When 
I’m home, I just zone out. If I’m at a meeting, the world becomes real 
again. All my fears for my friends rise to the surface and I want to kill 
somebody or run away. 

I hate these fucking opiates. I feel like the old Michael is back. Kill 
first, ask questions later or rather kill, first, second and third and fuck 
all the questions.
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I’m going to talk to the doc next week and see if I can just not be on 
pain meds. My Dr. Jekyll is barely controlling my Mr. Hyde. And Mr. 
Hyde is a very strong and sneaky man.

I look over at Chessie to my right and Georgia to my left. Artie’s 
next to her, then Bill and his woman friend, then Roy and a woman 
whose name I can’t remember, a man whose name I’ve never known, 
Mitchell, Frank and Kristie and on around the circle. I meet some of 
their eyes but most are either looking down at their feet or over at the 
chairperson of the meeting. I close my eyes and see if I can feel the spiri-
tual hum of the meeting. It’s faint, the recovery buzz. I can still hear it, 
that connection between Spirit and human, between healing and hurt-
ing, that low hum that says, ‘We are all here to help.’

Thank you, Dr. Jekyll.
I squeeze Chessie’s hand. 
I’m going to be OK. I think. I hope. I just need to get off these moth-

erfucking medications as soon as I can.
“Doesn’t anyone have a topic about recovery and a question about 

the 12 Steps?” says the chair, a tall drink-of-water. Pretty girl.
I quickly glance over at Chessie.
Not nearly as beautiful as my girlfriend.
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Benny “Shotgun” Grummen
Thursday, June 25th, 2076: 7:41 p.m.

The Ortiz Ranch
Near Santa Rosa, Arizona

I love tequila. I love being drunk on tequila. I love being drunk and 
fucking and killing on tequila.

Look at the motherfucking sunset. Pretty fuck.
“You little bitch,” I hear Bunny scream from inside the house, “You 

just going to pout and feel sorry for yourself because you didn’t get to 
kill Dollaride? You’re just a little whiny bitch.”

“Hey,” I yell back, throwing up my hands, “I ain’t no little bitch. 
I’m getting drunk because I like getting drunk. I completely understand 
why you let him go. To fuck with him.”

I have no idea why Bunny let him go. Don’t make no motherfuck-
ing sense but he is the boss and I’m just the hired fucking help. Just his 
house nigger. That’s all I am to Bunny. Fucking pendejo.

“You know what you are doing,” I continue. “I’m too stupid to 
know your master plan. I’m just your paid gun. I don’t ask no questions, 
don’t seek no answers.”

I finish the tequila in my glass and reach for the bottle to refill  
the tumbler.

“Don’t you get smart-mouthed with me, asshole,” yells Bunny. 
“Usted puede aspirar a mi pequeño pene, hijo de puta, so keep it up.”

“That’s right,” I say, walking inside. “You do have a tiny dick. 
That’s what she said.”

“No, that’s what she said about you, compadre,” echoes Bunny and 
then he laughs. Not a fucked up laugh. A real laugh. He knows we are 
arguing about nothing.

“Fuck me,” I say, and laugh too.
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“Want me to?” says Bunny.
I laugh again.
“Don’t worry, Shotgun,” says Bunny. “I’ll let you off the leash 

soon enough. I’ll let you kill Dollaride and his bitch too. Just wait 
until after President Cunt has come and gone and things cool off. Be 
patient, buen hombre. You can kill him in September or October. Kill 
him on All Souls’ Day or something, but definitely before Christmas. 
Just be patient.”

“OK, Jefe,” I say. “I’ll be patient.”
Liar, liar, pants on fire. I ain’t going to be patient, asshole. 
“I’ll take it easy,” I say, lying to Bunny again. Then I refill my glass 

with the best tequila Bunny can buy.
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Chesepeake “Chessie” Dupree
Thursday, June 25th, 2076: 8:45 p.m.

Stone Avenue
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

Michael’s writing something on his pad. He shows me the paper.
“Coffee. Scones. New Chicks.” his note reads.
“You sure?” I ask. “We can just go home if you like.”
“I need…to be out…with people,” Michael mumbles. “I need…to 

be out…with friends….” He winces. 
“Pain meds are wearing off,” I say. I reach into my purse for the 

bottle of opiates. Every four hours, it reads. It’s been five.
Michael touches my hand. He shakes his head.
“Not yet,” he gets out. “Coffee…through a straw…first,” and he 

pantomimes sucking through a straw.
“Oh baby,” I say, lightly touching the good side of his face with my 

hand. “I love you, honey.”
“Love you…too,” Michael grunts out, then grabs my hand and 

pulls me close to him.
“After coffee…you,” Michael says into my ear.
He looks at me hard but only half smiles.
I smile back.
“You too, buster,” I say, and squeeze his hand hard. He squeezes 

it back.
I love my life. 
Even if El Grupo kills me, I don’t care. I’ve known true love.
I look down Stone Avenue at the people, the Flex-cars, the horse-

drawn wagons, the bicyclists, the glowing LED lights of the stores 
and restaurants.

Nah. Fuck that. 
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I want to live and love until I’m old and senile. I’m not going to let 
Bunny and his assholes kill me, or at least not kill me without a fight.

Reminds me. I need to go to the range tomorrow and shoot a box 
of rounds. 

I see the sign of my cafe. One of the lights has burnt out. Need to 
fix that in the morning.
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Krishna “K” Harvey
Friday, June 26th, 2076: 2:11 p.m.

Saint Thomas Episcopal Church
Tucson, Arizona

I knew I was going to miss Martha, but I’m surprised how much. 
She was a bit of a pain in the neck, but many I care for are. Martha 
touched something in me that others had not. 

I’ve never been in this church either. Pretty place and a good turn-
out. Nice to see.

“I’m Artie Saum, Martha’s son,” he says from the pulpit. 
“Martha had a difficult life,” Artie continues, “losing her husband 

in the Epiphany Bombings and having to raise a son while the world was 
still on fire. She was a force of nature. Sometimes a hurricane, sometimes 
a cool breeze, still a force to be reckoned with. She died way too young 
but I’m grateful she no longer suffers. Mom suffered more than most.”

Artie stops reading from his paper. He looks out toward the congre-
gation, his eyes brimmed with tears. I grab my hankie and quietly blow 
my nose.

“If there’s a Heaven, I hope she’s with Dad and her people,” Artie 
says. “And if there isn’t a Heaven, she’s certainly ordering people around 
in Hell.”

I laugh, as do others.
“I believe everyone goes to Heaven,” he says, “or something like 

it. Martha is surely there, whatever ‘there’ is. And Martha loved the 
Episcopal Church. She believed in its doctrine, its people, its grace.” 

“Mom taught me three important religious ideas when I was young,” 
Artie says. “There is no Hell outside of the Hell on Earth that mankind 
creates for himself; it isn’t money that is the root of all evil, but rather 
the love of money that is its root; and that through Grace, God loves 



STEP ZERO

555

you and everyone and everything on Earth. You don’t have to believe in 
God or in Jesus, or in whatever. God loves you no matter what, because 
that’s just how God is. God is love.”

“And I really appreciate my mother for accepting my own spiritual 
beliefs,” says Artie. “My belief in God Goddess All There Is. She didn’t 
approve of all the ‘Goddess crap’ as she put it, but she accepted that it 
helped me be a better man and it helped me stay clean and sober. She 
loved me. She sometimes had a funny way of showing it, but I always 
knew she loved me.”

Artie stops again. He takes a deep breath. He turns toward Martha’s 
ashes sitting on a stand near the altar, the little casket draped in a beau-
tiful white pall.

“I love you, Mom,” says Artie through tears. “If you see Dad or 
Grandpa Peter or Grandma Char, give them my love.”

Artie walks down from the pulpit and touches Martha’s casket. 
Father Steve walks up to Artie and gives him a hug. Artie hugs Steve 
back and returns to his seat in the front pew.

I blow my nose again, making a small trumpet sound. 
Sorry, Martha. Can’t help myself. I need to make a little noise in 

your church.
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Peter Saum, Jr.
Friday, June 26th, 2076: 2:17 p.m.

Saint Thomas Episcopal Church
Tucson, Arizona

I look down from the balcony. Good turnout for Martha. And that 
was a very nice eulogy Artie gave. I glance over at Martha, leaning on 
the railing of the balcony and my Chartreuse, standing a little away from 
the rail. I do believe I see Miss Saum smiling too. She’s getting the hang 
of this angel ghost thing. I knew she would.

I walk-float over and touch her hand.
“Your son, Artie, is a very good man,” I say to Martha. 
“He’s a very good boy, Miss Martha,” says Char.
Martha nods.
“Yes, he is,” says Martha, then she gets a funny look on her face.
“Oh,” Martha says, with a big grin now, “I’m supposed to say ‘hey’ 

if I see you all. So hey, Peter! Hey, Char!”
She speaks our names real loud but no one living hears us, except 

for a little blond girl down in the pews who turns her head toward us.
“Wave, Martha,” I say to her. She sees the little girl below.
“Hello, sweetheart, how are you?” Martha says and waves real big. 

Char and I wave too.
And the little girl waves back.
“I like being dead,” says Martha.
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President Sasha Obama Fulbright
Monday, June 29th, 2076: 5:35 a.m.

Second Floor Residence
The White House
Washington, D.C.

Sun should be up soon. I’m always awake the night before a big trip. 
Goes back to when I was a kid. But I wasn’t sleepless back then because 
I was traveling. I couldn’t sleep because my Dad was leaving and I was 
afraid he wouldn’t return. I may have been little but I understood that 
many people wanted my daddy dead. I knew.

Cigar? Too early. Coffee? Never too early or late for coffee, be it five 
in the morning or eight at night.

I hear a knock on my bedroom door. I tie my robe closed and turn 
from my desk toward the door.

“Come in,” I say. It’s Chester, rolling a tray with coffee and cin-
namon scones.

“Thought I heard you up,” says my personal aide.
“It’s like magic, Chester,” I say. “I think coffee and it appears. How 

did you know I was up? I thought I was being quiet. What are doing 
here so early?”

“Two questions this early in the morning, Madam President?” he 
teases. “I saw your light from under your door, and I bunked here last 
night since we have an early morning flight. Couldn’t risk my bicycle 
having a flat.”

“You know I’d send a Flex-chopper if I didn’t see you by seven,” I 
say.

“I know that, ma’am, but I never want that to happen,” says Chester.
“Frankly, me neither,” I say. 
I pour myself a cup into a stoneware mug a potter in North Carolina 
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gave me. What was his name? Cindrical? Cindric? I can’t recall. Hell of 
a potter. Glad he sent a set of six. I really wish I hadn’t thrown that mug 
at the motherfucking scrapyard company exec last month. A waste of a 
good piece of stoneware.

“If you see them, tell Bill and Flo I’ll be down as soon as I shit, 
shower and shave,” I say to Chester.

“Shall I quote you to them on that, ma’am?” he says with a smile.
“Be my guest. Now, scoot,” I say.
“Yes, ma’am,” he says and closes the door behind him.
Damn little whipper-snapper.



560

Rachel Rothman
Monday, June 29th, 2076: 5:55 a.m

New Chicks Coffee Shop
Tucson, Arizona

Thought I’d have a handle on this after a week but I don’t. There is 
a lot more to being a barista than I thought. Thought I’d just be pulling 
expresso shots but it’s much more than that. It’s also talking with cus-
tomers, but not too long—I talk too long; cleaning when it’s slow, not 
just standing around waiting for someone to tell me to clean—I stand 
around too much; tapping down the expresso correctly—I think I’ve 
finally got the hang of that; making sure the drip coffee is always fresh, 
yet not making too much so we have to pour it out when it gets old—I 
make way too much still; showing up on time and ready to work—that 
I’m good at, and I volunteer to stay late if they need me, which did make 
Chessie smile yesterday. This is hard work. I’m so tired at the end of the 
day. I just go home to my apartment at night, maybe play a little guitar 
or call Francesca on the Sat-phone, and then I crash. And dream. My 
screwy dreams.

I pray I don’t get fired. I don’t need the money. I’ve got plenty of 
cash. I brought a bag of tens and twenties when I came down the hill. 
I need the job for me for my self-respect. I’m not slumming it with the 
poor people, writing an article for the paper or any shit like that. I just 
need to feel a part of something other than being the daughter of a 
Richie Rich family, with an anorexic mom, a Tea-addicted brother and 
a money-grubbing dad. Francesca was my savior for years but she isn’t 
enough. She isn’t God Goddess All There Is. 

I smile as I look down at my hands. They’re getting rough from all 
the hot water and work. I look up and see Patricia, who’s the assistant 
manager, wiping down tables and chairs out front. 
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Most people in downtown Tucson don’t seem to be looking for 
meaning in their lives. They’re looking to survive and perhaps find 
someone to love along the way. 

Meaning is meaningless. Work is not. Love is not.
“Ready to open?” Patricia says with a smile.
“Yes, ma’am, I am,” I say.
“Can you please stop calling me ma’am,” she says. “Makes me 

feel old.”
“I’ll try. I was raised to show respect toward my superiors,” I say.
Patricia sighs.
“I’m your boss,” she says, “not your superior. Jiminy Cricket.”
“Sorry,” I say.
“Ah, it’s OK,” says Patricia. She walks over and gives me a hug. I 

hear her inhale.
“Goddess, your hair smells great,” she says. “What shampoo do 

you use?”
I take a strand of my own red hair and smell it. Oh, shoot. It’s some-

thing expensive.
“Something my mother gave me,” I say. “I don’t know what it’s 

called but I can give you some.”
“Would you?” she asks. “I just use old Castile shampoo. Good for 

cleaning but doesn’t smell anything like that. Thanks, Rachel.”
“You’re welcome. I’ll put some in a bottle and bring it to you tomor-

row,” I say.
No way in hell I’m going to tell my boss what she smells is Chanel 

N° 5 shampoo from Paris. I’ll call mom and tell her to put a couple of 
bottles in the next Care package she sends down the hill. 
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President Sasha Obama Fulbright
Monday, June 29th, 2076: 9:15 a.m.

Aboard Marine One
Over Washington, D.C.

I could live to be a hundred and two and I would never stop being 
awed by the view out this window. The Lincoln Memorial to my right 
and the glint off the waters of the Potomac. The deep green of the Mall. 
Our democracy has taken a tumble in my life, but by God, she’s strong 
and growing again. She’s coming back. Better than ever if you ask me. 
No more extreme consumerism and focusing on getting everything you 
want, like when I was a child. A deep true love of each other, our neigh-
bors, and even for some of our enemies. That was one good speech my 
father gave a year before he died. 

“We need to love those that hurt us as much as we need to love those 
who help us, but those who hate need God’s love more than anything in 
the world. More than anything in the stars and in the heavens,” Daddy 
said that day. Nice line, Daddy. A true and great idea.

The rebuilt Washington Monument comes into view.
“Captain Sullivan?” I say into the headset mic.
“Yes, ma’am,” he says back.
“Circle the obelisk a couple times, if you would please,” I say.
“Roger that, Madam President,” he says. 
I appreciate that he indulges me this one conceit. The Secret Service 

hates when I do this. They say it telegraphs who’s in the chopper. I told 
them I could always have a decoy Marine One circle as I go straight 
to Andrews. They knew I was bullshitting them. I would never have a 
decoy get all the fun. 

The Secret Service are such worry-warts.



STEP ZERO

563

Captain Sullivan banks slightly. Flo Biden and Bill Wilson, who 
were calmly looking down at their computers, raise their heads, look 
out the window, then over at me.

“Must you?” says Flo into her headset.
“Yes, Madam Vice President, I must,” I say into my mic.
“No use talking with her,” says Bill into his. “She thinks Marine 

One is her own personal carnival ride.”
“No, I don’t!” I say.
Yes, I do.
I gaze out the window, seeing the beautiful white sides of the 

Washington Monument sweep by. That was money well spent.
I look at Bill and Flo. They’re back to looking at their computers.
“Three stops today, Bill?” I say.
“Four,” he says, without looking up.
Four. It’s going to be a long day. Going to be a long week and a half. 
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Rachel Rothman
Monday, June 29th, 2076: 2:03 p.m

New Chicks Coffee Shop
Tucson, Arizona

“Sure you don’t need me to stay?” I say to Miss Dupree, the owner 
of the place. 

“Not today,” she says, looking up from her paperwork. She puts 
down her pen and rubs her eyes.

“By the way, Rachel,” she says, “you’re doing much better than you 
were. You had never seen a manual cash register before? Really?”

“No, Miss Dupree,” I say. I think about saying something else, but 
she doesn’t look like she’s through talking.

“Well, anyway,” she says. “You’re getting the hang of it now, and 
you’ve gotten good at using the expresso tamper. Very good on the heavy 
and light tamps. Most of the government workers like light tamps, but 
all of the 12-Step folk like heavy tamps on their lattes and red and black 
eyes. Even the four-shotters. You know that now, right?”

“I think so,” I say. “I’m getting to know who’s who and what’s what.”
“Excellent,” says Miss Dupree.  
“We have loyal customers,” she continues, “but if they feel not 

appreciated they’ll go down to Charlie’s place, and I don’t want to lose 
anyone to Charlie. Nice guy, but he makes shitty coffee. We won’t even 
talk about his scones. Like horse pies.”

I laugh a little. Miss Dupree laughs louder.
“So clock out,” she says. “Oh, I almost forgot. You play music, 

right?”
“A little guitar. Not very good,” I say.
“Doesn’t matter. You play and sing?” she asks.
“Yes. I sing a little better than I play,” I say.
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“The reason I ask is I’m having a little party at my house tonight,” 
she says. “Just a few friends who pick and sing. I’d like you to come if 
you don’t have plans.”

The only plan I have after work is to stare off my balcony or write 
really shitty love songs.

“I’d love to come,” I say. “What time?”
“Eight,” she says, and writes something on the back of one of our 

New Chicks business cards.
“Here’s the address,” she says. “It’s not far from here. Where do 

you live?”
Don’t lie, Rachel. Simply don’t tell her all the truth.
“I live at the MLK,” I say.
“Nice digs,” she says, looking at me warily.
“They’re OK,” I say. “A family friend is letting me stay there for 

a while.”
Now my dad is a family friend? That’s a lie, Rachel.
“A very close family friend?” asks Miss Dupree.
“Yes,” I say.
“Well, off you go,” says Chessie. “See you tonight.”
“Yes, Miss Dupree,” I say as I leave her small office.
“Chessie, call me Chessie,” she yells after I’ve left the room.
I just can’t say Chessie. 
Not yet.
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President Sasha Obama Fulbright
Monday, June 29th, 2076: 4:22 p.m.

Aboard Air Force One
Over the state of Georgia

“That went well,” I say to Flo.
“Really?” she almost yells. “Really?”
“Only a few people yelled at me,” I say.
“I heard at least three ‘Nigger woman, go home,’” says the Vice 

President.
“That’s less than the last time I was in Savannah,” I say. “You’re not 

going to carry Georgia in the fall anyway.”
“Sasha,” says Flo, “it just worries me when you engage those racists.”
“You didn’t like my ‘I guess they didn’t get my memo on being 

nice?’ The crowd loved it,” I say. “And Richmond and Raleigh were 
sweet to me.”

“Yes,” says the V.P. “That’s because they’re Virginians and North 
Carolinians. Georgians have always hated you.”

“They’re just pissed that I let Atlanta die is all,” I say.
“That, and you gave more money to the blacks on the southern 

coast of Georgia than you gave to the white fishermen in Savannah.”
“But the blacks are better fishermen,” I say, getting a little pissed now.
“I know, I know,” says Flo. “You talk to her, Bill.”
“I’m staying out of it,” says my Chief of Staff on the other side of 

the cabin.
Smart man, Bill.
I take a deep breath.
“I know you are scared something will happen to me, Flo,” I say. 

“But I’ll be OK or I won’t. And the Secret Service were all over those 
crackers who yelled at me. Didn’t you see how the Service surrounded 
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them, but didn’t even touch those angry men? Just made a tight, black-
suited circle around them. Great men and women, the Service.”

Flo gets up from her chair and sits in one right next to me.
“Sasha,” she says, “I love you so much. I just don’t want anything 

to happen to you.”
“I know,” I say, “but I’m 75 years old. I’ll probably be dead due to 

heart disease from my smoking in less than ten years. I’m going to die 
someday. I don’t think I’m going to die by the hands of some mad-as-
shit rednecks.”

“I hope not,” she says. 
We fall quiet.
“Flo?” I say.
“Yes?”
“Are you worried you won’t do the job as well as I?” I say. “The job 

of President?”
She doesn’t say anything.
“Honey,” I say, “you’re going to be an even better President than 

me. You’ll piss less people off and more white folk will like you than 
like me.”

She laughs.
“White people like you, Madam President,” she says. “Everyone 

loves you.”
“Except those three jerks in Savannah,” I say.
“Except them,” she says.
“And don’t forget the last governor of Georgia,” says Bill, piping in. 

“He doesn’t like you much either.”
Smart ass.





570

Rachel Rothman
Monday, June 29th, 2076: 9:15 p.m.

Chessie Dupree’s house near 6th and 6th
Tucson, Arizona

Miss Dupree has really gone out of her way to make me feel com-
fortable, introducing me to everyone here. Georgia and Artie are such 
nice people. Artie asked what kind of guitar I own. I told him a cheap 
Epiphone. He said ‘nice guitar.’ Sweet of him to lie. G (or Georgia, I 
get confused) is such a beautiful woman, both inside and out. She radi-
ates the Goddess if you ask me. I just met Michael. I heard the story, 
or part of it, from Patricia. Seems El Grupo has it out for him and he 
just walked right in to their lair and tried to make peace. Didn’t work 
out, but it was a noble attempt. Miss Dupree said today at work that 
he got his eye bandage off and it looks like he’ll keep the vision in his 
left eye. It still looks like hell but it’s his good eye that gives me the 
willies. Such an intense stare. I hope I never get on his bad side. And 
this old guy, Bill, and his girlfriend, Bootsie. Boy, I hope I have that 
much sexual energy when I’m their age. You could light a candle off 
their love light. Michael’s boss, Harold, really knows how to dress. 
Well, he is a weaver but check out that red and blue poncho. Work it, 
Harold. Pete, Artie’s boss, reminds me of Santa Claus. Jolly, round, 
laughs all the time. Krishna took care of Artie’s mom before she died. 
I heard about that from Patricia, too, and about Artie’s grandmother 
dying in San Francisco recently. Artie has had so many losses, but he 
seems happy. It’s hard to understand. I know love is the answer but I’ve 
never really seen it in action. Or maybe it’s GGATI, or just not being a 
hopeless dope fiend in recovery. I heard a guy over there use the phrase 
‘I’m a dope-less hope fiend.’ Cute guy. Really cute guy. Hispanic, just 
a little taller than me, really muscular. I love muscular men. I’m tired 
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of skinny white boys. He’s looking at me now. I don’t know his name. 
Wish I did.

I had the honor a few minutes ago of meeting the woman of the 
hour. Deputy U.S. Marshal Mags Gutierrez. What a striking woman. 
Tall, tough, pretty in that hard, angled kind of way. And who I think 
is her girlfriend is hot, too. I just overheard Marshal Mags telling Miss 
Dupree that the President of the United States may come to New Chicks 
for coffee and a scone. I don’t think I was supposed to hear that. I’ll 
keep it under my hat.

Santa Claus Pete pulls out his banjo and proceeds to tune it. No 
one’s saying a word, but Pete’s strapping on his banjo seems to be a sig-
nal for everyone to break out the instruments. Michael and Artie open 
their cases and take out their guitars. Wow. I’ve never seen a Martin 
before. Nice ax, Artie. G finds her mandolin and sits it on her lap. Miss 
Dupree goes inside and comes out with a violin. 

“Pete,” says Artie, “play an E for us, if you would.”
Pete does and everyone tunes to his E. I open my guitar case and do 

the same, from the far side of the back porch. I guess I’m not hiding very 
well. G motions for me to pull my chair over toward them. I do.

The one thing I notice more than the love is a complete lack of alco-
hol. That just doesn’t happen in the Richie Rich world. My people don’t 
like alcoholics, but everyone drinks. I’ve never been to a party where 
there is no alcohol. Lots of coffee, fruit, and pastries but no alcohol and 
no cigars. Well, I wouldn’t expect cigars here. No one here would spend 
two weeks’ wages on a couple of cigars. 

“Pete,” says Artie, “I don’t think Chessie has ever heard you play. 
Thanks for coming, Jefe.”

“I wouldn’t miss it,” says Pete. “And congratulations, Georgia.”
“Pete!” yells Artie.
“What?” Pete says.
“No one other than G and I and you know,” says Artie. 
“Know what?” says Miss Dupree.
“Honey,” says Artie, “you tell them.”
Georgia stands and cradles her mandolin and without saying a 

word, begins to rock her mandolin like a little baby.
“No!” exclaims Harold and begins to cry.
“Yes!” yells G and bends over and kisses Artie.
“How far along?” asks Mags’s girlfriend. 
“Six weeks,” says G.
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Everyone applauds and cheers, hugs Georgia and shakes Artie’s 
hand, then everyone hugs some more. Like clinking glasses for a toast 
when all glasses touch. In this crowd it’s everyone hugging everyone 
until everyone is hugged.

I’m going to like living downtown.
“Let’s play, y’all,” says Pete, and without waiting he goes into a fast 

little banjo number. A jig of some sort. Weird to hear an Irish jig on 
the banjo, but he can surely play. Artie keeps up with Pete, and the rest 
of us just shimmer in the waves of their playing. Patricia did tell me he 
owns The Instrument Shop. Patricia sits beside me and a very tall blond-
haired man holds her hand from the chair next to her. Looks like they 
like one another. She hasn’t mentioned him to me.

After Pete’s banjo tune, Artie begins playing an ancient Bruce 
Cockburn song, one Bruce wrote when he came through Tucson in the 
late 20th Century. I start weeping before Artie sings a word. I know this 
song. It’s one of the first I ever learned.

“I love the pounding of hooves,” sings Artie, “I love engines that 
roar. I love the wild music of waves on the shore. And the spiral perfec-
tion of a hawk when it soars. I love my sweet woman down to the core.”

So beautiful. I stop crying and wipe my tears with my free hand. I 
don’t want to cry. I want to sing the chorus with Artie if I can.

“There’s roads and there’s roads and they call, can’t you hear it?” 
sings Artie alone. “Roads of the earth and roads of the spirit. The best 
roads of all are the ones that aren’t certain. One of those is where you’ll 
find me till they drop the big curtain.”

No, Rachel. Sing the last chorus not this one. Don’t be presumptuous. 
“Hear the wind moan in the bright diamond sky,” he sings, “these 

mountains are waiting, brown-green and dry. I’m too old for the term 
but I’ll use it anyway. I’ll be a child of the wind till the end of my days.”

Georgia adds 16 bars of soft, gentle mandolin and Miss Dupree 
adds another 16 of floating fiddle. 

I’ve never been so happy. I’m with people who play the music I’ve 
listened to since I was a child.

“Little round planet in a big universe,” sings Artie. “Sometimes it 
looks blessed, sometimes it looks cursed. Depends on what you look at 
obviously. But even more it depends on the way that you see.”

OK, Rach. Don’t be nervous.
“Hear the wind moan in the bright diamond sky,” I sing along 

with Artie. I’m taking the high harmony which is easy since I’ve been 
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singing that harmony along with the recorded Bruce Cockburn version 
for years. 

“These mountains are waiting, brown-green and dry,” we sing. I 
look around. People are smiling. That’s a good sign.

“I’m too old for the term but I’ll use it anyway,” the two of us sing, 
“I’ll be a child of the wind till the end of my days.”

Artie plays the wondrous finger-picking solo. Just a little more man-
dolin and a little more fiddle and the song ends. The dozen or so people 
in Miss Dupree’s backyard applaud.

“Nice singing,” Artie says to me. 
“Thank you,” I say.
“Rachel,” says Miss Dupree, “you want to play a song?”
“I guess so,” I say.
“You’ll be fine,” says Patricia, “We’re an easy audience.”
“OK,” I say. 
I fine-tune my guitar. What to play? Oh. That Adele song might 

work. It’s easy to play and easy to sing.
I pick the E string hard, droning a loud bass line. One thing I love 

about my Epiphone is it’s loud. I start slapping my boot on the ground. 
Here goes.

“There’s a fire starting in my heart,” I sing, “reaching a fever pitch, 
it’s bringing me out of the dark. Finally I can see you crystal clear. Go 
ahead and sell me out and I’ll lay your ship bare.”

So far so good. 
“See how I leave with every piece of you,” I sing. “Don’t under-

estimate the things that I will do. There’s a fire starting in my heart, 
reaching a fever pitch and it’s bringing me out the dark.”

Should I sing the chorus loud like I do in the shower or just nice and 
soft? I don’t really know these people and I don’t want to make a poor 
first impression. Ah, hell. Just sing it, Rach.

“The scars of your love remind me of us,” I sing. “They keep me 
thinking that we almost had it all. The scars of your love, they leave me 
breathless. I can’t help feeling…”

“…We could have it all,” I sing in my full voice. “Rolling in the deep. 
You had my heart inside your hand. And you played it to the beat.”

That felt good.
“Baby, I have no story to be told,” I sing, moving bar chords up and 

down the neck of the guitar. I really pound on the Epiphone now, using 
it more as a drum than as a stringed instrument.
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“But I’ve heard one on you and I’m gonna make your head burn,” 
I sing. “Think of me in the depths of your despair. Make a home down 
there as mine sure won’t be shared.”

Goddess, I love this song. I look up at the folk on the porch. They 
are smiling and bobbing their heads. Press on, Rach.

“The scars of your love remind me of us,” I sing. “They keep me 
thinking that we almost had it all. The scars of your love, they leave me 
breathless. I can’t help feeling we could have had it all.”

I look over when I hear G singing
“Rolling in the deep,” G and I sing. “You had my heart inside your 

hand. And you played it to the beat.”
“Could have had it all,” I sing again with G and now Miss Dupree, 

Marshal Mags and Patricia join in. A choir of five women, singing 
almost as loud as me. Hell, we’re singing so loud I can hear our voices 
echo off the walls of that house over there. 

“Rolling in the deep,” we five belt out, “you had my heart inside 
your hand but you played it with a beat.”

One more verse and another chorus. I can make it. I’ve forgotten 
how nervous I’m supposed to be. 

“Throw your soul through every open door,” I sing alone now, a bit 
softer but just as full. And the women are doing the ‘oh, oh, ohs.’ Fantastic.

“Count your blessings to find what you look for,” I sing. “Turn my 
sorrow into treasured gold. You’ll pay me back in kind and reap just 
what you’ve sown.”

I wonder if they know the backup singers’ part. They do! They do!
“You’re gonna wish you never had met me,” sing Mags, G, Patricia 

and Miss Dupree, now standing next to each other, swaying like back 
up singers. 

“Tears are gonna fall. Rolling in the deep,” they sing.
I throw in a few ‘could have had it alls’ real soft. I want to hear these 

women sing. 
“You’re gonna wish you never had met me,” the four women sing, 

stepping in rhythm, side to side. Artie’s pounding on his Martin now. 
He knows the song or has figured it out. 

“Tears are gonna fall. Rolling in the deep,” the women sing.
I nod for them to keep singing their parts. They nod back, under-

standing. They keep singing. I smile, and blend the chorus with their 
call-and-response. 

“We could have had it all,” I sing, as loud as I can. “Rolling in the 
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deep. You had my heart inside your hand. And you played it to the beat.”
One more time. 
“We could have had it all,” I sing and now the boys join in. Oh my 

fucking God. “Rolling in the deep,” we all sing. “You had my heart 
inside your hand. And you played it, you played it, you played it, you 
played it to the beat.”

I hit the guitar hard and quickly silence the strings. I take a deep 
breath and suddenly I hear applause and everyone’s standing. Even 
Michael’s smiling and Harold’s wiping tears from his face, and I hear a 
‘Bravo!’ from off to my right. It’s that cute Hispanic guy, clapping his 
hands. I smile at him and at the others.

Then everyone is shouting ‘Bravo!’ I don’t know what to do.
“Take a bow, honey,” and it’s Miss Dupree. Chessie.
“OK,” I say, as I stand and bow to my new friends.
Chessie and Patricia give me a hug and all three of us cry.
Finally the applause stops, and I think I hear Artie begin to play 

an old Hank Williams song. Chessie, Patricia and I keep hugging for a 
while. We just hold each other and rock back and forth.

I love my job. 
I love my bosses.
I love Tucson.



576

President Sasha Obama Fulbright
Monday June 29th, 2076: 11:11 p.m.

Aboard Air Force One
Maxwell Air Force Base
Montgomery, Alabama

I really should tour the country more often. The firmness of this bed 
rivals my bed at home, and on the plane I don’t have to hide my man.

His hands rub my back and push at my old muscles through my old 
dark skin. The lotion smells of Paris and that is just fine with me. His 
hands are rough from his gardening, and I like that too. I’m a very lucky 
woman.

He finishes my massage and lays beside me, facing me.
“Hey, sweetheart,” he says, “you did good today.”
“I really shouldn’t have taunted those racists in Georgia,” I say.
“Everyone has their shortcomings,” Bill says. “You come up short 

when it comes to ignorance. The American people know you don’t suf-
fer fools well. It’s part of your charm.”

Bill kisses me. He smells of French oil and Cuban cigars. I feel a 
little wetness between my legs. If it’s not enough, we have the Gun Oil 
lubricant. I kiss him hard back.

“I wish I had a little more of my father in me sometimes,” I say.
“I don’t,” says Bill.
“Bill,” I say.
“You know I loved your father,” he says, “but he was too frightened 

of his own anger. Too scared he would end up being like his own father, 
so he pushed down a valuable trait that could have served him well dur-
ing his Presidency.”

“I guess so,” I say, “but he wanted to find the middle path in poli-
tics, the road of good compromise. His intentions were good.”
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“That’s true,” says Bill, stroking my thick gray hair, “but honey, the 
middle path is for Buddhists, not for politicians.”

I nod in the dim light. If I had tried the middle path years ago with 
the power companies we would still be living in the dark.

“My father tried,” I say, “even though I know he didn’t really fight 
the good fight.”

“But he loved his country, he loved his wife and he loved his two 
daughters,” says Bill.

I kiss him hard again. 
“Fuck me, my love,” I say.
Bill’s large hands cup my face.
“Roll over on your other side,” he says. 
I do. 
One of his hands touches my wetness and uses it to massage my clit. 

I shudder. His other hand strokes my back down to that small sensitive 
spot at the base of my spine. I push my butt toward his one hand and 
grab his other, pushing it into my pussy. He probes my G-Spot. We do 
this for a good long while. 

Finally, he takes his cock and places it near my pussy lips. I love his 
cock. I love him.

“Put it inside of you, honey,” he whispers from behind.
I do.
Bill grabs my hips and brings them hard onto his cock again and 

again. For an old man, he’s a machine. My machine. My man. My love.
I come twice. He comes once. And I fall asleep with my head on 

his chest.
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Rachel Rothman
Monday, June 29th, 2076: 11:51 p.m.

Outside The MLK Apartments
Tucson, Arizona

“Thanks, Roy,” I say, “for escorting me home.”
Nice bicycle he has. Better than mine.
Roy Lee is his name, I found out. Not very Chicano, but a very 

dashing name, nonetheless. Roy Lee. Sounds like a name rock stars used 
to have, or maybe a porn star.

“My pleasure, Rachel,” he says. “Plus, your place is on my way 
home.”

“Where do you live?” I ask.
“22nd and Stone in a one room studio,” he says. “It’s nice for a little 

place.”
“I’d love to see it sometime,” I say.
He knows what I mean.
“I’ve got to go,” I say. “I’m opening at New Chicks tomorrow, and 

5:00 a.m. comes mighty early.”
“I understand,” he says, and then he looks at his feet.
I look at him looking at his feet. Strong and sweet, grounded but 

head in the clouds. And gorgeous.
I quiet my mind. I have a question. I pause and listen for the still, 

quiet voice. The answer is yes.
“Roy,” I say, “give me your hand.”
He does. I pull a expensive felt tip pen from my shirt pocket.
“Nice pen,” he says. I say nothing.
I write my Sat-phone number on his hand.
“Call me,” I say.
He looks at the number.
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“Jesus, this is a Sat-phone number. I can tell by the area code,” 
he says.

“Don’t tell anyone,” I say. “Say you got my Flex-phone number if 
people ask. I’m trusting you not to give this number to anyone.”

He smiles.
“Milady, your secret is safe with me,” and he bows like a Knight of 

the Round Table. I smile.
I’m falling for this man.
He straightens up.
“One more thing,” I say, and before he can speak I step very close 

to him and look at his lips. He leans in and touches the back of my neck 
as he pulls me into him.

We kiss.
My knees buckles a little and he catches me.
“You, OK?” he asks.
“Oh, yeah,” I say as I dive back into his lips.
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Georgia “G” Swann
Tuesday, June 30th, 2076: Midnight

Armory Park
Tucson, Arizona

I press the coolness of a wet washcloth to my face. I look at myself 
in the bathroom mirror and shake my head. Morning sickness has pro-
gressed to midnight sickness. Great.

I look down at my large nightshirt and see a bit of vomit on it. I use 
the washcloth to wipe it off. 

“You, OK?” asks Artie when I get back to bed.
“Yeah,” I say. “I bet you’re finding me very fuckable these days.”
In one motion, he strips off my nightshirt and flips me on my back. 

I let out a little squeal. He’s always been good at that move.
“I’ve always thought you smell sexiest with puke on your breath,” 

he says.
“I brushed my teeth if you must know,” I say.
He kisses me. 
“Ah, minty fresh,” he says.
His warm hand touches my stomach.
“Think Little G will mind us getting frisky?” he asks.
“I know Big G doesn’t mind,” I say.
His hand moves down from my stomach and parts my pussy lips. 

His middle finger moves up and ever so slightly flicks my clit. I arch my 
back and moan.

He nibbles my neck below my left earlobe. I moan again.
OK, buster. You started it.
I grab for his cock, find it hard, and I begin to stroke him.
Now, it’s your time to moan.
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President Sasha Obama Fulbright
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 1:15 a.m.

Aboard Air Force One
Somewhere over Oklahoma

It was good to be home, if only for a few days. 
Home. The White House is my home, no matter what I tell myself. 

Will always be, no matter where I live in my final years.
I just wish we didn’t have to have fireworks on the Fourth of July. 

Explosions scare me. Only Bill and Chester know that. I put on a good 
face each Independence Day, but inside I’m a frightened dog wanting to 
hide under a bed when the bombs burst in air.

I scan the paper on my desk. Busy day today. Give one Medal of 
Freedom in Denver at 9:00 a.m, another in Albuquerque at 1:00 p.m., 
the last medal of the day at 4:00 p.m. in Tucson, bed down for a bit, and 
back in the air. A light day tomorrow. Just San Francisco. One Medal 
of Freedom and then an evening meeting with the Chinese. I like the 
Chinese. They don’t lie to my face. 

I look at the names of the recipients for today. Bruce Sullivan, the 
inventor of Flex technology, lives in Boulder. Melissa Martin, Lt. Governor 
of New Mexico, who’s held that office for twenty years and is known for 
her loving and caring for the poor. Never met Bruce, though I’ve talked 
with him quite often on one of his phones. Nice man. Gives away as many 
phones as he sells. Melissa is an old friend. It will be wonderful to have 
lunch with her today. I wish I saw her more often but we are busy women.

And yes, Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena Gutierrez of Tucson, 
Arizona, honored for her sense of duty and her inspiring sense of fair-
ness and justice. That’s what her boss and over a hundred citizens of 
Tucson say. I really am looking forward to meeting that woman. A hoot 
on the phone, she was, too.
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A cup of coffee afterwards at a local cafe, a quick dinner at a 
Mexican restaurant, then back to the plane for a little sleep, wheels up 
at 3 a.m. Wednesday, and off to San Francisco.

Not that bad of a day. I can catch naps while in the air.
I place my schedule back on my little desk. I hear a knock on the door.
“Come in,” I yell over the hums of the jet engines.
The Vice President walks into my cabin.
“Good morning, Madam President,” says Flo.
“Hey, Flo,” I say, “I thought you’d be asleep.”
“I was,” she says.
I look at her. I know that look.
“Bad dreams again?” I say.
“Yeah,” she says. 
“I’m sorry,” I say. “Really, I am.”
Flo Biden has nightmares of her children being burned to death. 

Her three boys died in a train accident in Delaware seven years ago. 
They weren’t burned alive but it doesn’t matter. They’re dead, and she 
imagines the worst.

“I know,” Flo says. “I don’t have nightmares much anymore. Dr. 
Croft has helped a lot, but about once a month I see my boys….”

She stops and doesn’t finish the sentence. I sure as hell am not going 
to finish it.

“I’m done for the night,” I say. “I’m not tired either. How about I 
wake up Bill and we play a few hands of poker?”

“No need to do that,” says Flo. “I’ll just walk the plane for a while 
and then go back to bed.”

“Stay with me a little,” I say. “Chester can bring me my mandolin and 
we can sing a few of the good old songs, or make up a few new bad ones.”

Flo laughs.
“I didn’t bring my guitar with me on this trip,” she says.
“And you don’t think I have the makings of an eight-piece bluegrass 

band downstairs?” I say. “Now, Flo, I’m hurt. What do you want? A six 
or twelve string?”

She laughs again.
“You don’t happen to have a 12-string in the hold, do you?” she asks.
“You want to play the one Roy Orbison owned or a newer Martin?” 

I say.
It’s good to be the queen.
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Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena “Mags” Gutierrez 
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 10:17 a.m.

Kino Federal Building
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in your full dress uniform,” says 
my boss, Kirk.

“It itches,” I complain.
“It’s supposed to. It’s wool,” he says.
“And I’m wearing wool on a July day in Tucson? Fantastic,” I say.
“It’ll be fine,” he says. “Supposed to rain today. It’ll cool things off.”
“That’s what they said yesterday,” I say. “Weatherman is the only 

job in which you can be wrong half the time and still keep your job.”
Kirk laughs. I don’t. 
“You nervous about meeting the President?” he asks.
I give him a ‘duh’ look. What the fuck do you think, jefe? 
“Sorry,” he says, “dumb question. Just one piece of advice. Make 

your speech short. Keep them wanting more.”
I pull out one sheet of paper, tri-folded, from my uniform pocket. I 

hold it up for my Chief to see. 
“One page,” I say, “hand written. Is that OK?”
Satisfied, jefe?
“Great,” he says. “Well, good luck. You have the agenda, I know. 

Just be over at the old Courthouse about 3:30 p.m., just in case the 
President’s early.”

Kirk looks out his office window. He looks nervous, too. He shakes 
his head.

“Oh, Jesus,” he says, then looks over at me. “Mags, I’m as nervous 
as a cat on a hot tin roof.”

I finally smile.
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“Me too,” I say. 
Misery loves company.
“Jesus,” he says again. “The President of the United States will be 

here this afternoon. What in God’s name was I thinking?”
“Chief,” I say, “It beats the hell out of me. But we’ll be all right.”
“Or we won’t,” Kirk says.   
“Or we won’t,” I repeat.
The road to Hell, good intentions and all of that.
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Benny “Shotgun” Grummen
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 10:31 a.m

The Hotel Congress, Room 217
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

Nothing quite like your hometown hookers. They know how to 
suck your dick just the way you like it. Had to teach the bitches on the 
road what to do, but not my sweet little Doris. She knows just what I 
want, putting that little twirl of the tongue on the end of my cock.

Nothing like my sweet little Doris.
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Chesapeake “Chessie” Dupree
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 11:37 a.m.

New Chicks Coffee Shop
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

“Has Dirk Manson delivered the scones?” I say.
“Yes, ma’am,” says Patricia.
“And did you clean the bathrooms?” I ask Rachel.
“Yes ma’am,” says Rachel. “All spick and span, and I put in a fresh 

roll of toilet paper, too.”
“Good,” I say. “You never know. Madam President might need 

to pee.”
What will I say to her? Will she talk to me? Do I bow? Of course I 

don’t bow. She’s not the queen. And she might not even come over here 
at all. Mags says she wants scones but scones are best in the morning 
and afternoon, not for dinner.

I look at Patricia and Rachel. They’re as nervous as me.
“Girls,” I say. “Relax.”
And lo and behold, I actually see their shoulders drop.
And you too, Chessie. 
Yeah, yeah, yeah.
I take the deepest breath I’ve taken since Michael gave me an orgasm 

last night.
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Harold Knight
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 11:47 a.m.

7th Avenue Studios
Tucson, Arizona

“We’re going to close at one today, remember?” I say to Marvin, my 
head weaver.

“I remember, boss,” he says.
“Is Michael here?” I ask Marvin.
“Don’t think so,” says Marvin. “I think he already left for the day.”
“Good, good,” I say. “He needs his rest if he’s going to be standing 

in the hot sun for hours.”
“I don’t think he’s going to be….” says Marvin.
“And what in the world am I going to wear?” I say.
“Are you going to meet the President?” Marvin asks.
“No, of course not,” I say, “but when she looks out into the crowd 

I want her to see at least one well-dressed man.”
I gaze at Marvin in his blue jeans and his plaid shirt.
“Not that there is anything wrong with what you are wearing, 

Marvin,” I say.
He laughs.
“Glad I have your Good Housekeeping Seal of Approval,” Marvin 

says.
“Sorry,” I say, “I’m just so nervous.”
“We all are excited, Harold,” he says. “Everyone in Tucson is a bit 

jittery today.”
“You think?” I say.
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Michael Dollaride
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 12:02 a.m.

Downtown Alano Club Annex
Tucson, Arizona

Doesn’t Roy look happy today. He’s usually a bit of a sourpuss like 
me but he’s smiling as he reads the Preamble. He must have had a good 
morning meditation.

The room is packed. A lot of recovering addicts I haven’t seen in a year 
or so and people I’ve never seen before. Some old-timers who only show 
up on their sobriety anniversaries, but they are here today too. Guess the 
President coming to town got them to a meeting. I wish they would come 
around more often. Lots of addicts need sponsors and with Craig dead, 
me beat-up, and Artie soon to be a dad, we can’t take on many more 
sponsees. Even if most newcomers never call me on my Flex anyway, after 
they ask me to sponsor them. Still, we could use some help with the heavy 
lifting of carrying the message and being available to a newcomer who is 
just trying to get through the day without smoking Tea.

I see Andrew over there. Haven’t seen him in a month of Sundays. 
And Joyce and Paul C., married with kids. I understand them not com-
ing around as much with twins and all.  A lot of recovery people forget 
what it was like those first few months, or even years, trying to stay 
clean and sober. Many more would forget if they didn’t attend meetings. 
I sure remember, but I hit two or three meetings a week, and I work 
with others. And I don’t sponsor men to be a big deal or noble or any 
of that shit. I help others to insure my own sobriety. And yeah, it does 
feel good to give. 

Roy’s done with the Preamble and all the other readings. Chips 
came and went. Couple newcomer chips. One 60-day chip. One six-
month chip. No anniversaries.
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“Does anyone have a topic or questions about the program of 
Mormon Tea Anonymous?” asks Roy.

Silence, but it doesn’t last long.
“My name is Jose and I’m a Tea addict,” he says.
“Hi, Jose,” we all say.
Jose tells a story we’ve all heard a thousand times from a thou-

sand different people. How he didn’t think he was an addict, how he 
didn’t think he was hurting anyone, how he thought he was in control 
of Brigham when it was controlling him. The woman next to him cries 
as he speak. Tears rolling down her cheeks. Five will get you ten, it’s his 
girlfriend or wife.

“And I’ve hurt my wife so bad,” he says. “I didn’t mean to, but I got 
angry and then angry again and I….”

Now he starts to cry, bows his head and doesn’t speak for a few 
seconds. None of us speak either. Just the healing silence of people who 
care, being present for those who suffer.

I wish I could bring the President here to show her this. 
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Vice President Florence “Flo” Biden
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 4:05 p.m.

Aboard Marine One
Davis-Monthan Air Force Base

South of Tucson, Arizona

Nothing makes me happier than a chopper ride. I’m still a kid when 
it comes to these.

I survey the landscape through the helo’s window. Large cumulus 
storm clouds build on all sides of us. The forecast said 80% chance of 
rain today. I’ve read about the dramatic monsoon rains in the Southwest 
American deserts, but nothing could have prepared me for this. We 
don’t have this color of blue sky in Delaware or Washington, D.C.. Even 
the New Mexico sky this morning wasn’t this blue. 

And there are so many more trees here than I expected. I wonder 
what they call them? And look at that. I bet that’s a Saguaro cactus.

The landscape transitions into the usual post-41 Nights vision I’ve 
seen many times from the air: concrete pads where houses once stood, 
tree stumps and burnt out automobiles, and lots of the color black. I’m 
not fond of the color black.

 That’s probably downtown Tucson in the distance, gauging from 
the few ruined high-rises. And check out those mountains. Pretty 
place, Tucson.

I stare down again at the ground just below us.  There’s a little more 
green now. I see some Flex-cars and people on bicycles, and a horse 
drawn cart or three. Then, like out of an old western, I see seven or eight 
horsemen (or horsewomen—I can’t tell their sex) galloping up on some 
potholed streets south of downtown. They suddenly rein their horses to 
a halt and look up toward us. 

They all wave to our chopper.
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I wave back, even though I know they can’t see me through the 
tinted glass.

“Madam President,” I say into the mic, “look down on the ground.”
“Well, hello, everyone,” she says, and waves back, too.
How in the good Lord’s name am I going to follow her. She’s 

groomed me well to be a good President. I’ve listened and learned but 
she has more charisma in her little pinkie than I have in my entire body.

“Wave, Flo, wave,” she says to me. 
“Way ahead of you on that, Sasha,” I say.
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Rachel Rothman
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 4:08 p.m

New Chicks Coffee Shop
Tucson, Arizona

“Are you sure?” I say.
“Yes, go,” says Chessie, “but, Rachel, as soon as the President gives 

Mags her award, hightail it back here, just in case Miss Sasha decides 
she needs a cup of Joe.”

“I will,” I say, “and no one’s here but that one guy in the corner.” 
I peer over at a man with black hair who’s reading the paper at the 

far side of the cafe. Very creepy guy, but who am I to judge.
“And what if the President doesn’t swing by here?” I say to Chessie. 

“You’ll have missed seeing her.”
Chessie smiles and put a hand on my shoulder.
“I’m the captain of this ship and I need to be at her helm today,” 

she says. “But you, my little shipmate, you go and see Mags get a Medal 
from the President of The United States.”

“All right,” I say, “but I’ll be back as soon as it’s over.”
Chessie shoos me away with a hand.
I grab my handbag and head out the door.
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Benny “Shotgun” Grummen
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 4:11 p.m

New Chicks Coffee Shop
Tucson, Arizona

People really should be more careful what they say. 
I was just going to kill Dollaride’s cunt now, figuring the place 

would be empty with the bitch President in town, but I’ve just over-
heard that the President her-goddamned-self may be coming by for a 
spot of tea. This is even better than I had planned. Better than having 
no people around is having a shitload of people around. After I kill 
the coffee bitch, there’ll be so much commotion, nobody will know 
shit. So if I just keep reading my paper, people will come to me. I bet 
you dollars to a doughnut, within that group of assholes will be that 
bitch Marshal Gutierrez. I feel my Glock under my coat. I open my 
coat to make sure I have two spare clips. Yep. Two in the vest pocket. 
I do need to go check the back door to this old building and make 
sure it’s unlocked and not barred. I’ll go check in a minute. This is 
fucking awesome. I can kill the coffee bitch, shoot the Marshal cunt, 
maybe even waste some other bitches and be gone before they even 
know what happened. I can’t shoot Dollaride. Bunny would have my 
hide. But he didn’t say anything about shooting the bitches. And I 
know men. You kill their cunts and it’s almost like you’ve killed them. 
Dollaride and all of his asshole 12-Step friends will drink and drug 
themselves to death.

This is almost too good to be true. 
I love being me.
And fuck the Secret Service. They’ll be watching after the President, 

not looking after some A.A. assholes and their bitches.
I rise from my chair and walk over the counter.
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“Excuse me, ma’am,” I say to the coffee cunt, “can you tell me 
where the bathroom is?”

I know full well where it is. Just want a good excuse to check out 
that back door.

“Down that hall aways, and on your left,” she says.
“Thank you, ma’am,” I say. “I’ll be right back.”
“Very good,” says Dollaride’s bitch.
Very good? What kind of shit is that.
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Chesapeake “Chessie” Dupree
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 4:13 p.m

New Chicks Coffee Shop
Tucson, Arizona

The dark-haired guy walks away from the counter and down the 
hall toward the bathroom. He looks familiar but he isn’t a regular. I’ve 
seen him someplace. I just can’t place where. Lots of people have come 
into town for the President. Maybe he’s from Benson or something. 
Weird, though. If he has come to see Sasha, wouldn’t he be over at the 
courthouse? I’ll keep an eye on him.

In walks Harry Jameson, a regular.
“Hey, Harry,” I say. “What are you doing here? Aren’t you going to 

see the President?”
Harry coughs. He always coughs before he speaks.
“I’ve never voted for the lady,” he says, “so I don’t need to see her 

now. She’s run this country into the ground, taxing those Richie Riches 
into poverty, I tell you.”

“Harry,” I say, “have you been watching the TV again?”
Harry coughs and doesn’t say anything.
“How about your usual large dark roast coffee?” I say.
Harry smiles a big toothless grin.
“Miss Chessie, that would be mighty fine,” he says.
“You got it,” I say.
Only difference between me and a bartender is a bartender serves 

depressants and I serve stimulants. Thank GGATI, coffee doesn’t make 
you slap your wife.

I hand Harry his cup of coffee.
“It’s on the house, only for today,” I say.
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“Thank you, Miss Chessie,” says Harry.
“Just be nice, Harry. Be nice, like the President asks,” I say.
Harry timidly looks down.
“Yes, Miss Chessie,” he says. “I’ll try.”
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Vice President Florence “Flo” Biden
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 4:17 p.m.

Near the old Pima County Courthouse
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

The wind of the rotors musses my hair. I like having my hair mussed. 
Makes me miss my husband. I’ll see him in a few days.

Sasha’s just in front of me. We and our small staff are surrounded by 
Secret Service. Brave men and women. I hear some music playing from 
a stage up ahead, but mostly I hear the cheers of the crowd. I look at the 
faces as we walk. Young men with beards, young women with long hair 
pulled back in ponytails. Skin the color of old leather. Hispanics with 
brown eyes and big smiles. White folk, sunburned and happy. Older 
people crying. Lots of middle-aged people weeping too. I mist up a little. 
The young have only known this New World. The middle-aged and old 
remember the Old World with both anger and fondness, but people my 
age and older share one piece of deep gratitude many of the young don’t 
have: We are still alive. We are amazed that we reasonably happy. We 
still have a chance for a better life.

And most Americans, young and old, love my boss. Only a few don’t. 
Even the Richie Riches respect her. They know she and Congress could have 
made their lives a whole lot worse. High taxes is a small price for them to 
pay. They may complain, but they know they are only an Executive Order 
away from living down with the Working Poor and the Working Class. 
President Fulbright could have taken everything away from them. Instead, 
she let them keep everything they owned—except 37% of their money.

Few Richie Riches are here today. They are probably watching on 
their Flex-TVs, or not at all. Today is for the working people of Tucson 
and for one of their heroes. I’m looking forward to shaking her hand. I 
can’t remember her name. Magdalena. That’s right.
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A crash of thunder brings me back to the moment. Dark clouds rise 
overhead to the South. I pray the rain waits until after the ceremony, but 
it’ll either rain or it won’t. Our staff will have umbrellas.

I see a few American flags on a low stage up ahead and a number of 
Arizona flags. I remember Arizona’s flag from high school social studies. 
Always thought it was one of the more beautiful flags of our country, 
next to my home flag of Delaware with its ship and cow. I love that cow.

The roar grows louder, the crowd denser, but they make way for the 
President and her people. 

And up we are on stage. I’m shown my seat, next to the President. I 
shake hands with someone who I’m guessing is the mayor, and another 
man who I suppose is the Chief U.S. Marshal for Tucson. Much better 
looking than the mayor. Strong handshake. I like the Chief.

“And this, Madam Vice President, is Deputy U.S. Marshal 
Magdalena Gutierrez,” says the Chief.

“Pleased to meet you, Deputy,” I say to a tall woman with kind eyes. 
“The pleasure is mine,” she says.
We all take our seats.
The Mayor gets up and says a few things. I hardly listen to mayors 

anymore. Mayors tend to talk too long and say very little.
“And now,” says the mayor, “Citizens of Arizona, and people of the 

world, the 54th President of the United States, Madam Sasha Obama 
Fulbright.”

The crowd cheers. I stand. I lock eyes with a woman my age in 
the first row of people. She’s clapping and smiling and waves at me. I 
wave back.

I’m liking Arizona.
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President Sasha Obama Fulbright
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 4:31 p.m.

Outside the old Pima County Courthouse
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

I gaze into the crowd, letting them applaud for a minute or so. I 
smile and wave. It’s a good crowd of a few hundred. I scan my surround-
ings. Feels good here. Nice town. I look up at the mosaic dome of this 
old pink courthouse. Pretty. I wave a couple more times and then look 
down at my speech. Not that different from the one I gave a few hours 
ago. I really should talk off the cuff more. 

“Thank you, people of Tucson, people of Arizona,” I say. “Thank 
you for this gracious welcome.”

I look again at my speech, then over at the Deputy whose receiving 
the Medal. Let’s wing it.

“As I flew in today on Marine One, I saw a group of horse-men and 
horse-women riding up one of your streets. They were my first welcoming 
committee, waving up at us. I waved back, but I don’t think they saw me.”

Some laughter. Good crowd.
“I’m here today to honor one of your own,” I continue, “a woman I 

think most of you know, or at least a lot of you know. I’ve read the let-
ters you’ve written about her. Come over here, Deputy.” 

I turn toward Deputy Gutierrez and motion her to my side. I give her 
a quick hug and return to the podium, the deputy standing to my left.

“I’ve given the Presidential Medal of Freedom to many people in the 
past few weeks: to artists, musicians, inventors, statesmen and states-
women, doctors, nurses, and educators, but today I give a Medal to a 
law enforcement officer. A woman who has shown great bravery and 
great compassion toward the people she serves and protects. She helps 
lock up the bad guys…”
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More laughs.
“… and she helps those who have done bad things but who are not 

bad people, to find a new direction in their lives. I speak primarily of 
the Mormon Tea addicts and of the alcoholics she has shepherded. Now, 
I’m not saying addicts are sheep…”

More laughs. They get my jokes. I need to come back here again.
“…No, no, I’m not saying that,” I smile.  
“Deputy Gutierrez has that great skill of telling the difference 

between the guilty and the guilt-ridden. Her Chief spoke with me at 
length of her deeds and efforts above the call of duty. Deputy, may I call 
you Mags?”

“Yes, ma’am,” says the Deputy, “everyone else does.”
“Thank you,” I say. “Well, Mags, it is my pleasure….”
The crowd has begun a chant of ‘Mags, Mags, Mags, Mags.’ I 

let them chant for a while, extending my left arm, presenting her to  
the crowd.

 As the cheering quiets, I say, “Mags, it is my pleasure and honor to 
meet you today. And I hope you’ll have dinner with me tonight.”

Mags slowly bows her acceptance.
“Very good,” I say. “People of Tucson, I wish I had a thousand 

Marshals like your Mags here. I do have a few hundred across this 
great land of ours, but I could use many more like your beloved Mags. 
I know she has inspired you, the healthy and the hurting, the hopeful 
and the hopeless, the loved and the unloved. People of Arizona, Deputy 
Gutierrez inspires me—to be a better woman, a better person, a better 
President. Mags enriches not just the citizens of Tucson and Arizona, 
but all the people of the United States of America.”

Much applause. I need to speak from my heart more often. Where 
was I? Oh, yes.

“Mags, for your meritorious contribution to the security and the 
national interests of these United States, it is my pleasure to present 
to you, Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena Francesca Gutierrez, the 
Presidential Medal of Freedom.”

Huge applause. I turn to an aide to my right who has the open 
wooden box. I take out the star-shaped medal with its beautiful blue 
sash. I open the neck sash and walk toward Mags. Thankfully, she bows 
so I can get it over her head. I place the Medal around her neck and 
straighten it so it looks nice. I shake her hand, then kiss her hand, then 
embrace her.
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I could do this every day until the day I die. 
I return to the podium. 
“Deputy,” I say, “would you like to say a few words?”
The chant of “Mags, Mags, Mags” rises again.
The Deputy approaches the podium and take out a piece of paper. 

Then she puts it back in her pocket. Good girl.
“Thank you, Madam President,” she says, “for this honor. I truly 

am unworthy of the honor but I will take the Medal.”
Laughter from the crowd.
“I only want to say that it has been an honor and a privilege and a 

joy to serve the people of Arizona and of Tucson. My only regret is I’m 
not home enough.” 

The Deputy looks over at a beautiful young woman and a hand-
some older woman sitting in chairs to our left. Both are crying and 
smiling. My guess is it’s her mother and her sister or lover.

“I promise Mama,” says Mags, “to visit you more often for your 
wonderful chile rellenos and your amazing hugs. Stephanie, I promise 
to be home more often for your morning cups of coffee. You sure know 
how to brew a cup of Joe.”

Laughter from the crowd. Yep, her lover.
“Speaking of home, thank you, Tucson. You are my home. You are 

my people. You, I live to serve. Thank you. You are my heart. And to 
those of you who are suffering from addiction or alcoholism, there is 
hope. There is a solution. There are people in this town and in this world 
who will help you. Just extend your hand to us and you’ll find a new life, 
a new freedom, and a new happiness. Come be with us. Come.”

Mags stops. The crowd quiets. 
“Madam President, I don’t know if this is appropriate….” she says.
“Go ahead, honey,” I say. “You’re doing fine.”
“Well,” she says, “I’d like to close with a prayer that some of my 

friends in recovery taught me a few years back. I’m not an addict or 
an alcoholic, or much of a praying person myself, but I find this prayer 
helps me and it has helped others too. So if you know the prayer, say it 
along with me. It’s called the Serenity Prayer.”

The Marshal looks down. The crowd is silent. After a moment, 
Mags speaks.

“God,” she says.
“God,” says half of the crowd in front of me.
“Grant me the serenity,” Mags, the crowd and I say, “to accept the 
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things I can not change, the courage to change the things I can, and the 
wisdom to know the difference.”

“Keep coming back,” says Mags into the microphone, “It works!”
Cheers and applause rise around us. 
I wipe a tear from my eye. 
I sure wish my father was alive to see this.



609

Rachel Rothman
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 5:01 p.m.

Outside the old Pima County Courthouse
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

Oh my. Oh my.
I rub my eyes to clear them of tears so I can see.
Oh my.
I spy Michael, Artie, and G to my left with some other people from 

the party the other night, applauding and wiping away their tears. I scan 
the crowd. It’s a cliche, but there truly isn’t a dry eye in the house. 

Oh, crap. I’ve got to go. I push my way through until I’m free of the 
crowd and sprint toward New Chicks. 

Won’t it be great if the President comes by? I have to get back to tell 
Chessie the ceremony’s over. 

I stop running suddenly and turn around.
I take a mental picture of what I see: President Fulbright and Marshal 

Mags, and my new friends, and the people of Tucson. I literally blink 
my eyes like a shutter, taking a picture in my mind. I close my eyes to 
cement it in my head. Opening my eyes, I turn and run as fast as I can.
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Vice President Florence “Flo” Biden
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 5:05 p.m.

Outside the old Pima County Courthouse
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

I have the second best job in the country. Maybe in November, I’ll 
be elected to the first.

The President walks over to me, and opens her arms for a hug. I give 
her one. She gives me a bigger one back.

“Feel like a cup of coffee and a scone, my dear?” Sasha asks.
“Really?” I ask, “There’s a place close by that has scones?”
“Yes, Madam Vice President, there is,” Sasha says, “just a block 

over that away, so says Mags.”
“Does the Secret Service know?” I ask.
“Bill’s telling them now,” she says. 
“They’re going to hate you going off schedule,” I say.
“Honey,” she says, “when you are the President one day, and I 

believe you will be, listen to what the Service says and then do any 
damn thing you want. If they had their way, I’d be a shut-in inside the 
White House.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I say with a smile.
“Now let’s go eat some scones,” she says and Sasha walks ahead of 

me down the stage’s steps.
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Chesapeake “Chessie” Dupree
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 5:10 p.m.

New Chicks Coffee Shop
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.
Through the plate glass of my shop windows I see the President 

of the United States walking across the grass in front of the library 
toward Stone Avenue. Miss Sasha is walking this way. She looks 
toward my storefront. 

The President is coming for tea.
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Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena “Mags” Gutierrez
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 5:12 p.m.

Across from New Chicks Coffee Shop
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

“So,” says the President, “the scones at this place are really that good?”
“Yes, Madam President,” I say. “Particularly the cinnamon scones.”
“I love cinnamon scones. I love cinnamon anything,” she says, “and 

please call me Sasha.”
“It’s hard for me to do that, Madam President,” I say.
“Try,” she says.
“All right…Sasha,” I say. 
Just doesn’t feel right.
We walk across Stone Avenue to New Chicks. Two Secret Service 

men have already opened the front doors to the cafe. As we walk in, I 
see the place is packed. Not surprised. 

President Fulbright approaches the counter. Chessie looks like she’s 
going to faint. Hang in there, sister. I glance quickly behind me. Mama 
and Stephanie got inside, Artie and G, too. Looks like Michael is still 
outside. I meet Steph’s eyes. She mouths “It’s OK” as she and Mama 
move to a corner away from the counter. I catch Georgia and Artie’s eyes 
and head-motion them to join me. Georgia mouths ‘You sure?’ I nod yes.

“Let these two people through,” I say to the Secret Service man 
behind me.

Artie and G saddle up beside me.
“This is so exciting,” G says.
Artie doesn’t speak, but judging from the shine in his eyes, I’d say 

he’s happy.
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Rachel Rothman
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 5:14 p.m.

New Chicks Coffee Shop
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

“I hear you have very good scones,” the President says to me.
I can’t speak. I swallow. 
“Yes, ma’am, we do,” says Chessie over my shoulder.
“Hi,” says President Fulbright, extending her hand to Chessie, “my 

name is Sasha Fulbright, and you?”
“I’m Chessie Dupree, the owner of New Chicks Coffee Shop,” says 

my boss, “and this is Rachel Rothman, one of my baristas. Over there 
is Patricia Moreno, my assistant manager.”

I’m so happy Patricia ran over from the ceremony too. She deserves 
to meet the President more than I. I look back at President Fulbright. She 
extends her arm over the counter to me.

“Hello, Rachel,” she says. “How are you today?”
“Very well, Madam President,” I say, as I take her hand. I don’t 

know how to respond. 
“How are you?” I finally say.
President Fulbright laughs her signature laugh. I made the 

President laugh!
“I’m very well, thank you,” she says as she shakes my hand.
“And hello, Patricia,” says the President.
Patricia waves from the other side of the counter. She doesn’t move 

except to wave. She doesn’t even speak. I completely understand.
“So what can I get for you, Madam President?” asks Chessie.
“Well,” says the President, “do you still have any of those cinnamon 

scones, this late in the day?”
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“Yes, ma’am, we do,” says Chessie.
“I’ll take two scones to go, one for me and one for my Vice President 

here…”
Oh. My. God. The Vice President, too!
“…and two large dark roast coffees, with room for cream,” says 

President Fulbright. “On second thought, just give me a splash of cream 
in one and a couple splashes in the other. The Vice President and I might 
have a hard time getting to the creamers over there.”

Chessie chuckles, looking over where the cream and sugars are. At 
least twenty people are between us and the cream.

“Yes, ma’am,” says Chessie.
“And make those coffees to go, please, and write my name on the 

light cream one, so I know it’s mine. The Vice President likes too much 
cream in her coffee if you ask me. I like mine strong—just a little splash 
of the white,” says the President.

“Very good, ma’am,” says Chessie. “Coming right up.”
“I’d love to stay and talk,” says the President to Chessie, “but we 

have to go. You know schedules….”
“Yes, ma’am.” says Chessie, “I can only imagine. I’m just so happy 

you came to my cafe.”
“Mags highly recommended your scones,” says the President.
Chessie, Patricia, and I look over at Mags. She winks at us.
“I’m glad you stopped by,” says Chessie. “Rachel, go get the 

President’s scones and I’ll get her coffee.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I say. 
I walk to the pastry counter on my right. I open the glass door to the 

display, take the tongs, and bag first one scone, then a second. I close the 
display and turn to my right and kind of do a three-quarters circle back 
to the register and my boss and The President. Sort of my own little flare 
I like to do. And as I do my little clockwise pirouette, I stop suddenly in 
mid spin. I see a black haired man’s head, the guy who was here when I 
left earlier. The creepy guy. I then see his eyes. He’s not looking at me. 
He is looking beyond me. Then I see the gun and his arm with the gun 
reaching over the counter. His arm. A gun. A very big pistol, pointing 
toward my boss and my President.

“Gun! Gun! Gun!” I scream. 
The black-haired man stares at me, then aims toward Chessie. The 

gun goes off once, then again and again, and I close my eyes and jump 
at the man’s arm. I pull down on his arm. He keeps firing.
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“Get off my goddamned arm, you fucking bitch,” I hear the man 
say above me. I hold on. The gun keeps going off. Bang, bang, bang, 
bang. My ears hurt. It’s so loud. I still don’t look. I just hold his arm. 
Hold his arm. Hold his arm.

Bang, bang, bang. Now the bangs seem to be coming from over 
there. Bang, bang, bang. I slump to the floor. I let go of his arm. Shit. 
I need to hold his arm. I open my eyes and start to stand up. I grab the 
man’s arm again, but there’s no gun in it now. I look at his face. His eyes 
are closed. He has two little holes in his forehead. I glance down at the 
floor and see the pistol on my side of the counter. I grab it quickly and 
cradle it in my arms. I slump to the floor again.

After a little while, a nice man in a suit comes over and squats down 
beside me. 

“Hello, Miss,” he says, “my name is Special Agent Barnes.” 
He opens his wallet and shows me his badge.
“Hello, Mr. Barnes,” I say.
“What’s your name?” he asks.
“I’m Rachel Rothman,” I say. I feel so little.
“Hello, Rachel,” he says, “you can give me that gun now.”
“OK,” I say, handing over the pistol.
“Are you hurt?” he asks.
“I don’t think so,” I say, surveying my chest and my body. I see some 

blood on my shirt, but I don’t think it’s mine.
“I think I’m OK,” I say. “Is everyone else OK?”
Mr. Barnes pauses.
“I’m afraid not, Miss Rothman,” he says.
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President Sasha Obama Fulbright
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 5:21 p.m.

Pennington Street
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

That’s such a pretty cloud. White and gray and black and white. 
Such a pretty cloud. And would you look at that blue sky.

Oops.
I think I just felt a drop of rain on my face.
“Cover the President’s face,” I hear someone yell.
No need to yell. It’s just a little rain. Just a little rain.
Oh, hi, Flo. Good to see you. Why are you crying?
I try to speak but I can’t seem to get the words out.
Don’t cry, Flo. It’s just a little rain.
And there’s my Bill. My strong, sexy Bill. Now don’t you be crying, too. 
It’s just a little rain.
Just a little rain. 
It’s not a hard rain. 
Not a hard rain. 
Hard rain. 
Dylan. 
I like that song. 
Good song. 
Wish I could sing right now.
Just a little rain.
A little rain.
Little rain.
Little.
That’s such a pretty cloud.
Pretty cloud.
Pretty.
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Vice President Florence “Flo” Biden
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 5:26 p.m.

Aboard Marine One
Above Downtown Tucson, Arizona

I stare down at the President’s bloody face. I hold her left hand. I 
glance over at Bill. He’s holding her right hand. A Secret Service agent 
holds a wet, red bandage on Sasha’s neck, another holds a saline bottle 
high above us. Our doctor checks for a pulse, shakes his head, and 
begins chest compressions again.

I stare again at Sasha’s face. I don’t see any breath. I don’t see life 
in her eyes. 

I know you’re still there, Sasha. You come back, now. You come back. 
Come back to us. Come back to me.
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President Sasha Obama Fulbright
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 5:27 p.m.

The South Portico Balcony
The White House
Washington, D.C.

Now this is odd. I thought I was in Arizona. 
I walk toward my favorite chair on the balcony and find an wrapped 

cigar on its cushion. Good thing I didn’t sit on that cigar. Hate to ruin 
a perfectly good Cuban.

As I retrieve the cigar, I notice my reflection in the window panes 
of the doors that lead back inside of the residence. My neck is red. Very 
red. I walk toward one of the panes of glass to get a better look. I see 
two holes in my neck like a very large vampire took a bite out of me. 
And I see a lot of blood.

Then the blood turns from red to pink to white to nothing at all, the 
holes in my neck close up, and I look just fine.

I turn away from the balcony doors and gaze at the grass of the 
South Lawn. It’s not the right color. A little too dark.

“I look fine but I’m not fine, am I?” I say aloud to no one.
“No, honey, you’re not,” I hear a voice to my right.
I recognize that voice. But…I don’t understand. I turn toward  

the voice.
“Daddy,” I yell.
“Hello, Sweet Sasha,” says my father.
I dash across the patio toward him. He opens his arms and I jump 

into them, just like when I was a little kid. I collide with him but it’s soft, 
like falling into a bed. I look up at my Daddy’s face. The same face, the 
same gray hair, the same smile.

“I’ve missed you so much, Daddy,” I say. “It’s been really hard here. 
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It’s been really hard being the President.”
“I know it has,” says Daddy. “I know.”
We don’t talk. We just hug, or something like hugging. It’s wonder-

ful. I love my Daddy. I’ve missed him so much.
After forever, or no time, or I don’t know, I step back. I look at my 

hands. I look at Daddy’s hands, too. Daddy looks at me with his kind 
face. Those big eyes that say I love you, to only me.

“Let’s go have a seat,” he says.
I follow him over to the patio table. He sits in a chair and I sit too.
He pulls out a pack of Camel Filters from his pants pocket. Haven’t 

seen a pack of Camels in decades. He taps one out and lights it with 
a Zippo. 

“I thought you quit?” I ask my father.
“I did,” says Daddy. “Started up again. Nasty habit. You need a 

light?”
I see the Cuban on the table and pick it up. I unwrap the cigar and 

bite off the end.
“Please,” I say.
We light up.
“There is a lot I need to tell you,” says Daddy. “First, let’s just sit 

for a while.”
“OK,” I say.
He blows smoke rings. He was never that good at that before, but 

it’s one perfect ring after another now. I just puff on my Cuban cigar.
“I have a lot of questions,” I say.
“You always did,” he says. “Go ahead. Shoot.”
“Am I dead?” I ask.
“Yes, you are,” says Daddy.
“Is this heaven?” I ask.
“Kind of. Sort of. Not really,” he says. “You and I are angel ghosts. 

Or angels. Or ghosts. It’s hard to explain.”
“Oh,” I say. 
“Don’t worry,” he says, “I’ll show you around the place in a minute. 

Let me just finish my smoke. You can take yours with you.”
“Sounds good, Daddy,” I say. 
We smoke for a little while longer. Daddy puts out his cigarette on 

the sole of his shoe. I puff on my cigar.
“Ready for me to give you the tour?” says Daddy.
“The tour?” I ask.
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My father gets up from his chair. I rise out of mine. We rise into the 
air.

Daddy puts out his hand for me to hold. I put my cigar in my mouth 
and grab his hand. It’s a hand. A ghost hand, but still his hand. It’s hard 
to explain.

Daddy smiles at me.
“Sweet Sasha,” he says, “you’re going to love this.”
And with that, we’re flying off the balcony and into the air, heading 

directly for the Washington Monument. 
“Daddy, can we fly around the Monument?” I ask.
And without saying a word, the two of us glide around and around 

and around The Washingtom Monument.
“I love you, Daddy,” I say.
“I love you too, my sweet Sasha.”
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Rachel Rothman
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 6:17 p.m.

New Chicks Coffee Shop
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

“I need to go to the bathroom, ma’am,” I say to the female Secret 
Service agent who’s been talking to me.

“Of course,” she says, “I’ll walk with you. You’ve done very well, 
Miss Rothman. Thank you for answering all of our questions. Is there 
anything else you need right now?”

“Could I borrow your Sat-phone?” I say. “I need to call my folks to 
let them know I’m OK.”

“You bet,” says the agent, “as soon as we get back from the bathroom.”
We walk by the spot where the black-haired man’s body lay after he 

was killed. His body is gone now, but an awful lot of blood has pooled 
on the tile floor. I never liked blood. 

I take another couple of steps but I’m not going to make it. 
I double over, find a potted plant in the hall, and vomit into it. I 

vomit until there is no fluid left. Only dry-heaves.
“You’ll be all right,” says the nice Secret Servicewoman. 
But I’m not.
And I vomit some more.
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Benny “Shotgun” Grumman
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 6:21 p.m.

The Void
Milky Way Galaxy

I’m a space man. I’m a space man. Stars all around. I’m a space man.
Is that you, Camille? You are so beautiful.
“Hey…, hey, Benny,” Camille says. “I need you to come with me.”
“Okey-dokey,” I say. “Where are we going?”
“To sit in the Light of God Goddess All There Is,” she says.
“OK,” I say. “So for how long?”
“For a very long time,” she says. “You need a whole lot of Light.”
“I do?”
“Yes, you do, Benny,” says Camille.
Okey-dokey.
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Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena “Mags” Gutierrez
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 7:54 p.m. 

St. Mary’s Hospital
Tucson, Arizona

I love the color purple. My favorite color. Everything here is purple.
It’s awfully quiet now. Why is it so quiet?
I think I’ll go back to sleep.



625

Chief U.S. Marshal Kirk Bledsoe
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 8:27 p.m.

Aboard Air Force One
Davis-Monthan Air Force Base

Tucson, Arizona

A Secret Servicewoman opens the door and shows me into the small 
office. Three people are setting up a Flex-TV camera at the other end of 
the room. An older man leans over a desk.

The Vice President is sitting in a chair behind the desk, talking on a 
Sat-phone. Or is she the President now?

She waves me in.
“Yes, yes,” she says into the phone, “we’re bringing the President’s 

body back with us tomorrow. Yes, yes. I know…. Goddamn it, Charles…. 
I’ll be addressing the nation from here, aboard Air Force One at 9:00 
p.m. Tucson time, midnight East Coast time…. I just told you that, Mr. 
Speaker…. Please, Charles. I don’t need you to second guess me right 
now. You need to do what I tell you to do. OK? Thanks. I’ll call you 
after the address.”

She slams the phone down into its cradle.
Guess she’s the President now.
“Yes, Chief Bledsoe?” she says to me. 
“Kirk Bledsoe, yes ma’am,” I say.
“Come in, please,” she says.
“Thank you, Madam President,” I say.
The older man glares at me, then his eyes soften.
President Biden sees this. She touches the man’s hand.
“Bill,” she says, “it’s going to take a while for all of us to get used 

to that.”
“Sorry,” he says to her. 
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“Sorry,” he says to me.
“No offense taken, sir,” I say to the man named Bill. “So, Madam 

President, I take it President Fulbright is dead?”
“Yes,” she says, and takes a deep breath. “We pronounced her dead 

an hour ago. The bullets appear to have done too much damage to the 
President’s neck for her to survive. We couldn’t stop the bleeding and 
there was just too much….”

She stops. 
I let the silence hang. 
Everyone in the room does too. 
“Chief,” she finally says, “I need some information, fast. I need to 

know what you know, and what you think you know. We believe we 
have identified the shooter from the contents of his wallet.”

She looks down at her desk.
“Benjamin Phillip Grummen. Does that name ring a bell?” asks 

the President.
Son-of-a-bitch.
“Yes, ma’am,” I say. “I know Benny Grummen. Wanted for two 

murders, but more importantly he is, or was, the primary hit man for El 
Grupo, a Mormon Tea manufacturing outfit here in Arizona.”

I tell her about the Ortiz family and their history. I tell her about 
our attempts to curtail El Grupo’s activities, but how we are just a few 
U.S. Marshals in Tucson. I tell her everything I know about Bunny 
and his people and about Benny and his deeds. I tell her about Michael 
Dollaride and the vendetta the Ortizes and El Grupo have against him 
in particular, and against the local 12-Step community and Tucson 
Marshals in general.

After a few minutes she stops me.
“So we know that Grummen killed the President,” says President 

Biden, “but we don’t really know if Grummen was gunning for her.”
“Correct,” I say. “This is a guess, but an educated one. I think he 

was trying to kill the owner of the coffee shop and probably Marshal 
Gutierrez, too. President Fulbright was sadly in the wrong place at the 
wrong time.”

“But we don’t know that for sure,” says President Biden.
“No ma’am, we don’t,” I say.
She looks at the man she called Bill. He nods.
“Chief,” she says, “I take it you know where this Bunny Ortiz lives 

and where El Grupo has its operation?”
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“Yes, ma’am,” I say. “We know where he grows the Mormon Tea, 
we know where he processes the drug and we know where the Ortiz 
Ranch is.”

Bill nods again. The President smiles.
“So,” she says, “would you like some help bringing the hand of the 

U.S. Government down on the heads of El Grupo and Bunny Ortiz?”
Now it’s my turn to smile.
“Yes, Madam President,” I say. “I would love your help. Very 

much so.”
“Good,” she says. “Stick around. After I talk to the nation, we’ll 

talk some more. One more thing. Did you bring the list of those who 
were killed or injured?”

“I only have names of those who were killed and those who were 
injured who we transported to St. Mary’s Hospital,” I say. “There may 
be more injured we didn’t take to the hospital.”.

I pull a piece of paper from my shirt pocket and hand it to Bill. He 
looks at it and hands it to President Biden.

“Three dead, not counting President Fulbright,” I say, “and seven 
wounded. Two critically wounded in ICU, five seriously wounded but 
expected to survive.”

President Biden looks hard at the paper.
“Marshal Gutierrez was shot?”
“Yes, ma’am,” I say, “but she’s probably going to be OK. Glancing 

blow to the head. Bullet ricocheted off her skull.”
“She’s a very lucky woman,” says the President.
“Doc said the same thing,” I say. “Mags has a very hard head. I 

should know.”
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Chessie “Chesapeake” Dupree
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 8:51 p.m.

South Stone Avenue
Tucson, Arizona

The Secret Service offered to drive me over. I said no, but they 
insisted an agent walk with me.

Patricia’s mother lives just a few blocks away. I’m guessing she’s 
been notified by now, but maybe she hasn’t. It’s been chaos for hours.

“Would you like to share my umbrella?” says the agent.
I peer down at my shoes as I walk. They were white when I began 

the day. They are pink now. Why are they pink? I don’t understand.
I raise my head suddenly and see a light post two feet in front of me. 

I barely miss it.
Someone grabs my arm. I turn. 
Michael.
“Honey,” he says, “share my umbrella.”
“All right,” I say.
I lace my fingers into his.
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 8:53 p.m.

St. Mary’s Hospital
Tucson, Arizona

Doc said he thinks Mags will be all right. We’ll know more in the 
morning. She’ll probably have a hell of a scar. Stephanie looks a mess, 
as do all of us. The only one of us in the room who appears fine is Mrs. 
Gutierrez. I guess this isn’t her first rodeo.

“Oh, oh, oh,” says Mags suddenly, her eyes open for the first time.
Stephanie and Mrs. Gutierrez spring from their chairs.
“Mi dulce niña. Estoy aquí,” says Mrs. Gutierrez. “¿Estás bien? 

Estoy aqui.”
Stephanie doesn’t speak. G and I stay seated, but lean forward in 

our chairs.
Mags opens her eyes and looks at her mother.
“Hey, Mama,” Mags says. “How are you tonight? Why so sad? Oh, 

hey Stephanie. You know my mother, right? Stephanie, Mama. Mama, 
Stephanie. I have a bad headache. Can I have an aspirin?”

“¡Alabado sea el de María Madre,” says Mrs. Gutierrez, hands 
open to the sky, head thrown back. “La Diosa de Dios, Luz de Luz, 
Dios verdadero de Dios.”

“I’ll get you some aspirin, honey,” says Stephanie. “It’s good to see 
you again.”

“Good to see you too,” says Mags. “Have I been somewhere?”
“Yes, honey, you have. I’ll be right back,” says Stephanie and she 

turns and walks out of the hospital room.
“God of God is right,” I whisper to Georgia.
“Light of lights, very God of very God,” says G. 
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I look to the sky. 
This is for you, Mom.
I cross myself and kiss my hand.
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President Florence “Flo” Biden
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 9:07 p.m.

Aboard Air Force One
Davis-Monthan Air Force Base

Tucson, Arizona

I look one more time at my address. Scratch that out. Sounds too 
much like Sasha. I’ll have to talk to her young speech writer. Get him 
used to writing for my voice.  

Needs another line. Something like….
“We have lost a sister, a daughter, a mother, a friend,” I write, “but 

we have not lost our country. We have not lost our hopes and dreams. 
We have not lost America.”

Sure feels like it though. I sigh. I feel tears coming on. Not now, 
Flo. Later.

I scan down the page a little further. Good line here. 
“The men responsible for these deaths are not simply criminals, but 

terrorists,” it reads. “They are terrorists to our land, to our people, and 
to our souls. And justice will be served upon them. It will be served 
upon them, swiftly and firmly.” Hell of a line, kid.

Bill walks in, Sat-phone in hand.
“Ready for me to give the networks the two-minute warning?” 

he says.
The speech is fine. You’re the President now. Make Sasha proud.
I nod to Bill.
“Live in two minutes,” yells Bill into the phone.
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Rachel Rothman
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 9:08 p.m.

MLK Apartments
Tucson, Arizona.

“No, Dad, I don’t want you to….” I say, and Dad starts yelling again.
“Put Francesca on the phone,” I say. “Dad, put Francesca on the 

phone. If you don’t put Francesca on the phone, I’m going to hang up 
and go for a walk and not talk to you until I goddamned feel like it.”

Where did that come from?
Silence.
“Francesca!” I hear Dad scream.
“Thank you,” I say.
“Baby,” says Dad, “I’m just worried about you being down there.”
“Down there? Dad?” I say. “Get Francesca.”
He yells her name again.
Nothing for a while. Good.
“Hello,” says Francesca.
‘Hold on,” I say, “everyone who’s listening on the extensions, hang 

the fuck up. Mom? Abe? Dad? Get off the fucking line!”
I hear three clicks.
“Good,” I say. “Now we can talk, Francesca.”
“You all right, my baby girl?” she says.
“I’m OK. A little shook up, but fine. Kind of,” I say. “Francesca, 

just try to hold everyone together, and if you hear my Dad say he’s flying 
down here to bring me back up the hill or something crazy like that, give 
me a call. You have that Sat-phone I bought for you, right?”

“Somewhere. I’ll find it,” she says.
“Do,” I say. “I’m staying down here. I like Downtown. I love 

Downtown. Francesca, the shootings happened where I worked.”
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“Oh my,” says Francesca.
Oh my is right.
“New Chicks Coffee Shop is a crime scene now and we won’t be 

open tomorrow, but I’m staying downtown. I’m staying down here.”
“Yes, Miss Rachel, I understand,” she says.
“And Francesca,” I say, “I want you, need you, to visit me this 

Sunday. After you visit Pablo. Can you do that?”
“Of course I can,” she says.
I start to cry.
“I need a hug, Francesca,” I say through tears. “I need a hug 

really bad.”
“I know, I know,” she says. “I’ll be there on Sunday to hug you.” 
I can hear her crying, too.
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 9:10 p.m.

St. Mary’s Hospital
Tucson, Arizona

“Look!” says Mags, “it’s the Vice President!”
Stephanie rises from her chair and turns up the sound on the Flex-TV.
We listen. I cry. Georgia cries. Mags, Stephanie, and Mrs. Gutierrez 

cry. I suppose most of America is crying tonight.
Sounds like Flo Biden knows who killed the President, and is going 

to do something about it. That’s what I want to hear.
“So, my fellow Americans,” says President Biden on the TV, “I 

ask for your kind thoughts and your healing prayers. I need you now. 
We all need each other. We all are grieving. We all are hurting, but 
we will get through this. There is a bright morning sun on the other 
side of this cold, dark night. And when the sun rises tomorrow, I 
ask all Americans to think of two words, those two words that our 
beloved Sasha beseeched us to say, to feel, to be. ‘Be nice,’ she said 
all the time. Be nice. Please be kind to one another in the coming 
days. Please be kind to yourself. We here at the White House and 
in Washington will continue to do your work: To make our country 
stronger and healthier, and to protect her from those would hurt her. 
And I promise that justice will be served unto those who killed our 
President. Justice will be soon and justice will be swift. I promise you 
this….”

Flo Biden stares into the camera. I believe you, Flo.
“…I will be talking with you all more in the coming days,” Flo says. 

“Tomorrow I will fly home with our beloved Sasha and she will come 
to her final rest in the city she loved more than any other, Washington, 
D. C. She will be buried next to her father, her mother and her sister. I 
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will share more about her service as I know more. Until then, may God 
Goddess All There Is bless you and keep you safe. Good night.”

The Presidential Seal fills the screen. A commentator comes on 
and begins to speak. Stephanie turns down the sound but leaves the 
picture on.

“So that’s why I’m here,” says Mags.
“Yes, honey. You were shot,” says Stephanie.
“I don’t remember anything at all,” says Mags. She pauses. “Last 

thing I remember was sitting next to you and Mama outside the 
Courthouse and the Mayor was speaking.”

“It’s a blessing you don’t remember,” says Mrs. Gutierrez. “Una 
bendición de Dios y la Santa Madre.”

Mags doesn’t speak for a good long while. Stephanie holds Mags’s 
hand. Mrs. Gutierrez continues to pray the rosary.

“How many others got shot?” Mags finally asks.
Time for me to pipe up.
“Hey, Mags,” I say. 
“Hello, Artie, Georgia,” she says, smiling.
“I was there,” I say. “I’m all right. Georgia, too. I saw who got shot, 

or most of them, I think. I’d say a half dozen were wounded, and I think 
two or three were killed.” 

“Who?” she asks. 
“Two people who I presume were killed I didn’t recognize, but I did 

see one person I knew who I think was killed.”
I know damn well she was dead. The top of her head was missing.
Georgia squeezes my hand.
“Patricia. Patricia Moreno, one of Chessie’s managers at New 

Chicks,” I say.
I don’t speak. More silence.
“And the wounded?” asks Mags.
“You,” I say, “and a few others. Mostly people I don’t know. One 

guy I know from A.A. was shot through the hand.”
“And Chessie?” asks Mags.
“She’s fine,” I say, “if you use the old A.A. definition of ‘fine’ to 

mean ‘fucked-up, insecure, neurotic and emotional.’”
“Chessie and a few million people feel that kind of fine tonight,” 

adds Mags.
You got that right.
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Rachel Rothman
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 9:31 p.m.

MLK Apartments
Tucson, Arizona.

Maybe I should get some plants for my balcony. A couple potted 
plants would be nice. Perhaps a cat. 

I wipe my eyes. I walk inside and splash some water on my face. I 
start a pot of coffee and return to my balcony.

Not many people on the street tonight. No one drinking or eating 
over at The Cup Cafe. A few people mill about the front of the train sta-
tion, but those might be train employees. Hard to tell from this distance. 
I hear someone’s cries echo off the side of a building. I can’t see whose 
crying. We’ve got reason to cry tonight, don’t we?

Then I feel like someone’s watching me, that eerie feeling no one 
likes. Who’s looking at me, damn it?

I gaze over toward the train station. No one. I look over at the Hotel 
Congress. Not there. I drop my eyes directly below my balcony. There. 
Oh, it’s Roy Lee. He waves. I wave back and signal for him to wait.

My feet hardly touch the ground as I sprint down the stairs.
At the ground floor, I fly out the front door, but I don’t see him. 

Then I do. I sprint toward Roy and leap into his arms. We hug, we kiss, 
we kiss some more.

“Are you…?” he begins to say.
“I am now,” I say, cutting him off, and kissing him hard again.
His lips taste so wonderful.
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White House Chief of Staff Bill Wilson
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 11:14 p.m.

Aboard Air Force One
Davis-Monthan Air Force Base

Tucson, Arizona

“Could you find me a Diet Coke?” I ask Chester.
“Yes, sir,” he says.
He comes back with an ice cold one.
“Thanks,” I say.
“A pleasure, sir,” says Chester. 
I open the door into the small war room aboard Air Force One. I 

think I’ve been in here three times in five years. 
At one end of the room hangs a huge ten-foot by four-foot Flex-TV 

screen. Smaller Flex-screens rest on a hefty mahogany table that seats 
eight. President Biden sits at the head, facing the big screen. The Chief of 
the U.S. Marshal Service in Tucson leans over one of the small screens 
near the President and a full-bird Colonel holds another screen in his 
hand. A Special Forces Major looks over onto the Colonel’s Flex. They 
were introduced to me an hour ago, but for the life of me I can’t remem-
ber their names.

“Bill,” calls over President Biden, “Glad you’re here. We have a plan 
of action. I want your views.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I say. “And Madam President, I’ve talked with every-
one, either in person or on the Sat-phone, and all of the White House 
staff will stay on for as long as you wish. We do serve at the pleasure of 
the President.”

“Thank you, Bill,” she says. “Now, here’s what we’ve come up 
with. Chief Bledsoe has the exact coordinates of the Ortiz Ranch and 
of the Mormon Tea manufacturing complex. We have satellite imagery 
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of the area now, and best news of all, the 184th Special Ops Aviation 
Regiment is based out of Davis-Monthan Air Force base, right here in 
Tucson. Major Raylon commands the regiment and has been itching 
for a fight.” 

The Major extends his hand.
“Call me Sam,” he says.
“Bill Wilson,” I say.
“Pleased to meet you,” he says.
“Enough, boys,” says Flo. “Now listen up. The plan is this. At 

0500, Major Raylon leaves Davis-Monthan with a squad of 50 men 
aboard seven Cochise Whisper Choppers. They fly directly to Santa 
Rosa, arriving at approximately 0530. Five of the Cochises deposit 
35 troops into the old nursing home that’s become a Mormon Tea 
manufacturing facility. We capture or kill all who are there and secure 
that location while the two remaining Cochises fly five miles west and 
incinerate the Ortiz Ranch and all its buildings and inhabitants. If I 
could turn the ranch into a plain of glass I would. Burning it to dust 
will do just fine.”

“No capture or kill protocol for Bunny Ortiz and his family?” I say.
Flo gives me a hellacious look.
“Fuck no,” says Flo.
“Madam President, we can’t just waste a whole family,” I say. “We 

have to attempt a capture-or-kill. It’s the law. They are American citizens.”
“Fuck them being citizens. They’re why the fuck Sasha’s dead,” she 

yells. “These good men here have been telling me they would love to 
have tried to capture Bunny Ortiz and his brothers well before now, but 
the bastards have surface-to-airs and they knew they couldn’t just blow 
them up with rattlesnake missiles. Now they can! I’ve designated the 
Ortiz family as terrorists. I can kill them as enemies of the state. Fuck 
the law. We need justice! Fuck ’em, Bill. Fuck ’em all.”

I stare back at her, she at me. We do this grade school crap for a few 
seconds, and then she looks away. I guess I won.

“Flo,” I say, “believe me, I want to kill the ones responsible as much 
as you. Even more, and you know what I mean.”

“I do,” she says.
“Let’s just go by the book. Capture-or-kill the whole place. Ranch, 

factory, the whole nine yards. We have to at least try to capture Bunny 
Ortiz to bring him to trial.”

“Motherfuck!” yells the President.
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Everyone stops what they are doing.
Then Flo laughs. A little too loud, a bit maniacal perhaps.
“Major,” she says, “capture-or-kill both the Ranch and the facility. 

Try to avoid the surface-to-airs, and if Bunny even acts like he’s point-
ing a gun at you….”

“I understand, Madam President,” says Major Raylon. “I com-
pletely understand.”

“Oh,” she says, “and after you capture-and-kill the old folks’ home 
and the Ranch, burn all the Mormon Tea you find and the structures, 
too. Transport the prisoners to the Tohono O’Odham Tribal Police in, 
what’s the town called?”

“Sells, Arizona, ma’am,” says Chief U.S. Marshal Bledsoe.
“Sells,” she says. “Have the Tribal detectives interrogate them upon 

arrival. We’ll fly the prisoners…defendants to Tucson for booking after 
Tribal is done with them. Get Tribal Police to share authority with the 
Air Force to burn the Mormon Tea and blow up the buildings. I don’t 
want anything left of the…”

She looks down at her notes.
“…the Archie Hendricks Sr. Skilled Nursing Facility after we and 

the Tribals are done with it. That goes for the Ortiz Ranch, too.” 
“Yes, ma’am,” says the Major.
“But first things first. Capture-or-kill the Ortiz clan and everyone at 

the facility. Chief, how many do you estimate are at the facility?”
“Maybe 20 to 30, and probably ten at the house,” he says.
“Can you handle that, Major?” says the President.
“I can, Madam President,” he says.
“All right,” she says. “Bill, happy now?”
What the fuck did she say?
“Did you say ‘happy now?’” I yell. “Goddamn it, Flo, I lost Sasha, 

too! Fuck you.”
Flo drops her head, as do I.
“I’m sorry, Bill,” says the President, walking over to me and touch-

ing my shoulder.
I feel my chest go tight. I can’t breathe. Am I having a heart attack? 

No. I’m just sad.
I quake with tears for way too long but I can’t stop. Damn it, stop 

crying, Bill. You have work to do.
“I’m so sorry, Bill,” says Flo, her hand still on my shoulder. I grab her 

hand and squeeze it. I nod. I stop crying. I straighten up and wipe my eyes.



STU JENKS

640

“I’m very sorry too, Madam President. I was way out of line.” I say. 
“I lost control.”

Flo smiles.
“I’m not that big on control, Bill,” she says.
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Harold Knight
Tuesday, July 7th, 2076: 11:41 p.m.

7th Avenue Studios
Tucson, Arizona

Shuttle, shift, and beat. Throw the shuttle, shift my feet, beat the 
warp. Marvin’s OK. Michael’s OK. Margaret wasn’t even there. 

Shuttle, shift, and beat.
I’m unharmed, but our President isn’t. Our President’s dead. Sasha’s 

dead. And I want to kill somebody. Somebody who’s bad.
But I’ll just weave this yardage instead.
Shuttle, shift, and beat. Shuttle, shift, and beat.
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Chartreuse “Char” Wellingham
Wednesday, July 8th, 2076: 12:03 a.m.

Outside of New Chicks Coffee Shop
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

“This is why I want to become a baby again,” Peter finally says.
“I didn’t understand before,” I say. “I really thought we could do 

more to help people. I really thought sending Love and Light would 
make a difference.”

“It does,” Peter says, “but it can’t stop bad people when they’ve made 
up their mind to do evil, and it can’t stop good people when they’re in a 
rage. It does make a difference, just not nearly enough.”

I gaze down at all the blood on the sidewalk, wet again from the 
rains. Red and pink running into the gutter. It’s like the sidewalk’s 
bleeding. I peer down Stone Avenue. We usually see a few angel ghosts 
around here at any time of the given day or night. Tonight, the air teams 
with us. I’d guess a hundred of us or more.

“But I’m not going anywhere for a while,” Peter says to me. 
I squeeze his ghost hand.
“And we angel ghosts have a lot of work to do,” he says. “Our pres-

ence will certainly be felt by strangers, friends, and families in the coming 
days and weeks. We have a lot of Love to give, a lot of Light to shine.”

“I’m up for that,” I say.
Peter looks at me, and I at him. 
It’s nice to be working together again.
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Tribal Deputy Matthew “Matt” Antone
Wednesday, July 8th, 2076: 5:07 a.m.

Near the former Archie Hendricks Sr. Skilled Nursing Facility
Santa Rosa, Arizona

“Good girl,” I say to Ginger. “You’ve been a very good horse 
tonight. I’ve ridden you hard, much harder than I like. Harder than you 
like, too.”

She shakes her head.
“Well, harder than I like,” I say. “Just another mile to go. Now, I’ll 

try to keep us safe, but I can’t guarantee I won’t get us both shot.” 
She nods her head and turns her ears in circles.
“Yeah, I know, girl,” I say. “I’m not that scared, either.”
Only a little.
Suddenly, a group of whisper choppers fly overhead. They’re early. 

Boy, those helicopters are quiet. 
“We’ve got to go, girl,” I say.
No need to spur Ginger. She gallops hard as soon as she hears the 

whirlibirds.
“Elder Brother,” I say, “make my aim true. I’Itoi, estará con nosotros 

el día de hoy.”
Ginger’s galloping so fast I have to grab the saddle horn, but I don’t 

rein her in.
She can smell battle.
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Major Sam Raylon
Wednesday, July 8th, 2076: 5:13 a.m.
Aboard a Cochise Whisper Chopper

Near the former Archie Hendricks Sr. Skilled Nursing Facility
Santa Rosa, Arizona

“Captain,” I say into the mic, “take your men into the facility. 
Capture-or-kill and secure the location. I’m heading to the ranch. Watch 
out for SAMs.”

“Roger that,” the Captain says, “God speed, Major.”
“You too, Bob,” I say.
“Oorah,” I hear other voices say through my earpiece.
“Oorah,” I say.
I change channels on my radio. 
“Deputy Antone,” I say, “do you read?”
“Yes, I do,” says the Deputy.
“What’s your location?”
“Just north of the Archie,” he says, “maybe a mile from the Ortiz 

house. Give me five minutes and I’ll be there.”
“Roger,” I say. “Be safe, Deputy. Out.”
“Out,” he says.
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Tribal Deputy Matthew “Matt” Antone
Wednesday, July 8th, 2076: 5:17 a.m.

Near the Ortiz Ranch
Santa Rosa, Arizona

I hitch Ginger to an ironwood tree.
“Girl,” I say to her, “I’ll be back in just a few minutes. You should 

be safe here.”
My horse strains against the hitch. 
“Please, Ginger,” I say. “I need you to stay here for me.”
I place my hand to her head. I pull an apple out of my saddle bag. She 

eats it from my hand. I pray to Elder Brother this isn’t my last moment 
with this horse.

“Be right back,” I say.
She nods.
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Jesus “Bunny” Ortiz
Wednesday, July 8th, 2076: 5:19 a.m.

The Ortiz Ranch Stables
Santa Rosa, Arizona

Zanita, Zanita, my sweet Zanita.
Fuck. My bottle’s empty.
“Roland,” I yell, “bring me another bottle of Cuervo Gold.”
Where the fuck is he? There you are, you little faggot fuck. And you 

have my bottle. Good for you, you fucking bitch. I break the seal and 
take a big hit. Ah.

“Mr. Ortiz,” says Roland, “do you really think you should be rid-
ing? It’s not even dawn yet and you’re drunk, sir.”

I pull my Glock from my holster and shoot Roland in the head. 
“Shut the fuck up, faggot,” I say to his body. I shoot him again in 

the neck and in the stomach. Whoa. That bullet made a funny sound. 
My horse pulls away from my grip. 

“Oh, my sweet Zanita. I didn’t mean to spook you,” I say. “No. No. 
I’m sorry. Let’s go for a little ride now.”

Fuck, I can’t get up into the saddle. Maybe I am drunk. Nah.
There. Finally in this motherfucking saddle. 
“OK, my sweet Zanita” I say to the horse, patting her neck, “my 

sweet….” 
What the fuck?
A chopper flies overhead. Is that Jose going for another joy ride? I’ll 

kill that bastard. Chopper fuel costs a fortune. Wait. Looks like it’s not 
my Cochise Whisper, it’s someone else’s. Did the fucking Indians come 
to play?

I dismount and stagger to the back of the barn looking for a missile 
or two. We usually keep a half-dozen SAMs down here and a few up at 
the house. Where are those fuckers? Whoa. I am drunk. I laugh.
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“Don’t move,” someone says.
I do fucking move. I turn and see a stocky Indian Deputy in my 

barn. In my motherfucking barn.
“Who the fuck are you?” I say.
“My name is Tribal Deputy Matthew Antone. I hereby place you 

under arrest for conspiracy and assault.”
Now that’s funny.
“You’re arresting me for assault?” I ask. “Who the fuck arrests any-

body, any more, for assault?”
There you go. Listen to my bullshit while I pull out my Glock.
“And what in the fuck is conspiracy?” I say. “Conspiracy to do 

what? Take a shit? I’ll take a shit on your head, you fucking Indian.”
I raise my Glock and let fly a round. Shit. Missed. I shoot another. 

Shit. Missed again. I really aim now but I’m having the devil of a time 
keeping my arm from shaking. I grab the Glock with both hands. Damn. 
I can’t stop the shaking.

I suddenly fall to my knees. Now that wasn’t supposed to happen.
Then I see a great big hole where my heart used to be.
That’s not good.
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Camille Ortiz
Wednesday, July 8th, 2076: 5:24 a.m.

Atop Baboquevari Peak
Tohono O’Odam Nation

Arizona

I love sitting up here, but I’m tired. Tired of watching people hurt-
ing each other. It may be time for me to become a baby again and forget 
about this place.

Suddenly, Bunny’s sitting next to me. He doesn’t look too worse 
for wear.

“Hello, big brother,” I say. “How are you?”
He looks at me and at the rising sun, then at me again. 
“Cat got your tongue?” I say.
Bunny still doesn’t speak. Happens sometimes. Happens a lot with 

my family when they get over here.
“Here’s what we are going to do,” I say. “You’re going to take my 

hand and we’re going to go sit in the Light of God Goddess All There Is 
for a while. You OK with that?”

He nods yes.
“Excellent,” I say. “You are definitely in the need of some Light, 

big brother.”
I take his hand and we’re gone.
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Tribal Deputy Matthew “Matt” Antone
Wednesday, July 8th, 2076: 5:29 a.m.

The Ortiz Ranch
Santa Rosa, Arizona

No one alive in the house or at the stable. Just two dead bodies and 
four living horses in the stable and three more bodies up here in this 
grand affair of a home. Ugly house. I walk out onto the second story 
porch. I face to the east. 

Sun. 
Santo dom. 
I open the pouch around my neck and pull out some corn pollen. 

Navajo officer brought me this and taught me his prayer. Good man, 
Begay.

I sprinkle a little pollen toward the rising Sun. 
“In beauty all day long, may I walk,” I say. “Through the returning 

seasons, may I walk. On the trail marked with pollen, may I walk. With 
dew about my feet, may I walk.

With beauty before me, may I walk.”
I turn to the West. 
“With beauty behind me, may I walk.”
I turn back to the East.
“With beauty below me, may I walk,” I say, sprinkling a bit more 

pollen on the deck.
“With beauty above me, may I walk. With beauty all around me, may 

I walk. In old age, wandering on a trail of beauty, alive, may I walk. In 
very old age, wandering on a trail of beauty, alive once more, may I walk.”

I wipe the remaining pollen off my hands.
I then cross myself like my mother taught me. You know, I hardly 

say this prayer anymore, but in honor of my mother, I will speak it 
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today, for today looks to be a very good day.
“Padre nuestro que estás en los cielos,” I say, “Santificado sea tu 

nombre, venga tu reino, hágase tu voluntad, en la tierra como en el cielo. 
Danos hoy el pan de este día y perdona nuestras deudas, como nosotros 
perdonamos nuestros deudores, y no nos dejes caer en al tentacion, sino 
que líbranos del malo.”

Amen.
I pull the cord of my pollen pouch and tuck it away. I hear sporadic 

gunfire from over at the Archie facility, but I’ve seen no missiles flying 
from the ground. Sounds like popcorn popping over there. Near the end 
of the popping, waiting for that last kernel to pop. Pop, pop, pop. Pop. 
Pop. Silence. Pop. Silence. Pop.

A Cochise Whisper zooms overhead and lands in the dirt driveway. 
Suppose I should go and meet the cavalry. 
But first.
To the East, God and Humanness.
To the North, Courage and Vulnerability.
To the West, Self-Awareness and Forgiveness.
To the South, Feelings and Wisdom.
To the Sky, the Earth and All There Is.
OK, God, Let’s do it.
I blow a kiss to the sun, and walk back into Bunny’s house.
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President Florence “Flo” Biden
Wednesday, July 8th, 2076: 5:51 a.m.

Aboard Air Force One
Davis-Monthan Air Force Base

Tucson, Arizona

“Blond Apache, this is Samwise,” squawks a speaker on the large 
Flex-screen.

“Go ahead, Samwise,” I say.
“The Archie facility has been secured. Seventeen enemy com-

batants dead, five wounded. Two casualties of Samwise’s men. Evac 
already in progress for our two wounded. No fatalities on our end. 
A number of horses will need corralling but we’ll have local Tribal 
Marshals take care of them.”

Pause.
“Continue, Samwise,” I say.
Pause.
“Yes, ma’am,” says the Major. “Ortiz Ranch secured as well. No 

wounded. No survivors. Five enemy dead. One positively identified as 
Bunny Ortiz by local Tribal Marshals. Repeat. Bunny Ortiz dead and 
four other deceased at ranch. No causalities of Samwise’s men at the 
ranch. Again, facility and ranch secure. All suspects either captured or 
killed. Bunny Ortiz is deceased. Over.”

“Thank you, Samwise,” I say.
“You’re welcome, ma’am,” says the Major. “We will begin clean up 

and the big burn in the next hour or so. When is Blond Apache flying 
east. Over.”

“Samwise,” I say, “Depends when you return to base. We’d like to 
be in flight by 0900. Can you make it back to base by 0800, so we can 
be fully briefed.”
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“Standby,” he says.
A few seconds later, the Major comes back on.
“Yes, ma’am. Yes, Blond Apache,” he says. “I can be back at the 

nest by 0730.”
“Excellent, Samwise,” I say. I look at the clock. That’s an hour and 

a half away. Maybe I can catch a quick cat nap.
“Make it 0800, Samwise,” I say. “I’m going to catch a few ZZZs.”
“Roger that,” he says. “We’ll see Blond Apache at 0800. Out.”
I glance over to Bill. He has a half grin on his face. He knows some-

thing already that I’m just learning.
“Really doesn’t make me feel that much better,” I say to Bill. 

“Knowing Ortiz is dead.”
“It never does, Madam President,” he says.
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Tribal Deputy Matthew “Matt” Antone
Wednesday, July 8th, 2076: 7:45 a.m.

East Of The Ortiz Ranch
Santa Rosa, Arizona

The young Arabian jingles behind Ginger and me. I’ve got her on a 
long lead. Horse seems happy to be with us. No surprise.

“Want to rest for a few minutes, Ginger?” I ask.
She nods.
“Me too,” I say. “I’ll break out some apples.”
I hear a loud concussion like the bang of a very big drum. Then 

another, and a third. I look back toward the west and see a three huge 
orange fireballs rise into the blue-black sky. Air Force has some mean 
ordinances. Then a fourth, fifth, and sixth. Damn. The Arabian flinches 
from the reports. Ginger just eats her apple, like it’s any other day.

The small ridge where Bunny’s ranch stood glows in reds, oranges 
and yellows. Red and yellow flames rise from the Archie. Then a dozen 
smaller booms follow and all I see is smoke, no colors. Suppose those 
are the fields of the cultivated Mormon Tea, burning to the ground. Will 
be a lot of unhappy addicts soon. 

I take one of Ginger’s apples from her saddlebag and bite into it. She 
looks at me with a look that says “Hey, those are mine.”

“I want to celebrate too,” I say to her, and take another bite.
Damn good Golden Delicious.
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President Florence “Flo” Biden
Friday, July 17th, 2076: 6:03 p.m.

Arlington National Cemetery
Washington, D.C.

Chuck and the Secret Service wait back at the limo. My husband 
Chuck understands I just want to be with Chester.

“You all right with staying on as my personal aide?” I ask Chester 
as we walk up the grassy slope to Sasha’s fresh grave. Two Marines 
guard her plot.

“Of course, Madam President,” says Chester. “I’m honored that 
you want me.”

“You know, you’re going to have to get used to a whole new set of 
quirks,” I say. “I’m very different than Sasha.”

“I understand,” he says.
We walk in silence for a while. Arlington’s such a pretty place. 

Happy and sad, beautiful and ugly, all at the same time. Not your run-
of-the-mill graveyard that’s for sure. I’ll be coming back every so often 
to chat with Sasha. And I’ll finally get in the last word. I chuckle.

“Yes?” asks Chester.
“Nothing,” I say.
“Madam President,” says Chester, “may I ask you a question?”
“Sure,” I say.
“Do you smoke?” he asks.
“Not since high school,” I say.
“Thank goodness,” he says.
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Sasha Obama Fulbright
Friday, July 17th, 2076: 6:07 p.m.

Arlington National Cemetery
Washington, D.C.

“I think she’ll do just fine,” I say, “but I hope she doesn’t let the util-
ity companies push her around. Those guys are assholes.”

My father grabs my angel ghost hand. I squeeze it back.
“She’ll be fine,” says Daddy, as we both float above Flo, Chester, 

and the gravestones. “She’ll be her own woman, her own President. You 
didn’t pick her for the states she would carry in the General Elections. 
You picked her as your Vice-President because you trusted her, you 
loved her, and you knew she could do your job.”

“True,” I say, “I do love her, I do trust her, and she’ll kick butt as 
President. But I’m going to hang around the Oval Office, anyway, just 
to make sure she doesn’t screw up. The Light of God Goddess All There 
Is and the Love of the Ancestors and all that good shit.”

Daddy laughs.
“And you’re so right, Daddy,” I say. “Delaware only has three elec-

toral votes.”
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Chesapeake “Chessie” Dupree
Monday, August 3rd, 2076: 7:35 a.m.

New Chicks Coffee Shop
Downtown Tucson, Arizona

“I’d like a medium chocolate mocha, no whip,” says Harold.
“No whip?” I say.
“I’m watching my figure,” he says.
I grab a paper cup, write Harold’s name and order on its side and 

hand the cup to Rachel. Rachel starts making the order. I smile at her. 
She weakly smiles back. 

I’m a little worried about Rachel. We’ve talked about the shooting 
a lot. She’s wrestling with being labeled the hero of that night yet she 
feels responsible for the President’s and Patricia’s death. I recommended 
a therapist I see at St. Mary’s, but she said she already knows a thera-
pist and went to her first session last week. She’s coming over to the 
house to play music with us this weekend, which will be good for her 
and for me. 

We had a Tohono O’odham medicine man smudge the whole shop 
last week, but incense can only do so much. A psychic dropped by, at my 
request, and said Patricia isn’t haunting the place. I figured she wasn’t. 

Patricia haunts me, not my shop. Or better put, I haunt myself, wish-
ing the assassin’s bullet would have found me rather than her. I don’t 
want to die, mind you. Heavens no. I love Michael and he loves me. I 
have a great job and a great life, but one thing I’ve known for many 
years is some things are just too bad or hurt too much to ever completely 
heal from. Closure is a lie, a myth. The doors of pain never fully shut. 
What I can do is embrace my sorrow, release some shame, find some joy 
in my life and press on. Press on, like my father used to say. Press on, 
and love as madly as I am able. That I think I can do. With the help of 
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GGATI, my therapist, my friends, my lover, and my customers. I think 
I’ll be OK. 

Georgia walks in. She’s starting to show. I walk around the counter 
and hug her without saying a word. I have two customers waiting in line 
to give me their orders, but I can feel them smiling behind me. It’s all 
good, as the kids used to say.

“How you feeling?” I say to Georgia.
“Like shit,” she says.
“Let me get you some apple juice,” I say, scurrying behind the counter.
I pour some juice into a paper cup and hand it to G.
“Thank you, Chessie,” she says. “What do I owe you?”
I wave her off.
“You owe me a healthy baby,” I say.
I turn back to my customers.
“What can I get for you, sir,” I ask a middle-aged, white-haired 

man. I think his name is Mark.
“Large coffee with a little room,” he says.
“Mark, right?” I say. “You work for the Marshals.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he says.
“Will you see Marshal Gutierrez today?” I ask as I pour his coffee.
“There’s a chance,” says Mark. “Good chance, actually.”
“Tell her Chessie Dupree sends her love,” I say.
“Be happy to,” he says.
I ring him up. I would comp him the coffee but the Marshals don’t 

take handouts. It’s a thing with them. I’ll take 25% off anyway. Maybe 
he won’t notice.

“That’ll be $4.27, Mark,” I say.
Mark opens his wallet and hands me a five and two ones.
“I think you undercharged me, ma’am,” he says, handing me the 

bills. “If not, just keep the change.”
I take his bills.
“If you insist,” I say with a smile.
“I do,” he says, smiling back.
Damn, they’re good.
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Arthur “Artie” Saum
Monday, August 3rd, 2076: 8:07 p.m.

The Downtown Alano Club Annex
Tucson, Arizona

Sure glad I had coffee with Bill this evening. He’s helping a lot. Bill’s 
a lot kinder lately. I think it might have something to do with his girl-
friend Bootsie, but I don’t know for sure. He’s pretty closed-mouthed 
about him and Bootsie. He does have this perpetual shit-eating grin on 
his face which tends to be produced, in my experience, by great big lov-
ing inside and outside the bedroom. Just saying.

Ton of people here tonight. Been that way since the President was 
shot. Some old-timers I haven’t seen in a while and newcomers at their 
first meetings. Used to be 20 or so people at the M.T.A. Monday night 
meeting. For the last three weeks, we’re pushing 50 and above.

Roy’s leading the meeting like he always does. The usual suspects 
are here: Michael, Cathy, Ginny, Mike, Mo, John, Jennifer, and the 
crowd of new people.

“My name is Russell, and I’m an addict,” he says.
“Hi, Russell,” we all say.
“This is only my third Mormon Tea Anonymous meeting,” he says. 

“I hate this meeting.”
A number of us laugh. He seems shocked we think it’s funny. You’ll 

get used to it, Russell.
“I never thought I’d come to these meetings,” says Russell. “I 

didn’t really have a need for them. Then, some jerk decides to shoot the 
President and next thing I know, my Brigham connection tells me he 
ain’t got no Tea. Says he’ll have some from Wyoming in a month or so, 
and that I better conserve the Tea I have. Conserve my Tea? Has he lost 
his ever-loving mind? I’m coming to you, asshole, because I don’t have 



STU JENKS

666

no Tea. So I’m thinking, I’ll just get drunk until the Tea arrives. I got to 
tell you, there ain’t enough alcohol in this town to get me to stop think-
ing about Brigham. But I still drank. Drank and drank some more. Hell, 
I drank a lot before the Tea ran out. Now, all I do is drink and think 
about Tea. Drink and think. Man, that is a bad combination.”

Laughter from us.
“It’s not funny,” says Russell, a little louder than I think he had 

planned.
“Sorry,” he says. “I didn’t mean to shout. The reason I’ve been com-

ing is I knew Michael, over there, from back in the day, and he found me 
passed out on Pennington Street the other night. He gave me a twenty 
dollar bill, which, by the way, I didn’t ask for, and he told me to come to 
these here Mormon Tea Anonymous meetings. So I came. I haven’t had 
a drink in three days and I haven’t used Tea in over two weeks.”

A smattering of applause. I’m not big on clapping for short periods 
of sobriety. Two weeks clean are seconds of sobriety.

“Michael says I should go to a meeting a day for a while,” contin-
ues Russell. “And he says I should get Flex-phone numbers from men 
and call them when I want to drink and use. Sounds stupid to me, but 
Michael, you were always smart.”

It’s a little cross-talky but we’ll let it go. I directly address peo-
ple from time to time myself. Russell doesn’t have much experience, 
strength, and hope yet. He’s just trying to get through the day sober and 
that is something. 

“Michael, you also told me to go to A.A. as well,” says Russell, 
“even though I really don’t have a problem with alcohol. It’s Brigham 
that’s messing me up.”

A couple people in the back laugh, but none of the people with time 
do. We laugh out of recognition. We don’t laugh to mock.

“Anyway, thanks, Michael, for helping,” says Russell. “I really don’t 
know if I’m going to stay clean or sober or whatever. Frankly, I’m just 
trying to make it through the goddamned day and not drink something 
or kill somebody. OK. I guess that’s it.”

“Thanks, Russell,” says the room.
“My name is Michael and I’m an addict,” says my friend.
“Hey Michael,” says the room. Very loudly, I might add. Outside of 

El Grupo, I don’t know anybody who doesn’t love Michael.
“My jaw’s still wired together, so it’s kind of hard to talk,” he mum-

bles. “And I’d never thought I’d say this. I’m tired of vanilla smoothies.”
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Laughter. Michael’s talking slowly but I can mostly understand 
what he’s saying. Mostly.

“I just want to say, thank you all for helping me stay clean and sober, 
today and other days,” Michael grunts out. “And thank you for putting 
up with my shit. I know I’m not the easiest person to like. If you are 
new, ask someone to be your sponsor. They’ll not only help you work 
the Steps but they’ll be there to listen to your shit when no one else will.”

Big laughs.
“And don’t get messed up with the Higher Power thing,” Michael 

says. “It’s not that big of a deal.”
Michael winces.
“I’m not on pain meds anymore, so it kind of hurts to talk,” he says. 

“Just keep coming back. We’re here and we’re free. And stay clean and 
sober just for today. Just for today. That’s all you need to do. Thanks.”

“Thanks, Michael,” says the entire room. With gusto, I might add.
“My name is Artie, and I’m an addict and an alcoholic,” I say.
“Hey, Artie,” says the Room.
“Really happy to be here tonight,” I say. “Really happy to be 

anywhere.”
No laughs. It’s a very old joke. Works in A.A., doesn’t work here. 

Make a note.
“Thanks for sharing, Russell,” I say, then quickly move my atten-

tion away from him. Don’t want Russell to feel he’s being singled out. 
That’s why we use “I” statements.

“I didn’t like coming to meetings either at first,” I say, “I just wanted 
to get my girlfriend back and oh, yeah, maybe stop smoking Tea, too.”

Chuckles.
“But it became easier over time,” I say. “I made some friends pretty 

quick here which helped a lot. I was a very lonely addict out there using. 
I’m not lonely anymore. And as far as the God thing goes, the solu-
tion to my alcoholism and my drug addiction is spiritual. It’s a human 
solution, too. I couldn’t stay sober without you guys, but late at night, 
with Georgia asleep, and my mind working overtime, God Goddess All 
There Is calms my head, relieves me of my obsessing, and gives me hope 
in all of my hopelessness that tends to come from my head. I don’t feel 
shitty much anymore, not like my first six months sober. I still feel shitty 
sometimes of course. Felt pretty crappy for the last month or so, with 
Sasha being shot and me being there when the shit went down. I’ve been 
around some killing and death in my day, but I lost my grandmother 
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and mother in the past few months and I have a baby on the way, and 
frankly, I’m scared shitless. Not of drinking or using. OK, I’m scared 
of drinking a little bit, but mostly I’m afraid I won’t be a good father to 
my kid, a good boyfriend to my sweetie, and a good worker at my job. 
I need to do some growing up and I don’t know if I can. I tend to want 
what I want when I want it. My default setting is being a selfish prick.”

Laughter in the room.
“You too, eh?” I say. “But I need to be a man now. I know I’m a man 

but I need to be a little manlier.”
Lots of laughs.
“You know what I mean,” I say, blushing a little. I can feel my face 

growing warm.
“Anyway, y’all,” I continue, “with GGATI to help, and with the 

help from you guys, I think I’ll be OK. Or at least, OK enough.”
“And again,” I say, “if you are new, don’t worry about the rest of 

your life right now. It’s good to have lifelong sobriety as a long term 
goal but if you think about forever, it’ll fuck you up. Just put the sober 
days together, one day at a time. I took great pride in my early sobriety. 
I counted each day clean and sober until way over 200 days. It made 
me feel good about myself. An old-timer once said ‘If you want to have 
good self-esteem, you need to do esteem-able acts.’ Staying clean and 
sober, just for today, is one hell of an esteem-able act. And meetings 
helped me a lot too. I go to about three or four a week. Another old-
timer, a really nice older lady, used to say, ‘Coming to meetings is Step 
Zero. If you don’t come to meetings, you can’t find a sponsor. And it’s 
with the help of a sponsor that we work the Steps. Meetings are Step 
Zero. Steps One through Twelve come after that.’ I like the paradox of 
Step Zero. It’s the beginning but it’s not nothing, even though it’s zero. 
What’s important is it isn’t less than zero.” 

I pause. Criminy, I’ve talked too long and I’m spacing out. Need to 
wrap it up.

“Sorry,” I say, “I kind of got lost there for a second. If you are new 
or old, keep coming back. Anyway. Thanks. That’s all I got.”

“Thanks, Artie,” says the Room. 
“Thanks, Artie,’ says Roy. “Nice share. It’s time for the 7th tradi-

tion. Newcomers need not feel obligated to contribute.”
Roy smiles.
“Actually,” he says, “no one need feel obligated to contribute. I’m 

poor as a church mouse. Give if you can. We do have rent and some 
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expenses. Loose change is always welcome. Cathy, would you read the 
Traditions?”

“Happy to, Roy,” says Cathy, a really sweet woman with seven 
years in A.A. and in M.T.A.

As Cathy reads the Traditions, I look around the room. Old, young, 
men, women, mostly poor people and working class folk, but I’m sure 
there are a few closeted Richie Riches here tonight. 

This is my congregation, my sangha, my tribe, my church. Speaking 
of church, I think I need to marry Georgia soon before she gets too big. 
She’s been saying she wants to visit her parents in Wyoming. I’m think-
ing maybe two weddings, one here and one in Cheyenne. I’ve never been 
to Wyoming. They say the streets are paved with gold, or was it coal? 
Some shit like that.

I chuckle to myself. 
I might want to run all this by my girlfriend first. Like maybe ask 

her if she wants to get married and take it from there.
A half dozen more people share and soon it’s time to close the 

meeting. 
“I’ve ask John to read The Promises,” says Roy.
“Hi, I’m John and I’m an alcoholic and an addict,” he says.
“Hi, John,” we say.
“The Promises,” says John. “If we are painstaking about this 

phase of our development, we will be amazed before we are half way 
through. We are going to know a new freedom and a new happiness. 
We will not regret the past nor wish to shut the door on it. We will 
comprehend the word serenity and we will know peace. No matter 
how far down the scale we have gone, we will see how our experience 
can benefit others. That feeling of uselessness and self-pity will disap-
pear. We will lose interest in selfish things and gain interest in our 
fellows. Self-seeking will slip away. Our whole attitude and outlook 
upon life will change. Fear of people and of economic insecurity will 
leave us. We will intuitively know how to handle situations which used 
to baffle us. We will suddenly realize that God is doing for us what we 
could not do for ourselves. Are these extravagant promises?

They are extravagant but not unattainable.
“We think not,” says John. “They are being fulfilled among us, 

sometimes quickly, sometimes slowly. They will always materialize if 
we work for them.”

“Work, work, work,” say a few people. 
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Everyone stands. Time to pray. All 50 or so of us form a circle. We 
put our arms around each other’s waists. It takes a minute for all of us 
to connect. I love making the circle.

“Cathy,” says Roy, “would you lead us out with the Serenity Prayer?”
Everyone quiets down.
“A moment of silence,” says Cathy, “for the addict who still suffers 

both inside and outside of this circle.”
Silence. Cathy lets it hang.
“God,” she says.
“God,” everyone repeats in unison. “Grant me the serenity to accept 

the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and 
the wisdom to know the difference.”

“Keep coming back, it works!” we say, and then let the circle break. 
Guess I need to go home and ask Georgia to marry me. Probably 

should call Bill first and see what he thinks.
Nah. 
I’m good.
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Michael Dollaride
Friday, August 8th, 2076: 4:14 p.m.

Ten miles south of Sells, Arizona

This works out well. 
Matt doesn’t like to talk much. I can’t talk much. 
Docs say I’ll get my jaw unwired next week. Let me tell you, I’ve 

grown very tired of a liquid diet. But it could be worse. I could be dead. 
If it wasn’t for Matt Antone, I mostly likely would be dead. Or worse. 
There are worse things than death, you know, long-suffering being only 
one of them.

 And thank GGATI for Ibuprofen.  My jaw still hurts but it’s man-
ageable, and I’m off those fucking pain-meds. 

Matt called me a couple of weeks ago, asking if I or other members 
of M.T.A. would be willing to come out to Sells and start a Mormon 
Tea Anonymous meeting. They have a few A.A. meetings already on 
the Rez, but he says a lot of addicts don’t like A.A. Junkie pride and all 
that. I’m familiar. After you’ve worked a few Steps, a lot of the termi-
nal uniqueness drops away. But some newcomers think to recover from 
addiction only people who used drugs just like they used drugs can help 
them. It’s a crock of shit, of course. Matt was pretty desperate, he said, 
for some more 12-Step meetings. They only had the two A.A. meet-
ings in Sells, and it seems a ton of Native addicts surfaced after the El 
Grupo fields went up in flames. We saw a similar thing in Tucson. Lots 
of drinking to make up for the lack of Mormon Tea. So you had more 
drunk addicts, who were pretty much all alcoholics in denial before 
Bunny went down. Now they were out-of-control drunks jonesing for 
Brigham. It’s not a bad thing in the long run. Nothing gets you into the 
Rooms quicker than a drought in your own drug of choice and all the 
booze you can drink. 
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We’re having our first Sells M.T.A. meeting tonight at 8 p.m. I’m the 
temporary chair until we get a local to do it. We’ll see how many people 
show up. You never know. I’m happy to help him. 

Matt’s taking me riding before the meeting. I’ve missed horses a 
lot. Grew up with them, then lost interest when…well…you know. I 
still love them and this Arabian I’m saddled to this afternoon has such 
a sweet temperament. Smart and tough, too. Didn’t catch the mare’s 
name. I’ll ask.

Dark thunderclouds form above the Baboquivari Mountains. 
Temperature’s nice and hot, around 100°F, which should drop if these 
clouds unload their moisture. It’s been a very rainy monsoon season this 
year. Rained somewhere in Tucson around 5 o’clock everyday for the 
last month, then more rain after midnight. Matt told me they’ve had a 
lot of rain in Sells, too. Good thing. Tears of heaven washing away the 
tears of man. Now, that’s a load of happy horseshit. Where do I come 
up with this crap?

Matt reins his horse to a stop and waits for me to join him. I’ve been 
thinking too much. Not paying very close attention to the trail. Glad my 
horse didn’t take advantage of my spaciness and try and brush me off by 
riding me into a tree. Horses will do that. In a minute I’m up to Matt.

“Sorry I’m lagging behind,” I mumble. “Spacing out.”
“I thought you didn’t do drugs anymore,” he says, and then he 

laughs. I don’t think I’ve ever heard Matt laugh before. Like Santa 
Claus, with a big “Ho, ho, ho.” His laugh makes me chuckle, which 
hurts. Ow. I touch my face. Need to not do that. Matt sees me wince.

“You, OK?” he asks.
“OK enough,” I say. 
“Want to head back?” he asks.
“Not yet,” I say.
Matt nods.
“Good,” he says. “Just a little farther to this old graveyard I want to 

show you,” says Matt. “Think you can make it?”
“Easy,” I say. 
I hope.
We ride in silence for a while.
This Arabian truly is an amazing horse. She responds instantly to 

my commands to walk, cantor or gallop.
“Matt,” I say, as loud as I can. He turns his horse toward me and stops.
“Yeah,” he says.



STU JENKS

674

“Does this horse have a name?” I ask.
“Zanita,” says Matt.
“Pretty name,” I say. “I don’t remember her from when I was here 

before. She new?”
“Yes,” he says.
“You buy her?” I ask.
Matt looks down and doesn’t say anything for a bunch of seconds. 

Did I say something wrong?
“Michael,” he says, “I got this horse for you. She is your horse if 

you want her. You can take her back to Tucson, or board her with me 
in Sells and we’ll ride together on the Fridays when you come out to run 
the M.T.A. meeting.”

Holy smokes. I don’t know what to say. 
“Thank you,” I say. “I accept your gift.”
Another pause.
“You need to know something else,” he finally says.
Now I’m worried.
“What?” I say.
“Zanita was Bunny Ortiz’s horse,” he says.
“Huh,” I mumble.
“Is that a problem?” asks Matt.
I pause. 
“No,” I say. “Sins of the rider are not the sins of the horse.”
Matt smiles.
“Good,” he says. “Very Good! Fantastic!”
I nod.
And off Matt rides. Guess that settles that. 
I cantor to catch up. Matt and I lope side by side for a while, making 

that one-two-three beat that I love.
Matt smiles over at me. He has nice teeth. Another first. Never seen 

Matt smile before today. First the laugh, then a toothy grin. I smile the 
best I can with a mouth full of metal.

Before too long I see a cemetery up ahead. Dozens of white wooden 
crosses bleached a ghostly silver from the desert sun. Matt mentioned 
how sacred this place is. Even at a distance, I can feel its power. 

Lightning strikes a few miles to the East. Seven seconds later comes 
a roll of thunder. I’m guessing we have an hour before we get wet. 

We pause at the gate of the cemetery. We dismount and tie our 
horses to a fence. 
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I look to the West. No rain that way. At least for now.
Matt opens the gate, crosses himself and enters. 
I cross myself as well and follow Matt. 
I close the gate behind us.
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Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena “Mags” Gutierrez
Sunday, August 23th, 2076: 10:10 p.m.

Tumamoc Hill
West of downtown Tucson, Arizona

Most people prefer to stand on A-Mountain to view our city. Not 
me. I’ve made too many arrests up there to feel comfortable. I prefer 
standing atop Tumamoc Hill. Less folk during the day, no one up here 
most nights, and more times than not I have the whole place to myself. 
And it’s only a mile away from downtown.

Lightning flashes over the distant Santa Rita Mountains. No storm 
clouds directly overhead, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it rains tonight. 
I’m not going to be up here long. Tonight’s a “school night.” I’m on duty 
in the morning.

Artie sold me this ukelele last week. He said my harmonica playing’s 
fine but with a stringed instrument, I can sing with others. ‘You have 
a lovely voice, Mags,’ he said. Anyone else, I would have thought they 
were blowing smoke up my ass, but Artie tends to tell the truth. Part of 
his 12-Step program. I thought it would be hard to learn the uke, but 
it’s not. I can already play the 1-4-5 chords of the keys of A and D. That 
covers a lot of songs, including the one Artie taught me last Friday. A 
sweet little spiritual from Appalachia. ‘Song’s a hundred and fifty years 
old, Mags,’ he said. ‘A hidden classic by Alfred G. Barnes. He was a 
singer and preacher from Kentucky. Few people know his work, even 
fewer have recorded his songs. It’ll make you the belle of the ball with 
the local kitchen musicians.’ 

I unbag my little uke. I tune it. All good. I sit on a favorite rock that 
overlooks Tucson. I pull out the words on a piece of paper but I can 
barely read them in the starlight. I squint at the page. I know the chorus, 
sure, and the first three verses, I think. Probably the fourth verse, too. 
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Well, Mags, you’re going to have go off-book at some point. Might was 
well be on top of Tumamoc Hill.

I start the song.
“Where is now my father’s family,” I sing, “that was here so long 

ago? Sitting ’round the kitchen fireside, brightened by the ruddy glow. 
We shall all be reunited in that land beyond the skies, where there’ll be 
no separation, no more marching, no more sighs….”

So far, so good.
“Some have gone to lands far distant,” I continue to sing, “and 

with others made their home. Some upon the world of waters, all their 
lives have chose to roam. We shall all be reunited in that land beyond 
the skies, where there’ll be no separation, no more marching, no more 
sighs….”

Now, what is the third verse? Shoot. Can’t remember. I’ll just play a 
little instrument break. Artie taught me that, too. ‘If you can’t remember 
a verse, just play the chords without singing and maybe you’ll remember 
the words when you come back around,’ he said. Smart kid.
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Chartruese “Char” Wellingham
Sunday, August 23th, 2076: 10:14 p.m.

Tumamoc Hill
West of downtown Tucson, Arizona

“You know this song, don’t you?” I ask.
Peter nods yes. He doesn’t speak, just sits enthralled by Mags’ sing-

ing and playing as are all the angel ghosts present. There are always 
some of our folk on Tumamoc Hill.

A purple light glows from where Peter’s heart used to beat. I’ve 
only seen this light a few times. Last time was when Georgia said yes to 
Artie’s marriage proposal. Since we angel ghosts can’t cry tears of joy 
very easily, some of us glow with light when we’re overwhelmed with 
joy. My light’s pink. Peter’s is purple.

“You know the words?” I ask.
“I do,” says Peter. “So do you, I think. You used to.”
I played a lot of Patty Griffin and Buddy Miller covers when I was 

alive. Granted, I haven’t sung We Shall All Be Reunited in decades but 
I still know the song. 

“I think she’s stuck on the third verse,” I say. “Let’s help her out if 
we can.”

With that, we jump in with the third verse. Maybe she’ll hear us.
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Deputy U.S. Marshal Magdalena “Mags” Guitterez
Sunday, August 23th, 2076: 10:15 p.m.

Tumamoc Hill
West of downtown Tucson, Arizona

Oh, I remember the third verse now. Of course.
“Some have gone from us forever,” I sing, “for with us they could not 

stay. They have all dispersed and wandered, gone away, so far away….”
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Peter Saum, Jr.
Sunday, August 23th, 2076: 10:16 p.m.

Tumamoc Hill
West of Downtown Tucson, Arizona

“We shall all be reunited….” Char and I sing. A couple other angel 
ghosts sing the chorus, too. 

“In that land beyond the skies…”
More angel ghosts join in. I think that’s Camille Ortiz over there, 

and Patricia Moreno, and that funny kid I just met. And hi, Earl. 
Cowabunga, dude. I wave. Earl waves back.

“Where there’ll be no separation, no more marching, no more 
sighs….” we all sing.

Marshal Mags takes another instrumental break on the ukelele. 
She’s quite good for having just picked it up.

I hold Char’s hand. She smiles. I glance around at the other angel 
ghosts, some I know well, some I’ve just meet, some I don’t know at 
all. But like the song says, there will be no separation. There never was. 
There never is.

“Hello, Peter,” I hear a voice say from behind me.
“Martha!” I say, letting go of Char’s hand and hugging my 

daughter-in-law.
“Hello, Miss Saum,” says Char.
“Good evening, Miss Chartreuse,” says Martha. “Peter, I got 

caught up in a wave of angel folk traveling to hear this woman sing. 
Pretty woman. Pretty song, too, don’t you think?”

“I do,” I say. “Char and I used to sing this song, back in the day.”
“Is that right?” says Martha.
“Yep,” Char says.
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Mags is getting close to the end of the break. Fourth verse is just a 
few moments away. And what do I see but two ex-Presidents, just a few 
angel ghosts down. Sasha Fulbright and Barack Obama have come for 
the music. Well, I’ll be. Just doesn’t get any better than this. 

Oops. Almost missed my cue.
“We shall meet beyond the river,” Char and I sing with Mags, “in 

that land of pure delight. Where no sickness or no sorrow will our joys 
there ever bright….”

“We shall all be reunited,” we all sing. And I mean everyone sings. 
Saums and Obamas and Ortizes. Wellinghams and Gutierrezes and 
Morenos. All the angels ghosts on Tumamoc Hill sing the final chorus, 
making truly a joyful noise. 

“In that land beyond the skies, where there’ll be no separation, no 
more marching, no more sighs.”

“One more time,” I yell. Even Mags appears to hear me.
“We shall all be reunited,” sing the multitudes, “in that land beyond 

the skies. Where there’ll be no separation, no more marching, no more 
sighs. No more marching, no more sighs….”
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Songs Mentioned or Featured in Step Zero:

The Scarlet Tide by T-Bone Burnett and Elvis Costello 
One Monkey by Gillian Welch and David Rawlings
Wide River To Cross by Buddy and Julie Miller
Like The 309 by Johnny Cash
Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For by U2
In My Life by John Lennon and Paul McCartney
Tear My Still House Down by Gillian Welch
Only One And Only by Gillian Welch and David Rawlings
Canelo Lullaby by Stu Jenks
Magic by Ben Folds
Your Long Journey by Doc and Rose Watson
Don’t Stop Believing by Jonathan Cain, Steve Perry, and Neal Schon
Whatsername by Green Day
Shri Ram, Jai Ram, Jai Jai Ram by Krishna Das
Down Among The Wines And Spirits by Elvis Costello
Born In The U.S.A. by Bruce Springsteen
Mansion On The Hill by Bruce Springsteen
Key To The Highway by Big Bill Broonzy
The First Noel: Hymn 30 in the 1940 Episcopal Hymnal
Angels From The Realms of Glory: Hymn 28 in the 1940  

 Episcopal Hymnal
9 To 5 by Dolly Parton
Child Of The Wind by Bruce Cockburn
Rolling In The Deep by Adele
It’s A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall by Bob Dylan
We Shall All Be Reunited by Alfred G. Karnes
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