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Part One: Bang Bang Honey Pie

One
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I’m standing here with Skimmer in some abandoned, falling apart factory on the outskirts of town. We're listening to a man with an oversized head prattle on about a gun. Scattered around us are maybe fifteen plywood tables, behind each of which is a man attempting to sell guns to the other forty or fifty men in attendance, most of them looking like they just escaped from either prison or the local mental hospital. There's barely any breathable air, but enough firepower to start a small war.  Pretty sure I'm the only girl. 

“Gaze, if you will, upon this exquisite piece of weaponry,” the guy says to Skimmer, his plumpish lips practically blowing a kiss on the word weaponry. Pay particular attention to the cold forged steel,” he says, stroking the long barrel with his fingers. “The sort of firearm that defines a man, who he is, why he is.  Cuts right through all the sentimental crap of the confused male identity whiners and their politically correct hangers on.”

Okay, I'm thinking to myself, that makes like zero sense. Not that there's any point mentioning it to Skimmer. He's already lost somewhere in gaga gun land and will believe anything this guy says. He could claim he's Jesus reincarnated, returned to Earth to arm humanity for the coming apocalypse, and Skimmer wouldn't doubt it for a second. 

Skimmer's technically my Dad, but I've always called him Skimmer. Dad just lacks realism. Not that I doubt it was actually his seed that intervened in some convoluted fashion with my Mother's egg. No way around that incontrovertible fact. Just that he's the sort of man you can't exactly imagine as a father. He's got his occasional good qualities, I  suppose, only you can't really count on them. Like his idea of a father-daughter good time outing is dragging me to a gun show, pretty much the last place on planet Earth I want to be. He's what you'd call crazy about guns, thinks gun shows are more fun than just about anything else, including, believe it or not, going to Disneyland. I've never actually been to Disneyland, but my friend Melanie has, and she says it was like the most fun she's had in her entire life, and this is even after her throwing up on a couple of the rides. I'd definitely be willing to throw up if it meant getting to spend an entire day in the Magic Kingdom.

“Care to hold it?” the guy wants to know, waving the gun around about an inch from Skimmer's nose. One false move and Skimmer could have the barrel up one of his nostrils. Doubt that he’d even notice it. He looks about ready to start weeping for joy as he eases the gun from the guy's hand, cradles it in both his own and starts rocking it back and forth, like he's trying to get the baby to sleep or something. And come to think of it, wouldn't it be great if all human babies looked more like guns.  

Congratulations, Sir. You're the father of a healthy, fully loaded Colt .45.

“Go ahead,” the guy urges. “Smell it.”

Strange thing to say, I'm thinking, but Skimmer doesn't hesitate, closing his eyes and taking a long, serious sniff. He actually seems to be enjoying the odor, although I'm wondering how something made of cold forged steel can smell at all.

“Now tell me,” the guy says, “what does that say to you?”

Skimmer has to think about this. Ask Skimmer just about anything and he has to ponder it, mull it over in his head, which according to Mamma is mostly empty, so don't go getting your hopes up. Skimmer's staring at the gun, his mouth moving like maybe he's working on a word, hopefully one that won't make him sound too dumb, finally takes a breath and says, “clarity.”

Judging by the guy's expression, it's not exactly the word he was looking for. He's eyeing  Skimmer like he's suddenly figured out the kind of man he's dealing with and really wishes he didn't have to, but he says, “Yeah, okay, I can see where you're coming from with that, but is there maybe something else?”

“Well, let's see” Skimmer says, glancing around, stalling for time, like he's hoping someone, maybe a guardian angel, will appear and whisper the correct answer in his ear. 

Personally, I wouldn't hold my breath waiting for an angel to appear at a stupid gun show, but whatever ...

Eventually even Skimmer understands he can't put off  answering any longer. His reputation as a fanatical lover of guns is more or less on the line. He's out of options, so he just takes a shot. “Uh, freedom?”

“There you go!” the guy says, smiling like some kind of evil clown.

I'm happy for Skimmer - I mean, he did get one right, and it only took him two tries - but also slightly confused. Of course, I'm familiar with the concept of freedom. Teachers at school talk about it all the time, freedom this and freedom that. Freedom of speech, for example, apparently a big one judging by all the talking people always seem to be doing. Just too bad that no one's ever saying much that makes any sense. Freedom's also what Momma claims she has absolutely none of, due to the unfortunate circumstance of being married to a man like Skimmer. But how a gun says freedom, I can't figure, although judging by the grunts of approval from all the men standing nearby, I may be the only one.

One guy with a shiny, bald head and scary death tattoos up and down both arms slaps Skimmer on the back, shouts, “Right on, my brother.”

Skimmer seems pleased that he's all of a sudden so popular. Generally people tend to avoid him like a disease. He's nodding like crazy, like the hinge holding his head on has come loose. “Yeah,” he says, “she's a real little beauty, isn't she?” 

Okay, for one out-of-touch-with-reality instant I pretend Skimmer's talking about me, you know, like being an actual, normal Dad, making an announcement to the thick-necked multitudes that some things –  his darling daughter, for example – are a lot cuter and more interesting than some dumb gun. Yeah, sure. The way Skimmer's caressing the thing, his eyes going all misty, like he's just met the one and only true love of his life, it's pretty clear that in the shriveled up universe he currently inhabits, I barely exist. 

Hello! Remember me? 

Meanwhile, the last thing Skimmer needs is another gun, owing to the sad fact that he already has guns all over the place. The house is full of them, rifles, shotguns, pistols, miniature cannons, stashed in various 'hiding places,' at least in Skimmer's mind, but of course both Mamma and me know where they all are. Skimmer, on the other hand, generally doesn't have a clue, owing to what Mamma calls his having a memory like a sieve. He hides one of his precious guns, immediately forgets where, and then accuses Momma of hiding all his guns. 

Skimmer makes a move to hand the little beauty, which by the way is anything but little, back to the guy behind the counter, but you can tell his heart's not in it. He's not the sort of man who comes to decisions easily; knows he should, but would prefer to just stand here forever, to the end of time, if possible, doing nothing. Nothing being the best defense against doing something he'll later on have to regret. 

“Maybe the little lady would like to hold it,” the guy says to Skimmer, who stares back at the guy like he's all of a sudden speaking Chinese or something.

“Huh?” Skimmer says. “What's that now?”

The guy uses his eyes to steer Skimmer's bewildered brain over and down to where guess who is standing.

“Oh!” Skimmer says, like he's just figured out the answer to a question that's been tormenting him his entire life. “How about it, Honey Pie,” he says. “Wanna hold the gun?”

In case you're wondering, no, Honey Pie is not my real name. It's just what Skimmer calls me when he's in a good enough mood to call me anything at all, or when we're in public and he wants to come off sounding like he cares enough to take the time to come up with some cute nickname for his daughter. Plus Momma named me Juniper after her Momma and Skimmer never really warmed to it. 

Anyway, that's me, Juniper Smote, Smote being Skimmer's family name. I'm not crazy abut the Smote part, sort of wish it was something else, but as Mamma says, there are some things in life you just can't do much about. I guess it could be worse, being a Smote probably better than being a Smoot or a Smut, definitely better than being a Slut. Wouldn't want to be that girl, the one who has to raise her hand each morning when the teacher taking attendance calls out Slut. Talk about an unfortunate situation in which some sort of bullying is pretty much inevitable.

At this point you may be asking yourself why a kid my age would even be using a word like inevitable. The answer's simple. I love words, love learning new ones. I carry a vocabulary notebook with me at all times. Hear a word, write it down, look it up. Inevitable is on page nine, adjective; certain to happen, unavoidable. 

Some of the other cool-sounding words I've used so far:

Convoluted: adjective;  very complex; twisted or coiled in a complex way.

Incontrovertible: adjective;  not able to be denied or disputed.

Fanatical: adjective;  extreme or dangerous; displaying obsessive enthusiasm.

You might say I have a thing for adjectives.  I also read well above my grade level.

Meanwhile, why would I want to hold the stupid gun? I'd much rather be holding a hotdog, or even better, a puppy. I shake my head in what I hope will be a definitive fashion.

“Never too young to start, missy,” the guy says, leaning over the counter at me, as if a close-up view of his big scary face is going to change my mind. 

“No thank you,” I say, maybe a bit too loudly. “Guns are bad things. They maim and kill on a fairly regular basis.”

Yikes! Talk about your sudden, deafening silence. A heavy hush washes over the entire place like some enormous, mute tidal wave. I'm guessing if looks could kill, I'd be a goner. Pretty sure the tattooed guy wants to hit me, just too bad I'm a kid, a girl kid, no less. Skimmer appears to be holding his breath, his face going bright red, probably wishing he had the ability to disappear.

“Just an opinion,” I shout, my voice echoing around the warehouse. “It's called free speech, in case you're wondering.”

“Okay,” Skimmer says, nudging me through the crowd of angry potential killers towards the nearest exit. “Don't say another word til we're outta here and I'll buy you something.”

“A puppy?” I ask.

No reply.
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I'm just hoping for an uneventful car ride home, which in my case, considering who's behind the wheel, means a car ride I get to walk away from still living and mostly undamaged. Even under the best of circumstances, Skimmer's not the sort of person who takes driving safety all that seriously. His position being that it's the responsibility of other drivers to just stay out of his way. Having to leave the gun show early, empty-handed, no less, can't be helping. Not that I see this as entirely my fault. According to Mamma, the Smote family is mostly broke. Skimmer's only option would have been a trade, and the only thing he had with him to trade was me. Pretty sure even he wouldn't go that far.

Luckily, the drive back into Boring only takes fifteen minutes or so. That's the name of our town, by the way. Boring. It sounds made-up, I know, but it's an actual place. Not that your average person could necessarily find it on a map. A highly trained map reader, maybe. Nine miles to the west is the town of Panic, eight miles in the opposite direction is Grief. Why all the towns around here have such dumb names, I'm not sure. Maybe there was a contest or something. Pick the dumbest name for your town and win a free trip to a gun show, at Disneyland. 

As people in our town like to say, We're Boring, and proud of it. Boring folk claim to especially love two things, their God and their guns, although which they love more probably depends on who you ask and when. Like almost everyone in town goes to church on Sundays, every other day they're walking around armed to the teeth. One day a week they're all sappy-faced and God-humble, singing about Jesus and hankering for heaven; the rest of the time they're roaming the streets in an agitated, wild-eyed state looking for stuff to shoot. There used to be wild animals in the woods outside town, but not so much anymore. Most of them shot by men with less going on inside their noggins than the animals they're busy blasting into the next world. Critters, the locals call them. Done me some critter shootin, they say. 

Even my Grandpa Smote, who's as old as some of the nearby mountains, totes around his shotgun wherever he goes. Lord forbid he ever tries to shoot something, seeing as how his eyesight is pretty much a lost cause. He's generally blind to what's right there in front of him, fairly accomplished at seeing things that aren't. Especially critters.  

“You see that critter?” he'll suddenly blurt out for no good reason. “A big one, sort of blurry, smoke coming off it like maybe its fur's on fire. Took off that way like a bat outta hell.” 

One time he aimed his shotgun at my second cousin Charleen, who was visiting from out of town with her Mamma. Claimed her hairdo was the spitting image of a raccoon. A lucky shot might have blown Charleen's head clear off. Skimmer, slumped on the couch with beer in hand, couldn't stop laughing. Not Mamma, though. She grabbed the gun away from Grandpa Smote, poked him sternly with it in his man parts, warning him for the umpteenth time what happens to smelly old men in early stage dementia who fire guns indoors. Who the hell are ya? Grandpa Smote demanded to know. Never mind who I am, Mamma told him. Just don't ever bring that gun into this house again. Grandpa Smote snorted loudly at this. Not my damn fault the child struts around indoors with a critter perched on her head. 

That was the last time Charleen visited, her Mamma reasoning that if she wanted someone shooting at her daughter, she'd just as soon drive over to Muskrat City and walk around in a bad neighborhood. 

“Thanks for getting me home in one piece,” I tell Skimmer, as we pull into our driveway.

“No problem, Honey Pie,” he says.

“I was pretty sure you were going to hit that tree.”

“Yeah, well, you'd think a tree would know better than to just jump out into the road like that.”

“Suppose it's hard to say in advance what a tree might do.”

“One of the reasons I refuse to go walking around in a forest.”

“And also thanks for not trying to trade me for that gun.”

“Thought never even crossed my mind.”

“That's a relief.”

“I mean, even if it had, and only for a second, mind you, how nuts would a man have to be to trade his own daughter for a gun?”

“Very, I'd say.”

“Besides, your mother would have killed me straight off, no questions asked.”
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Mamma's in the kitchen making dinner; her special pasta dish judging by the aroma, which she knows is one of my favorites. I suspect she's feeling a little guilty about reminding me again this morning that, all evidence to the contrary, it's sometimes a good idea for a father and daughter to do things together.  “So how did it go at the gun show?”  she asks.

“Well, no one got shot,” I tell her, “so I guess okay.” I decide not to mention that I was nearly accused of being some loony liberal gun control witch and burned at the stake.

“And your father?”

“He had a sort of mystical experience with a revolver, but otherwise more or less under control.”

“So all in all, not so bad, right?”

Your words, Ma, not mine.

Mamma's of the opinion that a family should make an effort to keep regular routines, like sitting down to eat together at least once a day. Sounds simple enough, until you include Skimmer into the equation. He tends to make a mockery of routine, has a knack for turning regular into its exact opposite. And he usually doesn't waste much time doing it, either. Guess you could say that, when it comes to pushing crazy outcomes, Skimmer's got an impressive skill set.

Take now, for instance. He's not so much eating his pasta as building a wall of empty beer cans around his plate. Mamma mostly ignores him, pretty much resigned to his alcohol intake, also aware that complaining about it will only cause trouble. Even at my tender age, I've come to realize that the only thing men seem to be good at is expressing their anger. They always somehow find that little extra when the opportunity arises to rage. Mostly they don't even know what they're angry about, except asking them why they're angry only makes them angrier. I have to wonder why women would ever actually agree to live with them.

And yet, whenever the older girls in town gather in their secret girl groups behind the church after Sunday service, all they seem to want to talk about is boys; who asked who out on a date; who managed to tongue kiss a guy without barfing; how a certain party – name unmentioned, but we all know who we're talking about – reportedly went nearly all the way with that bad boy who works in Ronny Burt's gas station; who among them will be the first lucky lady to walk down the aisle? I like to hover on the periphery, mostly invisible, listening, taking notes in my head.

One girl, Trudy Wainwright, who's Captain of the Glandiville High School cheerleader squad and wears way too small tee-shirts to show off what she's convinced are her very perky boobs, says, “The way things are going with Charlie, I'm pretty sure it will be me.” 

“The only aisle you'll be walking down anytime soon,” one of the other girls says, the not especially pretty one who has to rely on sarcasm - noun; a way of using words that say the opposite of what one means, in order to mock - to stay minimally popular, “is in the supermarket.” 

This cracks all of them up, but only for as long as it takes them to gaze into their futures, seeing themselves piling on the pounds, trying to figure out whatever possessed them to marry that loser Donny, or Buster, or Skip, as they drag a couple of screaming kids down aisle three, in search of doughnuts, frozen TV dinners and disposable diapers. I'm waiting for at least one of them to say, Hold on a minute. Is this what we really want? But nobody does. At some point they all shake their heads in unison, like birds with really short attention spans, jittering their tiny brains back to a more tolerable version of reality. Then they all light cigarettes and start chattering about boys again.  

As usual, I'm thinking about stuff while I eat. Even though I know that, at least according to Pastor Perlmutter, too much thinking is unhealthy, spiritually speaking. Apparently Eve thought too much in the Garden of Eden and we all know how that turned out. Evil covered the world like a heavy, mildewed blanket. Sort of convenient when you think about it. Even as men turn the world into a ruined, war-torn disaster zone, they can always blame the whole thing on women. Pastor Perlmutter doesn't come right out and say it, but you can pretty much tell he's thinking it. A woman's place is in the home, raising kids, cooking food, cleaning up after their sloppy, angry men folk. No actual thinking required. Pastor Perlmutter's wife, who looks like a stiff breeze could turn her to dust, like all the vital stuff had been sucked out of her at an early age, follows him around like some agreeable ghost. Nods a lot and almost smiles. In strong light she sort of turns transparent. Never had kids, cause giving birth to a baby would have torn her tissue paper body to shreds. 

If this is the fate of women who refuse to think, you can just count me out. As a famous French philosopher once said, I think therefore I am. Momma says I have a brain like a sponge; it soaks stuff up, drinks up facts like some thirsty critter. I sort of like the idea of having a super-smart critter in my head, not that I'd want to mention it, the critter in my head part, to any of the gun-wielding, critter-crazed folks of Boring. Can't really count on them being satisfied with my it's only a metaphor defense. (metaphor: noun; a word or phrase used for something to which it does not literally apply) 

“You're being awfully quiet, Juniper,” Mamma says to me.

“Just thinking about stuff,” I say.

“Really?” she says. “Like what, for example?”

“Like, for example, just how delicious this pasta is,” I say.

“So sweet,” Mamma says, giving me her moonbeam love face.

“And also about guns,” I say. 

“That's my girl,” Skimmer says, waving a hand and knocking a section of beer cans off the table.

Skimmer used to always carry a gun to the dinner table, placed it there next to his plate so he could get to it fast, just in case some crazed weirdo, or possibly a liberal with a hidden agenda, burst in while we were eating. Momma put her foot down, told him no guns at the table, threatened to take me  and leave for good if this rule wasn't observed. Skimmer sneered at her, told her that would only happen over his dead body, a condition with which Momma said she was more or less agreeable. Skimmer had eventually folded on the guns at dinner issue, but not, I'm guessing, without a lot of lingering resentment.

“I'm just wondering why we need guns at all,” I say. “I mean, why can't we just live in a town  without  them?”

“Now you're just talking Communism,” Skimmer spits. “Some crackpot Socialist utopia, where everyone's on welfare and even the damn critters have rights.”

Mamma makes a face that says don't pay any attention to your father, cause he's crazy as crazy gets. Skimmer notices it and reaches for his gun that's not there. One time a tornado touched down in Boring, a big one, heading right down our street, directly for our house. Mamma and me headed sensibly for the cellar; Skimmer grabbed one of his guns and ran outside, doing what any real man would do, protecting his property from certain destruction by shooting at an approaching tornado. Sort of like flicking spitballs at an angry mob of fanatical gun lovers. Only by sheer luck did the twister shift direction at the last minute, thereby saving Skimmer from being transported into the next county, maybe even the next state. Mamma seemed a little disappointed that it had turned out that way.

“Let me tell you something about what guns do,” Skimmer says, popping the tab on a fresh can of beer. “They define all the sanitized crap of a man, cut off the politically correct heads of the, uh  ...”

“Male-identity whiners?” I say. 

“Yes! Thank you, Honey Pie.”

Mamma's already stopped listening. I can tell from her expression that she's busy running through her life story, trying to figure out how she managed to arrive at this particular moment in time and space. I learned about time and space in science class, which in fact is not two things, but one, called space/time. Can't have one without the other, although our science teacher, Mister Carp, has to be careful what he says, because in this town, remember, we live in a world that God made in just six days, with one day off for good behavior. Science says it took a bit longer, fourteen billion or so years longer, in fact, but Mr. Carp made us promise not to quote him on this figure. No sense ruffling any fundamentalist feathers, he said, and who knows, maybe a single day for God is like two billion years for us mere mortals. I sort of respected him less after that.

Maybe if Mamma had another fourteen billion years to think about it she could figure out how she ended up with Skimmer. Not that she can feel too bad; I mean, after all, she did get me out of the deal. “You see,” Mamma likes to say, as she strokes my long red hair, “sometimes the very best things come out of the very worst mistakes.” 
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Hard to say what's normal when it comes to families, but I'm pretty sure mine isn't. Not even close. I mean, if the Smote family is the 'norm', then the entire country's in some pretty serious trouble. Not that I necessarily think other families are that much better off. My sort of friend Betty Anne, for example. Her family prays a lot. In fact, according to Betty Anne, that's pretty much all they do. Can't play with you, Betty Anne tells me. We're busy all day talking to God. About what? I have to wonder. I mean, that's a lot of talking, even if you're totally sure the person or whatever you're talking to really exists. One time Betty Anne invited me over to her house for lunch, and since her Mother was serving hot dogs, I didn't have to think twice about saying YES! I love hot dogs, sometimes dream about traveling the world to enter hot dog eating contests, although I do sometimes feel bad for the pigs they're made from. 

We were sitting around the table, a big plate of hot dogs sitting right there in front of me, and Betty Anne's father says, Let Us Pray. And he starts thanking God for like everything under the sun: the food, the drink, the day, the air we breathe, the critters we eat, the clothes on our backs, the rocks on the moon ... It went on and on, me slowly starving, sneaking peeks at the hot dogs, the saliva building up in my mouth, to the point I'm making gurgling noises with it, and Betty Anne's mother cracking open one eye, giving me a look that says I probably shouldn't count on being asked to lunch again anytime soon.

Betty Anne's parents don't believe in stuff like science, doctors or medicine. If Betty Anne gets sick, her parents pray for her to get better. It's all in God's hands, apparently. Makes me really wonder about praying for stuff, cause Betty Anne is pretty much always sickly. One time she came to school looking about halfway dead, like some terrible disease was eating her alive and she could just drop at any minute. I told her she should definitely go to see Doctor Hornbeam after school. Betty Anne turned her drippy eyes directly on me, screamed 'blasphemy' at the top of her lungs, soaking my entire face in who knows how many nasty germs, and then dropped, face forward, onto her desk, where she commenced trembling and moaning. She was whisked off to the hospital soon after that, cured in like a day and a half, after which her parents sued both the hospital and the school for interfering with their family's religious freedom. Now Betty Anne's parents have a brand new car and are building an addition on to their house, so maybe prayer really does work after all.

I'm sitting at the kitchen table, getting started early on my summer vacation homework. Math and history. Math is easy, it makes sense to me, fits nicely into my emerging worldview. At the time, of course, I don't even know I have a such a thing as a worldview that is emerging, but I'm convinced that math matters. History, on the other hand, makes the opposite of sense, which is nonsense. Thousands of years of mostly mass craziness, leading to what, exactly? More of the same, as far as I can tell. No limit, apparently, to just how crazy people can get. Skimmer's version of life certainly seems to bear this out.  He's currently off on one of his rants, running around the house, pistol in hand, howling at things only he can see. He's got it into his head that people, of the make believe kind, in case you’re wondering, are watching him all the time, not only watching him but judging him. And not in a good way, I'm guessing.

“Why are you all staring at me?” he hollers at the ceiling. “What do you want from me?”

I'm thinking they, whoever they are, probably wouldn't mind if he stopped shouting, but I don't

mention it. Better not to talk to your father when he's having one of his episodes, Mamma always tells me. 

“Do all men have episodes?” I asked her.

Mamma sighed. “Sooner or later.”

“I'm pretty sure I'll never get married,” I told her.

She gave me a look, like she knew she's supposed to say something about the blessings of holy matrimony, how marriage is like the glue that holds society together, and how God wants us all to marry because he also wants babies who will grow up and, with a little luck, believe in Him, but she can't quite bring herself to do it. So all she said was, “We'll see.”

Mamma's also not big on taking her own advice about not talking to Skimmer during one of his episodes. She starts yelling at him to put the stupid gun down and get a grip, however slim, on reality. Skimmer's eyes go all dark and icy, like maybe the Devil himself has moved into his head and is now hosting the Skimmer show on a more or less permanent basis.

“Easy for you to say,” Skimmer hisses at Mamma. “They're not watching you.”

“Nobody's watching you,” Mamma tells him. “And frankly, nobody would want to.”

“You're in with them, aren't you?” Skimmer says, waving the gun at Mamma. “In fact, you're  probably the ringleader, the one giving the orders behind my back.” 

“Right,” Mamma laughs. “As if I don't have enough to do, I'm also giving instructions to the  imaginary people who torment you.”

Sarcasm again. Mamma's not above using it when the situation calls for it, but it flies over Skimmer's head like a light breeze past a pile of dead leaves. 

“I knew it,” Skimmer says, no longer waving the gun around, but pointing it directly at Mamma. 

“Don't you dare point that thing at me,” Mamma says.

Skimmer's mouth twists into a sort of crazy-looking grin. “If I don't point it at you, how am I supposed to shoot you with it?”

It's not the first time Skimmer has threatened to shoot Mamma, but this time feels different. I see it in Mamma's expression, like she suspects something in Skimmer's brain might have finally snapped and there's no telling how far he'll go. Mamma's not the type to back down, but this time she does. She turns around and walks, almost running, down the hallway to the bedroom. Skimmer, who would usually be distracted by now, have a sudden craving for a can of beer or something, fires two shots into the nearby wall, then one into the ceiling, after which he takes off after Mamma, howling something about a man only being able to take so much and not one bit more.

I glance down at my geometry, wishing I already knew enough to do the math that would somehow explain all this. I know the equations are hiding there somewhere waiting to be figured out,  but all I can see is a blur of numbers and shapes. If my family's a triangle it's got to be obtuse. Skimmer's angle is cracking apart so fast that all Mamma and I can do is hang on and hope for the best. Soon we'll be nothing but points, trapped between angry, wavy lines. Maybe if I had a brother or sister and our family was a square, things would be less crazy. Squares just seem more sensible than triangles, less inclined to sudden outbursts.

“Woman,” Skimmer snorts. “If this door's not open in five seconds, I'm gonna kick it in.”

I start wondering if maybe I should be worried, if maybe I should do something. I could try talking to Skimmer. Even as crazy as he's acting, I don't think he'd actually shoot his own daughter. Unless he's so far gone he doesn't even remember he has a daughter. 

“Do you really want Juniper seeing you like this?” Mamma shouts from the bedroom.

“Who?” Skimmer yowls.

Guess that settles that. Suppose I could feel upset, but all of a sudden I've got other things going on, namely a weird ringing in my ears and a rumbling, bouncing-around-throbbing in my head. It's like the room is shaking and a swarm of invisible hornets is buzzing around me. I'm also a little dizzy. Far as I know, girls my age don't get dizzy. Not unless their brains start shaking around inside their heads, which I'm pretty sure they shouldn't. I wonder if sudden brain shaking is a real thing, an actual disease or something. Hope there's medicine for it. Wish I already had that medicine, cause I'm definitely not in the mood to pray.

Skimmer, meanwhile, is banging on the bedroom door with the handle of his gun. With a little thought he'd be able to figure out that just shooting the lock is the easiest way in. Lucky for Mamma, I guess, that when it comes to Skimmer, thinking things through isn't much of an option. Unless he's just trying to save ammunition. Either way, the situation seems to be escalating. That's another word I learned recently. Escalate: verb; a rapid increase, becoming more intense or serious. Things tend to escalate around here and it's usually not good. Skimmer is having an escalating episode; definitely not good. I'm experiencing an escalation of dizziness; also not good. Not that I should be overly concerned with myself in this moment, except I'm a kid, and kids tend to focus a lot on themselves. Mamma told me it's a natural part of growing up, always putting yourself first. Just too bad that most grown men do the same thing, she added. 

With a head spinning like I just stepped off the swirling teacup ride at the Glandiville Mall Amusement Center, I sway my way to the phone on the wall and press 911. The woman who answers asks me about the nature of my emergency.

“There's a crazy man with a gun in the house,” I tell her.

“An armed intruder?” she wants to know.

“Not exactly an intruder,” I say. “More like he lives here.”

“Ah, domestic dispute,” she says with a sigh, as if it's not really such a big deal. As if it happens so often she's a little bit bored having to hear about it. I half expect her to yell at me for calling 911. “All right, young lady,” she says. “A patrol car is en route. Is there somewhere safe for you to be?”

“Not really,” I say. “It's sort of like a shooting gallery in here.” A slight exaggeration, but under the circumstances who can blame me?

“Can you make it to the front door?” she asks.

“Well, I am a little dizzy, and I also have homework to finish.”

“Never mind that now,” she says. “After you hang up the phone, get down on the floor and crawl to the front door.”

“You want me to crawl?”

“That's correct.”

“Because of the dizziness?”

“No, because you'll be less likely to be hit by a stray bullet.”

“Makes sense, I guess.”

“Of course it does. Now, once you reach the door, open it and move quickly outside. Then hide somewhere until the officers arrive. Got it?”

“I think so,” I say, although I'm not sure if I'm supposed to stand up when I reach the door and open it, or reach up, open it and then crawl outside. I'm about to ask when Skimmer squeezes off another few shots. I hang up the phone, drop to the floor and start crawling. I'm halfway to the door when  Skimmer races into the living room shouting about being low on ammo. 

“Honey pie,” he says. “Is that you?”

“Depends who's asking,” I say without looking up. 

“What the hell are you doing down there?” he wants to know.

“Avoiding being hit by a stray bullet,” I tell him.

“Good thinking,” he says, grabbing the box of bullets off the counter and galloping back down the hallway.
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Five


[image: ]


I'm sitting on the outside steps for what feels like a really long time before the police car pulls into the driveway. This is because when you dial 911 in our town, the call goes directly to the State Police in Braxton. Boring does have its own Sheriff – Sheriff Bob, we call him – but he's not exactly the most reliable of law enforcement officials. Not that anyone especially blames him for this. Sheriff Bob suffers from a mysterious ailment known as narcolepsy (noun; a condition characterized by an extreme tendency to fall asleep without warning). Calling the Sheriff in the middle of an emergency is risky, sort of like counting on finding a trunk full of gold buried in the backyard. Chances are you're going to be disappointed.  

The State Troopers wear crisp clean-looking brown uniforms with black trim. They are large and appear very serious about crime. One of them pats me on the head as he and his partner walk through the front door. I wonder if he's mistaking me for a puppy or something. Although you would think that a policeman would know the difference. A girl and a puppy. Two very different things. Unless he somehow sensed how much I want a puppy. I could be walking it right now, while the police decide what to do with Skimmer, instead of sitting here with nothing to do. My father is inside threatening to kill my mother and I'm bored. I'm a girl living in Boring who's bored
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