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			Do you ever wonder, dear Mother and Father, what kind of toothpaste angels use in heaven? I will tell you. We use baking soda sprinkled on our toothbrushes. It tastes salty, which comes as no surprise because baking soda is a kind of salt known as sodium bicarbonate.

			You never wonder about toothpaste in heaven, do you? After all, you are agnostic. But even believers seldom ponder the nitty-gritty of their afterlife. Thinking of heaven, they imagine simply a feeling of love and a sense of peace. They do not consider whether the pineapple they eat here will be fresh or come from a can. (We actually receive both kinds, though certainly more canned than fresh.)

			This book I am writing to you about my afterlife will be your nitty-gritty. One day I hope to discover a way to deliver my story to you.

			As you know, I died in front of my locker at Helen Keller Junior High on September 7, 1979, which was exactly one month ago today. Before I died, I had been reciting the 106 elements from the periodic table. My locker number (No. 106) had inspired me, and my goal was to memorize all the elements in chronological order. However, when I reached No. 78, platinum (Pt), Jermaine Tucker interrupted by smacking me on the head. “What the hell you doing, Boo?” he said.

			I told you once that my classmates called me Boo on account of my ghostly pale skin and my staticky, whitish-blond hair that stands on end. Some of them considered me an albino, but of course I am not: a true albino has dark red or almost purplish eyes, whereas mine are light blue.

			“Boo! How ironic,” you may say, “because now our son is a ghost.” You would be mistaken, of course, because this is not true irony. Irony would be if Jermaine Tucker had said, “Wow, Boo, I truly respect and admire you for memorizing the periodic table!” Respect and admiration are the opposite of the feelings I aroused in Jermaine and, for that matter, in most of my classmates.

			Did you realize I was a pariah? If you did not, I am sorry I never made this clear, but I did not want you fretting about something you could in no way control. You already worried enough about the inoperable hole in my heart and had long warned me about straining my heart muscles.

			Jermaine walked off to class, and I continued undeterred with my count as scientists Richard Dawkins and Jane Goodall watched me from the photographs I had taped to the back of my locker door. For the first time ever, I reached No. 106, seaborgium (Sg), without stealing a peek at the periodic table hung below the photos of Richard and Jane.

			My feat of memorization, however, must have overexcited my heart because I immediately fainted to the floor. I could say I “gave up the ghost,” especially in light of my nickname, but I dislike euphemism. I prefer to say the truth simply and plainly. The plain and simple truth: my heart stopped and I died.

			How much time passed between my heart’s final chug in the school hallway and my eyes opening in the hereafter I cannot say. After all, who knows which time zone heaven is in? But as I glanced around the room where I found myself, I certainly did not see the clichéd image of heaven. No white-robed angels with kind smiles gliding out of a bank of clouds and singing in dulcet tones. Instead, I saw a black girl snoring as she slept in a high-back swivel chair, a book at her feet.

			I immediately knew I was dead. My first clue: I saw the girl perfectly even though I was not wearing my eyeglasses. I even saw the title of her book (Brown Girl, Brownstones). Indeed, I saw everything around me with great clarity. The girl wore blue jeans and a T-shirt with a decal of a litter of angora kittens. Colorful beads dangled from the ends of her cornrows, and they reminded me of the abacus you gave me when I was five years old.

			I lay in a single bed, covered in a sheet and a thin cotton blanket. Other than the swivel chair, the bed was the only furniture in the windowless room. Overhead a ceiling fan spun. Hung on the walls were abstract paintings—squiggles, splotches, and drippings. I sat up in bed. My naked chest seemed whiter than normal, and the bluish arteries marbling my shoulders stood out. I peeked under the blanket and saw I was not wearing pajama bottoms or even underwear. Nudity itself does not bother me, though: to me, a penis is no more embarrassing than an ear or a nose. Still, do not assume that I had found the Helen Keller gym showers, for example, a comfortable place to be. That communal shower room was a breeding ground for the human papillomavirus, which causes plantar warts. And on two occasions there, Kevin Stein decided that it would be sidesplitting to urinate on my leg.

			“Excuse me! Hello!” I called out to the girl in the swivel chair, who woke with a start. She stared at me wide-eyed.

			“May I assume I am dead?” I asked.

			She lurched out of her chair and hurried over, accidentally kicking her novel under the bed. She grabbed my hand and squeezed. I yanked it back because, as you know, I dislike being touched.

			“You ain’t dead, honey,” she said. “You passed, but you’re still alive.”

			“Passed?”

			“We say ‘passed’ here instead of ‘died.’ Passed, like you did good on a math test.” She gave me a smile that exposed a gap between her front teeth wide enough to stick a drinking straw through. When she sat down on the side of the bed, it listed because she was heavy. I once read an article on longevity in the magazine Science that claimed that thin people live longer. To offset my holey heart, I tried to prolong my life by keeping a slim physique. Needless to say, my efforts came to naught.

			“Let me introduce myself,” the girl said. “My name’s Thelma Rudd, and I’m originally from Wilmington, North Carolina, where my family runs the Horseshoe Diner.” She asked what my name was and where I came from.

			“Oliver Dalrymple from Hoffman Estates, Illinois,” I told her. “My parents have a barbershop there called Clippers.”

			“Do you know how you passed, Oliver Dalrymple?”

			“I believe I died of a holey heart.”

			“A holy heart?” She looked puzzled. “We all have holy hearts up here.”

			“No, I mean my heart has an actual hole in it.”

			“Oh, how terrible,” she said, and patted my leg.

			Thelma went on to explain that she belonged to a group of volunteers known as the “do-gooders.” “I always sign up for rebirthing duty here at the Meg Murry Infirmary,” she said. “I like welcoming newborns like yourself.”

			I asked how long a “rebirthing” took.

			“It’s over in the blink of an eye.” Thelma blinked several times. “A do-gooder’s always on rebirthing duty at the Meg. We never know when we’re gonna get a package.”

			She patted the mattress, and I eyed the bed, its rumpled blanket, and its pillow with the indent from my head. The bed did not look mysterious or miraculous in any way. “We just materialize here?” I asked.

			Thelma nodded. She gave me a probing look, eyes so deep-set I figured she, too, once wore glasses. “You know, hon, you’re the calmest newborn I ever did meet,” she said. “You wouldn’t believe the hysterics I seen in my nineteen years in Town.”

			“Nineteen years!?” I said. “But you look my age.”

			“Oh, we’re all thirteen here.”

			This particular hereafter, she clarified, was reserved for Americans who passed at age thirteen. “We call it Town,” she said. “Us townies believe there’s lots of towns of heaven. One for every age—one for people who pass at sixteen, one for people who pass at twenty-three, one for people who pass at forty-four, and so on and so forth.”

			“Thirteen,” I said, mystified. “You are all thirteen?”

			“Townies never age. We stay thirteen all our afterlives. I look exactly the same as when I came here nineteen years ago.”

			You will find this nonsensical, Mother and Father, but this stagnation in the hereafter saddened me more than the realization of my own death did. I would never grow up, never go to college, and never become a scientist. And, frankly, I had seen enough of thirteen-year-olds back in America—their stupidity, cruelty, and immaturity.

			Thelma noticed my sudden distress. “Oh, but we grow wiser the longer we stay here,” she said. “Well, at least some of us do.”

			“Segregating the afterlife by age seems logical,” I said to be a good sport. “After all, if the dead were all housed in the same place, Town would be seriously overpopulated.”

			I then asked, “Will I be here for eternity?”

			She shook her head. “No, us townies only get five decades here. After our time’s up, we go to sleep one night and never wake. We vanish in the night. All we leave behind is our PJs.”

			“Oh my,” I said. “Where do we go next?”

			“Some say we move to a higher level of heaven, one with better food, sturdier plumbing, and sunnier skies,” Thelma replied. “Others wonder if we reincarnate back to America. But the truth is, nobody really knows where we go.”

			Thelma got up from the bed and opened the door to a walkin closet. She came out carrying a pair of jeans, T-shirts, boxer shorts, and socks, which she laid on the bed.

			“What’s your shoe size?”

			“Seven,” I said.

			She went back into the closet to find me some shoes.

			“Do you have any penny loafers?” I asked, because they are the shoes you would always buy me, Mother.

			“Town has no leather shoes,” Thelma called out. “Leather’s dead cow and heaven ain’t no place for the dead.”

			While she was in the closet, I slipped the boxer shorts on and then the jeans, which were covered in red, white, and blue patches from the Bicentennial three years ago. “So only Americans come here?” I asked.

			“Yep. We don’t get no foreigners. Just people who lived in the U. S. of A.”

			I thought of absurd science-fiction films where the characters on distant planets spoke fluent American English but never Swedish or Swahili.

			“What about different religions?” I asked as I selected a tie-dyed T-shirt from the half dozen shirts on the bed.

			“Oh, we aren’t divided by religion. We get all kinds here. Baptists, Catholics, Mormons, Jews, Jehovah’s Witnesses. You name it, honey, we get it.”

			She came out carrying a tatty pair of sneakers, which had the letters L and R inked on the toes. She handed them over. “What religion are you?” she asked.

			“Atheist.”

			She let out a whoop of laughter. “I don’t always have much faith in a supreme being myself,” she said.

			I sat on the bed and put on the sneakers. She sat beside me and picked lint off my T-shirt.

			“I ain’t religious, but I am a spiritual person,” she said. “You spiritual, Oliver?”

			“I have never had a spiritual day in my entire life.”

			She gave me a gap-toothed smile. “Well, your entire American life’s over, honey,” she said. “But your afterlife’s all set to begin. Maybe you’ll find yourself some spirituality here.”

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			What do people mean by “spirituality” anyhow? Do they mean they feel instinctively that a higher power guides their life and controls the world around them? Or do they simply mean they feel wonder or awe in the face of beauty? The beauty, say, of a cello concerto in E minor (a favorite of yours, Mother) or of the stratified layers of siltstone, mudstone, and shale making up the Painted Desert (a favorite of yours, Father).

			Remember when we witnessed the aurora borealis on a cruise ship to Alaska? We felt awestruck watching gas particles in our atmosphere collide with charged particles from the sun and create arcs of eerie green and pink light that spanned the starry backdrop of night sky. Yet we did not for a moment feel the kind of spirituality that suggested a god (a strapping, curly-headed Zeus, for instance) was crouching behind a cloud with an assortment of colored flashlights to beam across the heavens.

			Religious people never think about toilets or toothpaste in heaven, but they often picture the landscape here. They imagine trickling brooks, snow-peaked mountains, thundering waterfalls, and lush forests. They imagine places where they felt awed by natural beauty, where they felt spiritual.

			Well, forget the brooks, mountains, waterfalls, and forests. To get a good picture of Town, imagine instead a vast public-housing project. The three-story redbrick dormitories where we live are low-rise tenements. As for the other buildings—schools, libraries, cafeterias, community centers, warehouses—they are plain but solid structures. They are much like the buildings back in Illinois, but with one big difference.

			Buildings in Town can “fix themselves.”

			Over time, a crack in a wall smooths over, crooked steps even out, and loose floorboards stabilize. If, for example, somebody accidentally kicks a soccer ball through a pane of glass, that pane, over a period of weeks, grows back within its frame. Sometimes a bored townie breaks the window in his dorm room on purpose just to watch the glass slowly reappear.

			Three weeks after I arrived, I broke a pane of glass on purpose, not out of boredom but rather to conduct an experiment. I did not want to let in the outside noise since I am a light sleeper, so instead I took a hammer to a pane in the shed that sits atop my residence, the Frank and Joe Hardy Dormitory. Early every morning, I head to the roof to watch the sunrise and check the glass growing in the window frame. With a ruler, I measure the day’s growth to see whether it is constant. So far, it is not: the glass grows one inch on some days and three on others. Puzzling.

			With a jackknife, I cut a line down my left forearm this week. Do not fret, Mother and Father: I am conducting an experiment to time how many days my wound takes to vanish. Apparently, we heal faster in heaven. We are also immune to serious diseases, so the children who died of, say, leukemia need not worry about suffering again. Also, blindness and deafness do not exist in Town, so imagine the amazement and bewilderment of a person like Helen Keller when she awakes in a world she can see and hear.

			Does Town fill me with awe? Yes, it often does. Yet in the month I have been here, I have met few people who share my wonder for such banal things as toilets, light switches, and garbage chutes. Flush a toilet here and where does your urine go? Turn on your desk lamp and where does the electricity come from? Throw an empty pineapple can into a garbage chute and how far down does it fall?

			Some townies claim that our garbage falls all the way back to America. They believe that the chutes are a kind of portal back home and that other such tunnels back to America may exist here. I need irrefutable proof before believing in such a phenomenon. To check the depth of the chutes, I recently tied a child’s beach pail to the end of a hank of yarn and lowered the pail into a chute. Though I had posted notices about my experiment on all three floors of the Frank and Joe, my dorm mates ignored them and dropped down bags of trash that knocked the pail from its lead and ruined my experiment. No matter. I will try again.

			The mode of transportation in Town is ten-speed bicycles. Their paint is often chipped, and their chains sometimes fall off, but they work well enough to go from point A to point B (no riding on the sidewalks, though). The bicycles belong to everybody; in other words, we may not own one specific bicycle that catches our fancy. Yesterday I reserved a ten-speed at the bicycle depot and rode it to the Guy Montag Library to spend the afternoon browsing the stacks. I tied the requisite red ribbon to the handlebars to show that the bicycle was in use, but when I came out of the library later, my borrowed ten-speed was gone. One would assume that angels respect rules and do not filch what is not theirs. Sadly, townies have the same foibles as the people of Hoffman Estates.

			Another disappointment: our libraries have only books of fiction. How I long for a book on entomology or astronomy! But, no, I must make do with murder mysteries, comic books, literary novels (umpteen copies of Lord of the Flies, for example), and young-adult novels about such topics as teen pregnancy and drug addiction. True, Town has no insects, so a book on entomology seems useless, nor does it have teen pregnancy (the only kind of birth here is rebirth) or drug addiction (though there is no marijuana, a boy in my dorm claims he smokes chamomile tea leaves to get “mellow yellow”).

			Town, in fact, lacks many things Americans take for granted: telephones, televisions, newspapers, high-rises, cars, traffic lights, supermarkets, mailboxes, and much more.

			One thing Town has that American towns do not is gigantic concrete walls—four Great Walls called the North Wall, South Wall, East Wall, and West Wall that surround our home and rise an estimated twenty-five stories high. Slabs of concrete the size of dinner plates sometimes fall off the walls and shatter on the ground. The lower sections are covered in murals done by artistic children. Sometimes groups of townies gather at the foot of a wall and scream or sing together in hopes that somebody on the other side will answer back. So far, no reply has ever come.

			Town’s lucky number is thirteen (on account of our age), and so it is divided into thirteen zones arranged in a patchwork: One, Two, Three, Four, Five, et cetera. (The Frank and Joe, by the way, is in Eleven, near the North Wall.) Some townies imagine Town as a rectangular concrete terrarium and all of us in it as lab mice. They wonder if a terrarium to the south houses thirteen-year-old Mexicans and a terrarium to the north, thirteen-year-old Canadians. They think of our god as a scientist conducting endless experiments in a gargantuan laboratory filled with angels.

			How I wish our god were a scientist, like evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins or primatologist Jane Goodall. (As I told you time and again, you two are the spitting images of Richard and Jane even if Mother insists she looks more like a blond Olive Oyl.)

			In my opinion, our god is not a scientist but instead an eccentric hippie artist. I call him Zig because the name sounds hip and groovy (hereinafter, Mother and Father, whenever anyone says “God” to refer to the god running our heaven, I will change the word to “Zig” in my story to you). I picture Zig as a skinny man with long hair and a beard, like depictions of Jesus Christ, though Zig does not wear robes but rather faded jeans and T-shirts printed with such things as daisies or the yin-yang symbol. On his feet, he dons flip-flop sandals, which are popular in Town. In my mind, he smokes marijuana (not chamomile tea), burns incense, and wears mood rings on several fingers. Zig must not be a real, honest-to-goodness god because gods are generally thought to be infallible, whereas our Zig is always messing up. For instance, the toilets here constantly get blocked and overflow. As townies say, “Zig don’t know sh*t about plumbing.” (Since you are opposed to swearing, Mother and Father, I am softening the blow with an asterisk.)

			Zig never sends us chemistry sets, astronomy textbooks, protractors, or periodic tables. Instead, he sends us poster paints, pastel crayons, chalk, pencils, and markers, all in a full spectrum of colors. We even receive canisters of spray paint (which explains the graffiti everywhere).

			Our father who art in heaven (ha-ha).

			Zig also sends us instruments like ukuleles, acoustic guitars, trombones, fiddles, tambourines, and harmonicas. Kids are musical here, and I would join in if I did not have a tin ear, a weedy voice, and two left feet. Who am I kidding? I would not join in even if I had twinkle toes and the baritone voice of an opera star.

			Zig sends us sports equipment as well—footballs, baseball bats, badminton rackets, basketballs, field hockey sticks. I must admit I find these items sinister: at Helen Keller, I was regularly humiliated in gym class. During murderball, for instance, I was always the most savagely murdered, and hence I was never fond of team sports.

			In fact, my policy back in America was this: steer clear of others. It is a policy, Zig willing, I will also adopt in Town.
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			Heaven has no churches, but it has what are called houses of good. On the fifth week of my stay in Town, do-gooder Thelma Rudd takes me to the Jonathan Livingston House of Good to attend a punch party. A punch party may sound as violent as murderball but is in fact just an evening cocktail party where the drinks are fruit punch. Thelma is not a girl with a steer-clear policy. She says I, as a newborn, need to get out and meet people to forge friendships—especially since I have no roommate yet.

			“But I never had any friends back in Hoffman Estates,” I reassure her, “and I never suffered ill effects.”

			She raises an eyebrow and says, “Oh, baby, don’t lie to Thelma.”

			I think back to my friendless days at Helen Keller. In science class, I had no partner with whom to dissect frogs. Nobody wanted to be paired with me despite the A+ he or she would earn by riding my coattails. Before I adopted steer-clear, I tried at times, especially back in seventh grade, to engage my fellow students in conversation. I first practiced in front of my bedroom mirror because, in the past, things I had said had caused offense or irritation. To my mirror I said, “Hello, Cynthia Orwell. How were cheerleading tryouts today? Did you perform the splits to your liking?” When I said the same thing to the real Cynthia Orwell, she scrunched her nose as though I gave off a foul smell. She said, “Oh, Boo, don’t be schizo. Get lost, okay?” I learned I was no good at small talk, perhaps because I do not know how to make talk small.

			I try to think of something to say to Thelma as we walk along a sidewalk and bicycles zoom by in the street. Weather is a small topic. I glance into the gray sky with its thin, wispy clouds (cirrus). So far, every day has been warm. I estimate high seventies or low eighties with a drop of five to ten degrees at night. I wish I had a thermometer, but thermometers are another thing Town does without, perhaps because there are no extremes to measure. The weather here is always early summer.

			Sadly, there are no birds in the sky. Heaven is without bird life, animal life, or even insect life, except apparently for an occasional specimen that slips in. Maybe Zig thinks Americans tortured other creatures enough back home.

			Thelma and I turn down John Clayton Street. The names of streets are written in indelible ink on cardboard wrapped in cellophane. These signs are then taped or nailed to the sides of buildings (as they are in Europe). Buildings, streets, and parks bear the names of characters from novels, and every so often local residents vote to change or update a name. I am about to ask who John Clayton is when Thelma says, “You’d make a fine do-gooder, Oliver.”

			“Have you been smoking chamomile tea leaves?” I reply. “I’m no people person.” I pick up a rock lying next to the sidewalk. “I’m more comfortable with rocks. I’m a rock person. This little friend of mine has iron oxide bands.”

			Despite the no-bicycles-on-the-sidewalk rule, a boy zips by on a bike with a sparkly banana seat. The handlebar grazes Thelma. “Watch out, lard butt!” he yells.

			Thelma grabs my banded friend from my palm and is about to whip it at the cyclist, but she refrains. She closes her eyes and mumbles, “Zig give me strength.”

			Thelma Rudd also lives in the Frank and Joe Hardy Dormitory, but a floor below me on the second. The do-good council assigned her to be my guidance counselor. She is responsible for checking on me, so she often drops by my room to ask how I am faring. I insist all is fine (actually what I say is “hunky-dory,” because you use that odd expression, Mother and Father, and I picture your faces whenever I say it). Thelma often eyes me with a mixture of concern and bewilderment. She must suspect me of hiding something because last time I said “hunky-dory,” she said, “Tell Mama the truth.”

			Some of the older girls—by “older” I mean the thirteen-year-old girls who have been here for twenty years or more—like to refer to themselves as “Mama.” They act motherly toward a newborn. They sew patches on the seat of his jeans. They bring him a bran muffin for breakfast to ensure that his bowel movements are regular. They call him “honey,” “sweetie,” “baby,” and “pet.”

			Ever since I told Thelma that you, Mother, are a fan of jazz standards, she has been singing me bedtime lullabies from the American songbook. I may be past the lullaby age, but in Thelma’s eyes, I am still a newborn. Last night she chose “Begin the Beguine.”

			On Merricat Blackwood Street, Thelma stops in front of an old warehouse where dozens of townies are pushing rattling shopping carts filled with canned goods like green beans, creamed corn, pears, and chickpeas.

			Thelma says, “We had a delivery today.”

			I ask to go in because I have never seen inside a food warehouse. The space is the size of the Helen Keller gymnasium, but instead of bleachers along its periphery, the warehouse has racks of metal shelving that stand high enough that ladders are needed to reach the top. These shelves serve as rebirthing beds for the canned goods, boxes of cereal, rice, pasta, bags of potatoes, carrots, apples, and all the other simple foods we eat here. The food is vegetarian because, as Thelma would say, meat is death, and nothing truly dead can exist in Town.

			“Does the food appear in the blink of an eye?” I ask Thelma. “Just like a newborn?”

			“Yep, but the food don’t come till we remove every single morsel from the last delivery.”

			We leave the warehouse and continue up the street to the Jonathan Livingston House of Good. It turns out to be a community center with furniture that seems to come from a rummage sale. The miniature fridge and stove in the kitchenette are dented. The wooden chairs around the room are mismatched and chipped. The coffee table is a battered steamer trunk with leatherette handles hanging half off. The plaid couch where Thelma and I take a seat is shabby with quilts laid over spots where the stuffing fluffs through. Hung over the couch is a cuckoo clock with no hands to tell time. Every few minutes, the little shuttered window on the clock swings open and a platform with nothing on it sticks out and then darts back inside.

			Most townies at the house of good wear the same purple armband Thelma has around her left biceps. The armband is a symbol of do-goodism. Other than the armband, they dress like everybody else, in jeans and T-shirts.

			The boys here, like the boys at the Frank and Joe, have jagged haircuts. There are no barbers in Town, so we cut one another’s hair, and consequently some of the boys have bald spots. As barbers yourselves, Father and Mother, you would be appalled. At least hair grows faster in heaven, in the same way wounds and scabs heal more quickly.

			Girls’ hair is less hacked because girls usually let their hair grow long. The girl who sits down with Thelma and me has long golden hair, the type seen in shampoo ads in America. Thelma introduces us; the girl’s name is Esther Haglund. Esther would never be chosen to star in a shampoo ad: she is a dwarf, albeit a tall one (she is about a foot and a half shorter than I am). She has the larger cranium and bulging forehead common among dwarfs.

			“Esther’s a do-gooder in training,” Thelma explains to me. “That’s why her armband is light purple.”

			“Mauve,” Esther says. “And I knit it myself.” She touches the band around her left biceps.

			Thelma points out the pleated skirt Esther is wearing. “Esther makes all her own clothes.”

			I just stare. I have never been around a dwarf before.

			“So how do you like do-goodism so far?” Thelma asks her.

			“Well, I’m no complainer, but, Thelma, I swear the residents in my dorm can be pigs sometimes. I make them snacks, organize their school schedules, offer a shoulder to cry on, and even darn their damn socks, and then they leave a Zig-awful mess in our kitchenette and expect me to clean it up. One of them even said to me, ‘You do-gooders live for sh*t like this.’ ”

			Thelma shakes her head.

			Esther notices my staring. “Do you have a question, Oliver?” she asks.

			“Yes, Esther. I was wondering, what type of dwarfism are you afflicted with?”

			“Afflicted with?” Esther’s eyes bulge. “What the hell kind of talk is that?”

			“I am having trouble recalling the types of dwarf—”

			Thelma cuts in: “He’s a newbie, Esther.”

			“I don’t give a fig if he’s a newbie or an old boy. That question was plain rude.” She turns to me. “We don’t say ‘dwarf’—we say ‘little person.’ You got that, kid?”

			I nod my head.

			Esther reaches for her glass of punch on the side table and then heads off into the crowd of do-gooders in her bowlegged gait.

			“I guess I made a friend,” I say to Thelma. (This comment, please note, is true irony.)

			She pats my leg. “Don’t mind her.”

			“I wonder why Zig doesn’t fix dwarfs,” I say. “After all, he can fix cancer and blindness.”

			“Being a little person ain’t a disease, Oliver. It don’t need no fixing.”

			I mull this fact over and then ask, “What about children with Down syndrome?”

			“Well, some people claim retarded kids come here a little smarter to make their afterlives easier.”

			“Zig adjusts their IQ up?”

			“That’s what people say, but who knows if it’s really true.”

			I have a frightening thought: maybe Zig adjusted my IQ down. Maybe my IQ was too high back in Hoffman Estates and prevented me from interacting normally with my peers. Mr. Miller, my old English teacher, once said, “Oliver, being over-smart is a handicap.” At the time, I thought Mr. Miller was bitter because I had corrected his grammar in class. (“It is easy: ‘who’ is a subject and ‘whom’ is an object,” I told him as he eyed me with such vexation I feared he would crack his yardstick over my head.)

			I do not know my actual intelligence quotient, Mother and Father, since you did not want me tested. You did not want me skipping grades. “You stick out enough as it is,” you reasoned, Father. In hindsight, I deem your decision wise because had I never spent time with children my own age, I would be completely out of my element here.

			Somebody else catches my eye at the house of good. A boy over by the hors d’oeuvres table is taking quick nibbles of a carrot stick. He is a black boy with an Afro, but he has white splotches on his arms and a few on his face, including a kind of starburst patch on his forehead.

			I point out the boy to Thelma.

			“That’s Reginald Washington,” she says. “He’s the president of our do-good council.”

			“He has vitiligo,” I say. “It’s a disease that destroys the pigmentation in the skin.”

			“He came to Town like that, but the spots haven’t spread none since he got here. He says Zig put a stop to them. One of the reasons he became a do-gooder was to thank Zig.”

			Reginald Washington claps his hands for attention. He stands at a podium set up near the hors d’oeuvres. “Kindly lend me your ears, my friends.”

			He gives a talk about do-goodism, the importance of helping others instead of floundering around aimlessly in one’s own head. He holds a small bullhorn, which he uses to amplify certain phrases so they sound like the word of Zig. “Do right by others, and they will do right by you!” he thunders as the do-gooders nod their heads—all but Esther, who rolls her eyes.

			That do-right tenet is malarkey. For example, I once allowed Oscar Stanley and Larry Schultz to copy from my geometry homework, and did they do right by me? No—the next day, they tripped me as I was walking down the front stairs of Helen Keller, and I sprained my ankle.

			I stop listening to Reginald. I prefer to flounder in my own head, thank you very much. I wonder again if my brainpower has fallen a notch in the afterlife. I work myself into such a lather that I feel in mourning for those lost points of IQ. I finally excuse myself and go to the boys’ room, where I sit on the toilet and recite the periodic table to make myself feel better.
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			I will tell you right away that the next scene is a dream. I dislike stories where a dream is presented, even briefly, as reality. I do not appreciate such trickery and will never knowingly deceive you, Mother and Father.

			So here is the dream I have on the night of the punch party: I am lying in the center circle of the empty basketball court at Helen Keller. Along one wall is stretched a banner reading, GO, TROJANS, GO! The me in my dream believes he has been reborn in America because his eyeglasses are on his face and he is once again stark naked. He stands and starts heading toward the gym doors when, in the blink of an eye, the space fills with secondhand supplies—couches, stoves, bicycles, boxes of books, mattresses. So many objects are piled around that he must climb over them in an attempt to reach the gym doors. As he clambers over crates of the same mystery novel (And Then There Were None), he hears a pounding coming from the doors. Despite his atheism, he feels that some higher power is knocking. He stubs his toe and twists his ankle as he climbs through the debris, but he finally reaches the exit and swings the doors open. A blinding light greets him. He says to the light, “Are you there, Zig? It is I, Oliver.”

			Then a voice says, “Are you there, Oliver?” This is where my dream ends. I wake up and realize somebody is knocking on the door to my room.

			“It’s me. It’s Thelma.”

			“Give me a moment,” I call out in a half mumble. After the punch party, Thelma had said she had an all-night shift in the rebirthing room at the Meg Murry Infirmary. What is she doing back at the Frank and Joe already?

			As I slip out of bed, moonlight is streaming through my open drapes. The moon here is full every night. Again, puzzling. I switch on my desk lamp and squint from the sudden brightness. The clock on my desk says a quarter to three.

			I shuffle to the door in my oversize pajamas. When I open it, I think for an instant I am still in my Helen Keller dream because standing beside Thelma Rudd in the dimly lit corridor is a member of the Trojans basketball team. He is not in uniform, but I recognize him all the same.

			“Zig sent us a late package,” Thelma says, but I do not even glance at her because I am looking at the boy.

			“Johnny Henzel?” I say.

			The boy nods. He stares at me in the same transfixed way I stare at him. He looks thinner than he did in Hoffman Estates. His buzz cut exposes his ears, one of which is bigger than the other. His eyelashes are so dark he seems to be wearing mascara.

			“Did you also have a heart defect?” I ask.

			“What?” Johnny Henzel says.

			“A hole in your heart,” I say. The chances of two deaths by the same cause at the same school in the same semester are infinitesimally small, I know, but I am half-asleep.

			“Let’s step inside,” says Thelma, but nobody moves.

			Johnny runs his hands over his hair, scratching his scalp and wincing a bit. Finally, he stops scratching and says, “We didn’t die from a f*cking heart defect, Boo.” His voice is hoarse, shaky. “We got shot by some crazy kid at school.”

			A scream. Not in the corridor outside my room, but in my mind. A memory of a scream that rang out in the hallway of Helen Keller.

			My voice comes out in a whisper: “You must be mistaken.”

			Johnny Henzel drops his knapsack. He moves toward me and opens his arms. He hugs me to him, his sweaty head resting on my bony shoulder. Even though I dislike being touched, even though I was never hugged by anybody but you two, I do not pull away. I pat between his shoulders gently, the way a mama does, as Johnny Henzel sobs and sobs in my arms.
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			Remember your favorite story about my inability to cry? The encyclopedia story? The incident took place when I was four and we had just moved to 222 Hill Drive in the Sandpits Apartments so you could take over the local barbershop. You had left me in the den with my plastic dinosaurs while you unpacked dishes in the kitchen. A dreadful racket soon had you scurrying back to the den, where you discovered that the bookshelves on which you had placed a set of encyclopedias earlier had proven too flimsy. Three shelves had given way, scattering volumes A to Z. There I sat among the toppled books, staring placidly into the face of my toy ankylosaur, a dinosaur with an armored body and a bony tail club.

			“A whole bookshelf of encyclopedias fell on our little egghead,” you said, Mother, in wonder, “and he still didn’t crack.”

			“Our son has the head of an ankylosaur!” you added, Father.

			Oh, how I liked when you told that story! I miss you, Mother and Father. Given my holey heart, you must have braced yourselves for my early death, but surely you did not expect my life to be snuffed out by a boy with a gun.
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			Johnny Henzel did not die immediately. After he was shot, he was taken to the Schaumburg Medical Center, where he lay in a coma and never awoke. He tells Thelma and me that despite being unconscious, he could sometimes hear what people said to him.

			“The doctors even told my folks to talk to me,” Johnny says. “They never mentioned the shootings, though. They thought if they did, I wouldn’t get better.”

			It was his ten-year-old sister who told him about his murder. When their parents were out of the room fetching some lunch, she leaned in close to Johnny’s head, swathed in its turban of bandages, and whispered, “Gunboy got you!”

			“Brenda said my folks refused to say the killer’s name out loud. They’d just call him ‘the boy with the gun.’ She told me not to worry ’cause Gunboy couldn’t get me no more. He’d shot himself dead.”

			“He is dead too?” I say, astounded.

			Johnny makes one hand into a pistol and holds it to his own temple. He nods and pulls the trigger.

			He and Thelma are sitting Indian-style on the opposite bed. I sit on my own bed, hugging my pillow. I think I am in shock: I did not die from the over-excitement of learning 106 elements by heart.

			“Who was Gunboy?” I ask Johnny, whose eyes are still bloodshot from crying.

			“I don’t know for sure,” he replies. “Brenda never mentioned him again. She just kept pleading with me to wake up. ‘Open your eyes, Johnny! Please open your eyes!’ ”

			“If Gunboy is a true boy, he must have been a student at our school,” I say. “Oh, goodness, he may be thirteen. He may have been reborn here in Town!”

			“I doubt it,” Thelma says. “Zig may be a dope, but I can’t figure he’d ever let in a killer.” She turns to Johnny. “You didn’t get a look at him?”

			“No, not the day of the shooting. I just remember walking down the hall minding my own business. I saw Jermaine Tucker and Cynthia Orwell and Larry Schultz and Oscar Stanley,” he says. “I saw you, Boo, standing at your locker. And then nothing.”

			“If we die in a real horrible way, Zig erases the very last seconds of our deaths,” Thelma says. “It’s for our own good.”

			“Gunboy probably shot me in the back of the head,” Johnny says. “And got you, too, Boo. You didn’t see nothing?”

			“I was facing my locker,” I say. “But I may remember the sound of a gunshot and even a scream. I am not sure, though. It is all very fuzzy.”

			“Who at your school would want to shoot you boys?” Thelma asks.

			Many a former classmate of mine took pleasure in hassling me and hurting me, but would any of them actually shoot me in the back?

			Johnny narrows his eyes. “I think Gunboy was a new kid at school.”

			“Why do you think that?” I ask.

			“I see the b*stard’s face. He comes to me in my nightmares.”

			“Your nightmares?”

			“All the nightmares I had at the hospital when I was in my coma. Gunboy haunts me, man. He won’t leave me the f*ck alone.”

			“Maybe you did catch a glimpse of him,” Thelma says.

			“The kid in my dream has an ugly mug, evil eyes, big ears, and messy hair like a punk rocker. I think I might have even seen him around in the months before we got shot.”

			I try to picture such a boy. But I died on only the fourth day of the school year, so I might not have noticed any new boys. Perhaps he was not in my classes. “It’s possible Gunboy killed other thirteen-year-olds,” I say. “Other classmates of ours may be here too.”

			“We can check the rebirthing books at the different infirmaries,” Thelma says. “We’ll see if Zig sent us any more packages from Hoffman Estates, Illinois.” She gets up from the bed and pats Johnny’s shoulder. “We’ll talk more in the morning, honey. You need to get some sleep.”

			“Why does he need sleep?” I say. “He was just in a coma for five weeks.”

			Thelma ignores my comment. She comes over and tries hugging me to her big, soft body, but I have had my fill of hugs tonight, so I move away and climb under the covers. She sings a few bars of “In the Still of the Night” as she tucks in my blanket.

			After Thelma leaves, I watch Johnny shuck his clothes and don the striped pajamas Thelma stuffed into his knapsack. As he slides into bed, I wonder if he is afraid to go to sleep in case he falls back into a coma or has a nightmare about Gunboy. But I do not ask. I reach over and turn off the light on my desk. We lie in the dark in silence.

			Finally, Johnny says, “I’m glad you’re here.”

			When I do not reply, he goes on: “I don’t mean I’m glad you’re dead, or passed or whatever the hell they say. I’m just glad I’m not alone. I’m glad a friend’s here with me.”

			A friend. He called me a friend. Odd. We seldom spoke back in America, but then again, Johnny was shot in the head, so perhaps he does not remember things exactly as they were.

			“Good night, Johnny.”

			“Good night, Boo.”

			But it is not a good night because not for one minute do I sleep.
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			You knew Johnny, Mother and Father. He delivered our Tribune. He seldom stopped by Clippers, though. His hair was shoulder-length, but it was probably shaved off before the surgeons treated his head wound.

			I had actually predicted an early death for Johnny back in Hoffman Estates. He was a skitcher. Do you know what skitching is? It is an illegal winter activity whereby a person crouches behind an idling car, grabs its bumper, and then skates down the icy street as the car drives away.

			Johnny was a speed demon, as the ribbons he had won as a sprinter on the track team proved. But I saw this perilous activity as a death wish. Furthermore, I saw a paradox because he also served as a school crossing guard. As a skitcher, he flouted the safety rules of the road and risked life and limb; as a crossing guard, he helped younger kids navigate busy roads safely.

			I was once witness to his daredevilry, during the winter before our passings. As you know, I always rose early because I could easily survive on six hours of sleep a night. Around six in the morning, I went for my constitutional. Johnny was also up at that hour on account of his paper route, and I would see him around the Sandpits Apartments pulling a rusty wagon filled with copies of the Tribune. In winter, a sled replaced the wagon.

			One day in January, I came across his sled left in front of
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