CSJ English 10
Summer Reading Assignment

DIRECTIONS: Students will read “Indian Education” and “This is What it Means to
Say Phoenix, Arizona” by Sherman Alexie. Students should be prepared to discuss
the texts and complete a writing assignment about the Native American experience.

In order to better understand these texts, students should complete the following
annotations:

1. Highlight the most important key words and phrases in each paragraph or
section of text.

2. Write questions, comments and reactions in the margins of the text.

3. Make inferences about what the paragraph is really saying about the Native
American experience.

4. Summarize the main points of the text in your own words.
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Essential Questions

1. How have the ways in which Native Americans been treated by the early settlers and government shaped
and impacted their current culture?

2. To what extent are the early settlers and government responsible for the issues Native Americans face
today?

3. How does Alexie’s short story show a different side to being American and the American Dream?

Indian Education {Short Story)
By Sherman Alexie

About the Author

Sherman Alexie, the son of a Coeur d'Alene Indian father and a Spokane Indian Mother, was born in 1966
and grew up on the Spokane Reservation in Wellpinit, Washington, home to some 1,100 Spokane tribal
members. A precocious child who endured much teasing from his fellow classmates on the reservation and
who realized as a teenager that his educational opportunities there were extremely limited, Alexie made the
unusual decision to attend high school off the reservation in nearby Reardon. While in college, he began
publishing poetry; within a year of graduation, his first collection, The Business of Fancy Dancing (1992),
appeared. This was followed by The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven (1993), a short story
collection, and the novels Reservation Blues (1995) and indian Killer (1996), all of which have garnered
numerous awards and honors. Alexie also wrote the screenplay for the highly acclaimed film Smoke Signals.

Backeround on the U.S. government's “Indian Schools”

By the mid-1800s, most Native American tribes had been overwhelmed by the superior weapons of the U.S.
military and confined to reservations. Beginning in the late 1800s and continuing into the 1950s,
government policymakers established boarding schools for Native American youth to help them assimilate
into the dominant “American” culture and thus become “civilized.” To this end, children were forcibly
removed from their homes for long periods to separate them from native traditions. At the boarding
schools, they were given a cursory academic education and spent most of their time studying Christian
teachings and working to offset the cost of their schooling. Students were punished for speaking their own
language or practicing their own religion. Responding to protests from the American Indian Movement in
the 1970s, the government began to send fewer Native Americans to boarding schools and at newly
established reservation schools. Currently, government funding for Native American schools remains
considerably lower than for other public schools, and students often make do with inadequate and
antiquated failures, equipment, and textbooks. In part because of such educational failures, few Native
American students go on to college, and the incidence of alcohol, drug abuse, and suicide among Native
Americans is higher than any other US population.

Directions

* Highlight at least 3 of the most important key words and phrases in each section.

s Write questions, comments, and your reaction in the margins.

¢ Make at least 3 inferences about what the section is really saying about Indian Education.
¢ Summarize the main points of the text in your own words.
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First Grade

My hair was too short and my U.S. Government glasses were horn-rimmed, ugly, and all that first
winter in school, the other Indian boys chased me from one corner of the playground to the other. They
pushed me down, buried me in the snow until | couldn’t breathe, thought I'd never breathe again.

They stole my glasses and threw them over my head, around my outstretched hands, just beyond my
reach, until someone tripped me and sent me falling again, facedown in the snow.

I was always falling down; my Indian name was Junior Falls Down. Sometimes it was Bloody Nose or
Steal-His-Lunch. Once it was Cries-Like-a-White-Boy, even though none of us had seen a white boy cry.

Then it was Friday morning recess and Frenchy Silohn threw snowballs at me while the rest of the
Indian boys tortured some other top-yogh-yaught kid, another weakling. But Frenchy was confident enough
to torment me all by himself, and most days | would have let him.

But the little warrior in me roared to life that day and knocked Frenchy to the ground, held his head
against the snow, and punched him so hard the my knuckles and the snow make symmetrical bruises on his
face. He almost looked like he was wearing war paint.

But he wasn’t the warrior. | was. And | chanted It's a good day to die, it’s a good day to die, all
the way down to the principal’s office.

What is Alexie really saying about Indian Education and how it affected him and other Native Americans in
this section? Make at least 3 inferences.
1.

Second Grade

Betty Towle, missionary teacher, redheaded and so ugly that no one ever had a puppy crush on her,
made me stay in for recess fourteen days straight.

“Tell me you're sorry,” she said.

“Sorry for what?” | asked.

“Everything,” she said and made me stand straight for fifteen minutes, eagle-armed with books in
each hand. One was a math book; the other was English. But all | learned was that gravity can be painful.

For Halloween | drew a picture of her riding a broom with a scrawny cat on the back. She said that
her God would never forgive me for that.

Once, she gave the class a spelling test but set me aside and gave me a test designed for junior high
students. When | spelled all the words right, she crumpled up the paper and made me eat it.

“You'll learn respect,” she said.

She sent a letter home with me that told my parents to either cut my braids or keep me home from
class. My parents came in the next day and dragged their braids across Betty Towle's desk,

“Indians, indians, indians.” She said it without capitalization. She called me “indian, indian, indian. *

And | said, Yes I am, I am Indian. Indicn, | am.

What is Alexie really saying about Indian Education and how it affected him and other Native Americans in
this section? Make at east 3 inferences.
1,
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Third Grade

My traditional Native American art career began and ended with my very first portrait: Stick Indian
Taking a Piss in My Backyard.

As | circulated the original print around the classroom, Mrs. Schluter intercepted and confiscated my
art,

Censorship, | might cry now. Freedom of expression, | would write in editorials to the tribal
newspaper.

In the third grade, though, | stood alone in the corner, faced the wall, and waited for the punishment
to end.

m still waiting.

What is Alexie really saying about Indian Education and how it affected him and other Native Americans in
this section? Make at least 3 inferences.
1,

Fourth Grade

“You should be a doctor when you grow up,” Mr. Schluter told me, even though his wife, the third
grade teacher, thought | was crazy beyond my years. My eyes always looked like | had just hit-and-run
someone.

“Guilty,” she said. “You always look guilty.”

“Why should | be a doctor?” | asked Mr. Schiuter.

“So you can come back and help the tribe. So you can heal people.”

That was the year my father drank a gallon of vodka a day and the same year that my mother started
two hundred quilts but never finished any. They sat in separate, dark places in cur HUD house and wept
savagely.

I ran home after school, heard their Indian tears, and looked in the mirror. Doctor Victor, | called
myself, invented and education, talked to my reflection. Doctor Victor to the emergency room.

What is Alexie really saying about Indian Education and how it affected him and other Native Americans in
this section? Make at least 3 inferences.
1.
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Fifth Grade

| picked up a basketball for the first time and made my first shot. No. | missed my first shot, missed
the basket completely, and the ball landed in the dirt and sawdust, sat there just like | had sat there only
minutes before.

But it felt good, that ball in my hands, all those possibilities and angles. It was mathematics,
geometry. It was beautiful,

At that same moment, my cousin Steven Ford sniffed rubber cement from a paper bag and leaned
back on the merry-go-round. His ears rang, his mouth was dry, and everyone seemed so far away.

But it felt good, that buzz in his head, all those colors and noises. It was chemistry, biology. It was
beautiful.

Oh, do you remember those sweet, almost innocent choices that the Indian boys were forced to make?

| What is Alexie really saying about Indian Education and how it affected him and other Native Americans in
this section? Make at least 3 inferences.
i

Sixth Grade

Randy, the new Indian kid from the white town of Springdale, got into a fight an hour after he first
walked into the reservation school.

Stevie Flett called him out, called him a squaw man, called him a pussy, and called him a punk.

Randy and Stevie, and the rest of the Indian boys, walked out into the playground.

“Throw the first punch,” Stevie said as they squared off.

“No,” Randy said.

“Throw the first punch,” Stevie said again.

"No,” Randy said again.

“Throw the first punch!” Stevie said for the third time, and Randy reared back and pitched a knuckle
fastball that broke Stevie's nose.

We all stood there in silence, in awe.
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That was Randy, my soon-to-be first and best friend, who taught me the most valuable lesson about
living in the white world: Always throw the first punch.

| What is Alexie really saying about Indian Education and how it affected him and other Native Americans in
this section? Make at least 3 inferences.
1.

Seventh Grade

I leaned through the basement window of the HUD house and kissed the white girl who would later
be raped by her foster-parent father, who was also white. They both lived on the reservation, though, and
when the headlines and stories filled the papers later, not one word was made of their color.

Just Indians being Indians, someone must have said somewhere and they were wrong.

But on the day | leaned out through the basement window of the HUD house and kissed the white
girl, | felt the good-byes | was saying to my entire tribe. | held my lips tight against her lips, a dry, clumsy, and
ultimately stupid kiss.

But | was saying good-bye to my tribe, to all the Indian girls and women | might have loved, to all the
Indian men who might have called me cousin, even brother,

| kissed that white girl and when | opened my eyes, | was gone from the reservation, living in a farm
town where a beautiful white girl asked my name.

“Junior Polatkin,” | said, and she laughed.

After that, no one spoke to me for another five hundred years.

What is Alexie really saying about Indian Education and how it affected him and other Native Americans in
this section? Make at least 3 inferences.
i

Eighth Grade

At the farm town junior high, in the boys’ bathroom, | could hear voices from the girls’ bathroom,
nervous whispers of anorexia and bulimia. | could hear the white girls’ forced vomiting, a sound so familiar
and natural to me after years of listening to my father’s hangovers.

“Give me your lunch if you're just going to throw it up,” | said to one of those girls once.

I sat back and watched them grow skinny from self pity.
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What is Alexie really saying about Indian Education and how it affected him and other Native Americans in
this section? Make at least 3 inferences.
1.

Postscript: Class Reunion
Victor said, “Why should we organize a reservation high school reunion? My graduating class has a
reunion every weekend at the Powwow Tavern.”

What is Alexie really saying about Indian Education and how it affected him and other Native Americans in
this section? Make at least 2 inferences.
1,

2

After Reading Questions
In your own words, summarize what this short story is reafly about. Use the sentence frame below.
In his short story “Indian Education,” Sherman Alexie

How have the ways in which Native Americans been treated by the early settlers and government shaped
and impacted their current culture?

To what extent are the early settlers and government responsible for the issues Native Americans face
today?

How does Alexie’s short story show a different side to being American and the American Dream?
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SHERMAN ALEXIFE

Thus Is What It Means to Say
Phoenix, Arizona

FROM ESQUIRE

Just arrer Vietor lost his job an the Bureau ol Indian Alfairs, he
also Tound out that his father lad died ol a heart attack in Phoenix,
Arizona, Victor hadn’t seen his father o lew years, had only
talked to hinv an the telephone once or iwice, b there stibl
agenetic pain, which was as read and immediate as o broken hon
Victor didn’t have any money. Who does hine money on a rese
vation, exeept the cigarette and fireworks salespeople? His Gither
had asavings account waiting 1o be caimed, bt Victor needeet wo
lind 2 way 1o get lrom Spokane (o Phocenix, Vicior's mother was
Just as poor as he was, and the rest of his family dida't have any
use at all o him, So Vicior called the tribad council.

“Listen.” Victor said. “My father just died, 1 need some imoney
to get 10 Phoenix w nuke arrangemems.”
vow, Victon,” the commneil said, “you know we're having a diflicult
time linancially.”

“But 1 thoughe the couneil had special funds set aside for statl
like this.”

“Now, Victo, we do have some money available for the praper
rewrn of il members” bodies. But 1 don’t think we hasve enough
1o bring your Lather all 1the way hiack from Phoenix.”

"Well,” Victor saicl. *It ain’t going to cost all that much. He Do
o be cremated. Things were kind of ngly. He dicel of a heart attack
in his trailer and nobaody Tound him for a week, It was reallv hot,
oo, You get the picture.”




(& This Is What It Means to Say Phoewx, Arizena

“Now, Victor, we're sorry for your loss and the circumstances,
But we can really only afford to give you one hundred dollars.”

“That’s not even enough for a plane ticker.”

“Well, you might consider driving down 10 Phoenix.”

“T don’t have a car Besides, T was going to drive my father's
pickup back up here.”

“Now, Victor,” the council suid, *we're sure there is somebody
who could drive you to Phoenix. Or could anybody lend you the
rest ol the money>”

“You know there win't nobody around with that kind of money.”

“Well, we're sorry, Victor, but that's the best we can do.”

Victor accepied the tribal council’s ofler. What ¢lse could he do?
So he signed the proper papers, picked up his check, and walked
over 10 the Trading Post to cash it

While Vicor stood in line, he watched Thamas Builds-the-Fire
standing near the magazine vack talking 10 himsell. Like he always
did. Thomas was a storyteller whom nobody wanted to listen 1o,
That's like heing a dentist in 2 town where evervbocdy has False
teeth.

Victor and Thomas Buildsthe-Fire were the same age, had grown
up and plaved in the dirt together. Ever since Victor could remem-
ber, it was Thomas who had always had something to say.

Once, when they were seven years old, when Victor's Eacher still
lived with the Lamily, Thomas closed his eyes aned told Victor thi
story: "Your Father’s heart is weak. He is afraid of his own family,
Fle is afraid of yvow. Late at night, he sits in the dark. Watches the
welevision until there's nothing bt that white noise. Sometimes he
feels like he wints te buy a motoreyele and ride away. He wants o
run s hide. He doesn't want (o be {ound.”

Thomas Buildsthe-Fire had known that Vieter's Eaher was going
16 leave, known it before anyone. Now Victor stood in the Trading
Post with a one-himdred-doll check in his hand, wondering i
Thomas knew that Victor’s father was dead, il he knew what was
going to lappen pext.

Just then, Thomas louked a Victor, smiled, and walked over 1o
him,

“Victor, I'm sorry about your Gathes,” Themas said.

“How did you know about it?” Victor asked.

“I heard it on the wind. I heard it from the birds. T felcitin the
sunlight. Also, your maother was just in here crying.”
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“Oh.” Victor said and looked around the Trading Post. E_ the
other Indians stared, surprised that Victor was even ualking 1o
‘Fhonas. Nobody talked 1o Thomas anymore because he wold the
wune damn stories over and over again. Victor was .m.::w_‘_:mﬁ.g_.
It he thought that Thomas might be able to help him. Victor fel
a sicdden need tor tradivon. .

“ can lend you the moncey you need,” Thomas said suddenly.
*lut you have 1o take me with you.” .

“I can't take your money,” Victor m:._._...._ mean, | hav - t hardly

alked 10 you in years. We're not really fri snds anymore.” i

“| didn’t say we were friends. T said you had 1o take me with you.

“Let me think about it.”

Victor went home with his one hundred dollars and sat at the
kitehen table. He held his head in his hands and thought abowt
Thomas Builds-the-Fire, remembered litde details, tears and scars,

the bicyele they shared Tor a summer, so many storie

Thomas Builds-the-Fire sat on the bicycle, waiting in Victor’s va.
He was ten years ofd and skinny. Tlis haiv was dirty because it was
the Fourth ol july. . :

“Victor,” Thomas yelled. “Hurry up. We're going (o niss the fire-
works.”

Alter a few minutes, Victor ran out of his family’s _::._vr.. vanlted
wver the porch railing, and linded g cefully on the a_._ms,.zr. y

Thomas gave him the bike and they headed for the fireworks.
11 was nearly dirk andl the lireworks were abot ey start.

“You know,” Thomas said, “it’s stange how us Indians celebraw
the Fourth of July. ICain’t like it was our independence everyhody

was fighting for.” . o
“You think about things wo much,” Victor sawd, s st sup-
posed 1o be Tun, Maybe junior will be there.” .
“Which Junior? Everybody on this reservation 15 named Junior.
‘The fireworks were simall, hardly more than a few hotle rockets
and a fountain. But it was enough for two Indian bays. Years Later,
they would need much more. - . .
Alterward, sitting in the dark, fighting ol mosquitoes, Victor
turned to Thomas Builds-the-Fire.
“liey,” Victor said. “Tell me a story.
‘Thomas closed his eves and told this story: “There were these
twor Indian hoys who wanied 1o be warriors. But it was 100 late to
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This Is What It Means to Say
Phoenix, Arizona

FROM ESQUIRE

Just arrer Victor lost his job at the Bureau of Indian Adtairs, he
also found out that his Lather hid died ol a beartawack in Phoenix,
Avizona. Victor hadn't seen s father in a few years, had only
talked 10 him on the telephone once or iwice, hut there sl was
i grenetic pain, which was as real sined immediate as a braken hone,
Victar didn’t have any moncy. Who does have money on a reser
vation, exeept the cigarette and fireworks salespeople? His father
had a suvings account waiting 1o be claimed, but Victor necded o
find 2 way to get from Spokane o Phoenix, Victor's mother was
Just as poor as he was, and the rest of his Gudy didn’t have any
use at all for him, 8o Victor called the wibal counil,

“Lasten,” Victor saic, “My father just died. 1 need some money
o get 10 Phoenix 1o make armngements,”

“Now, Vicios," the conmcil said, “you know we're having a diffieult
tme fiancially.”

“But | thought the commcil had special funds set aside Tor stull
like this.”

“Now, Victor, we do have some money awvailable for the proper
rewurn ol tribal members” bodies. But 1 don’t think we have enough
to bring vour ather all the way back from Phoenix.”

"Well,” Victor said. "I sun’t going 1o cost all that much. He had
1o he cremated. Things were kind ol ugly, He dicd ol a heart attack
in his wailer and nobody found him for i week. T was ¢ sally hot,
ton. You get the picture.




2 This Is What It Means to Say Phoenix, Anzona

“Now, Victor, we're sorry for your loss and the circumstances,
But we can really only afford to give you one hundred dollars.”

“That's not even enough for a plane tcked.”

“Well, you might consider driving down 1o Phoenix.”

“I don’t have a4 car. Besides, I was going to drive my {ather's
pickup back up here.”

“Now, Victor,” the council said, “we're sure there is somebody
who could drive yon 1o Phoenix. Or could anyhady lend you the
rest of the money?”

“You know there ain’t nobody around with that kind of money.”

“Well, we're sorry, Victon, but that's the best we can do.”

Victor accepted the wribal councils offer. What else could he do?
S0 he signed the proper papers, picked up his check, and walked
over 1o the Trading Post to cash it

While Victor stood in line, be watched Thonus Builds-the-Fire
standing near the magazine rack talking o himseli. Like he always
did. Thomas was a storyteller whom nobody wanted to lisien to.
That's like heing a dentist in a 1own where everybody has false
teeth.

Victor and Thomas Builds-the-Fire were the same age, had grown
up and plaved in the dirt together. Fver since Victor could remem-
her, it was Thomas who had always had something o say.

Ounce, when they were seven years old, when Victor's tather still
lived with the Eamily, Thomas closed his eyes aned 1old Victor this
story: “Your father’s heart is weak. He s afrid of bis own family,
He is afraid of vou. Late at might, he sits in the dark. Watches the
television uniil there's nothing but that white noeise, Sometmes he
feels like he wanns 10 buy a motorcycle and ride away. He wants to
run aud hide. He doesn’t want 10 be fonnd.”

Thomas Builds-the-Fire had known that Vietor's Eather was going
10 leave, known it helore anyone. Now Vicior stood in the Trading
Post with a one-hundrved-doltar cheek in his haid, wondering i
Thomas knew that Victor's fther was dead, if he knew what was
going to lappen next.

Just then, Thomas looked ar Victor, smiled, and walked over 1o
him.

Victor, I'm sorry about your fuher,” Thomas said.

“How did you know about it?” Victor asked.

1 heand it on the wind. | heard it trom the birds. T felt jtin the
sunlight. Also, your mother was just in here crying.”

“

r
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. H ey >
“(3h.” Victor said and looked around the Trading Post. All the

other Indians stared, surprised that Victor was even talking 1o
Pha
e
bt he thoughi that Thon:
a sndden need for tradition.

as. Nobody talked to Thomas anymore hecause he wold the
damn stories over and over again. Victor was embariassed,
s might be able to help him. Victor feh

"] can lend you the money you need,” Thomas said suddenly.
“But you have to take me with you.” .

“I can’t take your money,” Victor said. “1 mean, I haven't hardly
tulked to you in years. We're not really friends n._&.E:..A..... )
“I didn’t say we were: (riends. T said you had o take me with you.

“Let me think about i”

Victor went hame with his one hundred dollars and sat at the
kitchen table. He held his head in his hands and thought about
Thomus Builds-the-Fire, remembered Jittde details, tears and scars,
ihie bicycle they shared for a sununer, so many sLorics.

‘Fhomis Builds-the-Fire sat on the bicycle, waiting in Victor's varl.
lle was ten years old and skinny. Tis hair was dirty hecause it was
the Fourth of Jaly. . ,

“Victor,” Thomis yelled. “Fhurry up. We're going 1o miss the fire-
works.”

After a few minutes, Victor ran ont of his family’s house, vaulhed
over the porch wiling, and landed gracelully on the .mEn.z..._r.

Thomas gave him the bike and they headed for the fireworks.
11 was nearly dark and the lireworks were about 1o s,

“You know,” Thomas saidd, "it’s strange how us Indians celebraw
the Fourth of July. Ieain’t like it was our independence everybody

was lighting Tor”

“You think about things oo much,” Victor
posed o be fun, Maybe Junior will be __.c_.n.... ) o
“Which Junior? Fyerybody on this reservation 1s named Junior

‘I'he fireworks were sinall, hardly more than a few hotule rockets
and 2 fountain. But it was enough for two Indian boys. Years later,

nidl. “1's just sup-

they woukld need much more. - . .

Alterward. sitting in the dark, lighting off mosquitoes, Victor
turned to Thomus Builds-the-Fire.

“ley,” Victor said. “Tell me a story.”

‘Thomas closed his eyes and told this story: “There were these
But it was too lste to

two Indian boys who wanted 1o he warrio
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be warriors in the old way. All the horses were gone. $o the wo
Indian bovs stole a car and drove to the city. They parked the stolen
car in the front of the police station and then hitchhiked back
home 10 the reservation. When they got back, all their friends
cheered and their parents® eyes shone with pride. “You were very
brave,” everybody said 1o the two Indian boys. ‘Very hrave.”™

“Yarhey,” Vietor said, “That's a good one. | wish 1 could be a
warrion”

“Me too,” Thomas said,

fictor satat his kitchien wble. He comnted his one hundred dollags
again and again. He knew he needed more 1o make it to Phoenix
and back. He knew he needed Thomas Builds-ahieFire, $o he put
his money in his walletand opened the front door o find Thomas
on the porch.

“Ya-hey, Victon,” Thamas saild. *f knew you'd call me.”

Thomas walked into the living voom and sat down in Victen's
favorite chair.

“Ive got some money saved op,” Thamas said. I
get us down there, bue you have o get us back.”

“I've got this hundred dollars,™ Victor saicd. “And my dad hael i
savngs account m going o cliim.”
“FHow much in your dad’s account®”
“Enough, A tew hundred,”
“Sounds gaad. When we leaving?”

s cnough o

When they were lifteen and had long since stopped being friends,
Victor aned Thomas got into o bsthght. That is, Vicior was really
drimk sl beat Thomas ap for no reason at all. All the aother
Indian boys stood around and watched it happen. Junior was there
andd so were Lester, Seymour, and a lot of others.

The heating might have gone on anil Thomas was dead i

Norma Many Horses hadn'’s come along and stopped it.

“Hey. you bovs,” Norma yelled ane jumped o of her car. “Leave
him alone.”

11t had heen someone else, even another man, the Indian bo
would've just gnored the warnings. Bur Norma was a warrior. She
wis poweriul. She could have picked up any two of the hoys and
smashed their skulls together. But worse than that, she would have
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dragged them all over 1o some tepee and made them listen to some
elder welt a dusty ald story,

The Indian boys scaered, and Novma walked over 1o Thomas
and picked him up.

“Hey, little man, are you OLK.2" she asked.

Thomas gave her a thumbs-up.

"Why they always picking on you?"

Thomas shaok his head, closed his eyes, but no stories cune 10
him, ne words or music. He just wanted o go iome, 10 e in hi
bed and ler his dreams 1ell the stories for him.

Thomas Builds-the-Fire and Victor sat next o each other in the
airplane, coach scetion. A tiny white woman had the window sear.
She was busy wwisting her body into prewels. She was tlexible,

T hawe 1o ask,” Thomas saicd. and Vietor closed his cyes i embsus
rassmenl.

"Don'e.” Vietor sad.

“Excuse me, miss,” Thomas asked. “Are you a gymnast or some
thing"

“There's ne something aboud it,” she
on the 1980 Olyampic team,™

“Really?” Thamas asked.

“Really.”

I mean, you used 1o be a world-class ahletes™”

“My hushand thinks 1 56l am.”

Thomus Builds-the-Fire smiled. She wis a0 menal Eyintast loa.
She pulled hev leg stmight up against her body s that she conld ve
kissed her kneecap.

“Lwish T eonld do that,” Thoamas saiel,

Victor was ready o jump owt of the plane. Thomas, that ey
Indizan storyteller with ry old braids and broken 1eeth, was
flirting with a heautilub Olympic gymnast. Nobady back home on
the reservation would ever helieve .

"Well,”™ the ymmast saidd. “IUs easy. Try i

Thomas geabbed at his leg and iied w pull it ap into the sane
position as the gymnast's. He couldn’t even come close, which
made Victor and the gymnast faugh.

“Hey,” she asked. “You o are Indian, right”

“Full-blood,” Victor said,

. T was tirst allermae

Fhamas asked.
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“Not me,” Thomas said. “I"m half magician on my mother’s side
and half clown on my father’s,”

They all laughed.

“What are your names?” she asked.

“Victor and Thomas.”

“Mine is Cathy. Pleased to meet you all.”

The three of them talked for the duration of the flight. Cathy
the gymnast complained about the government, how they screwed
the 1980 Olympic team by boycotting the games.

“Sounds like you all got a lot in common with Indians,” Thons
saidl.

Nobody langhed.

After the plane Fanded in Phoenix and they had all found their
way Lo the terminal, Cathy the gymnast smiled and waved goadbye.

*$he was really nice,” Thomas said.

“Yeah, bur everybody talks to everybody on airplanes,” Victor
saiel.

“You always used to tell me [ think 100 much,” Thomas said.
“Now it sounds like you do.”

“Maybe 1 caught it from you.”

“Yeah.”

Thomas and Victor rode in a taxi to the trailer where Victor's
father had died.

“Listen,” Victor said as they stopped in from of the traler. ™l
never told you I was sorry for beating you up thal time.”

“Oh, it was nothing., We were just kids and you were drunk.”

“Yeah, but I'm still sorry.”

“That's all nght.”

Victor paid tor the taxi, and the two of them stood in the hot
Phoenix summer. They could smell the trailer,

“This ain't going to be nice,” Victor said. "You don’t have to goin.”

*You're going to need help.”

Victor walked to the front door and opened it. The stink rolled
out and made them both gag. Victor’s father had lain in thi trailer
for a week in hundred-egree temperatures belore anyone hiul
found him. And the only reason anyone found him was the simell.
They needed dental records o identify him. That's exactly wha
the caroner said. They needed dental records.

“Oh, man,” Victor said, *l dont know if | can do this.”

“Well, then don’t.”

SIERMAN ALEXTE

-1

"Bt there might be samething valuable in there.

“I thought his money was in the bank.”

"It is. T was talking abowt pictures and leniers and soff like thae,”

“Oh,” Thomas said as he held his breath and followed Victor
into the trailer.

When Victor was twelve, he stepped into an underground wasps’
nest. His foot was caught in the hole and no mauer how hard he
struggled, Victor couldn't pull free. He might have died there,
stung a thowsand times, it Thomas Builds-the-Fire had not come by,

“Run,” Thomas yelled and pulted Victor's toot lrom the hole.
‘They ran then, lard as they ever had, Easter than Billy Mills, Gaster
than Jim Thorpe, Fister than the wasps could 1y,

Victor and Thomas ran uniil they couldn’t breathe, v winil it
was cold and dark ousicdde, rmn uniil they were lost and it wok
hours to find their way home. All the way back, Victor connted his
stings.

“Seven,” Vicwor said. “My lucky munber,”

Victor didn’t lind much 1o keep in the wrailer. Only o photo album
and a stereo. Everything clse had that smell sinek in it or was
useless anyway. “1 guess this is all,” Victor said. “It ain’t mueh,”
“Better than nothing,” Thomas said.
“Yeah, and T do have the pickup.”
“Yeal,” Thomas said. “Tt's in good shape.
“Dad was good abour dvat swlt.”
“Yeah, | remember your dad.”
“Really:" Victor asked. “What do you remember?
Thomas Builds-the-Fire closed his eyes and told this story: *1
remember when T had this dream dhar wold me 10 go 1o Spokane,
to stand by the falls in the middle of the city and wait Tor a sign,
I knew 1 had w go there i | didn’t lave a e Didn't have a
license. I was only thirteen. Sa 1 walked all the way, took me all
day, and T finally made it o the Falls. 1 stood there for an houy
watiting. Then vour dad came walking up. *What the hell are you
doing here?” he asked me. ¥ said, *Waiting for a vision.” Then your
father said. *All you're going 1o get here is mugged.’ So he drove
me over to Denny's, bought me dinner, and then drove me home
to the reservation. For a long time, 1 was mad because | thought
my dreans had lied 10 me, But they hadn't Your dad was iy vision.
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Take care of each other is what my dreams were saying. Tike care of each
other”

Victor was quict for a long time. Me searched his mind for
memories of his lather, found the good ones, found a few bad
ones, added it all up, and smiled,

"My father never told ine about finding you in Spokane,” Victor
satd.

“He said he wouldn't tefl anybody. Didn’t want me 10 get in
trouble. But he said I had 10 watch out for you as part of the deal.”

“Really?”

“Really. Your father said you would need the help. He was right.”

“That's why yon came down here with me, isn’tit?” Victor asked.

I came hecause of your father.”

Vietor and Thomas climbed into the pickup, drove over to the
bank, and chimed the three hundred dollars in the swings account,

Thomas Builds-the-Fire conld fly.

Once, he jumped ofl the rool” of the tribal school and Napped
his arms like a crazy eagle. And he flew. For a second he hovered,
suspended above all the other Indian boys, whao were 100 siart or
too scared to jump too.

“He's flying,” Junior yelled, and Seymour was busy looking for
the trick wires or mirrors, But it was real. As real as the dint when
Thomas lost altiide and crashed to the gronnd.

He broke his arm in owo places.

“He broke his wing, he broke his wing, he broke his wing,” all
the Indian boys chunted as they ran off, flapping their wings,
wishing they could fly too. They hated Thomas for his conrage, his
briel moment as 4 bird. Everyhody has dremns about flying, Thomas
Hew.

Onie of his dreams cune truce for just a second, just cnough 1o
make it real.

Victor's father, his ashes, (it in one wooden box with enough lefi
over to fill a cardboard box.

“He always was a big man,” Thomas said.

Victor carried part of his father out ta the pickup, and Thomas
carricd the rest. They set him down carefully behind the seats, put
a cowhoy hat on the wooden box and a Dodgers cap on the card-
hoard box. That was the way it was supposed to be.
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“Ready o head back home?™ Victor asked.
“It’s going 10 be i long drive.”
“Yeah, take a couple days, maybe.
“We can take turns,” Thomas said.

“0.K.,"” Victor said, but they didn™t ke turns. Vicwor drove for
sixteen hours straight north, made it halfway up Nevada oward
home belore he linally pulled over.

“Hey, Thomas,” Victor said. “You got 1o drive {or a while.”

"O.K."

Thomas Buildsahe-Fire slid hehind the wheel and started off
down the road. All through Nevadia, Thomas and Victor had been
amazed at the lack of animal life, a the absence of water, af
Oovemer.

“Where is evervihing?” Victor had asked more than once,

Now, when Thowmas was linally driving, they siaw the first animal,
mayhe the only animal in Nevada. 1t wis a Tong-cared jackeahbit.

“Look,” Victar yelled. Ity alive.”

Thomas and Victor were busy congratmlating themselves on
their discovery when the jackrabbit dirted ot into the road and
under the wheels ol the pickup.

“Stop the goddamm car,” Victor yelled. and Thomas did siop and
backed the pickup o the dead jackrabbil

“Oh, man, he's dead.” Victor said as he looked i the squashied
animal.

“Really dead.”

“The only thing alive in this whole state and we just killed "

‘T don’t know,” Thomas said. “T think i was suicide.”

Victor looked around the desert, sniffed the airn, felt the empii-
ness and loneliness, and nodded his head,

“Yeah,” Viewor said. “It had 1o be suicide.”

“T can’t belicve this,” Thomas said. “You drive {or o thousand
miles andl there ain’t even any bugs smashed on the windshield. |
drive for ten seconds and kil the oaly living thing in Nevada.”

Yeah,” Victor said. “Mayhe T should deive.”

“Mayhe you should.”

”

"

Thomis Builds-the-Fire walked through the corridors of the tribal
school by himsell. Nobody wanted to be anvwhere near him be-
cause of all those stories, Story after story,

Thomas closed his eves and this story came to hine: “We are all

"
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given one thing by which our lives are measured, one determina-
tion, Mine are the stories that can change or not change the world,
It doesn™t mauter which, as long as [ continue to tell the stories.
My fwther, he died on Okinawa in World War 1, died lighting for
this country, which had wried 1o kill him for years. My maother, she
died giving birth (0 me, died while | was still inside her. She pushed
me out into the world with her last breath. I have no brothers or
sisters. [ hawve: only my stories, which came (o me before I even had
the words 1o speak. [ learned a thousand stories before 1 took my
first thousand steps. They are all T have. 1es all 1 can do.”

Thomas Builds-the-Fire old his stories o all those who would stop
and listen. He kept telling them long after people had stopped
listening.

Victor and Thomas made it back to the reservation just as the sun
wits rising. It wits the heginning of a new day on carth, but the
same old shit on the reservation.

“Good morning,” Thomas said,

“Good morning.”

The wribe was waking up, ready for work, cating breakbast, read-
ing the newspaper, just like everybody else does. Willene LeBret
was out in her garden, wearing & bathrobe. She waved when
Thomas and Victor drove by,

“Crazy Indians made i1,” she said 10 herself and went back 10
her roses.

Victor stopped the pickup in front of Thomas Builds-the-Fire's
HUD house. They both yavned, stretched a litde, shook dust from
their bodies. '

“I'm tived,” Victor said.

“Of everything,” Thomas added.

They both searched for words 10 end the journey. Victor needed
1o thank Thomas for his help and for the moncey, amndd o make the
promise to pay it all back.

“Don’t worry about the money,” Thomas saicl. “It don't make
any ditlerence anyhow.”

"Probably not, enit?”

“Nope.”

Victor knew that Thomas wouwld remain the cruzy storyweller who
talked to dogs and cars, who listened to the wind and pine trees.
Victor knew that he couldn't reatly be friends with Thomas, even
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alte all that lad happened. 1t was cruel but it was real. As real as
the ash, as Victor's father, sitting behind the seats,

“F know how it is,” Thomas said. “T1 know you ain't going 1o ireat
e sy better than you did before. T know vour friends wonld give
you oo much shit zbout i.”

Victor was ashamed of’ himsell. Whatever happened 1o the tribal
ties, the sense of community? The only real thing he shared with
anybody was a bottle and broken dreams. He owed Thomas some-
thing, anything.

“Listen,” Victor said and handed Thomas the cardboard box that
contained hall of his Faher. 1 want you to have this.”

Thamas ook the ashes and smiled, closed his eyes, and told this
story: “I'm going o travel 10 Spokane Falls one ast time and toss
these ashes into the witer: And your Father will rise like a salmon,
leap over the bridge, over me, and find his wiy home, 1t will be
heawtiful. His teeth will shine like silver, like a vainbow. He will rise,
Victor, he will rise.”

Victor siiled,

“T wis planning on doing the same thing with miy hall,” Vicior
said. “But 1 didn’t fmagine my Lather looking anything like a
salmon. T thought it'd be like cleaning the attic or something. Like
letting things go afier they'se siopped having any use,”

“Nothing stops, cousin,” Thomas said. "Nothing stops.”

Thomas Builds-the-Fire ggon out of the pickup and walked up bis
driveway. Victor started the pickup and began the drive Tunue,

“Wair,” Thomas yelled siddenly from his porch. ™1 just got to
ask one favor.”

Vicior stopped the pickp, leaned ow the window, and shouted
back.

“What do you waniz™ he asked.

“Just ane time when P telling astory somewlhere, why don’t
you stop and listen?” Thomas asked,

“Tust oncez”

“Just once.”

Victor waved his arms 10 let Thomas know that the deal was
gooad. 1t was i fair trade. That's all Thomas had ever wanted from
his whole life. So Victor drove his father’s pickup 1oward home
while Thomas went into his house, closed the door hehind him,
and heard a new story come 1o him in the silence alterward.




To: Students enrolled in Social Justice Literature 11 Honors and High Honors for
the 2017-18 School Year

From: English Department and Center for Social Justice

Date: May 4, 2017

In preparation for your work in Social Justice Literature next year, the English
Department is requiring that you read the following novel:

Alvarez, Julia. In the Time of the Butterflies. New York: Algonquin, 1994.

Students are responsible for acquiring the text on their own. It is easily available
through Amazon or other book sellers.

During the first week of school, students will be discussing the novel and writing an
in-class essay. It would be useful, therefore, to take some notes on the novel as you
read. Consider the elements of fiction: character development, plot structure,
narrative voice, setting, symbols, imagery, figurative language and tone.

If you have any questions about this reading assignment, please contact the
assistant principal and English Department supervisor, Ms. Kimberly Westervelt at

kwestervelt@montclair.k12.nj.us



To: Students enrolled in Social Justice 12 Honors and Social Justice AP Language and Composition for the
2017-2018 School Yeatr

From: English Department and Center for Social Justice

Date: May 4, 2017

In preparation for your work in Social Justice English 12H and AP Language & Composition, the English
Department is requiring that you read the following;

The Things They Carried by Tim O’Brien

Students are responsible for acquiring the text on their own. It is easily available through Amazon or other
booksellers.

During the first weck of school, students will be discussing the novel, and writing an in-class essay. It would be
useful, therefore, to take some notes on the novel as you read. Consider the elements of fiction: character
development, plot structure, narrative voice, setting, symbols, imagery, figurative language, and tone.

If you have any questions about this reading assignment, please contact the CSJ Lead Teacher, Mr. Jeffrey Freeman,
at j[freeman@montclair.k12.nj.us .



