
    
      Riding with Teddy Roosevelt and the Rough Riders

      [image: Story 1 Cover Art Landscape]
To the boy who waited without waiting.

[image: waiting for count]
The last count of my federal sentence happened at five in the morning, the same as every other count, which was the point.

[image: co does count]
The CO walked the tier. You could hear him coming — the specific drag-and-click of his boots on concrete, the same sound it had been for five years, the sound that meant look alive and be visible. I stood. He marked his sheet. He moved on. I didn't sit back down for a while.

[image: waking up after count]
I had woken to that count approximately eighteen hundred times. I had been marking them off in the back of my mind for about six months, the way you do when the number gets small enough to count. This was the last one. Three days and a wakeup. Two days and a wakeup. One day and a wakeup. This was the wakeup. I stood there in the dark and let that be true.

[image: journals in cell]
The journal was on the shelf. I'd started it eight months into Year 3, in the library, on a Tuesday, with no plan. Just started writing the way you start doing burpees in solitary — because the alternative is sitting there watching your own mind eat itself. It was a composition notebook, black cover, seven of them by now, the others already boxed with my property. This last one had maybe forty pages left. I looked at it and thought: I'm going to need more notebooks.

[image: processing for release]
Processing took less than an hour. Federal release is a bureaucratic event, not an emotional one, which suited me fine. There are forms. There are property returns. There are interactions with staff who have no particular feeling about you leaving because they'll be back tomorrow regardless. They root that you will be too.

[image: processing]
They gave me back what I came in with. Jeans. Black t-shirt. Boots. Everything fit differently than it had. Five years of endless burpees and push-ups and pull-ups on whatever you can will do that. I stood in the change room and looked at the jeans. They were my jeans. I hadn't seen them since I was forty-one. I was forty-six now. Five calendar years, but a lifetime psychologically. I put them on.

[image: leaving federal prison]
The CO who processed my discharge was named something I didn't catch. He had the face of someone for whom this job had long ago become simply a job. He told me I was on my own with the two boxes that held everything I owned in the world, and he said, "You'll be back" with a smirk. I thanked him as he handed me an envelope and a Greyhound ticket.

[image: 47 dollars and a greyhound bus ticket]
The envelope had forty-seven dollars in it. Gate money. I put it in my pocket.
I want to tell you about the day I left for prison. Not the day I was sentenced — that was its own thing — but the actual day I drove to the facility and checked in. Because it happened eight days after I'd said goodbye to you, and the gap between those two events is something I've been carrying since.

[image: watching moana]
You were six. We said our real goodbye at your grandpa's house the week before I had to report. I sat on the floor with you for two hours, and then we huddled on the couch watching Moana, and at the end of it you fell asleep on my arm. I stayed there until it went numb because I knew that when you woke up I was going to have to say the thing and I wasn't ready.

[image: talking before reporting to prison]
I said the thing. You looked at me and said _okay_ the way you say okay when you're trying to understand something that doesn't have a shape. Then you asked if we could watch Moana again. We watched Moana again.
The day I actually reported, I was exhausted. I'd been holding myself together for a week and a half, and it had cost everything I had. People offered to be there, at the facility, but I told them all no. I told them I'd handle it. That was what I always said, and it was almost always wrong.

[image: I drove by your house]
I drove past your house on the way. Didn't plan to. Just did. The lights were on. It was six in the evening, and the lights were on, and I could see your shadow through the front window — small, moving, the specific energy of a six-year-old who is not yet asleep. You were in there. I was out here. I sat outside for 20 minutes, then drove to the facility and checked in.

[image: view of house from the street]
I've replayed those twenty minutes a lot. The honest version is that I couldn't do a second goodbye. One goodbye I could survive. Two would have broken me into something I couldn't put back together before I had to walk in that door. So I chose. I drove away.

[image: driving away]
Life is made of a few critical moments and a long seasonality between them. That one felt like fall surrendering to a winter with no edge to it, no far side, no spring written anywhere in the contract.

[image: getting off the bus]
Grandpa picked me up. He was waiting in the lot in his truck, standing outside it the way he stands, hands in his jacket pockets, watching the entrance. When he saw me, he didn't wave. He just walked around to the back of the truck, picked up my property bag, and put it in the bed. We drove for twenty minutes without talking. Then he said, "You look like you."

[image: grandpa picking me up]
I said, "I feel like someone who slept on a federal mat for five years."
He nodded as if this were a complete exchange. It was.
He lives in the same house he's lived in for thirty years. Nothing about it has changed except the oak tree in the backyard is now enormous. He had my room set up — clean sheets, the lamp on, the window cracked. Looked like a guest room that used to be something else, which was accurate.

[image: home detention]
The terms of my home detention were: weekly meetings with my supervision officer, approved activities only, lots of limitations, reams of rules, employment documentation, no travel. I had filed all the paperwork from inside. I knew the rules.


What I hadn't filed paperwork about was the rule that mattered most to me, which was this: you could visit on weekends.

[image: daniel pulling up]
The first Saturday, your mom's army-green Jeep pulled up in front of the house at ten in the morning.
I saw it from the kitchen window. I had been up since five. I told myself I'd slept fine, and this was not true.
She parked. She sat in the car for a moment before getting out, which I understood. She got out. She opened the back door. And you got out.

[image: watching for daniel]
Five years. I had seen you in visits, through glass and across tables, and I had watched the numbers change — six, seven, eight, nine, ten, eleven — but seeing the numbers change in a room is different from seeing what the numbers mean in daylight. 

[image: daniel gets out of the jeep]
You were enormous. Not heavy — tall, lean, athletic, with the easy movement of someone who has been training his body to listen and it has been listening. You were wearing a gray T-shirt and basketball shoes, and your backpack had a small patch on it that said _THE BULL_ in block letters. The nickname I gave you when you were a baby had stuck, and somewhere along the way you'd made it official with an iron-on patch, which told me you'd decided to keep it. That was information about you.

[image: daniel standing on the driveway]
You looked at the house. Then you looked to the driveway where I was standing.
I didn't move.
You smiled. It was small and real. Not a performance — the other kind. The kind that surfaces before you can decide whether to show it.
I went to the car.

Your mom was next to you. She had her arms crossed in the way she does when she's holding something in — not defensively, just contained, the specific posture of a woman who has been holding things in for years and has gotten very good at it. She looked good. She looked like herself and also like someone who had endured things and kept her structure, which is a particular kind of beauty.
"Hey," she said.
"Hey," I said.

[image: daniel's mom driving away]
We had a conversation about the weekend logistics. What time she'd be back Sunday. Whether you had your toothbrush. She was warm and specific and organized the way she always was, and I listened and said the right things, and there was one moment where we both looked at you at the same time and the moment ran one beat too long, and then we were both looking at you again, and that was fine.
She got back in the Jeep. I didn't watch her go.

You were on the porch. You looked up at me. "So what are we doing?"
"I don't know yet," I said.
You nodded like this was reasonable. Then you walked inside.

[image: danny eating]
Grandpa left to run errands around eleven. He said he'd be back and patted you on the shoulder twice on the way out, which was his version of a speech.
You had eaten most of what I'd made for lunch and were working on the rest of it. 

[image: daniel eating]
You ate the way I'd been told you ate — with complete and sustained focus, the kind of attention most people reserve for things they love. You told me about your lawn care business while you ate. Four clients. One paid late; you had a face you made when this client texted you. You showed me the face. I asked how old the client was. You said sixty-three. I said that sounded about right.  You told me about your tae kwon do. You had a test in three weeks — advanced brown. You said your instructor had told you you had good hands and good instincts and needed to work on your patience. You said this with the look of someone who had heard this assessment and found it accurate but not final.

[image: daniel eating]
You were telling me about one of your jobs — something about an argument you'd had with a riding mower about the concept of reverse — when you stopped mid-sentence and looked out the window.
"What," I said.
"Nothing," you said, and went back to eating.
You did that. You'd go quiet for a second like you were taking a reading, and then come back. I didn't ask about it. It was your thing.

[image: Donuts]
You found the donuts around noon.
Grandpa had left a grocery bag on the counter. He puts groceries away in a specific order, which does not include leaving a bag on the counter, so I can only conclude that either he forgot or he put them there intentionally. In the bag, among other things: one box of Entenmann's chocolate-covered donuts.
I was in the back of the house looking for a phone charger when I heard you in the kitchen. This was not remarkable. I came back down the hall and stood in the doorway.

[image: daniel eating donut]
You had the backpack still on. You had your phone in your left hand, held up at chest height, and you appeared to be recording something — your own face, and the donut you were eating, and possibly the window above the sink, all at once, and narrating in a low, even voice the whole time. In your right earbud I could hear what appeared to be a phone call, and you were nodding at whatever was being said with one half of your attention while the other half remained on the recording and the donut. On the windowsill, Grandpa's plant — a small thing in a clay pot — was receiving what appeared to be a separate, ongoing commentary in a voice even lower than the recording voice. I stood in the doorway.

[image: daniel sick from donut]
You were on the third donut. You finished it mid-sentence of the phone call. You lowered the phone. You looked at the plant. You said, "That's what I thought."
You turned around and saw me.
"Dad," you said. "I think—"
And then you let out a fart that changed everything.
The first thing I noticed was the sound.

[image: nuclear fart]
There are sounds you have a category for and sounds you don't. The sound that came out of you was in the second group. It was low and sustained in a way that I felt in my teeth before I heard it with my ears, and it occupied a frequency that I was fairly certain was outside the normal human range. It was not loud the way a loud sound is loud. It was loud the way something structural is loud when it gives way — the way a bridge sounds in the half-second before the engineers are proven wrong.
The air around you bent.

[image: shift in space time continuum]
I want to be precise about this. Not metaphorically. The light coming through the window made a visible seam at approximately the height of your belt, and the atoms on one side of it appeared to have different opinions than the atoms on the other side. The temperature dropped. I could see my breath. A line of frost walked itself across the kitchen window in the time it takes to blink. The plant fell off the windowsill.

[image: daniel in space time continuum]
The smell was not a smell. It was a wrongness that preceded a smell — the specific ozone-before-lightning quality of something that had no prior category, the air just before a storm that hasn't decided yet whether to be rain or ruin. Then it was a smell. It was both of those things at once.
You were looking at your own stomach with the expression of a scientist who has observed a result he did not predict and finds it interesting.

[image: singed donuts]
The kitchen light flickered.
I gripped the counter.
You looked up. You started to say something. Then the world came apart at a seam I hadn't known was there, and there was a sound like a stitch pulling loose from the fabric of everything, and then there was nothing, and then there was Cuba.

[image: cuba]
The heat arrived first.
Not arrived. Landed. The heat of Cuba on the first day of July in the year 1898 is not weather. It is a position. It pressed against me from every direction at once and had a specific weight to it — wet and mineral and green — and underneath it was something else, something iron and chemical, and underneath that was the sound. Rifles. Horses. Men.

[image: danny landing in cuba]
The land itself was the green of something that grows too fast and dies the same way. It rolled away from us in long humid waves toward a range of low blue hills that shimmered like they weren't fully committed to being there. Palms stood in loose ragged stands, their fronds hanging dead-still in air too thick to move them. Closer in, the ground was a torn red — clay the color of a wound, churned up by boots and hooves and the things that fall on a battlefield and stay there. Smoke lay across the low ground in flat sheets that didn't rise so much as drift, the way fog drifts, except fog doesn't smell like that. The whole country had the quality of a held breath. It was beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with us and didn't care whether we lived. I have never forgotten it. 

[image: daniel in cuba]
Diaz could have written that hillside for a year and not finished it.
I was standing in tall dry grass on the side of a slope. The grass was shoulder height on me and higher. The sky above was the blue of a sky that doesn't know yet what it's about to witness. Ahead and above us the hill rose toward what I would later understand to be the Spanish positions, and from those positions came the specific irregular percussion of a firefight in progress.
You were two feet to my left. You were looking at the hill with the focused calm you used for things that required assessment.

[image: danny and daniel in cuba]
Then I looked down at myself, and I understood that we were no longer dressed for a Saturday.
I was in the rough wool and canvas of a man who had volunteered for a war — a slouch hat, a blue bib-front shirt gone dark with sweat, suspenders, dungaree trousers, ankle boots laced in a hurry by hands that weren't mine and weren't from this century either. There was a cartridge belt around my waist, heavy and full. You were dressed the same, scaled down — a Rough Rider built for a boy, the hat too big, the kerchief at your throat, the whole costume fitted to you as if someone had been expecting you. 

[image: daniel in cuba]
This is something I have since learned is simply how it works. We arrive wearing the place. The fire dresses us for where we land, down to the laces, and it does it without asking, and it is never wrong about the period and always slightly wrong about the fit. You looked down at yourself and then at me, and you adjusted the hat, and you looked, God help me, as you belonged there.
You said, "Huh."

[image: johnny cash]
Before I could say anything — before I could say where are we or what happened or what was in those donuts — a man appeared.
He didn't walk up. He resolved, the way a reflection resolves on water when the wind dies — there, then more there, then fully there, hanging a few inches above the trampled grass without troubling it. He gave off a faint light that the Cuban sun should have erased and didn't. He was translucent at the edges, the hillside showing faintly through his shoulders, and I understood without being told that he was being shown to us and to no one else on that field — that a soldier could have walked through him and felt only a cool spot in the heat. He was not a man who had come to the battle. He was a man who had been sent to us, and only us, and he had the patient stillness of someone who had done this before.

[image: johnny cash]
He was dressed in black. Not a uniform. Just black, the way someone wears a color when they have decided it is the only correct choice. He had the face of a man who had seen things, processed them, and emerged on the other side of them as something harder and warmer at the same time.
He looked at you first. Then at me. And I recognized him immediately.
"Cuba," he said. "1898. You're about to be in the middle of the Battle of San Juan Hill." He paused. "The man on the horse up there is Theodore Roosevelt. There's a sniper in the trees to the northeast. He's going to take a shot at the Colonel twice. The boy needs to stop the second one."
He looked at you specifically when he said this. You were looking back at him with the same focused attention.

[image: donuts]
"There are donuts in the boy's backpack," the man said. "Four of them. Don't eat them. They're how you get home."

He looked at me with the expression of someone who has considerably more to say and has decided this is the right amount.

"I'll be around."

He was gone.

We looked at where he'd been.

You said, "Was that Johnny Cash?"

"I think so," I said.

"Cool," you said, and turned to look at the hill.

[image: danny on horse]
We fell in with the rear of the advance without planning to. It was a battlefield; everyone was moving uphill; the alternative was standing still in tall grass while things tried to kill us, which was not appealing. No one questioned us with any particular force. There was too much else happening.

The Rough Riders were real. I'd read about them in the prison library — Roosevelt's volunteer cavalry regiment, a specific combination of Ivy League athletes and western cowboys and Cuban exiles, which should not have worked as a military unit and somehow did. 

[image: daniel riding a horse]
They were on foot, most of them, the horses having been left in Florida through some logistical miscalculation. They were pinned at the base of Kettle Hill, which fed into San Juan Hill above it, and on their flanks the soldiers of the 9th and 10th Cavalry — the Buffalo Soldiers, Black men whose names never made it into the history books I'd read in school — were doing the actual work of keeping the advance from collapsing.

I noticed that. I filed it. I didn't say anything about it yet, but I filed it. There's a lesson in there that I'll get to one day.

[image: rough riders assembling for battle]
The heat had opinions. It pressed down from above and up from the red clay earth and sideways from wherever the humidity had decided to live. Men ahead of us were running in short bursts and then stopping and then running again, and the grass and the noise and the smell of it were things I had no prior framework for and did not want one.

You moved slightly ahead. You always do this — get a half step in front of wherever I am, like your body is calibrated to be slightly ahead of whatever is coming. I stayed close.

[image: teddy roosevelt]
We had not been on that hillside two minutes when a man on a horse came down the line at a trot and reined up in front of us, and the horse's shoulder was lathered white and its eye was rolling, and the man looked down at me and then at you and decided, in the way men decide things in the middle of a catastrophe, that we were his.

"You two," he bellowed. "Where's your regiment?"

"Lost it," I said. It was the truest thing I could say.

[image: teddy roosevelt talking to danny]
"You've found it," he said. "Stay up, keep moving, and shoot at the men in the white hats." He pointed the saber at you. "Keep that one alive." Then he was gone up the line, and that was how we joined the United States Volunteer Cavalry, and I have filed more honest enlistment paperwork than that.

I want to tell you what happened next, and I want to tell it straight, because you were there for the end of it but not the middle, and the middle is the part I think about.

[image: danny in battle]
Something came up out of me on that hill that I had put away a long time ago. I don't have a clean name for it. In another life I had been a man who solved problems with his head, and then I had been a man who survived a place that did not care about your head, and the second man is the one who answered when that bugle and that saber and that wall of Spanish fire asked a question. I moved up the slope, and I did what the moment required, and I was good at it, and I am not going to pretend in this notebook that I wasn't, because you'll be reading this when you're old enough to know that your father had that in him and I'd rather you hear it from me. I took men out of the fight. I did it fast, and I did it without it touching anything in me, and the part that I want you to understand is that the whol034e time, the entire time, half of me was a weapon and the other half was a wall around you.

[image: danny in battle]
Because you did not fight. I made sure of that. You don't know how to take a life, and you are not going to learn it from me, and you were eleven years old. What you did was move — low, quick, reading the ground the way you read everything — and what I did was keep my body between you and the hill, and put down anything that turned toward you before it finished turning. We went up that slope like that, the two of us, a strange machine: you finding the path and me clearing it. There were moments I lost sight of you in the smoke, and my heart stopped, and then the smoke would shift, and there you'd be, a half step ahead, exactly where you always are. I have been afraid in my life. I have never been afraid like that. Love does that. It takes the fear you had and shows you it was a small fear, a starter fear, and then it hands you the real one.

[image: daniel hiding]
We took the lower trench that way. Roosevelt was ahead of us the whole time, on the horse, the only officer mounted on the entire field, roaring his men forward, and twice I saw a round take a man down within arm's reach of him and twice he did not so much as turn his head.

In the Spanish trench at the crest of the hill, which we could now see above us, a large portly man in a Spanish uniform was struggling with what appeared to be a flag and a length of rope. He was trying to move to his right and kept stepping on his own cape. 

[image: the prosecutor]
As we watched, he tripped and fell sideways with tremendous force directly into the path of Texas, who was coming up the hill at a canter. Texas ran over him — not viciously, just inevitably, the way a horse runs over something that is inconveniently in its path. The man made a sound. Texas continued. Several yards later, Texas, apparently having reconsidered, turned and came back down the hill and ran over him again.

The man in the trench scrambled up. He was covered in Cuban red clay. He pulled out a clipboard and wrote something on it.

[image: the hater]
Behind a large rock at the base of the hill, a thin man in no uniform I recognized was consulting a map with great intensity. He was practicing what appeared to be a legal deposition pose against the rock. He watched the large portly man get trampled twice and made an expression of professional suffering.

I don't know who those men were. They seemed to be operating in a different story from ours.

Somewhere in the middle of it, when we were low behind a boulder and the firing above us was close enough to feel rather than just hear, it found me.
It usually does at moments like this. The still moments inside the loud ones.
The SHU. Year 2.

[image: danny in the SHU]
Twenty-three hours a day in a cell the size of a bathroom. Lights that did not change with the time of day. A slot in the door for food. The specific terror of being left alone with your own mind without enough to give it — not enough stimulation, not enough space, not enough of anything except time, which you had more of than you would ever be able to use.

What I gave my mind: I imagined a hill. I don't know why a hill. I imagined being outside somewhere with you ahead of me, a half step ahead the way you moved, and we were going somewhere. I counted my breaths, and I imagined the grass and the heat and your shape slightly in front of me, and I moved forward in the space behind my eyes where it was still possible.

I was on a hill. You were ahead of me. The imagined thing had become the real thing.

I let that land. Then I moved forward.

[image: teddy roosevelt]
The man on the horse became fully visible as we neared the crest of Kettle Hill.
He was enormous. Not just physically, though he was that — a large man on a large horse, the only officer on horseback in the entire advance, which made him either the bravest or the most reckless person on the field, and on closer inspection those were the same thing. He had a campaign hat and a pair of eyeglasses and a set of teeth that were visible from a considerable distance. He was swinging the saber in a way that suggested he found this enjoyable.
"BULLY!" he shouted at something. Then he shouted it again.

[image: teddy roosevelt during battle]
This was Teddy Roosevelt. I recognized him from the library. He was running for his life and having the time of it.

His horse was named Texas. Texas looked like he had opinions about all of this and had given up expressing them.

Roosevelt reached the crest. He was up there with his saber raised, the most visible target on the entire battlefield. The Spanish positions were breaking. Men were running. The hill was nearly taken.

[image: spanish sniper]
In the tree line to the northeast, something went still.

I had a specific prison education in stillness. The SHU teaches you that the world has two modes: moving and about to move. I knew what the second one looked like. I saw it in the trees. I saw the micro-adjustment of something repositioning.

The first shot came then, before I could move, before I could shout. It took Roosevelt's hat clean off his head, and he did not so much as flinch. He looked in the direction it had come from with what I can only call interest, and he raised the saber higher, and he made himself, if it was possible, a larger target than before.

[image: daniel saves teddy]
And I saw the tree line settle again. The second adjustment. The killing one.
I opened my mouth.

You were already moving.

You came out of the grass at a dead sprint.

An eleven-year-old at full speed is a particular thing. You at full speed were more particular than most — already the height of a grown man's chest, six years of tae kwon do in every movement, your body understanding angles and force and how to put them together in a way that bypassed conscious decision entirely. You were across the distance between us and Roosevelt in the time it took me to finish opening my mouth.

[image: daniel saves teddy]
You hit TR from the left side like something that had thought it through. Not reckless — purposeful. You drove your shoulder into Roosevelt's left arm at a specific angle that any coach would have recognized as technique, and the force of it pulled Roosevelt off the horse and down into the churned red earth beside the trail in a controlled fall that covered you both in mud and grass and the kind of material you find on battlefields.

The shot went through the space where Roosevelt's head had been.
The hill was taken.

[image: daniel laying in the dirt]
In the aftermath, there was a sound that was not silence but that existed between the sounds — the interval between the last shot and the first comprehension that it was over. Men standing. Men breathing. The specific collective exhale of people who had been holding their lives in their hands and were setting them down again.

Roosevelt was on the ground. You were sitting on him.

[image: teddy roosevelt laying in the dirt]
You were both comprehensively filthy. You had a cut on your chin from the landing and a smear of someone else's blood across one cheek and red Cuban clay worked into your hair, and your eyes were bright, and you were laughing — not at anything, just laughing, the pure helpless laugh of a boy who has just done the most alive thing he has ever done and whose body has not yet caught up to the fear it skipped. You were marred by dust and sweat and blood, and you were grinning up at the most powerful man on that hillside, and you had never in your life looked more like yourself.

Roosevelt looked at you.

[image: teddy roosevelt talking to daniel]
He said nothing. Theodore Roosevelt, who had something to say about everything, who had opinions on citizenship and wilderness and the duties of the male sex and the proper management of navies, said nothing for what felt like a long time.

When he did speak, it was quiet, and it was not for the men, and I do not think he knew he was going to say it until it was already out.

[image: daniel covered in dirt and sweat]
"It is not the critic who counts," he said, looking at you. "Not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles." He paused, and something was working behind his eyes, something being born that wouldn't have a stage for another twelve years. "The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena. Whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood." He stopped. He was looking at your face — the dust, the sweat, the blood, all three, as if you had been assembled in front of him to illustrate a sentence he had not yet written. "Who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement. And who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly."

He said it slowly, like a man taking dictation from somewhere. Then he blinked, and came back, and looked at you like he'd misplaced something and found it sitting on his chest.

[image: danny helping teddy roosevelt up]
I helped him up. He was not a small man, and you were eleven years old, but between us we got him to his feet, and he stood there brushing Cuba off his uniform with the specific dignity of a man who has decided that being pulled from the dirt by a child is a perfectly normal incident in a perfectly normal day.
The charge was cresting. Men were moving through the broken Spanish positions. The air had changed — still hot, still Cuba, but the specific quality of heat that follows a battle, when it's over, and the world is reassessing.
Roosevelt would not let you go. He kept one hand on your shoulder, turning you toward the light, looking at you like a man reading fine print.
"What do they call you, son?"

"Daniel," you said. "People call me The Bull."

[image: teddy roosevelt talking]
Something happened in his face. It started at the teeth and worked its way up to the eyes, and by the time it got there it had stopped being a smile and started being an idea. He said the word back to himself once, quietly — _the Bull_ — turning it over the way you'd turn over a stone to see what's living under it. "The Bull," he said again, louder, tasting it. "By God. A man could build something around a word like that." He looked off toward the broken Spanish line and then back at you, and I swear to you I watched a piece of the future arrive in a man twelve years early, because I have read the history and I know what he went on to call the thing he built, and you are the reason, and almost no one will ever know it but you and me and this notebook.

Then the idea folded itself back up, and the gratitude came up behind it, plain and enormous.

"You saved my life," he said. It was not a question, and it was not theatrical. It was a man stating a fact he intended to keep. He took my hand in both of his, the firm double-handed grip of someone who means it, and he held it. "From this day," he said, to you, to me, to both of us, "you do not call me Colonel. You do not call me Mr. Roosevelt. You call me Uncle Teddy. Family doesn't stand on rank." He looked at you. "And you, Bull, are family."

[image: daniel has to send a fax to the warden]
You tapped me on the shoulder.

I looked down.

"Hey Dad," you said.

"Yeah."

"I need to go send a fax to the warden."

I closed my eyes.

Roosevelt stopped whatever he was saying. He turned. He looked at you with the full voltage of his attention. "I beg your pardon, young man?"

"I need to use the bathroom," you said.

[image: danny is embarrassed]
Roosevelt considered this. He looked at the battlefield. He looked at you. He looked at the battlefield. "Right," he said. "BULLY." He turned back to his men.
I looked at you. "Where did you pick that up?"

"Visits," you said, and walked toward the tree line with absolute calm.
Sometime afterward, in the quiet that followed the charge, an old man was walking nearby.

[image: the mysterious blind man]
He was dressed like a Rough Rider, but he wore the costume the way the very old wear any costume — as something that had happened to him rather than something he'd chosen. He was old in a way that made you think he had always been old. Not frail. Long. As if he had been left out in time the way a fence post is left out in weather, and had gone gray and hard and patient all the way through. He moved without hurry through men who were still shaking, and the shaking did not reach him.

It was his eyes that stopped me. They were a pale, clouded milk-white, both of them, the eyes of a man who should not have been able to find his own hands in front of his face, let alone walk a battlefield without stumbling. A blind man, by every measure I knew. And yet he came across that broken ground without putting a foot wrong, and when he turned those ruined eyes toward us I had the cold and certain feeling that he saw more of us than anyone with working eyes ever had — that the milk in his eyes was not blindness but the residue of having looked at too much for too long.

[image: space and time]
You noticed him before I did. You went still in the particular way you go still when something requires your full attention.

He walked alongside us for a moment, going the same direction. He spoke without preamble.

"Time moves in one direction only if you're standing still," he said. He was looking at the hill, or at where the hill would be if he could see it. "On a hill like this, it moves in six at once."

[image: the sacred flame]
He turned the milk-white eyes on you then. His expression was warm and specific — the way you look at someone you have been waiting a very long time to see.

"Your father was always going to make it back; the sacred flame needs him close to its protector. We all do," he said.

He tipped his hat. He was gone — absorbed into the men moving around us, present one second and then simply not present, the way a word is present and then said.

"Who was that?" I said.

You watched where he'd gone. "I don't know," you said. "But he knew something."

[image: teddy walks away]
We started back down the hill. I had your backpack. You had the four remaining donuts.

Uncle Teddy walked us partway, one hand still on your shoulder like he wasn't ready to give it back. At the bottom, he crouched down to your level — he was that kind of man, the kind who crouches — and he looked at you one more time, taking you in, all of it, the mud and the cut and the laugh still playing around the edges of your face.

"I'm going to remember this," he said. "I want you to remember it too. There will be days you won't believe you were the boy on this hill. Remember it on those days."

"Bye, Uncle Teddy," you said.

You said it quietly. The way you say things that matter.

He stopped. He looked at you for a long moment, and something in his face went somewhere private.

"Goodbye, Bull," he said.

[image: daniel holding a shell casing]
As we moved away, I saw the old man again. He was standing near the tree line, his clouded eyes turned toward Roosevelt walking back up to his men, watching him in whatever way it was that he watched. He had the expression of someone who knows what a moment will eventually mean, in ways the people inside it can't. He turned the milk-white eyes on you once. He nodded, slightly. He was gone.

You bent down and picked a spent shell casing out of the grass. You held it for a moment, turning it in the light. Then you put it in your pocket without comment, and we walked down.

[image: daniel eating the donuts to return home]
You ate the four donuts on the way down the hill. You ate them in the specific focused way you eat donuts, as if this too required your full attention. You were on the last one when the seam opened again, and there was the sound of something stitching itself shut, and there was the kitchen.

The plant was on the floor. The light was the same angle it had been. No time had passed.

We stood there.

You looked at your phone. You looked at me. "So that happened," you said.
"Yeah," I said.

"Are we going to talk about Johnny Cash?"

"I don't know yet."

[image: daniel puts the plant back]
You nodded. You picked up the plant and put it back on the windowsill. You looked at the empty donut box on the counter. You looked at me with an expression I didn't have a name for yet. Then you sat down at the kitchen table.
I sat across from you.

We were both whatever we were — slightly different from what we'd been that morning, in a way that didn't have language yet but was real. The mud from Cuba was gone, which made no sense, but so was the cut on your chin, which made even less sense, and I had decided somewhere over the Atlantic in 1898 that making sense was a category I was going to have to renegotiate.

[image: danny sitting on couch talking]
"The bravest people I ever met," I said, "were scared out of their minds. They just moved forward anyway. The fear was there. They did the thing anyway. That's the only kind of brave that counts."

You thought about this. You ran your finger over where the cut had been and wasn't. "He was going to get shot," you said. Like this explained everything. Like there was no more complicated calculation than that: something was wrong, so you moved.

[image: daniel sitting on the couch talking]
"Yeah," I said.

"Were you scared?"

I thought about the SHU. The counting of breaths. The imagined hill with you ahead of me in the dark. I thought about the smoke shifting and your shape appearing in it again and again.

"Some," I said.

[image: daniel asleep]
Grandpa came home with groceries. He walked through the kitchen without appearing to notice that we were looking like men who had returned from somewhere far away, which either meant he didn't notice or meant he'd decided not to ask, and I knew him well enough to know it was the second one.

He made himself a drink.

That evening you fell asleep fast.

It happened gradually, the way it does — you were talking about something, and then your voice got slower, and then you were quiet, and when I looked over you had your head against the armrest and your mouth was open a little and you were asleep in the specific way of someone who has no concern about being watched, which is the truest form of trust there is.

[image: danny writing in his journal]
You looked like six years old. Then you looked like eleven.

I sat across from you for a long time. I didn't write yet. I just sat.

Grandpa came in, turned off the kitchen light, looked at you on the couch, looked at me, and went to bed. The house went quiet.

I got the journal.

 

 

—

 

 
This is the first entry:


I was going to start it differently — start it the morning I got out, write about the count and the processing and Grandpa in the lot. But that's not the beginning. The beginning was tonight. Everything before tonight was the approach.


I'm going to tell you what I can, and I'm going to tell it straight, and I'm going to keep telling it as long as I have the time and the notebooks.

Today: your mom's green Jeep in the morning. You getting out of it and looking at the house and then looking at the window and smiling the right smile before you could decide whether to. The way you eat. The thing you do when you go quiet — the reading you take on the world, whatever it is. The donuts you found on the counter that I had no idea were there. What happened next.


Cuba was real. The heat was real. The man in black was real, and I don't have a framework for him yet, but he knew which tree the sniper was in before there was any reasonable way to know, and that's enough for now. The old man with the white eyes was real. What he said was real. I'll be working on what it means for a while.


What you did up there was real. You came out of the grass at a full run because something was wrong and you moved toward it. You weren't thinking about being brave. You were thinking about the thing that needed fixing. You fixed it.


I've been in rooms with men who would have sold their families to have had what you have. Not the speed. Not the size. That quality of moving toward the wrong thing because the wrong thing needs addressing. That's not common. I want you to know it's not common.


Roosevelt called you Bull. He said it the right way — the way a man says something he intends to keep. He told us to call him Uncle Teddy. He's going to remember you. I saw a piece of the future show up in his face when he heard your name, and one day I'll take you to the place where it comes true, and you still won't believe it was you. It was you.


You grew around my absence like a tree around wire. I didn't see it happening, but I can see the result of it, and the result is you — stronger in the bent places, shaped by a force that should have hurt you more than it did. I don't know how you did that. I don't think it was something you decided. I think it's just what you are.


You're asleep on Grandpa's couch. You have a small smudge on your cheek that I cannot explain.


I have about thirty-eight pages left in this notebook. I'm going to need more notebooks.


You kept the fire alive in me when I had every reason to let it go out. You did it without knowing you were doing it. That's the only kind that counts.


First day.


— Dad
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