BREAKING AND
ENTERING



Back incollege, when I was first learning how to edit film—how
to construct a scene—ny professor, Mr. Baron, said to me,“You
don't have to show people using a door to walk into a room. If
peoplearealready inthe room, the audience will understand that
they didn’t crawl through a window or drop from the ceiling or
Jjust materialize, The audience understands that a door has been
used—the eyes and mind will make the connection—so you can
just skip the door.”

Mr. Baron, a full-time visual aid, skipped as he said, “Skip
the door.” And I laughed, not knowing that I would always
remember his bit of teaching, though of course, when [ tell the
story now, I turn my emotive professor into the scene-eating
lead of a Broadway musical.

“Skip the door, young man!” Mr. Baron sings in my stories—
my lies and exaggerations—skipping across the stage with a top
hat in one hand and a cane in the other. “Skip the door, old
friend! And you will be set free!”

“Skip the door” is a good piece of advice—a maxim, if you
will—that I've applied to my entire editorial career, if not my
entire life. To state it in less poetic terms, one would say, “An
editor must omit all unnecessary information.” So in telling
you this story—with words, not film or video stock—in con-
structing its scenes, I will attempt to omit all unnecessary in-
formation. But oddly enough, in order to skip the door in
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telling this story, 1 am forced to begin with a door: the front
door of my home on Twenty-seventh Avenue in the Central
District neighborhood of Seattle, Washington.

One year ago, there was a knock on that door. Theard it, but
I did not rise from my chair to answer. As a freclance editor, 1
work ar home, and 1 had been struggling with a scene from a
locally made film, an independent. Written, directed, and shot
by amateurs, the footage was both incomplete and voluminous.
Simply stated, there was far too much of nothing. Moreover,
it was a love scene—a graphic sex scene, in fact—and the direc-
tor and the producer had somehow convinced a naive and am-
bitious local actress to shoot the scene full frontal, graphically
s0. This was not supposed to be a pornographic movie; this was
to be i tender coming-of-age work of art. But it wasn’tartistic,
or not the kind of artit pretended to be. This young woman had
beenexploited ~with her permission, of course —but I was seill
going to do my best to protect her,

Don't get me wrong. I'm not a prude—'ve edited and en-
joyed sexualand violent films that were far more graphic—but
I'd spotted honest transformartive vulnerability in that young
actress’s performance. Though the director and the producer
thought she'd tust beenacting  had created her fear and shame
through technical skitl - Lknew berter. And so, by editing out
the more gratuitous nudity and focusing on faces and small
piccesof dialogue  and by paying more attention to fingertips

what those Ningertips were touching - Twas hoping to
asleazy gymnasie sex scene mnto an exchange that re
seaibied how two people 1 new love might actually touch
cach other.

{)
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Was 1 being paternalistic, condescending, and hy pocritical?
Sure. After all, I was being paid to work with exploiters, so
didn’t that mean I was also being exploited as | helped exploit
the woman? And what about the young man, the actor, in the
scene? Was he dumb and vulnerable as well? Though he was
allowed—was legally bound—to keep his penis hidden, wasn’t
he more exploited than exploiter? These things are hard to de-
fine. Still, evenin the most compromised of situations, one must
find a moral center.

But how could I find any center with that knocking on the
door? It had become an evangelical pounding: Bang, bang, bang,
bang! It had to be the four/four beat of a Jehovah's Witness or
a Mormon. Bang, cha, bang, chal 1t had to be the iambic pentam-
eter of a Sierra Club shill or a magazine sales kid.

Trust me, nobody interesting or vital has ever knocked on
afront door at three in the afternoon, so lignored the knock-
ing and kept at my good work. And, sure enough, my poten-
tial guest stopped the noise and went away. 1 could hear feet
pounding down the stairs and there was only silence—or,
rather, the relative silence of my urban neighborhood.

But then, a few moments later, I heard a2 window shatter
in my basement. Is shatter too strong a verb? I heard my win-
dow break. But break seems too weak a verb. As | visualize
the moment—as I edit in my mind—I add the sound track, or
rather 1 completely silence the sound track. 1 cut the sounds of
the city —the planes overhead, the cars on the streets, the boats
onthe lake, the televisions and the voices and the musicand the
wind through the trees—until one can hear only shards of glass
dropping onto a hardwood floor.
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Andthenone hears—feels—the epic thumpof two feet land-
ing on that same floor.

Somebody —the same person who had knocked on my frone
door to ascertain if anybody was home, had just broken and
entered my life.

Now please forgive me if my tenses—my past, present, and
furure—blend, but one must understand that | happen to be one
editor who is not afraid of jump cuts—of rapid flashbacks and
flash-forwards. In order to be terrified, one must lose all sense
of time and place. When [ heard those feet hit the floor, I trav-
eled back intime--1 de-evolved, I suppose—and became a primi-
tive version of myself. 1 had beena complex organism—buc I'd
turnedintoa two-hundred-and-two pound one-celled amoeba.
And that amoeba knew only fear.

Looking back, I suppose I should have just run away. 1
could have run out the front door into the street, or the back
door onto the patio, or the side door off the kirchen into the
alley, or even through the door into the garage—where I could
havedived through the dog door cut into the garage and made
my caninelike escape.

But here’s the salt of the thing: though I cannot be certain, 1
believe thar I was making my way toward the front door—after
all, the front door was the only place in my house where | could
be positive that my intruder was wor waiting. Burinorder toget
from my office to the front door, 1 had to walk past the base-
ventdoor. And us Twalked pase the basement door, | spotred

1e basebalt bat.

Fowasn's my basebail bat. Now, when one rhinks of base-
ball bats, one coniures images of huge slabs of ash wiclded by
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steroid-fueled freaks. But that particular bat belonged tomy
ten-year-old son. It was a Little League bat, so it was comi-
cally small. I could casily swing it with one hand and had, in
fact,often swung it one-handed as Lhit practice grounders to the
litrle second baseman of my heart, my son, my Maximilian,
my Max. Yes, lama father. And a husband. That is informa-
tion you need to know. My wife, Wendy, and my son were not
inthe house. To give me the space and time | needed to finish
editing the film, my wife had taken our son to visit her mother
and father in Chicago; they'd been gone for one week and
would be gone for another. So, to be truthful, | was in no
sense being forced to defend my family, and I'd never been
the kind of man to defend his home, his property, his shit.
In fact, I'd often laughed at the news footage of silly men
armed with garden hoses as they tried to defend their homes
from wildfires. 1 always figured those men would die, goto
hell, and spend the rest of eternity having squirt-gun fights
with demons.

So withall thatinformation inmind, why did I grabmy son’s
baseball bat and open the basement door? Why did 1 creep
down the stairs? Trust me, I've spent many long nights awake,
asking mysclf those questions. There are no easy answers. Of
course, there are many men—and more than a few women—who
believe I was fully wichin my rights ro head down those stairs
and confront my intruder. There are laws that define—chat
frankly encourage -the art of self-defense. But since | wasn't
mterested in defending my property, and since my family and
[werenot being directly threatened, what partof my self could
I have possibly been defending?
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Intheend, L chink Lwasn’t defending anything atall, Pman
editor—an artist—and | like to make connections; [ am paid to
make connections. And so | wonder, IMid 1 walk down those
stairs because I was curious? Because a question had beenasked
(Who owned the feet that landed on my basement floor?) and
1, the editor, wanted to discover the answer?

So, yes, slowly I made my way down the stairs and through
the dark hallway and turned che corner into our downstairs
family room—the man cave, really, with the big relevision and
the pool table—and saw a teenaged burglar. 1 stood still and
sifent. Standing with his back to me, obsessed with the rask—
the crime—at hand, he hadn't yet realized that I was in the room
with him.

Let me get something straight. Up until that point [ hadn’t
made any guesses as to the identity of my intruder. I mean, yes,
I live in a black neighborhood—and I'm not black—and there
had been news of a series of local burglaries perpetrated by
black teenagers, but [ swear none of that entered my mind. And
when [ saw him, the burglar, rifling through my DVD collec-
rion and shoving selected citles into his backpack—he was a
felon with cinematic rasee, | guess, and that was a strangely
pleasing observation—I didn't think, There’s a black teenager
stealing from me. 1 only remembering being afraid and want-
ing to make my fear go away.

“Get the fuck out of here!” | screamed. “You fucking
fucker!”

Lhe black kid was so seartled thar he staggered into my
television - cracking the screen--and nearly fell before he caughe
his balance and ran for the broken window. | could have—would
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have—let him make his escape, but he stopped and turned back
toward me. Why did he do that? | don't know. He was young
and scared and made anirracional decision. Or maybe it wasn't
irrational ar all. He'd slashed his right hand when he crawled
through the broken window, so he must have decided the open-
ing withits jagpred glass edges was nora valid or safe exit—who'd
ever think a broken window was a proper entry or exit—so he
searched for a door. Bur the door was behind me. Fle paused,
weighed his options, and sprinted roward me. He was going to
bulldozeme. Onceagain, | could have made the decision to avoid
conflict and step aside. Bue 1 didn’t. As that kid ran toward me |
swung the baseball bat with one hand.

1 often wonder whar would have happened if that bat had
been made of wood. When Max and I had gone shopping for
bats, I'd rried to convinee him to let me buy him a wooden one,
anold-fashioned slugger, the type 'd used when L was a Lictle
Leaguer. Pve always been a nostalgic guy. But my son recog-
nized that aten-dollar wooden bat purchased at Target was not
a good investment.

“That wood one will break easy,” Max had said. “l want the
lum-a-lum one.”

Of course, he'd meant to say aluminum; we'd both laughed
at his mispronunciation. And I'd purchased the lum-a-lum bat.

S0 it was 2 metal bat that I swung one-handed at the black
teenager’s head. If it had been cheap and wooden, perhaps the
bat would have snapped upon contact and dissipated the forcee.
Perhaps. But this bat did not snap. It was strong and sure, so
when it made full contact with the kid’s temple, he dropped to
the floor and did not move.
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He was dead. T had killed bim.

[ fellto my knees nexe to the kid, dropped my head onto his
chest, and wept,

I don’t remember much else about the nexe few hours, but 1
called 911, opened the door for the police, and led them to the
body. And I answered and asked questions.

“Did he have a gun or knife?”

“I don't know. No. Well, 1 didn't see one.”

“He atracked you first?”

“He ran at me. He was going to run me over.”

“And that’s when you hit him with the bat?”

“Yes. It's my son’s bat. Ie’s so small. L can’t believe it’s strong
enough to—is he really dead?”

“Yes.”

“Who is he?”

“We don’t know yet.”

His name was Elder Briggs. Illder: such an unusual name
foranybody, especially a sixteen-year-old kid. He was a junior
at (rarfield High School, a B student and backup point guard for
the basketball team, an average kid. A good kid, by all accounts.
He had no eriminal record -had never commitred even a minor
infractioninschool, at home, orin the community —so why had
this good kid broken into my house? Why had he decided to
steal from me? Why had he made all the bad decisions that had
led to his death?

The imvestigation was quick bur thorough, and I was not

wed with any erime. b was self-defense. But then nothing
severciear, s 162 Lwas legatly innocent, that much is true, but
was L morally innocent? I wasn't sure, and neither were a signifi-
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cant percentage of my fellow citizens, Shortly after the police
held the press conference that exonerated me, Elder’s family
hismother, father, older brother, aunts, uncles, cousins, friends,
and priest—organized a prorest. I was small, only forty or
fifty people, but how truly smatl can a protest feel when you
are the subject—the object—of that protest?

| watched the hive coverage of the event. My wife and son,
after briefly recurning from Chicago, had only spent a few days
with me before they fled back to her parents. We wanted to
protect our child from the media. Anironic wish, considering
that the media were only interested in me because 1'd killed
somebody else’s child.

“The police don’t care about my son because he’s black,”
Llder's mother, Althea, said ro adozen different microphones
and as many cameras. “He's just another black boy killed by a
white man. And none of these white men care,”

As Althea continued to rant about my whiteness, some
clever producer—and his editor—cut into footage of me, the
white man who owned a baseball bat, walking out of the police
station as a free man. le was a powerful piece of editing. I made
me look pale and guilty. But all of them—Althea, the ocher
protesters, the reporters, producers, and edirors—were un-
aware of one crucial piece of informarion: I am not a white
man,

Fam an enrolled member of the Spokane Tribe of Indians.
Oh, Ldon't look Indian, or at least not ry pically Indian. Some
follks assume I'm a lierte bie Iralian or Spanish or perhaps
Middle Iastern. Most folks think I'm just another white guy
who tans well. And since 'd just spent monthsin adark editing
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room, I wasat my palest. But I grew up on the Spokane Indian
Reservation, the only son of a mother and father who were also
Spokane Indians who grew up onour reservation, Yes, both of
my grandfathers had been half-white, but they’d both died
before [ was born.

I'm not trying to be holy here. I wasn’t a traditional Indian,
I didn’t dance or sing powwow or speak my language or spend
my free time marching for Indian sovereignty. And I'd married
awhite woman. One could easily mock my lack of cultural con-
nection, but one could not question my race. That's not true, of
course. People, especially other Indians, always doubted my
race. And I'd always tried to pretend it didn’t matter—1 was
confident about my identity—but it did hurt my feelings, So
when Lheard Althea Riggs misidentify my race—and watched
the media covertly use editing techniques to confirm her
misdiagnosis—I picked up my cell phone and dialed the news
station.

“Hello,” I said to the receptionist. “This is George Wilson.
I'm watching your coverage of the protests and I must issue a
correction.”

“Wait, what?” the receptionist asked. “Are you really
George Wilson?”

“Yes, [ am.”

“Hold on,” she said. “Let me put you straight through to
the producer.”

So the producer took the call and, afeer asking a few ques-
nons to further confirm my identity, he put me on live. So my
voice played over images of Althea Riggs weeping and wail-
ing, of her screaming at the sky, at God. How could 1 have al-
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fowed myself to be placed into such a compromising position?
How could I have been such an idiot? How could I have been
so goddamn callous and self-centered?

“Hello, Mr. Wilson,” the evening news anchor said. “l un-
derstand you have something you'd like to say.”

“Yes.” My voice carried into tens of thousands of Seatrle
homes. “Lam watching the coverage of the protest, and 1 insist
on acorrection. Fam not a white man. I am an enrolled member
of the Spokane Tribe of Indians.”

Yes, that was my first official public statement about the
death of Elder Briggs. Lt didn't take clever editing to make
me ook evil; 1 had accomplished this in one take, live and
uncut.

I'was suddenly the most hated man in Seattle. And the most
beloved. My fellow liberals spoke of my lateral violence and the
destructive influence of colonialism on the indigenous, while
conservatives lauded my defensive stand and lonely struggle
against urban crime, Local bloggers posted hijacked footage of
the most graphically violent films I'd edited.

And finally,a local news program obtained rough footage
of the film I'd been working on when Elder Briggs brokeinto
my house. Though L had, through judicious editing, been try-
ing to protect the young actress, a black actress, the news onl y
played the uncut footage of the obviously frightened and
confused woman, And when the reporters ambushed her—her
name was Tracy —she, of course, could only respond that, yes,
she fele asif she’d been violared. T didn't blame her for thar; |
agreed with her. But none of thar matcered. | could in no way
dispute the story—the cleverly edited series of short films
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that had been made about me. Yes, Twasa victim, but I didn’t
for one second forget thar Flder Briggs was dead. | was
ashamed and vilified, bur | was aljve,

[ spent most of thar time alonein my basement, in the room
where Lhad killed Elder Briggs. When one spends that much
time alone, one ponders. And when one ponders, one creates
rhcorics—hyporhcscs, to explain the world. Oh, hell, forget
rationalization; | was pissed, mostly at myself for failing ro
walk away from a dangerous situarion. And [ was certainly
pissed at the local media, who had become ag exploitarive as
any pornographic moviemaker. But 1 was also pissed at
Althea and Elder Briggs.

Yes, the kid was a decent athlete; yes, the kid was a decent
student; yes, the kid was a decent person. But he had brokeninto
my house. He had smashed my window and was stealing my
DVDsand, if [ had not been home, would have stolen my com-
puter and television and stereo and every other valuable thing
inmy house. And his mother, Althea, instead of explaining why
her good and decent son had broken and entered a stranger’s
house, committing a felony, had instead decided to blame me
and accuse me of being yet another white man who was always
looking to maim another black kid—had already maimed gene-
rations of black kids—when in fact I was areservation Indian
who had been plenty fucked myself by gencrations of white
men. So, Althea, do you want to getinto a pain conrest? Do you
wanr to participate in the Genocidal Olympics? Whose fragic
history has more breadeh and depth and lengeh?

Oh, Alchea, why the hell was yoursoninmy house? And oh,
my God, it was a Li/e Leagne baseball bat! Tt was only rwenty
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inches long and weighed less than three pounds. 1 could haye
hir one hundred men in the head —maybe one thousand or one
million—and not done anything more than giventhema head-
ache. Buton that one day, on that one bitter afternoon, I took
aswing- .'1stupid,onc-hzmdcd,unlucky cut—and killed a kid,
a son, a young man who was making a bad decision but who
maybe had brains and heart and soul enough to stop making
bad decisions.

Oh, Jesus, L murdered somebody’s potential.

Oh, Mary, it was self-defense, but it was still murder. 1 con-
fess: 1 amakiller.

How does one survive these revelations? Onejust lives. Or,
rather, one just finally walks out of his basement and realizes
that the story is over. It’s old news. There are new villains and
heroes, criminals and victims, to be defined and examined and
tossed aside,

Elder Briggsand I'were suddenly and equally unimportant.

My life became quiet again. I took a job teaching private-
school white teenagers how to edit video. They used cheir
newly developed skills to make documentaries about poor
brown people in other countries. It's not oil that runs the
world, it’s shame. My Max was always going to love me, even
when he began to understand my limitations, 1 didn't know
what my wife thought of my weaknesses.

Weceks later, inbed, after lovemaking, she interrogated me.

“Honey,” she said.

*Yes,” I said.
“Can Lask you something?”
“Anything.”
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“With thar kid, did you lose your remper?”
“What do you mean?” | asked.

“Well, you have lost your temper before.”
“Just one time.”

“Yes, but you broke your hand when you punched the wall.”

“Doyouthink I lost my temper with Elder Brigps?' 1 asked.

My wife paused before answering, and in that pause 1
heard all her doubt and fear. So 1 got out of bed, dressed, and
left che house. T decided to drive to see 2 hot new independent
film—a gory war flick that pretended to be antiwar —bur first
stepped into a mini-mart to buy candy I could smuggle into
the theater.

I was standing in the candy aisle, trying todecide betweena
PayDay and a Snickers, when a group of young black men
walked into the store. They were drunk or high and they were
cursing the world, but in a strangely friendly way. How is it
that black men can make a word like motherfucker soundjovial?

There are people—white folks, mostly—who are extremely
uncomfortable in the presence of black people. And I know
plenty of Indians—my parents, for example—who are also un-
comfortable around black folks. As for me? 1 suppose I'd
always been the kind of nonblack person who celebrated him-
self for not being uncomforeable around blacks. But now, as
I watched those black men jostle one another up and down the
aisles, I was afraid —no, 1 was nervous. What if they recognized
me? What if they were friends of Elder Briggs? What if they
ittacked me?

Nothing happened, of course. Nothing ever really happens,
you know. Life is infinitesimal and incremental and inconse-
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quential. Those young black men paid for their energy drinks
and left the store. 1 paid for my candy bar, walked out to my
car, and drove toward the movie theater.

One block later, 1 had to hit my brakes when those same
black guys jaywalked across the steeet in front of me. All of
them stared me down and walked as slowly as possible through
the crosswalk. I'd lived in this neighborhood for years and I'd
often had this same encounter with young black men. It was
some remnant of the warrior culture, | suppose.

When it had happened before, I had always made it a point
tosmile goofily and wave to the black men who were challeng-
ing me. Since they thought 1 was adorky white guy, I'd behave
like one. I'd be what they wanted me to be.

But this time, when those black men walked inslow motion
in front of me, 1 did not smile or laugh. 1 just stared back ar
them. | knew | could hit the gas and slam into them and hurt
them, maybe even kill chem. 1 knew [ had chat power. And 1
knew that I would not use that power. But what about these
black guys? What power did they have? They could only make
me wait at an intersection. And so L waited. I waited until they
wilked around the corner and out of my vision. 1 waited until
another driver pulled up behind meand honked his horn. L was
supposed to move, and so | went.
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