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missing person

My father, a guy named Big
Sam Webber, disappeared the summer I was eleven years old. No one
knows what happened to him for sure—if he was murdered, kidnapped,
forgot who he was, or just decided to run and never look back. When
he was first gone, I hoped for murder or amnesia. I didn’t want to
believe he would choose to leave. But the evidence always pointed
to flight—that he gave up on my mom and me.

The police found his rusted old car at Dulles
International Airport down near Washington, DC. It was in hourly
parking, and it had rung up a giant bill over a two week period, an
amount that would’ve left me and my mom broke if we’d had to pay
it. Luckily, we didn’t. The police got it out, towed it somewhere,
and blew dust all over it for fingerprints. Big Sam’s were the only
ones found on the worn steering wheel and scratched door handle.
Kidnapping wasn’t ruled out of the picture, mostly, I think, for my
sake. He was what the police call a missing person, and he still
is.

About a month after he disappeared, a pretty black
police officer came by our house. She had a soothing smile and a
gentle voice with words that whooshed out of her mouth like a scoop
of sand. She asked me if Big Sam had ever mentioned leaving, if I’d
ever gone to the track with him and seen him place a bet on some
horse. Had I ever heard anyone threaten him, or did he sometimes
seem lost?

I’d seen a little of all those things, but nothing
big enough to grab her attention. The thing is, remembering normal
times made me feel horrible. So when we were done, she took me in
her funny-smelling arms and held me against her—my forehead scraped
red and raw on her shiny silver badge.

“It’s going to be okay,” she promised me, as if she
could see into the future.

Just a few months later, I found out she
couldn’t.

When our savings were all used up, my mother sold
the car. Then a couple of weeks after that, we started looking
around for a cheaper place to live, somewhere closer to her job. We
eyeballed a neighborhood called Charles Village, a few blocks off
Baltimore’s main north-south drags, Charles and St. Paul Streets,
near the most convenient bus routes in the city, and not too far
from the Rotunda, a fancy shopping center with a Giant Supermarket
crammed on the side.

Other not-so-okay things happened, too, like the way
my name changed. Before my dad left, everyone, including my mother,
called me Little Sam. Together, my father and I were Big and Little
Sam Webber, like I was a small part of him, and he was a larger
part of me.

But after he’d been gone for awhile, my mom suddenly
started calling me Samuel. I think the name Little Sam reminded her
a big one was out there somewhere, and remembering that turned her
into a wreck. So I tried not to get too upset over the change, but
it did bother me. The part of me I had always liked the best was
suddenly the very worst part of all. Still, for my mom’s sake, I
got used to it as fast as I could. Everyone calls me Samuel or Sam
now. I wouldn’t know what to say if someone called me Little Sam
again.

When my father was still around, he was a Baltimore
Gas & Electric employee—one of those guys who looks for
weird-smelling fumes. He’d drive a car back and forth across the
city all day—a little, dusty-blue sedan, shoe-box shaped, with a
bright BG&E logo painted on both front doors. It was a mess
inside. It always had crushed coffee and soda cups rolling around
under the seats, plus greasy yellow McDonald’s cheeseburger
wrappers floating about. He loved that kind of food. My mom used to
say that if he could have his way, he’d eat every meal at a fast
food restaurant, which didn’t seem like such a bad idea to me.

Starting when I went into the first grade, my dad
always tried to pick me up after school. No matter what his day was
like, he’d swing by to get me in the afternoons and chauffeur me
home. He worried that I was too shy and too small, and that bigger
kids would pick on me if I was stuck taking the bus. In most ways,
too, he was right. I was shy and practically a runt, and often
times bigger guys tried to push me around. Even still, I knew I
could do okay. But my dad never was convinced. See, he had been a
huge kid. I’ve looked at pictures of him as a boy, and his arms
bulged like rubbery car bumpers. Being that tough, he’d picked on
runts like me when he was in school. He knew how cruel bullies
could be, and he worried.

The truth is, at times my dad worried way more than
normal. He suffered horrible headaches his doctor said were caused
by grinding his long flat teeth together. He chewed his cuticles
raw and cracked his knuckles about a thousand times a day.

His worrying wasn’t just for me, either. He worried
about my mother, too. During the coldest months, he didn’t like her
waiting in the dark for rickety cross-town buses. They didn’t come
by nearly as frequently as the ones rolling up and down Charles or
St. Paul Street, and he thought she was vulnerable to something bad
when standing along the side of the road. So even though he was
usually exhausted and sad in the winter, he picked her up at
Junie’s Florist, drove her home, then went downtown to drop his
work car off.

On the days when he was feeling good enough, I
begged to go with him, because it was nearly a perfect trip.
Shimmering McDonald’s cheeseburger wrappers swirled about
us—bright, wrinkly birds—while colorful paper cups, stamped with
flashy lettering, slipped and rolled beneath our feet. And
together, amidst all that movement, we scampered into the magical
city, its buildings lit, and Baltimore’s skyline sparkling like a
forest of Christmas trees, helicopters and jetliners streaking
above.

He also worried about money. He and my mother tried
to talk softly so I wouldn’t hear, but I knew what was going on.
Their paychecks only went from week to week. We couldn’t even
afford to get a scruffy dog. When I asked about getting one, my dad
usually asked me who was going to pay the veterinary bills. Because
I’d been listening in, I figured my parents couldn’t, so I dropped
the subject until I felt I’d explode without a sad little mutt
around the house to hug and walk, to be friends with.

My mom says my dad lived with the knowledge that we
should have lived in a less fancy neighborhood than Rodger’s Forge.
The thing is, he didn’t want me to get stuck in one of the tougher
inner-city schools. More than once, I heard him tell my mother I
wouldn’t last two minutes in the schools he’d gone to. A kid like
him would have pummeled me for sport.

The Gordons—Ditch and Junie—owned the flower shop my
mother started working at when she first dropped out of college.
They’d never had any kids, so they treated my parents, who were
kind of alone in the world, like they were theirs. As a matter of
fact, when the Gordons came over, they didn’t even knock on the
door. They just opened it right up.

After my dad disappeared, not one thing seemed
normal except for Ditch and Junie. They even helped my mom and me
find a cheaper place to live. Junie spotted a few ads in The City
Paper and went ahead and set up some appointments. The thing is,
when we went to see the apartments, I thought she’d over estimated
how bad off we were. I mean, to me, Those places were for poor
people.

The apartment my mom chose took up the entire second
floor of a two-story rowhouse, and even though that might sound
like a lot, it wasn’t. Without any furniture, it was still cramped.
A long skinny kitchen was in the back, crammed tight with a giant
refrigerator and cabinets that, for a time, smelled like wilted
lettuce. Hanging off the kitchen was a shabby bay window that
somebody had added a few years before. It leaked like mad during
storms.

The narrow room right beside the kitchen was mine.
The thing is, the floors in it were scuffed a chalky brown, and the
walls were so drippy with paint that seemed to be drooling. Just
looking at them made me feel low.

Then there was the gloomy hallway, dark as a narrow
cave, punctured by doors to a bathroom, a closet, the stairs, and
the big front room, which was my mom’s. It overlooked the street,
Abel Avenue, and the tar-drizzled front porch roof. It was the only
place in the whole apartment that didn’t seem like it was getting
smaller every time I took a breath. Unlike the kitchen, the front
room had a pretty bay window that wasn’t popping and creaking and
dangerous-seeming. The day we first visited, the brightest yellow
beam of sunlight cut through it, and Junie, looking like she’d
spotted an angel, told us that was a good sign. The place was meant
for us. Bright light would make my mom feel better. I guess it was
supposed to sizzle her sadness away. Thinking back, it sometimes
did and it sometimes didn’t.

“Well, what do you think, hon?” Junie asked me as we
stood out on the spongy front porch. My mom was inside, upstairs,
discussing the lease with the lanky landlord, a guy who pulled his
pants nearly up to his chest so that it looked like the middle
portion of his body had been chopped away.

“It’s okay,” I said, even though I didn’t really
think so.

“Yeah, it’s alright,” she agreed. “It’s as good a
place to start as any. Your mom can’t afford that house you guys
was renting in Rodger’s Forge. Hope you know that, Little Sam.
She’d have stayed there if she could have.”

I squinted over at her for a second, sat down on the
top step and watched a skinny white guy stagger by. He gave me the
chills. He had these smoldering eyes—two holes tucked under the
hard, pale bumps of his bony head. “My mom doesn’t call me Little
Sam anymore,” I mumbled.

Big fat Junie, wearing white cotton shorts, the kind
with an elastic waistband, sat down beside me. Pale flesh dangled
beneath her arms like bread dough. “What’s she call you now,
hon?”

“Samuel,” I informed her as I watched the man step
behind a tree and start peeing. Somehow, we weren’t all that far
from our old neighborhood, but it was a whole new world.

Junie followed my gaze. “Hey you! Git outta here!”
she hollered when she spotted what the guy was doing. And, to my
surprise, the man hustled off.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Before moving, we had a huge yard sale to get rid of
extra furniture. While it was going on, I had a great time. To me,
it seemed like a carnival, with people barking out prices and my
mom accepting them or calling back another price. But that night,
when the frenzy was over, a funny thing happened. When I realized
that a lot of my father’s things were gone for good, I felt queasy.
My stomach churned for about an hour before I eventually spewed
into a toilet. My mom sat on the bathroom floor watching as I
hovered over the slick white bowl, which was cold as an ice block.
I could tell she was sad, but I couldn’t do anything about it. I
was crippled by nausea. And that was just the beginning. For a
time, my stomach got shifty and sore whenever I felt
overwhelmed.

The next weekend, Junie and Ditch, who was tall and
stretched-out and constantly puffing on a cigarette, helped us
move. And even though we used their store’s delivery van to haul
our stuff, it took us nearly six hours. We made three trips back
and forth on Greenmount Avenue and York Road, and the whole time,
my stomach gurgled. I hated the new place. It was so gloomy
compared to our old home, dark as a crusty mayonnaise jar. As I
staggered in and out of the crummy front door, it made me sad just
to drop my stuff inside, to glance up at the seams of wallpaper on
the ceiling, slathered with thick yellow paint.

After the last stick of furniture was plopped down
in the cramped hallway, Junie and Ditch went to get some beer. When
they got back, they had three new house plants with them. Each had
a big gold ribbon, like a sunflower bloom, wrapped around the
pot.

“Maxine, I knows you like the umbrella plants, hon,
so I brought you two, and a nice geranium to brighten up your
winda, ta make it feel like home.”

For some reason, my mother started crying, so Junie
wrapped her lumpy arms around her and patted her spiny back. “Don’t
cry, hon,” she whispered softly. “Don’t you cry, Maxine. You watch.
Everything’s going to straighten out. Give it some time.”

My head suddenly got woozy, and I snuck off to sit
on the bathroom floor.

Teary-eyed and sad, my mom knocked and came in. “You
feeling sick again, sweetie?” She sniffled and shut the battered
door behind her, then walked over and scratched my back gently with
her sharp fingernails, just the way I always liked.

“I don’t know why,” I gasped, starting to cry
because I felt so crummy about everything. My tears dripped onto
the floor tiles. “Maybe I ate something bad,” I blubbered.

“Oh, Samuel, it’s alright to feel bad, you know.
It’s natural. As natural as laughing, sometimes.”

But I didn’t say I was sad. I didn’t want her to
think I disliked the apartment she’d gotten for us. I worried about
her.

We sat there for awhile, hurt and weak in our
hearts. Then we stumbled to our feet. My mom gave me a hug, and I
washed up in the sink, which sat on two chrome poles and was
attached to the wall with what looked like Elmer’s Glue. We left
the bathroom and wove down the hall, around all the junk, and into
the warm kitchen where Junie and Ditch were drinking beer.

Junie got up, cracked open a can for my mom, and
gave it to her. Ditch smoked quietly at our enamel-topped table,
crammed awkwardly into the bay window. He blew gray clouds through
the red, rusty screen that reminded me of a piece of farm
equipment. Though I’d known him forever, he’d always kind of made
me nervous. To me, he was a little quiet, spooky. He looked at me.
“Little Sam,” he said, “I could check with your neighbor
downstairs, see if you could use the backyard. It don’t look like
she does. It’s a mess. I could come over next week and we could
clean it up if you want.” He took a sip of beer, cheeks draping
inwards, then took a drag on his smoldering cigarette.

“I guess,” I mumbled, though I couldn’t see what I’d
do in the tiny yard. It was nothing but a completely cluttered plot
of dirt surrounded by a wavy, crimped, two-foot wire fence. Weeds
grew in the few spots where there was exposed ground, but nothing
else. I spied a dirty shirt, looking a bit like an old bandage.
There were some cans and bottles and disintegrating boxes, plus a
broken piece of furniture piled up in the space. And believe it or
not, it struck me as sparkling clean compared to the garbage can
area, just over the fence in the alley. All sorts of nasty things
seemed stacked around the stained plastic bins.

“I’ll check in with her ’fore Junie and I go home,
Little Sam,” Ditch told me.

I nodded nervously, waiting till my mom and Junie
started talking. “Ditch,” I whispered, “I don’t go by Little Sam
anymore. It makes my mom feel bad. She calls me Samuel now.”

He cast a glance over at my mother and drew his
cracked lips against his wooden-looking teeth. Something bothered
him, I could tell, but he didn’t speak up. “Okay,” he said, and
took another drag on the smooshy filter of his Winston.

When they were gone, and my mom and I were alone in
our new place, we went our separate ways and started opening up
some boxes. In my room, I tried to organize a little, but it seemed
nearly impossible. I pushed around furniture, but there was nowhere
for it to go. After a few minutes, I gave up, sat on my cold metal
desk, legs dangling, and started reading comic books. I was halfway
through one when my mom came to the door, leaning against the
scarred frame. She held a ceramic cookie jar that was shaped like a
mama bear with a dress and checkered apron on. I couldn’t remember
a time when it hadn’t been on the kitchen counter, though it’d
never had cookies in it.

“There might not be enough room for her?” my mom
said, raising her eyebrows so I knew she was asking a question.

“She doesn’t have to be out,” I said, sliding the
shiny copy of the Thor I’d been reading back into a plastic bag. I
imagined the narrow kitchen. “Maybe she’d fit on top of the
refrigerator,” I offered.

“Hm. Maybe,” my mom said. She forced a smile. “I’ll
help you get your room straight if you want.”

I looked around at the boxes and the furniture, gray
and scratched in that rectangular cave. “Was this supposed to be
the dining room?” I asked.

Her mouth moved back and forth as she thought about
my question,. “I think it can be anything. It’s got a door on it,
and that’s unusual for a dining room. Most dining rooms don’t have
doors.” She leaned in and opened the shrunken little closet. “They
don’t usually have closets, either.” I nodded and felt a little
better. I hoped it really was a bedroom, that we weren’t so poor I
was about to live in the wrong room. “It doesn’t matter, anyway,
because you know what I’ve been thinking? Me and you should be
creative in here since it’s just us.”

I stared at her.

She swept her long brown hair over a shoulder.
“Speaking of closets, I’ve been thinking about the one in the hall.
I bet...” she said, gears whirring as she spoke, “I bet it would
make a cool television room.”

“It’s tiny,” I mumbled.

“Samuel,” she chided me, “you’re such a pessimist.
Come on and look.” She placed the bear cookie jar on the floor,
turned, stepped around a couple of boxes, and clomped down the
hall. She opened the closet and looked in. “It’s perfect,” she
declared.

“No it isn’t,” I said behind her. “You can’t put two
chairs in there.”

“Not if you put them side by side. I was thinking
about putting them in line, like a movie theater. We could fit
three in here that way. We’d even have enough room left over to
hang our coats. They’d keep nice and toasty in the winter.” She
glanced over at me, her eyebrows forming two tiny arches. “Don’t be
so negative, Samuel. It might be really neat.”

Looking the space over, I imagined watching a movie
in the chair closest to the big black Magnavox television my dad
had purchased a few years before to watch football on. I realized
it could be just like going to a small movie theater if we ever
bought a VCR or got cable. Then I remembered how Junie’d told me
the president had a private theater in his basement. “It’s like the
White House,” I declared, imagining myself eating popcorn and
drinking a soda in the little space.

“You’ll see,” my mom said. “By the time we’re done
with it, it’ll be your favorite place in the apartment.”

But that sunk my excitement, though she’d meant for
it to do just the opposite. “Yeah,” I admitted after a minute,
because I realized she was right, and I knew it shouldn’t be that
way—that a closet shouldn’t be the best spot in a house. I turned
away, lurching slowly down the hall and into my mom’s room. I
wondered if she’d been standing in a sunbeam and that was why she
was feeling better. I wondered if Junie was right about light being
good for people who are sad. I looked out the window and made sure
to place myself in the path of a bright ray. “Our street’s pretty
ugly,” I mumbled, when I could tell my mom was behind me.

“No it isn’t,” she protested. “It’s got a nice,
old-fashioned character.”

But I didn’t notice that sort of thing. “None of the
trees have real limbs,” I notified her. “Someone cut ’em all off.”
My arms fell to my sides. A knee unlocked.

“They’re growing back,” she said and roughed up my
hair, then left a hand on my shoulder.

“The houses are terrible.” I pointed towards one
with a set of brick front steps that were crumbling gently, the
ground in front of them speckled with pretty red gravel. There was
a disintegrating mattress tossed onto the scrubby hedge beside it.
It reminded me of the body of a big animal, flopped onto a bumpy
side. I wondered if it’d been there long.

“That’s the way it is in the city. You get mansions
right beside places that need some care.”

The street reminded me of my father’s Baltimore Gas
& Electric car, with its cups and hamburger wrappers
everywhere. For some reason, the street’s condition bothered me.
Rodger’s Forge had been spotless.

“Maybe you and I can clean the block up.”

Amazed, I looked over at her. “Why would we do
that?” I asked.

“To make it look better,” she said.

“Shouldn’t someone else be doing it since we just
moved in? I mean, it’s not our garbage.”

“But it’s our street,” my mother pointed out. “Don’t
we want it to look nice?”

“Maybe,” I muttered. But already I was scheduled to
clean the backyard with Ditch, and I didn’t want to be stuck doing
that sort of thing all the time. I didn’t know what I wanted to do,
but it wasn’t that.

For dinner, we got a pizza around the block at Harry
Little’s. That’s when I first noticed there was a Little Tavern on
the corner of 32nd Street and Greenmount. I would have preferred
getting a hamburger there, but I didn’t say anything. I wanted my
mother to be stronger before I started nagging her.

Anyway, it was alright-smelling pizza, and it tasted
pretty good. Maybe it would have been better if my stomach hadn’t
been one giant knot, bubbling and burning.

It poured that night, and as we ate, water streamed
down the inside of the sorry bay window in the kitchen, where our
table was located.

It poured like a fountain. Occasionally, I put a
pale, clammy finger up and redirected the little rivers, but mostly
I just left them alone. Funny thing, the water didn’t pool on the
linoleum floor—it drained right through. Actually, I kind of
thought it was nice the way it worked so cleanly. But I could tell
it bothered my mom. She didn’t eat but one slice of Harry Little’s
greasy pizza. She spent her time staring at the water as it
trickled by.

“I’m going to get them to fix this,” she declared,
stood, and went to the big ancient refrigerator to locate one of
the National Premium beers Junie and Ditch had left. She sat back
down, turning away. She gulped from the can and leaned onto one of
her knobby hands. “I hate this place,” she muttered.

I didn’t say anything—just stared out the dusty
window, chewed Harry Little’s pizza, and worried what was going to
happen to us.











 


when yer in the city, hon

Ditch and Junie came by the
following Sunday. Ditch brought with him a brand new box of plastic
lawn bags, a rake, clippers, bug-killer, and two pairs of old
gloves. I tried to ignore the supplies at first, but I couldn’t get
away with it. After he swilled some coffee, I followed him down the
stairs and out the front door, where the sky was a gray-white,
tinged with the strangest golden highlights, and the air was heavy
and warm. We walked around the block, past some of the pretty
little patches, and past some places that were nothing but dirt
spots. Halfway down the alley, we stepped over the wire fence and
stood surveying the backyard.

Like my room, I didn’t know where to begin. Ditch
had worked at tough jobs all his life, though, so he knew how to
start and struggle through projects. He organized the cleanup.

We started by bagging all the junk lying around—the
bottles and cans, a filtration mask, a pair of glasses, an old
transistor radio, an easy chair, a broken plate, a couple of old
eight-track tapes, and the door to a microwave oven. Somehow, it
had all existed in the tiny space that was the backyard. It made my
stomach roll and reinforced the feeling that I didn’t want to be
out there. I didn’t see any purpose to it. If I had to walk around
the block to get into my own backyard, I knew it would never
happen. Besides, the alley nearly scared me to death.

“Use the fire escape,” Ditch said. “It goes right up
to yer bedroom winda.”

I looked at it. He was right. The black-iron pieces
clung to the side of the rowhouse like the dried-out body of a
cicada. There was a little platform just beneath my sill. It looked
like the last tenant had also used it to get outside. On it was an
ancient rag mop, its gray yarn hardened like flossy curls of thick
ox hair. There was also a half-finished quart of beer, its label as
faded as an ancient dollar bill, and a plastic ashtray. It would be
easy to climb out onto the landing. The thing is, my window had a
big iron grate over it, with a large padlock on the inside, and I
didn’t know where the key was. I hadn’t seen one.

“You’ve got to have a key,” Ditch said. “What good’s
a fire escape if you can’t get to it?”

I shrugged.

He lit a cigarette with a red Bic lighter, cupping a
hard hand to shield the flame even though there wasn’t any wind.
“I’ll find the key for you,” he assured me. “Your mom probably
knows where it is.” His bony chest swelled as he sucked in a
lung-full of smoke. The buttons on his shirt pulled against the
thin fabric, and I thought they might tear off.

I wasn’t sure my mom did know where the key was. In
the week since we’d moved in, she’d seemed more and more lost. A
crummy key was such a minor thing that I was sure it had slipped
her mind, fallen through her loose fingers, or gotten lost in some
drawer or beneath a piece of furniture. Maybe it was under the
mattress of my bed, which wasn’t up on its metal frame yet.

Ditch glanced up at the back of our apartment,
appearing to examine the bricks. “Worried ’bout your mom?” he asked
me.

I looked at him, mumbled something, probably not
even real words. Ditch was so tall and thin and tough, like a hunk
of frayed cable sticking out of a wall.

“Junie will get her up and around. She’s good at
that kinda thing.”

I leaned over and picked a white bottle cap from the
black dirt and dropped it into a garbage bag that sagged against
one of my legs.

Ditch bent and grabbed the mushy easy chair at the
top of its back and around the side, grunted, and lifted the
waterlogged hunk of furniture. He stumbled towards the alley and
placed the chair over the fence, by the bashed and gnawed garbage
cans. A cushioned chair-arm drooped towards the ground, splintered
and broken. Turning, Ditch swiped up the rake and started into a
corner, cigarette pointing up, then down, locked between his lips
as he panted.

I wended my way around the little yard, searching
the grass and soil for foreign objects, and placing the smaller
items in my bag. I picked up a stick and used it to dig things
up—even played like it was a metal detector. The place wasn’t such
a mess. The yard had looked bad from above, but it was okay, not
half as shot as the back part of our rowhouse. My eyes locked on
the back of the house, where I saw all sorts of things I didn’t
want to see.

The mortar around the brick was stained and cracked.
It looked as if one side of the building was going to fall away
from the other. Above my head, the bay window where my mother and I
ate appeared fragile, the wood beneath it unpainted and pale, with
misplaced nails poking like spikes between ragged floorboards.
Getting a peek at the guts bothered me. I was sure the house would
come crashing down one day. The sides of it were all covered in
gray, spongy shingles that didn’t match the brick. Also, there were
thick black wires drilled into it haphazardly. They extended in a
graceful arc out to the bristling brown telephone poles in the
alley. A couple of scraggly pigeons sat on one pole. I studied them
and listened to their swallowing noises.

Moving towards the steps, I realized that someone
had recently painted them, though not very well. They’d slapped on
a coat of purple paint, dripping it all over the concrete pad
beneath, and getting some on the brick wall, too. Instead of
scraping, they’d just painted right over the crusty old layer. Big
flakes, the size of potato chips, were frozen in place by a
hardened coat of purple. It looked like pictures I’d seen of the
slums—dark-skinned kids munching on ancient wafers from around a
windowsill or a doorframe.

Underneath the soft planks were two or three old
paint cans, a dry stick pointing out of one. I squatted down and
yanked the cans out. Spider webs made fiery crackles when they
moved.

On my knees, scooping layers of leaves from below
the steps towards me, I noticed the back door to our downstairs
neighbor’s apartment. It was bright red, metal, and in good
condition, except that someone had written the word “honkey” down
the center of it with runny, silver spray paint. I shivered and
looked over at Ditch, who was halfway across the backyard, about
six feet from me. “Mr. Gordon?” I mumbled softly, scraping over my
vocal chords like crunched gravel.

Ditch stopped raking and turned around. Perspiration
came down his face in fat drips. I hesitated, gulped, and wished I
hadn’t called him. “Um,” I said, “who do you think wrote this?” I
pointed nervously up at the door.

Ditch took the drippy word in and looked back at me.
“I guess some nigger,” he said. “Can’t imagine a white person doing
it. It wouldn’t make sense, now would it?”

“Someone walked into the yard?” I stammered.

“Walked into the yard?” he asked, rubbing a hand up
and down the smooth old rake handle.

“You know, someone trespassed or something?” I stood
up so I wouldn’t feel so small.

He shrugged. “Guess someone just stepped over the
fence and wrote it out of pure meanness or jealousy or something.
Common ’round here, Little Sam. Lot of jealous people who wish they
had what you got. They’re right over there.” With a long, tough,
gloved finger, he pointed towards Greenmount Avenue, or at least
that’s where he meant to point. By mistake, he aimed off towards
green Roland Park, where if someone was jealous about something, it
usually wasn’t money.

I nodded, though I figured he was wrong about people
wanting what I had. I didn’t have anything—at least not anything
worth wanting. I barely had a bedroom.

“Worried ’bout someone bothering you out here?”

I kicked at the cracked cement landing. “Guess,” I
croaked, embarrassed.

Nodding, he dropped the rake, walked over, and sat
on the rotten steps, keeping his runny eyes on me the whole time.
Stripping off his gloves, he placed a giant, scarred paw on my
shoulder. I looked at it and realized his fingernails were strange.
They were wavy and stuck out above the last knuckle, like they’d
been embedded into his bones with a hammer. I wondered if they
hurt, because it looked like they would.

“I got funny nails,” he told me.

I couldn’t look at him, but he was so right.



“My dad had ’em, too.”

I couldn’t remember my father’s fingernails.

“Know what? No one’s going to hurt you ’round here
if you just use yer head. See a mean-looking nigger in the alley,
hop on up the fire escape and lock yer winda. Most of ’em will just
be mindin’ their own business, though. They don’t want no trouble,
usually. They just want what you got, even the stuff you throw
’way.” He looked over towards the garbage cans. “You’ll know what’s
what soon enough. Don’t go hanging out here after dark, that sort
of thing. That’s when they start trouble, if there’s gonna be any.
After dark.” He reached into his pocket with his free hand and
withdrew a half-full soft-pack of Winstons. He shook it to the
side, and a filtered-tip stuck out of the top, like a white
antenna. He stuck the cigarette on his bottom lip and dropped the
soft-pack back into his shirt pocket.

“Want a Coke?” Ditch asked, sliding his heavy hand
off my shoulder so he could cup his Bic lighter. The tip of his
cigarette turned red as he sucked at it. “7-Eleven right ’round the
corner,” he said, smoke snaking from his mouth.

I looked at the ground, then at Ditch’s torn-up work
boots, with splats of white paint across the toes. “There’s a
7-Eleven near here?” I asked, excited.

“A 7-Eleven,” Ditch told me again.

“Sure,” I said softly.

“Well, alright,” Ditch replied as he stood up,
unfolding like a horse getting its legs beneath it. He loomed over
me the way trees loom in winter, leafless and bare.

Tired, I stepped over the fence and started down the
asphalt-black alley after Ditch. We were going in the opposite
direction from the way we’d entered that morning, and I looked into
our other neighbors’ yards. Some were messes, others weren’t. Just
like back in Rodger’s Forge, a few of them had Formstone garages
with large wooden doors. That was normal. The thing I couldn’t
believe was that they took up every inch of ground, from the
backdoor of the house to the alley, and that a couple were in such
rough shape. Windows, half-protected by big iron grates, were
broken out. Graffiti and laundry-pen writing cluttered wood areas.
There were holes close to the ground, in the Formstone or beneath
rotting planks, where I imagined large rodents and insects wriggled
around, waiting for night.

But then, like a cave opening to daylight, a whole
string of homes near the end of the alley were spotless, filled
with grass and flowering plants, and decorated with nice little
items. The greenness, which lit up the air, glowed sweetly against
the trimmed and tidy bricks. Little stone paths wended their way to
the alley area, which just so happened to be clean, too. That gave
me a glimmer of hope.

We turned down 32nd Street, passed by Harry Little’s
Pizza, and started across a large empty parking lot, where plastic
grocery bags were blowing like tumbleweeds and getting stuck on
battered parking meters. I saw the 7-Eleven up on the corner, less
than a block off Greenmount Avenue. After a minute, we tramped over
a patch of brown grass and hopped off the curb, crossing this
narrow street, where about a thousand Coke bottle tops melted into
the tarred surface. I stopped and looked, amazed, before we clomped
up a flight of cement steps. Turning sideways, Ditch and I slid
between two parked cars and made our way towards the door, where a
couple of rough, moon-faced teenagers stood talking. They glowered
at us with their chins tilted up, and made me more and more nervous
as we got closer to them.

“Hey, man, you got a quarter?” one of them said, and
I nearly fell over Ditch’s heels to get away. I heard them laugh at
me as the store door slowly closed behind us.

Inside, it was like every other 7-Eleven I’d ever
been in, though maybe a little more worn. Ditch got a coffee, and
he told me to go find myself a soda. Lost in the selection, I
nearly bumped into this black lady shivering in front of the
refrigerators, arms wrapped tightly across her. I tried not to
stare at her. I focused, instead, on finding myself a Dr.
Pepper.

“You likes Dr. Pepper, too?” she croaked when I got
my hands on a slick bottle.

I glanced her way anxiously, wondering why she was
so cold. It was almost as stuffy inside the store as it was outside
of it. “It’s got a good flavor,” I whispered.

“It really do,” she grumbled softly, like she was in
pain. “It really do.”

On my way to the counter, which was blocked off in a
wall of thick plexiglass, I stopped by the comic book rack and gave
it a quick scan. I didn’t have the new X-Men or The Fantastic Four,
and I peered at their covers. The X-Men looked kind of boring.
Cyclops and Storm were holding hands. But The Fantastic Four was a
continuation of a story that hadn’t been finished the month before.
They were still fighting Galactus for control of the universe. Even
the Silver Surfer was helping out. I gawked at the scene on the
cover. The Flame appeared near death, and a stretched-out Mr.
Fantastic was screaming in Galactus’ giant hand. I swallowed,
wishing I had brought some money with me.

Ditch walked up beside me. “Want a couple comic
books?”

I felt like telling him I did, but I knew I
shouldn’t. “No, thanks,” I mumbled half-heartedly.

“Yer sure?” he asked.

“I guess,” I told him.

“Look, I’ll let you pick two, and you can go by and
take out the garbage for Junie or your mother at the store.”

I glanced up at him.

“Go on,” he grumbled at me.

Excited, I snatched up the two I’d been eyeing and
followed him over to the counter, where he pulled out a sweaty
five-dollar bill and paid.

Walking back outside, the same guy harassed me for a
quarter, calling me something, though I wasn’t sure what. As we
headed off, I was glad to put some distance between myself and the
boy, with his weasel eyes, blotted red from something.

“You know, I’ve never asked ya if ya like playing
any sports,” Ditch said as we turned down 32nd Street.

“I guess I do,” I rasped, embarrassed that I seemed
so wimpy. My bag of comic books slapped against my leg as it moved
back and forth. It made me feel good and calm.

“Bet yer too young ta remember how yer dad and me
went ta every Colts game we could, even when they stunk. Ain’t been
the same ’round here since they pulled outta town.” Ditch took a
sip of his coffee, then a puff on his cigarette, and walked quietly
a few steps. “You should get into organized sports,” he said
softly. “Junior high ball. Help build yer confidence up.”

I nodded, but I didn’t want any more change. I’d
already had too much of it.

Anyway, organized sports meant large groups of kids
my age, and I’d always been quiet around kids my age. Plus, a
screaming coach would have nearly killed me. I liked sports, but
not under those circumstances.

“Who’s yer favorite player?” he asked.

I thought for a moment. “Eric Dickerson, I
guess.”

Ditch nodded. “He’s alright. Kind of greedy,
though.”

I didn’t say anything, ashamed I liked someone who
was greedy.

“He’s okay,” Ditch said as we turned down the alley
and ambled past those gleaming yards and homes. “Least ways he’s
playing for the Colts. He’d be a big star ’round here.”

“That’s why I like him,” I said.

“Well, Sam, don’t like him for that. The Colts been
gone for years, and they ain’t coming back.”

I nodded, feeling stupid, and we stumbled silently
through the alley, stepping over the fence and into the backyard.
There was a blazing orange bird twittering away on the fence next
door, which made me feel light and floaty. Just staring at the
little guy made me know that everything would get better, that
Baltimore could open its arms and welcome people in.

I put my bag of comics and my Dr. Pepper on the
purple steps and started working again, cleaning up that small yard
that mean people trespassed into without a thought. Then the bird
flew away, and I missed him. As I put yellow plastic twist ties on
the lumpy bags I’d filled, I wondered if I’d ever have the guts to
do anything in that plot of land, even if it was spanking clean. I
didn’t tell Ditch, though. I kept it inside of me, like a pound of
stones.

My mom was asleep in her room, as she had been for a
few days. Junie had left for the store in the morning, and Ditch
headed out when we were done in the back. Exhausted, I watched
television in our closet. The tv was on the floor, and I rested
peacefully on top of a chair and a pile of coats.

Bonanza was blaring at me. Hoss and Little
Joe were taking nitroglycerin up a mountain to stop a fire. I had
no idea how unpredictable the stuff was until then. One good bump
or jolt and the Cartwright brothers were dust. Funny thing, too—my
mom had told me once that Ditch took nitro for his heart, and I
wondered if the medication and the explosive were the same thing. I
couldn’t figure out how Ditch’s throat hadn’t burst, or his stomach
blown-up. I figured that saliva defused it or something.

When Bonanza was over, I watched a little of
The Big Valley with Lee Majors, who was also the Six Million
Dollar Man, but I got bored with it pretty fast and cut the Western
off halfway through. I climbed over the coats and the chairs and
stood out in the dim hallway looking at my mom’s closed bedroom
door, covered with a spray of thumb-tack holes. I walked into my
room and stared out my grated window at the backyard. It was nice
looking. It didn’t seem nearly as threatening as it had before
Ditch and I had cleaned it up.

I even considered taking some GI Joes down there and
playing. I didn’t, though, mostly because I would’ve had to walk
around the block, and my legs already ached from work. Plus, I was
still a little nervous. The alley didn’t look any better. Actually,
it looked worse, stacked as it was with our bulky, green garbage
bags and that slumping easy chair, with its floral pattern of soppy
leaves.

I went into the kitchen and sat down at our
breakfast table. I reached up and pushed my mother’s and Junie’s
smelly beer cans out of the way and rested my head against the
smooth enamel surface, shell-shocked that we’d sunk so low. I knew
that was why my mother was sleeping all the time. My father was
gone and we were completely poor.

Outside, angular shadows covered the houses across
the alley, hiding their flaws—the rusty down-spouts, the
tar-covered roofs, and the cracking paint. The way they were lit,
the houses actually looked pretty. I heard a dog start barking
somewhere.

I glanced down and searched around the gray garages,
the bent wire Fences, and the small trees. There were a couple of
men—a white guy with a cap on, and a black man with a
beard—strolling along, bobbing on knees as springy as shock
absorbers. They went from garbage can to garbage can, then stopped
when they got to the pile of crud Ditch and I had stacked up. The
window was open, and their voices were clear in the heavy air. They
yanked out the sagging easy chair, one arm pointing at their shins.
Then they tore open the plastic bags. I couldn’t believe it. Rusty
cans, hunks of glass, fabric, sticks, and other stuff formed a
carpet in the alley. They rooted through it, then gave up and began
looking into other backyards and searching through everything. By
32nd Street, I saw them pick up a new, baby blue garbage can. They
wrestled with it, and it wrestled back, chained as it was to a
dented post. But eventually, something broke, and they carried it
off like it was theirs all along.

My stomach churned. I got up and walked back to my
disorganized room. I flopped onto my bed and looked at the mess
around me—the boxes that were open but not unpacked, the gray
clumps of dust, and the blob of sheets at the end of my bare
mattress. I looked up at the square glass light shade above, at the
cobwebs that hung from it like strings of crystals. It made me feel
alone, like the last person in Baltimore.

I rolled onto my side and propped my head up with an
arm, settled a few scraps of paper in front of me, and drew a small
picture of Iron Man. When I finished, I drew one of Wolverine, then
pulled over the bag of comic books that Ditch had bought me, and
slid The Fantastic Four out and opened it. For a few seconds, I was
feeling so sorry for myself that I stared at the first page without
reading, without even seeing the art. Finally, I forced my eyes to
focus on the amazing opening panel, with the Thing, the Silver
Surfer, and the Invisible Girl dodging a meteor shower. It soothed
my nerves just to see it. I breathed a sigh of relief a few pages
in: The Human Torch was still alive. Excited, I shot through the
story, and when I was done, I turned back to the first page and
started all over again. But before I could finish a second time, I
fell asleep.

When I woke up the next morning, there was a dull
blade of light angling across my messy bedroom, dust swirling in it
like tiny pale bugs. There were so many particles in the air I was
scared I might start choking. I stood and looked out on the day.
The sky was white, which deflated me because I’d been hoping it
would be sunny for my mother. As I turned from the window, my shoes
squeaked on the floor. Looking down, I realized I still had them
on—also all my clothes from the day before. I tried to straighten
my crumpled shirt out by rubbing my hands across it like a cold
iron, but it was no use. I gave up and went into the kitchen to
search for something to eat.

I was sitting at the table, crunching on Pringles
chips, when I heard someone start up the creaky steps from
downstairs. The footfalls stopped at the top and a set of keys
jangled. One slid into the lock. I watched as the angular glass
knob, like a big diamond, turned, and Junie’s plump fingers, worn
green polish on each nail, wrapped around the door. As she entered,
I noticed her creased pair of silver sandals, which glistened in
the half-light. The rubber soles were worn low beneath both of her
big toes. Under a flabby arm, she carried a bag of groceries. She
smiled at me as she gently shut the door, and her yellow sundress,
like an unstaked tent, fluttered.

I smiled back. Junie could look sweet in her own
way.

She made her way into the kitchen and set the bag
down on the small counter. Before saying anything, she removed the
red can of Pringles from my hands and located its plastic top.

“Your mom ever get up last night, hon?” she
whispered.

I shook my head.

She pursed her lips. Dull wrinkles spread across her
saggy features. She placed her hands on her giant hips, looking me
over. “You’re wearing the same thing you wore yesterday,” she
observed. “Why, I bet you didn’t even wash your hands after working
out back.”

I looked at my palms. The creases were filled with
dirt.

“I’m ashamed Ditch let you go like this,” she said.
“Go wash, hon. In fact, go take a shower. I’ll cook you up some
breakfast.”

I just stared at her blankly, as if I didn’t
understand.

She unloaded a gray carton of eggs, a sealed package
of fatty bacon, and a cold tube of Pillsbury biscuits. She pulled
out a can of V-8, punctured the top with a rusty opener, then
located a dusty glass from out of the cupboard, filling it halfway.
“Your mom’s getting up today. Don’t you worry.”

I smiled again but continued to look at her. For
some reason, I didn’t feel like I had the strength to move. My butt
felt like it weighed more than a sofa. My eyes stared out in the
general direction of the cabinets.

Junie gently shooed me out of the chair and steered
me into my room. She watched my progress as I unlaced my sneakers
and stripped grimy socks from my feet. “Shampoo yer hair,” she
instructed me, turned, and went down the hall to wake my mother. I
could hear their voices as I shut the bathroom door.

Out of the shower, I brushed my teeth and parted my
hair with my fingers. I couldn’t see into the foggy, cracked mirror
because it was too high. Opening the door and creeping down the
hall with a towel wrapped around me, I saw my mom slumped in the
kitchen, drinking her V-8, and talking to Junie, who was frying
bacon. In my room, my whole body pounded with happiness. I got
dressed as fast as I could and rushed out to see her.

“Honey,” my mom said, forcing herself to smile. She
was dressed in a faded t-shirt and shorts. Her skin looked gooey
and soft, and her bare feet were practically skeletal. The wrinkles
from her pillow had dented lines into one side of her face, so
around her nose looked as if patches of pink material had been sewn
together. Her eyes were deep and watery, the lids pouchy as blood
blisters. “You got toothpaste on your chin,” she told me. She wiped
it off with her shirt, then gently wrapped her chilly hands around
me and dug her face into my hair.

My nose was buried near her underarms, and I
couldn’t help noticing that she smelled bad, like sour onions. The
odor made me feel kind of miserable. I mean, as far as I knew,
she’d never stunk before.

She held me for a few minutes, then made a promise.
“You watch. We’re going to be alright. We’re going to do fine.”

“Mom,” I mumbled, choked up.

“We’re going to have fun here. You’ll see. We’re
gonna like it.” She pushed my stringy bangs away with her nose,
kissed my head, and let me go. Turning her weepy eyes from me, she
looked outside. “You and Ditch did a wonderful job out back. Stuck
it all in the alley, huh?”

I looked over the table and down towards the back
yard. “Two guys tore open the trash bags. That’s why it’s like
that.”

Junie looked around, then poked at bacon strips with
a fork. “That always happens ’round here. Ditch shouldda known.”
She shook her head, speared a slab of bacon, and flopped it onto a
plate with a paper towel draped over it.

“They stole a garbage can, too. I watched them do
it.”

Junie sampled her cooking, munching on a cooled
bacon strip. “That’s why you got to chain ’em down.”

“It was chained.”

She shrugged, chewing. “Must have been plastic. Am I
right? Well, see, they say buy metal when yer in the city,
hon.”











 


the biggest geek in history

The next day, a Monday, my
mom, still looking frail and sleepy, took me to register at Robert
Poole Middle School. Because we didn’t know any better, we took a
boxy city bus up to the Rotunda, got off, and walked nearly a mile,
which wouldn’t have been so bad except my mother had trouble
keeping her balance that whole week. She staggered about, and it
didn’t matter what kind of shoe she had on. It was terrible,
because I knew it had to do with the way she felt inside. I’d never
seen her so uncoordinated.

Also, Hampden, the neighborhood that Robert Poole
Middle School is located in, is kind of a tough place. The people
have been there so long that it’s kind of become a little community
separate from the rest of Baltimore. It’s run down, angry, and
suspicious. Once, my mom and I watched a Tom Cruise movie about a
steel town, and the place reminded me of Hampden. Generally, they
don’t like blacks there, and it’s normal for some of the guys to
harass women, especially women who don’t look like they belong
there.

So my mom must have made a perfect target, worn-out
and off-balance like she was. As we turned the corner at Roland
Avenue and 36th Street, these three young guys started taunting
her. They followed us from Roland Avenue all the way past Falls
Road, till we were less than a block from the school. It was
horrible.

“I’ll help ya walk, baby.”

“Ya just need to stretch them legs of yers.”

“Look like ya just rolled outta the sack. Ya enjoy
the sack?”

“Look at her. She ain’t listening to ya. She thinks
she’s too good for ya.”

“No way.”

“Look at her.”

“That ain’t true, is it? Ten minutes, I’d show ya
who’s too good. Don’t even know what good is, I bet.”

I just wanted them to leave us alone. I wished I
could have pummeled them like Thor or The Hulk. I imagined doing
it, turning, grabbing them by the front of their black t-shirts,
and tossing them through a crummy brick wall. I felt like it was my
job to protect my mom since my dad was gone, but I couldn’t do
anything but hunch my shoulders, keep my head down, and walk
faster. I couldn’t even help my mom walk, and she really needed the
help.

At the corner of Falls Road, we had to wait for the
light to turn. All sorts of cars whizzed by, and the three guys
milled about a few feet behind us, beside a blue stone bench with
“Baltimore, The City That Reads” painted on it in yellow letters.
Desperate for the light to change, I searched down the hill and
waited for a break in the traffic so we could bolt across.

That’s when I saw a BG&E sedan cruise off the
Jones Falls Expressway. As it approached, a thrill leapt into my
heart. I was positive my father had returned to save the day. I
searched through the rowhouse reflections on the slanted windshield
as the car got bigger. I imagined that my dad would get closer and
closer, then whip the steering wheel to one side and plow the three
guys over, just like that, without even blinking. I would have been
so proud. As I waited for the maneuver, I kept thinking, “Do it!”
But the car passed straight by. From the side, I caught sight of
the driver, a man I’d never seen before in my life, a flat-nosed
Asian guy. I almost fainted on the sidewalk, I was so let down. And
the whole time the taunts continued.

I tried to give my mother some help by steadying her
with a hand. We stumbled and tripped our way down the walkway as
fast as we could. Then, finally, the school rose up to the right,
just beyond a short strip of wooden rowhouses, their crimped and
twisted silver fences surrounding tiny, clean front yards. As we
neared the edge of the parking lot, the guys behind us got bored. I
heard them discuss leaving, then they just turned and headed back
up the street to give someone else a hard time. I was so relieved
that a sleepiness swept through me. I wanted to lie down between
cars and stare up at the sky, blue and dotted with pretty
cotton-ball clouds.

“I hope those guys get run over,” I told my mom as
we approached the school steps.

She looked down at me, licked her frail, dry lips,
scaly as snakeskin even with her makeup on. “You shouldn’t wish
that on anyone,” she told me, grabbing the cold black railing to
brace herself.

I looked over my shoulder, across the parking lot
and down the road we had come from. I was nervous that the guys
were waiting for her to pass by again. “I know,” I admitted softly,
but I still hoped they’d get hit by a big, fast-moving
eighteen-wheeler. I worried they’d made my mom feel even worse,
saying all those mean things. She seemed so fragile, like I could
have hurt her, and I only came up to her shoulder blades. I was
worried she’d go straight home, lie down, and never get up again.
My dad was gone, and my mom would be gone, too. That thought
horrified me. Taking the gray stone steps, I got dizzy and hot, and
could barely breathe. Suddenly, the steps were as slick as ice,
stretched off in a strange direction. I leaned forward and
unexpectedly banged my knee.

“Ouch!” I howled and sat down, gasping in pain even
though it didn’t really hurt that much.

“Oh, honey,” my mom said, stooping down to check on
me. “You okay?”

Eyes watery with fear, I looked up at her. “Mom,” I
whispered, thinking that maybe if she waited for me, I could
protect her better than I had. “Mom, can you stay till the end of
school? I want you to stay. Please,” I begged. “Please.” To buy
some time, I rubbed my knee like it was still hurting.

“I wish I could,” she told me, wobbled, lost her
balance, and sat down with a thud beside me. She kept her legs
together, like she was trying to hold a penny between her knees. “I
gotta go to work. I’ve gotta make some money so we can live.”

“No you don’t. We could stay with Ditch and Junie,”
I informed her in a whisper.

“We can’t,” she told me. “I’ve got to go.”

I swallowed. “No,” I croaked.

“I’ve got to,” she repeated softly.

I didn’t know what to say. She was going to leave
me. Thick, gummy tears came into my eyes. “Well, don’t go home,
okay,” I mumbled. “Don’t go home, Mom. Go straight to work. But
don’t pass by those guys again. Go some other way.” I put my hand
out and touched her bony knee.

She laughed softly. “I’ll go down Falls Road,” she
said, “and I’ll go straight to work.”

“Go into a store if anyone bothers you again,” I
instructed.

“I will,” she said, smiling sadly and standing like
she was on stilts.

“Don’t go to sleep again,” I pleaded.

Her mouth bent out of shape at the corner, tugging
downwards towards one side of her chin. “I’m not gonna do that. I’m
not tired anymore.” She stood up, grasping the rail so tightly that
the skin stretched like rubber across her knuckles. I could see the
skinny blue blood vessels in her fingers. They made me love her
with all my heart. “Now come on, Samuel. We got to get you signed
in.” She held out her other hand, and sheepishly I took it.

——————————

I didn’t want to be at school. I wanted to be back
home in my new room, door shut and locked, GI Joes and their
assorted vehicles scattered across the gritty floor and mattress.
The teacher, Mr. Belcher, looked so ridiculous, he nearly caused me
to crack up. He wore this white dress shirt that was so tight, it
clung to his soft, flabby body like a superhero costume. The way
his belt cut him in half reminded me of a squeezed water balloon.
Big smooth tires of fat hung over the leather strip, lumping up
around his narrow rib cage. Even his sleeves were tight. You could
see where his undershirt stopped halfway down his arms. His vinyl
pocket protector, bristling with pens, pencils, and a tiny
protractor, were wedged halfway out of his shirt pocket by the hump
of his soft chest. I imagined that when he took off his clothes at
night, his body popped free like a spring, and he was twice as
fat.

Mr. Belcher was going over long division, which I
didn’t really understand and had no desire to. I worried about
whether my mom had made it to work, and about the kids around
me—they looked like they hated that I was there. I felt crummy
except for when my eyes caught sight of Mr. Belcher shimmying about
up front. My stomach even started gurgling, and I got scared I
might get sick. I kept swallowing, hoping to prevent it. Lunch was
getting close, and I worried that it might push me right over the
edge. It didn’t help that the tiled halls had smelled like smooshy
green beans and detergent for the last hour and a half. It was hot,
too. Mr. Belcher didn’t like to keep the windows open. He liked it
warm, so sweat beaded on his upper lip and drenched the underarms
of his tight shirt.

“A pop quiz,” Mr. Belcher suddenly declared with
about fifteen minutes to go before the bell. Most everyone groaned
the way hot water boils out of a radiator. Some kids cussed under
their bad breath, rolled their pink eyes, and pouted.

Mr. Belcher placed a hunk of chalk down on the
little shelf below the big green board, numbers scrawled across it
like Egyptian writing. He walked like a robot, his arms just barely
bent, back to his gray metal desk. He found a stack of papers and
counted them, then handed a bunch to the first student in each row,
who took one, then passed the rest back. It was too much. My
stomach suddenly leapt, then spasmed uncontrollably.

I raised my hand.

Mr. Belcher, neck bulging at the collar of his
shirt, lifted his eyes to see me. “Don’t worry, Mr. Webber. I don’t
expect you to take this.”

My stomach was too far gone to care. Saliva gushed
into my mouth and flooded around my gums. “Can I go to the
bathroom?” I garbled in response.

He observed me, thick mouth slack, like I’d insulted
him. “I don’t know,” he replied.

I stared back, horrified, ready to lose it on my
pale desk top, or on the girl in front of me, whose long straight
hair fell across the first few inches of the tattered math book I’d
just been given.

“Can you?” he asked, studying me, papers tucked in
the crook of an arm.

“Yeah,” I mumbled thickly, answering his
question.

“No,” he said. “I realize that you can, but that’s
not the way one properly phrases a question, Mr. Webber.”

I glanced around me, begging for an answer to Mr.
Belcher’s riddle. Then it came to me. It was the oldest trick in
the book. “May I go?” I said as politely as I could.

“The bathroom pass is on my desk, young man,” he
said patiently and continued handing out the quizzes.

I rose from my chair slowly, trying to look calm. At
Mr. Belcher’s desk, I tucked the bathroom pass under an arm and
headed out the door. In the hallway, away from watchful eyes, I
broke into a jog, rounded corners, and searched desperately for the
latrine. My vision was hazy. My feet felt distant and numb, like
they’d both been asleep or submerged in a bucket of ice water.
Panting, stomach pushing at the back of my throat, I became more
and more desperate. Finally, after three long corridors, I found
the bathroom.

I hit the heavy wooden door with my hands extended,
ran across the tiled floor, fell to my knees in front of a white
commode, and barfed into the clear water. A continuous flood
erupted from me till I didn’t have anything left in my stomach.
Mouth open, yuck lacing my lips like milk, I slumped down, leaned
against the partition, and closed my eyes to catch my breath. Then
the janitor walked in, a large black man with a slow gait.

I stared at him in horror.

His big bulging eyes took me in. “Y’all right?” he
asked after a moment, pulling a giant gray garbage can on wheels
through the door. He let it go, and it rolled to a stop by the
sinks.

I couldn’t speak.

“Look like you got sick.” He sounded like he had
cotton balls in his mouth, and they forced him to speak slowly. I
climbed from my knees, head still woozy, and grasped the toilet
paper dispenser, this big, silver box, so I wouldn’t start
circling.

He tromped over and looked into the toilet. “You’re
sick,” he said to me. A bunch of dark plastic bags stuck out of one
of his back pockets. On his head was a Chevron gas station baseball
cap. Beneath it, his kinky hair was black and gray, his craggy
brown skin dotted with thick whiskers and acne scars. “You want me
to take you down to tha nurse’s office?” he asked.

I swallowed. “No,” I muttered.

He wore a blue work shirt with a white oval on one
side for his name. Nothing had been written in the space, though.
“Yer sure?” he asked me.

“Yes, sir,” I managed weakly.

He nodded, studying my face. “School started two
weeks ago. Ain’t seen you ’round here.”

“I’m new, today,” I mumbled. I picked up the
plyboard hall pass and started for the door.

“Hey,” he said.

I turned.

“You didn’t flush the toilet. That ain’t my
job.”

I breathed in, skirted around him, and pushed down
on the cold, wet silver knob. Water burst into the basin, swirled,
and rushed down the hole in the bottom.

“Alright,” he said. He tilted his old head,
scratching the bottom of his heavy chin. “You still don’t look too
good.”

I nodded, turned, and started for the door.

“You got throw-up ’round your mouth,” he called
after me, but I just kept going, too embarrassed to wash my face in
front of him. I did it at a water fountain instead. I scrubbed my
face with a hand and wiped it dry with my forearm. Then, stomach
like a fist, and my mouth tasting sour, I stumbled down the
foul-smelling hall, made three quick turns, stopped, and studied
the empty corridor. I turned around and looked in the other
direction. Everything was exactly the same. I checked the big
bathroom pass I was carrying, thinking it might have a room number
on it, but it didn’t. On top of everything that had happened, I was
lost. There wasn’t even a teacher wandering around in search of
delinquent kids.

I shuffled over to the gouged lockers, looked at the
rusty numbers, and hoped they might tell me something. They didn’t.
I looked at the tiled floor in an effort to recall a landmark —
something I could use to find my way, but nothing came to me. I
sighed weakly, turned a little, and rested my cheek on a cold
locker door. I wondered where the one I’d been assigned that
morning was. It was written on one of the pieces of paper a lady in
the office had given me to start school, and that was on my desk in
Mr. Belcher’s class.

I twisted around and put my other cheek against the
metal. It was a horrible day. To start with, the guys in Hampden
had taunted us. Then it turned out that Robert Poole Middle School
didn’t have a bookstore, like my mom had thought they would, so I
had to start class without notebooks, pencils, binders and other
sorts of stuff.

Standing in the office that morning, my mom had been
nearly as embarrassed as me. Eyes wide, she promised to fix the
problem after work, but I was stuck carrying around a few scraps of
yellow stationery that a secretary had given me, while everybody
else had brand new Mead organizers, book bags and plastic rulers.
It must have looked like we were so poor we couldn’t afford
anything. I shook my head. All of that was bad, but it wasn’t as
bad as getting sick in the bathroom, and that wasn’t as outright
horrible as getting lost. Getting lost was the worst. People would
think I was the biggest geek in history, and they would be right.
Even I thought I was a geek.

Leaning against those lockers, covered in bumpy blue
paint, I slumped forward and stared down at my feet, at the
sneakers I’d gotten on a shopping trip with my father the previous
winter. Whatever excitement I’d had meeting new people was
completely gone.

“You lost now?”

I looked up, horrified, and gawked at the janitor,
his Chevron cap with fingerprints across the bill.

“You can’t just stand ’round in the hall. You got to
go back to class if you ain’t going to the nurse’s office.”

I couldn’t speak. I tried to, but nothing came out
of my mouth except a thin squeak of air.

“Where you ’sposed to be?” He leaned down and picked
up a wad of paper, squeezed it in his big hands, and tossed it into
his garbage can on wheels, which now had a big push-broom jammed in
it.

“Mr. Belcher’s class,” I barely managed.

“Mr. Belcher’s class.” He nodded, a blasé look on
his face. “Come on. I’ll show you where it is, ’fore you get into
trouble.”

I fell in beside him. He didn’t walk fast like Ditch
did. I actually had to slow down for him. After about ten feet, he
pulled the garbage can around and pushed it in front of him, which
allowed him to go faster, but not much. The little wheels beneath
the bin spun quietly across the smooth floors.

“Feeling better?” he asked me without looking
down.

“I guess,” I whispered.

“You looking better. Don’t look so green ’round the
gills no more,” he said, and his lids, like bat wings, pulled shut
over his eyes, then rose gently, as if he was peering around
them.

One more turn and he stopped, bringing his worn
boots—brown and wrinkled as discarded paper bags—up under him and
rested one hand on the lip of the gray can. The other adjusted his
hat. “Ain’t supposed to wear a cap inside,” he told me, like I’d
said something about it. “I know that, but I don’t have no one to
impress. That’s what I tell the teachers whenever they say they
wished I’d take it off.”

I nodded.

He pointed at a door down the hall. “That’s it, the
room you was looking for. Won’t embarrass you. Go on. Maybe he
didn’t even know you was missing. He don’t notice much sometimes,
being a bit odd and all.” He turned, drawing the wheeled garbage
can around with him.

“Thanks,” I murmured at his wide back.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

A woman from the office found me at the end of the
school day and escorted me to the bus stop at the corner of 36th
Street and Falls Road. We stopped beside the bench with “Baltimore,
The City That Reads” printed on it, not two feet from where those
guys had bothered my mom and me that morning.

“This is where you’ll catch the bus in the
afternoons. You’ll ride the 42 Downtown. Any questions?”

I shook my head again.

“You’ll catch the 42 Falls Road on Charles Street in
the mornings. Okay?”

This time I nodded.

“Good,” she declared. “Well it’s nice to have you at
Robert Poole Middle School, Mr. Webber. I’m sure you’ll make
friends before you know it.” As she walked away, she waved, her
hand flapping back and forth behind a clump of curly reddish hair
and the pink shoulder of her coffee-stained blouse.

I stood a little apart from the other kids, holding
my plastic-coated bus pass in one hand, my blazing yellow sheets of
paper in the other. We were there for about ten minutes before a
big blue and white bus pulled up.

The bus cruised about half a mile down Falls Road,
made a slow, wide turn onto 41st Street, creaking and groaning, and
started up the steep hill towards the Rotunda Shopping Center. I
felt like a grown-up, traveling alone like I was. I was momentarily
thrilled to be making my own way, something my father had never let
me do. At the top of the hill, where my mother and I had started
our walk that morning, three excited kids—two girls and a boy with
an eye patch—stumbled down the bus steps.

We drifted past the Rotunda, with the Giant grocery
store stuck on the side, and rumbled down the long hill, through
the southwestern edge of fancy Roland Park, onto University
Parkway, and up a hill and past the Johns Hopkins lacrosse field.
Kids hopped out at various stops, and eventually the bus turned
south onto St. Paul. And along with four other Robert Poole Middle
School students, I climbed off opposite the line of stores that
included Junie’s Florist. The other kids didn’t even look at me
before running across the road, disappearing into the broad blocks
of Charles Village. Like an old man, I stood there and watched as
my new neighborhood, glowing a delicate reddish-brown, appeared to
gather them in and guard them with the hunched shoulders of old
rowhomes, then I turned and saw the back of the bus just as it
disappeared over the hill, on its way downtown.

I waited for a wave of traffic to whistle by, then
shuffled across the street, along the sidewalk and up the steps to
Junie’s Florist. My mom was cleaning out the big glass
refrigerators with flowers in them, wiping them down with a yellow,
peanut-shaped sponge twice as big as her hand. Junie was on the
phone, talking to a friend about a television show. She smiled at
me.

An older man, Mr. Oritz, who worked when Ditch did
other things, was outside, in the little garage where they sold
shrubs and bedding plants, like petunias and stuff. It had once
been a little driveway between buildings, but Junie’d gotten
permission to put a roof on it and close it off. Ditch had welded
together the sign above the gate. It was made out of old pipes, but
you couldn’t tell because it looked so good. It said, “Junie’s
Garden Supplies,” and had big bags of dirt and pine bark stacked
beneath it, against the inside of the fence. Mr. Oritz, with his
little shrunken face and hands like frying pans, watered and
arranged the plants while my mom and Junie held down the fort
inside.

“Mom,” I murmured.

She looked over her shoulder at me and stood. “How
was your day, sweetheart?” The skin around her eyes was crinkled
and puffy. Her bright red smock sagged over her like a wet
pillowcase.

I swallowed. “It was okay,” I told her.

She wobbled, leaning against the glass refrigerator
door with her thin shoulder. “Just okay?” she asked, trying to
sound worried instead of tired.

I shook my head, looking at the papers in my hand. I
decided not to tell her that I’d been embarrassed about not having
any supplies. “I got sick,” I whispered to her, cupping my hand so
Junie couldn’t hear what I said. “Then I got lost in the hallway,
and the janitor had to show me back to class.”

She gnawed on her bottom lip. “You got sick again?”
she said.

“Uh huh.”

“What got you sick, do you think?” She pushed some
hair off her face.

“I thought I was going to have to take a pop quiz in
math, even though I didn’t know anything. Also, the halls
stunk.”

She smiled a smile that lit up her face, which had
been pretty before my dad disappeared. “The halls stunk?”

I dropped my hand and couldn’t help grinning back.
“Like mushy food. It was from the cafeteria.”

“Well, no wonder you got sick, Samuel.” She touched
a palm against one of my cheeks. It was cold and damp.

I looked at the floor and decided not to say that no
one else had thrown up, at least as far as I knew.

“You want to get a Coke at the Waverly Deli?” she
asked me.

Sometimes she knew just how to make me feel better.
I nodded, my backbone tingling.

“You could get your school supplies, too, at the
dime store, if you want.”

I shot a look at her, stunned that she expected me
to get them there. I’d been hoping we’d take the bus up to the
Rotunda and buy them at the Rite Aid, where I knew they’d have
everything I wanted. The dime store down the street didn’t sell
name brands, so they wouldn’t stock Mead organizers, which was the
binder I was dying to have.
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