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Chapter One
The summer sun rose above the horizon like a hurricane lamp someone had turned down too far and was turning back up, the light slowly growing brighter and brighter. Each time the key in the lamp turned, the sun’s wick grew longer and longer. In just a few minutes' time, the sun’s flame appeared above the low mountains in the east. The mountains of Western Pennsylvania were tiny hills compared to the Rockies out west, but to a ten-year-old boy who had never seen the Rocky Mountains outside of the pictures in magazines or encyclopedias, the hills surrounding me were huge. The rising sun behind them gave the hills a dark, swallowing color. They weren’t black, but they weren’t exactly green either. The full trees of summer lined the hilltops, swaying in the breeze. It looked as if crowds of onlookers cheered the sun up from its fallen place below the horizon. As if this were Christmas morning, I watched the sun slowly rise above the trees. Had this been Christmas, I would have run downstairs, giggling and howling at the presents strewn beneath the tree. But, this was mid-summer, and Santa Claus still had some work in the toyshop to finish before I’d see him again sitting in his chair down at Gimbel's, handing out miniature candy canes and getting his picture taken.
I smiled as if all the world’s cameras were focused on me. I smiled so big, I felt my ears actually pull back from my dimples to make room. I sat on the back porch of our townhouse. I didn’t know it then, but it wasn’t actually our townhouse. We rented it from a man named Mike. At the time, I thought Mike was just another friend of the family. He visited often and had the most incredible timing. Anytime something wasn’t working just right, my mother would pick up the phone and call him. It seemed as though before the receiver landed back in the cradle, he showed up, ready and willing to heal the house’s ailments. I thought Mike was pretty handy that way. I decided one day while I watched him repair the pipes under the sink that he was older than my parents. He looked like he could be my Grandpa, or at least was as old as someone that should be one.
He sort of reminded me of one of those Buddha statues I had seen in a National Geographic magazine once. His pot-belly stuck out over his belt like too much honey in a jug for old Pooh Bear himself. Sometimes, I half expected it to slowly ooze to the floor, leaving a long strand stretching between his chest and his boots. He had large, round arms with legs to match. He could do his share of lifting and then some when absolutely necessary, though. His dark hair made a horseshoe shape around his head. Evidently he wasn’t happy about this arrangement, because he took a few long strands of hair and pulled them across the top. His scalp reminded me of railroad tracks. I imagined tiny railcars traveling back and forth from one side of his head to the other. This would have been much quicker than traveling all the way around the back of his head. These train cars carried the information from where Mike stored it in his brain to where he needed it when he was thinking. Back and forth, back and forth, chug, chug, chug. I could always tell when the tracks weren’t going to the right places, because Mike stopped what he was doing, raised his hand to his head, and adjusted the tracks. To the untrained eye, it looked as if he were scratching his head in deep thought or possibly bewilderment. But, I knew better. The engineer and the conductor must have communicated through the steel-rimmed glasses that rested on the edge of Mike’s nose. He often adjusted those too. I could tell when everything lined up just as he wanted, or needed, because he would smile and nod his head. Less than thirty seconds later, he had solved the problem. He would congratulate his train-people by patting himself on the head whenever someone asked how he had figured out the solution.
“It’s all up here,” Mike said, patting his head. “Sometimes I can’t find what I’m looking for right away, but the answer is always right up here,” still patting. He patted his head the way most folks pointed to their temples. A few pats and a quick wink, and he’d be on his way to the next problem, ready to fire up the coals.
Since we lived in a row of townhouses, he was often just a door or two away at any time. Our house served as one bookend of the neatly stacked row of nine homes. The two-story structure stood tall at the top of a hill. A narrow driveway dropped steeply alongside our house. Beyond the driveway, a grove of trees stood ready for the adventures, and misadventures, of youngsters in the area. The trees stood in a criss-cross pattern that could have only resulted from the hard work of city planners. Each tree had its own space, with enough breathing room to fit nearly two trees between it and the next one. I supposed that if I were to cut the tops off the trees, they would look like bowling pins, waiting to be knocked down. Facing the grove, the drive dropped steeply to the left. Between the house and the drive, a strip of yard nearly twenty feet wide served as the neighborhood football field. My parents didn’t like that fact, but at least they knew where we were. The field dropped alongside the driveway lined with a chain-link fence. Football teams took turns playing down the hill then up the hill, switching directions at halftime. Whichever team played downhill had the decided advantage. At the end of the driveway and the end of the grove on this side of the street, Appleton Drive intersected. A stop sign at the end of the driveway leaned slightly to the right. Over the years, the kids in the neighborhood had thrown stones at it, smacked it with baseball bats, and hung from it like monkeys. Dented silver pockmarks covered the front. Someone had painted “War!” under the word “STOP.”
Crossing Appleton, the drive became a gravel pad which faded into another grove of trees. Looking left while standing at the stop sign, one saw two-story houses squatted next to each other along the right side of Appleton. My row of townhouses on the left looked like a goal-line defense, protecting the end zone from the two-story offense. All the houses facing my row wore the same uniform and held the same stature - as wide as they were tall with a window on either side of a center door on the first floor and a window on either side of a smaller window on the second floor. Each house was white with black pitch roofs. All the houses looked the same. Except one. Halfway up the row of two-story houses, a three-story house stood taller than the other houses. Because the townhouses sat atop a hill, the roofs of the two-story houses aligned evenly with the windows on the first floor of the townhouses. Except for the middle house. The roof of the three-story, red brick house lined up perfectly with the roof of the center townhouse. It’s windows appeared larger than entire houses next to them. A short rise of steps led to a white, ornately decorated door. It featured sculpted wood scroll work that turned and twisted around the outer edges. An oval of etched glass sat embedded in the very center of it. Above and below the window, inlaid squares created a monochrome pattern like a checkerboard someone had forgotten to paint. White columns supported the overhanging roofline, adding to its grandeur. I had always imagined the house served as the President of the United States’ summer home.
Looking to the right at the stop sign, that is, away from the direction of the large, white house, Appleton divided the groves of trees on either side. The road continued for half a mile or so, then curved to the right and out of sight. Around the curve, the next set of townhouses and two-story homes created another subdivision. My friends lived throughout the many subdivisions in our suburban layout. At any given moment, ten or twelve of the neighborhood kids gathered around, laughing and joking. We often played “Cowboys and Indians” or “Cops and Robbers.” We had a lot of hiding places in the groves, and the trees made excellent cover from ricocheting bullets. Of course, the bullets we used fired from imaginary guns. We’d stick out our index fingers and raise our thumbs in the air, yelling “Bang! Bang!” Some of the kids could make real gun noises, like movie sound effects. The great thing about imaginary bullets is that the shooter always hits his target, and his target never gets hit. Many great battles, not to mention more than an handful of actual fistfights, started over the debate as to whether or not a shot actually hit its intended victim.
I watched the sun from the top step of our back porch. My blue denim shorts looked purple in the light, and my white shirt appeared orange. I lazily rolled a ball off the porch and watched it as it inched to the second step down from the top, then bounced over the next two, landing four steps down. From there, it bounced, skipping over four steps before landing on the edge of the bottom stair. The ball shot away from the steps and down the hill to the fence that ran along Appleton. Across the street sat a green wooden bench. The seat was made of five thin slats bolted onto a frame that was anchored to the concrete. The back of the bench was made of four slightly wider slats that were also bolted onto the frame. The frame itself once shined brightly in polished stainless steel. Now, it was dull with years of wear and lack of city maintenance. As I sat, the morning Port Authority bus stopped in front of the bench across the street from the stop sign. The wooden bench often sat alone, waiting for friends and strangers to keep it company. On that Wednesday morning, there were no friends or strangers. At least, not up until the bus stopped.
When the bus pulled away, a young woman and her daughter, I assumed, made friends with the bench. The woman had long dark hair that came from high on her head and fell alongside her face into her lap. Clutching her purse to her midriff, she turned her head and watched the bus pull away in a puff of thick black smoke and growling engine sounds. Then she looked down Appleton from the direction the bus had arrived. She looked straight ahead and followed our drive up to the top of the hill, then slowly focused her attention on me. When our eyes met, she gave a quick little smile then quickly looked down at the road beneath her feet, then at her daughter. I assumed it was her daughter, anyway.
The little girl sat on the bench to the woman's right playing with a doll. She was talking to the doll, but I couldn’t understand her from where I sat. She kicked her feet lightly as she played. She was probably three or four years old. Her yellow shorts matched her white and yellow shirt, which matched her yellow running shoes and white socks. She helped her doll dance on her lap, jumping and twirling to music that only the girl seemed to hear. Her mother looked around again, and I watched as she lowered her head. She tried to see if I still watched them. I saw her eyes roll up toward me beneath her eyebrows and from behind the few strands that served as bangs. When she decided I was watching, she snapped her head to one side, as if a loud noise had just occurred. There was no noise, so she turned to watch her daughter again. She smiled a little, though she seemed distracted.
“Decker! What are you doing up there?” I turned around and saw Billy Raye standing at my front gate. When he talked, his accent made his question sound like, “Decka, Whudda-ya doo-un up thea?” His New York upbringing flowed from his mouth like sweet honey that someone had jokingly replaced with vinegar. He and I were just about the same height. He had jet black hair that he chose to part down the middle. His dark brown eyes appeared black if one didn't take the time to look closely. He wore dark blue jeans and a bright white t-shirt. He liked to take a pack of candy cigarettes and roll it up in his sleeves like the older kids did with real packs. His black tennis shoes had three white stripes down each side. And like someone with a cast, Billy had each of us sign his shoes in the white stripes. Most of us used a blue PaperMate pen. Sally signed her name in pink. Even though we gave Billy a hard time about having pink on his shoes, he genuinely seemed to like it. After the day we signed them, he showed off his shoes to anyone that would listen to him. And, sometimes he'd show them off even if people didn't want to see. Invariably, he would say, “And see this one? It's Sally's!”
“I ain’ doo-un nuthin’,” I said, trying to imitate him. He hated when I did this. He told me that my Pittsburgh accent was ten times worse than his own, but I didn’t believe him. As far as I was concerned, I didn’t have an accent. Of course, many years later, I’d discovered that I not only had an accent, it really was as thick as Billy had told me it was.
“Shaddup, Decka! I’ll myrtlize youz wif ma beah ‘ands!” He loved laying the accent on thick. The more I teased him about the way he talked, the more “New York” he put into it. Sometimes it got so bad that I had no idea what he was saying. I don’t think he even knew what he was saying. He dropped the hard dialect, and asked, “Ya wanna gun ‘em down, taday?” I nodded, and motioned my head toward the woman sitting on the bench. Billy took this as a signal to come into my yard. He closed the gate behind him and walked around the steps to the bottom. As he approached the staircase, he looked down the hill at the two girls sitting on the bench. He looked back at me, smiled, then climbed the steps. “Ya know, Decka, you gotta get less steps.” Billy reached the porch, puffing slightly.
“Yeah, Mom says she’s putting in an escalator next year. She’s gonna get Mike to do it.” Billy nodded, then shook his head and smiled. He ran his hand across his forehead. The sun was higher now, and it was already hot and humid. The woman on the bench pulled a handkerchief from her purse and dabbed at her face. Billy and I watched. “She just got here,” I said nodding at the woman.
“And the girl? Did she come before or after?” Billy asked half-jokingly. He was so particular about these silly details that it made me think we were in school. A guy from New York, who talked like a guy from New York, sat next to me had the nerve to correct my details. He was kind of funny that way sometimes.
“Before,” I said. “She walked down the street, throwing her dollie up in the air. The woman snatched it out of the air and bit its head off. They were instant friends.” I looked at Billy as if I had just given a sworn testimony – not a hint of humor in my voice and we burst out laughing.
“Youz crazy, man! Cray-zee!” He said, and lightly punched my arm. We started laughing again and both turned as the gate to my yard squeaked closed. I always thought it was strange that I heard my gate close, but had never heard it open. Lila walked through the yard to the bottom of the steps. She stood there a minute, turned to look at the guests of honor sitting on the throne below us, then looked back at Billy and me.
“Well, Billy, your wife and kid are here. Shouldn’t you at least go say ‘hello’?” Lila tilted her head to one side, raising her left upper lip in a snarl. Her springy curls swayed back and forth as she shook her head at Billy. Her big brown eyes widened as she continued to mock. Taller than each of us boys, her lanky build made her look even taller. She stopped shaking her head and blew a kiss to Billy with a wide sweep of her hand. “You know I love you, boy.” She winked at him. Billy’s face turned beet red and he rolled his eyes.
“Back atcha, Babe.” Billy pretended to catch the kiss. He then threw it on the ground and stomped on it. We didn’t have time for mushy kissing stuff. All we wanted to do was play. Half the summer had passed and we still had adventures to complete, not realizing how short the summer would be for some of us.
“Hey! Hey!” Anthony shouted. Years later, I watched Fat Albert reruns on television. Anthony reminded me of the main character. That was a cartoon we kids could all relate to -- getting into trouble. Sally and Janet followed behind Anthony, pushing him through the open gate. As we all turned to watch them, the girl on the bench looked up from her doll. Her mother looked up, then quickly looked up and down Appleton for the next bus.
“Come on in, guys!” I yelled, and waved my right arm toward the stairs. Anthony Jackson waddled down the hill to the steps. His stout round body teetered on his stubby legs. He laughed as he walked, giving him the appearance of a young, black Santa Claus. I thought if anyone could have imitated Fat Albert, it would have been Anthony. He had the build and the voice. He wore an orange and white striped shirt with three white buttons at the neck. The buttons hadn’t been fastened. They couldn’t be fastened. The shirt was nearly too small, and would have been if it had been buttoned. His denim cut-off shorts hung loosely from his hips. Whatever material was lacking from the shirt, the shorts more than made up for. White and blue shreds hung down at his knees, and he often scratched at them.
Behind Anthony, Sally and Janet picked dandelions as they walked down the hill. Sally had long blonde hair pulled to the back of her head in a ponytail. A large red barrette held her hair in place. She wore a white blouse with lace edges along the neckline. Her pink shorts stopped just below her knees, where they fit snugly. The ends of her shorts had a lace edge on each leg. She was overdressed for outside play, and she knew it. She didn’t seem to mind, though. She could play just as rough as the rest of us when she had to, although she preferred picking flowers and playing with dolls to Cowboys and Indians. She stopped and stooped, walked a few steps, then stopped and stooped again to pick more flowers. Janet walked with her, picking fewer flowers, but picking flowers all the same.
Janet stood in contrast to Sally. She had short dark hair, was not as thin as Sally, but not as round as Anthony. Her T-shirt was the orange-brown color of a burnt sienna crayon and her denim shorts hung loosely down to her knees where the cut-off portion had been rolled up and hemmed. She wore white socks and blue and white running shoes. She carried two dandelions in her hand and placed one behind her left ear. When she bent over to pick another flower, the one behind her ear fell to the ground, and she stepped on it purposefully.
The two girls and Anthony stopped when they reached the bottom of the steps and turned to look at the woman and the little girl sitting on the bench. The woman sat on the leftmost edge, her purse rested next to her. Her daughter now lay beside her, her head in her mother’s lap. The sun had risen behind them, and their shadows on the ground shrank. The woman wiped her forehead with her handkerchief then wiped the girl’s face. She opened her purse and removed a small square object. She waved the thin object back and forth in front of her face, attempting to cool herself.
While Janet, Sally and Anthony watched the bench, Billy, Lila and I walked down the steps. When we got to the bottom, Janet turned to face us.
“Who are they?” she asked, jerking her head backward in the direction of the bench.
“Don’t you know?” Lila teased, “That’s Billy’s wife and their daughter.” She placed her hand next to her mouth as she said the last part, as if she were telling some deep dark secret. Her body lurched forward as Billy pushed from behind.
“Shaddup! You makin’ me sick ova hea!” Billy said. Everyone laughed. As we did, the woman on the bench looked up at us, then nervously looked around, waving the square object in front of her face. It moved back and forth even faster and the longer we watched, the faster her little fan moved. She looks pretty scared, I thought.
“She probably thinks we’ll get her,” Lila answered. I gave a start, wondering if perhaps Lila heard my thoughts, or maybe she simply thought the same thing I did. “She thinks we’re watching her, waiting for the right moment.” Her voice trailed off. Lila often shared thoughts like these with us, though usually they were centered on some little animal we happened to come across – a rabbit, a squirrel, a small stray cat.
“You’re so weird!” Sally said, still watching the woman. We stood there and watched her for a few minutes. It felt like hours. To the woman on the bench, it must have felt like days. The sun rose higher in the sky. Morning was slipping past us, and I decided I didn’t want the rest of the day to be wasted on some woman and her kid.
Chapter Two
“Hey, come on, let’s go up front.” I said, pushing my way through the gang. I didn’t wait for a reply. I walked up the hill and opened the front gate. I stood there, marveling that all the townhouses had the same front yard. Only our townhouse had a yard on the side of it. No one else had anything more than a small grass patch divided by the walkway from the front door to the gate. Some residents had planted flowers or small gardens. Mrs. Tinsley’s little black poodle yapped from a few houses to the right of where I stood. Nine townhouses stood in a solid straight line, every third house painted the same color. The pattern of one white, one gray, and one brown house repeated three times. Our house was brown; the last of the Mohicans, I thought. Each house stood two-stories high with a door centered perfectly in the middle of the first floor. A picture window stood on the right of each door as you looked at it from outside. To the left, a small window looked into the kitchen. The second floor had two large windows, each for one bedroom. Another bedroom sat at the back of the house upstairs, if one went into the house and up the staircase along one wall. Each yard had a black iron fence, always a shiny finish to it, to separate it from the next yard. Mike painted the fences each summer. His trains wouldn’t run for the fences; he already knew how to complete that job. He had finished them last week, letting us kids know by hanging little WET PAINT signs on each section of fence. Of course, just because someone hangs a sign, it does not guarantee that neighborhood kids are going to pay attention to it. While Billy, Lila, and I played a round of “HORSE,” Lila made a long shot from the sidewalk in front of the Jimmerson's house. They live two houses down from my house. She bounced the ball twice, spun it in her hands, then launched it in a high arc toward the net. Billy and I watched as the ball flew through the hoop without touching the rim. Billy grabbed the ball, walked to where Lila was standing and tripped over the lip of the sidewalk. He put his hand out to catch himself, grabbing the fence and falling into it as he twisted his back towards it.
“You're going to jail!” Lila screamed out, laughing.
“What are you talking about?” Billy asked as he got up, his back facing us. The back of his shirt was marked with black lines of paint. He held his palm out in front of him, and it was also black. I pointed and laughed at him and Lila joined me. He got to his feet and immediately ran after me. I took off, but he caught me and wiped his painted hand across my face. I grabbed his hand, managed to turn it back on him, and his fingertips grazed his own face. Lila laughed at us as we wrestled on the ground for a bit. After a few moments of blackening each other, we stood up and charged Lila. She shrieked and took off running. We chased her for a little distance but were too winded from our own scuffle to catch her. And though we all thought covering each other in paint was hilarious, my mother did not see the humor in it. After a few swats on my rear end, she put me in the tub for a very rough scrubbing. That was last week. The fences had dried.
In front of me, the cement parking lot eagerly awaited our basketballs and our baseball bats. Last year, Mike had put up a basketball goal so the neighborhood kids had a place to play ball. He left the pole low enough that we smaller kids could play and high enough that the bigger kids could play, too. His trains must have really run the tracks for that one. The goal stood at the leftmost edge of the parking lot, the grove of trees behind it. The lot held enough spaces for three times as many cars as the townhouse renters had. This was good for us, because we often had plenty of room to play. Beyond the parking lot, a hill rose steeply to another parking lot, and beyond that, stood another row of townhouses. Instead of two football teams, the rows of townhouses looked more like chess pieces waiting for the first move of the big tournament. Behind me, I heard the gang walking up the hill.
“What do you wanna do ta-day, Deck?” Billy asked as he reached the top of the hill.
“Yeah, what’re we gonna dooooo?” Anthony echoed.
“I think we should go to the park and swing on the swing set,” Sally answered excitedly. Next to picking flowers, swinging was Sally’s favorite thing to do.
“I don’t want to swing. Let’s play!” Janet emphasized the word ‘play,’ and bounced up and down in front of Sally. Sally looked to the ground and stuck out her bottom lip. “Don’t cry, Sally,” Janet’s voice softened, “we’ll swing later, okay?” She put her arm around Sally’s shoulders and leaned into her. Sally leaned into Janet and nodded. She was not crying, but she didn't seem too far from it.
“Anyone up for Cops and Robbers?” I asked the group. Anthony’s eyes widened, and he began nodding so hard that I thought his head would come off its stem. Billy smiled and nodded once. Janet and Lila both smiled mischievously at each other as they turned back to me and nodded. Sally rolled her eyes and shook her head.
“I don’t like shootin’ people,” she said sadly. “Can’t we play house or school or something?” She asked, knowing the answer before she asked the question.
“Naw, that’s baby stuff! Let’s play in Da Grove,” Billy pointed to the woods at the end of the parking lot. Sally shrugged and nodded.
“Sally, you can be a medic, okay?” I nodded, hoping she would agree simply by following the motion of my head.
“Oh yeah,” she said, realizing that she wouldn’t have to shoot people as a medic. “Who else wants to be one, too?” No one answered, though Anthony opened his mouth as if to say something, thought about it, then closed his mouth. Medics couldn’t kill and couldn’t be killed. Only Sally really liked the job. Suddenly, a boy jumped from the parking lot above us and landed with a thud.
“Hey, guys, whatcha doin’?”
“Cops and Robbers, Jimmy. Want in?” Lila asked before anyone could say anything. Jimmy Williams lived somewhere beyond the townhouses on the next hill. He had dark brown hair, wore a yellow T-shirt, and faded denim jeans that had worn thin at the knees. His running shoes had seen better days than this one. We all liked Jimmy, but he was much better at gun games than any of us. In fact, he could take on the whole gang and probably win. We never gave him the chance for that. Instead, we divided up into teams.
“You know it!” Jimmy replied, rubbing his hands together. “What’s the teams?”
“Decker and Jimmy versus Billy, Lila, and me,” Janet blurted out. Anthony looked at her, then pointed to himself. “You and Sally will be the medics, okay?” Anthony agreed. He liked to play with us but had a hard time keeping up. He enjoyed playing the medic because he participated in the games, had a good time, and did not get shot.
“All right, then Tony and Sal, you bury the treasure. Deck and I will take off into the woods. The rest of you, count to thirty and then come and get us!” Jimmy never called Anthony by his given name. In fact, he shortened everyone’s name. Decker became ‘Deck,’ Anthony was ‘Tony.’ He called Sally ‘Sal,’ and Lily ‘Lil.’ He once shortened Janet's name to ‘Jan,’ but she punched him in the nose, and he used her full name from then on. I guess we all could have punched him, but I think we liked the nicknames. Anthony and Sally ran into the grove, and Jimmy and I ran in after them. As soon as we entered the woods, however, we broke off to the left and ran as fast as we could. After thirty seconds, the others followed after us.
“Bang! I got you, Billy Raye!” I shouted at him.
“No! You missed me by a mile,” he yelled back at me.
“I did not! I hit you square in the head!”
“No way, I pulled back just before your shot got to me! I heard it ping off that tree over there,” Billy said, pointing in no particular direction.
“I know you did, but the bullet shot off that tree, then hit that one,” I said pointing to the tree next to Billy. “Then ricocheted off it and into your head while you were hiding!”
“What? No way! It hit the tree above my head! You’re a lousy shot, Decker, admit it!”
“I am not! You cheat! You just don’t want to lose,” I yelled at the top of my lungs. Unfortunately for Billy, our bickering focused our attention on each other instead of what took place around us.
“Pow! I got Billy!” Jimmy suddenly yelled out. This time there was no mistaking. Jimmy had sneaked up behind Billy using trees as cover. I never saw him. Billy never heard him until the fateful shot had been fired. Jimmy Williams stood with his index finger pointing at Billy’s head, thumb raised high. He had placed his other hand underneath the gun to protect against recoil. Whatever make of gun Jimmy had, it must have had some kick to it. His dark hair ruffled slightly in the wind. His eyes, opened as big as half-dollars, stared at the back of Billy’s head. He was a little shorter than I, but a little taller than Billy. Normally, Jimmy would have danced around in a half-crazed victory dance. Instead, he stood motionless, waiting for Billy to make a move.
“What!?” Billy turned to face his predator. “Where’d you come from? How’d you… But… Aw, MAN!” Billy threw his head down, then shook it hard a couple of times. He slumped against the tree he had previously used as cover. “Great, where’s the medic when you need one?” He looked around.
I gave Jimmy a “thumb’s up” signal, and we walked toward each other. Cautiously, we searched the trees as we walked, looking for Lila and Janet. Jimmy and I stood next to the tree where Billy sat slumped on the ground. He was play-dead, so he wasn’t allowed to make any sounds. I gave Jimmy a high five. He showed me his gun. I whistled.
“That sher is a beaut, pard!” I said mockingly in my best spaghetti western sheriff’s voice. “Gots to watcher kick onnat one, eh?” I pretended to spit my tobacco on the ground.
“You betcha! This forty-five will blow holes in stop signs. Look at him,” Jimmy pointed at Billy. Billy placed his hand over his mouth to hold in the laughter. His body shook, and Jimmy wasn’t happy about it. “Boom!” Jimmy shot Billy again, which caused him to burst out with laughter. “Must be shock. BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!” Jimmy shot three more times.
“You’d better save your ammo. How much does that thing hold, anyway?” I asked, as if he were holding the thing in his hands that very moment. I also looked around. Wherever the other two were, they had to be close.
“Holds six. I’d better reload.” He pretended to reload his pistol. He watched me look around, then said, “We’d better get a move on. That gold’s around here somewhere. We’ve got to find it before they do.”
“What about him,” I asked, pointing to Billy who still shook with laughter.
“Never mind him. Tony or Sally’s gotta be nearby. They’ll patch him up, then we’ll really have trouble. Too bad we can’t kill medics.”
“Yep.”
One of the unwritten rules of our games had always been that the medic was impervious to bullets, grenades, bombs, acid rain, or any other form of death, torture, or injury. The medic was neutral. He or she walked around, healed the sick, caused the blind to see, raised the dead, and performed other miraculous feats. Once, after a day-long round of healing and dying, a new rule was added. The medic was never allowed to appear as long as enemies of the fallen stood within sight. We had to add it because one time Billy had shot me and Lila had come to heal me. As soon as she did, I shot Billy. She healed him, and he shot me. This process repeated several times before someone, probably Lila, stopped us. We decided that such endless killing sprees took the fun out of the hide-and-seek portion of the game.
“From now on,” I proclaimed as if someone had in fact died and made me boss, “The medic cannot heal someone as long as an enemy is within sight. If different teams have dead people in the same place, the medic heals one of them. Then, the healed person must leave the sight of the medic, so then the medic can heal the other person. Anybody that's healed can't be killed, and they're not allowed to kill for at least a ten-count. Agreed?” I looked at the group. They all nodded, then we put our hands on top of each other. Much like the fabled Musketeers, this was our own “one for all” signal. And so Billy lay in wait, laughing his dead man's laugh.
“Okay, let’s split up,” I told Jimmy, while I pointed first to the left, then to the right. Jimmy nodded, gave me a “thumb’s up,” then we parted ways. I dodged trees as I ran down the hill toward Appleton. Even though no boundaries had ever been set for our games, it was something of an unwritten rule that players could not cross the street. We rarely crossed Appleton because of traffic anyway. The flow of cars and trucks was not heavy, but drivers seemed to use Appleton as a drag strip more than the other neighborhood streets. Even though we sometimes played in the grove of trees on the other side, never did we start in one grove and cross into the other. As far as we believed, crossing the street meant certain death. No one had ever been killed by a car on Appleton, but the fear of getting run over easily served as a great way to make rules. As I neared the road, I heard a Port Authority bus. It slowed, then stopped somewhere in front of and to the left of where I stood. I hid behind one tree, then kept moving down toward the road until I no longer stood in the trees. As I came out the grove, I looked to my left toward the bench. Behind me, a branch snapped.
“Pkew! Pkew!” The movie sound effects came from behind me. I spun around on my left heel, and saw Lila. She shot at me from behind a nearby tree. Fortunately, I happened to be close enough to another tree that I used it for cover.
“You Missed! You’ll have to do better than that! I heard the twigs snap!” I yelled in her direction.
“You lie! I didn’t break any sticks! I was stealthy and you’re dead! I shot you, Decker!” Lila called from her hiding place. I heard the sounds of another gunfight somewhere in the grove. Jimmy shot Janet, and he called out that Billy would be next.
“I’ll give you an arm. I’ll give you my right arm,” I shouted back to Lila. “But, I’m not dead just as sure as I’m standin’ here!” I turned my head quickly, and looked at the bench. Our new friends still sat there. The bus pulled away with a roar and a puff of smoke as the one before it. When I turned back, Lila had moved a tree closer to me.
“Fine, but you’re goin’ down! We got you figured out, Decker. You’re toast!” Lila’s voice sounded like one of Charlie’s Angels. She had her man backed into a corner and she meant to take him. I looked around for an escape. A car raced past us. When it reached the end of Appleton, its tires screeched around the curve. I glanced back at the bench. The woman watched us and for a moment, our eyes held each other. She smiled and raised her head quickly one time in the universal “Hello” gesture. I smiled, turned, then shot at Lila. “Missed,” she yelled. “You’ll have to do better than that,” she mocked. I backed myself behind another tree, one tree closer to the bench. If I expected to get away, I’d have to run faster than I ever had before. So, I devised a getaway plan.
I moved behind another tree closer to the bench. The bench was now about a hundred feet away, on the other side of the street. Fifty feet away, the drive ran along the side of our yard. I needed the cover of more trees, but only had twenty feet worth behind me. To my left, I had none. Appleton stood wide open. On my right, the grove stretched beyond my sight; the trees arranged like bowling pins. I knew I had to run diagonally away from Lila, and that I would come out of the woods near the middle of my drive. I planned to run away from Lila then turn just before exiting the grove. I mapped out my run in the shape of a baseball diamond. I stood at home plate. The drive was first base. I’ll run to first then turn and go to second base. As long as there were no fielders in my way, I’ll be safe, I told myself. I turned back to the woman on the bench and offered a “thumb’s up.” She smiled, shook her head and then looked down at her daughter, who had fallen asleep in her lap. As I turned to run, tires squealed from the end of Appleton, and an engine roared toward us. The car approached from the far end of the street, the end opposite my townhouse. At that end, Appleton curved to the left and became Baxter Drive. Baxter was the main street into and out of our neighborhood. Instinctively, my body spun in the direction of the sound. As I turned, I saw Lila’s head poke out from behind her tree. She didn’t try to shoot me -- she had just followed her instincts.
The white car skidded around the curve. Two red stripes traveled from the grille on the front to the windshield, then continued on the roof toward the back of the car. The stripes flowed over the trunk,where they dropped off the back. The driver over-corrected and headed for the third two-story house from the end. The front wheels turned in our direction, and the car twisted away from the house. Behind each townhouse, a series of steps led from the back porch down the hill to the street. Some folks already sitting on their porches stood to their feet. Jimmy and Billy ran out from the grove. Billy grabbed my arm to stop himself from running over the hill. The wheels turned again, and the car pointed at the bench. The rear tires screeched, and left two black trails behind. Although the car's rear tires locked, it had not stopped, but continued toward the bench. As it approached the bench, it slid sideways. The front wheels tried to grab the gravel from the drive beneath it, but found no traction. The woman leapt to her feet and turned to snatch up her daughter. She took a step, fell forward onto the bench and pushed the little girl as she tried to grab her.
The car plowed into the bench, destroying it and removing its occupants as it continued into the grove across from where we stood watching. The car’s new hood ornament – the bench and its occupants - slammed into a tree and burst apart, immediately followed by the hood itself. The whole accident played out in front of me in slow motion. After the car hit the tree, the windshield popped out like a champagne cork. Instead of champagne, two bodies flowed from the car. They held hands, as if the entire event had been choreographed for a circus show. They flew through the air, their arms suddenly knocked apart by the tree in front of them and into the woods. My eyes widened as the bodies suddenly stopped flying. In unison, each of the two heads found a tree to break their fall. In addition to breaking their fall, the trees broke their necks. The engine sputtered three times, then shut down. A blaring horn sounded throughout the neighborhood. Wood and metal from the bench covered the road. The car's front end had come off the ground when it hit the tree. I could see the little girl's arm sticking out from underneath the front tire. Her fingers opened and closed slowly. If she was crying, I couldn't hear it over the sound of the car's horn. I sat down hard, my legs giving out from under me.
“Did you see that?!” Billy pointed at the jumbled mass below, that just a moment earlier, had been people, trees, and a car. The rest of us sat down on the hill, too shocked and scared to do anything else, as neighbors came to investigate. Some folks ran to the accident. Others casually strolled as if, instead of a horrendous accident, they were coming to watch the ducks at nearby pond. I stared helplessly as the scene came into focus in my mind. I kept replaying it over and over in my mind, hoping I had missed something, hoping I had been dreaming. Perhaps I had fallen asleep while resting against a tree waiting for Lila to hunt me down. This couldn't be real. Could it? Could I really be staring across the street at a car with two bodies hanging out of it and a bus stop bench buried somewhere underneath it? I put my head down in my hands between my legs, not able to look on anymore. Mrs. Jackson and my Mom came running over to us. They were both shouting at us, but they cried so hard while they screamed that we couldn't understand them. As they came over and saw we were all safe, they stood on the hill beside us, watching. Mrs. Jackson got down to her knees and began praying. My Mom stood with her hand to her mouth, either in shock or disbelief. What felt like a lifetime later, an ambulance rounded the corner of Appleton stopped a few feet past the place the bench had been not so very long ago.
Chapter Three
I put on my gray and silver shirt that had a large “12” on the front and the back. It was supposed to look like I was wearing some quarterback's jersey, but it really looked like my mother had found scraps of material lying around and decided to test her sewing skills. The pants I wore were no better. I took the orange and green plaid pants out of my dresser drawer and pulled them on. I put on my socks and shoes then headed downstairs.
Scooby-Doo and the gang of “meddling kids” ran around on the television screen as I entered the living room at the foot of the stairs. No one was in the room, so I walked through the room into the dining room and then turned right into the kitchen. Mom turned to me as I came through the opening.
“Hey, Sweetie!” She always called me that, even when she was angry with me. The only difference was the tone of her voice when she said it. Sometimes, I secretly wondered if she had forgotten my name altogether and only called me “Sweetie” because it was easy to remember and it was what she called me for as long as I had been alive, so far as I knew. I was the only child, but I often entertained the idea that if there had been another kid around, he or she might be called “Sweetie,” too, and we would walk around never really knowing what our names were. I suppose, though, that our friends and teachers would keep us straight. If anything, Mike sure would.
“What would you like for breakfast?” Mom looked over her shoulder at me as she stood at the sink. I couldn't tell if she was washing dishes or vegetables. The water ran out of the faucet and into the basin, too high for eyes to see without standing on a stool or a milk crate. The stool slouched in the corner between the refrigerator and the door to the cellar. It was red, or had been at one time, with black rubber things on each step so you wouldn't fall if you were standing on it. It folded up, and the silver bars that held the thing together had lots of little rust spots. Nothing was big enough to call the whole thing rusted, but if all the spots would have migrated to one location, it would have been more than enough to get Mom to throw it away. And even then, she might not have anyway. The stool had been my Grandmother's before she died, and now it was ours, like some kind of inheritance or something.
My grandmother hadn't died like that lady on the bench nor like the two people in the car. She just went to sleep one night and never woke up again. The woman on the bench had pushed the little girl off the edge of it just as the car came speeding at them. When the car hit the bench, she was lying down on the seat, because she had just leaned over to push her girl out of the way, and the car's front bumper had hit her across her whole body. The rescue workers found her under the car with pieces of wood and metal all jumbled up with her arms and legs and guts. The driver and his girlfriend, we heard from some of the older kids around, went to Sanger High. Sanger was the other high school kids around here could go. Most of us that grow up around here go to Walling. You have to be the “right” kind of kid with the “right” kind of parents to go to Sanger. No one in our group was headed there, except maybe Lila and Janet. And heck, even Janet probably wouldn't go there, just Lila.
I looked around the kitchen as if I hadn't seen it in a while. With the crazy car crash, I hadn't done much of anything except put myself on some kind of automatic pilot – sleeping, eating, hanging out, eating, sleeping. The fridge was to my right, square with a freezer on top. The freezer is where we kept the ice, popsicles, meat, and plastic bags with all kinds of things in them. The fridge was on the bottom, and it took up most of the thing. If I opened the door, I'd see milk and juice, eggs and chipped ham in a bag. I had to explain to Billy what chipped ham was when he first moved here. He had never heard of the stuff. I don't know what kind of ham they use for it, but we would go down to Islay's deli and get ham and ask them to chip it. I told Billy it was more than just thinly sliced ham, this was more like they hacked at it. Thin shavings and pieces would pile up under the slicer as the deli guy would move his arm back and forth with the slab of ham getting smaller and smaller. Of course, the best way to eat it is on Wonder bread with potato chips on the sandwich. It would give you that salty and sweet flavor, the crunchy chips and soft ham, and some people put mayo on it, but not me. I hate that stuff. We had apples and peaches and other food in the fridge, too.
There's the stool and the cellar door next to the fridge on that wall. The wall in front of me, where Mom was running water, is full of cabinets on the bottom and it has a ledge then more cabinets up top. The bottom ones have pots and pans and lots of things in bottles I am not allowed to play with. I know they are poisonous now, but when I was a kid, I remember Mom and Dad telling me that I couldn't play with the bottles of “Mr. Yuck.” Mr. Yuck was a green, ugly face that my parents had put on everything. Or so I thought. Bottles had his face. Some boxes had his face. Even the cellar door had his face on it for a long time. I hated that face. It was scary and ugly and mean.
My Dad told me that Mr. Yuck lived in our basement and if I ever went down there without him or Mom, Mr. Yuck would grab me and pull me into the cubby hole we had down there and that there was no way they could get me out because Mr. Yuck would put up bricks and keep me inside. Once, I opened the door when Mom and Dad were upstairs in their bedroom. It was dark down there. The light from the kitchen only showed the top few steps, and I felt a rush of cold air come from down there. I listened real hard to see if I could hear Mr. Yuck. I couldn't hear anything at all. I leaned into the doorway. My shadow fell down the stairs, and I held on to the doorjamb. It was quiet, and dark, and cool. Suddenly, I heard a loud BANG! I pulled my head out quickly and slammed the door. My heart beat so hard, I thought it would rip through my chest and jump onto the floor. I stood with my back pressed against the door, gasping for breath through my nose because I was afraid if I breathed through my mouth, either my parents would hear me, or worse, Mr. Yuck. Instantly, I pried myself away from the door, imagining that the little green guy was on the other side, just waiting to come through, or even under, it.
The stove sat along the left wall in the kitchen next to another short counter with a cabinet underneath. The stove might as well have belonged to Mr. Yuck himself. It was green. Not a deep kind of green, but something that wished it was neon green, but missed by few shades or so. I think my Dad said it was “puke green” and Mom called it “olive.” No matter what they called it, it looked like it had been dipped in a whole tub of the same color as those scary, nasty stickers.
At the far end of the kitchen, a little window looked out into the front yard. Halfway up the window, a curtain rod held a very thin curtain. I am not even sure it was really a curtain so much as some very thin material split in half so that each side could be tied back against each side of the window, should the owner want to do something like that. My parents were not those kind of people, so the split was wasted on them.
“Hello?? Are you with us today?” Mom asked as I shifted my eyes back in her direction. She had turned all the way around now, looking fully at me. Even though it was only about eight o'clock in the morning, she was already dressed for the day. She wore little pink and white tennis shoes, and her socks were hidden except for the little pink fuzzy ball that peeked out above the back of the shoe. I could see a little bit of her leg between the shoes and her pants legs. Her pants were like blue jeans, but they didn't have the same kind of seams. These pants looked like they should have been dress pants, like something she would wear to church if we were into that kind of thing – which we weren't. There was no belt at the top of the pants, but she had tucked her shirt into the pants anyway. It was red, not quite a t-shirt, but not a Sunday School shirt either. It had four little red buttons at the neck, but she only buttoned the bottom two. The neck and short sleeves were trimmed with a little band of white material.
Around her neck, she wore a thin gold chain, at the end of which hung a diamond charm or pendant. Dad had gotten that necklace for her a couple of years ago for their anniversary. There was nothing special about the thing that I could tell, but Mom seemed to always wear it, no matter what she was doing. I had seen her with her hair up in a bun on her head and in sweat pants while cleaning the house, and she was wearing it. I don't know what Dad did to make Mom like it so much, but she did.
Mom had a round face, but she wasn't fat. She was normal. Now, Mrs. Tinsley, the one with the black poodle, was fat. She was so big, she had to turn sideways to get out of her house. She used to have some kind of little car. Tony said she had to sell it because she couldn't get in or out of it anymore. He said she got stuck one day after going to the store for groceries, and the fire department had to come put butter on her to get her out. I didn't get to see that, but I sure wish I had been there!
Mom's face was round, but you could see her cheek bones when she laughed or smiled real big. She was smiling, but it wasn't one that showed her cheek bones. It was the kind of smile that let me know she was tired of asking me the same question for the hundredth time. Her eyes looked down at me. They were large and brown and could make you confess or make you want to run and hug her, depending on how she wore them. This time, they were somewhere between the two.
“Can I have eggs and bacon?” I asked her. She tilted her head down just a little, but it was enough to change the look on her face to the one that let me know she was not happy with my choice. The one thing that look wouldn't reveal was whether she was about to agree with it or make me pick something else. If she was going to agree with me, I knew she wouldn't be happy to make my breakfast, but that she would do it anyway. Otherwise, I'd have to find something else to ask for. It was the same look she gave my Dad when we were driving around, looking for a place to eat. They would ask each other what they wanted to eat, and when Dad would name one of the steakhouses he liked to go to, she would sometimes give him the same look.
She drew in a deep breath, closed her eyes and rolled her head around her neck one time. As she let out her breath, she said, “Okay...” and shook her head. “I want you to take out the trash while I'm cooking. And set the table while you're at it.”
“Aw, Mom, can't I just eat in the living room and watch cartoons?” I whined. I knew I was whining, but I couldn't seem to help myself. I hated doing it and hated being helpless to stop myself at the same time.
“Get the trash and we'll see about TV.” She raised one eyebrow at me, letting me know I had better not push her on this, or I would not only not have breakfast, I would likely not be able to sit for the rest of the day either.
“Yes, Ma'am,” I said as I turned toward the cellar door. I opened the door, and the sunlight of the kitchen filled the space beyond the door. I flipped on the light switch located just inside the door at the top of the staircase. There was another switch at the bottom of the steps, too. During the day, that was of no consequence. At night, it was of little comfort. I walked down the wooden steps. Thirteen of them, of course. At the bottom, two metal trashcans were filled with garbage. The black bag inside each one had been folded over at the top, and the scraps of recent meals along with discarded newspapers, envelopes, and other trash were piled above the tops of the cans. I grabbed the black bag in the first can and lifted it up and around the mound of trash in the can, then lifted it. The can came off the ground for a moment, then gravity took over and the bag slid out. I put it on the ground, then tied the top the way my Dad had showed me. I had to tie the top three times because Dad once said, “Two times only makes a knot that can come loose. The third one keeps the first knot from coming undone.” It seemed to work so far.
I pulled the black bag up off the edges of the second can. As I lifted the bag, the can came off the ground like the first one. Unlike that one though, the can did not slip to the ground. Instead, the bag stayed at about the height I had held it. Or, I should say part of the bag did. The part I was holding. The rest of the bag and the can started to slowly pull away. Before I could grasp what was happening, the can hit the floor. The bag now had two large tears where I had been holding each side. Garbage spilled out of the tears onto the floor. Banana peels, apple cores, the cut-up remains of Sunday sale coupons all slopped out. I let go of the bag, trying to stop more trash from spilling out, but that only made matters worse. Suddenly, papers and boxes and cartons and spaghetti, meatballs, empty (or mostly empty) cans and more all crashed to the ground. I let out a grunt in frustration.
“What are you doing down there?” Mom asked as she appeared at the top of the steps. She was holding a dishrag, wiping her hands with it. Before I could answer, she smiled at the sight of the mess that lay at my feet. “You're going to have to clean that up,” she said, removing her right hand from behind the dishrag and waving it in the general direction of the trash below her.
“I know... I know... UGH!” I replied, frustrated by my own ability to take something easy and turn it into a major project. I looked at Mom and shook my head, running my left hand through my hair. I let out a sigh, much like Mom had done just moments ago as I stood before her. I reached up to the shelf on the wall above the trash cans and grabbed a new black bag from the box there. With a few quick flicks, I had the bag filling with air like a hot air balloon. I picked up the trash off the floor and put in the new bag, then took the bag and fitted over the top of the can with the torn sack in it. Once that was done, I tipped the can over and dumped the trash from the can into the bag on the floor. As I lifted the can, the bag inside it worked it's way into the new one. I turned the can over and put it down next to the first one. Once that was done, I lifted the edge of the sack on the floor and sealed it up around the bag inside it.
The two bags were so heavy, I couldn't lift them both up the stairs, so I grabbed one and dragged up to the kitchen, across the kitchen floor, through the dining room and out the front door to the little porch there. I went back in the house and pulled the other sack out to the porch. I grabbed the top of each bag and started dragging them down the sidewalk. About halfway to the gate, I could hear the bags tearing on the bumps and jags of the concrete underneath. I moved off the walk into the grass and finished at the fence. After I opened the gate, I set each of the bags outside of the yard in front of the fence.
“Hey, Decker!” Sally called to me from the parking lot in front of me. She was wearing a blue and white striped dress with white socks and tennis shoes. She stood in the middle of a chalk-lined hopscotch board. The sun was still coming up behind the townhouses on the hill behind her, so everything was in shadow. The day was new, and the heat of the day was still several hours away.
“Hey, Sal! You playing hopscotch?” I asked as I lifted my chin in the way a lot of people do when they greet each other.
“Yeah. Janet's still sleeping,” she said sadly. Even though she and her sister spent a lot of time together, they had their time when each was her own person. I think Janet lived for those times, while Sally hated them. It's not that one loved the other more or anything, just that Sally never seemed to like playing alone, or maybe just never wanted to be by herself. Even from across the lot, her eyes were big and blue and lonely.
“Mom's making me breakfast,” I told her, feeling bad for her, but not sure what I was supposed to say or what I was supposed to do. I was a kid just like her, and I was a boy. What did I know about these things?
“Oh. Well, I guess I'll see ya then,” she said as she turned around and bent over to pick up her hopscotch rock.
“Yeah. Okay.” I turned and walked back to the house. As I closed the storm door behind me, I turned to see she had tossed her rock and was skipping across her board. Her head was down, so I couldn't tell if she was smiling, laughing or crying. I supposed it didn't matter; Mom told me breakfast was ready. With that, all thoughts of Sally, Janet, or anything else left my brain.
“Can I eat in the living room?” I asked, hopeful that she would let me watch Bugs Bunny, which was on now that Scooby was over.
Mom looked out the storm door at Sally. I kept looking at Mom. She turned back to me and asked, “Don't you think you should ask Sally to come join you?” It wasn't really a question.
Her tone and that raised eyebrow let me know that I did not have a choice and that I would not be eating in the living room if I did not ask Sally. I sighed, went to the door, and opened it. As I stuck my head out, I shouted, “Hey, Sal, you want some eggs and stuff?”
Sally stopped mid-hop and turned toward me. She looked at me as if she were asking me if it was really okay for her to eat with me. That is, if I really wanted her to. I didn't care either way. I was hungry. And, I was missing my cartoons.
“Come on in if ya want some. We can watch cartoons,” I offered, hoping to not only sweeten the deal and speed things along, but also hoping to push my Mom over the edge of decision on the subject. That did it. Sally tossed her rock aside and came skipping over to the gate, opened it up and met me at the door. I let her in as Mom was coming back out of the kitchen with two plates. Sally and I each took one and walked into the living room.
The television was on our left, sitting inside the entertainment center with the stereo and video game system. We walked to the couch in front of us, which sat against the back wall of the house. A large picture window looked out on to Appleton above the couch. Mom and Dad each had their own chairs on each side of the staircase to the left of where we were across from the TV. They had the straight-on view, while people on the couch had the side view. Sally and I sat on the floor in front of the couch, between the couch and the low flat coffee table in front of it.
Mom came in, bringing glasses of milk with her. She smiled at us, then winked at me. I smiled back at her and nodded. I liked Sally, but since she was such a girl, I never really knew what to do around her. I mean, Lila or Janet, sure. They were one of the guys, rough and tumble, joking, playful. Sally was mushy and soft and, well, girly. What is a boy supposed to do with that? I had no idea. It didn't matter. Bugs Bunny was on.
“Thank you,” Sally said to Mom as she took the glass. Her eyes danced and smiled just as her lips did as she put the cup to her mouth to take a drink. She sat the glass on the coaster on the table, then picked up her fork to eat some eggs. As we sat there together, we ate and laughed at the crazy things Bugs and Daffy were doing to each other. It was the first time since the accident that I actually remembered having such a good time.
My gaze shifted to the scene outside the living room window. I let my eyes fall to view the street below. Tire ruts led from the curb, through the grass, ending abruptly on either side of one tree. Yellow plastic ribbon with the words CAUTION: DO NOT CROSS printed in big block letters stretched from the bus stop sign pole then around the tree and back to the sign pole. The ribbon bowed and twisted in the breeze. A large piece of plywood covered the spot where the bench had been bolted to the cement before the car came along to move a few feet from its spot. The tree's bark wore deep scars. Despite the local police's best efforts to clean up the blood, the evidence still stained the tree. The bench, in all its many pieces, had been cleaned up and taken away, much like the woman, the two people in the car, and the little girl.
What was going to happen to that little girl? She was barely conscious when the paramedics loaded her into the ambulance. Had they told her about her Mom? Did her Dad know yet? Of course, he would know by now, I thought. I felt a pain in my chest as my heart broke a little for the girl and her family, or what was left of it.
Sally's laugh broke me out of my trance. I turned around in time to see Bugs Bunny smiling as Elmer Fudd blew Daffy's face off with his shotgun. Sally looked at me, laughing, and I laughed with her. Inside, I wondered what life would be like if it had been Sally sitting on the bench instead. Or Billy. Or me. After breakfast, Sally and I put our dishes in the sink and headed outside. The next school year was still forever from the day, and we weren't going to spend our day in front of the television. Besides, the news had come on, and that is the signal that kids need to get out of the house. At least, that's what my parents always said. That suited us just fine. We walked through the little front yard toward the gate.
“Thank you for breakfast,” Sally said, looking at the ground as we walked along. She was taking care not to step on any of the cracks in the pavement. I was doing the same. We all grew up singing, “Step on a crack, break your mother's back!” And even though no one believed doing such a thing would actually bring any injury to our mothers, we weren't about to take any chances.
“Sure,” my voice trailed off. It wasn't my idea to invite her in, but I was glad she came in anyway. I thought of the woman sitting on the bench and how we had teased Billy about her. And about her daughter. I wondered how she was doing, what she was doing. I didn't know if she was in the hospital or if she had a father at home to take care of her. Did she have any brothers or sisters? Who asked her what she wanted for breakfast now? Did she have friends to play with? Did she even want to play anymore? I thought that if my mom had been killed while we were sitting on a bench at some bus stop somewhere, I probably wouldn't want to play. I wouldn't want to even go outside. Ever. I looked up at the pale blue sky and saw different clouds floating around. They were pure white, soft like cotton balls or cotton candy. Cotton candy. The thought rolled around in my head as we reached the gate, and I opened it for Sally to go through first.
Chapter Four
“Hey,” I said, breaking the silence. “Let's go down to Pete's and get some candy.” Pete's was the local drug store. It was a good little walk from my house, down Baxter to the left from where we stood. Our parents let us go there all the time. Sometimes, all the kids in our gang would put our money together and buy a lot of different candy – M&Ms, Swedish Fish, wax bottles with juice – and then share it.
“That sounds like fun,” Sally said, smiling. As we turned to walk up the parking lot toward Baxter, Janet and Lila came over the hill to our left. The parking lot above us and the one Sally and I stood on was separated by a very steep, though very narrow, hill. It was covered in some kind of weed that was like some vine that tangled in on itself. It never grew out of control and actually looked like some kind of grass, but walking over and through the stuff was like trying to walk through a kids' ball pit full of spaghetti. Or at least what I imagined that would be like. More often than not, someone coming over the hill would get their foot caught and then tumble down the hill to the cement below. Usually, it was just funny and no one got hurt, but one time, Tony thought he could jump from the top lot to the bottom one. He took about five or six steps back from the top of the hill then started running. He was a big kid and not very fast. When he got to the edge of the weeds, he jumped as best he could. I was surprised at how well he could jump. He came flying over the top with a smile on his face. He landed about halfway down the hill, and suddenly his face changed. His eyes got as big as jawbreaker candies, and his mouth made a large “O” as if he were about to eat one of those jawbreakers. His foot had caught in the weeds and gravity pulled him down through the air. He stuck his hands out in front of him to help try to break his fall as he hit the cement, but his face hit the ground between his outstretched hands. He had slowed enough not to bounce, but he rolled over on his back when the rest of his body caught up. We all rushed over to him, laughing and cheering at the stunt that had just unfolded in front of us. He had covered his face when he turned over, and as we got to him, he rolled over to get back up. As he did, his right hand ended up turned face up toward his face. This was fortunate because as soon as his head was parallel to the ground, one of his teeth fell into his hand.
The sight of Tony's tooth in his own hand was more than Sally could take. She burst into tears and covered her face. The rest of us alternated between shouts of “holy cow,” “ewwww,” and “oh, cool!” Tony stared at the tooth in his hand, unable to move in disbelief. His eyes were as wide as they had been while he was falling as he raised his head to look at me.
“My tooth! Holy crap, I lotht my tooth,” he lisped as his tongue suddenly found itself with a bit more room to move around than it had previously had. His eyes started to fill with tears, and I couldn't tell if it was fear or pain or both. I leaned down and pulled on his armpit, trying to help him stand.
“Don't drop it,” I told him, pointing to his hand. He got to his knees, and Jimmy and I helped him stand up. He did not waver as if he would pass out, so we let him go. When we did, Tony started running toward his house. He let out a howl, and we could tell he was crying. Not sure what to do, I jogged after him, and the rest of the gang followed me. Anthony's mother came running out the storm door and met him as he came into their yard.
“Anthony!? What's the matter!?” She grabbed him, hugged him close to her, then pulled his face away from her. She looked into his eyes, her eyes darting back and forth as his poured more and more tears. He seemed to be crying harder now that she was there than when he had started running home. Instead of answering her, he just cried and his body heaved in deep, ragged jerks and starts.
“He hit his mouth on the ground,” I yelled out as I came into the yard. “He knocked out his tooth!” I pointed to my tooth, showing her which of his teeth he had managed to remove with the use of dental tools. She looked at Anthony, then looked around at the parking lot.
“Where? Where did you fall? Where is your tooth? Are you hurting?” She was hurling questions at him in a rapid barrage like a game show host during the lightning round. Anthony was still too busy trying to find his breath to answer.
“He fell over there,” I turned and pointed in the general direction of where his daredevil leap had taken place. “His tooth fell out in his hand.” I pointed to his right hand, which was clenched into a fist. I was hoping the tooth was still in there, though I didn't think there was any kind of surgery that would let him put it back where it came from. I was right. He showed up late the next afternoon with a shiny gold tooth where his real one had been. He was smiling, pointing to it, and showing it off. We had never seen anything like it. It was cool and gross all at the same time.
“Oooo, can I have it to wear around my neck?” Lila stuck her face right up to Anthony's mouth so she could get a better look at the gold replacement.
“Tsk, naw, man, are yous crazy?” Anthony pulled his head away from her and pushed her head to one side. She stood, laughing and shaking her head. He laughed too. We all did.
Janet and Lila didn't have to worry about losing any teeth, though. They made it down the hill without even stumbling. Since Sally and I were on the other side of the lot from them, they locked their arms together as if they were four-year olds and skipped across the pavement as we watched and laughed. When they reached us, they were laughing, too.
“Oh, man! I haven't,” Lila said as she tried to catch her breath, “done that since I was a kid!”
“Me either!” Janet laughed so hard, she finally had to sit on the ground at our feet. She put her head between her knees, then rocked her head backward, her face contorted in hysterics. The more she laughed, the more we all laughed. Janet had tears running down the sides of her face and she wiped at them, trying to catch her breath at the same time. She rolled onto her back and pulled her knees up to her chest, laughing harder than she had been. As we caught our breath and slowly regained our senses, Anthony came out of his house and walked down to where we were.
“What is so funny?” He looked at Janet on the ground, then looked at Lila and Sally and me. Each of us let out various sighs and whoops as the laughter turned to chuckling to broad smiles.
“Janet and Lila were skipping and acting silly,” I said, still smiling. I reached for Janet and she took hold of my outstretched hand. She pulled herself up and ran her hands down her shorts to get off the dirt from the ground. As she did, Anthony stood looking at us like we had lost our minds.
“You had to be here, man,” Lila said, and slapped him with the back of her hand across his chest. She laughed. He didn't.
“Yeah, I guess so. Whatch'all doin anyway?” He asked.
Sally pointed toward the end of the parking lot. “Charlie and I are going to Pete's. You guys wanna come?” She looked at Anthony and then at Janet and Lila. She raised her eyebrows and nodded as if trying to persuade them to join us. Her smile glistened as the sun peeked over the hill and the houses on it. The light hit her eyes just right, and they looked more blue than the sky above us. I looked around quickly to see if anyone had seen me looking at her, and they seemed too caught up in the question they had just been asked to have been worrying about what I was doing. It was the first time I had seen Sally in just that way. I knew then I would never forget it. There was no kiss, no return look, just the pictures I created in my own mind. I wanted to kiss her and had no idea why. I hadn't wanted to kiss anyone before. The only people I kissed were my parents or my grandparents. I hadn't kissed my aunts and uncles since I was about five. In the next moment, I'd forget all about wanting to kiss her.
“Sounds good,” Lila said then smacked me in the arm with a forceful right hook. I flinched, of course, which got me two more hits. “Two for flinching!” I hated that. It was the same punishment one got while driving in a car and someone else spotted a Volkswagen Beetle with only one working headlight. Instead of flinching, though, the perpetrator would say, “Ba-diddle!” I never understood why someone had to be beaten just because someone else couldn't take care of their car well enough to fix a headlight. Naturally, I was on the receiving end much more than the giving end of that game. “Flinch” was as equally unfair. How was anyone not going to flinch when someone else was coming at them with a clenched fist and a screwed up face? The poor person on the bad end of that fist just knew it was going to hurt. It was only natural to want to get away, to move, to flinch. And because of the natural reaction of flight, the punishment was two more hits in the same place as the original pummeling.
I rolled my eyes at Lila, and we all turned toward the end of the drive and headed to the place where we could buy candy, comics, baseball cards or even those little airplanes made out of balsa wood. Those were my favorite toys from Pete's. They weighed next to nothing and were much more fun than the styrofoam ones they sold there. Sure, the blue-speckled styrofoam planes lasted longer because they were more stout, but they couldn't do the cool loopty-loop tricks one could make the balsa planes do. And, really, “planes” isn't the right word. They were gliders. I would put them together by sliding the wings through a slot in the body and then attach the tail in a slot on the back. Once it was ready, all I had to do was hold the bottom of the glider and throw it like a quarterback. It would sail and swoop and rise and fall. The tricks came when the wings were bent, the tail was bent, or some combination. The downside to the toy revealed itself during the landing. More often than not, the thing would aim its nose for the ground and head in at the full power of gravity. This resulted in broken wings, lost rudders, or worse, the whole plane would shatter into toothpicks. So why spend money on something like that? Because they were cheap. And fun. The same company actually did make a plane that had a rubber band powered propeller and a pair of wheels mounted on a thin piece of rigid wire. It had its merits, but just wasn't as much fun as actually throwing one. After all, you could take aim a nearby friend with the glider. Then again, the thing would usually fly straight up in the air at about the time it should have landed squarely on one's friend's rear end. I thought seriously of buying one on this trip. Would I? Even I didn't know.
We walked passed Anthony's house and before long had turned left onto Baxter, making our way along the sidewalk to Pete's. Houses and townhouses that lined each side of the street. On the right, the houses lived in semi-circle cul-de-sacs. Each “turnaround,” as we called them, had four houses in it. From this side of the homes, it didn't make much sense as to why they were laid out like this. But behind the turnarounds was about five feet of back yard which was surrounded by fencing. Beyond the fencing, a very steep and incredibly high hill waited to swallow up bouncing balls or anything else that managed to make its way over the fence. Unfortunately, that also included the Bonderman's cat.
Apparently, the cat managed to sneak out the front door one day. Well, it didn't really sneak so much as figure out how to work the doggie door. The Bonderman's had a beagle they had trained to use the door whenever it needed to go to the bathroom. Their cat, some kind of tabby cat or tom cat or something or other, usually stayed in the house, laying in the window soaking up the sun. Evidently, one day, it decided to see what all the fuss was about outside. This drove the dog crazy, and it chased the cat around to the back of the house. The yard was fenced in on three of its sides, so when the cat ran out of room, it ran up the fence. As it made its way across the boards holding the pickets together, the dog jumped and barked and scratched at the fence, trying to catch his little friend. Instead of jumping off the fence over the dog and running to safety, the cat turned and jumped over the fence in the other direction. Legend said that the cat yelled all the way down the steep cliff-like hill, then landed with a hard “THUD.” Jimmy is the only one who knows what really happened because he was the only one out and about that day. The rest of us kids think he threw the cat over the fence to see if it could land on its feet. He was known to do things like that. He once got caught throwing rocks through the windows of one of the empty townhouses. When his Mom's boyfriend (at the time) grabbed him by the hair and asked, “Why on Earth” he was doing it, Jimmy simply said, “Why not? No one lives there.” Yeah, we're pretty sure he chucked the cat.
The left side of Baxter was populated by two-story, picture book homes with yards bigger than the ones in all the townhouses combined. They stood so that they looked like the guards to each each row of townhouses behind them. Each one was made of multi-colored brick patterns – red, white, dark red, sand-colored and everything between. They had little flower boxes under each of the windows on the first floor. They had doorbells. The townhouses did not have doorbells. One of our favorite games was to run up on the porch in front of the houses, push the doorbell, then run off and hide. Soon, the owner would come to the door. Sometimes, we put things on the floor in front of the door, so the people inside would be scared or start stomping around. Even though many kids used dog poop in a bag they'd set on fire, we never tried that one. I think we were too afraid we'd catch a house on fire. Jimmy wanted to. We were just surprised he hadn't done it yet. Our tricks usually involved things like stink bombs or a kitten tied up in a sack. Somehow, those seemed less dangerous than actual fire. It's hard to say.
“Hey, man, wha' chu' getting,” Anthony asked me as we walked along the sidewalk.
“Mom made ME help her clean 'cause YOU were outside,” Janet accusingly scolded Sally.
“I dunno. I think I want some baseball cards and gum. Maybe a balsa plane.”
“Well, I was outside playing, and Decker asked me to eat breakfast.”
“Tsk, man, that ain't no good. Why you buy that stuff?” Anthony said, shaking his head in either disagreement or disbelief. Sometimes the line between those was hard to figure out.
“Oooo, Decker and Sally sittin in a tree,” Lila started singing.
“K-I-S-S-I-N-G,” Janet joined in.
“I dunno know, man, I just like getting them, I guess.” I said. I could feel my face getting hot as the girls continued their song. I wasn't mad. I was embarrassed.
“First comes love. Then comes marriage,” they sang, now arm-in-arm and skipping along like the had come across the parking lot before. Sally kept her head down, kicking different stones as she came to them, carefully adjusting her step to avoid any cracks in the sidewalk. The girls ahead still sang, “Then comes Sally with a baby carriage!” They stopped after a couple more skips, hugging and laughing and mock-kissing each other on each other's cheeks. Lila then put her arms together and rocked them back and forth as if rocking a baby to sleep.
“Besides,” I continued talking to Anthony, though I don't think anyone was listening at this point. “I like to get the gum and smash it into pieces then stick it in an apple. I'm tellin' ya, man, it's like eating a candy apple!” The thought of doing it made my mouth water. I'm not sure why or when I started doing that, but it had become one of my favorite snacks. My aunt told me that the bits of gum were going to get caught in my stomach and then I'd have to go to the hospital. I didn't believe her. At least, not completely.
“Eww, that's gross,” Sally said, looking at me with her face screwed up in disgust.
“Yeah, man,” Anthony was nodding, “that sounds nasty.”
“Come on!” Lila yelled at us, she and Janet still ahead of us. “Yinz are like old people or something!”
“Yeah,” Janet echoed, “old people! Yinz are slooooow!” As she said this, she bent forward, stretching her arms so they nearly touched the ground. She stood, putting her hands on her hips. Lila followed, placing one hand on a hip then shifting her weight to that leg.
At that, Anthony and I took off running. Anthony got the jump on me, so he started out ahead of me. I pumped my arms, and my legs carried me closer to him. He ran faster that I had ever seen him run before. It was as though his weight gave him some kind of momentum that propelled him forward. We headed straight for the girls ahead of us. Their eyes widened, and they both suddenly stood as straight as they could, arms down their sides. I caught up to Anthony and was about to pass him when we flew past Janet and Lila. They closed their eyes tightly as I ran past Janet on my right and Anthony passed Lila on his left. We slowed our pace and finally came to a stop, bent over trying to catch our breath. I turned around, my hands on my knees, breathing hard. Lila and Janet had turned around to face Anthony and me. They were walking toward us as Sally brought up the rear, still a good ways behind. As Lila and Janet got closer, Sally started running to catch up, and we were back together again in a moment.
“I beat you, man!” I looked at Anthony, who was standing but still winded.
“What!? No way, man. I had you the whole time. You slow for a skinny kid,” he replied.
I laughed, shaking my head, “Nuh-uh, man. You had me at first, but I caught you!”
“No way, man.” He reached over and pushed my shoulder. It nearly knocked me over, and I stumbled a step to catch my balance. He laughed. I didn't.
I took a step toward him and pushed him back. “Quit it, man,” I said, half joking but half not.
“Stop, you guys,” Lila said with a half-laugh.
Anthony hadn't budged from my push, but when he looked at me, his eyebrows came together, his eyes narrowed a bit and he pressed his lips together. He took one step toward me and shoved me with both of his hands. My body flew backward, and I landed hard on the ground behind me. Luckily, I at least landed in the grass and not on the sidewalk. Furious, I scrambled to my feet and charged at him.
“No!” Janet shouted. She stepped forward, trying to get between me and Tony, I think, but she hadn't quite made it as I hit them both. My right shoulder caught Janet's left arm and as my momentum carried into Tony's body, Janet spun around. As she fell to the ground, I tackled Tony, knocked him off balance, and we both crashed with me landing on top of him.
“Janet!” Sally screeched, bursting into tears immediately. She ran to her sister's side and dropped to the ground.
“Get off me, man!” Tony rolled and tried to shove me off of him.
“Quit it, you retards!” Lila shouted as she and Sally bent down to check on Janet, who was still lying on the ground. I couldn't tell if she was crying or not.
I stood up, pushing hard into Tony to do so. As I did, he continued to roll over, get to his knees, then stand. I clenched my fists and raised them up as he turned to face me. I was preparing myself for protection more than showing a sign of attack. He looked me in the eyes, then glanced at my fists and looked directly into my eyes again. He was sizing me up, and I couldn't tell if that was good or bad. I had a feeling it wasn't good.
Lila stood up and stepped between me and Tony. She turned to Tony. “Quit it. Just forget it. It was a stupid race. Who cares.” Then she pushed him.
He looked at her, and his eyes shifted from anger to unbelief. Had she just pushed him? His face seemed to say. This crazy girl just pushed me! Then he shook his head and smiled. He waved a hand as if to say, “Forget it.” Then he turned to where Janet was still on the ground, Sally beside her. She was not crying. He reached out his hand and helped her get back up again. She thanked him then turned to me.
“You're an idiot, Decker. You know that?” She didn't wait for my reply. I relaxed my fists and had opened my mouth, but she continued, “Not only did you knock me down, you doof, but Tony would kill you in a fight.” She was shaking her head and after she got done talking, she punched me in the arm. I didn't flinch.
“He started it,” I said, thinking that he would actually probably not only kill me, but probably dig my grave with my own arms after he was done. That didn't matter. What mattered was that he pushed me first. He knocked me down.
“No I didn't,” Tony said, his face showing that flash of anger again.
“Who cares!?” Lila shouted. “Because of you,” she said, pointing to me, “Janet got knocked down and YOU haven't even said you were sorry. You're a butt-head.”
“I'm sorry,” I said softly, looking at Janet.
“Whatever,” she replied, giving me a hard look. I looked around at everyone else, and they were all giving me the same look. Suddenly, this whole thing was my fault. I realized there was no point in arguing with them. Even Sally looked at me in a way I had never seen. Her eyes and cheeks were red and wet from crying over her fallen sister. I turned away from everyone and started walking toward Pete's without saying anything. I didn't care if they wanted to come with me or not. Right then, I didn't care if they all went home or if they never played with me again. I was just messing with him, but Anthony started the whole mess and I was the one who ended up the bad guy. I didn't care, or that's what I told myself anyway.
A few moments later, the rest of the group caught up to me. Anthony pushed me lightly on the shoulder from behind. “You big baby,” he said with a smile in his voice.
“Shut up, you brute,” I said back at him, smiling.
“Aw, is the lover's spat over now?” Lila came up behind me and as she came around in front of me, she kissed me on the cheek. Then, she crossed in front of me and gave Anthony a kiss on his cheek. That girl was crazy.
“I really am sorry, Jan. I wasn't trying to knock you down,” I said as Janet came around me, following Lila.
“Forget it,” she said, not looking at me, but looking down the road toward Pete's. Still walking forward, I turned my head and found Sally walking behind me. She was chewing her bottom lip, eyes still wet with tears that were not quite ready to fall. She looked at me with something that floated between hurt, anger, disgust, and disbelief. We had just eaten breakfast and watched cartoons and now I had knocked her sister off her feet. And not in the good way.
“Sorry, Sal,” I said, stopping and turning to face her directly.
“I know,” she said, dropping her eyes to the ground, stepping around me to continue along with the rest of the group. I turned around and followed along. Now, I was the one bringing up the rear. We walked in silence to Pete's. As we went in, we ran into Jimmy. I decided to get an ice cream sundae with Jimmies on them. Billy didn't know what “jimmies” were, so I used some extra money my Dad had given me, and I bought him a sundae. Lila walked to the counter with us. When we asked the lady at the counter to put Jimmies on our ice cream, she took the lid off of the glass jar on the soda bar. She used a little spoon to get a nice scoop of the little chocolate sprinkles that looked a lot like little rat turds to us.
Billy shouted, “SPRINKLES!? You mean you put sprinkles on your sundaes? Why din't ya juss say so?” We all laughed, but not because he didn't know Jimmies were sprinkles, but because he looked so mad, we thought he was going to either cry or punch someone.
“Well, only the chocolate ones are Jimmies. The rainbow ones are sprinkles. Well, really, we just call those Rainbow Jimmies anyway,” Lila told him, trying to pretend she was not trying to sound like a smart alec. I don't know if Billy thought she was being a smarty-pants or not, but the rest of us knew she was. After I ate my sundae, I bought a pack of baseball cards. I opened it, found a Nolan Ryan card I could keep and threw the rest of the cards in the trash.
Chapter Five
Mom and Dad had gone next door to the neighbor's house to play cards. They liked to play Gin or Canasta a couple times a week. Dad played poker with his buddies on most Saturday nights, too. While they played, they let me stay home since I was right next door. If something happened, I could either run outside, or I could call since the number was posted on the fridge. Jimmy had come over, and we got into the cabinet where Mom and Dad kept the wine and whiskey and stuff. I had friends whose parents had a “liquor cabinet” with a lock on it. My folks just used one of the kitchen cabinets in the corner with a Mr. Yuck sticker on it. It was not easy to get to when I was little, but now, I just needed one of the chairs from the kitchen table. I climbed onto the counter and got one of the wine bottles down, handing it to Jimmy who was standing guard in case one of my parents came back “just to check” on us. They did that every once in a while. Not that day, though.
I got down from the counter and the chair and found the corkscrew in the silverware drawer. I had seen Dad twist it into the cork then pull the cork out, so I gave it a try. The bottle had been opened before, and I stuck the screw into a place that looked like it had already been before. I turned it until the puller was close to the cork. The cork was about halfway in the bottle.
“Pull it out, man!”
“Okay, just gimmie a minute,” I shot back, certain my folks were going to walk in the door any second now. I looked through the sheer curtain and out the kitchen window. All I could make out was the rough shape of trees cut in half by the fence at the end of the yard. I could barely make out the townhouses on top of the hill across the lot, then the sky above them. Though the sky was just a patch of blue so far as I could tell.
“Aw, just give it, man.” Jimmy grabbed the bottle, trying to take it from me.
“Quit it,” I shouted, pulling the bottle back toward me as he struggled against the pull.
“Give. It. To. Me.”
“Stop it, or we'll drop it!” I scolded, jerking it hard enough to get total control of it. I reeled around on my heels, and for a moment thought I was going to send the bottle sailing across the kitchen into the wall or the fridge. But I didn't. I steadied myself and let out a sigh. Grabbing a hold of the handle, I pulled and pulled until there was a soft “pop” sound. I almost dropped the bottle from the release of the pulling, but again, I kept it in my hands.
“Take a swig!” Jimmy looked at me, smiling, daring me. I looked at the bottle, unsure of what the juice inside would taste like. I put the mouth of the bottle under my nose and sniffed hard. I winced and pulled my face away from the bottle while pushing the thing away from me with the hand that held it. It was awful smelling - like something that gone very bad a long, long time ago. It was worse than the smell of spoiled milk left in a glass so long that the white stuff made a hard seal in the glass and someone poked a hole in the seal to let the odor out. This was the smell of skunks lying dead in the middle of the road. As I had that thought, a song popped into my head. It was one my Dad sang all the time: “There's a dead skunk in the middle of the road... There's a dead skunk in the middle of the road.” I thought, There's a dead skunk in the middle of the bottle.
“Oh, man, you should see your face! And you haven't even tried it yet! What a wuss!” Jimmy laughed at me, shaking his head and putting his hand on his belly as if he were some weird version of Santa Claus. He laughed some more as I looked at the bottle again, building up the nerve to drink the stuff inside that smelled so bad. “Go on,” he said, lightly pushing the shoulder that held the bottle. I frowned, slowly moving the bottle closer to my mouth, despite my own desire to keep the thing as far away from me as possible. I closed my eyes and held my breath. I felt the bottle touch my lips. It was cool and smooth. I tilted it up and before I knew it, a splash of the juice inside rushed over my lips, into my mouth, and down the corners of my mouth to my chin. I thrust the bottle out in Jimmy's direction and swallowed hard just to get the stuff out of my mouth.
“BLECH!” I wiped my mouth and chin with my arm. I stuck my tongue out as far as I could, hoping the room air might lift the horrible, nasty taste from me. Jimmy chuckled, took the bottle and drank down a huge mouthful of the stuff that should have had one of those Mr. Yuck stickers on it. When he tilted the bottle upright again, he wiped his mouth.
“Ahhhhh,” now that is some good stuff! He turned the bottle so the label was facing him. He made out like he was reading it, but I don't think he understood a word on the label. It was written in French or Italian or some other language. He brought the bottle back to his lips and took another swig.
“Hey,” I said, taking the bottle from him. “You can't drink that much! My folks will kill me if they find out we had some. They'll know some is missing!” I held the bottle, trying to feel its weight and decide if it felt lighter now. I wasn't sure. The one thing I was sure of, though, was that I was never going to take another drink of that horrid poison. I could still taste it, and I wondered if my Mom would taste it if she gave me a kiss. “Holy crap! We have to brush our teeth, man! Do you think they can tell we took some?” I asked.
Jimmy took the bottle back and held it out. He bounced it a couple times in the air as he held the neck, and said, “Nah, man. We didn't drink anything. I can't believe your face!” He laughed again. I looked at him, and he must have read the fear on my face. He got serious and said, “Look, if you want, we can put some water in it. Not a lot, just to put back what we drank, but I don't think they'll know, man.”
“No way,” I told him, “that stuff does not taste like water! UGH!” I thought for a moment and opened the refrigerator door. “Hey, we have grape juice! That should work. With maybe some apple juice.” I reached in and grabbed the two bottles of juice.
“Oh, man, you are good to go.”
“We need something to get it in the bottle.” I set the bottles on the counter and began opening drawers. “We gotta hurry, man.” My heart was racing. My head felt a little weird, like I had stopped spinning myself in circles moments ago. I was not quite dizzy, but certainly “off-kilter,” as Mike the fix-it guy would say.
“Okay, okay, relax,” Jimmy said, also looking through drawers and cabinets for something we could put some of the apple and grape juice into the wine bottle. “But, really, I think you could just put it back and no one would know, man.”
“Here, we can use this,” I handed him a piece of paper. He took it and fashioned a makeshift funnel out of it. While he did this, I opened the bottles then picked up the grape juice. I tilted the bottle up to the funnel and poured a little. The paper instantly turned purple and began to bend as it got wet.
“Whoa, dude!” Jimmy pushed the juice bottle up away from the wine bottle and some of the grape juice spilled on the countertop. “Man, you put way too much in there!”
“No I didn't! Just a little bit and look what you made me do!” I yelled at him, nodding my head down at the small pool of juice. I set the juice down and grabbed the apple juice. Jimmy put his hands up, palms facing me.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa... I'm telling ya, man, you are doing it wrong. You're gonna get busted. Look, let me take another drink to even it out.” He took the wine bottle before I could stop him, took out the paper, and drank another quick swig of wine. He held the bottle out to me. “Okay, now put in some apple juice.” I took the bottle, and tried to put the paper back in, but it was wet and purple and would not hold its shape.
“Crap, man, now I can't use it,” I said as I threw the paper in the trash can under the sink. I eyed the wine bottle then the apple juice bottle, trying to see if I could just pour the stuff straight in. I figured it was worth a shot. I picked up the juice and started to tilt it at the mouth of the wine bottle. Juice splashed out into the mouth, over the mouth, and down the sides of the wine bottle. The counter was now a mess of apple and grape juices. “Crap!” I yelled.
Jimmy snorted a laugh, “You are such a klutz, man. Geez.” He shook his head and took the wine bottle. He swirled it around a few times, “to mix it all up, man.” I grabbed a towel from one of the drawers and wiped off the bottle. After I did that, I put the cork back in and unscrewed the opener. I pointed the bottle to the cabinet where we got it, then handed it to him. He took it and climbed on the chair and then the countertop. I wiped up the juice from the counter, then wadded up the towel and set it aside. He closed the cabinet door and got down again.
“Aw, man, that stuff is NASTY!” I called out as I took a drink of the apple juice.
“You don't know what's good. My folks let me drink that when we have company over like at Thanksgiving and stuff.”
“I don't know how you can stand that stuff. Yuck,” I put the lid back on the juice and put it back in the fridge. All thoughts of brushing my teeth had left my head in the turmoil of spilling everything. Besides, the apple juice took away the disgusting taste of the wine.
“You're a lightweight. Wait 'til you try beer.”
“No way. My Grandpa gave me a drink of his beer one time. That was worse than this. Blech!” I shook my head and stuck out my tongue. When I got older, I had not only acquired the tastes for wine and beer, but had also discovered quite a few other concoctions during my college years. That is another story.
We walked into the living room and turned on the television. The news was on every channel, so we turned it off and sat on the floor.
“So, what do you think about the mad man?” Jimmy asked as if he were discussing the answers I got for our last homework assignment.
“What are you talking about?” I asked.
“Eddie says there's a mad man that lives in the woods,” he pointed to the living room window. “He says the guy lives in a run-down shack way out there past some tunnel or something.”
I rolled my eyes at him. “Oh please. Eddie just says stuff - “ but, he cut me off.
“Nu-uh, man! I told him he was lying, and then he told me that the guy sneaks around and grabs people! Then he takes them back there, and he kills them and eats them!” His eyes grew large, and I couldn't tell if he was excited, scared, or both. I didn't want to believe him, but I couldn't stop myself. The thought of some crazy man out there in those woods scared me. We had never gone in the woods on that side of the street before. It was dark over there. Anything could live back in there. Or nothing might. I needed more information.
Later that night, long after Jimmy had gone home, Mom had made this stuff she called “Manicotti” and it was the first time we'd ever eaten it. Pasta tubes filled with cheese and covered with sauce filled the plate. I poked at it. I cut off a forkful. As I lifted it, white cheese stretched from the fork to the plate. I opened my mouth and took a bite. It was delicious. It was like lasagna, my favorite dish, but served in a new, fun way. I took a drink from the glass of milk in front of me. Mom and Dad each had a glass of red wine with their supper. If they noticed something wrong with their wine, they didn't say anything to me about it. And that suited me just fine. Dad took a drink from his glass.
Chapter Six
“So, what did you and Jimmy do while we were out?” Dad asked.
“You know,” Mom interrupted, “I don't like you hanging around him. He is trouble waiting for an excuse.”
“Ah, come on now, hon. He's just a boy the same as Corey or any of the other kids around here.”
“I don't care. He is a trouble-maker and I'd rather he wasn't alone in our house.”
“He wasn't alone, Mom,” I blurted.
“Well, you know what I mean.”
“Jimmy's okay. He's just had it rough, ya know? Besides, it's not like we're sitting around here drinkin' and smokin' and stuff. We just hang out and watch TV or whatever.”
“Now, Corey Decker! Why on earth would you say something like that?”
I sat frozen in my seat. Maybe they had noticed the wine! Maybe I should ask about the mad man. Maybe if I just sat there, they would ignore me. Dad looked at me, raising his eyebrows to let me know he expected an answer. He took another bite of food.
Questions about the “mad man” danced on my tongue, but I was afraid of being laughed at or scolded. I waited a moment, swallowed a mouthful of air, and threw it out there.
“Is there really a madman in the woods?” I asked, quickly taking another bite of food.
“What!?” Dad asked, almost chuckling, nearly choking on his food..
“Well, Eddie and the other big kids told us there is a madman out in the woods,” I hitched my thumb in the general direction of the woods.
My dad smiled, gave a short breath that was not quite a laugh, and shook his head. “Ah, yes, the madman out on the farm, eh.”
“They said he lives in a shack made out of wood he stole from some kid's clubhouse a long time ago,” I added, hoping this would help explain things.
“Mmm. Hmmm,” he said, nodding, appearing to take in what I just said. “Well, when I was a kid, he lived in the old farmhouse way out in the woods. Of course, in those days, the houses that are back there now didn't exist. Just the farmhouse.”
“So, there is a madman?”
Dad chuckled, “No, no. When I was a kid, there was this run-down farmhouse back there. It would have been just about the place Braddock Road runs through now. You know where that is, right? Up by the movie theater?” He asked, not really expecting an answer but more as a way to make sure I knew where he was talking about.
“Oh, yeah! Wow, all the way out there?” I knew the place he was talking about. I don't really know how far away it was, but we weren't allowed to walk there. In fact, if we wanted to go up there, we had to either get Mom or Dad to take us, or we had to ride the bus. I only got to ride the bus once, and that was because a group of us went together. Eddie and Chuck went, too. They were a couple of the “big kids,” so I think that's why Mom and Dad gave me bus and movie money.
“Well, just about where the theater is, there was this farmhouse that had been abandoned since the Great Depression. I guess the people that lived there moved on or died or something.” He paused to take another bite. Still chewing on his food, he continued. “Anyway, rumors started flying around that some wacko lived out there and that he had kidnapped a couple kids and took them back there to cook them and eat them. The story we heard was that he tied the little girl to a chair while he killed and cut up her brother. He made her watch while he ate her brother and -”
“Now, Sam, quit that! You're going to scare the boy to death! Besides, I don't want to hear all this mess while we're eating, for crying out loud,” Mom interrupted.
“Aw, Honey, it's just a story, and it's not even true. Me and Dougan and a bunch of us kids hiked up there one weekend. All we found was an old house and barn. The whole thing was falling down. There was some old furniture in there, though. We gathered up a bunch of the boards and some of the other stuff in there and hauled it back home to make our own clubhouse.” He stopped and put his hand to his chin, rubbing it a little. “Man, I hadn't thought of that in forever.”
“Yeah, but Eddie said the madman took your boards and made a new house of them! He said he lives past a tunnel and around some kind of lake. A kwurie, curey, qua-something,” I added.
“Quarry,” Mom corrected me.
“Yeah, that.” I said, looking at Dad, but pointing at Mom.
“Don't point,” Dad said. “Well, there is a quarry back there. Or was one. Now it's full of water. I don't know anything about a tunnel. It's all woods back there, so it's not like you'd be cutting through some mountain that you'd need a tunnel. Besides, who knows what happened to the clubhouse we built. That was a very long time ago. Anyone could have taken that wood. Heck, the city probably found it when they were zoning all of this out to build these houses. Remember, these houses weren't here when I was a kid. Basically, this whole place ended just this side of Pete's Place in those days. This was all woods.” He took another bite of food and then took a drink of wine. I shuddered, remembering the taste of the wine Jimmy and I had taken.
“Honey,” Mom started, “you don't have to worry about any kind of “madmen” running around in the woods out there.” She made quotation marks in the air as she said the word “Madmen.” After she paused a moment, she said, “Those kids are just trying to scare you.” She patted my hand and smiled at me.
“Yeah, I know,” I said softly. I didn't really know if they were just trying to scare me or not, but I didn't think talking about this anymore was going to do much to relieve any fears I had. I knew then there was only one way to know for sure what was out in those woods. I just didn't know if I could stand the thought of actually going out there.
“You should go check it out,” Dad said, as if reading my thoughts.
“Sam!” Mom shouted. “You cannot be serious! He isn't old enough to go out there in the woods!” She gave my dad a hard look as she shook her head in disapproval. I knew that look all too well. It was the same one she gave me when she came to check how well I had cleaned my room only to find I had simply shoved all my toys under the bed.
“Oh, please. They go down to Pete's all the time. The quarry is about that far from here, and who knows, maybe he'll find the “madman” out there.” As he said the last part, he raised both his hands and shook them back and forth in a mock fearful gesture. It made me laugh into my milk glass and bubbles formed where my lips touched the white liquid. My mother did not laugh.
“I don't care. The woods are dark, and who knows what's out there. When they go to Pete's, they always go in a group, and there are a lot of people between here and there. If something happened to him, how would we know it?” She raised her hands and eyebrows in a questioning manner.
“Well, why doesn't he get a bunch of his friends, and they can all go,” Dad suggested, letting out an exasperated sigh as he rolled his eyes.
“Oh, can we, Mom?” I was actually excited about the idea now that my dad was behind me. I put my hands together as if I were praying. I also cocked my head to one side and put on what my mom called “puppy dog eyes,” blinking rapidly several times.
She rolled her eyes. “Oh, please, not the puppy dog.” She smiled. “I guess,” she said after a pause that seemed to last an eternity. “Just be careful. And if anything happens, you come right back here and find someone. And don't go too far. Watch the sun,” she demanded.
I cut her off from her next thought, “We will! We will. I'll tell the guys! I can't wait!” I was genuinely excited about the idea of an adventure. I didn't know if we were going to find any kind of madmen or not, but the thought of going out into the woods where we had never been allowed to go before made my heart beat fast in my chest. I finished my supper with a couple gulps and got up quickly from the table.
“Not NOW!” my mother yelled. “For heaven's sake. It's already after six. Go during the day. And make sure their parents know about it. And if someone can't go, then they can't go. But you will NOT go if no one else can go. Do you understand?” she asked, but wasn't really asking me so much as making sure I understood perfectly well what she had just said. I nodded rapidly and ran outside to find Jimmy, Billy and the gang.
Parents do not understand the urgency of adventure. I ran to Billy's house and asked him if he wanted to go. Of course, he did. His parents said he could go, but we had to check with everyone else's parents before they would agree to let him go. Billy and I ran over to Janet and Sally's house, but they weren't home, so we hustled to Lila's. She wanted to go, but her parents told her that she couldn't. We tried to plead our case, but they said it was too far and too dangerous for “their little girl” (as they put it) to be off in the woods with a bunch of boys. They obviously did not know their daughter the way we did. I was hoping Lila would come because if we did manage to find some thing, or some one, out there, she'd be one to get in there and fight. Billy and I left her stomping up the stairs to her room in anger.
Neither Billy nor I had been to Jimmy's house before, so we didn't really know where he lived. We'd have to wait until we saw him again before we could ask him and his parents. I figured he would be going no matter what his parents said. I don't think they really cared what he did, or maybe they just didn't know all the stuff he did. Of course, if he wasn't going to ask his folks, then it was going to be hard to tell my parents that he was coming. I figured that would just have to wait. Billy and I walked over to the park behind the townhouses above where I lived. The park had a couple swings, a slide, two animals that sat on huge springs, a ballpark next to it, and a stagecoach that had monkey bars in it. There used to be a see-saw, but the only thing left of it was the bar the wooden plank had rested on. As we approached the park, we each walked over to the spring-mounted animals. One was a black and white striped zebra. The other was some kind of bug or beetle. We called it the ladybug, but no one was ever really sure that it actually WAS one. We were too big to be sitting on the animals and our knees nearly hit our chins as we rode, but we did it anyway. Once you were on one of the rides, you could rock back and forth, making the animal's head nearly touch the ground to the front and then back the tail nearly hit the ground on the back swing. I started riding the zebra back and forth. Billy was on the ladybug. We rode faster and harder, back and forth. Faster and faster, we had the animals flopping around so that our rear ends came up off the seats. The heads were actually hitting the ground as we leaned forward. I tried to get the tail of the zebra to touch the ground, but I couldn't quite make it bend that far. Billy thrust his bug forward and after the head hit the ground, he flew forward. The animal started its return, but he kept going forward. I burst out laughing. Then I saw him fly over the head and onto the ground. When it rebounded again, the ladybug's head hit Billy squarely on his back. He yelled out in pain and rolled to the side. The ladybug slowly rocked back and forth as it was slowing to a stop. He began writhing on the ground. I put my feet on the ground, and my zebra came to an abrupt halt. I jumped off and ran over to check on Billy. I wasn't laughing anymore. My heart raced in my chest, pounding hard against my ribs. I wondered if I would have to run to his house to get his Mom. And then I wondered if we'd be going on our adventure at all. I felt ashamed for thinking it, but we can't always control the thoughts that enter the space between our ears.
“Holy cow, man, are you okay?” I said as I bent down next to him. He arched his back, putting his hand behind him as he tried to reach the small of his back where the ladybug had hit him.
“Oh, God, man!” He called out. “My freakin' back is killin' me,” he cried. He laid there for a few minutes as I watched him, trying to make him feel better. Then, he got up slowly and walked around, bending and stretching hoping to make his back feel better. While he was doing that, I went over to the red stagecoach with the large yellow metal wheels. I climbed inside and tried to climb back and forth on the monkey bars. Not only was I not very good at this, but I had grown tall enough that I had to bend my legs in order to not touch the ground. This made traversing the bars extremely difficult, and I gave up. About that time, Billy came over, feeling much better so far as I could tell.
“If you're done monkeyin' around, let's get outta hea,” he said.
“Ha. Ha. Very funny. You okay now?”
“Yeah, juss a lil pain in the butt.”
“You or the ladybug?” I laughed, punching him in the shoulder lightly.
“Oh, yer a friggin comic genius, dere, ain't ya?” he asked as he punched me back, a little harder than I had hit him, but still just messing around.
“That's what they tell me,” I said as we started walking back toward our houses. We had walked past the pavilion that sits just inside the park and were heading up the grassy hill with a well-worn path. As we began our climb, I asked, “Do you think there's really a madman out there?”
“Nah, man. If dere was, da cops woulda got 'im ya know?”
“Yeah, I didn't think about that,” I replied. And, I hadn't thought of that. How could a madman be running around in the woods with a supposedly well-known hideout and the cops not arrest him or send him to the looney bin? He couldn't. But, I still wanted to see what everyone else was talking about. There had to be SOMETHING out there. Even my own dad grew up with stories of a madman. And why didn't he know about the tunnel Eddie and the other guys talked about?
“Come on. You are too freakin slow, man,” Billy called from a few large paces ahead of me. I guess I had slowed down while I was thinking. “What's da matter wit'chu? You getting' too old for dis or what?”
“Nah, just thinkin' man.”
“Oh, smarty pants can't walk an' think at da same time, huh?” He did a little dance, putting his hands up in front of him, palms facing me as if he were some kind of jazz singer or something.
“Shut up, fruitcake.” I said as I neared the top of the hill where he stood.
“Who you callin' fruitcake, pansey?”
“Hey, I'm not the one dancing around like a showgirl. Just sayin'” As I said this, I imitated his dance moves, exaggerating them to make my point.
“Oh, yeah, I can see dat,” he laughed. We crossed over to Baxter and started walking toward home.
“Well, what are you two girls doing?” We stopped and looked. It was Jimmy, wearing what looked like same jeans he wore all the time and a red and white striped shirt. His worn tennis shoes kicked up the freshly cut grass in the yard he was coming across. It wasn't his yard, but we had no idea where he had come from or if he had been following us.
“Heading home,” I said as I jerked my head in the direction of our townhouses. “What are you doin'?”
“Ah, just hangin' out. Nothin' special, I guess,” he said, looking around at nothing in particular.
“You wanna go hunt the madman tomorra,” Billy asked him.
“What?” Jimmy stopped looking around and shifted his gaze between me and Billy.
“Yeah,” I added, “we wanna go into the woods across Appleton. See what's really out there.”
Jimmy looked at me then smiled. “And your Mom is okay with that?” He asked, having learned in a very short time just how 'protective' my mother could be.
“Yep. Though my dad helped a lot. Besides, there's gonna be a bunch of us if everyone goes,” I told him, hoping this would convince him to come along.
“Oh yeah, who else?”
Billy spoke up. “Well, Lila's not allowed to come, and man is she ticked off. We tried Jan and dem's house but dey wasn't home. We were gonna find you, but we don't know where you live, ya know?”
“So, really, you got no one but the two of you,” Jimmy ran his left hand through his hair.
“I'm sure Anthony will come. Janet probably will, but I don't think Sally would,” I offered.
“Yeah, I'm sure Tony's gonna wanna come,” Jimmy said, thinking, “but you're right about Sally for sure. She'll be a no-go. Janet,” he paused. “Janet's tough to figure out. Who knows.”
Without really thinking about it, we all started walking toward the places where Billy and I lived. We were too busy talking to pay attention to the cracks in the pavement beneath our feet. If there was ever a day our mothers could very well end up with broken backs, this was it. For the record, none of our mothers did.
“All right, so when are we going on this little shin-dig?” Jimmy kicked a rock, and it rolled ahead of us.
“I dunno. Maybe nine or so? What do you think?” I turned to Billy as we walked along. We had come to the place where the rock had stopped, and Jimmy kicked it again. It rolled and bounced down the sidewalk.
“Yeah, that sounds good to me,” Billy said, watching the rock come to rest in the place where two cement squares came together on the walk. “We'll probably need sandwiches or chips or something, and some Kool-Aid or pops.”
“We got Kool-Aid,” I said. “And, my mom could probably make us p-b and j's if you want.”
Jimmy and Billy both nodded. We were passing the house my dad grew up in. I thought about what he said at supper. If the place ended at Pete's and this was about halfway between our house and Pete's, then how could this have been all woods when he was a kid? That didn't make sense to me. I wasn't sure if I should ask Dad about that or not. I figured I'd wait and see how things were. I don't know why it was important to know the answer, but it just felt like it needed to be explained.
“Where DO you live?” Billy asked Jimmy.
“Back over there,” he replied, pointing in the general direction between the townhouses where Billy lived and the road by the park.
It was also the direction of the school we all went to. The school was over a hill from where we stood, and it was a pretty good little walk. To get there, I had to walk up the hill past the other townhouses to the street that ran behind them. Jupiter Drive was the same road Billy and I had just crossed when we came up from the park. The park would be to the right, but the school was to the left. I usually walked with Billy, Janet, Lila and Sally in the mornings. Once we turned onto Jupiter, we had to walk past the houses along that road.
Most of them were two-stories high with little front yards, a side yard between each house and a back yard behind them. Some of them were brick, while others had wood on them. Still others had wood and brick. There were red houses, blue ones, yellow and white ones. They all had black roofs. Most of them had some kind of fence around the yard. A lot of them just had regular metal fences like the one the surrounded the ball field near the park, but some had black iron or white wood ones. The houses lined both sides of the street, and each one had a driveway with a garage.
Not all of them were all cleaned up, though. A couple of them had weeds growing up over the sidewalks that led to the front door, and some had windows all busted out. Some had faded “For Sale” signs stuck in the yards on metal posts that leaned over to one side or the other. Still other houses were very well kept, and some of those had “For Sale” signs nailed to the fence or neatly attached to poles standing straight up. Some of our friends lived in the houses along the road, but they weren't really part of the gang I hung around.
After a dozen houses or so, Jupiter crossed over Jackson Avenue, a four-lane road that provided one of the ways out of this area of town. We would approach the intersection, and one of us would push the button to make the light change. We had to wait for the sign to change from “DONT WALK” to “WALK” before we could cross. Even then, we couldn't just cross the street. We had to wait for the crossing guard to come and lead us. Sometimes, Miss Trimble was the crossing guard. She was the art teacher at our school. She had long brown hair and always wore clothes with lots of colors in them. Sometimes, it looked like someone had spilled or splattered paint all over them. She always smiled, and she told every kid in class that they, “Could be better than Picasso some day.” She even said that to the kids like me that couldn't paint a house, so forget painting a flower or a dog or an ocean. It made me feel like I really could be better than Picasso if I kept at it. Not that I had any idea who or what a Picasso was, but I thought I could do better. At least, I felt like that when she said it.
We crossed the street, passing by another dozen houses or so down a very steep hill. We usually just ran down the hill because it was easier to do that than to try and walk down it. Sometimes, someone would lose their balance and trip, fall to the pavement, and roll down the hill. The first couple times it happened, everyone laughed. Everyone except the kid who skinned his knees and elbows on the way down. One time, Patrick Samson fell, and he rolled all the way to the bottom and into the bushes across the street from where Jupiter turned to the right in front of the school. We were laughing until we saw he wasn't moving. He just laid there in the bushes with his back to us. Some of us took off running, working very hard to keep our balance, the whole time yelling out, “Patrick! Pat! Are you okay?” I got to him just after a couple other kids did. They stood above him, still calling his name, though in a softer voice now that we were standing behind him.
“Patrick?” Jack Kingman asked. “Are you okay, man?” He put his foot out and gave him a little push with his toes. Patrick moaned. Jack bent down and rolled Patrick onto his back. His face was torn up from rolling on the ground and scratched from landing face-first in the bushes. He moaned again as he rolled his eyes around, blinking a few times. By then, a growing group of students gathered around him.
“Is he dead?” someone asked.
“No, stupid. He's not dead.” someone else answered.
We stood around looking at him lying on the ground, gawking and talking to each other, talking at him, and basically doing everything but helping the poor kid in front of us. He continued to moan and started to move around a bit. As he rolled over to try and stand up, he started to cry. Some of the kids laughed.
“Ya big baby,” one called out.
“Someone call his mommy,” another kid sang.
“Shut up, you dorks!” a girl behind me told them.
Jack turned around and gave the taunting kids a dirty look, then turned back to Patrick. Jack and I bent over at the same time to help him up. Just as we got him standing, a teacher came over.
“What is going on here?” It was Mrs. Dempsey. She looked a hundred years old, or that's what we all thought anyway. She had been there since anyone could remember and was one of the oldest people we had ever seen. She wore little rectangle glasses and had a wrinkled up face. She had little lips and a big nose and tiny little eyes hidden under her eyelids. Her hair looked blue to me, and she always wore these old lady dresses. They were buttoned all the way up to her neck and usually had flowers on them. The sleeves buttoned at her wrists and had little white lace trim on them. Veins stuck out all over her hands and her fingers were never straight, like she was always holding a small ball or something even when she wasn't. Her dress went all the way to the floor and also had white lace on it that matched her sleeves. She always seemed to wear only black or white shoes with little heels.
She was an old lady. And she was mean. She would whack a kid on the hand with her ruler if he wasn't paying attention or make a girl put the gum she was chewing behind her ear then push her ear into the gum so that it pinned her ear back like some kind of rabid dog. She always yelled in class and sent just about every student to the office for one reason or another. Or, for no reason at all. She pushed her way through the crowd of kids and stood in front of Patrick with her hands on her hips.
“I asked what was going on here and I expect an answer!” She yelled.
“He-he fell dow-down the hill,” I stammered, pointing to the street behind us.
“What did you say, boy?” she glowered at me.
I looked back at her then down at the ground. “I said he fell down the hill.”
She grabbed Patrick's arm and he winced, still crying. “Quit your crying! Let's go,” she pulled him in the direction of the school. She looked up at the crowd and barked, “Get to class! What kind of people are you?” She waved her free hand at the kids nearest to her, and they jerked back away from her.
Apparently, Jimmy lived somewhere between Baxter and the school. I wondered if he lived in one of the houses on Jupiter with an overgrown yard. I never met him on the way to school. He always made it to school before those of us that lived “up the hill” from the school. The school served breakfast every morning, even on Saturdays. Jimmy ate breakfast at school every morning so far as I could tell. He often met us as we were coming in to the building while he was coming out of the cafeteria. I supposed he could live down Jackson somewhere, but that didn't make sense because he was always coming up here to hang out with us. Surely he would have friends down that way if he lived there. Maybe he lived in one of the ritzy houses. You just never knew about these things unless you knew for sure.
“I bet Sal an' Jan will come,” Billy said, interrupting my thoughts. “I'm thinkin' it'll be more fun if we all go, ya know?” He asked, though I think he was just thinking out loud.
“Well,” Jimmy answered, “Lila can't come, so we all won't be goin' anyhow.”
Billy snickered and shook his head. “Are ya nuts? She's comin' no matta wha' her folks say.”
“Yeah, I figured the same,” I said. I wasn't sure what I was going to tell Mom about her. No matter what I said, it would be a lie. I could tell Mom that Lila's parents told her she couldn't go, but then if Mom found out she came along, I'd be in trouble for knowing she was going without her parents' permission. If I said that her parents said she could go, then if something happened, I'd get in trouble for lying. Either way, this was not looking good for me. Oh well, what could I do about it? What was going to happen would happen no matter what I said or what I kept to myself.
“You're probably right,” Jimmy added. “She'd sneak out if she had to.”
“Yeah, but,” I thought aloud, “she won't have to sneak out. I mean, it's not like we're going in the dark or anything. Heck, her folks probably won't even know about it if no one says anything.”
“And so what if dey do?” Billy asked.
I shrugged and looked at Jimmy. He shrugged, too. When we reached the entrance to the parking lot where Billy's townhouse was, he said, “Welp. See youz tamarra,” and walked off toward his house. Jimmy and I walked to my parking lot and we turned down it, heading to my house at the end.
“Ya know, we should make a club,” Jimmy said.
“What do you mean,” I asked him, stumbling a bit as I tripped on a crack in the pavement.
“Down 'ere,” he pointed at the end of the lot behind the basketball goal. “We could get some wood and stuff and make a club to hang out in.”
I nodded as different ideas for what it might look like, what it might have in it, and what we'd do inside it came to mind. I figured it would be simple, just a box, really. Maybe it would have a couple windows cut out of it. We could paint it inside, find a rug maybe. I looked at the spot where I thought a club could be built then looked over at my house. How far was that? I didn't know, but I thought my dad had a couple of those orange extension cords in the basement we could use for lights or something. I smiled, still nodding.
Jimmy, who had apparently been watching me, said, “What you thinkin', man? You got that look on yer face.”
“Yeah,” the thoughts still racing through my mind, “I like it. We could put some windows in it, maybe lights and stuff...” my voice trailed off.
“Whoa, man, no windows! We don't want people lookin' in or gettin' into our place,” he stopped walking, grabbed my arm and brought me to a stop. “I'm thinkin' a trap door or somethin' to get in, ya know?”
“Oh, man, yeah! That would be too cool!” I jumped up and down. Jimmy smiled and nodded, pooching his lips out. We started walking toward my house again. “I still think we need some kind of windows,” I offered.
“Well, maybe small ones or somethin'. Maybe if we cut 'em up high and made 'em small so other kids can't get up in there,” he said.
“Man, they are gonna freak! How cool!” I said, referring to the other members of our group. I was now so excited about this project, I almost wished we weren't going into the woods the next day. I would have much rather started building our clubhouse. “Think we could start tomorrow?” I asked, testing to see if he would go along with the idea or not.
“Naw, man, we don't have wood or nothin'. 'sides, I thought we were goin' huntin' madmen tomorra,” he replied.
“Yeah, yeah, but man, the club would be awesome!” I pumped my fist in the air as I said this.
“That's true,” Jimmy said. He couldn't deny it, madman or not. We stopped in front of the gate to my yard. The sun had dipped behind my house as we were walking, and now the sky was a rainbow of blues and reds and oranges. The clouds overhead looked like thin ribbons of stretched out cotton candy, pink and blue and white. A light breeze rustled the leaves in the trees just enough to let us know they were there. I kicked a rock away from the sidewalk and looked out at the cars in the lot. My Dad's dark green Ford was parked three spaces from the end of the lot. A few spaces over, a Dodge Charger and a VW Bug sat next to each other. Beyond that, a mixture of cars and trucks filled many of the spots, but not all of them.
“I guess I better be getting inside,” I finally broke the silence.
“Yeah, okay, man. I'll check ya later,” Jimmy said as he started walking toward the hill across the lot. I turned my back to him, opened the gate, and walked through. I turned around to close the gate and saw Jimmy run up the hill then walk through the opening between the townhouses up there and the woods on their left. I turned back around toward my house, saw the light from inside through the storm door. It flickered white and blue as the images on the TV inside changed pictures. I opened the door and went in for the evening.
Anthony's dad had gone to jail a couple days before the accident. His mom had come over to talk to my mom. They were good friends. I think my mom said they went to school together or something. Mom sent me upstairs to my room, but I only went up to the top step, so I could hear what they were saying. I did this a lot. It was the only way I had any idea what was going on around town. It was how I found out that Mrs. Smithson's husband ran off with his assistant. Of course, at the time, I just thought that meant they had decided to start exercising together. In a way, I suppose, they had.
“I don' know what I'm a-gonna do,” Anthony's mom said to my mother. “He don' mean no harm. He juss gets all wound up in the drink, dat's all.”
“Did they say how long he'll be there?”
“Dey said about fo' o' fi' days,” she said as I pictured her shaking her head. She took in a deep breath and slowly, and loudly, let it out.
“How are you set?” Mom asked. This was her way of offering food, a bed, money, or whatever. My grandfather asked Mom that every time we visited, which felt like almost once a week. “We're fine, Dad,” she always said, even if she and my Dad had been fighting about the bills the night before.
“Oh, weez gonna be alright, I s'pose,” Mrs. Jackson said. “I juss don' know what I'ma gonna do wit' 'im. Da job's been tough. He ain' workin' like he yousta. He's a good man,” she said, her voice trailing off.
“I know he is, Pearl. But, you know, he can't keep going to O'Malley's and leaving you alone to tend to Anthony,” Mom told her.
“I knows it. I thinks he's a-gonna be done wif dat now. I saws him yestaday, and he says he ain' doin' 'at no mo'.” She sounded as if she were trying to convince herself as much as was my mother.
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