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“There’s a crack in everything;
That’s how the light gets in.”
- Leonard Cohen
I. Simon and Rupert
1.
Simon and I lay in the dark, peering into the blackness of the basement around us. My eyes were opened wide but I couldn’t even make out the lines on the wallboard or the doorway at the foot of the bed. The heat of the day had surrendered and it was cool there in the quiet beneath the earth. I had to hold my breath at times to stop from shivering. There was a small square of hazy, barely visible light coming from behind the window above us but it offered almost no illumination at all. I looked up and imagined the street lamp that stood way down at the end of the drive. Its light was blurred out by the tall weeping willows and the enormous distance between the house and the road. What was to go on down here was beyond that world on the other side of those trees –- beyond the light itself –- and I wished at that moment that those trees were not there so I could see my brother’s face and know what he was thinking. We were both there in that darkness, stripped down to our underwear, laying still on the mattress side by side saying nothing and breathing shallowly. There was only one sheet on the bed and we lay on top of it. Here on the island during the summer, it gets hot but it is substantially cooler down here, especially at night. I don’t know whether it was the night air of the basement pressing in on me or just the waiting but I simply couldn’t help it any longer; I finally began to shiver.
“Don’t move now, Rupe,” Simon told me, “Don’t even shiver. It’s gonna happen soon . . . You can’t even shiver. You hear me, Rupe?”
“Uh-huh. I won’t move, Simon. I promise.”
I looked up to my older brother as little brothers often do. I always had. What he said I didn’t question. He didn’t tell me why we were laying there on a bare sheet with all the other blankets pushed off into the corner of the room. And even though we were laying there in the pitch dark with scarcely a thread of clothing on, I didn’t ask once. I just trusted him.
2.
My memories of my big brother during that time are so clear, even now. Simon was a quiet, unassuming boy. That much was obvious to everyone in town, to everyone at school, to Mama, and even to me. He never felt the need to make his thoughts known to anyone who didn’t want to hear them and he never spoke out of turn. At least, he tried not to after Mama married Everett.
It never really surprised me that my brother was so quiet. I never thought much of it. After Daddy died, we both had little to say, even to each other. Mama started seeing Everett and he was around pretty much all the time starting about two years before Simon began seventh grade. Simon and I hated him from the start.
Everett worked at Ethan’s Shop near the docks. He was a hull welder, an odds n’ sods man. Whenever boats came in needing hulls patched or equipment re-soldered to decks after a storm Everett was called in for double shifts. Fishing was the lifeblood for most everybody on the island in the late seventies and the fisheries were the heart’s blood of our little community, bringing in as many loads as they could. Every other service and industry was secondary in those days and as a result anyone tied to the boats and lobster trawlers -- and the men who worked them -- was regarded almost as a local hero. Everett, by association I suppose, was highly respected for his work, even if he was somewhat lazy. Simon and I didn’t understand what everyone saw in him. We didn’t really get the silent respect he garnered from the town, but we accepted him as best we could, since he was to be our new dad.
I guess it was the idea of a regular paycheck, at least for our mama, that made him seem appealing. When he proposed marriage to her he promised Mama that she and her two boys would never go hungry and he told her that he loved her more than any man ever could.
But that wasn’t true. Our daddy loved Mama, loved her more than life itself and more than Everett ever would. Daddy had been an electrician, his father one before him, and between the two of them they had installed almost every power box and length of wire on the island since early 1942. Daddy took on the family business after granddaddy’s death which was a few years before I was even born; he eked out a living for us by taking care of whatever electrical services were needed on the island. Mama arrived from the mainland in 1965 fresh from high school for a job at the newspaper as a typesetter. Her uncle was a newspaper man and had known Edwin Barstow, the editor of ‘The Island Press’, for some time. She’d had a strong leaning towards books and writing ever since she was a child and seemed a natural at the newspaper. She had even hoped of becoming a respected reporter someday just as her father had been. The two of them, my daddy and my mama, met at Harlow’s Grocery on Main Street her first week in town when they both reached for the same filet in the cooler by the checkout. They both laughed at the absurdity and their romance began that summer. Soon they dashed off to the mainland, scooting around the country in a little brown and white bowler trailer towed behind Granddaddy’s old Buick. Mama’s eyes used to light up when she’d tell Simon and me that story and we loved listening every single time she told it.
Theirs was one of those movie loves, one of those unbreakable ones that you know will never burn out. I knew it even then, even when I was just a little kid. So, what Everett told her wasn’t true. Although I can understand why she might have believed it to be at the time. He was awfully sincere for those first few months. And after Daddy had died she was in dire straits, I’ll tell you that much. She didn’t have any idea how she was going to make the payments on the small house that Daddy and her had bought before Simon was born. And keep us fed by herself. She was sick with worry and sick with sorrow. The paper had closed down some years before, was replaced by a mainland gazette which was shipped over by boat in the afternoons, and Mama had no experience in any other line of work. Other than cooking and cleaning, she had no other skills. And, with most everyone at bare wages from shipping and the fishing boats, scarcely anyone at all could afford to hire a cleaning lady. Along came Everett with his shined boots, slicked back hair, some flowers picked out of the neighbor’s garden, and his regular paycheck from Ethan’s. I guess that was almost all she needed.
3.
Everett was eager to make a good impression right from the start and he let us know just how important we all were to him. After the spring wedding, Everett took a couple of weeks off work during the slow season and started tinkering down in the basement of our lathe and plaster bungalow on the north side of town.
Before his death Daddy had begun teaching Simon the basics of electrical wiring and had framed in a small bedroom down there. He had hoped to have his eldest son wire in the light fixture, two electrical outlets and a light switch as the first lesson in a string that would eventually ensure Simon coming on board at the family business. It would have been a good way for him to start learning the tricks of the trade on a small scale. After all, he was only eleven at the time. But someday, Daddy must have thought, Simon would take over that business as the next generation of island electrician. And he surely wanted my brother prepared for it. Circumstances, as cold as they were, didn’t allow Daddy to finish the room and the outlets and switch box sat nailed into the studs of the skeletal bedroom for nearly a year.
Everett saw the unfinished project as a great opportunity to show his new wife how dedicated he’d be to her sons as their new daddy. By finishing the bedroom for Simon and having it ready for him to move into by the summer, he thought Mama would see just how much he cared for her. And for her boys.
The thing was, though, that Everett didn’t have the first clue about how to wire in those outlets and light switch. He didn’t know a ground wire from his arsehole and had no intention of asking for help. When Simon approached him one day after school and suggested that the black ground wire was indeed supposed to connect to the corresponding black wire from the power circuit, Everett exploded at him. He began ranting and raving about how it was impossible that Simon, a mere boy, would presume to know more about anything than he did. The look in his eyes that day was crazed and as he leaned menacingly over my frightened brother I thought he was going to hit him. Up to that day I’d never seen Simon look so small and helpless. He was truly scared of Everett for the first time right then.
As a result of Everett’s flaring temper, his ignorance of basic wiring and his laziness, his idea of a finished bedroom was to salvage some damaged wallboard from the discount bin at Parson’s Hardware and hammer it up onto the already finished frame – right over the outlet boxes and the unconnected wiring running roughly down from the upstairs breaker box. He threw some scraps of carpet down on the floor and moved Simon’s bunk down to the basement room. Then he pinned a length of copper wire across the doorway with two finishing nails and hung a piece of hastily cut material with little baseball players on it over that. This, I suppose, was to be Simon’s new bedroom door.
The switch for the only light in the entire basement was at the top of the stairs on the other side of the door. It turned on and off a light bulb that hung on a wire over Daddy’s workbench on the opposite half of the basement, across from the cellar which occupied the northwest corner. When he had moved into the house Everett had assumed this to be his new work area and it was now cluttered with his projects, mostly junk near as Simon and I could tell. The light from that bulb spilled into Simon’s room but it was dim and when bedtime came, Everett would click off the switch at the top of the stairwell and close the basement door for the night.
Simon’s new bedroom occupied the area between the stairway and the southwest wall. And underneath the stairs, connecting to Simon’s room was a makeshift closet. Everett hung a matching piece of baseball fabric across the doorway there and called the matching effect of the two doorways ‘interior decorating’. Pleased with himself, he took a swig of his remaining warm beer, put his hammer back in his silver toolkit, locked it, and went upstairs to watch the evening news on the black and white set in the living room. Simon and I looked around the room, at the crooked wallboard and the cloth doors, and we snickered to each other.
4.
The real problem, and the crux of everything, lay behind that second piece of white, pinstriped cloth, the one with the small uniformed baseball players on it, swinging bats and catching fly balls. The island experienced extremely hot summers and cool winters with lots of rain. The frequent rainfall meant that most every one of the bungalows and two-story homes in town had a sump hole which filled with excess run-off from around the foundation. Underground there was a long, narrow corridor of cement which routed directly into the sump hole. This corridor sat about halfway down the depth of the hole and fed it by trickling water into its basin until it was full. The idea was for this excess water to be taken out of the basement area and moved away from the house so it wouldn’t seep into the foundation causing pressure cracking and flooding. Set into most of these sump holes was an electric pump to take care of that. Ours had a large cork sinker attached by a wire to the motor which sat above the hole and when the water rose to a level high enough to lift that sinker, the wire would pull a small lever and the engine would turn on.
The sump pump in our old house hadn’t been replaced in many years. In fact, I would guess that it was the original pump from when the cindercrete block foundation had been laid more than twenty years earlier. The motor was old, but it never failed. We’d only had a flooded basement once in all the years that I could remember. The pump was as dependable as daddy had been – likely because he had taken such good care of it, removing it from its resting place in the sump hole each spring and giving it a good overhaul. When there was a summer thunderstorm or a brisk spring shower that motor turned on without hesitation and pumped all the water in the sump hole through the hose that ran out to the field of sweet grass behind the house. It was pretty loud, though. When it ran in the middle of the night it would wake Simon and me in our bunk beds upstairs at the opposite end of the small house.
You could hear almost everything in that little house. The stairs had a tremendous squeak in every board and you could trace every step up or down no matter where you were in the house. Sometimes when mama was cooking dinner, Simon and I would hear her go down to the cellar for some more potatoes or an onion. When she reached the bottom we knew we had at least a minute or so while she rummaged in the cellar bin for some nice sized white potatoes. We would tip-toe as fast as we could out to the kitchen and sneak a couple of cookies or a few uncooked carrots. When her foot fall squeaked on the first stair of her climb back up to the kitchen, we knew we only had a few seconds left before we were caught. As we got older and bigger, she’d hear us racing across the upstairs as the floor boards themselves all had squeaks too. The squeaks would betray our sneaking into the kitchen and mama would appear at the door to our room with hands on her hip and say, “You little rascals! You two‘ve been sneaking cookies. I can see the crumbs on your faces.” But she could barely hold the stern look. It would first give way to a small, crooked grin and then quickly become a warm smile. She simply could not hide it from her two boys. She’d rush into the room and wrap her arms around the both of us, pretending to be some kind of a monster, but instead smothering us with kisses and hugs. We loved our mama and as we got older we began to realize that we meant everything to her. She did everything she could to make sure we were brought up right. It became really hard for her the winter Daddy died but it became much more trying for her the summer after she married Everett.
5.
“Let your body feel the cold, Rupe. Let it feel the cold but don’t you dare shiver,” Simon whispered to me as we lay there that summer night in the dark, waiting. He was adamant but he didn’t risk raising his voice. If we woke Everett upstairs we’d have hell to pay. We both knew it, so anything we said was in the lowest possible whisper.
I didn’t reply to Simon this time. I couldn’t. I didn’t know what I could tell him. It’s a strange thing: I suppose a body gets used to laying under a sheet at night and when it doesn’t feel the familiar weight of fabric pressing down over it, it can suddenly feel exceedingly unnatural. I convinced myself that this alien feeling was the problem, that I really couldn’t be cold enough to shiver. Instead of answering, I just bore down on my self and I controlled my shivers. His silence was his praise.
We had been laying there for what seemed an eternity. But there was no clock in that basement room. Even if there had been, we wouldn’t have been able to see it. It was darker down there than I could have possibly imagined it would be. I was close to understanding then why Simon had been so unwilling to stay down there after his first horrible night two summers ago. I’d heard him cry out from the basement room, and he bawled as he raced up the stairs all the way to Mama and Everett’s bedroom, screaming about the dark. Mama had put on the light and did her best to comfort him but Everett was too upset to try and understand the problem. We soon learned not to upset Everett.
On the other end of the house, Mama and Everett were presumably sleeping. We’d heard them up there earlier as we lay in the dark trying not to sleep just yet. Everett had told me at supper that I’d be spending the night with my brother in the basement so that he and Mama could have some time alone. It was her birthday, he said, and he had some “special plans” prepared for that evening. I didn’t know what that meant, but I hoped, for Mama’s sake, that it was better than his anniversary meal. He’d brought home a tin take-out pan of fried chicken from Harvey’s Diner on Broadway. Simon and I didn’t eat much that night. We love Harvey’s chicken and it was a rare treat around our house but Simon told me it would be better if I saved it for lunch the next day. We had to eat light, he told me.
I didn’t understand a lot of things back then. I wished that I had. I didn’t understand why Mama and Everett wanted time alone. I didn’t understand why fried chicken was a no-no when we hadn’t had any rain yet by that evening and I didn’t understand why we had to lay there in the dark in our underwear. I was about to pipe up and finally ask Simon to tell me why all of these things had to be when the sump pump motor started up.
It was loud and grinding and I could hear it sucking up the water and splashing around down in the hole behind Simon’s closet “door.” I’d say it lasted a good minute before it finally came to a halt. The grinding motorized whir and splish-splash of water ended and the silence was almost overwhelming in my head again. I felt Simon tense up, and I instinctively did the same. The sump well was empty. We were suddenly waiting for something...and I had no idea what it was.
I had to pee right then. I had gone before we laid down but there it was just the same: my overwhelming urge to go again. This always happened when I was nervous. Right now, though, I began to feel more scared than I had ever been. It was the strangest feeling of my whole life, laying there in the dark waiting and not knowing what was to come or when, but knowing that it would come. I could tell from Simon’s quickened breathing that it would be there soon. Looking up towards the ceiling I was aware of my own body again. I told myself to ignore my pressing need to pee, to instead focus on my body, concentrate on my boundaries of space and control my need to shiver. I wanted to so badly; it would have been easy to just let go and feel the wracking shivers course through my legs and my arms, up my back. I wanted to cry out too. I’d never been this scared. I lay there in the blackness with my brother wanting to scream but paralyzed with fear of my own creation.
The silence was maddening. I didn’t dare ask Simon now. I was all but ready to just let go and empty my bladder when I heard the first faint sound coming from behind the closet doorway. Under the stairs, beyond the little pump hole, inside that long and narrow concrete corridor, there began a hiss unlike anything I’d ever heard before. I held on to myself a little longer and concentrated towards that noise. What was it?
It grew louder and louder but not above a whisper. It was not a centralized noise and it did not fade, not even for a second. It sustained and grew and as I listened I realized that it contained almost a warble – it sounded to me like several noises at different pitches all moving about. But they were too numerous to count. The darkness continued to press in around us.
“...Now, Rupe...” Simon whispered, so faint this time that I was barely sure he’d said anything at all. It was the signal he’d instructed me to follow as we’d been pulling the sheets from his bed earlier in the night. I was feeling my vision cloud up with reds and violets and blues all colliding in my sight as I looked towards that ceiling which I could not see. My brain was falling away into an infinity. It felt as though I was going to vanish but I knew better. The fright was in my throat and I felt as though I would choke on it, spewing what little chicken I had eaten at supper across the darkened room. I could barely contain that sheer terror welling up in me but I held. I held because Simon had told me what to do. I stopped my breathing on his command, sucked it all in and clamped my lips down tight. So tight, I almost drew blood. This is what he had told me to do upon hearing his signal.
The next thing I heard was a sudden increase in the hiss. It sounded more like a high pitched series of squeals now, thousands of them. There was an almost inaudible rustle as the cotton drape hung over the closet doorway, invisible in the darkness, shifted and I could feel myself falling back towards that multicolored infinity. I closed my eyes and the colors intensified. They swam and swam. I held on and did not dare to look towards that drape of cloth with the baseball men on it. My biggest fear was that I would suddenly be able to see it in the dark, being brushed aside by that terrible thing approaching us.
Without warning a cool wave washed over me, a sensation that I could not place in my mind as anything I’d ever felt before. I could feel it moving, separating and rejoining, swaying up the walls and onto the ceiling, beneath the bed and across my stomach. It moved about the room as a loose pail of water might slosh about the cabin of a fishing boat tossed across stormy seas, unraveling and combining again haphazardly. It was almost silent except for that variable, high-pitched squeal. It grew louder and fainter slightly as the incongruent waves passed closer to and further from my ears. The wave passed over my body again and again, undulating, resting it seemed near my armpits and my crotch for a split second before moving on. There was a concentration of it around my face and my chest. I fought the urge to look at it. I was terrified of what I would see and caught the words in my mind, the ones Simon had told me before it all began, “At all costs, Rupe, do not open your eyes. Do not exhale until I say so. Do not move.” Do not move. Do not move.
And I didn’t. I couldn’t believe that I hadn’t. I wanted to get up from the bed, push the doorway curtain aside in a flurry and run. I wanted to scream. I wanted so badly to be in my mother’s arms bawling and carrying on about what had been down in that basement, the terrible slick wave of air that washed over my tummy and over my eyelids in the dark. I wanted to not be there. I wanted to be in my own bed, not knowing any of this.
It felt as though my chest was going to explode. The air I’d sucked in pressed on the insides of my chest, threatened to tear it apart in one violent stroke. This wave couldn’t have been in Simon’s room for more than two minutes but I could feel my head again swimming away from Simon and the bed. But I suddenly wanted more than anything to show Simon I could hold my breath until he said to let it go. I just couldn’t though. I knew that any moment I would have to let it out or the burning in my chest would cease and I would simply be crushed by the weight of my own breath. I couldn’t hold on to it any longer.
I was about to give in when I felt the mattress shift at the foot of the bed, The wave that was flowing all over the walls and ceiling felt it too. My ears and my skin could sense it flinch and before I knew it the insides of my eyelids were bathed with bright orange light. I thought that I had passed out or that my chest had finally given way under its own efforts.
But it hadn’t. I was still conscious and alive. And I could no longer hold back the urge to open my eyes. In that instant when my eyes fluttered open, I was met with a vision that made my mind sway towards unconsciousness again. I saw Simon’s room, completely lit up as though someone had let a firecracker go in the rafters a moment before. That second I saw the worst, more that I’d dared imagine: The walls and the ceiling were covered with a thousands-count swarm of small dark creatures. Their bodies miniature and round, like little beads of polished camel-bone. They were black as pitch, oily and smooth but the intense light didn’t reflect from them in a sheen, it was instead absorbed by them. Each had several legs, maybe six, maybe eight, maybe more, and used them in unison to cascade across the brightened walls almost like a thick silky liquid. It felt to me in that flashing moment that there must be thousands of them scouring across our bodies and over the wall board, scavenging, picking at the surfaces with their tiny mandibles at a rate I could barely fathom with my own eyes. This hive, this swarm of tiny beasts, was covering my almost naked form, seeming to float across the flesh merely by clutching the tiny hairs in my skin with delicate black claws. I wanted to scream out. The creatures were scouring me and I felt the suffocation of finally knowing that they were really there, climbing across me. The terror welled up but the creatures had each begun to react to the white light burst: the realization swept through them and they spilled off the walls and off my body, the mass of them bleeding towards the space under the stairs.
Before I could scarcely understand what my eyes had seen, the ordeal was over and the light was gone. Were the stragglers gone? I could see nothing now. My eyes met the sea of black and I couldn’t trust my body to move, couldn’t trust my mind to believe there weren’t more of them still there, still on my stomach or my kneecap. We lay there again in the darkness, and I realized that I was not only sweating in the coolness that had just moments earlier been responsible for making me feel cold, but I had also let my bladder go. There was wetness all around my crotch and on the sheet beneath me. I could smell it. My body stung there too, a bit like vinegar under an opened fingernail. The urge to scream out to Mama was overwhelming, but Simon was suddenly on top of me with his hands over my mouth. “Rupe,” he whispered next to my ear with determination. “The hard part’s over. We’re home free for tonight. Do you hear me? We’re home free. It won’t be coming back. Just--just don’t cry. We can change the sheet...Please, Rupe, just don’t cry.”
6.
If I had cried, or had run up the stairs bawling to mama, like I so desperately needed to do, all of Simon’s efforts would have been wasted. He sat up in bed and I felt the mattress shift again with his weight. He got off of it and stepped onto the carpet scraps on the floor. I couldn’t see where he went but I could feel that he was still in the room.
My eyes had just began to readjust to the total black again after the sudden and overwhelming bright white light; Now some light returned to my eyes but it was dim this time – only enough to illuminate the most basic features of the room. I realized, as shapes gradually faded back into recognizable objects like the doorway and a poster of Reggie Jackson, that Simon was standing across from me near the dresser where his baseball mitt and some scattered baseball cards lay. Above him, where he had just reached with one arm, was a row of three unlit light bulbs protruding from the wall. The wall board had been removed in that section from just below the top of the dresser right to the ceiling. Beneath it were three light fixtures screwed into the studs with wires flopping out behind them. I had helped Simon pull off the section of wallboard that night before we stripped most of the sheets from the bed. We had taken three bulbs from the bottom of his dresser drawer and unwrapped them from their hiding places in a couple of old tee-shirts and then screwed them into the hidden fixtures. There was a fourth bulb which had its own fixture in the open wall lower and nearer to the dresser. Just now, after the oily black hive had disappeared back down the sump pump hole underneath the stairs, Simon had used one of those old tee-shirts to partially unscrew those first three hot bulbs and screw in the fourth which was of a lower wattage. He had done this in the dark, carefully, silently, instinctively knowing where they were located against the sides of the wall studs without his eyesight to help him. The shift in the mattress just before the thousands of tiny creatures flinched and seeped back into the sump hole was Simon tugging on a string that had been tied around his ankle. Jerking on it in such a manner had pulled it taut, allowed for the circuit to be completed between the blaring light bulbs and the wire that ran up to the breaker box in the kitchen.
My heart was beating so fast. Still. It felt almost as though my held breath hadn’t allowed my heart to beat at all for those terrifying minutes when the wave was washing over our bodies. Now it seemed to be making up for it. In the moments since Simon had let the string around his ankle go slack to shut off the three lights, I realized that my body was sweating. I was stuck to the sheets in my own pee and I was overtaken by the tremendous tremors I had been fighting off since we had lain down in the dark stillness.
I looked towards that pinstriped sheet of cotton hanging askew over the closet doorway, expecting to see traces of those tiny creatures, or even expecting to see them return from underneath it. As I did this, Simon came towards me with that old blue tee-shirt of his. He dabbed it at the side of my forehead and I realized that I was bleeding. I put my fingers to the spot and traced them across a tiny line that was already starting to scab. It was a fine scratch, caused by the claw or the mandible of one of those little black demons. They had felt smooth and light as air, but this tiny line of blood was proof to me that they could do more than just pass almost unfelt over my body.
“Oh...they got you a little here, Rupert.” Simon whispered to me as he dabbed at the cut. He looked concerned, but relieved. “Don’t worry. These scratches heal up pretty quick. They won’t notice. I used to get them all the time near the start...Mama just believed me when I told her I fell playing ball or--” He cut himself off, dabbed once more at my forehead, then near my crotch and on my legs where other fine lines of blood were beginning to clot. “Happened to me too, Rupe. The pee. It’s warm. They can sense the warm.”
I couldn’t speak to him. I simply couldn’t bring myself to speak. I was shaking and had begun to cry –- as quietly as I could, mind you. Simon held me and pressed that blue shirt to my head. He pulled one of the covers off the floor and back onto the bed and eased me back to my pillow. Simon drowned out my stiff, jerky sobs against his shoulder and I must have fallen asleep because I don’t remember the rest of that horrible night. I wonder if I really understood at that point, when I fell asleep in my brother’s arms after it all, that things were only going to get worse.
II. Thrive
1.
I suppose that when you live with a secret every day, as Simon did, it affects your life every day. For two years he had kept a secret from every living soul. I suppose that he figured I wouldn’t understand. Was I just too young? After his first night down in the basement two summers ago, I suppose Everett and Mama wouldn’t have either. Everett didn’t take well to waking abruptly in the night and four nights in a row after he’d moved into the new basement bedroom, Simon had come screaming to the top of the stairs, bawling about the dark. Everett, I imagine, had all that he was going to take of Simon’s middle-of-the-night outbursts. The first night, he was merely irritated, the second he yelled at Mama to take care of it –- ‘the situation’ he sometimes called things –- and the third night he screamed at Simon loud enough to make the boy fall backward against the bedroom wall. He hit his head and began bawling even louder.
But the fourth night, Everett tried to be rational with Simon about his childish behavior. In fact his voice was so calm that I almost wasn’t sure what was happening. He reasoned it like this to Simon, standing over the boy after knocking him across the room and against the wall with the back of his closed fist: His work was important and his paycheck paid for Simon and me to eat and have a roof over our heads. Do you want to have Harvey’s every so often? He asked casually, as Simon put a heel of his hand to his bloodied nose and swollen eyes. Well, if you do, you’d better get in line. In order to get to work and be productive there he needed a good night’s rest. Interrupting that night’s rest didn’t allow him to be productive at work which might mean that he wouldn’t get a paycheck. In turn, Simon and me wouldn’t have a place to live or be able to eat Harvey’s. As he hit Simon again and again that night, he tried to make his reasoning clear. Mama held me, clutched me tight against her, crying and begging Everett to stop hitting my big brother. He’s only eleven, she bawled. He can’t take that like me. Everett responded that Simon needed to fully understand what he was telling him. That Everett wouldn’t stand for this night after night just because his sissy son was afraid of the dark. That his sissy son wouldn’t get in line and that his sissy son wouldn’t take care of his own ‘situation’. But Simon was only a boy, he went on, and boys at that age are stupid. He had to make sure Simon understood his higher level reasoning. Everett, on the other hand, was smart and without him as our father we’d be homeless. We’d be lying in a gutter starving to death. That would be our ‘situation’.
When he finally let up on Simon, Mama and I went to him. He was bloody and his eyes wouldn’t open. His arms and legs had already begun to swell up. He was past tears, past his wailing, past even having the ability to piece a sentence together. Mama carried him to the bath tub and poured as much ice as she had in there on top of him along with cool water. Everett went back to bed and we stayed up with Simon all night. I asked Mama why Everett had done that and she couldn’t explain it to me. Only tears came, and stifled words that made no sense to me. I wondered if they made sense to her. In the morning, she made Everett breakfast and sent him off to work with his steel lunchbox. He acted as though nothing had happened and even gave her a kiss on her tear-stained cheek.
And so it went on like that for most of the summer. That first time was the worst, though. Simon had stayed in our old bedroom for several weeks before coming out to play ball with me and the other kids. Even then his skin was still puffy and bruised in some spots. Mama didn’t want the neighborhood kids seeing him when it still looked really bad and school had already let out. I guess he was lucky that way.
But soon enough, Everett questioned why Simon’s bunk had been moved back up to the old bedroom. Mama had said that Simon found it difficult to climb up and down the stairs in his condition, but before long Simon was in the basement again. He did the best he could. Determined not to bawl again in the night, I’d hear him creaking up those betraying steps to the kitchen sniveling and crying but trying not be heard. Everett would be there soon enough, scolding him for being such a pussy excuse for a son. He’d hit him. Not as hard as that first time, but enough to scare Simon into staying down there all night.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/20644 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!