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  Chapter
  

  One


I’m good at hiding. I think it’s what I’m best at. If you’re going to believe anything I say, I think you have to know that.

I’m very good at hiding.

I don’t just mean hide-and-seek, going in a closet or something. That’s just one kind of hiding.

Real hiding happens when everybody can see you, but they don’t notice you. That’s the real thing.

To do that, you have to be really aware of other people. You have to kind of get to know what sort of people they are to be sure they don’t ever look at you, or notice you.

It’s kind of hard to understand.

Of course, I find it easy to understand, because I’ve been hiding all my life.

In one way or another.

It all started when playing games as a little kid. I loved the weird sense of being totally alone behind a bush while whoever I was playing with was out there creeping around trying to find me. I loved watching them look. I felt so safe and protected, like the whole world had gone away, and I thought I never really wanted to be found.

But I no longer need a bush or a closet or a box or some obvious place—what everybody calls a hiding place. I feel I can hide anywhere, even when I’m standing right next to you.

There was a kid in my class who said the teacher always called on him when he didn’t know the answer. This was, like, the fourth grade. He was this kid who always sat in class leaning back in his chair really far like it might fall, and sometimes he scratched himself or even picked his nose like nobody else was even around, and these were of course the moments the teacher always chose to single him out.

But he didn’t think she called on him because of that stuff, or because he was sort of overweight and had a big fan of frizzy red hair and was definitely the most noticeable kid in class anyways.

She did it, he claimed, to embarrass him and show that he was stupid and just sort of blind to the world, and he thought she got a big kick out of doing it, like it was some sort of game for her.

How she treated him was pretty mean, I’ll admit that, but that wasn’t what I told him.

I said to him, “Well, there’re two ways to deal with that. Study, or learn to hide.”

“Hide?” he said. “I wouldn’t want to do that.”

We were in the cafeteria while we talked, eating lunch, and even then he was leaning back really far in his chair—I can’t remember whether he was picking his nose or not.

But I do remember he rolled his eyes and said I was a little nuts.

I couldn’t agree with that, so I went on to ask him if he knew why the teacher never called on me, whether I knew the answer or not.

“No,” he said.

So I told him.

I said I watched her. I always paid attention to her, even if I wasn’t looking straight at her. She never saw me drifted off like a sitting duck, waiting to be picked on. She never really saw me at all. I never got so comfortable that anybody would ever think I was blind to the world, but always stayed really well aware of it, and I would sit so still and watch her so calmly that she never noticed me and never thought of singling me out for anything.

I just wasn’t there.

For her, at least.

A better example is something I did three months ago—actually just a little less than three months ago; I mean the end of last May. It happened at this funeral, and it’s a perfect example of how I can sometimes walk around and never be seen by anybody.

Now, I call that hiding because I can definitely be seen if I want to. But I usually don’t want to.

The truth is, I never even meant to go to the funeral at all. I didn’t, really. I certainly wasn’t invited or anything. The thing is that I’d been walking around—it was a Sunday and this was almost three months ago, like I said, and I really never had anything much to do on Sundays anyways, especially right then after school had let out for summer.

I guess I wasn’t feeling too good at the time. My girlfriend had just broken up with me. You get the idea. So I was out just sort of wandering, telling myself I was not headed anywhere, when I found myself trudging up the hill from my house, passing this intersection at the top of it, and crossing the street into the next neighborhood, which is, like, the pretty wealthy area, where all the houses are big, and where my girlfriend—my ex-girlfriend—lives.

All I can say is that I never really consciously thought about it or meant to do it, but pretty soon I was hiding in the bushes across the street from her house.

It’s not like I expected to see her or anything, but I stayed in the bushes awhile, just thinking about her, and other stuff, too, but mainly her, and that’s when she came out of the house.

Laura didn’t look like herself. That’s her name, by the way—Laura. She looked older. Serious and somber. Like a real young woman, not a girl anymore at all.

She looked different than I’d ever seen her.

For one thing, she had on this very sheer black dress that went down to her knees. It shone really brightly against the green grass of her lawn. She didn’t usually wear such stuff. Her hair, which fell to her shoulders and is dark brown, shone too, just like the dress. She had a little shawl around her shoulders, black as well. And she had on black shoes with pretty high heels.

She looked beautiful, as usual. Except her face. Her face looked terrible. I don’t mean she wasn’t pretty anymore. She was always pretty. But she felt sad. I could tell.

More than sad. She felt terrible. I could see it.

Something awful had happened. I didn’t know what.

Her mother was there with her. She also wore black. Not Laura’s dad—he was off somewhere on business, probably; he always was.

Her brother, Jack, was there, though. Big guy. Football. Stanford, I think. He didn’t wear black. I seem to remember he didn’t wear any black at all.

They stood there a moment, close together, in front of the very green lawn in front of their house, in relief, almost, because of all the black they had on—except of course for Jack. None of them said anything. It was like they needed to take a moment, or hadn’t quite made up their minds about something.

Then they all piled into their car, which was parked on the street, and headed off down the road, with their headlights turned on, even though it was daytime.

I watched the car drive away. But it didn’t feel right just to stand there. I had to know why she looked like that. So I came out of the bushes and followed them.

Well, I don’t know if followed is the right word. Let’s just say I walked in the same direction they drove, because it isn’t like I could keep up with the car or anything. It was out of sight pretty quickly.

But other cars came by, with their headlights on too.

I knew what that meant. The cars were driving to a funeral.

So every time I saw another car with its headlights on, I just kept walking, and it turned out all I had to do was walk straight about a mile and down a big hill to York Road, which separates the rich area from people who are really pretty poor, but there are businesses and stuff on the street, because York Road is a big wide street in my city, with plenty of businesses and gas stations.

And a funeral parlor.

When I got to York I stood on the corner. Passing traffic blew up clouds of gritty dust from the street. I spotted Laura’s car parked on the side street beside the funeral parlor, which was on the corner right across from me. Her car was easy to spot because it was long and black, and everything else was a junker.

All I did was sort of dart across the street, between buses and cars because the traffic was pretty heavy there, always is. I just slipped through, and I’m sure nobody really saw me.

When I was across, I went up the side street and crouched between Laura’s car and this beat-up Toyota behind it. I waited a minute, listening, and when it seemed everything was settled inside the funeral home, I went around front.

The window was crowded with flowers. I looked through. I saw a bunch of people with the usual sort of attitudes. I knew the deal; I’d been to a couple funerals before. Some of the people were crying, a couple women, especially. Most were just standing around. It was a closed coffin—I could see that when the crowd parted. I didn’t see Laura; she was buried in the crowd. There were more flowers everywhere and the room was white.

Two men in suits came out front and started smoking cigarettes. I turned and acted like I was waiting for a bus, standing behind this pretty thick telephone pole next to the bus-stop sign. I seriously thought the men didn’t see me. I’m actually sure they didn’t. But I could hear them pretty clearly, despite the rush of the traffic, because I stood so close.

They talked about what was going on. The actual funeral had been at a church up the road. Just family. This was for everybody else. A kid had died. He’d killed himself. I listened very closely as they talked, and one of them said he’d ridden his skateboard under a bus, on purpose. People had seen him do it. It was some kid I probably didn’t know. Some prep school kid Laura must have known; she knows lots of kids.

Hell. I can think of a lot of ways to die, but that’s the last way I’d choose.

The people started coming out, carrying flowers to their cars. They were all leaving. I was going to leave too. But the men had mentioned where the burial was going to be. I knew the place, and it wasn’t too far.

I didn’t really want to go. I mean, this was private, and I’d seen those women in there crying, really crying.

But I had to see her again. Just once more.

So when the bus came I got on it and rode a few miles.

I got off in this neighborhood near downtown, a sort of rough area full of dirty row houses. Rough neighborhoods don’t bother me. You walk with your face down, but you always look everywhere. You cross the street if anybody up ahead looks at all threatening. So as not to get stranded, you stay out of alleys and never cross a bridge alone on foot—you find another way around. It’s really no problem for me.

I walked until I got to this stone wall, and I went up some stairs. I saw the cars parked in a long line on a gravel road winding through the grass. I saw Laura’s car. They were already there.

I stood back for a while, watching. The graveyard was huge, that old famous one on Greenmount Avenue; it’s got this big stone church with a really high black steeple. The trees were thick in places, and very green. The grass was very green too. Everything was really quiet and still; all I heard was the traffic away in the street and crows cawing.

I walked from tree to tree. The tombstones slid past me, the old marble like dirty chalk, the names and dates filled with soot. I didn’t read them. I watched the burial, coming closer and closer to it.

I came up behind the crowd. They all wore pretty fancy clothes. But then again there were guys like Jack in just jeans and a button-down. I was dressed okay. Nobody noticed me. I didn’t bump anybody.

I slid ahead until I was standing two feet behind Laura. I knew it was her, even though she was wearing a veil. I thought only married women were supposed to do that. I mean widows. But she wore one. Her shoulders were beautiful, bare under the straps of her dress and below the veil. I smelled the freshness of her hair. She was sobbing horribly, and shaking.

Her mom and Jack and a few other people were standing around her. Her mom didn’t seem to know what to do; if anything, she looked embarrassed, her face sort of stricken, and her eyes, too. I could see that from the side of her face as she nervously looked around. But Jack at least patted Laura’s back.

I wanted to touch her.

I wanted to reach out and put my hand on her arm and tell her I was there.

But I didn’t.

What good would it have done?

She didn’t love me anymore, she’d told me. Nothing I did would make her feel any better.

I started walking backwards, slowly. I’d seen her. That was enough. I didn’t know why she was crying. Maybe it was a boy I didn’t know about. She’d never told me much about her other friends. Maybe she loved him. I didn’t mind. He was dead. I felt bad for her.

I walked backwards until I was out of the crowd. Somebody was saying a few words, but I didn’t listen—it was just a man’s voice, sharp in the stillness.

They were lowering the coffin into the grave when I turned and walked out of the cemetery.

Nobody had seen me. They’d have needed a picture to know I was there.

Now, that’s hiding. Real hiding.



  Chapter
  

  Two


I can’t tell you what this is all about.

I mean what started with the thing with my elbow.

I mean not yet.

Really, what I want to do here, if you haven’t already guessed, is tell you about my all-time greatest job of hiding, but I can’t just come right out and say where I was when I hid or exactly why I was hiding.

First, it has to do with a lot of things—I mean there were a number of different reasons why I hid—and if I just jump ahead and tell you all about it, and especially about what finally happened, you’ll think I’m really weird or I’m just making it all up.

Well, maybe I am a little weird.

But I’m not making anything up, so please don’t start thinking that. Not because my story is in any way unbelievable, but even I’ll agree that things like what I’m about to say just don’t happen to people like me.

You see, I’m one of those unique people to whom nothing really big ever happened.

I’m not feeling sorry for myself. Please don’t think that, either. But it’s just true that nothing big ever happened to me. I’ve never won a trophy or a prize or anything, or even had my number come up in a raffle. I’ve never even been on a real vacation; we could never afford it. I know kids who ski and scuba dive and go all over the place; my neighborhood is full of them. But I haven’t.

Maybe one day I will. I was talking to a girl I know and I said I think my life will start when maybe I’m twenty-five. She thought that was depressing, but not me. I hoped it would. I mean, I hated thinking I might have to wait until I was thirty-five.

What I can tell you right now is what was happening when it all started, but even for that you need to go back a few months, when I think about it.

Three months ago the big event in my life was that Laura dumped me. I can honestly say it was the biggest event that had ever happened to me in my whole life. She was my first girlfriend, and I’m sixteen, so you know how that is.

If you don’t, I’ll tell you.

I worshiped her.

That’s what wrecked everything.

You see, I have some perspective on it now. I can see things a lot clearer. At the time—I mean when we were actually going out, which we really hardly ever did, I mean on real dates; we mainly just met up a bunch of times at my house or a park or the house where she baby-sat—I couldn’t see anything clearly at all.

All I could see was her.

I never wanted to see anything else.

I couldn’t see anything else.

That was the bliss of it. I felt so good being with her that everything else just sort of went away. That’s why I think I worshiped her. I mean, that all adds up to worship.

But you can’t worship a girl. It’s just not fair. It can even be boring.

Boring for her, I mean.

Now, in case you’re wondering how I ever got so philosophical and intelligent about all this, don’t worry—it’s not me. I didn’t think of any of that. It all came from my mother. When I was with Laura I spent a lot of time talking about her with my mom. I sure as hell couldn’t talk about her with my dad. Even after we broke up, he just didn’t care, because this was right about the time he started moping around so much, for reasons I’ll get to in a second.

My mom was interested that I finally had a girlfriend, and wanted to tell me things so I wouldn’t mess it up, because when she asked me how I felt about Laura and I told her, to tell the truth, she looked a little worried.

And she would know. My mom did a lot of dating in her day when she was a teen—and I guess she was pretty good at it because she wound up marrying my dad when she was nineteen. Maybe she was too good at it, because when I think about it, nineteen’s still pretty young.

She wouldn’t really talk but just sort of recited from her roster of thoughts about how it is with boys and girls and love and everything, and I will admit that I did get a lot out of what she said. But I didn’t actually accept it all as a sort of, like, gospel of truth, because in lots of ways—though she never actually admitted it—what she told me about how to treat girls was sort of like a criticism of how my dad was. I mean, if she said a boy should do some particular thing, or not do it, it was usually in reaction to something I knew for a fact had to do with my dad.

Anyways, it was her who told me that you can’t worship a girl. They don’t like it. She said if you get too gushy, they start to feel sort of embarrassed by it, and even ignored after a while, like you’re in love with love and not really them, and they start to wonder, you know, if it’s real.

That kind of surprised me.

What’s funny is that my mom left my dad just a few days after Laura left me. That’s the reason why my dad got totally bummed out, but to tell the truth, things hadn’t been so hot between them for months.

He tried keeping it together, but after she left, he stopped going to work. I mean, it’s not like he can’t go back or anything, because he sells real estate and works for himself and can take as much time off as he wants, but he just sort of lost all his vital energy, which is what he always said.

I can’t really say what happened between them. I mean, my mom always complained about how there was never enough money, which is what made my dad mope around a lot, because he felt it was a problem he just didn’t know how to solve.

But other than that they loved each other a lot. My dad was really kind of crazy about my mom. They were crazy about each other. A kid can tell.

Then something happened, and everything changed.

They never really told me about it. It was obviously something personal—something very, very personal that you just can’t explain to your kid. And after my mom left, my dad just lay around on the couch, mainly, watching TV.

Anyways, the night this all started was like that. He was on the couch. The TV was on. I was standing in the hall and I could see him. He looked sort of dazed, or glazed, really—I mean his eyes looked glazed, shining in the dark with little moving pictures of the idiotic show he was watching. I swear he seemed hypnotized.

Now, usually under these sort of circumstances when he sees me out there, he’ll look over and ask me something, usually whether I want to play rummy, because he’s a big rummy fan and used to play it with my mom all the time.

But this night I’m talking about, which was right at the end of last August—right at the end of summer vacation—he didn’t say anything. He just lay there like a zombie, wearing the same old T-shirt he’d had on since that morning when he’d gone out to clip the hedges.

To tell the truth, I knew exactly how he felt. After Laura left me—after she’d told me how her mom had said I was “just a boy” and that she didn’t see me as a guy who’d grow up to “accomplish anything important” like Laura’s dad and everything—I used to mope around a lot too. I’d also lie in bed watching TV shows, stuff I’d never even heard of. I felt so wiped out, I mean so incredibly devastated that Laura had insisted we had to break up, that I just couldn’t move, and I was tired all the time, I mean so completely and totally exhausted, that all I could do was lie around, which of course just intensified how much I was thinking about her.

All I could think about was how beautiful she’d become when she’d left me.

I mean, she was beautiful when we met, but the funny thing was that she became more and more beautiful, until she really did become, at least for me, truly the most beautiful girl in the world, which finally happened the day she said we had to break up.

You wouldn’t believe how she told me, either.

She said, “My mom says you’re just a boy.”

We were standing on this playground behind my old elementary school. We used to go there a lot just for privacy, but this time there were lots of kids on the jungle gym and I heard their voices and saw them running around.

I instantly knew what Laura’s words implied, and it made me feel terrible, like I was stuck being just like the little kids on the jungle gym and I’d never really grow up.

I looked at her darkly, and said, “What else should I be? I am a boy. Does she want you to go out with somebody older? Does she want you to go out with a man?”

“That’s a pretty stupid thing to say,” she said, like I was mocking her mom’s wisdom. She winced at me. “Don’t be so sarcastic!”

“I can’t help it,” I said. “I feel sarcastic.” I felt my voice tremble. “Are you leaving me?”

“Yes,” she said.

I just looked at her. Her face was so incredibly beautiful—so hard and cold and incredibly beautiful. And the awful thing was that it was becoming more and more beautiful every second, like it was somehow becoming exponentially more beautiful, to use a math phrase, because isn’t that how things get with a girl when she’s ending everything and you just can’t stop it? And her eyes, which are dark brown, by the way, sort of very liquid dark brown, looked so incredibly hard. I knew her mind was made up about us no longer being together, and nothing I could say would ever make a difference, and I just couldn’t stand it.

“I’ve thought about it a lot,” she said, watching the kids play, so all I could see was the side of her face. Then she turned to me, her beautiful face hard as stone. “I agree with my mom. She can’t understand why we’re together. She says you’re doing nothing with your life. You’re just not an achiever. She said that. I agree with her. You’ll never accomplish anything important. She’s right.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I mean, I didn’t want to put her mom down, but really, how did she know what I would be when I’m older?

Maybe I will accomplish something important.

I probably won’t, that’s true—I mean, there’s certainly no groundwork for that ever happening, and certainly my dad didn’t do much to kind of propel me ever going in that direction, so maybe she was totally right, but it just sounded so mean and petty.

Not that the idea hadn’t already sort of occurred to me.

Like, sure, of course it had, and I’d even seen that book called Rich Dad Poor Dad, all about how only successful dads can raise successful kids, and I must admit the whole theme of it completely bummed me out, because who can really go laying these sort of curses on a kid?

What Laura said hurt so bad I could hardly talk. But what I did manage to say was I thought her mom couldn’t say that for sure about me, because nobody knows what will happen to them later on, and that anyways I thought my life would begin when I was twenty-five.

I know I already told you I said that, but I think it’s important for you to know that it was Laura I was talking to, and she got a little depressed by it, like I said.

At first I thought it was a very clever, relationship-saving thing to say, because it did, at least, suggest that maybe in the future I might have a sort of turnaround. I even wanted to tell her how I’d made plans all about it, hidden plans that I’d never told anybody, about how when I was twenty-five I’d be old enough to be on my own and get out of my nosy neighborhood and live downtown in some big old empty hotel, and that she could even do it with me, and we’d be free to kind of be anonymous and just be ourselves away from anyone who wanted to tell us what to do or be or anything like that. For months I’d really dreamed and hoped about that and made all kinds of plans, especially since I’d met her.

But the truth is, saying the thing about being twenty-five only worked totally against me and buried me even deeper, because she was obviously looking for further reasons to dump me—I could see that she needed them—because her eyes looked hard, like I said, but still had a little sympathy—I could detect just the dimmest little glint of sympathy—but that little glint extinguished completely, and she said, “I can’t wait that long. I need a boy whose life begins right now. I just can’t love you anymore.”

And that was that. That ended it. She walked off. I saw she was crying really hard, but she didn’t turn when I called after her, so what difference did tears make?

What I didn’t understand was a look I saw in her face right before she walked off. It was like maybe she loved me but she wouldn’t give in to it, and it, like, tortured her. I’d never seen anything so terrible, and I swear I didn’t just imagine it. I mean, I could see her face sort of trembling with a struggle, because right under the coldness I saw such warmth and beauty and sadness and humanity, which is what I always saw in her face, and I think it was meant for me.

But it didn’t matter. Her mind was made up. I didn’t say a thing. I just watched her walk away, crying.

I can’t even tell you how my stomach felt. I was losing her forever, and it reminded me of building some incredibly intricate thing, like some big complicated Tinkertoy thing I might have made as a kid, and now it was all falling apart and all I wanted to do was locate the secret crux place where I could reconnect things so it would stay standing, and I’m fumbling around everywhere but I can’t find the secret crux place, because no matter where I reach and grab and try to steady it, the thing just keeps falling until it goes ka-plotch.

Anyways, that’s why I knew how my dad felt. I sort of related to it. And probably his ka-plotch was even worse than mine—I mean, it had to be, because after all, I wasn’t married to Laura or anything. We hadn’t even talked about marriage, although I will admit that the idea had certainly occurred to me many times.

But with my dad, he’d been married to my mom for, like, seventeen years and they’d had me, for god sakes, so I knew he was having a very hard time, and I will say that I felt pretty sorry for him, although in all honestly he was not too much fun to hang out with—I mean, it had gotten to the point where I could barely stand seeing him just lying around, and all I could think of at that moment was going outside to sort of get away from him.

So I said, “Hey, Dad. I’m going to go take a walk for a while.”

He didn’t even answer me—just sort of made a little groan and maybe waved his hand.

I waved back, and in a few seconds I was out the door and crossing the yard in the dark.



  Chapter
  

  Three


The porch light was out in front of our house because my dad had forgotten to turn it on, and as I came across the grass I saw all these hedge clippings lying all over the place, because he’d sort of given up doing the clipping when he was only halfway done and didn’t bag everything up and take it out back like he usually does. I guess he just didn’t have the energy; that whole summer he’d complained about never having much vital energy. For a second I thought I’d bag the clippings, because the lawn did look a little shabby, and in my neighborhood, certain nosy neighbors—especially our next-door neighbor—are very sensitive about things like that. But to tell the truth, I felt sort of tired already because it was pretty late, and I knew there’d be no harm in waiting to bag it all up in the morning.

I left my yard and crossed the street beside my house and went over to where this big red-brick building is, and I crept into the shadows behind some hedges and stood still. You see, in my neighborhood, just like I mentioned with my next-door neighbor, you have to be careful, because people, in a way, are always sort of spying on you.

My next-door neighbor—his name is Mr. Miller, by the way, and he used to be the dean of this girls’ college out in Harford County, but he’s retired now—actually sits on his porch every day—you can see him through the gray screens—and I swear if he’s not watching for the slightest disunity in the houses and yards all around him—and especially in our house, because it’s closest—then I don’t know what he’s doing out there. At least this is what my dad has always said about him, and I have to say I agree.

People in my neighborhood really are a bit nosy—actually more than a bit. I think it’s why they move here, if only to exercise that option. My dad says that too, and he’s lived here all his life, so he ought to know. He says you have to watch out because what the neighbors do is start casting aspersions on you if you aren’t careful to do everything right. They keep up on you. I don’t mean like a Neighborhood Watch to look out for vagrants and outsiders or things getting stolen or kids coming up on porches and wrecking stuff—although there has been plenty of that around where I live, and I even know lots of kids who have done it. I don’t mean that sort of criminal stuff, because about that, naturally, all anybody’d do is call the cops and have the person arrested, and he’d be in trouble and have to pay the penalty, et cetera, et cetera.

It’s a
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