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DEDICATION

For Marcia, sister and friend








INTRODUCTION

There is a picture of me taken when I was seven or eight. In it I’m dressed in full cowboy regalia from head to toe, from cowboy hat, that is, to cowboy boots. Wrapped around my middle is a belt holding twin holsters, and in each holster is a shiny new cap gun. Understand that I was no anomaly; there must be countless pictures of other kids dressed and armed just like me, for it was an era of popular cowboy movies boasting such stalwart heroes as Roy Rogers (my favorite), Gene Autry, Hopalong Cassidy, and more. These gun-toting, white-hat-wearing good guys were emblems of an American gun culture rooted in the American frontier, though I didn’t know it at the time. I only remember playing cowboys; the object of the game being to shoot your friends (“Gotcha!” “No, you didn’t!” “Yes, I did!” “No, I ducked!”). Happily, we all survived the pretend mayhem. Several years passed and I was newly armed, this time with a BB gun, and my quarry was no longer my friends but, instead, big game—lions, and tigers, and bears, oh my. In my imagination I had become a mighty hunter, another manifestation of gun culture. In truth, my father took me hunting only once and that was for small game: rabbits, as I recall. I was armed with my BB gun, and he with the shotgun that was kept in the unlocked closet in the family room along with a deer rifle. We returned home empty-handed that day. I had better luck—if that’s the word—several years after that when I borrowed a friend’s pellet gun and shot (and killed) a bird. I was so dismayed and guilt-ridden by the act that I gave up guns of any sort until, as a young adult, I became a soldier and was forced to learn how to operate the real thing, an M14 rifle. Mercifully I never had to use it in combat, since I was assigned unarmed duty as a librarian and military historian! But I remember holding the wretched thing on the rifle range (“Ready on the right? Ready on the left? Ready on the firing line.”) and shuddering, for, frankly, I was afraid of the thing and of the violence it could wreak. If guns had not been anathema to me before, they certainly were after my army experience.

When my father died, my mother—instead of getting rid of the blamed things—gave the guns to my nephew, who is a hunter. Also hunters are my niece’s husband and their two sons. As a result, my feelings about guns have become a bit more ambivalent. On the one hand, I’d be quite happy to see all firearms outlawed; but on the other hand, I know there are countless other Americans who, like my nephews and great-nephews, use them responsibly for sport. Should those be banned? If not, how can they be kept out of the hands of irresponsible or unwell people? This is a serious matter, one might say a matter of life and death, since, according to the New York Times, an estimated one-third of American children live in homes with firearms and 43 percent have at least one unlocked firearm available. Surely related to this is the sad fact that since the Columbine tragedy in 1999, some of the most significant cases of shootings—Virginia Tech, Tucson, Aurora, Newtown—have all been perpetrated by young adults. 

These are questions and issues that are firing an ongoing and heated debate about the place of guns in American society. To shed light as well as heat on this issue, I’ve invited sixteen leading authors for young adults to create stories about guns and gun culture. They responded, as I hoped, with art and insight, examining virtually every aspect of the topic.

In the book’s opening, Marc Aronson, Will Weaver, and Chris Crutcher set the stage for the stories that follow by writing brief essays about guns in the context of their families and America’s gun culture. Following them is a dark story by the late Walter Dean Myers about a boy whose abysmally low self-esteem is impacted when a gun comes into his possession and the potential for violence ensues in a culture beyond caring.

Pair this with the ironic story by Tim Wynne-Jones, where a gun comes almost magically into the hands of a boy who has been brutally bullied and as a result, however briefly, the perpetrator becomes the victim.

Hunting is an integral part of gun culture and it is the target of the next two stories: one by Gregory Galloway, the other by Ron Koertge. Gregory offers a realistic look at hunting with an unexpected turn in which the target becomes something unexpected and outrageous. Ron’s fable offers a clever twist on a familiar trope. In this one, two deer, normally the prey, decide to turn the tables by hiring a human bodyguard!

Alex Flinn’s story that follows is a provocative look at a gun-loving family that defies stereotypes and comes to have a . . . well, unusual but crucial reason for valuing their firearms.

Chris Lynch then presents an offbeat love story, which combines affection for a new bride with that for a brace of pistols. It proves to be an uneasy mix.

Eric Shanower’s satirical graphic story is also about love, contemplating what happens when Cupid is persuaded to trade in his arrows for something more deadly.

The tragedy of school shootings has become emblematic of our time and is examined in the next two stories by Francesca Lia Block and Jenny Hubbard. Francesca’s is narrated by a caring teacher whose classroom has been invaded, while in Jenny’s story it is a student who is the narrator, recalling a senseless tragedy that befell a favorite teacher.

It’s important to remember that gun violence is hardly a new thing nor is it confined to the United States, as Elizabeth Wein depicts in a story set in Scotland during World War II.

Edward Averett’s moodily evocative tale reveals the inner workings of a disturbed boy’s mind and its impact on his strong-willed grandmother, while the two final stories, by Peter Johnson and Joyce Carol Oates, thoughtfully examine, in their individual ways, the juxtaposition of guns and unintended consequences.

So there you have it, fourteen original pieces by sixteen celebrated authors, all examining aspects of guns and gun culture. Will they change your mind about the issue or will they reinforce your existing opinions? Read them and find out.
















PROLOGUE

A CULTURE OF GUNS . . . 

WITH COMMENTS FROM SONS

Marc Aronson, Will Weaver, Chris Crutcher

Marc Aronson

Preface: The other day my two sons, ages fourteen and nine, realized that their elaborate water guns were broken and so bought Nerf guns to while away hot summer days in our suburban town. Since then I see them standing in the kitchen, by the front door, locked and loaded—menacing and ready to shoot.

Shooting itself is more of a problem, as the darts are very easy to lose—so, for now, the guns are for posing. Neither of my sons has ever been closer to a real gun than when they have passed a policeman or seen guards at an airport. But they know the stance—taken from TV, games, YouTube, movies—and they know how guns are meant to make you look: masculine, tough, ready, dangerous, not to be messed with.

I was just like my sons when I was growing up in Manhattan: my parents once brought home a prop from a show: a supposedly Revolutionary War rifle, but empty of all the workings. I kept it proudly in my closet to show friends, and to pretend shoot. Once, at camp, out in the California scrub brush, I took a shot with a Daisy air rifle (I saw their advertisements all of the time in my comic books).

I stumbled, the shot went who knows where, and I gave up on being a rifleman. The Rifleman was a popular TV show at the time and even produced books for readers my age; Chuck Connors, the lantern-jawed hero, enjoyed the distinction of having played both professional basketball and baseball and was even drafted by a pro football team. In 1962 when I was twelve, Chuck and his rifle was one clear image of being a man. But as I learned with my shot, that was not who I was going to be.

One of my classmates had a different image of manhood: he wanted to be a marine. We played at being the toughest of tough soldiers, watched war movies, savored the thought of battling through the kind of relentless boot camp that would make you a man. Of course we’d be armed. It didn’t turn out that way. Ours was the “High School of Vietnam Protests”—if we heard anything about guns it was rumors of armed revolutionary Black Panthers. Guns faded entirely out of my life.

THE QUESTION

What are guns for? Where do they fit in our society? There is a big answer and many smaller answers. The big answer is that we in America think of ourselves as a nation where the individual can “make it.” We each have the chance to improve ourselves, but we must do that alone. According to that image of America, we, or our forebearers, chose to come, found a way to survive, and where we go from here is up to us. A gun is to each one of us like a crown and scepter is to a king—it is that power that stands for what we each can do alone: hunt for game, protect our homes, fight for our country. Beliefs like this have resulted in America having by far the highest gun ownership rate in the world: eighty-eight guns for every hundred people.

Gun = personal power. For men, of course, a gun means you are potent, virile, “big,” “well hung” in all of its meanings. And so to take away a man’s guns is to castrate him, to turn him from an hombre, a power, into a eunuch. That is what I hear in the ferocious opposition to even the mildest gun laws—the sense that to take away a man’s guns is to create a nation of flaccid weaklings who can easily be cowed by any greedy and intrusive government. A gun keeps the hungry government at bay—so a man can stand tall and proud. In turn, as some gun owners demand to be allowed to show guns in public—on trains, in the streets, in schools—they are saying: trust no one, give no power to police, lawmen, rules of society—carry heat, stand tall, dare anyone to cross you. Show your guns, show your six-pack, show your hot, hard weapon.

Except, of course, that story is wrong. Some of us were here already when the northern Europeans came: Native Americans, Spanish in the Southwest, French from the north down along the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers. Some of us did not choose to come here—enslaved Africans. So coming here was not just about individuals; it depended on which group you belonged to. And guns—if you had them—have always been regulated.

Yes, most Americans in colonial days had guns for hunting—but many of those weapons were not terribly efficient, such that by the time of the Revolution, militias were told to bring only military-grade muskets. (This history is explored in a well-crafted podcast: http://backstoryradio.org/shows/straight-shot-guns-in-america-2/.) The Second Amendment to the Constitution, beloved of gun fanciers, actually states that: “A well-regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be infringed.” In other words, the purpose of protecting the right for citizens to have guns is to provide for a “well-regulated” force in service to the state—not random individuals standing against the government. Similarly out in the Wild West, it made sense to carry a gun when you were out alone in vast spaces with no way to get help. But the towns of the West, such as Dodge City and Tombstone, required you to check your guns—to put them aside. After the Civil War, one of the missions of groups such as the Ku Klux Klan was to take guns away from African Americans.

While there is one grand image of guns in America—I am Packing, I am Strong—in fact what a gun has meant to Americans has depended entirely on which kind of American you were: where you lived, what your neighbors thought of you. There are different gun stories throughout America. My older son, he of the Nerf poses, said to me that guns are like cars: they seem really cool and powerful, but they are murder unless you know how to use them. And, I suspect, none of us in our family will ever get that training.

So, to shift from images of masculinity and history lessons to real experience, I asked author Will Weaver, who lives in northern Minnesota and happened to be traveling in Alaska with one of his sons, to describe guns in his America. I live with Nerfs and TV images—what do guns mean out his way?

Will Weaver

When my son was about seven years old, we had “the talk.” Not about sex, but about guns. Certainly he had seen them around our house. Long guns—shotguns and rifles—for hunting, usually cased unless I was cleaning them after a pheasant-hunting trip to South Dakota, or after grouse or deer hunting in northern Minnesota where we live. Guns coming and going during the fall season, then put away. And he had his own BB gun, a Daisy-brand lever action that I had bought for him on his fifth birthday. But now that he was bigger, it was time for the “guns are not toys” talk.

“I thought it was going to be about girls,” he would say later, and we had a good laugh about that.

Later, in this case, is now. Owen is suddenly thirty, a tall, slim, bearded guy with bright blue eyes who lives in Brooklyn, and we are spending a week of time together in Alaska, where he has a rare week off from his life as a professional musician. I’ve flown up from Minnesota to hang out with him and do some fishing, but it’s raining steadily, thrumming on the metal roof of our rental cabin, and we’re happy to be going nowhere today. We’re just talking. Getting caught up.

In Alaska, as in Minnesota, the conversation often includes guns in natural and innocuous ways. One of the musical event producers here on the Kenai Peninsula was worried about the New Yorkers and their safety, and had given Owen and his music ensemble the “bear talk.”

“‘If you’re hiking, stick together. Watch for bears if there are salmon in the creek. And never get between a sow and her cubs,’” Owen says, mimicking an “I’m talking to idiots” voice. But then he smiled. “The guy also said, ‘You should always carry a gun—or at least, bear spray.’” He laughs. “I wanted to say, ‘Hey, I live in Bed-Stuy—I’m always packing heat.’”

Though with my son, nothing could be further from the truth. While he grew up around guns, he’s not a gun guy in any way. I seize the moment to tell him about this book I’m involved with, one with other writers, in which we are trying to talk about guns in America. Trying to make some sense of their place in our national life. 

He stretches out on the lumpy couch, puts his hands behind his head. “My first memory of guns is shooting my BB gun at pop cans,” he muses. “That ‘plinking’ sound. It was fun. Then we moved up to a .22 rifle—which you made sure to tell me ‘was not a toy.’ You had me shoot a ripe tomato. I was really surprised at how it blew apart.”

I nod.

“Good parenting there, Pops,” he says with a sideways look. “Entrance hole, exit hole—very different things. That exploding tomato stuck with me.”

“Good.”

“Oh—and then that watermelon, the one you shot with your shotgun? I remember that you drew a face on it.”

I shrug. “Maybe I was being too obvious.”

“Obvious is a good thing with gun-safety training,” he said. And from there we meandered down the family memory lane—the one of guns and hunting. Or not hunting, in Owen’s case, which was an earthquake to the male side of my family. 

“Dead animals’ pictures,” as my wife calls them, constitute about 50 percent of the photos of my youth. Ditto with my father’s and grandfather’s old photos. Endless hunting pictures confirmed by taxidermy about the house: deer heads hung on the wall; a mottled partridge perched atop a bookcase; a fluffy coyote hide draping the back of my father’s couch; a beaver-pelt rug. But I saw early signs that Owen was not going to carry on this tradition.

Once, when he was four or five years old, I came home from duck hunting and proudly presented two fine green head mallards. Owen stared at them. “Don’t ducks have rights?” 

It was a watershed moment, one that has become family lore for a great laugh. He was not trying to be a smart aleck or sarcastic; it was his truth at that very moment, and I was lucky to recognize it as such. 

As he grew into middle school, he went hunting with me, though reluctantly and not often, much to the dismay of his grandfather. I found myself making excuses—that Owen had basketball practice, that he had to study, that he was spending time with his girlfriend—and so he couldn’t go hunting. My father, in a last-ditch effort, bought Owen a brand-new, high-powered deer rifle, a fine Remington .243 with a telescopic sight, and inked his name on the leather case. But Owen has never shot that rifle, either at a target or a deer, and probably never will. It was a difficult time in our family, back then, but we got through it and out the other side. And maybe my family’s struggles with the role of guns is a small-scale model of our American family’s dilemma: What are we to do about guns in America?

As the rain continued that afternoon, we went into town, to Soldotna, to find an internet café. After we got caught up on our email, we wandered next door to a big sporting goods store to look for better rain gear for fishing the next day.

The gun counter area was busy, and we spent some time looking at rifles and shotguns, their heft, their fine craftsmanship, their beauty in some cases. Nearby was the ammunition aisle, a tidy library of bullets in calibers from the lowly .22, to shotgun shells, to .50-caliber hollow-point bullets that would stop a water buffalo. The shelves were fully stocked.

“No hoarding here,” I murmur.

In our town of Bemidji, Minnesota, a small city up near the headwaters of the Mississippi River, the ammunition truck comes on Wednesday. I know this, because I recently tried to buy some .22 shells, but the sporting goods store (a national chain) was out of stock. For certain calibers, the shelves were bare or nearly so.

“Gotta get here on Wednesday when the truck comes,” the clerk told me.

I waited for more explanation.

“It’s the ammo hoarders,” he explained, lowering his voice. He gave a shrug of helplessness. “They think Obama’s gonna take away their guns, so they keep stocking up on ammo.”

I laugh. The clerk doesn’t. 

“Wednesday,” he says flatly, “or Friday at the latest,” and turns away.

Owen can only shake his head at the story, and we leave the gun section.

On our way to the front, we pass by a display of toy guns. They include a replica .45-caliber water pistol; a soft dart–type toy machine gun with a curving, banana clip; a “zombie hunter” pellet gun; a “special forces/SWAT” paintball gun; and pink guns for little girls. All of them have the orange “this is a toy gun” muzzle marker, but they look easy to remove. 

Owen picks up a toy M16 assault air rifle with laser/tactical grip. Compared to hunting rifles and shotguns with their smooth curves, it’s an ugly, misshapen cousin. Its design is for war. For killing. 

“Isn’t this the kind school shooters like to use?” he asks.

“Among others,” I reply.

Owen shivers. “We’re sort of screwed,” he says softly as he puts the toy gun back in its place. “This country, I mean.”

I pause. One part of me, my secret, pessimistic mind, agrees with him: there’s no answer to gun violence in America. That things have to get worse—way worse before they get better. That we have to hit bottom, and that “bottom” is not even close.

But there’s another voice in me, the part that believes we have to be optimistic; the part that tries, even now, to be the good and cheerful parent. “At some point, we’ll get it right,” I say. “At some point, this country will figure it out. We always do, eventually.”

He gives me a sidelong look, wry and knowing, that says he understands what I’m up to. But he doesn’t call me out on it.

“Come on, Pops,” he says. “Let’s get out of here. I’ll buy you a coffee.”

Chris Crutcher

When I’m talking with students about the differences between now and when I went to high school, something I always mention is our lettermen’s club fund-raiser, during which we raised money for an entire year’s activities. We auctioned off a shotgun. And we presented it to the winner in school. These days, a kid walks down the hall with a shotgun, he or she gets a trip to juvie—minimum, and a psych evaluation. 

If the winner of that shotgun—and it was usually a guy—were to put it where it belonged, it would be in the gun rack of his unlocked pickup, and that pickup wouldn’t look a lot different from the six or seven other pickups in the lot except more than likely the guns in those racks would be deer rifles. 

Another difference between then and now is that the likelihood of that student bringing the gun back into the school for purposes of malice was almost zero. I’m not saying there were no shootings, but the kind of mayhem that occurred at Columbine or Virginia Tech or Aurora or Newtown was nearly impossible because nobody had the firepower to pull it off. In the Idaho gun culture where I grew up, it was pretty much unthinkable to allow citizens to own that kind of destructive force. 

It was unthinkable because it was stupid. And it still is. 

I learned a long time ago debating politics with my father that if you allow your opponent to start the conversation with a faulty basic premise, you’ve lost before it begins. That guns equal freedom is a faulty basic premise. The gun nuts—I call them “gnuts”; the g is silent—would have us believe that the framers of the Constitution wanted us to have as many guns as we desire with huge clips and cop-killer ammo to keep our government from becoming tyrannical. Not only did none of that paraphernalia exist when the Constitution was drafted, but our government, be it Democrat or Republican, is not in danger of becoming that. The NRA is tyrannical; the government is not. And besides, our government has drones. It has bunker-buster bombs. It has nuclear warheads. We’re not allowed to have any of those things, so in the war against supposed tyranny, it would be: government: 1, gnuts: 0. 

I tend to agree with Will Weaver’s son (whom I’m considering adopting) that we’ve gone way too zany in this argument to ever become rational again. The entire male gnut population gets an erection because Sarah Palin (claims to) shoot wolves from the air. Vladimir Putin goes all anti-American and sales of AK47s shoot through the roof (pun intended) because, I mean, what if Russia cuts us off? How can we protect our families without our AKs? Folks, if that nighttime murderer/hostage-taker, who statistically will never enter your house, does in fact enter your house, you’re as likely to take out members of your family as you are this Freddy Krueger–esque menace when you start firing at his shadow with a machine gun. I know, I know, it’s not technically a machine gun, but tell that to the parents of the Newtown kids, or the Aurora moviegoers. 

I recently lost the friendship of a fellow author when he took issue with some (one of many) unkind thing I said on my Facebook page about Ted Nugent, the gnut has-been rocker who keeps himself in the public eye with his astonishing insensitivity. My author friend was trying to make a case that Ted is really a bleeding-heart softie who quietly finds ways to feed hungry children at the same time he leads the charge to save the planet. I have no idea if those things are true, and I don’t care because I can find plenty of children-savers who don’t publicly taunt the parents and loved ones of victims of senseless gun violence. When enough of my Facebook followers had messaged me to “dump that ignorant a-hole” from my Facebook conversation, I deleted it because I didn’t want people thinking he was an ignorant a-hole. He abruptly accused me of censorship. File that under “No Good Deed Goes Unpunished.” Had the conversation gone on, I would have said I don’t care what Ted Nugent does privately, because he’s a public figure who arouses legions of lazy thinkers into believing they can look smart and tough uttering sound bites from the NRA, delivered to us through Fox Entertainment. 

I have another close friend, who is still a close friend, who frequently takes a boat into international waters. He owns an AR15 because he wants to be able to stand with it on the bow of his boat to deter pirates, should any decide they want what he has. Though I would eagerly bet a million dollars that he will never have occasion to hoist that lethal apparatus to ward off hungry bad guys, to some degree his thinking makes sense. Just ask Captain Phillips. But here’s my question for that friend: If you knew that giving up that weapon, and the right to own that weapon, would bring back the five- and six-year-olds in Newtown, or the moviegoers in Aurora, or the college students at Virginia Tech, or the hundreds and hundreds of poverty-stricken kids who fall on our city streets each year, would you make that sacrifice?

See, I don’t want my friend’s gun. I don’t want my ex-friend-author’s guns. Hell, I don’t even want Ted Nugent’s guns. I know the first two are safe owners and there probably isn’t a safer gun owner in the world than Ted Nugent. Ted knows if any bad thing happened with a gun that could be traced back to him, the entire Fox Entertainment staff would desert him like a pack of lemmings. 

I don’t want their guns. I want their votes. 

It will take at least a generation—maybe two—from the day we start, for the United States to get sane about guns again. Conventional wisdom changes slowly, and conventional wisdom will have to come around to the conclusion that the magnitude of your firepower has nothing to do with the magnitude of your penis. 

I get it about hunting, though I don’t hunt. I get it about protection, though I’ve never believed I needed a gun to protect myself and have never been in a situation where I did. Even the most outrageous antigun liberals haven’t focused on hunting rifles or that handgun kept at the ready in a high-crime-area convenience store, or secured safely away from children in a home. At this point, we’re asking for background checks for crying out loud; an exercise, by the way, that wouldn’t have filtered out most of our famous school or workplace shooters because they didn’t have a background until they created it with their first mass murder.

I marvel at the gnuts who say, “This isn’t about guns, it’s about mental health.” I was in the mental health business in one way or another for thirty years, and one certainty is that politicians who spew the same drivel as the gnuts would be far less likely to vote for the cost of the legislation it would take to bring our mental health system to a point at which it could be helpful with this issue than they would be to provide sane gun legislation. Plus, sane mental health legislation and gun legislation are not mutually exclusive. To address this particular issue, they belong hand in hand. Meantime, though we don’t know who the next shooter will be, we know what he’ll use.

Folks, guns have one purpose. They put holes in things, and what is in those things leaks out. So often, that thing is life.







ROACH

Walter Dean Myers

I wake up in a state of sheer panic. My hands are shaking, as I struggle to catch my breath. I can feel the wetness of my pillow and I want to move but all I can manage is to clench my jaw tighter. My eyes are wide open and it seems I can see everything in the room at the same time. It is all in black and dark grays and spinning crazily around me. I try to locate myself and finally see my dresser against the wall where it should be. Closing my eyes, I turn my head so I can face the mirror. I slide my elbow slowly along the sheet, trying to sense if the skin on my arm is still smooth. I raise my shoulders and look at the image in the mirror. My face, dark brown, the whites of my eyes reflecting the morning light, my mouth slightly open, everything is as it should be. If I had really changed, I would have seen it.

My legs are stiff and slightly sore as I move them over the side of the bed and turn toward the mirror. It is still me, Gregory Walls, wide-eyed and staring from the bed. 

I glance down at my hands and flex my fingers. They are all right, too.

A knock on the door. It would be my mother; Gertie would have come right in. 

“You okay?” she asks. “I heard you calling out.”

“I’m okay,” I say, breathing through my open mouth, trying to remember myself calling out.

“You want something to eat?” 

“No,” I lie.

I look at the clock. A quarter to seven. 

I hear my mother’s heavy footsteps as she moves away from the door. Instantly my mind is filled with the same image that had awakened me. I am scurrying across the linoleum floor, wondering how I have become so small, when I catch a glimpse of myself in one of the empty soda bottles that my sister has lined up for recycling day. For a second I am frozen. In the reflection of the empty bottle my image is somewhat distorted, but there is no question that I am a roach. It is the second time I have had the dream, although the thought seems somehow to have slipped into my waking hours, and occasionally I catch myself looking away from mirrors, afraid of what I might see.

There is moisture in the cold air. Not enough for it to be raining, but enough so that the tires of the trucks that pass in the street below are hissing. A garbage truck stops and announces its presence as workers bang the metal cans against it. From beyond the door drifts the scent of bacon and I imagine my mother standing in front of the stove. Gertie will already be at the kitchen table, her elbows on either side of her plate, waiting for her breakfast. I imagine her thinking about me. Sometimes it’s as if she has secrets buried deep within her brain, visions that she keeps to herself. Over the summer, when she lost her baby she wept for weeks, but then, suddenly, got over it. Now she stays home and keeps the house in order. She does a good job at it. Sometimes I think she cares for me the way she would have cared for a baby.

When I first told Gertie that I felt that my body was changing, she asked me how it was changing. A natural question, but one I couldn’t answer. She opened my shirt to take a closer look. We are close, my sister and I. We have always looked after each other. 

“You’re okay,” she said, buttoning my shirt. “You’re just tired.”

Tired, yes.

Gertie had brought my breakfast to the bed as I knew she would. Mama didn’t want to deal with me anymore. That was her way. When things went badly in one direction, she would simply go in another—our things in shopping bags and suitcases and boxes as we moved to a different apartment. Sometimes she would find a different man, sometimes a different job, but it was always the same. Us wandering through the city trying to find a place that seemed right.

I am standing in front of the mirror again. Staring, looking for changes. Out of the corner of my eye, I see the door crack and Gertie looking at me. I smile at her as she comes into the room, her arms behind her back.

“I’m going to school today,” I say. 

“You had that meeting yesterday?” she asks. “I know Mama went with you yesterday. What did they say?”

“A lot of stuff about what I need to be doing with my life,” I say. “Same old, same old.”

“You going to be all right?”

“Yeah, sure.”

No, I think. Can’t you see I’m changing?

She smiles and leaves my room.

There is a roach crawling on the wall. It is going straight up at first, then stops and veers sharply right for a few inches, and then straight up again. Where is it going? What signals it to change directions? I pick up a shoe and know I can end its life with one jump and a swing of the shoe. Instead I watch it crawl to the ceiling and then disappear over the wooden molding.

Down the stairs. I am so nervous. The hallway smells of urine and garbage. There are radios playing behind the closed doors and a variety of cooking smells. A door opens on the second floor and closes quickly as I pass. 

On the street. It is spring warm, with a few raindrops that hit my face and hands. I stuff my hands quickly into my pockets. 

The corner of 145th Street. There is a huddle of gray-and-black-clad figures on the corner, all wearing hoodies or do-rags; some have backpacks. They collect themselves on the corner as they do every day, huddling together, hoods covering their heads, their faces, reducing them to a horde of gray shadows. I stop and stare as one figure, moving in small, quick steps between the others, looks like a roach standing on its back legs. I am breathing heavily again. Cold sweat drips down my side and I remember the therapist talking about “anxiety” attacks. 

“They happen when you imagine that something dreadful will happen even though it’s not logical,” the school psychologist said. She comes to our school twice a month. “You have to ask yourself if it’s at all reasonable to imagine what is in your mind.”

I tell myself that the very thought of these people being roaches is nonsense. It was a stupid thought, I say, but one that I know will come back again. I stop on the corner of Fred Douglass Boulevard and look back. What am I looking for? 

Drifting across the street, I move toward Bradhurst ahead of some of them. 

“Greg, where you going?” Tyrone startles me.

“School,” I say. “Guess I got to put some time in.” 

“I hear that,” Tyrone comes back. “You want to go to Brooklyn?”

I wonder if kids in Brooklyn say they are going to Harlem when they mean they’re going to get high.

“I ain’t got no money, Ty,” I say. 

“I can lay a buzz on you,” he answers. His eyes are already glassy as he scans the nabe. “What’s today, Tuesday? Got to get nice to face a Tuesday, G-Man.”

“Yeah.” We are walking up the hill. Tyrone is talking about colleges he would like to go to. Which ones have the sweetest honeys. Fantasy. 

He and I have been homeboys since back in the day. We used to make plans about what we were going to be and how we were going to conquer the world. Back in the day. 

We go around to the windows of the boys’ bathroom, and Ty hands his backpack through a window to avoid security.

In school, through the metal detectors, past the cop on the desk, down the hall to the boys’ bathroom. Ty gets his backpack, and fishes out some weed. Four dollars a joint and it all went in two minutes. 

The first bell rings and there is a scramble to get out to classes. 

“Gimme a minute,” Ty says, grabbing me by the arm and taking his gear out of his backpack. “I got to get a little taste.”

I know he has been using for a while. Still, the slim needle is upsetting and I look away. He hands me his backpack and goes into a stall. I go to the window and look out at the bodega across the street. Two old men hang out in front of the store. I know they were trying to sell lucys—loose cigarettes—to customers before the
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