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I HAVE A PRETTY GOOD MEMORY, BUT IT’S GOT A MIND of its own. It has never been very interested in holding on to anything having to do with numbers or spelling or ways of knowing when it’s appropriate to use a semicolon. It’s impossible to predict what it will decide is important. Sometimes whole years of my life have whizzed by and very little of what’s happened has stuck. But there is one year I remember in such vivid detail, I sometimes feel as though I’m still in the middle of it even though it all happened a long time ago.

I was eleven years old and in the fifth grade at Pine Tree Elementary when Arthur came to visit. I didn’t see what the big fuss was about. Just because some guy named Arthur was coming to our class, we were supposed to wear our best clothes and be on our best behavior and not shout out and a lot of other things I didn’t bother to listen to when Miss Miller told us about his coming. I didn’t listen to much of anything she said that year. I wasn’t interested, and I didn’t care. Looking back on it now, I guess that might have had something to do with why she was always yelling at me.

“Are you listening, James? Best behavior,” Miss Miller said, giving me the big fisheye.

My name is not James; it’s Jamie. It says so right on my birth certificate, but I never bothered to tell Miss Miller that. Somehow it seemed right for her to call me by the wrong name. She didn’t have any idea who I was.

That day, while she talked on and on about Arthur’s visit, I did what I always did: reached back with my thumbs and plugged my earholes closed. But Miss Miller’s voice found its way inside my head somehow anyway, like smoke curling under a locked door. Arthur this. Arthur that. I pressed my thumbs down harder, then let go. Open, closed, open, closed, faster and faster until it chopped up the words like cabbage for slaw and made it sound like she was speaking Chinese. I just kept doing that until she was done talking and it was finally time for us to go home.


I hated everything about that year in Miss Miller’s class. We’d moved to Traverse City in November, two months after the school year had begun, and by the time spring rolled around, I still hadn’t made a single friend. It was my own fault. It’s hard for people to like you when you can’t stand yourself.

“Best clothes,” Miss Miller had said. That was a joke. I had two kinds of clothes at home: clean and dirty. I didn’t plan on telling my mother what Miss Miller had said. I knew she would just say, “Make do, Jamie.” She said that all the time after we moved in with my aunt Sapphy, at the Wondrous Acres trailer park on the south side of town.

Wondrous Acres was anything but wondrous. Ours was the fifth trailer in a line of fifteen singlewides that sat on a flat strip of asphalt baking in the sun or rattling in the wind depending on the season. Some of the trailers had names over their doors instead of numbers, Tin Heaven and Dolly’s Spot. Ours was just plain old number five, but if it had been mine to name, I would have called it Make Do.

We had a real house back when we lived in Battle Creek. I had a room of my own and, best of all, a cat named Mister. Mister was just a stray, somebody else’s cat that had run away, but after I fed him tuna fish and milk, he didn’t run away from me, so my mom said she guessed he was mine. Mister was the first friend I had who liked me best. He didn’t like anybody else to pick him up or even touch him. He slept on my pillow at night. I’d lie in the dark, rubbing him behind his soft black ears, telling him everything, while he lay there purring until I was all talked out. I can close my eyes and, to this day, still recall the way Mister smelled behind his ears.

One night Mister didn’t come home. I called and called for him, but he didn’t come.

“Probably out looking for some female companionship,” my dad told me. “Can’t blame a fella for wanting a little of that now, can you?” Then he winked at me and laughed until his breath ran out and he had to cough. My mother shot him one of her looks, but she didn’t say anything.

With some people you can tell when they’re mad, because they yell at you and say things they try to take back later on, but my mother is the opposite. The madder she gets, the less she says. I don’t remember her saying much of anything that whole last year in Battle Creek.

The next morning when Mister still hadn’t come back, I went out to try to find him. It didn’t take long. He was lying on his side out in the ditch beside the road in front of my house. At first I thought he was sleeping, but when I picked him up, I knew right away that he was dead. I sat there by the road for a while, holding him and telling him how sorry I was that I hadn’t been there to protect him. Then I took him inside, wrapped him up in a blue and white checkered dish towel, and put him in a shoe box along with a couple of cans of tuna. I got a shovel out of the garage, dug a hole, and buried him out in the backyard. Then I cried so hard, my eyes swelled shut and it looked like somebody had punched me in the face.

My dad must have heard me crying, because he came out to see what was the matter. I told him about Mister, and he said something about how he was just an old stray anyway, and there were plenty more where that one had come from. I guess he was trying to make me feel better, but instead I got mad and told him to go away, just go away.


It was about a week later that my dad took off with a cashier from the MicroMart, leaving my mother and me to fend for ourselves. There’s a saying about bad things coming in threes. When the call came a couple of months later that my aunt Sapphy had been seriously injured in a freak accident at the cherry factory where she worked, my mom told me we were moving to Traverse City to live with her until she got better. I figured that was the third and final bad thing in the series. As it turned out, though, either the saying was off by one, or that particular misfortune wasn’t meant to count as one of my three, because there was one more bad thing still in store for me.

We had a big yard sale and sold off most of the furniture and kitchen stuff, and a week before Thanksgiving my mom and I packed what was left into a U-Haul and left the house in Battle Creek for good. I thought about digging Mister up so I could bring him along and rebury him in my new backyard. It didn’t seem right to leave him behind. But then I remembered how he had felt in my hands when I’d lifted him out of the ditch. How light he had been. Like the most important part of him wasn’t there anymore. And I realized there was no point in digging up that shoe box, because I was the one who was about to be left behind.
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“HEY, REAR-END!” LARRY BAYWOOD CALLED OUT when I got to the bus stop after school that day. “How’s your crack?”

There were hoots of laughter from the crowd of kids standing around on the curb. They’d heard this routine before, and they loved it.

The yellow school bus pulled up, the folding doors banged open, and I got on, taking my usual seat in the back. I pulled a dog-eared copy of The Hobbit out of my backpack and opened it to a random page in the middle. I’m not a big fantasy buff—I prefer books about real people and real life—but it didn’t matter because I wasn’t reading The Hobbit. I never read for real on the bus, I only pretended to; it wasn’t safe to read.

I’m sure there were plenty of perfectly nice kids on that bus (I know for a fact there was at least one), but it’s Larry Baywood’s shadow that falls across most of my memories of those long bus rides to and from school that year. Larry was ugly inside and out, with one of those pushed-in kinds of faces that look like a crushed pop can. His front teeth were chipped, and he had a lazy eye that sometimes rolled off to the side like a pool ball gliding toward a side pocket. Even so, nobody ever called him by anything other than his given name.

When he found out my last name was Reardon and he started calling me Rear-end, I came up with an insulting nickname for him too. Padiddle—on account of his lazy eye. Padiddle was what my dad used to say when we passed a car with only one headlight working. But kids like me weren’t allowed to call kids like Larry Baywood names. Nobody had to tell me that; it was one of those things you just know.

In Battle Creek I never got picked on. I didn’t stick out. I could throw and catch a ball; I wasn’t too big or too small; I didn’t talk funny or have a donkey laugh. We had an expression back home, because of the Kellogg factory’s being there in town, “normal as cornflakes,” and that was me. But when we moved to Traverse City, suddenly I was different.




At first it was just because I was new, but it wasn’t long before there was something else that set me apart.

I didn’t tell a soul when it happened, not even my mother. I pushed it down, deep inside, and tried as hard as I could to forget it. I kept my mouth shut, and I was careful not to look people in the eye. What I really wanted was to be invisible, and there were plenty of people who were perfectly happy to treat me as if I were. Unfortunately, Larry Baywood wasn’t one of them.

My father used to take me fishing for bluegills at a pond near our house. One time I remember it was hot and the fish weren’t biting, so he told me I could swim in my underwear instead if I wanted to. I was laughing and splashing up a storm when my father pointed and told me to look up. Five big turkey buzzards were slowly circling overhead.

“Where’d they come from?” I asked.

“Heard you splashing and figured on some easy pickings,” he told me.

Old or lame animals, he explained, sometimes come to the water to drink or roll in the mud. Their splashing attracts the buzzards, which come and circle, hoping the animal will die and provide an easy meal. I didn’t feel much like swimming after that.

Larry Baywood reminded me of those turkey buzzards. He sensed easy pickings and was always circling overhead.

“I asked you a question, Rear-end,” Larry said once the bus had started moving. “How’s your crack?”

I didn’t look at him. Just pretended to read my book. Out of the corner of my eye I noticed the edge of a foil gum wrapper sticking out from between the cushions of the seat next to me, and slowly I slid my hand over and covered it with my thumb.

“What’s the matter with you?” Larry asked. “Did you eat glue or something?”

He got out of his seat and started lurching down the aisle toward me, using the seat backs to help him keep his balance. I felt the back of my neck prickle, but I sat there silently, holding my book and trying not to choke on the sickeningly sweet butterscotch taste that had begun to fill my mouth.

“You can get a dog to open his mouth up by squeezing his cheeks together, did you know that, Rear-end? Do you want me to come squeeze your cheeks so you can open up and answer my question?” Larry asked.





About the last thing I wanted was for Larry Baywood to come squeeze my cheeks, but still I just sat there pretending to read. Everybody was howling and egging him on as Larry looked around, grinning proudly, happy to take credit for providing the entertainment for that afternoon’s ride. I swallowed butterscotch and waited for it to be over.

Butterscotch always came first. And after that the sensation of the button pressing its smooth round reminder into my cheek. I didn’t get past butterscotch that day, though. Some commotion in the front of the bus distracted Larry Baywood from his purpose, and he clomped back up the aisle to be with his friends. As soon as he was gone, I lifted my thumb and carefully pulled the gum wrapper out from between the seat cushions. After smoothing it on my knee first, I stuck it between the pages of my book for safekeeping. Then I rode the rest of the way home pretending to read and wondering if I would ever feel normal again.

A few other people got off at the same stop as I did every day, including Audrey Krouch. She was in my class, and like me, she lived in Wondrous Acres. I didn’t know her, and I didn’t want to. I didn’t like girls, and besides, she was strange. She smelled funny, like fried onions, and her bangs were cut too short, making her pasty-white forehead look huge. The strangest thing about her, though, was the glasses she wore. They were men’s black plastic frames, way too wide for her face, and they didn’t have any lenses in them. You could have stuck your fingers right through the holes and poked her in the eyes if you’d wanted to. Miss Miller wouldn’t let her wear the glasses during school hours, but in the morning, waiting for the bus to come, she always had them on, and after school she wore them too.

I always made it a point to be the last one to get off the bus when it stopped. I had learned the hard way that it was safer to be behind someone going down the steps than the other way around. Audrey got off ahead of me and headed up the driveway, but I took my usual route, walking along the ditch beside the road for a while before cutting through the weeds and angling up the hill toward home. Just as I stepped off the road, I heard a rustling sound. I jumped back and had to clap my hand over my mouth to muffle a cry as a long black snake with yellow stripes shot out from under my foot and disappeared into the tall grass.

“Garter,” I whispered, my heart still thumping hard from the shock. I hate snakes, and that field was full of them, but I didn’t have a choice. It was the only way home.
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