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  Chapter One


  When I got home from school this afternoon Ma was waiting for me in the kitchen. She was smiling. “Brian,” she said, “I’m getting married.”


  I was late, as usual. I had been kept after school for heaving a half-eaten apple into the girl’s lavatory. Actually it was Marvin Silva who heaved the apple, but I didn’t squeal on him, mainly because I didn’t want to get beaten to a bloody pulp later on in the schoolyard.


  “Brian, are you listening to me?” Ma said. “I said I’m getting married.”


  My heart thumped like a Tom-tom. “To who?” I said. I dropped my books on the kitchen table. I had about a ton of them and I thought my arm would fall off.


  “To whom,” she corrected.


  “Okay, to whom?” I said.


  “Well, to Hal, of course.”


  “Oh.”


  “Well, who else do you think I’ve been dating all this time?”


  “I don’t know. It’s just….”


  Ma’s smile was fading fast.


  “Just what?” she said.


  “Nothing,” I told her.


  “Nothing, huh?” She moved close to me. “Let’s have it, Brian. What’s up?”


  “Nothing’s up,” I snapped. “Does something have to be up all the time? Maybe I’m just in a bad mood, okay?”


  Ma was getting annoyed. “Well do you think you could take time out of your bad mood long enough to say ‘congratulations Ma, I’m so happy for you, Ma?’“


  “Congratulations Ma I’m so happy for you Ma.”


  “Not very convincing,” she said. Then she threw up her hands. “What is going on, huh? What is it? You like Hal. I thought you’d be happy for us.”


  I couldn’t speak.


  “Brian, what’s wrong?”


  “Well, what about Currie?” I blurted.


  “Currie?”


  “Yeah, Currie. Remember him?” I shouted.


  “Oh Brian,” she said. She reached out to caress my shoulder but I pushed her hand away. “Is that what you’ve been thinking all this time, that Currie would come back someday?”


  “Well, he could, you know.”


  “No, honey. Currie can’t come back.”


  “Of course he can,” I said. “All he’s got to do is get on a bus or a plane or something.”


  “He can’t come back,” Ma insisted. “Not the way you mean.”


  “No, of course not,” I shouted. “Not if you screw it up for everybody by marrying Hal.”


  “I don’t want Currie to come back,” Ma said. “Do you understand that?”


  “Well, maybe we do,” I said. “Did you ever think of that?” My brothers, Roy and Dwight, weren’t there, but I was sure they would want Currie to come back.


  “It’s too late for that,” Ma said. “There was a time, yes, but that time is gone.”


  “Not for me it isn’t,” I shouted and I stormed out of the apartment and up the back stairs to the attic. I’ve got a little room up there where I write. It’s not much bigger than a closet but at least I can get a little privacy from my stupid brothers. Ma followed me up. She came rapping at the door, but she didn’t come in.


  “Brian,” she said. She sounded very sad. “I’ll be downstairs when you’re ready to talk about this. You can stay in there and sulk as long as you want. But you’re thirteen years old. Sooner or later you’re going to have to deal with this. You and I need to talk about Currie.”


  “Go away,” I said, and she did. But before her footsteps had gone far I opened the door just a crack and shouted, “And I’m not sulking.” Then I slammed the door. I hate that word, ‘sulking,’ it makes me sound like a little kid. And I really wasn’t sulking, not exactly. I was thinking about Currie Wichita.


  Currie Wichita. I remember the first time I saw him, loping down Essex Street like some wild thing with a great bullwhip coiled around his shoulder, and shouting at old Foshey Bones, “PREPARE TO MEET THY DOOM YOU MISERABLE OLD SACK OF CORPSE GAS.” It was the first day after we had moved to Roxbury. That was two years ago, when I was eleven.


  The reason we had to move from our nice house in Roslindale to this dumpy apartment in Roxbury was that my uncle Ted died. He just croaked one day of a heart attack and even now I can hardly believe it. Uncle Ted was my mother’s brother. He was about twenty years older than her. He paid the rent on the Roslindale house and just about everything else after my father took a one-way ride out of town right after I was born. My brothers remember our father vaguely. For me he’s just some kind of spirit that roams uneasily in the dark parts of my mind whenever I get the feeling that life cheated me out of something pretty important. Anyhow, things worked out okay with Ted around to support us. Ma worked part-time and she had plenty of time to spend with us. And Uncle Ted used to come over on Friday afternoons. He had a blue Chevy Cutlass, I remember that. He’d pull up in that blue Cutlass and toss a football to us in the yard.


  “Play number 47,” he’d shout, or “Play number 18,” but it was always the same play. The three of us would go gallumping out in the back yard and Uncle Ted would toss the ball somewhere in the middle of us and we’d tear each other’s arms off trying to get the ball and bring it back to him. After he died Ma said she’d have to get a full-time job and we’d have to move someplace where we could afford the rent. We’d have to move someplace cheap, she said. In Boston that means you move to Roxbury, which is the slum section. So that April we moved into a second floor apartment at 19 Essex Street in a skinny wooden tenement building that looks like the ones that are always going up in flames on the late news.


  The apartment we moved into has three square rooms and a bathroom that creaks all the time like a dungeon. The rooms are like boxes all in a row, from front to back, a medium, a large, and a small. Ma took the medium-sized room in the front, which at first didn’t have a thing in it but a bureau and a bed and a large braided rug that said “Rex” on it, and of course her books and dressmaking stuff.


  The large room in the middle went to Dwight and Roy and me. It was “the bedroom” and some lunatic had painted everything in it a sickening mint color that looked like melted candy. It also had a linoleum floor that had been patched so many times it looked like a map of South America. The small room is the kitchen. Behind the house is the back yard. It’s just a square, about fifty feet to a side, mostly dirt with a little grass and it’s a hangout for neighborhood mutts.


  Ma has always given me and my brothers a lot of freedom. She’s real big on independence. But when we first moved in, what with her brother just croaking and her being alone again to raise us, Ma was, understandably, a little bit crazy. She had gotten a job in the business office at the telephone company, and she told us to play only in the back yard for the first week, or at least until she had a chance to kind of walk us around the neighborhood and make sure there weren’t all kinds of monsters waiting to steal us.


  Okay, so me and Roy and Dwight went to play Frisbee in the back yard that first afternoon and we hadn’t been there ten minutes when old Foshey Bones shoved her shriveled old skull out the back window and started hollering at us. Foshey Bones was the miserable old ogress who, we soon learned, lived on the first floor. Her real name was Ida Foshey, but “Foshey Bones” is what we always called her when we were sure she wasn’t near enough to hear us. Anyhow, there she was hollering out the window, telling us that we couldn’t play in the back yard.


  “We can play here if we want to,” Dwight told her. “We live here, too.”


  Dwight’s the oldest—he was thirteen then—and, I guess, the boldest. But from the start he had a habit of talking fast and standing on the balls of his feet when he spoke to Foshey Bones.


  “Why don’t you go play in the streets like normal kids?” she said. “You think you’re too good?”


  “Our mother told us to play here.”


  


  “Well, you’d better leave my garden alone, I’m warning you.” as she shook her bony fist at us, gold fillings gleamed in her watery old mouth. They were the only thing that ever shone from the murky shadows of her kitchen.


  “Believe you me,” she said, “if you touch my garden I’ll call the welfare. They’ll come and take you away, believe you me.”


  This so-called garden of hers was just a rectangle of dirt and stones that hugged the rear wall of the house. It was no great spot for a garden when you figure that the rear wall of the house was the most convenient resting place for a dog’s hind leg, but crazy old Foshey had this idea that she had some kind of beautiful garden.


  “We ain’t doing nothing to your garden,” Dwight said.


  “Well, you better not, if you know what’s good for you.”


  The white haired horror withdrew into her lair and slammed the window down. Behind the glass we could see her milky face glowing like a fluorescent skull from Jack’s Joke Shop. She sat by the window. Waiting.


  Foshey Bones’s opportunity to kill somebody came a minute later when our Frisbee flew away from Roy’s reach.


  “Holy cripes!” Dwight cried, “grab it before it falls in the old bag’s garden.” Roy dove for the Frisbee but missed. The Frisbee flew into Foshey Bones’s garden and Roy, all flailing arms and legs, flew in behind it. The old lady shot out of her chair by the window and the three of us started moving down the narrow dirt alley that led from the back yard to Essex Street at what you might call a faster than normal pace. With a broom in her hand, Foshey Bones arrived at the back door at just about the time the three of us went whizzing past it.


  “Rotten kids!” she shouted, as she came galloping down the back steps. I figure she must have flown that broomstick because somehow she caught up with us on the sidewalk, lifted her broom high in the air and cracked Roy over the head with it.


  “I warned you little troublemakers,” she shrieked. Whack! “I told them not to let three little brats in here.” Whack! “But no, they wouldn’t listen to me.” Whack! “Just ruin everything you touch, don’t you. Rotten little trash.” Whack! “I’m going to call the welfare, believe you me, they’ll know what to do with you.” Whack!


  Foshey Bones kept whacking Roy over the head with the broom like some kind of deranged robot. Every time Roy pulled himself up the old lady swung at him again, and when Dwight and I tried to rush her she whacked us with the broom and sent us reeling across the sidewalk.


  “You’re nothing but trash,” she screamed. “I’m going to call the welfare department. They’ll know what to do with the likes of you.”


  My head was still ringing when some guy with a mustache and a beard, and that white bullwhip slung around his shoulder, came dashing to the rescue. This was Currie Wichita. When he got to us he grabbed Foshey Bones and lifted her three inches off the sidewalk and shook her as if we were a baby’s rattle.


  “You slimy old pig,” he cried. “Haven’t I warned you about this? Haven’t I told you that very bad things can happen to your worthless old body?”


  He dropped her and yanked the broom from her hands and snapped it in two over his knee.


  “Now listen to me you crazy old battleaxe,” he said, shoving a finger into her face, “this is the last warning you will get. If I ever catch you whacking kids with a broom again I will personally strap you to a telephone pole and hammer your wrinkled old carcass until there is nothing left but a pile of slippery green mung. And it will be Justly Deserved.” He tossed the broken broomstick at her feet.


  Foshey Bones’s face froze with shock. “How dare you?” she said. The words came from down in her throat, helpless and distant like the call of a trapped miner. Her mouth hung open. “How dare you?” she said again. Louder now. Her glazed eyes began to focus. Her body shook with rage. “How dare you, you bum, you lazy good-for-nothing bum. You’re no better then they are. You’re trash, you’re all trash.”


  Her hysterical voice rose to a wail. Curious faces appeared at windows along Essex Street. “You’re a bum,” Foshey Bones shrieked, “a bum, a bum, a bum!”


  Currie grinned. He shoved his face next to Foshey’s, lifted his hands to his ears, and wiggled them frantically, shouting, “Boogaboogabooga, you old bag of crud!”


  The old lady jerked back. She swung her eyes back and forth and then spun around as if she suddenly realized her life was in danger. She dashed up the steps to the front porch and stood there shaking her fist.


  “Hoodlum, hoodlum,” she cried. “That’s what you are, a damn hoodlum. The police are going to hear about this, believe you me. They’ll hear about this and they’ll take you away.”


  Currie seemed amused by it all. He stood out there scowling at the old bag. Then, when it seemed he’d had enough fun, he lifted a finger and very carefully aimed it at her.


  “Gwot, gwot, you’re dead,” he said.


  Chapter Two


  “You know, I really don’t appreciate this sort of thing one bit,” my mother said.


  This was about a week after me and my brothers had met Currie Wichita. The three of us had invited Currie for supper, only none of us had located enough courage to tell Ma that Currie was a man of thirty-two, not a boy.


  “You should have asked me first, you know that,” she said.


  My brothers and I sat around the round kitchen table waiting for Currie to show up for supper, while Ma burned hamburg beyond recognition in a heavy iron frying pan.


  “We were going to,” Roy said, “but….” He drummed his fingers on the table.


  “No buts, Roy. You boys know we have hardly enough to go around for ourselves, without you inviting your playmates to supper.”


  “We’re sorry,” Dwight said, “we won’t do it no more.”


  “Any more,” Ma snapped. “If you’re going to stay in the country you’d better learn to speak the language.”


  Ma tries to make jokes when she’s mad. It calms her down, but just then she was still angry. I could see her temples throb. She stepped away from the stove and took a deep breath. “Steinbeck. Saroyan. Sinclair,” she said. This is Ma’s way of counting to ten for a temper. She picks a letter of the alphabet, then tries to think of ten authors whose names begin with that letter.


  “Shakespeare,” I said.


  “Shakespeare, that’s
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