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Chapter 1

	I’m not psychic. Sometimes I wish I were, but I’m not. Oh, I’ve experienced some weird stuff in my life, more than once, but that’s different. I had no control over that. I mean, if I could read minds, predict the future, manipulate spirits or something, then maybe I’d at least have seen it all coming and even figure out a way to avoid it. For whatever reason I just seem to attract this weird stuff. And strange people. Like Deloris. Beautiful, sexy, sweet Deloris. She was everything a man would want in a woman, and I loved her madly. Why did she have to turn out to be crazy as a bedbug?

	It didn’t all start with her. It was back in the 1960s when I had my first encounter—the first time I saw the thing. At least that’s my earliest memory of it. I was four or five years old, living in the ghetto on the West Side of Chicago. It didn’t take long to figure out that it only came at bedtime and only when it was raining outside with thunder and lightning. If the night was calm, or if there was only a mild shower, everything would be okay. But if the man on the radio said there would be thunderstorms that night, I knew it would come.

	It had been another steamy Friday of a very hot summer. I usually spent my days at Miss Hickman’s house; she would babysit me while my mother worked at Sears. I didn’t have a daddy, or at least I didn’t know who the son-of-a-bitch was, which was fine by me. From what I had seen, having a father was not all it was cracked up to be; at least there wasn’t some half-drunk man coming home at night beating up on my mother. I was the man of the house, and that was how I liked it.

	On this particular day Mama let me play a little longer than usual at Miss Hickman’s house. But she was there as soon as the street lights came on to take me home to our third-floor cold water tenement on Miller Street, a neighborhood affectionately known as Jew Town.

	I remember her rushing me home through the darkening streets, before the half-drunk men and the teenage boys would come out for the night. The air was thick, and the wind was blowing from the south, so you could smell the stockyards. I couldn’t understand how something that tasted so good when it was cooked could smell so bad when it was alive. I could hear the noise of wild, unsupervised kids playing in the alleys, and noisy cars and motorcycles racing up and down the street. And almost always there was some kind of siren somewhere in the distance.

	I was too young to fully realize it at the time, but life was pretty tough back then. Those who lived on the South Side thought the West Side was the most dangerous place in the city, and West Siders were deathly afraid of the South Side. White people would generally not venture to either, especially after the sun went down, unless they ran a store or some other kind of business. Or they were cops. The irony was you had to live there to really understand how bad it was, but if it was the only reality you knew, well, you may not understand what you were missing. The “American Dream” as seen on television and in the movies just sort of washed over us poor colored folk.

	Mama let me sit and look at my comic books at the kitchen table while she made dinner. It was one of my favorites, a nice beef stew with big chunks of potatoes and little meat squares that were not too chewy.

	While I ate she heated water in pots on the stove for my bath. She dragged the big metal tub to the middle of the kitchen floor and filled it with about four inches of water, mixing hot and cold water until it was just right. I loved playing in the warm water and singing along with the odd little songs on the radio about beer and aftershave lotion while she got my pajamas ready.

	“When am I going to get a big boy’s bed, Mama?” I asked her as she tucked me into my second-hand wooden crib.

	“Next year,” Mama smiled. She leaned over and kissed me on the forehead and walked out.

	I was nearly asleep when the booming thunder began to shake the building. The first time I remember seeing the thing, it was little more than a shadow. When the lightning flashes lit up the room, I saw something out of the corner of my eye. When I turned my head to look, it was gone. I was too young to understand what was going on, and after a few minutes the storm passed, and I no longer saw it. So, I went to sleep.

	As the months passed, the thing became a regular visitor during the nighttime storms. No longer just a fleeting shadow, it became a swirling mist above my bed, sometimes dancing along the ceiling until the storm was over. It’d scare me so bad that I’d run to Mama’s room in tears, and she’d let me sleep with her. Eventually I talked her into letting me sleep in her room whenever the man on the radio said there would be thunderstorms.

	I recall Mama taking me to the doctor several times. At first he thought I was having fits or something, but the pills didn’t help. Then, the doctor decided I was just having trouble sleeping, but the sweet, pink medicine made no difference, either. Most nights I slept fine, anyway. It was only when it stormed and the thing came. The doctor didn’t believe me. I never totally trusted doctors after that.

	Everything changed when I was almost six years old and Grandma came to live with us. She couldn’t live alone anymore, and she could watch me while Mama was at work, saving her the five dollars she gave Miss Hickman every week. Grandma got my room, and I had to sleep in the front room. At least I finally got a real bed in the deal, but Mama wouldn’t let me sleep in her bed anymore. I was getting too old for that, she said. She told me I had to be a brave little man and stay in my new second-hand bed. I really didn’t mind. Maybe the thing wouldn’t come if I was sleeping in a big boy’s bed.

	A week later there was a violent thunderstorm. The wind gusts made the metal blades on the venetian blinds sing, and the thunder rattled Grandma’s little white porcelain figurines sitting on a shelf on the wall.

	I was awake in bed staring at the ceiling. I saw a black spot above me that grew until it looked like a spinning black fog. Was it bigger this time, or was it getting closer? It seemed to be just a couple of feet above me when two dim red spots appeared that looked like eyes. Burning eyes looking right at me. I tried to get out of bed, but I couldn’t move. I wanted to scream for Mama, but nothing came out of my mouth.

	What’s the matter, boy? You scared?

	I heard the voice, but the thing did not have a mouth. No, wait. I didn’t hear it. The voice was in my head.

	You are mine now, boy. You are mine!

	I couldn’t move. What was this thing? Why was it here? It was scaring me to death! The room got freezing cold as the swirl moved down toward the foot of the bed, its eyes still on me.

	I am going to eat you up, boy! I am going to eat you up. Starting with your little toes!

	I could feel the weight of the thing pressing on my feet. I was stiff, and I felt something cold and heavy wrap around my feet. I just knew it was going to eat them! Just then the pressure lifted. The black mist twisted around as if to look out the window. The storm was moving away. The thing was shrinking, its eyes getting dimmer as it glided up to my face.

	Don’t you worry, boy. I will be back!

	Then it blew out of the window.

	Man, I jumped out of that bed as fast as I could and ran screaming into Mama’s room.

	“Mama! Mama! It’s gonna eat me up!”

	“What are you talking about?” she said, stirring from her slumber.

	“That thing! That black thing came again! It’s gonna eat me up!” I cried.

	“Aw, baby!” Mama sat up and took me in her arms. “It’s just another bad dream.”

	“It ain’t no dream! It’s real! I saw it! It tried to eat my toes!”

	“Come on, baby.” She got out of bed and took me by the hand.

	“What’s wrong with the child now?” Grandma said from her bed as we walked past her room.

	“He’s having nightmares again,” Mama sighed.

	“Ought not let him eat all that junk before he goes to bed.”

	I can remember how tired Mama looked when she walked me back to my bed and turned on the light. We searched all of the corners, behind the buffet, and under the bed. “See?” she said, “nothing here.”

	“But it was here.” I couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t believe me. “It only comes when it’s thunder and lightning outside.”

	“Oh, Ronnie, baby.” She let out a tired sigh. I followed her gaze to the big wet spot on the sheet. I felt the back of my pajama bottoms and started to cry.

	“I’m sorry, Mama!” I sobbed quietly.

	“It’s okay, baby. I know you didn’t mean it. You had a nightmare.”

	“But it was real, Mama! It was real!”

	“All right, okay,” she said as she stripped the bed down to the rubber sheet.

	 “You go get cleaned up while I fix this.”

	A few minutes later, I was back and ready to climb into my clean, dry bed.

	“I have to go in early tomorrow,” Mama said. “Please go back to sleep.”

	What else could I do? I climbed into bed and lay back down. Mama gave me a kiss on the forehead and left the room. I stared at the ceiling for I don’t know how long before I finally fell asleep.

	The next day, while Mama was at work, I was playing with some empty thread spools, unsharpened pencils, and rubber bands on the kitchen floor while Grandma sat at the table, knitting.

	“Ronnie, child,” she said to me in her old voice. “What scared you so much last night?”

	“It’s that black thing that comes every time there’s a storm outside. It’s like a big black cloud with little red eyes. It holds me down and says it’s going to eat me up. Mama and the doctor say it’s a bad dream, but it ain’t no dream. It’s real.”

	She lay her knitting down on the table. “Oh, Lord. It’s done come back.”

	“What?”

	“It’s the Tokoloshe.”

	“Toko-what?”

	“A long, long time ago, somebody put a curse on my granddaddy, back when they was slaves. They said that this little demon would visit upon our children for generation to generation. They called it the Tokoloshe. Lord, I thought we were done with all that mess.”

	“Why would somebody put a curse on your granddaddy?”

	“I don’t know, baby. But I know what to do. Go in my room, look on the floor in the closet, and bring me that little black box. Go on now, scoot!”

	I got up and ran into her room. I didn’t go in there often, because it was so strange now. It smelled just like her; not a good or bad smell, just old. I opened the closet door. Her clothes were hanging neatly, and she had some old, frilly-looking shoes on the floor covered with a thin layer of dust. I had only seen her wear them once to a funeral. In the corner was a little black wooden box. It was carved to look like a treasure chest, with dull metal fittings and a latch. I carefully carried it back to her. “Here you go, Grandma.”

	She wiped the dust off with her hand and undid the latch. After digging through some loose jewelry, she took out this funny-looking thing. It was a piece of thick, roughly cut leather, about two inches square. The top half had brass wrapped around it with little circles and half-moons hammered into the metal. A couple of copper wires snaked around below the brass. Attached to the bottom wire were five little dirty white cowrie shells resting on the leather. The whole thing was attached to a long, twisted leather necklace.

	“What’s that thing, Grandma?”

	“This is called a juju. A talisman.”

	“A tal-is a what?”

	“A juju. When I was a child ’bout your age, the Tokoloshe came to me and scared me half to death. My daddy, your great-grandfather, got this voodoo woman to show him how to get rid of the Tokoloshe. She gave him this juju, and he used it to chase the Tokoloshe away. I thought that was the end of it. It didn’t come for your mother when she was a baby. So, I thought it was over. But some kind of way it done come back.” She held up the talisman and examined it. “Now I want you to take this juju, right now, and go put it under your pillow. If that Tokoloshe comes back, you just show him this juju, and it will protect you.”

	“Okay, Grandma.”

	I was amazed by the juju thing. She gave it to me; so, it had to be special. I was almost looking forward to the Tokoloshe coming back. Grandma’s magic was going to send it away for good.
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	Summer was nearly over. We had just come home from the big family reunion in the park. It would be another year before I would see my little cousins again. So, we played long and hard in spite of the heat. There had been lots of hot dogs, hamburgers, potato chips, and pop. I ate everything in sight.

	When Uncle LeRoy drove us home afterwards, he and my cousins Larry and Joe helped bring the leftover food upstairs.

	“Come here!” I whispered to Larry and Joe. “I got somethin’ to show you.”

	Larry was two years older than I was, and at four, Joe was more than a year younger. They followed me to my bed in the front room while the grown folk were in the kitchen.

	I pulled back the covers and reached under the pillow.

	“What’s that?” Larry asked.

	“It’s a juju,” I said. “It’s a…a…talec-a-man.”

	Little Joe was wide-eyed as he stared at the thing in my hand. “Ju-ju?” he said slowly.

	“It’s supposed to keep the demon away.”

	“What demon? Let me see it,” Larry said. I hesitated for a second. Should I trust him with something so valuable? Then I handed it to him.

	“This ain’t nothin’.” Larry frowned.

	“It’s magic. Grandma gave it to me to protect me from the demon.”

	“It ain’t nothin’ but some old junk. And ain’t no such thing as no demon. My daddy say your old grandma is crazy, and you just afraid of the dark.” Larry started to pull at one of the cowrie shells.

	“Don’t do that!” I snatched the talisman back.

	Larry turned to little Joe. “He just a ’fraidy cat.”

	“’Fraidy cat!” little Joe echoed.

	“That don’t do nothin’.” Larry laughed. Uncle LeRoy called the boys.

	“Come on, Joe, we gotta go. Bye, ’fraidy cat.” Joe laughed as they ran into the kitchen.

	I was no ’fraidy cat. And I was going to prove it. After they left, Mama heated some water and fixed a bath for me in the big metal tub in the kitchen while we listened to music on the radio. I was real sweaty and tired, and the bath felt good. When I was all clean, I got into my pajamas. Then Mama kissed me on the forehead and tucked me in for the night.

	“Good night, my little man,” she said with a smile.

	“’Night, Mama!” I said as she went into her bedroom and shut the door. A minute later I was asleep.

	All of a sudden, the wind kicked up, making the venetian blinds bang against the window sill, waking me with a start. There was a bright flash of lightning and a roar of thunder that shook the bed. A storm! A real bad storm. The man on the radio didn’t say anything about a storm! The pounding rain came quickly, and the thunder and lightning seemed endless.

	Then it came. The Tokoloshe. It swirled into view above me. This time it was different. Before, I could see through it a little, like a mist. This time it looked almost solid. Like a puff of thick black smoke. Its eyes were bright red, and there was a crease below them. It seemed to have some kind of mouth. It was grinning.

	I am back, boy! It got in my face. Nothing going to save you now!

	I was frozen. The Tokoloshe was pressing down on me. I could hardly breathe. The juju! Where was the juju? I looked around and saw the talisman lying on the little table across the room. I could never reach it.

	That is not going to help you, boy! Now I am going to eat you! Eat you alive! The room got darker, and my ears began to ring. I felt cold, freezing cold, and the air smelled like rotten eggs. The Tokoloshe wrapped itself around me and was sucking the life out of me. Scary laughter echoed in my head. This was it, I thought. The Tokoloshe was going to do something terrible to me, and I was going to die. I was going to suffer the curse put on my great-grandfather. And there was nothing I could do to stop it. I closed my eyes and hoped it wouldn’t hurt too much.

	“Tokoloshe! You bastard!”

	I was able to move my head enough to see a little through the blackness. It was Grandma, standing barefoot in her long, white nightgown holding the juju with both hands as the wind blew her silver hair around. “Tokoloshe! You get the hell out of here now!”

	I felt the pressure release as the Tokoloshe pulled away and glared at her.

	You old bitch! You cannot stop me! This boy is mine!

	“I’m warning you, you old devil! You get the hell out of here now!” She held the juju higher.

	I do not fear that little trinket! The Tokoloshe laughed, a laugh I could hear with my ears and feel on my skin as it floated back to the bed, where it once again wrapped itself around my body.

	“In the name of the Lord!” Grandma shouted.

	The demon quickly rose again and flew into Grandma’s face. She screamed and fell hard to the floor.

	I will take care of you after I am done with the boy! The Tokoloshe wrapped itself around me even tighter than before. I couldn’t speak, I couldn’t breathe, and I felt like my eyes were going to pop out of my head.

	“Tokoloshe, demon from hell, fly away from this earthly shell!”

	I strained to look and saw Grandma standing again, holding the juju above her head, the lightning making her face glow while she chanted, “By the power of this juju prod, thou shall never again torment this child of God!”

	The Tokoloshe backed away from me as if something had snatched it from behind. Then it turned toward Grandma with a sickening growl.

	“Tokoloshe, demon from hell, fly away from this earthly shell! By the power of this juju prod, thou shall never again torment this child of God!”

	The demon swirled and spun around Grandma. She chanted louder. “Tokoloshe, demon from hell…”

	The black demon rose away from her as it spun, out of control. In my mind, I heard it call out.

	I will be back! I will be back! I will get you! I will get you both!

	It became a dark blur as it spun faster and faster. The air became even colder. Then a bloodcurdling scream filled the room as the Tokoloshe silently exploded and dissolved into nothingness.

	The room was warm again, the rotten egg smell was gone, and everything was quiet except for the now gentle rain outside. I sat up in my bed. “Grandma! Where are you? You okay? Did that thing get you?”

	“No, baby, I’m down here.”

	She was sitting on the floor, breathing heavily. I jumped out of bed and ran to her. I saw a trickle of blood from a cut on her forehead and hugged her tightly. “You okay, Grandma?”

	“I’ll be all right.” She hugged me back, the juju still in one hand.

	Behind her, I saw Mama standing, staring, open mouthed.

	“Did it hurt you, Grandma?” I asked again.

	“No, I’m all right. Just a little tired.”

	“What the hell was that all about?” Mama knelt down and wiped the blood from her mother’s head with the sleeve of her gown.

	“I should have told you about that a long time ago,” Grandma said.

	“It ain’t gonna come back, is it?” I asked.

	“No,” she said as she looked around the room with big eyes. “That ol’ Tokoloshe is gone, baby. It ain’t gonna bother you no more. Not if I can help it.”

	



	


Chapter 2

	In the seventh grade I had this amazing teacher, Miss Whitcomb. She was gorgeous with crazy long eyelashes framing her big brown eyes, bright red lipstick, and creamy light skin. I suppose all us boys had a little crush on her. But she was a good teacher, too. Miss Whitcomb tried to teach us how to think. She would take us through the usual lessons on arithmetic and history but used real life examples that made sense. She would talk to us about other stuff, like how all of these things worked together, how they were connected. I didn’t always understand what she was talking about, but it was always fun to listen to her.

	One day she picked up an old, raggedy-looking book and asked us, “Okay class, who can tell me the name of the man who invented the electric light bulb?”

	An easy question. My hand shot up. But, being a good teacher, she called on Willie C. who sat behind me.

	“Alexander Graham Bell!” Willie shouted.

	“He invented the telephone, dummy!” I blurted, and the class erupted in laughter.

	“Okay, settle down,” Miss Whitcomb smiled. “So, you tell me who invented the light bulb, Ronald.”

	“It was Thomas Edison,” I said proudly.

	“What if I told you that was not really true?”

	I felt my stomach drop. I was certain I was right! “Yes, it was, Miss Whitcomb!”

	“Let me explain something to you. Thomas Edison had a lot of trouble getting the first light bulb to work. He tried all kinds of things to put inside to make it light up, but whatever he used would just burn out. Now, he had other scientists working with him, and one man named Lewis Latimer was the one who actually figured out how to make a filament that wouldn’t burn right out. The filament is the part inside the bulb that glows and gives off the light.”

	“Then why do they say that Thomas Edison was the one that invented the light bulb?”

	Miss Whitcomb sighed. “Because Lewis Latimer was a colored man. His parents were slaves.”

	This stunned me and most of my classmates. We listened intently as she showed us the book about great Negro inventors and told us of other colored men who had invented things like the traffic signal and a machine for making shoes.

	Thanks to my mother and grandmother who always valued knowledge and education, I usually spent more time reading than running around and playing sports. And thanks to Miss Whitcomb, I developed a strong interest in science and how things worked. So, right then I decided I would become a great colored scientist just like Latimer.

	“Miss Whitcomb.” I walked up to her after the bell rang and the other kids had gone for the day.

	“What is it, Ronald?” I loved it when she called me that.

	“Do you think I could be like Lewis Latimer?”

	“You know, I think you could if you really wanted to. Would you like to borrow my book? Just bring it back on Friday.”

	I don’t know what excited me more, the book on great Negro inventors, or that it belonged to the beautiful Miss Whitcomb. The magical combination of encouragement from my mother and grandmother and the sheer wonder of the teachings of Miss Whitcomb, not to mention those crazy high heel shoes she wore, helped me decide I wanted to dedicate my life to some kind of science. I didn’t know if I wanted to be a doctor, an astronaut, or a TV repairman.

	Well, what I really wanted to do was work at a radio station as a disc jockey or engineer. But that seemed to be as likely as becoming a movie star. I also realized I didn’t know all of the possibilities. I might not know what I would eventually want to become. So, I wanted to learn everything. I had started to become more and more of a bookworm and an introvert. I had very few friends, since most of my fellow students weren’t as interested in science as I was. My habit of staying to myself worried my mother some, but she felt it was better than being in a street gang or in some other kind of trouble.

	I rushed home with the prized book in my hand. Grandma always liked to hear about the new things I learned and would ask me to read to her from my school books and library books. I knew she probably didn’t understand most of it. She just wanted to encourage me.

	“Grandma?” I rushed into the kitchen where she would sit and have her tea while listening to the radio. “I got a book I want to show you.” I noticed her head was bowed as she sat at the kitchen table. I figured she was napping. “Grandma, I’ve got something I want to read to you. You ever heard of a man named Lewis Latimer? Grandma?”

	She raised her head slowly, and I felt my stomach drop. She did not look well. Her skin was darker than normal, and the wrinkles looked deeper.

	“Grandma! Are you okay? I’ll go get Mama!”

	“Ronnie, child,” she said weakly. “Don’t bother your Mama. Come here.”

	I walked over to where she sat and bent down to hear. “What is it, Grandma?”

	“Where is your juju?”

	“My what?”

	“The juju talisman.”

	I had forgotten all about that thing. I had not seen it in years. “In the bottom of my sock drawer, I think.”

	“Go get it.” I dropped the book on the table and went to fish the little leather and metal talisman out of my drawer and brought it to her.

	“Here it is!”

	She took it and looked it over, rubbing the tarnish off the brass that wrapped around the leather. “Listen to me. I want you to promise me that you will keep it with you all the time. I want you to keep it under your pillow at night and wear it around your neck every day.” She tugged on the cowrie shells one at a time to make sure they were tight.

	I can’t do that, I thought to myself. I get teased enough at school as it is.

	“Why, Grandma?”

	“Promise me!” she said emphatically, her dark eyes boring into mine.

	I closed my eyes. “Okay, I promise.” I hated that I was lying to her. I had no intention of walking around school with that thing around my neck. She stared at me as I looked back at her. I sighed and put the leather necklace over my head.

	“You have to keep it with you all the time.” She gestured slowly toward the old bureau along the wall. “Now get me some paper and a pencil. Hurry up, now!”

	I went over to the old wooden desk and rummaged through the drawers until I found an old wire-bound tablet and a fat brown pencil. I handed them to her, and she started scribbling. I watched impatiently, trying to be respectful, but it was almost five o’clock. I wanted to read to her for a while until it was time for Star Trek on TV.

	“Take this.” She pushed the tablet toward me. “Learn it. Memorize it.”

	“Why? What is this?” I looked over the words that seemed like so much nonsense.

	“Promise me you will memorize this and keep the juju with you always!”

	“Why, Grandma?” I asked. I had a flash of memory: the Tokoloshe demon. It had been so long ago I figured it was a dream, a nightmare. I was older now and had a more logical mind. Whatever it was that happened way back then could not have been real. It had to have been my imagination. I figured Grandma had given me that ugly juju thing to make me feel better, and the encounter with the black thing was just a dream. As her head slumped, I worried maybe she was losing her mind. “Grandma?”
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	Mama and I watched quietly as the two men took Grandma and put her in the back of the ambulance. They didn’t turn on the siren when they left. She was already dead. Later that night I told my mother what Grandma had said about the juju.

	“Grandma told you to wear it around your neck? Then you better do it!”

	She picked it up off the kitchen table where we sat and handed it to me.

	“It don’t make no sense, Mama. That’s just a bunch of superstitious junk.” I refused to take it.

	“I see you don’t remember. I was there that night. I watched your grandma fight off that nasty demon. She saved your life!”

	All I could think of was the things I had learned and read about in science. Don’t trust what you can’t see, hear, touch, or prove. Scientists didn’t believe in demons and talismans. And I was going to be a scientist. But…

	“Mama, I do remember. I remember a bad dream about a little black demon. That wasn’t real!”

	“If it was a dream,” Mama looked me in the eye, “then why do I remember it, too?”

	She had me there. Maybe I told her my dream, and over the years she came to believe it. Maybe we were all having the same dream. Or maybe I should listen to Mama. She was beginning to make sense. She told me what happened in great detail. Details I started remembering. Could I have told her all that when I was a little kid? Just what was going on here?

	“After she got rid of that Tokoloco or whatever that thing was called—”

	“Tokoloshe,” I corrected, getting a chill when I realized that in my attempt to be smart, I was starting to buy into all this craziness.

	“Whatever it was called. Your grandma told me about the curse on our family. She was afraid the thing would only stay away while she lived. And when she passed away, it might try to come back. She told me years ago that if anything happened to her to make sure you kept that juju thing with you all the time.”

	“But, Mama!”

	“Don’t ‘but Mama’ me! Do this for your grandmother. Do it for me.” She carefully placed the juju talisman around my neck and showed me how to hide it under my shirt. “Wear it for me.”

	“Oh, all right.” I noticed it did hide well under my clothes. I had a plan, though. I promised to wear it, but I was going to hide it in my drawer. And when nothing happened after a month, I’d be able prove to her that it was all just a lot of baloney.
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	The school year was winding down. It was going to be the end of what would be my best year at John M. Smyth Elementary School. Eighth grade would very likely mean Mr. Morley as my teacher, and he wasn’t exactly a favorite. He was an older white man who seemed to just be counting down to retirement. I wanted to get the most I could from my time with Miss Whitcomb. One day a couple of weeks before summer vacation I had spent an extra twenty minutes with her, getting help I didn’t really need with some math problems. I probably could have stretched that time out a little longer, but she was concerned about the weather outside.

	“Looks like a storm coming in, Ronald,” she said, closing her books. “I think you better get going!”

	“Yes, ma’am,” I said dejectedly and packed my books and papers in my satchel. As I walked quickly down the hall and hit the door to leave, I was greeted by a big wind that blew dust in my face. The sky above was getting darker, and thunder rumbled in the distance. I lived too far to run all the way home, so I walked as quickly as I could, ready to break into a sprint at the first drop of rain. The wind whistled past my ear as the air suddenly cooled.

	I am back, boy!

	I stopped and turned. “Who’s that?” I shouted in the gale. There was no one near.

	I am right here, boy!

	I wondered how someone could be talking so softly in all that wind yet not be anywhere to be seen.

	You forgot all about me, didn’t you?

	I got a chill. The voice I was hearing was in my head. What the hell was going on? Was I going crazy? I started running home.

	The dark clouds churned and lighting flashed in the sky. The wind was kicking up trash from the street. Something blew by my face as I ran. Turning the corner only a minute from home I felt something graze the back of my neck. I reached back and brushed away what I figured was a piece of old newspaper. I got to my building and stepped in the doorway, pausing to watch as the rain began to fall in torrents. I stood to catch my breath before beginning my climb up the steps to our third floor apartment.

	I’m still here!

	I spun around. “Where are you? Who is that?”

	You know who I am!
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