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Dedication

To my Abba Father,

“For from Him and through Him and to Him are all things.

To Him be glory forever. Amen.”

—Romans 11:36




Epigraph

Every good thing that ever happens

Happens from the inside out.

—Jessie Buckley
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1

Bad Mother

I SIT at our long kitchen table, my hands folded, breathing in the rare, luxurious quiet. I close my eyes and inhale the silence. I bask in it. I savor this silence. I am not used to it. We don’t usually experience much quiet around here. With three kids coming and going, swooping in and out of rooms, basketballs bouncing, friends trailing, doors closing, footsteps thundering up and down stairs, laughter, shouting, singing pummeling the air, the mere idea of silence—the remote possibility of it—rarely nudges its way into my consciousness. At least not during the day. At night, when Dell’s on the road and the children have fallen asleep, well, that’s a different story. Then silence descends. I will seek it out, walk into it, and enfold myself inside it, losing myself in the quiet and the dark of the house.

This day, on this late Friday afternoon in 2009, I think about Sunday. I consider whether I can plot an escape between church services for some “me time” and sneak out to the movies. I decide I’ll make a game-time decision. I lean my elbows on the table, lower my head, close my eyes, and take in this silence, trying to hold on to the quiet for as long as I can. I try to clear my head of clutter, force my mind to go blank. I can’t manage it. I’m too antsy. Thoughts of what to make for dinner seep in. I see a Caesar salad, frozen lasagna, Texas toast. I bat those thoughts away, or try to. I whisper a line of Scripture, thanking God for this moment, for this rest, for this quiet—

“Mom?”

Sydel, fourteen, my youngest, sprints into the room and lands on the chair opposite me. We Currys move quickly and with purpose. We don’t usually run in the house—I’m always asking the kids to slow down—but we enter rooms at a good clip. We arrive, even if we have no particular purpose in mind, even if we’re simply entering the room.

I slowly open my eyes and take in my daughter’s face. She leans into me, her eyes ablaze. She has something she needs to say. I see her formulating her thoughts. Searching for the right words. Doing a rewrite in her mind. I can feel her anticipation. Yes, she has something on her mind. An ask.

She hesitates before she speaks. I know I am about to be hit with something that I’m not going to like. I can feel it.

Get ready, Sonya.

Sydel has been busy lately, scrambling to find her place at her new school, Charlotte Christian. She has thrown herself into a very active ninth-grade social life. Ninth grade is the toughest year to negotiate, a transitional year, a time that falls between still being a kid and becoming a teenager. Passing puberty, racing toward Go. Sometimes we call ninth grade the end of middle school—the last year of junior high—and sometimes we call it freshman year of high school, nothing junior about it. Which is how Sydel sees ninth grade. No more junior high, no more kid’s stuff. She has not entered high school casually, on tiptoes. She has burst into high school. Translation: fitting in, parties, boys.

She knows, though, that we have a family rule about all that. Same rule I instituted for her brothers, Stephen and Seth. Very explicit. Very clear. Uncompromising. No debate. A rule that can’t be broken and one I enforce.

No dating until you turn sixteen.

In Sydel’s case, no boyfriend.

Absolutely no boyfriend.

“So I wanted to talk to you,” Sydel says.

Oh yes, she’s got an agenda.

“About?” I say.

I brace myself for whatever she’s got.

Okay, girl, I’m ready, bring it.

“Tomorrow night,” she says.

“What about tomorrow night?”

“I think I’ve mentioned this to you before.”

She halts, curls her lips slightly, shifts in her chair.

She has not mentioned this before, whatever this is, though I can guess.

“The party,” she says, as casually as she can, as if she’s discussed the party dozens of times. Then she powers past the details like they don’t matter, irrelevant bits of meaningless information—time, place, the girl who’s hosting.

“Actually,” Sydel says, gesturing elaborately. “We’re going to a movie first, then back to her house for, you know, the, uh, party.” She punctuates the word party with a dismissive wave. “Really just a few of us hanging out.”

I feel myself nodding.

“Who are these friends?” I ask, stalling. “The ones attending this party?”

I know the answer. Sydel has recently been invited into a new social circle. This group has embraced her, the cool, status-y newcomer. The group consists of a few older kids, including one or two I’ve heard about through parents. These kids, I’m told, are a bit more—mature.

I also know that hovering around this group is a particular boy. A crush. Sydel doesn’t talk about him much. But she talks about him enough. It’s not how much she talks about him that matters. It’s the way she does it. I have an intuition about these things. Boys. Matters of the heart. Crushes. I, too, raced past ninth grade. I see myself back then, a freshman in high school, no junior high about it.

“Sydel,” I say, “you’re fourteen.”

“Going on fifteen.”

“In a month.”

“Twenty-eight days.”

“But who’s counting.”

Sydel adjusts her position on the chair, tucks a leg beneath her.

“Please, Mom. I want to go. You know these kids. They’re my friends—”

She lists them.

“So only girls?” I say. “You didn’t mention any boys. No boys will be at the party?”

“Well, I mean, maybe, there could—”

I hold up my palm. A stop sign.

“Sydel,” I say quietly. “I don’t want to be the bad cop here, but you know the rule. No dating until you turn sixteen—”

“This is not a date. It’s a party. A get-together.”

“Sydel,” I say, sharper.

“Mom.”

Another adjustment in her chair and in her tone.

“Everybody’s going,” she says.

I hate that argument. The everybody is doing it defense. She knows I hate it. But it’s her last gasp—her Hail Mary pass. She has no other option. She has to go for it.

“Please,” she says.

I wrap it all up for her. My summation.

“Sydelllll,” I say, drawing out her name to make a point, then allowing it to land heavily, all without raising my voice. “I don’t feel comfortable about this. You are fourteen years old. You are not sixteen. And I know about the boy situation. I want to remind you. We have a rule. You know very well what it is. I’m going to have to say no. I’m sorry.”

That’s it. The end.

Except it’s not the end.

Sydel keeps going. She keeps fighting, flailing. She raises her voice. She blows by logic now and goes straight for emotion.

“I don’t understand. Why can’t I go? It’s a movie and then because it’ll be so early, a few of us are getting together at a person’s house whom you know. A few kids. That’s all it is.”

“I’m sorry,” I say again, closing the conversation. “You’re not going to go.”

She purses her lips as if she’s swallowed something sour and then she says, flatly, “You are the worst mother in the world.”

I feel my throat constrict.

Time stops.

You are the worst mother in the world.

I cannot believe these words have spewed from my daughter’s mouth.

Not from Sydel.

Then I feel myself doing it—the Oh, no, you didn’t neck and eye roll. The look my mother, Candy Adams, gave me whenever I crossed the line. The look every Black mother on earth shoots at her child whenever they cross the line. The neck and eye roll just comes out of me. A reflex. An instinct. I can’t help myself. Here it comes. I’m giving my daughter the Candy look.

That sentence. Those eight words. Parents at the school and friends who are parents have told me that their kids have hurled this sentence at them. This dagger. When they told me, I thought, I can’t imagine my kids ever saying that to me. No. My kids would never say that to me.

But my daughter has said it. The sentence I consider my worst nightmare.

You are the worst mother in the world.

I have worked so hard at being a good mother. I wake up every morning, gearing myself up for the day, for this role—mother. I define myself as a mother. It is more than a definition. It is my essence.

Sydel has crushed me. She has cut me to my core.

Then I stop myself.

Hold up. She has said those words to me over not going to a PARTY?

I sit up straight, my back as erect as a dancer’s.

“Okay,” I say, my voice sounding thin and distant. “I’ve heard what you said to me loud and clear.”

I pause now. Sydel squirms. She sees that she has hurt me, but she doesn’t know how deeply the wound has penetrated.

“Sydel, based on what you just said, I want you to go upstairs and think about those words. Really think about them. And while you’re thinking about what you said to me, I want you to think about who you want to live with—instead of me.”

She stares at me, immobilized.

“Consider that very carefully, Sydel. After you do that, I want you to tell me who I should call to ask if you can live with them. I’m not going to put you out of the house and on the street. I wouldn’t do that. But since I’m such a bad mother, I’m going to give you the opportunity to go live in a household with someone you respect more and who you think will be a better mother to you than I am. I will give you one hour to make your decision.”

She stares at me for what feels like a full thirty seconds. Her eyes study me, measure me. She knows that I don’t bluff. I don’t say things I don’t mean. I don’t threaten—I promise. She knows that I am telling her to make a decision. Does she want to live in this house, with me as her mother, and abide by our rules, or does she want to move out? Her eyes glisten. Again, I read her thoughts—Does she mean this? She can’t mean this. Can she? And then I read her hesitation, followed by her realization—She does mean it. She really is giving me this choice. To live here or move out.

Sydel pushes herself away from the table, hops off the chair, storms out of the kitchen, and thunders upstairs to her room.

I gasp.

What have I done? Have I gone too far? What if she decides to move out?

“Sonya,” I murmur. “I can’t believe what you just did.”

Then I wonder if I’m in some kind of dream. I pinch my arm to be sure. I shudder. Then I look up at the ceiling and say, “Did that just happen?”

The empty chair across from me and the even deeper silence that descends tell me that it did.

But this is a different kind of silence. This silence feels ominous. Momentous. Even dangerous.

My hand starts to tremble.

I reach for my phone and call a friend who has three daughters. She answers right away. My voice shaking, I describe my exchange with Sydel. My friend, who knows me well, listens. As I speak, I hear her breathing intensify.

“She knows I was serious,” I say. “Serious as a heart attack. I meant it.”

“You always follow through,” my friend says. “I admire that.”

We both go quiet.

“Are you waiting for my approval?” my friend asks. “You want me to tell you that you did the right thing?”

“I don’t know. Probably.”

“Sonya, you’re her mother. You make the rules. This is your decision. This is not for me to judge whether it was the right thing to do.”

“I was kind of hoping you would.”

We both laugh, then after a pause, I say, “Was I too hard on her?”

“Again. Not for me to say.”

I lean onto an elbow and start to talk softly into the phone. I sniffle and feel a tear slide down my cheek.

“You know my struggle with Sydel. You know that I don’t feel as if I’m a good ‘girl’ mother. I always worry about that.”

“I know.”

My head starts to throb. I rub my forehead.

“Maybe I’m not listening to her. I probably need to listen more. Do you think I’m listening to her?”

“Sonya, you do listen to her,” my friend says. “Ninth grade is a tough transition.”

“That is true.”

“One more thing. You are a great mother.”

“Not according to Sydel.”

“Well, we hurt the ones we love. And we all have doubts. I certainly do.”

“I consider you a wonderful mother,” I say. “In fact, you’re so good, in about thirty minutes, you may have another child.”

My friend laughs at the absurdity. After a moment, I join her, laughing to let off steam.

“Seriously,” I say, “she might come downstairs and tell me she’s going to live in your house. She might pick you.”

“Let’s see,” my friend says, unwilling or unable to say anything more.

“It would break my heart,” I say softly, and then we end our call.

For a moment, I stay frozen at the kitchen table, my phone resting in my open palm. A few minutes ago, I sought out the silence in this house. Now the silence feels as if it might choke me. I hold my hand in front of me and watch my fingers shake.

The worst mother in the world.

How do I heal that wound?

Then I ask myself, Will Sydel decide to move out?

I wait a few more minutes, check the time, sigh massively, and then I call to Sydel. I ask her to come downstairs.

Silence.

Again.

Then I hear her footsteps.

No urgency this time. A tentative padding, moving slowly down the stairs, step by step.

Will she have her backpack slung over her shoulder?

Will she be carrying a suitcase?

She hits the landing at the bottom of the stairs and comes into the kitchen. No backpack. No suitcase.

“Well,” I say. “What’s your decision?”

She shifts her weight. She keeps her eyes fixed on the floor. She won’t look at me. She can’t look at me.

She’s going to leave. She’s not going to live here anymore.

She raises her eyes to meet mine.

She speaks in a tiny, wounded voice.

“I want to stay here,” she says, her eyes filling up. “I can’t believe you would actually put me out.”

“Oh, babe, I will never put you out. I was just letting you know that if I’m such a bad mom, you deserve someone better. You do not deserve to live with a bad person. If you really, absolutely think I’m that horrible, you are blessed enough to have other people in your life who would take you in and treat you the way you want to be treated—and deserve to be treated.”

“I don’t want to live anywhere else.”

I grab her in my arms, tight, and while neither of us are major huggers, this time we hug it out.

In midhug, I say, “Sydel, promise me—”

“I know, Mom, I know.”

“I can never hear those words come out of your mouth ever again. Because it’s all about the words you say. Always. The words you say are powerful. More than that. Those words are forever.”

“I promise.”

“Good. Thank you.”

“You know I didn’t mean it, right?”

I nod, feeling my eyes fill up.

Silence follows. I feel then that something has changed between us—within us. I think about Sydel differently.

My baby has started to become a young woman.




2

Teaching Philip to Read

SUMMER 1976.

I am ten years old. We live in a trailer park. Rows of rectangles. Lines of boxes. Mobile homes. An oxymoron. A home should be a place where you settle. Where you stay put. Something with a foundation. Not mobile. Not a home on the move. That’s exactly how I feel, too. Fidgety. Wanting to move. And yet, as restless as I feel, we don’t move. We stay right here. In our rectangle. In our line. In our box.

My mother has remarried. She and her husband—my stepfather—have three kids together, my two stepsisters and stepbrother. I am the oldest and the only one who has a different biological father. Even after my stepfather adopts me, I still feel like an outsider. I feel as if I don’t fit.

I move in with Granny Evelyn, my maternal grandmother. Granny has an extra bed. It is in her room, but I don’t care. I have a bed all to myself. My mother’s trailer is cramped, noisy, and chaotic. Granny and I both crave quiet. She seems to thrive on silence.

Granny is soft-spoken, serious, and so fair-skinned she looks white. She has gray eyes and coal black hair until it turns completely silver. Granny never raises her voice but always makes her point. When she expresses an opinion or offers an objection or criticism, her volume stays level, but her intensity rises so dramatically it sends you backward, like a slap.

My mother, Candy Adams, is a quarter Cherokee. She’s dark-skinned with long black hair, and she too parses out her words carefully. But unlike Granny Evelyn, my mother laces her infrequent words with cutting humor. Candy grew up in a segregated section of Radford, Virginia, and was part of the first class to integrate Radford High School. The school mascot was a Confederate Rebel. She dealt with prejudice every day. People said ugly things on a good day. The rest of the time she had to fight. She went to school prepared to fight every single day.

Candy is funny and tough. All my friends want to hang out with her. She is the neighborhood draw. The favorite mom. She’s hilarious and gangster. Nobody messes with Candy.

She is also sensitive and caring. She listens to you, really listens, and then when you don’t expect it, hits you with words of wisdom, or concern, often along with something bitingly funny. Everyone thinks of her as a badass, in a good way.

Sometimes we go to Rocky Mount, an hour and a half away, and visit my adopted father’s relatives, a very religious, apostolic family. They attend church several times a week and live by very traditional, old-school rules. Basically, the men work and the women stay home. This results in a clear separation between them. I feel thrown off by this. I like to hang out with guys, but in Rocky Mount, as opposed to my life in Radford, the women stay in their group while the men stick together.

The Rocky Mount family also adheres to a dress code. Women—including girls my age—can’t wear pants or jeans. Females wear long skirts or dresses. No shorts. I can’t do that. In the stifling Virginia summers, I wear shorts. I can’t help it. I may be visiting Rocky Mount, but I live in Radford.

And in Rocky Mount, girls don’t play sports. That’s a no-no. I don’t conform to that rule, either. I play sports as well as most boys. No, I don’t fit in here, not with this side of the family.

I will say, though, that I find myself gravitating to one aspect of my adoptive father’s strict, churchgoing family. The rules. They have a lot of rules. While I may not agree with or follow all of them, I like the idea of having rules. I know where I stand when I go to Rocky Mount. And within the structure of these rules, I feel safe. Rules work, I think.

I decide to start my own school.

I’m ten. Old enough. Throughout the school year, I have collected homework sheets, pieces of chalk, art supplies, and a few books. When summer starts, I gather four or five younger kids who live in the trailer park. They’re happy to enroll in my school. Their parents are even happier. They see my school as summer camp and they see me as the head counselor, or more accurately, babysitter. I don’t care what they call me. I call myself a teacher.

I turn my tiny bedroom into a classroom. I sit the kids on my bunk bed, set up a small table for their desk, and begin the day’s lessons. I turn the wood paneling on the closet door into a blackboard. I write spelling words and arithmetic on it with chalk and allow the kids to write on it, too. I pass out ditto sheets and pencils and crayons and give them assignments and art projects. I keep a schedule for the whole school day. I allow the kids recess, provide a snack—crackers and cups of water—and I give homework. The kids treat me like a real teacher. They raise their hands in class, fill out their ditto sheets carefully, and hand in their homework on time. Of course, I give them grades—all As. I’m a strict teacher and an easy grader.

During the summer, I become friendly with Philip, a tall, shy eighteen-year-old who lives near the trailer park. People say Philip has mental issues. Slow, folks call him. I see him as kind of quiet, friendly, and a gentle soul. Whenever I bump into him, I smile and say hello. Philip always returns my smile with a warm, wide grin.

Philip begins hanging around our trailer, his head lowered, rarely speaking. I invite him to sit on our steps and offer him a drink. One night, I ask my mother about him. She calls Philip “special.” She says that Philip seems to like me, but he feels uncomfortable around most people, probably because he’s illiterate. She thinks it makes him feel inferior. I decide that I will teach Philip to read.

One day, I sit next to him on our steps. I bring out a pad and paper and I start writing out the alphabet. I sound out each letter, taking my time, and then I ask Philip to repeat everything I say. When he gets frustrated and wants to quit, I don’t let him. I keep at him. I admit it, I can be a little bossy. He does what I say, as carefully and enthusiastically as the kids in my “class.” Sometimes, Philip gets confused when I show him that a letter has more than one sound, like “o,” which has a long “oh” sound and a short “ah” sound. I don’t rush him. We take our time. I try making my teaching a game and sometimes we laugh. Every day, around the same time, Philip comes over to our trailer, takes his spot on our steps, and we begin our reading lesson.

Finally, one day, he grasps the entire alphabet, and we move on to a Dick and Jane reader that I’ve borrowed from school. We page through the book, then I read it to him. I point to the drawing on the first page that shows Dick and Jane’s dog, Spot. I point at the sentence, “Run, Spot, run!”

“Rrr,” Philip says, sounding out the letter.

“Good, Philip.”

“Ra.”

“You got it. Keep going.”

Philip puckers his lips, then shakes his head.

“Come on, Philip,” I say, quietly. “You can do it.”

I refuse to let him quit. I won’t let him give up.

“You’re going to get this,” I say. “I believe in you.”

He tilts his head, then turns back to the book, and squints at the page.

“Ru—n,” he says.

“Yes. Great. Keep going.”

“Spo.”

“Short o,” I say.

“Spah.”

“Yep. And—”

“Tuh.”

He looks up at me.

“Spot,” he says.

Then, peering at the page, Philip says, “Run. Spot. Run.”

“Philip.” I slap the step next to me. “You read that.”

He nods, bites his lip.

“You read your first sentence.”

I nudge him with my shoulder.

“You can read. Philip, you can read.”

He lowers his head. When he raises his eyes, I see that they have filled with tears.

I grin. He chokes back more tears, and then I say, “Come on, man, you got a whole book to read to me. Let’s do this.”

As Philip turns to the next page and begins sounding out the next sentence, I think, Sonya, someday you’re going to be a teacher.
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I Think I Killed Him

WHEN I am eleven or twelve, my family—aunts, cousins, and a few close friends—forms an all-female softball team. We are formidable. Our entire family is athletic. People call us Radford’s “first family of sports.” I am too young to play softball, but I love to watch, and the team makes me the official scorekeeper. My mom can hit. The team becomes a big part of our social lives, and because we are so good, we feel the enormous sense of pride and accomplishment that comes with winning.

We win our league and earn a spot in the championship game that will crown the softball queens of Radford, playing for the city title against an all-white team. As our team warms up on the field, I get ready to keep score. The umpire calls, “Play ball!” Our team starts to take their positions when a loud crash that sounds like thunder cracks through the humid afternoon. I look up. In the distance, I see a Ku Klux Klansman riding on a white horse, strutting on the crest of a hill, his white sheet billowing. A cross he has planted in the ground behind him smokes and burns. The horse prances, the white-robed rider’s silhouette outlined in the flames from the cross, a frightening vision of hate.

“He trying to scare us?” someone on our team says.

His presence ignites a corresponding sense of anger and hatred in the other team. They begin shouting and pointing at us, and then they come at us. I put down the scorebook, turn to find my mother, and nearly get trampled by our entire team, grabbing their bats, heading toward the pitcher’s mound to confront our opponents, the white team, who are waving their bats. All hell breaks loose. A brawl. Fists flying. Bats swinging. Women throwing each other to the ground. I feel myself spinning in a circle, trying to locate my mother, seeing her in the center of the melee, directing our shortstop to help our fallen left fielder, then leading the fight, mixing it up, her fist connecting with a face.

In a matter of minutes, we have won the fight, and the Klansman rides away. The teams return to their respective dugouts, and a few minutes later we start playing the game. We win the fight; we win the game, too.

“They thought we were going to run,” my mother says to me on the way home. “Nope. We pulled up on them, kicked their butts, and the Klan guy ran.”

I look up, see her smile, feel her pride.

Badass, I think.

One night, with my mother at work, my sisters and brother huddled in a corner of the kitchen, the cold outside whipping through the trailer park and seeping through our thin walls, the only heat coming from the oven that I’ve turned on, I say to myself, We’re poor.

Of course, I’ve realized this before, usually when staring into our buzzing and barren refrigerator, but I’ve never permitted myself to formulate those words and allowed them to sink in. As I prepare dinner for the four of us—gravy slathered over bread—I answer the statement softly, but aloud, “You can fix being poor. And when I get older, I will.”

I don’t dwell on being poor. I try not even to think about it. I refuse to allow our lack of consistent cash flow to define me, even though, feeling embarrassed, I avoid inviting my schoolfriends over to the trailer park to play. Instead, I focus on staying on the move. That means basketball, volleyball, and track—any sport where I get to run. Athletes populate our family, so I see myself following in that family tradition. I’m especially drawn to my cousin Brenda, a few years older, who’s my role model. Brenda has just begun high school and plans to take advantage of her athletic ability and earn a scholarship to college. I have a long way to go, but I vow to take the same path.

On weekends and summer afternoons, practically the entire extended family accompanies Cousin Brenda in a caravan of cars to her basketball games. At her games, we cluster in a group, taking up several rows of bleachers in whatever high school gym she’s playing in, cheering for Brenda at the top of our lungs. Sometimes it seems our family makes up more than half the crowd. Brenda’s team wins and wins—the league championship, the district championship, the state championship. I want to do that, I think. I want to be on a championship team. I want to hold up a trophy, standing in the center of our team.

I want to be the best—just like my cousin Brenda.

I play in an all-girls basketball league at the Radford Recreation Center. Our team wins every game and, modestly, I have a lot to do with that. I’m our point guard and one of the two best players in the league. I score most of our team’s points, steal the ball anytime I want, and I’m faster than anyone who tries to guard me. I also work my butt off, hustling on every play. But our league has a “fairness” rule, or at least that’s how I describe it, sarcastically. If I score too many points or make too many steals, the coach has to take me out of the game, to make the game “fair.” I don’t understand. I’m getting penalized for scoring too many points? I get benched for being—too good? This makes no sense. When I have kids, I vow to never penalize them for success. I will teach them to be humble, to appreciate their success. I’ll also teach them to be confident and walk with their heads held high. Right now, I sit on the bench, watching our team play horribly—feeling ridiculous, frustrated—not understanding this stupid rule at all.

In addition to playing organized sports, I hang out at a local park and playground and play pickup ball—with boys. At first, they want nothing to do with me, but after they watch me shooting around on my own between their games, they decide to include me. Soon, I’m playing both basketball and softball with boys. I’m as good as most of the best players, better than some. Nobody really says anything about me being a girl, which is fine with me. I’m a good player, period. One of them. I feel accepted and respected. Plus, hanging out with boys all the time, I have an opportunity to do a little subtle flirting with the cute ones.

One day, as I start walking home from playing softball in the park, my baseball bat resting on my shoulder, a kid named Henry begins following me—and taunting me. He jabbers nonstop. Somehow, I manage to shut out his exact words. I drown him out, hearing only the drone of his constant yipping and yapping, a grating noise that bites into me. I keep trying to ignore him, hoping he’ll stop, but my silence only makes him bolder. He keeps following me and—yapping.

I can’t take it anymore. I whirl on him. “Henry, you need to stop running your mouth.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah. I mean it.”

“What are you going to do about it, girl?”

He starts taunting me again. I slam my mouth shut, turn away from him, keep walking. At one point, I actually put my hands over my ears, or try to. I can’t really cover my ears and hold my bat at the same time.

Henry keeps coming—yipping, yapping, running his mouth—until I break into a sprint. I know he can’t catch me. I race home, thinking that Henry has had his fun, that he won’t bother me tomorrow.

He does.

Yapping, taunting, making fun of me.

Again, I try to talk to him. I reason with him. I tell him to stop.

We get into a back-and-forth conversation, which roars into an escalating argument. I tell him to stop, he tells me he won’t, he keeps taunting me, I keep warning him. We’re getting nowhere and I’m getting frustrated.

He does it a third day. He dogs me all the way from the baseball field to my street. I argue with him, asking him to stop, until I finally give up and again run away from him. This time, I nearly crash into my mother who has been watching me and Henry for about five minutes. She stands with her arms folded.

“What was that?”

“That Henry keeps running his mouth at me.”

“I saw.”

“He does it every day.”

“Let me tell you something,” she says, lowering her voice.

That’s a bad sign. That means she’s angry. She’s about to
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