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Chapter One

Nate and Jude

 

Friday, June 26, 2015

Chicago, Illinois

 

Jude

 

I exit the ‘L’ and start jogging. I get too nervous walking, so I jog across Daley Plaza, toward the Picasso, looking through the couples, the supporters, the flags and banners, the people celebrating. Looking for a man with reddish-brown hair.

Inadvertently, I slow to a walk. This is nuts. I never envisioned feeling like this. Like a thirteen-year old with his first kiss. It’s not like I don’t know him, or we just met last week. We’ve been together three years and this isn’t a last-minute decision on my part. Today’s news pushed me through my hesitation, my procrastination, reminded me of Lacie’s words. Words that brought us together in the first place. Still, asking someone to marry me is a big move. I haven’t thought about rings. We can figure them out later, as we go along. Like we have with everything else in our life together. I bet he’ll be surprised.

I realize I’m walking and start jogging again.

 

Nate

 

I start humming. I do that when I’m nervous. I’m waiting at the East end of the Picasso, with my Pride flag. Ordinarily I’d be chatting to people, making funny-eyes at the little kids staring at me, making them smile, but not today.

The rings are tight on my finger. I designed them, and my friend made them. They’re ceramic. I’ve had them for two months, not sure why I was waiting to ask him. When I heard the news late this morning, I knew today was the day.

I hum some more. I want to break out singing. A show tune, maybe Some Enchanted Evening, in honor of the first time we met as adults. Now that would be funny. Singing would relieve my stress, but would also draw attention, which I don’t need, we don’t need. I didn’t think asking him to marry me would make me this jittery. We’ve been together three years. Still, it has, and I am. I wonder if he will be shocked. I’ve managed to keep the rings hidden, which is amazing.

I hum some more.

 


Chapter Two

Nate

 

Nate McGuire, Age 8

October, 1996 - Suburban Chicago

 

 

Me and Mikey are going to a healing service. We’re singing camp songs in the back seat of my mom’s Jaguar. I’m trying to sing in my quiet voice, which Mom says is my loud voice anyway.

John Jacob Jingleheimer Schmidt…the people always shout…dah.

We sing the first round. Mikey taps my shoulder so I look over at him. He winks and points his first finger up. Not his second one, he’d get in big trouble if his mom saw him doing that. Her name is Judy Howard. She’s in the front seat, talking God stuff with my mom. My mom’s name is Krys McGuire. I nod. I know he means we’re going to sing the second round loud, lots more loud.

We holler out, my throat even starts to hurt. John Jacob Jingleheimer Schmidt!

“Boys. Boys. You must sing quietly or not at all,” Mom yells back at us. “Nate, your voice is far too loud, now quiet down. Judy and I can’t hear ourselves think.”

She’s smiling so I know she’s not mad. She hardly ever gets mad, just nervous and concerned about me being disabled. She usually calls it handicapped. I have CP, Cerebral Palsy. When I was little and didn’t talk good, I told people I had Tee Pee, tea-a-bull-pawlly.

Now, when people stare at me in my wheelchair, I say real nice, “My name is Nate, I have Cerebral Palsy and I’m a spastic quadriplegic. Do you have any questions I can answer about my condition?” Most people don’t. I think they’re surprised I can talk and think. Usually they act like they want to get away from me. One time at the mall, a big kid said he wondered why my parents took me out in public. He said I looked ugly and messed up. Only he used the ‘F’ word. I gave him the finger with my right hand. I have pretty good control with my right hand, but not with my left hand, or my legs. My big sister, Lacie, she’s thirteen, ran up to him and yelled she’d beat the crap out of him. She really said s-h-i-t. Then Dad took us home and sent us to our rooms.

Mikey looks at me funny. His eyebrows are raised up. I remember I’m supposed to give Mom an answer. “Okay, Mom. I’ll try not to yell. Hey, Mikey, let’s sing the This Land song, only I don’t know all the words.”

“Oh,” says Mrs. Howard. “That’s by Woody Guthrie. I love that song.”

Mikey starts out in his inside voice. This land is your land…I catch up with him. This land is my land. Mrs. Howard starts singing with us. From the redwood forest...That’s as far as I can remember. Mrs. Howard keeps singing. Mom joins her and they sing all the words. Mikey and I listen. I like their voices. They sing good together.

After that, it’s quiet for a while. My mind starts to be a little nervous. We’ve never gone to a healing service before, or even talked about one. But Mom got borned again, or saved, or something like that. Now she’s sure I can be healed because she believes God can do it. She’s been praying over me every night since school started. Does getting healed mean I’ll walk like normys—normal kids? Will my legs and body still be stiff or jerk? Will I still need surgery for my twisty feet and legs? And when I get real big, for my back? ‘Cause it’s slowly getting crooked. I know I don’t need my head healed. I talk good, too good, and way too loud. My mom and dad and Lacie and school teachers all say that.

Mikey told me getting healed was bull-s-h-i-t. That’s what his dad said. His mom got interested after listening to my mom, so that’s why they’re coming along with us. Mikey has MD, Muscular Dystrophy. He looks normal, other than he can’t run fast like he used to. He isn’t as strong, and his back sways a little. He still pushes me around in my wheelchair. People with MD die young, usually when they’re young-growed-up, like twenty or thirty. Sometimes they die just when they’re teens. Like the age of his big brother Jon, he’s nineteen. But not Lacie’s age, she’s thirteen. People with CP don’t die young. Maybe Mikey should get healed before me.

Mikey and me met at camp. Lakeside Camp for Crippled Children. I was still eight, he was nine, and we were in Robin, the youngest boys’ room. Mom was afraid to send me to camp. She said I was too young and too handicapped and two weeks was too long and the place was too old and the staff too unprepared. Everything was too wrong. Dad said it would be a good experience for me. He told Mom the camp was highly recommended by my school’s Special Ed director. He said she told him she didn’t like the word crippled in the name, but the staff was great. So, I went.

Mikey and me slept in old metal, hand-crank beds next to each other. It was his first time away from home, too. It was so gnarly! Mikey pushed me all over, even helped feed me sometimes. We were always together. Everybody called us the ‘Robin Room Twins’. We loved each other so much.  On the last morning, Mikey asked Grunt, one of the counselors, how far Northbrook, that’s where Mikey lives, was from Lake Forest. That’s where I live.  “Well, I don’t think it’s very close,” he said.

“You mean we live a long ways from each other? When will we get to see each other again?” I was scared I wouldn’t see Mikey ever again.

“Well, I bet your parents will send you both back here next summer. You’ll see each other then. That’s the fun of camp, seeing each other every year.” Grunt moved our bags over to the pavilion where our parents would pick us up.

“Let’s go out on the trail. The woods one,” Mikey whispered in my ear.

I nodded. I was feeling so sad inside me. Mikey pushed me through the screen doors out onto the smooth path. No one stopped us or asked where we were going. No one said we had to wait inside till our parents came.

“Mikey, what are we going to do? We live so far away and I won’t see you for a whole year.” I started crying.

Mikey came around the chair. He bent over and hugged me, then kissed me on the cheek. We liked to hug, especially me. Being eight and in a wheelchair, means I don’t sit on the couch and Mom doesn’t hold me on her lap much anymore. I miss it.

I touched my right fingers on his hand and he hugged me again. “Mikey, you’re my bestest friend in the whole wide world!”

He put his mouth next to my ear. “Nate, you’re my bestest, bestest, bestest friend in the whole universe.”

Just then, I saw my parents with this other couple and the camp director walking toward us. Mom hung onto Dad’s arm tight, like she was nervous. The other woman was holding the man’s hand and looked scared, too.

“Hey, Mom and Dad! This is Mikey. He’s my bestest friend in the whole world.”

Everyone was talking at once, asking us why we weren’t waiting with the other kids, saying our moms thought we’d drowned or got lost. The director told them how the whole camp is fenced in and we couldn’t get to the lake or the pool without keys. Our moms were hugging and kissing us like crazy.

Finally, Mom asked, “Nate, why are you crying? I thought you’d be happy to see us.”

“I am, but Mikey lives far away and I may never see him till next summer at camp and I’ll miss him bad.”

“Where do you live?” Mikey’s dad asked mine.

“Lake Forest,” Dad and Mom said at the same time. “Where do you live?”

“Northbrook.” Then everyone started laughing at me, like I cracked a new joke, or said something crazy like I do a lot.

“Nate, we’re close, we live a half hour away,” Dad said. “Who told you we lived far apart?”

“Grunt, the counselor who talks funny.”

The camp director, Ronald, laughed. He told our folks Grunt’s name was actually Gunther and he was from Austria and thought all of our towns in America were far apart.

So, that’s how Mr. and Mrs. Howard got to be good friends with my parents and they make sure Mikey and me have sleepovers every two to three weeks.

“Mom, how much further? This is awfully long. Huh, Mom? What time does it start?”

“We’re pulling in now, and it looks like we’re early. I left in plenty of time, Huntley is a long way from our house.”

“Living Waters Full Gospel Church.” I read the sign out loud as Mom drives in. I’m a good reader.

Mikey helps his mom unload my wheelchair from the trunk. Mom undoes my safety vest and seat belt, swings my legs out, grabs me under my arms, and pulls me to a stand. Next, she turns me and sets me into my chair and buckles me in. It’s easy, but still I kind of wiggle and shake when I’m being moved, sometimes when I’m not. I think that’s why my CP is called spastic.

My mom is strong. She’s tiny, almost five-two. She jogs outside and works out in the exercise room they built when my room was added on. She has short dark brown hair and huge brown eyes and she smiles a lot and is always busy. Dad says on a slow day she moves at the speed of light. I don’t know what that means, but Lacie says it means super-fast.

 

The Soccer Ball

 

I look around.  We’re in a gravel parking lot. The church seems small and kind of old. It has a long wooden ramp for wheelchairs going up the front. Mikey points to a grassy ball field with old wooden posts and a rusty fence backstop. Several kids are kicking a soccer ball around.

“Go over there, maybe you can meet some new friends,” Mom says.

My folks like me and Lacie making new friends. Lacie makes more than me and is always bringing them home. She usually invites me to be with them, unless I get too loud. She says I’m not cute anymore and don’t need to always be the center of attention. Her friends think I’m cute. They like my freckles and red-brown hair, even my smile and buck teeth. Sometimes they don’t want me around because they’re talking about girl things, like clothes and bra’s and periods and boys. Stuff I already heard about ‘cause Dad answers my questions. Besides, Lacie tells me everything first anyway. Mom don’t talk about stuff like that.

Mikey pushes my chair toward the field. A loose ball rolls toward us. Mikey kicks it back toward the boy chasing it. The boy stops it. Two other boys and a girl come up and stand by him, they say their folks are the musicians, that’s why they’re early. All of them stare at me, then Mikey.

“Wanna play?” the tallest boy asks Mikey. He doesn’t look at me.

“Nah, I can’t do much running, but I’ll pass it back to you.”

The kid foots a pass to Mikey. He passes the ball to one of the other kids, who sends it back. Mikey picks it up with his hands.

“C’mon,” one of the kids says. “C’mon out on the field and play. You won’t have to run much.”

“Nah, I don’t want to leave Nate.”

“He’s just a cripple, probably retarded, and can’t do anything but sit there anyway.”

I don’t answer him. He’s the tallest, probably around twelve or thirteen. I want to give him the finger but think that may be bad. We’re near a church.

Mikey winks at me. “Maybe he can do more than you think.”

I know what’s coming. I have good head control for a spastic and do tons of therapy to make my neck strong. Mikey puts the ball in my lap and pushes me onto the grassy field a way. He takes the ball, backs away from me. He double-winks at me, then lobs the ball easy in an arc. I don’t move or speak, just let it bounce off my head. Mikey smiles. My left leg spazzes, then my right. The other kids snicker when Mikey says, “Let’s try again. Now watch closely.”

“Yah, right. Look at him jerk around. You gonna just keep bouncing it off his head so he thinks he’s playing?”

Mikey backs up five big steps. The kids move back with him. The big kid stands next to Mikey with a dumb s-h-i-t grin. Mikey tosses the ball with the same arc. I time it perfectly and head it straight at the kid with the big mouth. It almost smacks him in the face. He ducks and the ball hits his shoulder.

“Wow! That was hit hard.”

“Head it to me.” the girl yells.

“No, to me,” the other boy hollers.

“Can I throw it to him?” It’s the big kid.

“Heck no.” I yell. “You’ll throw too hard. Only Mikey can.”

“You mean you can talk?”

“He gets straight A’s,” Mikey says.

He looks like he wants to say, ‘you moron’, but can’t. I laugh. I don’t get straight A’s. I probably could, but I talk and goof off too much. Dad says he thinks I’m trying to make the other kids laugh at me so they’ll be my good friends.

The girl walks up to me, twisting her hands together. She puts them behind her as if she needs to keep them still. She has long brown braids, wears girly bib overalls, and has a pink flowery shirt underneath the bib and straps. She has freckles, like I do. I think she’s about my age.

“I’m Eve. Are you both here to be healed?”

I nod.

“That’s good, I hope you are. I think it would be terrible to sit in a wheelchair all my life.”

I try to think up an answer. Most people feel sorry for me sitting in a wheelchair. Just then Mikey says, “We’re fine the way we are. Well, other than Nate, he’s a nut job.”

He crosses his eyes at me, a little bit. He always makes me laugh.

“Still,” the girl says, “it would be nice if Jesus healed you so you could kick the ball and throw one, too. Do you have faith?”

I give her a confused look. “What do you mean?” Then I remember Mom talking and praying over me about having faith. So, I add, “Ya, I got faith. My mom prays with me every night about that.”

“You have to be saved, too. You have to ask Jesus into your heart to forgive your sins. It helps if you’re baptized in the spirit, too. Are you?”

Mikey rolls his eyes around, like this talk is nuts. I try not to laugh. This girl seems to care about me. “Yup, I got saved three weeks ago at a different church. I repeated this prayer, and the preacher, or priest, or whatever he’s called, stuck some special oil on me. He said he was baptizing me in the ghost.”

The girl gives me this huge smile like she’s all happy for me.

 

 

Getting Healed

 

Inside the church, Mom sighs when I tell her I don’t want to sit out in the aisle because there are no special spaces for wheelchairs. She pulls me out and sits me on the end of the wooden pew, next to the aisle. We’re near the back, the church looks pretty full to me. Mikey sits next to me, then Judy—Mrs. Howard—then Mom.

Some people go up on the stage and start playing music, soft, not loud. There’s drums, two guitars, a keyboard. I watch a girl wearing a long, plain blue dress, who looks a little older then Lacie, take a microphone. She has a beautiful voice. Father, we adore you…Most people stand up and join in. They sing quiet, not loud like camp songs.

Eve suddenly stands next to me. She pokes me and asks if she can sit by me. Before I can answer, she starts to squeeze her butt onto the seat between me and the end of the pew. I can’t sit up by myself without something to lean against. I lop over toward Mikey who sighs and gives her a dirty look. He scoots closer to his mom, pulls me over and straightens me up.

He whispers, “Watch out, he spits and bites, too.”

Eve wiggles her butt back and smiles at him like she knows he’s kidding. She jumps when my leg jerks but doesn’t seem weirded out. Most kids do.

Mom doesn’t notice. She’s standing with her hands up, waving them sideways in front of her. Most of the other people are doing the same. Her eyes are closed. Her face is looking up. She looks like she might cry.

Judy stands straight and tall, like she’s in the army or something, looking around. Then she sees the words to the song showing on a white wall above the music players. She starts moving her mouth, trying to sing the words. I can tell she doesn’t know them. Spir-it, I a-dore you…How we lo-ove you.

Mikey still sits. He nudges me and tips his head toward a woman across the aisle. She has red hair down to her waist and wears a gray dress that almost touches the floor. I like red hair. My dad’s is. Mine is red-brown. Her arms and face reach toward the ceiling. Tears are coming down her cheeks. She moves back and forth in time with the music. Everyone keeps singing the same song, over and over, slower and slower. More people start crying and swaying back and forth.

Judy sits down but stays stiff. She looks confused. Mikey told me they were presbatorians, or something like that. It’s another kind of church. There must be lots of kinds, ‘cause Mom’s been taking me to a lot of them. Bible, Assemblies, Methodusts, then she heard about this one having a healing service.

Eve leans over and whispers to Mikey and me. “They’re getting into the spirit so someone will get healed tonight.”

Mikey tries not to giggle.

His mom pokes her elbow into his side.

I’m confused. I don’t understand this getting in the spirit stuff. Why is everyone crying if someone’s going to get healed? Wouldn’t they be happy? How do they know who’s going to be healed? Besides Mikey, am I the only disabled person here? I kind of wish I wasn’t one right now. That way, I could stand up and look around to see if anyone else is. Does it hurt when you get healed? Would it be like one big spazz, then you’d be all better? What would it be like for Mikey? Would he feel his muscles get all strong again?

I wish Dad was here. He’s good at explaining things. He doesn’t go to church much. He says, “I’m a holiday Catholic, Easter and Christmas is enough, especially after twelve years of nuns and priests.”

The other day, I heard him tell Mom she was taking this borned again stuff too seriously. This morning at breakfast, he got upset when Mom told him she and Judy were taking us to a healing service.

Dad hardly ever gets upset, but he pushed his chair back hard and almost yelled. “Krys, this is going too far. He’s fine just the way he is.”

I thought he was going to say more, then he looked at Mikey and marched outside to the pool and started getting it ready for winter.

I wish Mikey could get healed. He’s the one who will get worser and worser, then die. I’ll have some surgeries and get a little better. I’ll probably live a long time in my chair.

After lots more singing, some people talk with weird words, Eve whispers they’re speaking in tongues. I hear a man ask anyone who wants to be healed to come down front. My wheelchair is back by the coat rack, so even if I wanted to, how was I going to get down there?

Mom leans over Judy and Mikey. “Nate, do you want me to get you in your chair and take you down front?”

I jerk. My eyes get big. I shake my head back and forth lots. I want to say hell no, but I don’t. “No,” I whisper kind of loud. “I’m not going anywhere in front of all these people.”

Mom sits back down. I think she looks sad. I feel bad, maybe I should have let her, that’s what she brought me here for.

An old man pushes an old woman in a wheelchair by our pew. She’s wrapped up in a blanket. Her head flops to one side. Her eyes are kind of funny and her lips have got spit bubbles coming out. Her feet stick out in front and she has pink fluffy slippers on. The healing man prays real loud and talks about the stripes of Jesus healing her. I hear him say he’s anointing her with oil. He repeats everything all over, but louder. Next, he asks if there is anyone else who needs healing. I’m not sure the old lady got healed, ‘cause she didn’t come back up the aisle walking.

All at once, Eve stands up and points down at me and Mikey. Part of me wants to head butt her for pointing us out. Part of me is scared as heck.

“Pray,” Eve hisses. “Close your eyes and pray hard. You too, Mikey. Pray!”

I put my head down and close my eyes. How do you pray? Does it have to be out loud? That would be crazy with other people next to me, especially Mikey. So, I think about walking and running and swimming by myself and not being in a wheelchair. I guess that would be nice. And then, no one would have to wipe my butt or feed me, that would be good for my family. But they don’t seem to mind, they never complain. It all seems regular to us. Mom’s the only one who wants me normal, but it’s not ‘cause she’s tired of helping me. I think she feels sorry for me, or sometimes guilty, which I don’t understand.

Someone touches me and I jerk. I open my eyes and the healing man is leaning over us. He’s old and fat. His shirt button behind his tie is popped off. He’s got stains on his tie and shirt and suit coat. He says all the same things over us he did for the old woman. I get tired after a while, especially the louder he yells.

I peek at Mikey. He won’t look back, which is probably good. We might start laughing. He looks a little scared and worried.

His mom sits straight as a stick. She looks upset and don’t even look down at us, just stares out at nothing.

I can’t see my mom, but I can hear her. She’s whispering and crying real quiet.

The man dabs some oil on my forehead and my arms and legs. “Everything is in God’s timing, so be prepared for a miracle at home,” he says.

He does the same to Mikey and goes back up front. They take an offering. At last they sing the last song, another long one.

The service is over, and my butt hurts from sitting on the hard seat. I don’t think nobody got healed. No one is talking about it. I think if I was healed, or Mikey, everyone would be excited for us. He tried, the preacher healing man really did try hard.

Judy lights a cigarette as soon as we get out the door. Mikey says she only smokes outside and when she’s nervous.

Mom straps me in the car and loads the chair. She kisses me, then asks in a croaky voice, “Nate, honey, do you feel any different?”

I think a minute. I know she really wants me to feel something different. I tell my brain to tell my left hand to move, but it only jerks a little, like it always does. I wiggle my toes, or try, as usual, they don’t do much, instead my legs and body spazzes. I look at her and shake my head. I look away, so I don’t see how she looks, but I think it’s sad. I feel bad, but I can’t tell her something when it ain’t true, that’s lying. Once she washed my mouth out with soap for lying.

Mom closes my door and goes over by Judy, who’s smoking by her door. Mikey climbs in and leans over close to me, his face almost touches mine. “I think that man was crazy! I was scared you’d get healed and I wouldn’t. Then you could walk and everything and make new friends, normal friends, and not have time for me. That’s why I didn’t look at you in church. Are you mad because I wasn’t praying you’d be healed?”

I kiss his cheek. “Mikey, you’re my bestest.”

He joins in, “And bestest and bestest friend in the whole universe.”

We giggle, he slides over and hooks his seatbelt.

Mikey’s door is still open, and he can see our moms. “They’re hugging. I think they’re both crying a little. Your mom’s saying she feels guilty ‘cuz it’s her fault you’re handicapped.”

“It is not! Some cord was wrapped around my neck when I got borned. She didn’t do it on purpose. What’s your mom saying?”

“That she’s scared I’m going to die young. She doesn’t think church or God will heal me and it makes her mad.”

He puts his finger up for me to stay quiet.

“Nate, your mom is saying she doesn’t understand why God didn’t heal both of us tonight, especially after all her praying. Maybe we’ll get healed at home.”

He waits some more, listening to our moms. “My mom said she isn’t going to hold her breath and your mom shouldn’t either. Now they’re hugging tight.”

We’re quiet. “Mikey, I’m scared you will die young, too.” Mikey reaches over and touches my shoulder. I think he’d like to slide over and give me a hug, but he’s buckled in and getting tired out.

“I’m okay. You’re okay. Dad says we have to take it one day at a time. I think that means not to worry. So, I’m not.” We don’t talk anymore.

Judy closes Mikey’s door and climbs in the front seat. Mom gets in and starts the car. It’s cool when the car starts, it’s got a big engine. It’s an old Jag with a stick shift, but it’s in good condition. Mom’s always getting it washed and waxed. Sometimes Mom jokes she should have been a race car driver instead of a CPA and owning her own accounting business. Both our moms have tears on their cheeks, but they don’t seem as sad anymore.

Judy wipes her eyes, turns and looks back at us. She smiles extra big, like she’s making herself happy. “How are you boys doing?”

Mikey looks over at me, shrugs his shoulders and winks. I don’t know what he’s going to say, but I’m ready to laugh. In a deep voice, he says like he’s an announcer or something, “Well, Mrs. Howard, I found that to be an interesting way to spend a Sunday afternoon. Almost better than watching the Bears.”

He and I giggle. Both our moms look like they want to laugh and cry at the same time. Judy stretches her arm between the seats and pats Mikey on the leg. “Oh, Mikey, you always see the humor in everything, don’t you? I like that about you and wish I was more like you instead of worrying all the time.”

Mikey pats her hand back, then looks out the window for a while. It’s quiet till Mom turns on orchestra music, real low.

After a while, Mom clears her throat. “Nate, are you feeling anything different happening? Are you all right?” Her voice sounds shaky, but not as much as before.

“Ma.” I say Ma when I want to tease her or get her attention. She doesn’t like me calling her that. “Ma, I’m fine, at least I’m not worse or anything.”

“That’s nice, honey. I’m…”

“Hey, Ma? That man’s breath smelled really gross. Maybe he was constipated or needed to brush his teeth. I thought I was going to pass out before I could get healed.”

Mikey looks at me like he doesn’t know what to do. Judy snorts like she sucked milk up her nose. “Oh my God! Krys, you look like you’re going to lose it. Pull over someplace. Quick, there’s a McDonalds.”

Mom whips the Jag into Mickey D’s, puts the shift in neutral and yanks up the parking brake. She and Judy burst out laughing so hard tears run down their faces and they can hardly breathe.

“Oh my God, Nate. What cabbage plant did we find you under?”

I’m glad I got Mom to laugh hard. I hope she forgets about getting me healed. My bony butt still hurts.


Chapter Three

Jude

 

Jude Totsian, Age 8

October 1986 - Keokuk County, Iowa

 

 

I time it perfectly. I leap high in front of Josh and snatch the football just before his fingers can touch it. Interception!

My thirteen-year old brother is way taller than me, over a foot. “You jerk.” He looks angry as I land, spin, and tear across the grass.

I fly past Dad. He shakes his head. His face looks kind of disgusted and surprised. David rushes toward me, he’s eleven, and also fast. I fake him out. I screech to a stop. He tries to stop but slips on some red and yellow maple leaves and falls. He laughs his butt off as I step sideways and take off again.

“Touchdown,” I holler. “That ties us up, six-to-six.”

Ruthie, she’s twelve, made our side’s first TD. We don’t bother with extra points. That would be too complicated for our Sunday football games. There’s ten of us kids, the oldest is fourteen, the youngest two, almost three. Plus, Mom, her name is Sarah, and Dad, he’s Phil. Now you see why we keep it simple. Dad and Mom won’t let us block or shove. We play two hand touch, one hand if you’re under six.

“I’ll get you. You little blond shrimp,” Josh hisses as we line up again.

I whisper back, “Bite me,” and grin at him.

Even if I am way shorter than him, I know he can’t get me. Mostly because I can outsmart him.

It’s them three, Dad, Josh and David, against Mom, Issac, he’s fourteen, and the rest of us, including all the little kids. I’m eight, almost nine, so I don’t consider myself a little kid, even if I am short.

Mom quarterbacks our team today. She catches the wobbly snap from Mary and drops back. Dad and Joshua move back toward the edges of the yard. David hangs in the middle and watches Mom closely. When she’s playing sports, my mom is pretty wily. That word means you don’t know what she might do.

“Throw it, Mommy, Jude’s open.” Mark yells. He dances around, holding himself like he needs to pee.

John dances beside him and screeches, “Run it, Mommy.” They’re the real twins, the little twins, they’re five. Issac, the oldest, hollers for Mom to lateral it to him.

My mom can do all those moves and do them good. She passes strong, but not as far as Dad. She’s also a fast runner. Mom acts like she’s going to pass to Ruth. Instead she shoves the ball in little Jenny’s arms, picks her up and runs. Moments before David gets close, she slides to the ground. “First down,” she calls out.

Jenny giggles. “Do it again, Mommy.”

Dad trots up, grins at Mom, and stretches out his hand to help her up. Mom laughs and slaps his hand away. “Just because I’ve had ten kids doesn’t mean I can’t get up by myself.” She jumps up and kisses him on the cheek, then calls, “Huddle up. Hey, little twins.” They’re still dancing around holding themselves. “Do you have to pee? Quick, run into the barn and go in the gutter. We’ll wait.”

They tear off for the barn, holding themselves even tighter. We stand around a few minutes, enjoying the bright October sun. The milk house door slams again. Mom pulls us in closer. “Ruthie, I want you to say ‘Esther,’ kind of loud, like you’re questioning my call. Then put your hand over your mouth and act like you shouldn’t have said her name.”

This is an old trick of Mom’s, I doubt if it will fool Dad and the boys, but we all giggle just the same. Except Issac, he’s kind of grumbly. He didn’t get to quarterback today, but he loves Mom too much to complain. Besides, I think he knows he can’t pass as well as her, but won’t admit it. I don’t blame him.

In the huddle, Ruth loudly asks, “Esther?”

Mom shakes her head extra wide, like Ruth just blew it, then she pulls us even closer and whispers, “It’s going deep to Jude. I’ll pass when he’s clear.”

“Marky slipped and almost falled in the gutter,” giggles John, as they join us. Both have dribble spots down the front of their hand-me-down pants.

Mom laughs when I ask, “Did you two get any pee in the gutter?”

We line up. “Hup, hup, thirty-four, fifty-six, ten kids are just enough. Hike!”

I take off, moving quick, but not full speed. I slip to the right till I see Dad and Joshua move toward me. Once they’re past the center of the yard, I speed up and head to the left. I know I’m too fast for them to turn and catch me now. When David gets close, I cut right and dodge him, then holler at Mom. She throws a tight spiral, one of her longest. I jump to catch it in the sandy driveway.

“Whoo hoo! Twelve to six.” All the kids holler and whoop and run over to slap my back. Even the big twins, Joshua and Issac, act happy for me.

“That was a great pass, honey!” Dad says to Mom. “Okay, Josh and David, let’s show them how it’s really done now.”

The three huddle. When they stand up, I know exactly what they’re going to do. They’re going to run it. Do that a couple of times, then try a pass. I’m right. For their third down, I move back. Dad centers the ball to Joshua and takes off as fast as he can. He’s thirty-nine, which is pretty old. Mom says he’s still young, sometimes she winks at him when she says it. For his age, he’s still skinny and fast. Ruth trots after him while Mom follows David. Jenny toddles after Mom as the twins chase after Dad, zigzagging, their arms waving.

I look back at Josh and can tell the pass is going to Dad. I take off. There’s no way I can jump high enough to snatch it out of his hands. Dad’s six feet, two inches tall and one hundred seventy-five pounds. I’m not quite four feet and maybe fifty pounds. I race after Dad as he runs faster and further down the yard.

The sun is getting low. It’s in my eyes when I look back. I shade them and can see the ball enough to know Josh’s pass can’t reach Dad. I turn and speed back toward where the ball is heading. I hear Dad behind me, panting like our dog, Molly, when she was in labor. Now, I can see the ball clear. I don’t even have to jump. I pull the ball in on the fly and keep my feet moving as fast as I can pump them. Dad bellows, “Dang it, boy.” He sounds like he’s mad but is too pooped to chase me very far.

Mom war whoops. “Way to go, Jude!”

Joshua looks totally pissed, that’s a bad word I’m not supposed to say, but it’s the truth. I’ve robbed him twice today. When he’s upset, he can’t think straight. He’s too mad to realize if he slants toward me he could probably catch me. Instead, he shuffles backward, then turns and runs straight at me like he’s going to force me out of bounds. He’s way too late. I knew I could outsmart him. David’s the one I have to worry about now. I fake him out again. I shift like I’m going right. He launches himself at me with his hands out. He misses me by two feet. I dance away and run into the driveway.

“Touchdown. Touchdown. Touchdown.” I scream and do a dance. “That’s two for me on two interceptions.”

Mom is still laughing. The kids are yelling all around me. Even Josh is congratulating me. Jenny jumps into my arms, squealing, “Jude, you my big hero.” I hug her back and pat her bottom. It’s a habit. I’ve been changing diapers since I was five. “I got big girl panties on, I dry.” She giggles. “Don’t you ‘member? I all potty-trained now.”

I laugh as I set her down. It’s funny not having little kids’ stinky pants to help change anymore. I’m not complaining.

Dad and Mom stand under the big maple tree. Dad’s still panting. He glances my way but doesn’t look me in the eye. Mom says something to Dad. I think she says, “It’s all right honey, just relax.”

I’m not sure. Dad shakes his head a moment, looks at the ground. He raises his head back up, then nods and half-smiles at her.  She hugs him, turns toward us kids and sticks two middle fingers into her mouth and whistles so shrill and loud, half of Keokuk County could hear her.

She shouts, “Game’s over, time for a quick snack. And. Then. It’s… Chore Time!” She makes doing chores sound like we’re going to the county fair to ride the rides. I love the Ferris Wheel. It’s the highest. Everything from up there looks so strange. I think that’s called a different perspective.

My mom is so beautiful and young-looking. Once, my first-grade teacher thought she was my big sister. Mom laughed hard about that. She’s thirty-eight and has long black hair that almost touches her waist in the back. She has tan skin, slightly darker than Dad’s. She’s skinny, too. And tall. She’s five-eleven. She says she’s always tan because she’s an Indian, a Native American. She was raised on a reservation in North Dakota by her granny. I can show you on the map where she grew up. She’s a nurse too, which comes in handy with ten kids on a farm out in the boonies. I mean, have you ever heard of Hayesville, Iowa? That’s our mailing address. We go to school in Sigourney.

I watch Mom slip her arm through Dad’s and pat his arm with her other hand. They walk toward our old farm house; the farm my dad’s grandparents bought. Dad says being Armenian is why he’s tall with black hair and light tan skin. Dad says the house was built around 1910. His grandparents came over from Turkey on a big boat to escape some wars and lots of killing. They lived in Chicago for a while but hated the city. So, they found this farm and bought it in 1923.

That means the house is seventy-five-years old. If you cross out the nineteens, 1985 minus 1910 is really eighty-five minus ten, which equals seventy-five. Dad always makes us do math things his way, not the new way. He calls them real-life math problems, says it’s better than the new math, which he doesn’t understand. I can do math both ways, the new way, which the teacher likes, and my dad’s way.

 

Milking

 

Ruthie and I finish washing the last two cows’ udders and teats. Dad and the big twins attach the milkers. We call Issac and Joshua the big twins because they are eleven months apart and are almost the same height and weight. They’re in the same grade, too. Esther and me tug several bales of hay over, cut the strings, and shove sections in front of the cows. We start at the end with the cows who are finished milking and have eaten their grain.

It’s good alfalfa, we grow most of it on our farm. It’s also dusty. Seeds and leaves stick on our necks and arms. We finish feeding the hay shortly before Dad and the big twins end with the milking. By the door going into the milk house, I turn on the hose. We each rinse the hay and cow smell off our necks and hands, then take a long drink. I love our well water.

Next, we walk into the milk house. It’s bright white and almost blinds me. This is the clean room where the milk comes through the pipes into the big stainless tank and is kept cold. The milk truck man comes and sucks it into the truck - hauls it to the dairy.

“Want me to show you how to disinfect the milkers?” Ruthie asks. “It’s my turn to do them tonight.”

“Yes! Would you? I’ve asked Dad to teach me, but he acts like he didn’t hear me or just nods.”

She smiles and gives me a quick hug. “Ruthie, you’re my favorite big kid. You always talk with me and never tease me about being short and blond.”

“Oh, Jude. You’re so funny and cute.” She punches my shoulder, then adds, “Hey, they’re on the way.”

The big twins carry in the equipment. Ruth shows me how to break things down, how to wash the teat cups, hoses and stainless-steel containers in the big sinks. How to disinfect them, and where to hang each piece to air dry. Dad and the big twins clean and run disinfectant through the clear glass pipes that go to each stanchion by the cows.

Dad checks over our work and nods at Ruth and the big twins. “By Jove, we may be a small dairy farm, only twenty-three cows, but we’re a spotless one. You kids did it right, as usual. Thank you.”

I grinned. It’s nice when Dad thanks us. Feels good. He’s not a slave driver but wants us to know how to work hard and do things right.

“Okay,” Dad says, “let’s each grab a shovel, clean up the alleyway, run the gutters, and get this shit out of here. The honey wagon is waiting for you big guys to haul and spread tomorrow when you get home from school.”

He grins at us as we try not to giggle at him for saying shit. “Hey, what’s tonight? Is this Sunday night?”

“It’s popcorn night.” I yell. Everyone laughs at me. Ruth pokes me in the shoulder. Dad laughs too, but looks away as he does, not at me.

Popcorn night is a tradition. On Sundays, we have a big dinner at noon, or right after church. Next a nap, then football. In the spring, we play softball—I’m pretty good at that, too—then chores, then popcorn. Mom pops enough to fill two or three of those big turkey roasters, adds lots of butter and puts out apples with cold cider.

She always tells us, “If that’s not enough to fill you up, you can raid the fridge and make a sandwich. Just don’t leave a mess.”

We use big soup bowls, or small mixing bowls to eat out of. I always add a little pepper and shake on some parmesan cheese, if we have any. No one else likes it that way. So, they never bother me if I still have some left after they eat all theirs and the big pans are empty.

We read or play table games. Once in a while, if there’s a good movie, we watch TV. Dad says with ten kids, we don’t need any more noise, so the TV isn’t on much. Besides, the reception is fuzzy, and Dad never seems to fix the antennae. He laughs when some of the kids beg him for a VCR player. He rubs his thumb and fingers together and asks, “You got any money for one?”

Ruthie says the big twins think they’re going to buy us one for Christmas, like for a surprise.

Tonight, I doctor up my big bowl. I fill little bowls for Mary and Jenny. I pull Dr. Seuss’s Green Eggs and Ham from the bookcase. We sit in the middle of the couch, the little girls leaning against me. They love Dr. Seuss. So do I. I’m a good reader. My third-grade teacher even gives me fourth and fifth-grade books to read. I’m a pretty good story writer, too, but my handwriting is a little messy. I start reading and stop because Jenny wants to turn every page. Mary tells her she has to take turns. Both snuggle closer and I start up again.

The book is old. There are lots of smeary fingerprints in it. I wonder what will happen to it when the little kids outgrow it. Dad and Mom aren’t having any more kids. One day, I heard Mom talking on the phone to her friend. She said, “We’re done having babies. Phil got snipped.” I don’t know what that means, but Mom sounded happy and sad at the same time.

“Shift over, Boy. We need some room.” Dad sounds like he’s telling a cow to move over so he has more room to milk her. Not happy, not mad, just an order.

He shuffles to the couch with a giant bowl of popcorn and The Light In The Attic, by Shel Silverstein, tucked under his armpit.  The little twins cling to Dad’s legs, giggling, their little feet riding on his big slippers. They look like the tiny people in Gulliver’s Travels trying to hang on to the giant who is getting away. I think they were called littleputins, or something like that.

I surprise myself when I say, “Okay, Man. We will.”

Ruthie snickers. I’ve never called Dad ‘man’ before, so I try not to sound sassy or disrespectful. I hope my voice doesn’t seem shaky because I feel a little nervous. I don’t look at him as I set the popcorn on the floor and scoot over with the little girls. I can’t tell what his face looks like. He sighs, a big one, but doesn’t say anything.

I pick up my popcorn and begin reading again. I finish the book and the girls scramble over by Dad. I think they’re waiting to hear some crazy story he’ll make up when he’s finished reading. Like he usually does.

I feel weird inside. Not sick weird. Maybe nervous weird, maybe a little guilty over saying, ‘okay, Man,’ to my dad. I feel this way a lot, mostly when I try to figure out why Dad rarely uses my name. Or, when I notice him staring at me with a funny expression on his face. It’s not ha-ha funny. It’s more like a funny-pain, or a don’t understand look. Sometimes, it’s a scared look.

I feel even funnier, I mean different, when I think about my blond hair and blue eyes, my wide shoulders, and being so much shorter than the rest. All nine of my brothers and sisters are skinny and tall. They have dark brown or black hair and very brown eyes.

Last year, I asked Mom a couple of times why I looked so different. She tried to laugh and quickly told me there were some blond ancestors on both sides so I must have got more of their genes. She thought her mom’s grandpa was part Norwegian. She said Dad had a distant German relative. Next, she talked about something else. Now, I kind of understand how genes stand for genetics, which are what makes us who we are. Still, I don’t get it. Why would I be the only one to get these short and blond genes?

I don’t ask her anymore. Every time I did, her face got that funny-pain look on it, the one I see on Dad all the time when he looks at me. She only got that look when I asked her, the rest of the time it’s her regular love-my-kids look. So, that’s why I don’t ask anymore. I can’t stand to see that funny-pain look on her face, too.

 

 

 

 


Chapter Four

Nate

 

Age 10

August, 1998 - Lake Forest, Il

 

 

The ice pack tied across my forehead is getting colder. I’m still pissed. Why’d Jason have to act like such a smart ass? Tease me in front of his friends? Make me feel like a stupid cripple.

Why did Miss Julie have to rush off to the bathroom before she could feed me? Maybe she got the shits or her period, or something. She flew off, all in a panic. Left me sitting there, waiting for her to feed me. Man, I was hungry, freaking starving!

She ran off. Next, Jason and his buddies came by. Jason and I’ve been in different classrooms since the end of second grade. I think it’s because the two of us caused too much trouble back then, but we were good friends. At least I thought we were. This year, we have lunch at the same time. I saw him across the room Monday, our first full day of middle school. Today’s Wednesday. We’re in fifth grade.

Damn him.

He and his buddies walked by my table, so I hollered, “Hey Jase, how you doing?”

He says to me, “Hey, See Pee.”

I looked up at him, all shocked. Why in heck did he call me that? Did he mean CP? I’ve never been called that in my whole life. I think he was showing off for his buddies, ‘cuz they started laughing a little, but trying to hide it.

Anyway, I thought I’d ignore it, so I said, “Jason, I’m starving. Can you feed me a piece of sandwich? It’s all cut up.”

I didn’t think it was a big deal. Back in second grade, he helped feed me all the time, him and Ashley. Ashley still does, but she’s not here today.

So, Jason grabbed a bite and started zooming it around like you feed a baby, making the buzzy sounds, moving his hand around, in and out like an airplane. It was embarrassing. There I sat, I couldn’t feed myself. I didn’t know his friends. He didn’t even introduce them or say my real name, just See Pee. Stretching it out, not like saying C P, no, Seee Peee. He was dicking around with my food. Making the other boys laugh, like teasing a dog.

Finally, he lowered his head close to mine, put the baloney sandwich close to my mouth and said, “Is this what you want, Seee Peee?” The other boys were really laughing hard. I thought of biting him, but instead, I blasted him with my forehead, caught him almost square between the eyes. Next thing I saw was his fist coming toward me, so I ducked, and he catches me above my left eye. I think we both saw stars.

The lunch room monitor yelled at us. We were hustled down to the office where the nurse checked us over and gave us ice packs. She had to tie mine on, and the gauze slipped, so I’m seeing out of my right eye now. Jason looks like I got him good. Both eyes are swelling up. He keeps moving his ice pack from one eye to the other, then holding it in the middle.

We were still pissed at each other when the principal, Mrs. Cunningham, marched up and said she’s calling our parents. Jase and I both said at the same time, “My mother is out of town.”

Mrs. Cunningham nodded, and asked us a couple of questions about what happened. We both started yelling at each other, so she told Jason to move down by the secretary. I’m thinking with Mom gone, Dad at work, she’ll call Anna and Peter.

Anna and Peter are part of my family. They’re kind of like my live-in grandparents except they’re Mom’s distant relatives from Poland who have lived with us since Lacie was born. They live in the apartment over the garage.

Miss Julie came rushing in the office, saying she’s so sorry and it’s all her fault ‘cuz she had an emergency situation, and if she stayed in there none of this would have happened. Oh, you poor boy, Nate, can I get you something. Going on and on how sorry she is. She’s a new temp while my regular aide has a baby. She acts so sweet, I could puke.

There’s always a problem at the beginning of the year with finding me an aide. Sometimes it takes two or three before I get a good one. Miss Julie ain’t figured out how sometimes, on purpose, I’m giving her the wrong answers to write down for me, and she changes them, so they’re the right ones. She doesn’t think I see her doing it. Her being so stupid, feeling all sorry for me, made me even madder.

“Miss Julie, this is all your fault! Why didn’t you tell the monitor to come over? Huh, wouldn’t that have made sense? I’m starving, and you left me. Are you fucking stupid?”

Miss Julie looked like she was about to cry and Mrs. Cunningham rushed over. “Nate McGuire, you will not use that language in this school.” She pushed me into an empty office so I’m facing the corner up close, then shut the door. All I can see now is light brown painted concrete blocks. Either way, no matter which way I turn my head, that’s all I can see. Plus, the white ceiling with fluorescent lights above me.

Later, a male aide takes me to the john. He wheels me back to the empty corner. He works in the self-contained classroom. Kids in there usually can’t communicate good enough to talk or don’t understand the stuff the teacher is teaching well enough to keep up in a regular classroom. Some of them have other problems too, like they act bad a lot. I can communicate. I talk pretty good, especially for a CP. I can’t write good, though, so I have to tell someone else to write what I say. I need help to get my books out and turn the pages. That’s why I’m mainstreamed and this man-aide doesn’t help me much, just occasionally if I need to use the john.

“Nate, you better calm down,” he says. “You better get control of that mouth, son. It’s hard enough finding good aides. Hope we can locate you another one. Oh, both your dads will be here in a few minutes. Good luck.”

Whoa. That got my attention. They may have to find another aide for me because of my mouth? And now, my dad, Tim McGuire, my freaking dad is coming from his downtown law office and is almost here? Oh shit, my dad and Jason’s dad are both coming! They know each other really good too. They’re both on the parent’s swim team board that Lacie and Jason’s older sister swim on. Then it hits me. Oh my God, not only was I fighting, I was yelling and swearing at Miss Julie! I’m toast. And it’s all that damn Jason Lee’s fault.

Our dads arrive, and Mrs. Cunningham brings us all into her office. She suspends us for two days. “You will receive zeroes on your homework and assignments for those days, plus on any quizzes or tests.”

Reverend Lee, he’s the pastor of some big Korean church in Chicago, talks to Jason. He tries to help him understand he was showing off for his friends, trying to make himself look big to impress them at the beginning of the year.

“I’m sorry, Nate,” Jason says.

He doesn’t even look at me. I know he’s not.

“Nate,” Reverend Lee says, “could you tell Jason how embarrassing it felt to be teased like a small child? Maybe it will give him a better understanding of why you reacted as you did.”

“Why’d he call me See Pee? Huh? Why? I wished I’d beat the crap out of him. If I could, I’d knock him again right now. He’s a piece of shit.”

Jason jumps out of his seat. “Because you are a C P. You moron. Go ahead, try to beat the crap out of me. This time, I’ll make sure I get you in the eye, not above it.”

“Enough.” my dad yells in his mad voice.

Reverend Lee grabs Jason and pushes him back down in the chair, then keeps both hands on him, hard, so he can’t get back up.

Dad put one hand on my head, not hard, but I twist it off. I ain’t going anywhere.

Jase and I sit there, glaring at each other. We both notice Mrs. Cunningham giving us the evil eye. She’s a great lady, all us students like her. She’s tall and strict and isn’t cuddly, so we’re afraid of her, too. Miss Julie is still sniffling in a Kleenex.

After a few minutes, we calm down. Jason says, “I’m sorry. This time I mean it, I really am. I hope we can still be friends.”

I’m quiet, thinking for a while, then say, “Jase, I shouldn’t have head-butted you, I should have called for the lunch monitor. I’m sorry, too.” I’m not sure I mean it. Maybe part of me doesn’t, and part of me does.

Jason and his dad leave, but me, Dad, Mrs. Cunningham and Miss Julie stay in the room. No one says a word, they just stare at me, as if waiting for me to say something.

I start to cry; real tears squeeze out. I know I let my temper take over. “I’m sorry for what I said to you, Miss Julie. I-I-I shouldn’t have used the F word.” She smiles and comes over and hugs me.

“You’re a good boy, Nate. I’m sorry I wasn’t better prepared and left you so suddenly.”

“Nate,” Mrs. Cunningham says, “Nate, I appreciate you and Jason have patched things up and for your apology to Miss Julie. However, being so rude and out of control, and cursing at a teacher, or any school staff member, is serious, very serious. So, I am giving you another day of suspension.”

I nod and whisper I understand. “Nate, if you can’t get better control of your behaviors, we might need to review your IEP.”

Holy crap! That’s big. IEP means my Individualized Educational Plan. It’s for kids with special needs. Some kids with behavior problems have to go to self-contained classrooms just for them. Now, I’m scared.

Next, Dad says, “Nate, I’m taking the three days you’re suspended off work. You’ll stay in your room, writing letters of apology and doing the homework you won’t get credit for. There will be no TV, computer, video games, movies, comic books, or talking with Mikey on the phone.”

Oh, crap. More crap. Dad is staying home. And Peter and Anna will be there, also? Three people to watch me do nothing?

Dad nods goodbye at Mrs. Cunningham and Miss Julie. He pushes me outside and loads me into his faded, dark blue, ten-year old Toyota Camry. My folks are cheap. They only buy good used cars.

“Dad?” I ask on the ride home. “Dad, can I still go to Lacie’s swim meet Friday? Can I go help her clean the dog runs at Burt and Miss Gertie’s after school?” I don’t help much, but I love holding the puppies.

“We’ll see, son. We’ll see.”

That’s not good. When Mom says, we’ll see, it usually means we will, but when Dad says it? It usually means we won’t.

I’ve been in trouble before, but just at home. Like when I peed on Lacie, on purpose. I was four or five, and I timed it so when she pulled my pants down and sat me on the john I’d start peeing before she poked my penis down between my legs. The first time, she thought it was an accident. The next time, she guessed I was doing so on purpose because I started laughing. I tried it another time, but she was quick and yanked my pants up far enough so I peed on them. Anna told her to leave me in them till dinner time. I didn’t try that anymore.

Since then, I had surgery on my right hand and wrist and can pull my penis out and aim it if someone stands me up and holds on to me. It’s hard to unzip some of my pants, so I usually need help with that. My right arm, my elbow, and shoulder are too stiff for me to feed myself.

I remember getting put in time out before, too. Usually for my big mouth, but back then, I had to stay inside while everyone was out on the patio or swimming.

Another time, I couldn’t watch TV or play video games. Those times were only for an afternoon or evening. This is gonna be for three freaking days. Solitary man. Three freaking long days, and Dad’s taking off work. Oh, no. It hits me. This could be for five days! “Dad, today’s Wednesday, so I’m suspended Thursday, Friday and next Monday. What about Saturday and Sunday? Am I in solitary all weekend, too?”

Dad looks like he wants to smile back at me, but instead, he checks the left side-view mirror. “Son, you lucked out. Mrs. Cunningham is counting today as a full day so you will go back to school Monday. The weekend will be a normal weekend unless you can’t control your big mouth and temper.”

Whew. That’s good, but what will I do with myself?

That evening, Dad explains my situation to Lacie, Peter, and Anna at the dinner table. He tells most of the details. I sit there, embarrassed, feeling pissed again. It’s like a family meeting we have about once a week. We have them to make sure everyone knows who’s doing what, not to tell everyone about me fighting and cussing in school. Mom won’t be home till late tonight but is listening in on the speaker phone.

Dad says, “Nate is not to watch TV, play video games, go on the computer, speak with Mikey on the phone, or call anyone else, including his grandparents.”

Lacie shakes her head at me with a look that says, I told you to watch your mouth and temper. Peter and Anna nod.

Mom squawks over the phone. “Tim, I agree. I think Nate’s lucky his suspension wasn’t for an entire week.”

That’s the trouble with this dang family, everyone always agrees.

James, this boy at school, is always talking how, when his mom says no, he goes to his dad who says yes. Then his folks start fighting, and he does what he wants.

Nope, not my folks, not my family. My mom’s always saying, “We’re a team.” Maybe it’s because they have a disabled kid in the house. Since I was born, they all take turns caring for me, dressing me, feeding me, bathing me, helping me study, throwing me around in the pool, setting up my Nintendo NES and putting the controller in my lap. I’m pretty good with that right hand of mine.

It’s nuts. They say they’re a team, so one person doesn’t have to do all of my care. This way, each of them can do other stuff they want to do. Lacie is on the swim team and helps our neighbors with their dog kennels. Anna collects pretty Polish glass stuff. Peter loves doing the yard and gardens and raises orchids in the greenhouse he built on back of the garage. Dad helps people with disabled kids know the school laws and state medical rules and insurance stuff. Mom keeps all the books for the PTA and organizations at the school. She don’t go to church as much as she used to, never took me to another healing
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