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  Looking Back


It was the summer

when Now and Laters

 

cost a nickel

and The Fantastic Four,

 

a buck.

When I met

 

Harriet Tubman

and the Harlem Globetrotters.

 

It was the hottest summer

after the coldest winter ever,

 

when a storm shattered

my home

 

into a million little pieces

and soaring above

 

the sorrow and grief

seemed impossible.


 

It was the summer of 1988,

when basketball gave me wings

 

and I had to learn

how to rebound

 

on the court.

And off.
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  May 28, 1988


The game is on

at the park.

The stars are out.

It’s close to dark.


  Hoop Kings



  
    SOARing
  


in the SKY


  
    so high
  



  
    so fly
  


like they Got Wings

(it’s like the blacktop

is a boxSPRING)


  Hey, Charlie, you see what he did with that THING!


my best friend, Skinny, yells

T

   W

       I

          R

              L
                  I

                     N

                         G and WHIRLING the ball



  
    so sweet
  


it’s like a bee s t i n g


  (Ouch!)


He just Swished

in your Face.

Stung you like

a can of mace

These boys so fly

they’re outta SPACE!

 

C’mon, Charlie, I got next. Let’s hoop, Skinny says,

jumping up from the sidewalk.

Nah, I gotta get home for dinner, I lie.
 


  I used to play H.O.R.S.E.


against my father, and sometimes I

won, but when I tried playing on

a team, I’d get too nervous

to shoot, too scared of the

ball (like the time I

missed a pass and

got hit up-

side the

head).



  Sometimes, I wish


I was a superhero,

superfly

like Quicksilver

speed-racing

down the court

sleek as a sports car

faster than NASCAR,

leaving all my sadness

in the dust—far,

far away

from now.

 

Wish I could soar

score

throw down

a monster dunk

like I was Thor.

 

Wish I could elevate

my name

with game so good

it’s hall of fame!


 

Wish I could forget

all the pain.

 

Yeah, that’s what I wish . . .



[image: First panel: Charlie ties his shoes. Word art says 'So Fly!' He says 'If I had the right shoes, Charlie Bell would never lose. Air Jordan Threes would be my muse. And these zips would be old news. Wearing a cape, Charlie dribbles the ball around another player. Second panel: Charlie makes a slam dunk. He narrates 'I’d skate the sky, and you couldn’t keep up so don’t even try. Why? ’Cause my feet got wings like a butterfly.]
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  Skinny picks


some other boy

to be on his team,

 

which is cool with me,

’cause I’d much rather be

 

at home

lying across

 

my bed

reading comics.

 

See you tomorrow, Skinny,

I yell,

 

but he’s already

on the court

 

running a game

and his mouth.



  Home


The Fantastic Four

chase

Galactus

through the universe

on a time sled

when they get sucked into

a black hole

that nearly burns them

to holy hand grenades.

 

But Thor’s hammer

KABOOMS them

outta impending doom,

right smack in the middle

of an intergalactic civil war

between armed battleships

that makes Star Wars

look like a playground fight.

 

Before they get shot up,

Reed

a.k.a. Stretch

a.k.a. Mister Fantastic

 


uses THE TIME DILATION EFFECT

to freeze EVERYTHING

and move them back

in time.

 

I wish

I could do

the same thing

and get outta

this black hole

I’m trapped in . . .



  Black Hole


My dad was a star

in our neighborhood.

Everybody knew him.

 

He taught

adults to read

in the mornings,

 

and taught

night school

to kids

 

with problems

who got kicked

out of regular school.

 

Each summer

just me and him

would pack up

 

his pickup truck

and road trip

to as many state capitals

 


as we could

in the two weeks

he had for vacation.

 

My least favorite

was Dover, Delaware,

’cause the major tourist attraction

 

was a mortuary

that processed

the remains

 

of over 50,000 soldiers.

This year,

I turned twelve

 

and he promised

to take me

to the Appalachians,

 

Charleston,

Knoxville,

Louisville,

 

to hike,

and he promised

to get me


 

some fresh sneakers

and let me

taste beer,

 

as long as


  You don’t tell



  your mother, Charlie.


 

But none of that ever happened

because at 9:01 p.m.

on the ninth of March

 

my star exploded

and everything

froze.



  Conversation



  Why aren’t you doing your homework?


Mom, can’t you knock first.

 


  It’s my house, I don’t have to knock. I asked you a question.


It’s the end of school, we don’t really have homework.

 


  Can you put your comic book down for a second? I want to talk with you.


What?

 

Don’t say WHAT to me.

Yes?

 


  Summer’s here in two weeks, and I was thinking maybe we could go to Boston or Providence.


Why?

 


  They’re capitals.


No thanks.

 


  C’mon, Charlie, it’ll be fun.


I don’t want to go there.

 


  Then how about SeaWorld?


No thanks.

 



  Honey, you loved SeaWorld.


Yeah, and I also sat in a car seat when I was four, but you know things change, Mom.

 


  Charlie Bell, always a comedian.


. . .

 


  There’s an overnight basketball camp.


I don’t like basketball.

 


  Since when?


Since now. Plus, I don’t have any sneakers.

 


  Then what are those things I bought you for Christmas.


Nobody wears Zips, Mom.

 

They make your feet run faster, she says, giggling.

Be serious, Mom. I hate those sneakers.

 


  Be grateful for what you have, Charlie. Some kids don’t even have shoes to wear.


. . .

 


  How were your tests?


Fine.

 

. . .

Can I have some money for lunch?


 


  I gave you lunch money on Monday.


It’s gone.

 


  Lunch money is for lunch, not comics.


Well, pay me allowance like all my friends get.

 


  Allowance? How about I allow you to have clothes and food and shelter?


So we’re just always gonna be poor?

 


  We have everything we need.


Not everything.

 

. . .

. . .

 


  Charlie, just tell me what you want to do.


I want. To read. My comics. Okay!

 


  That’s all you’ve been doing lately. I miss you.


What are you talking about? I’m right here.

 


  Let’s play Scrabble or cards, then.


Stop acting like everything’s normal. IT’S NOT!

 


  Then let’s talk about what happened.


. . .


 


  I know you’re sad, but—


I’M MAD!

 


  That’s why we have to talk about it.


I don’t have nothing to say.

 


  Anything. I don’t have anything to say.


Whatever, I mumble.

 


  Look, you can be angry, but you can’t be disrespectful.


. . .

 


  We’ll finish this later. Dinner’s ready, come on downstairs.


I don’t want noth— anything to eat.



  In the Morning


Each day I wake to the BOOM BAP of

my clock radio playing rap

music, but today I’m blasted

by a loud siren that

jolts me awake and

sends me back to

that day when

my life

changed.



  Ten Reasons Why I Hate Sirens


Because I hadn’t eaten dinner and I was starving

Because he was making me a grilled cheese

Because I told him a joke and he screamed with laughter

Because the laughing stopped, but the screaming didn’t

Because I heard him drop the pan on the floor

Because he said his chest hurt and he dropped to the floor

Because his eyes were rolling like pinballs

Because I dialed 9-1-1 but kept pressing the wrong numbers

Because she said the ambulance was on the way

Because on the way felt like light-years.



  Today


I miss the bus

to school

because I can’t find

my library books,

which are due,

which I thought

were on my desk,

but it turns out

are under

my dirty clothes,

which are under

a blanket

under my bed.

 

Somewhere between

eating a strawberry Pop-Tart

and not calling Mom

at work

to let her know

I missed the bus,

I decide

to just skip

school,


 

which means

I won’t have

to listen

to my other best friend, CJ,

go on and on

about artificial snow

or whatever

wacky experiment

she’s into now, and

I won’t have

to listen to Skinny

sing

Michael Jackson songs

and argue

with me

over who’s the best

baller

of all time:

 

Him: Dr. J

Me: Kareem Abdul-Jabbar

 

Today,

I skip school

for the first time ever

so I won’t have to listen,


 

so I won’t have to laugh,

so I won’t have to pretend

like the center

of my universe

didn’t collapse.



  There’s an old house


on my block

that we never see

anyone coming out of

or going into.

 

Sometimes

there are empty

soda bottles

next to a rocking chair

on the porch

that no one ever sits in,

but in the mornings,

on the bus,

we can see

the chair

rocking.

 

Word is,

Old Lady Wilson

lives there

with fourteen cats

and her dead husband

and sits on a

plastic-covered sofa

with a shotgun


 

and no teeth,

chewing tobacco

and waiting for us,

daring us

to step one foot

on her property

or commit a crime

(like throw trash

in her yard

or play hooky

from school)

so she can torture

and torment us.

 

I don’t know

if I believe it,

but while I’m walking

past her house

on my way

to playing hooky,

I swear I see

her curtains move,

and since I don’t want

to risk my life,

I run.

 

Fast.



  Sanctuary


About a twenty-minute walk

from my house

is an old shopping center

with a new grocery store,

pizza restaurant,

Family Dollar,

and a smelly arcade

called Flipper McGhees

where me and Dad

used to battle

each other

in Pac-Man.



  Flipper McGhees


After six tries

I finally make it

to level three,

about to nail

the high score,

when I hear

Skinny’s voice

and feel a hard tug

on my arm.

 


  CHARLIE. THE COPS ARE HERE!


 

Then, I hear an unfamiliar voice:


  Hey, you! KID, COME BACK HERE!


 

If you get caught

skipping school,

the truant officers

put you in jail

overnight

with bread and water

and a pot

to pee in,


 

so when Skinny yells,


  RUN,


I do.

Fast.



  Me and Skinny


have been friends

since we met

at CJ’s tenth birthday

roller-skating party,

where we raced

each other,

joked each other,

and started our own

Friday-night skate crew

called

the Three Amigos,

but then CJ said

we had to change

the name

because she was

an amig-A,

not an amig-O.

 

Skinny’s good at skating,

not so good

at basketball

(even though he swears

he’s a baller),

and even worse at remembering stuff,


like the combination

to his locker

(good thing me and CJ know it)

or the keys

to his house,

which he can never find

after school.

 

He and his mom

stay at

his aunt

and uncle’s house

in the basement

’cause his father got

shell-shocked

in Vietnam

and now walks around

their old neighborhood

mumbling

to himself

about Mars,

whiskey,

and Hamburger Hill.



  Conversation with Skinny



  You skipping school?


Yeah.

 


  Why didn’t you tell me?


Why didn’t you tell me?

 

. . .

. . .

 


  That was close, man.


Yep.

 


  They caught one dude.


Dag.

 


  You like my kicks?


Yeah, but they’re too big for you? You almost tripped back there.

 


  They’re my cousin’s.


He let you wear his Jordans?

 


  Nope, but what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.


They’re fresh.


 


  Fresh to death.


My mom’s buying me some too.

 

No more ZZZZZZZZZips, he says, laughing. About time, Charlie.

Yeah, I say, lying again, knowing she’s told me no twice already, I’m not spending a hundred dollars on a pair of sneakers, Charlie!

 


  Me too, Charlie. We’re both gonna be like Jordan.


Yep.



  Thought


Why can’t

my mother

understand

that the shoes

are not just

for my feet

but my heart,

too?



  Who’s Bad?



  I bet you I could dunk in these sneakers.


Doubt it.

 


  Jordan did. Remember him in the dunk contest?


Yeah.

 

He was wearing these right here, Skinny says, pointing to his cousin’s (borrowed) sneakers.

. . .

 


  You like my new jacket?


It’s a jacket.

 


  It’s a Michael Jackson jacket. My granny sent it for my birthday


Your birthday was in January.

 


  She doesn’t shop when it’s cold out.


I guess that means she’s cold-blooded.

 


  Yo, that’s funny. Hey, Charlie, who’s bad?


You, Skinny, I say, shaking my head.

 


  You know it! Ready for the skating contest?


Yeah, I guess.

 



  ’Cause the summer’s here, and it’s time to par-tay. CJ’s dad’s taking us. He is soooo cool!


. . .

 

Oh—sorry, man. I didn’t mean to bring that up.

. . .

 


  I heard you had to get a job.


No! Why would I—

 


  Because, you know, what happened, you know—


That’s stupid. My mom has enough money.

 


  Yeah, I thought so . . . Hey, can I come over to your house tonight?


For dinner?

 


  Nah, to watch MTV. They’re showing DJ Jazzy Jeff & the Fresh Prince’s music video.


Why can’t you watch it at your place?

 


  ’Cause my mom cuts off the TV and makes me read.


A book?

 


  Yeah.


Is it a good one?


 


  Is any book good?


True. You can borrow one of my comics.

 


  I wish. She doesn’t like comics.


But you’re the one reading.

 


  Sometimes she wants us to read together. It sucks.


Yeah, that does.

 


  So, can I come over?


I don’t know. My mom trips out too much.

 

. . .

. . .

 


  AW, MAN!


What?

 

I think I left my dollar bill, he says, still checking his pockets.

Where?

 


  On the pinball machine.


What was your dollar bill doing on the pinball machine?

 


  I was about to get some coins when the cops came in.


. . .


 


  That was my allowance for the rest of the week.


I guess you’re not a smooth criminal, Skinny, I say, smiling.

 


  Not funny, bro!




  Hooky


His house

is empty

and full of

cigarette stink.

 


  My uncle smokes incessantly.


Huh?

 


  It means nonstop. CJ kept saying I was talking incessantly, so I looked it up.


Oh.

 

Skinny plays

video games.

 

We eat

watermelon

Now and Laters.

 

I reread


  The Fantastic Four


beginning with #1,


 

and try

not to cry

for the eightieth day

in a row.



  Memory


I beat

Mom home

go to my room

shut my door

and stare

at the picture

of Dad

in front of

the Welcome to Georgia sign.

 

When she knocks

I pull out

my notebook

and pretend

to do homework.

 


  Hey there, Charlie. Tell me about your day at school . . .




  I skipped school today


and drank soda

and didn’t eat lunch

and I almost got arrested

and I hate math

and tomorrow we have to play basketball in gym class

and I’m not that good

and I’m not that good at anything

and who’s gonna teach me everything?

and do I need to get a job?

and why is everybody always sorry?

and CJ’s dad is soooo cool

and I’m not taking a shower tonight

because I didn’t do anything all day

but read comics

and play Pac-Man

and I still don’t feel

any better

than I did

last week

or yesterday

or when I woke up

and I’m tired

so can I please

just stay

in my room


turn out the lights

and hide

inside the darkness

that owns me?

Please.

 


  Charlie, I asked you how was school?
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