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Titty Baby



“You got titties,” Jerry Beatty told Pudge in P.E. this afternoon. Right in front of everyone. The entire fifth grade had to run the fifty-yard dash, and Pudge was last. He always is. When he got close to the finish line, a bunch of Jerry’s friends threw themselves on the ground and covered their heads. “Incoming!” they yelled, like soldiers on TV.

Now Pudge cuts down Palmyra Street away from the rest of the after-school crowd. Every once in a while, he moves his notebook aside to study his problem chest. There’s something about his new shirt that shows off his titties, which, up until today, were a kind of secret. His mother bought him this new outfit. For incentive, she said. It’s not for him, exactly, but for the slim boy he’s meant to be.

“Big Luce!” Pudge calls down the street. Big Luce is about to walk back inside the Corner Laundry, and Pudge wants to catch her before she does. His tight pants cut into his thighs, and walking fast turns up the volume of the new denim scratching against itself. Stampede! he hears in his head when he tries to run. And the laughing. “Big Luce!” Pudge calls again and waves.

Big Luce stops at the gate behind the Laundromat. “How goes it with you?” she asks as Pudge pushes straight into the courtyard, where his classmates won’t be able to see him.

Pudge’s insides are fizzing, but he can’t think of what that’s called. Fizzing. I’m fizzing, he tries out in his mind. “Okay, I guess,” he says to Big Luce.

“That bad, huh?”

It might be that Big Luce can read his mind. Or maybe she’s kidding? Sometimes people are kidding, but Pudge doesn’t catch on in time. Or maybe she saw the titties poking out of his new shirt this morning and knows what kind of day they got him. His Aunt Alma will be coming through the gate soon, and Pudge wants to tell Big Luce about the titty problem before his aunt gets here because Aunt Alma is too tender-hearted and not as practical as Big Luce, who might know what Pudge can do about his girl’s chest. If Aunt Alma hears about it, she’ll get mad at his mama, who is Aunt Alma’s little sister. She’ll say, “Why can’t you buy that boy some clothes that fit?” There’ll be a fight, and his mama will cry or his Aunt Alma will.

Pudge follows Big Luce through the back door of the Laundromat into the kitchen.

She pulls a couple of lemon ices from the refrigerator, hands Pudge one with a flat, wooden spoon.

Pudge would rather have any flavor but lemon. Lemon grabs at the back of your cheeks, right underneath your ears, and it just pulls at you. Every bite the same. Cool and nice and then pulling at you. It makes the fizzing feeling worse.

They go back outside to the round table in the courtyard, which is full of yellow hibiscus flowers. Big Luce brushes a few of the bright petals off the table. Puts one behind her ear, twirls another in front of Pudge. He likes to tip his face up and feel the flower brush on his closed eyes, but he shakes his head no because it’s a nice thing, and nice things make him cry.

If you cry, his mama has told him, it only makes the bullies want to hurt you more. That doesn’t make any sense to Pudge, but he knows it’s true. When his baby sister cries, it only makes his father hit her more. Sometimes Pudge sneaks in after and holds Belinda’s tiny baby hand. Belinda’s a quick learner for a baby. Once she’s been hit, she doesn’t cry anymore. She just lies there in the footlocker that their father cleared out for a bed, looks at the ceiling while Pudge holds her hand. Pudge wishes he could tell Aunt Alma or Big Luce about the hitting, but it’s a secret. His mother has warned him. “A family’s business stays in the family,” she told him. “I don’t need an earful from your Aunt Alma or that other one. They don’t know the first thing about families.”

Big Luce sits next to Pudge in one of the old iron chairs. Pudge hates the narrow chairs, how they dig into his sides, but he can’t just stand there like an idiot.

“So what’s the scene, jelly bean?” Big Luce asks.

Pudge messes with his lemon ice, stalling. “I got into honors chorus,” he says. Honors chorus is good news. Sort of. Focus on the positive, that’s what Big Luce always tells him to do.

“I thought you weren’t going to audition.”

“I wasn’t,” Pudge says, “but then I did.” He’ll need a suit to be in honors chorus and how is he going to get one? Where do suits come from, anyway? Titties, he thinks again and then lets all the worried thoughts run together for a minute. He takes a bite of lemon ice and imagines that the pulling beneath his ears is pulling the bad thoughts out of his head, mixing them with ice so they can disappear down his throat. “I don’t think I’m going to do it, though,” he tells Big Luce. “There’s a spring concert and you have to get permission and you wear a suit and it’s a lot of practice and I might not want to go every day.” Pudge knows better than to tell his mama that he needs a suit. It’s the kind of thing she would forget to do, or if she remembered, she’d buy one for a regular-sized boy. For incentive.

“You should do it,” Big Luce says. “You’re the best singer I know.”

It’s tricky when someone says something nice. Pudge stares at the cement, takes a big bite of lemon ice and lets it pull hard at his cheeks. Tries not to let the nice thing make him cry. Like a titty baby. “You must not know many singers,” Pudge says and waits.

Big Luce raises an eyebrow at him, which is about as mean as she ever gets. Even when he’s being a smart aleck. Even when he’s asking for it. She has her long legs crossed, and she swings one slowly, la-le-la, like there’s nothing in the world to worry about.

“I don’t know,” Pudge says. “I haven’t really decided. It might be boring.”

Big Luce pulls her long braid over her shoulder and takes it loose from its rubber band. Pudge watches her hair spring free. “You don’t know,” he says. “It’s a lot of work.”

Big Luce’s swinging leg goes la-le-la.

“Where do you go to get suits?” Pudge finally has to ask because he’s not ready to say the titties part, and his ignorance, this particular ignorance, fills him with shame, and his throat stops the lemon ice from going down so that it burns instead of cooling and then it’s pulling at his cheeks.

“Pudge, honey.” Big Luce leans over and puts her hand on the knee of the stupid, tight pants, and then Pudge is crying because his eyes will cry even when he tells them not to.

Don’t, he keeps saying to himself, biting down on his own teeth. Don’t. But he cries because he’s a titty baby. “I’ve got titties,” he says. There’s no more time. Aunt Alma will be walking through the gate any minute.

“What?” Big Luce asks.

Pudge sits up straight and pokes them out. “Titties,” he repeats.

“Well, everybody’s got titties, Pudge. The problem here is that you got a too-tight shirt.”

This much Pudge knows. The question is how to make the titties go away. How to get a shirt that will hide them at least, a suit that’s made for a boy Pudge’s size. When Pudge suggested to his mother that maybe he should try on the clothes at the store to be sure of the fit, she just made that sound she makes when Pudge says something stupid, the pshh-ing sound. “I’m not hauling your fat ass from store to store so everyone can stare at me,” she said. That’s when his mother told him the thing about how small clothes would be an incentive to lose weight. “You got your pants cutting into that table muscle all day,” she said, poking him in his belly, “you might think more about what you’re shoving in your pie hole.”

Big Luce squeezes Pudge’s knee. “You got a man’s chest and a boy’s legs and arms.” She puts her arm next to Pudge’s. It’s a lot longer. “See?” she says. “You’re still growing. Pretty soon, your legs and arms will grow, and it’ll all even out.”

It could be true. It might be that he has a man’s chest, Pudge thinks.

“Look at me,” Big Luce says, standing up to toss their empty cups into the trash. “I used to be teensy till I grew.”


Big Luce is six feet even. “You were short?” Pudge asks.

“I surely was. One year I needed a little step stool to hang up my clothes, the next year I didn’t.” Big Luce sits back down next to Pudge, pats his knee again. “Same thing will happen for you.”

Pudge makes a muscle, even though it’s a little kid thing to do. “Look at this.” A muscle is proof that something good is on the way. Maybe when his arms grow out, he’ll look like that guy, like Arnold Swarzanecken.

Big Luce gives the muscle a squeeze. “Not bad, Galahad,” she says, like it’s the best muscle in the world. Big Luce just loves everything. Aunt Alma, too. His mama and Aunt Alma are opposites. Pudge wonders if he and his sister will be opposites when they’re grown.

A buzzer sounds from inside the laundry, and Big Luce goes in the open back door to pull clothes from the big industrial dryer. On her way in, she puts a hand under Pudge’s chin and makes him look at her. “Aunt Alma and I are having a cookout tonight,” she says. “I wish you’d come over for dinner.”

There’s nothing Pudge loves more than sitting with Big Luce and Aunt Alma and playing I Spy on the bayou outside their trailer. Even though he’s too old for it. Even though his mother has told him not to hang out down there because Big Luce and Aunt Alma are an abomination, going against God’s plan. The devil, she’s said, will work through them to get at Pudge, so he should steer clear.

Once, Pudge made a mistake and bragged to his father that he and Big Luce had caught twenty-seven fish. He didn’t say the part about how the fish were really hand bones—carpal, metacarpal, phalanges—or that fishing is what they call the game they play to help Aunt Alma study for her nurse’s tests. His father didn’t call Pudge a liar. Instead, the next weekend they had to go fishing so Pudge could enlighten his father about his technique. That’s the word his father used. Enlighten me. And then Pudge had to do the whole thing. The complicated fishing pole, the worm, the hook, pulling the scared fish from the water. And then it had to be hit with the club Pudge’s father made from the end of a baseball bat. You had to hit it to make it








































































































OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books

Titty Baby






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





