
Leah T. Williams

[image: image][image: image][image: image][image: image]

Neither Out Far 

Nor In Deep

[image: image]

PERIGON PUBLISHING LLC

ATLANTA, GA


Table of Contents

Title Page

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

Epilogue

Acknowledgment:

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1

[image: ]


His office was bland, just a small room with nothing on the walls. No windows. No degrees. No pictures of family. Not even a flag from the school he went to. Nothing. Just a room with a peeling desk and a chair on each side. Their cushions looked as though they were once a vibrant blue before they came here to die. He sat on the desk with one foot planted on the ground and the other in the chair. 

“Sit!” He motioned for me to sit in the empty chair. Didn’t he know that tables weren’t for sitting and chairs weren’t for feet? He was an animal, this guy. Nothing like Dean Fidge, the tenth-grade dean. She talked to me the whole way to her office, and she’d never sneak up on me the way this guy always did. I heard her coming a mile away like she was making an announcement or something. I always saw her around this area even though this was mostly the eleventh-grade building. Not sure if she patrolled the area but whenever I saw her, she spoke to me. She didn’t talk to me in a scolding way either, like she wanted to be Ma or somebody. She talked to me like she could be one of my boys, if I had any. I liked her. She was cool.  At least her room reminded me of when I passed by the Bath and Body Works. Her room smelled like how one of those Disney movies probably smelled, the one with a princess, sweet. And I at least knew she was a Florida Gator fan cause it was nothing but Gator gear plastered all over her walls and pictures of her with people laughing, one with her in a white long dress with some dude, and another one with her in the middle of two old people. It just smelled like old locker room in here, before the janitor came to clean up, sweaty and musky. I wished I could open a window.

“So, Kadeem,” Dean Monti began. The dean of students, at least for my grade, he usually kept his walkie-talkie on silent so he could startle me from behind. Kind of creepy. With all the other deans shouting in their walkie-talkie was a form of warning, enough of a warning to know that I’d better pretend to do something else, something I wouldn’t actually get in trouble for.

“So, Mr. Monti,” I responded with the same dean-ish attitude. I wanted to put my feet on the desk, interlace my fingers behind my head and lean back, but that would be taking it too far, even for me. Instead, I sat in the chair and waited for my scolding.

“So, why are we here?”

“You work here sir, and me?” I knew this wasn’t the answer he wanted but why not play this game he loved so much? “I just go to school here.”

“You know what I mean, Kadeem! Why are you in my office?”

“You told me to come to your office, practically dragged me. Since you are the adult, I didn’t think that I had much of a choice.” 

He put down his other leg and stood. He was a tall dude. Big too, like he used to play football or something or maybe wrestle. His full beard almost covered his lips. Only a stare could define their movement. I wasn’t gonna be staring in no man’s face like that though.

I sat up, no longer relaxed. I braced myself for what was to come. I hated having my back to the door. I’d been handcuffed before, not arrested, but, handcuffed. I was in this very room when it happened, talking to Dean Monti. And just when I thought I was gonna get suspended again, the school’s resource officer came in, dragged me out of my seat, pushed me up against the wall, and jammed on the cuffs. I had to wait in that office with my wrists bound together, behind my back, until Ma came to pick me up. My wrists were bruised by the time they took them off. So, yeah, I braced myself. I relaxed a little but not enough to slouch in the chair cause it wasn’t gonna happen again. He opened his desk and pulled out a long pink paper and a pen. 

“Kadeem, you know I hate doing this.”

“Then don’t.”

“I’m going to have to.” He leaned over the paper and started writing. I hadn’t noticed before but he was left handed. He wrote almost using his entire left shoulder to scribble whatever he was scribbling. He looked like he was hiding his work from someone who would copy it. 

“Do what you have to,” I shrugged.

“This is the third time this month I’ve had to suspend you. And don’t think that the other young man is going to get out of it either.” His voice boomed louder and deeper with each word. “Aren’t you sick of being in here?”

“Yeah.” I say. I was sick of being in here. But this time it was for a good reason. I was defending myself and I said that, too, hoping that I could escape punishment. I really was defending myself. I was just walking in the hallway. Yeah, the bell rang. Yeah, I wasn’t supposed to be there but dude wasn’t supposed to be there either. He just pushed me like there was no more space in the hallway. Wide-ass hallway with plenty of squares on the floor but he just had to invade my square. Of course, I had to defend myself because dudes be thinking cause I’m not as big as them, they gonna just disrespect me in all kinds of ways. Naw, it’s not gonna happen. I told dean Monti all of this and it looked like he was listening. He looked like he was agreeing with me cause he was shaking his head as I spoke, but he still wrote on his long pink paper. 

“These things are not just for fighting.” He held up his hands already balled up into fists, one of his bigger than my two put together. “You have got to stop using them to ruin your life.”

“Here we go.” I rolled my eyes and slouched low in my seat, setting myself up for the usual lecture.

“Each time I suspend you, what happens?”

“I miss school.”

“What happens when you miss school?”

“I miss out on a free education.” We’ve been here before so I repeated exactly what we’ve said before.

“So, I am going to have to suspend you - again. We do not tolerate any type of violence on our campus. However, since you have stated that you were not the aggressor, you will only be suspended for five days.”

“Five days?” I shouted.

“Yes, five days, Kadeem. I hate to do this but I’m going to have to. It seems like this is the only way you’re going to learn.”

“Learn?” I mumbled.

“Yes, son.” He put the pen down and looked directly at me. “I know that you can check yourself out of school but I’m still going to have to call your mother to let her know how you’ve behaved here today.”

“Call her then! And thanks for the pep talk.” I hung my book bag from one shoulder and walked out. The school’s resource officer was outside the dean’s office draining the last sip of his venti Frappuccino cup.  I wanted to walk faster but I was wearing socks and slides so I moved as fast as they’d let me which wasn’t nearly fast enough. At the gate, the security guard nodded at me but then it looked like he was nodding at the cop, hinting to him that it was alright for me to walk through the gate for a five-day suspension that wasn’t even my fault. 

Once I was through the gate, I covered my ears with my Beats. I liked these ones Ma got me cause they completely covered my ears and shut everything out.  They were a little expensive but it was the only gift I wanted for Christmas, plus the Nike windbreaker and the white Nike Air-force Ones. They were classics. The Air-force Ones, not the Beats. The sounds of the Beats drifted through them like nothing else mattered, nothing else existed, just me and my music. Bad thing that they didn’t connect to my playstation. That’s right, I’d be able to play 2K for a full week with no interruptions. Suspension wasn’t going to be so bad after all.

At home, in the driveway was Ma’s car. She must’ve caught a ride to work. She and Janine sometimes carpooled to save gas, she said, but I think it was just because Janine was my mother’s only friend. She ain’t got nobody else really, at least nobody I’d seen around.

I headed straight for the kitchen cause I was thirsty as hell walking from school. School wasn’t far from home but any kind of walking in the hot sun made everything seem far. From the fridge, I grabbed the bottle of orange juice and pressed the entire bottle to my head. It was only a little left so I finished it. No plastic bag in the empty trash can so I shoved the empty bottle back in the refrigerator. I’d get it later.

I took the stairs two-by-two to my bedroom, my place of solace, I prayed my PlayStation remotes weren’t dead. 

Whoa! Ma rummaged through my room like she was looking for something. 

“Ma?” I called out. “Ma!” I asked again but she searched my drawers and threw my stuff on my bed. 

“I can’t any more, Kadeem...”

“Can’t what, Ma?” I asked her cause now she was scaring me.  

“I just can’t,” she said again. “I’ve tried any and everything.”

“Did something happen at work, Ma?” Man, she was really tripping, and I couldn’t imagine what it could be. She was an ER nurse and all sorts of things be happening at that place. She always be looking stressed when she got home - when I do see her.

“Work?” She stopped and shouted at me. “Work? Are you serious right now?” 

“Yes, Ma, did something happen at work?” I asked again quietly cause now I was thinking somebody musta died on her watch or something.

“Kadeem, obviously you’re not getting it.”

“Getting what, Ma?” And I do get it. But, hey, this time it wasn’t even my fault. I was only defending myself. This one really couldn’t be avoided. I mean, I couldn’t imagine having a child who was always getting in trouble so I was honestly trying to keep my head down. 

“You don’t get it.” She shook her head and looked at me briefly, just enough for me to see her puffy eyes and runny nose.  She pulled my rolling duffle bag from under my bed and started cramming what was on the bed into the duffle bag. This was my cruise bag - the bag I used when we went on cruises. This was not Ma’s cruise behavior though. 

As Ma crammed the clothes in the bag, I started pulling them out and pushing them back in my drawers. 

“Kadeem!” She roared. I’d only heard my mother this loud when she was mad and she’d been mad at me a whole lot lately. I knew this voice though. I was taller than her but still scared whenever she used that voice. I immediately stopped taking my clothes from my bag because everything seemed to stop in midair like when you heard that scary music just before someone was about to be killed in a movie. Like you knew something bad was about to happen, but you just didn’t know when and how. 

Time started and Ma was stuffing clothes in my bag in no particular order again. She wasn’t looking to match a shirt with pants or nothing. The bag became bigger and bigger as she tried to push more and more of my clothes in the bag that was obviously running out of room. I wanted to tell her that the bag couldn’t hold anything else, that if she tried to shove one more thing in the bag, she wouldn’t be able to close it. Tears streamed down her face. She mumbled words I couldn’t understand. There was no way she was gonna hear what I had to say even if it made sense. She grunted as she tried to zip the bag. 

“Ma, lemme help!”

She shoved me from the bag and sat on it. The zipper still didn’t budge. She pulled a shirt from the bag, then another, then another, when she realized it wasn’t closing. She finally got it shut and then bent over and dragged the bag then stopped, then dragged it and stopped until she got to the top of the stairs.  She kicked the bag and it muddled down the stairs and landed with a thud at the bottom. 

“Let’s go!” She shouted.

“Where, Ma?” I asked. “Where are we going?” 

“I don’t have time for this, Kadeem! GET YOUR ASS IN THE CAR!” 

Whenever she cursed, I knew she was serious and really really mad so I got in the car. She got in too, slammed the car door and started driving. 

“Where we going, Ma?” I asked again cause this wasn’t making no sense.

She didn’t answer. We rode in deafening silence. Not even the radio. Straight up highway 436 we passed the new Chipotle, the new Starbucks, and Mcdonald’s. She heard the rumble of my stomach and didn’t even stop. In fact, she didn’t even ask if I was hungry when I got home. She musta been really really mad.

She drove into the parking section of terminal B of the airport.

“Ma!” I called. “Seriously. Where we going?” My voiced cracked.

Still no answer.

She parked on the fourth floor, section F. I tried to remember that cause Ma never would. 

She got out, slammed her door and raced around to my side. Immediately, my door was opened and she was tugging on my hoodie. 

“Let’s go, Kadeem!” She shouted. 

I hated when people shouted at me, especially Ma!

I followed her and the duffle bag. I still wasn’t going to help her cause she still wasn’t telling me where we were going. In the elevator, still silence from her. She punched the Tunnel button and we sank in silence. Good thing no one else was in the elevator to stare cause we stood in the elevator, Ma in her scrubs and her overstuffed duffle bag and me in my jeans, oversized hoodie, slides, and socks, looking like we didn’t belong.

Ma walked up to the ticket counter and mumbled something to the lady. There were few people in the airport. It may have been this slow because it was in the middle of the day. Maybe they were all in school where I was supposed to be or at work where Ma was supposed to be.

“Let’s go!” Ma ordered.

I followed her and with my shoes, headphones, and cellphones in the bin, we breezed through TSA. I still didn’t know where we were going and why. 

In the train towards the departure gate and she was still silent. Her silence was worse than her shouting and I really hated her shouting but, at that moment I would’ve preferred it. At gate 44 we didn’t wait long until the announcement, “WE ARE NOW BOARDING FLIGHT 661 FROM ORLANDO TO MIAMI.” 

“Ma, what we going to Miami for?” 

Silence.

“Somebody die?”

Silence.

Her hand was empty cause she checked the duffle bag a while back. Just a small bag draped over her shoulder. 

We boarded and were not seated together. Ma sat several seats behind me and I sat by myself. The plane was empty, emptier than the airport if that was possible. It was just us, a few more passengers, and the people who worked on the plane. We’ve only taken a plane once to Miami to take a cruise. All the other times we went on cruises, Ma drove from Orlando to Miami or from Orlando to Tampa, or from Orlando to Port Canaveral. Any other time we took a plane from Orlando to Miami was when Ma was taking us back to her hometown for vacation. But none of us was on vacation time. Ma was still in her scrubs and school was still in for me, suspended or not. 

I felt a hard lash on my shoulder. It was Ma. I must’ve fallen asleep. We left the plane and I followed her. She walked further into the airport and she passed a TGIFridays, the restaurant. That was our place. That was where me and a Ma went out to eat, just me and her. And my stomach still rumbled but Ma sped pass our place like I didn’t usually order a full rack of BBQ ribs and Ma a cheeseburger with no onions. But she didn’t stop and we walked by Friday’s like it wasn’t what we did, like it didn’t even exist.

I heard the announcement before we even got there and Ma got a chance to sit. They were already boarding. “ALL PASSENGERS ON FLIGHT 227 WITH FULL SERVICE FROM MIAMI TO ST. KITTS IS NOW BOARDING.” 

And then it hit me, we were going to St. Kitts. But why, I didn’t know. 
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The plane’s motion jerked me awake. Clapping broke out as though the pilot did something good. I mean, I guess he did. We weren’t dead.  Before the plane came to a full stop, people were already getting up to get their things from the overhead bins making the cylinder smaller than it actually was. I didn’t have my duffel. Ma didn’t have my duffel. So, we didn’t move. 

Ma was still upset. She rolled her eyes and shook her head when she looked at me. She was only a seat behind me again and she was watching me like, if it was legal, she’d kill me for real real. 

We waited for our turn to stand. We were way in the back - 38A and 39F - so that meant that we were exiting through the back of the plane. Not that I travelled a lot but this was so different from Orlando, even Miami. We’ve never exited a plane in the States from the rear.  At the aircraft’s door, Ma stopped for a moment, inhaled, sighed and her entire body relaxed.  It really did smell better here without cars backfiring. Ma told me a story once about when I was younger, and we were flying into St. Kitts. She said it wasn’t my first time flying in but it must’ve been the first time when I was able to talk.  She said I was about three and she used to always give me the window seat so that I could see the island as we landed, an experience that she enjoyed herself. She said as we were getting closer to the ground, I blurted out “Ain’t no cars here Ma.” She said she was so embarrassed that I said that because I acted like her country wasn’t modern enough to have cars. I wondered if she remembered.

She continued down the stairs and I followed. We walked from the runway to the building that was encased in large glass windows like a fish bowl with people inside. Red, bold letters spelling Robert L Bradshaw International Airport were sprawled across the building where anyone could see, even in the night. Unlike Orlando, there wasn’t anything that the plane could attach itself to in order to get us directly into the building. We had to walk on that pavement. 

The heat hit my face instantly reminded me that most buildings on the island didn’t have AC. Did houses have AC? What were we doing here? I wanted to ask. But I didn’t dare say a thing. I followed Ma up the stairs to Customs cause here she could hit me and nobody gonna say nothing to her like they would in Orlando. Home, somebody would call the police real quick if she ever hit me. She’s told me that before, threatened me, I guessed. But the truth was that she ain’t never really hit me, not for real real anyway. 

“Ma, is Grandad okay?” I asked because I thought that was the only family she had left here and I couldn’t imagine any other reason why we’d fly out like we were running from the Mafia or something. This really would be a good place for witness protection. It was so small, you’d see anyone coming in from the time they stepped off the plane, either from the back or the front of the plane.  Home, everybody looked different anyway so we kinda fit in. Here? It was obvious who were natives and who weren’t. Clearly, the people who were sweating like they’d just ran a marathon, including me and Ma, were not natives. Our bodies were not used to this heat and it was showing. For the natives, the heat didn’t seem to be an issue. They weren’t suffering the way we were.  Ma still didn’t answer me but I followed her anyway. She walked up the stairs from the runway with the rest of the passengers. I followed silently. 

Two different lines in the airport announced “Welcome Vistors” and “Welcome Home, Natives.” Ma went in the “Welcome Home, Natives” line like she actually lived here. She hadn’t lived here since she was a teenager as far as I knew but every time we visited, she went in that same line, refusing to acknowledge that this was in fact no longer her home. I followed her anyway. Even though my passport was green and was stamped “born in the United States of America,” I followed her because I still didn’t know what was going on. It was dark outside but the large room was lit up like the sun was still out.

It was our turn next and Ma moved to the glass window. That was another thing about the Native line; it seemed to move more quickly than the other line.  The woman behind a glass partition didn’t look up. “How long were you out?”  She asked while she shuffled her papers.  Her accent was deep, the same way Ma sounded when she was mad.

“Just a couple of weeks,” Ma lied.

The lady looked up. Maybe Ma’s accent wasn’t as deep as hers after all. 

“Your address?” she asked suspiciously. 

“Upper Lodge Project,” Ma said confidently.

“Welcome home!” The lady begrudgingly said and let us by.

I followed Ma down the stairs to Luggage - well, my rolling duffle bag anyway. The large ceiling fans didn’t provide enough breeze to lift my sticky t-shirt from my body. I had to remove my hoodie and tie it around my waist or I was going to die of a heatstroke. Ma fanned herself with her hand.  The airport was as I remembered: three carousels, only one moved, though empty, but, I guessed ready to spit out my bag. People already lined up by the door. Guys in uniforms and brown hard hats ran up to us and asked to help with our bags. We only had one bag so bruh wasn’t gonna get a dime from Ma. Surprisingly, Ma pointed at the duffle bag and the guy dragged it off of the carousel and placed it on his cart thing. I ain’t never seen her do that - pay somebody to help her.  

“How many more?” He asked. He looked like he was about my age, 17. I wondered how much money he made for doing this.

“That’s it,” Ma said. 

“Ma,” I said, “I could handle that one bag.” She rolled her eyes and shook her head all in the same motion. The baggage dude seemed to sense that me and Ma were warring.  

We waited in another line, different from the one upstairs. People were searching your bags, for what, I didn’t know. I thought they already did that in the airport in Orlando. It was our turn and baggage dude lifted my duffle off the ground and onto the metal flat table. 

“Open it!” The man ordered. Like an official, he wore a collared white shirt and black stiffly ironed pants, what Custom’s officers wore. Ma unzipped the bag and with his stick, he dug through the bag. “Did you bring anything for anyone?” he asked.

“No,” Ma replied.

“Where is his bag?” He lifted his head in my direction.

“We are sharing a bag,” Ma said confidently. The man looked suspiciously at Ma cause he knew he didn’t see anything in that bag that could possibly be mistaken as something that belonged to Ma. He opened his mouth as though he was about to say something else but decided otherwise. He zipped up the bag. The bag dude took it and we left the hot room to the outside where the heat seemed to have risen to another degree or ten. 

Taxis, taxi drivers and their buses lined up in front of the airport ready to take people elsewhere. Surely Ma had someone picking us up but, no, because she looked out into the sea of taxi drivers as if she was trying to figure out which one to take.

“Where you want this bag, Miss?” The bagger dude asked impatiently. I guessed time was money so he likely wanted to head back inside for another customer’s bags. 

“I need a taxi!” Ma said. No one was picking us up because probably no one knew we were there. Shoot, I didn’t even know. 

Bagger Dude dragged the bag to a taxi and Ma followed him so I followed Ma. Bagger Dude threw the bag in the bus and I was glad there were no glasses in the bag cause they’d all be broken. Ma tipped him. He said thank you and hustled back into that room for someone else’s bags. Ma said something to the taxi driver so low that I couldn’t even hear her. Ma jumped in, so I did too.  We rode in silence exiting the airport. Unlike Orlando, it was one lane in and one lane out. There was no multi-level parking garage like in Orlando, no side A or side B, just one way in and one way out. The driver swung the bus carelessly around the roundabout and I was reminded of the reasons why I hated riding in vehicles here. Not only did they drive on the wrong side of the road but the driver was also on the wrong side of the vehicle. It felt so awkward seeing him where the passenger really should be. 

“You here on vacation?” the driver asked. 

“No,” Ma responded, “I live here.” No, she didn’t live here. She just didn’t like giving people more information than they needed. The driver glanced suspiciously in his rearview mirror but he didn’t ask any more questions cause the look on Ma’s face told everybody that she didn’t want to talk. I knew better. I knew not to ask any questions. I knew not to say anything. 

The road narrowed which made the lane we were in seem too narrow for even this bus. Even so, vehicles whizzed by in the other direction. Other vehicles passed by us, narrowly escaping the oncoming lights to do so. I didn’t have my licenses yet but I was pretty sure you couldn’t cross double lines to pass a vehicle. Were the driving rules different here? The driver continued through these near-death experiences as though our lives didn’t matter, or his. At each corner, both me and Ma held on to our seats to keep from falling.  It must have been legal to speed here cause by now, a police officer or state trooper would’ve stopped this speeding taxi already. But, nothing. No sirens. Not one police officer was visible. 

Though it was night, the streets were still busy. There were several people on the streets as we passed by. Some leaned against the walls of buildings while others just sat on the side of the street sipping from glass bottles. Clearly, they were hanging out and no one was bothering them and telling them that they were loitering. Lights were still shining through the windows of some of the houses and shadows moved about in them. I guessed everyone didn’t go to bed early. The driver turned his left blinker on and waited for an upcoming car. The car passed and our driver turned up a steep hill where only a few houses were lit up. Guess the other people knew that it was time to go to sleep. It was already after midnight according to my phone which meant that it was after eleven here.  Something that I knew Ma paid attention to when she called Grandad. There were times when she’d remind me that St. Kitts didn’t have day light savings time. Time was time
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