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No!

Bobby jumped off the couch into the frigid night air. 

Warm trickled down his leg, but he had bigger problems. 

Fingers frantically slid over the couch cushion; each threadbare corner seemed dry, as did the other two cushions. 

Was he lucky-

His hand brushed over a wet spot.

“Crap!” he whispered. The cushion was soaked.

Someone rolled over; it sounded like Mom. 

Bobby didn’t move, didn’t breathe. 

Seconds ticked by.

The only sounds were the walls shaking in the storm and trees scratching the roof. 

After a moment, when he was sure everyone was asleep, he went to work.

First, the evidence, at least until Mom did laundry. 

He needed a towel, and the bathroom was only a few feet away. 

Unfortunately, his older sister, Tina, lay in her cot right across from the bathroom, and Mom’s cot was only inches from Tina. Any noise would...

He shook his head and focused on the task.

A dim shaft of light streamed through the kitchen window, showing only the sink and tiny hot plate. 

He had to get around the table and past the various toys blocking his path. Grabbing up the waistband of his oversized pajamas with one hand, he used his other hand to find then feel along the wall. 

One cautious step. 

Already shivering. 

His left little toe crunched into a leg of the couch. 

Keep going.

The same little toe rammed into something that rang like a bell. 

Someone rolled over on their cot. His eyes darted from side to side as if he could see sounds. 

Had to be Tina: she would love to see him in trouble again. 

The hum subsided, replaced by the constant howl of the storm. 

What had he hit? His hand found something cold and smooth.

Oh. The broken kerosene heater.

Sliding around, he took tiny steps; Tina’s cot had to be inches away. 

Using the wall for guidance, he padded toward the bathroom-

His hand hit something. 

Tina’s senior portrait, back when her hair was naturally blond, and she hadn’t forgotten how to smile. 

But that was before. 

He made sure the picture was steady, then took the last couple of steps to the bathroom. 

The rusted door creaked.

Tina stirred again.

Bobby held his breath. 

When her breathing was quiet, his hand automatically reached for the light switch-

No.

He blindly grabbed a towel. The next stop was the sink for that spray stuff.

A draft from the leaky window made his teeth chatter.

A distant streetlamp backlit the swirling flakes, falling one way, then another, and straight down. 

Snow buried the old cars and discarded appliances littering the trailer park. 

It could have been a Christmas card.

Another shiver spurred him back to work. He tiptoed through the dark kitchen and slipped past the table. 

Just a few more steps.

A big toe slammed into a table leg. 

“Bobby?” whispered his mother. 

He didn’t answer. 

“Are you drinking again?”

“No, ma’am,” he whispered.

“I’m trying to sleep,” Tina said.

“Tina, shh,” whispered Mom. “Bobby, are you okay?”

“Yes, ma’am.” 

“I am trying to sleep,” Tina said. 

“Tina!” said Mom in a half-whisper, “SHH!” 

No one moved. 

If the Wild Man woke up, no one would sleep for a while. 

Tina fell on her pillow and yanked the sheets. 

The old cot creaked but didn’t collapse. 

Mom was getting up. 

Bobby scrambled, but the flashlight came on before he could hide the towel.

Tina huffed and pulled her blanket over her head. 

“Bobby,” Mom said with a sigh.

His stomach twisted. “It was an accident.” His breath rose like a cloud over his head. 

Mom pulled on her coat and slipped on her shoes. She walked the few steps from her bed to the couch and sighed again. 

“How bad is it?”

“Not too bad,” he lied. He pushed his hair back from his eyes and shivered.

“Give me the towel,” Mom said. “Go change before you freeze.”

As Mom pressed the towel into the drenched cushion, Bobby went behind the couch and pulled out his cardboard box. Rummaging past his two good shirts, one pair of pants, and by his book on dog breeds of the world, he found his other pair of clean underwear and mismatched pajamas. 

Shivering, he slipped off the wet things and put on the dry clothes, including the oversized pajama bottoms. 

He also pulled on his only jacket, at least until he could get back under the blanket, if it wasn’t wet. 

He stood up, and the pajama bottoms slipped to the floor. 

“How can you stay so skinny?” Mom said. She bent over to finish drying the couch. “You eat all the time.” 

He mumbled, “Sorry.”

“No. I didn’t mean... Hand me the other towel.”

Mom sprayed the cleaner, and the aroma of spring flowers filled the trailer. 

“Really?” Tina said.

“Yes,” Mom said as she flipped the cushion over and ran her hand over the bottom side. “Seems dry.” 

She spread a dry sheet over the cushion and picked up his blanket. “This is okay, too.” She spread the blanket. 

He slid his box back under the couch, stood up, and remembered to grab the pajama bottoms. He crawled back onto the couch. 

“Whoa,” Mom whispered. “Go pee.” She picked up the wet pajamas. “And,” she pointed at him, “no more water.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Holding up his pajamas, he walked the few steps to the bathroom and flipped on the light.

“Ugh!” Tina said as the light illuminated her bed. 

Bobby glared.

She sat up, “Don’t cut your eyes at me–”

“Shh!” Mom said a little too loudly. 

Everyone waited. 

Wild Bill stirred but stayed asleep. 

“Tina!” Mom whispered.

Tina slammed back down, followed by the rustle of her blanket pulled over her head. 

Bobby closed the tiny restroom door and lifted the creaky toilet lid. 

Despite wetting the couch, he still took a while to empty his bladder. 

More chill bumps. 

He pulled up his clothes and turned to leave, but the craving was too strong. 

Mom’s cot creaked. 

The flashlight went out. 

No one said anything. 

He lifted his cup and placed it under the faucet without making a sound. 

No one objected. 

He flushed the toilet and turned on the tap at the same time. He filled the cup with the brownish water. It tasted like a rusty nail, and he drank every drop.

The craving was far from satisfied. 

He cut his eyes back toward Mom’s cot. 

No. Couldn’t risk a second glass. 

He replaced the cup without making a sound, turned off the light, and crept back to the couch. 

Minutes later, he felt something jump on the couch. 

“Hey, DC,” he said. The cat settled on Bobby’s icy feet as if it knew.

A couple of hours later, he woke with a start. His hand went down. Only a tiny wet spot, but he better hurry. 
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Morning came with the usual commotion 

Bobby and Tina got ready for school, Bobby in his three shirts and only pair of pants, Tina in her signature black shirt and pants. 

Mom was already in her bright yellow and black uniform with ‘All-Night Diner’ on the back. She turned and, ‘Gracie,’ seemed to glow from her nametag. 

Little brother Billy ate his cereal, chased the cat, and harassed Tina, all in rapid sequence.

“Billy...” Tina sputtered, and the Wild Man was off in a flash.

“Bus,” Mom said.

Bobby threw his jacket over his shirts and ran out the door. 

“Billy!” Mom said as the eighteen-month-old dashed out with others. He giggled as he kicked up a couple of globs of snow with his bare feet. 

“Hold it,” Tina said as she grabbed the collar of his pajamas and then lifted him under his arms. 

Wild Bill giggled, then changed to a screaming, flailing mass as Tina put him back in the trailer. 

“Have a good day,” Mom said, like every day.

The bus driver blew the horn, just like every day, and Bobby trotted on ahead. The new snow crunched and squeaked under his second-hand shoes. No holes, but he felt every stick and rock through the paper-thin soles.

He ran around the old cars and discarded appliances. 

Rusting metal and peeling paint peeked through the frosting of snow. 

More clouds towered off to the west, probably bringing more snow.

The smell of wood smoke came from another trailer up the path. The sharp wind stung Bobby’s ungloved hands and cut through his jacket and shirts. Shaking, he stuffed his fists deeper into the pockets of his windbreaker. 

“I’m going to leave you!” said the bus driver, like every day, and he honked the horn again. 

The incomplete letters “Kingston County Schools” flaked off the side. Bobby looked over his shoulder as he jogged the last few steps. 

Tina, like every day, slowed down with each honk of the horn. 

Bobby took his regular seat, the second on the right. Tina finally climbed aboard and went to the back with her similarly dressed friends. 

The bus lurched and found every pothole. His seat bucked and dipped like that carnival ride. 

Bobby smiled... until he remembered the rest of that night. 

The bus pulled onto highway 321, and a quarter mile later, drove on the smooth streets of Brentwood Estates, past the vast lawns and spacious homes. 

At the second stop, it started snowing again. 

Keyshawn ran out of his three-story house, lumbered aboard, and took his usual seat next to Bobby. 

“Hey,” Keyshawn said, like every day. He shook the snowflakes off his shoulders and out of his short black hair. 

“Hey,” said Bobby as he slid to make room for his large friend.

Keyshawn said, “You see any of the game?”

Since they didn’t have a TV, Bobby only said, “Nah.” 

“Heard from your Dad?”

“What?”

“Your Dad?”

What had he said last time? “Oh, um, no. Mom, um, said he’s not allowed to write.”

“What?”

Bobby looked from side to side. 

Keyshawn’s eyes got bigger. “Another mission?” 

“Can’t say.”

“Wow.”

Bobby prayed Keyshawn would drop it. 

“Come on. You can tell me. Where is he stationed this time?”

Bobby shook his head.

“Is he still at the Pentagon?”

Bobby had to change the subject, and then something caught his eye. “Do you see that?”

“What?”

“Right there.” Bobby pointed.

“What?”

“In that SUV.”

“The dog?”

“That’s not just a dog. That’s an Afghan Hound”

Keyshawn shrugged. “Okay.” 

“Some people call them the king of dogs, from ancient Egypt.”

Keyshawn scowled. “It’s a dog.”

Bobby glanced at Keyshawn for a second, smiled, and watched the dog.

“You guys even have a dog?” Keyshawn asked.

He shook his head. “A cat.”

“What’s his name?”

“DC.”

“What kind of name is that?”

The SUV turned at the next corner, and Bobby sat back down. 

“We were moving in. He was lying in the doorway and wouldn’t move. Mom tried to step over him, then accidentally landed on his tail.” 

Bobby looked up at his friend. “You should have heard him screech. Mom stepped back, and the cat sat there. She said, ‘Move, you dumb cat.’ He didn’t move. I said, ‘Move, DC,’ and he moved. Mom said there was no way we were keeping a cat until he crawled into her lap and purred.” He shrugged again. “So, we have a cat.”

Several stops and many kids later, the bus arrived at the Kingston High School parking lot. Tina and her friends walked up the aisle. Bobby looked up at his big sister and friends; they ignored him, just like every day.

The bus motored to the next parking lot and the Elementary/Middle School. 

Bobby and Keyshawn filed off the bus and followed the crowd into school. On the way to Mrs. Stephens’s third-grade class, Bobby stopped at the water fountain for several deep swallows, and then he had to pee.
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Bobby hit the bathroom again at morning break.

“Hurry,” Keyshawn said. 

“I’m trying,” Bobby, but his bladder was extra full.

He and Keyshawn then ran out onto the playground. There was only one structure on the playground; Bobby hated that lame collection of plastic and metal shaped like an old west fort, but it was all they had. 

Bobby and Keyshawn raced to their spot: a covered area at the top. Keyshawn made it to the rope ladder first and scampered to the next level. 

Bobby got about halfway up, and the world spun. 

“Come on!” Keyshawn said. 

Some other kids moved toward their spot. 

Bobby caught his breath and finished the ladder with renewed determination, moved across the swinging bridge and through the tunnel. He made it to the upper level and flopped down beside Keyshawn.

“You okay?”

He said between breaths. “Just-  -tired.” 

“You’re always tired.”

“I’m - I’m fine.” Two deep breaths. “Give me - a second.” 

A few minutes later, Bobby’s mouth was sticky dry. “I need some water.”

“We just got here.”

“I’m thirsty.”
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After Mrs. Stephens gave the math assignment, she called Bobby to the front. “I need you to go to the nurse’s room.”

“I’m not sick.”

“Give her this note.”

“But-”

“Please?”

He rolled his eyes and took the note. 

A little while later, Bobby came back, still confused.

“What did they want?” Keyshawn asked.

“She made me stand on this thing and said give the note to the teacher.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

“That’s it?”

“Yeah.”

“Weird.”

Bobby was about to tell him exactly how weird when Mrs. Stephens stood up and said, “Time for lunch.” 

She used to call out the names in alphabetical order, so the lunch people could mark their lists, but by now, everyone knew their place in line, ending with Bobby Sullivan and Keyshawn Torres.

The class filed through the lunchroom and into the kitchen area. Bobby’s shoe came untied, so he stepped to the side. Keyshawn got the chicken rings and fruit cup. 

Bobby got the same. 

They both grabbed a carton of milk and filed out. 

“$2.20,” said a new lady at the register. Keyshawn fished out his money, paid her, and walked toward the table. 

“$2.20,” she said to Bobby. 

He stood there for a second. 

“Come on, kid.” Her hand hung there in space. “You’re holding up the line.” 

Several kids from the next class looked at him. 

He put down the tray and walked to his seat.

“Where’s yours?” Keyshawn asked.

“She wouldn’t let me.” A tear started, but he wiped it away. His jaw clenched so tight his teeth hurt. 

“Have some of mine.”

“Where is your tray, Bobby?” Mrs. Stephens said.

He told her, and she went to the kitchen. A moment later, the cashier brought him a tray and dropped it in front of him. 

“How am I supposed to know you get free lunch?” she said for everyone to hear. 
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The school bell rang, and the boys packed to go. 

“Bobby,” Mrs. Stevens said. “Could you come up here, please?” Several kids looked at him, and a couple snickered. 

He hadn’t been fighting.

Not today.

She said to Keyshawn, “He’ll see you on the bus.”

Bobby walked up to her desk and waited. She was doing some paperwork but kept looking up. After the last student left, she came around her desk and sat on the edge. “I’m worried.” 

He didn’t move. Maybe he wasn’t in trouble, but could get there with the wrong word or look.

“I know things have been hard lately.” She stopped for a second and held his gaze.

“Bobby, your grades are slipping, and this fighting will stop.” She held his gaze for another long moment. 

He’d had two fights, with the same kid, who deserved that bloody nose.

“They could expel you. Do you know what that means?”

He shook his head.

“It means that you would have to go to an alternative school - for kids with behavior problems, and Keyshawn would still be here. That would be bad, wouldn’t it?”

He looked out the window but still nodded. 

“Can...” She had a faraway look in her eyes. “Can I ask you a question?”

He shrugged.

“Do you...” She seemed lost for a second.

She sighed. “Do you get enough to eat?”

“Yeah.” What was she saying?

“I’m just worried.”

“We have plenty of food.”

“I know that it’s been tough on your mom–”

“My mom is great.” 

“Wait. It’s just with your dad gone and–”

“He’s working.”

“Please let me talk. You said he’s working offshore. Gone for weeks at a time. Then your house.” She shook her head. “It’s been hard on everyone in your family.” 

Many words jumped to his mind, but silence was safer. 

She picked up an envelope from her desk. “Please give this to your Mom, okay?”
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