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            Every human being possesses a reserve of strength whose extent is unknown to him, be it large, small, or nonexistent, and only through extreme adversity can we evaluate it.
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1
            The Meeting at the Apartment

         

         One mother was thirty-two and sitting at the kitchen table in her two-bedroom apartment. Her fourteen-year-old daughter was next to her, empty-faced and pregnant. Two younger sisters, six and ten, came from their bedroom and hid in the hallway to listen. The mother’s boyfriend, twenty-eight years old, was dressed in an O’Reilly Auto Parts shirt, khaki pants, and black tennis shoes. He paced the kitchen floor. His two sons, six and eight, were in the living room playing video games. The mother got up, went to the kitchen, poured herself a glass of Diet Coke, and sat back down. She had shoulder-length brown hair and was dressed in gray sweats. She was also pregnant.

         Across the table was the other mother. She was thirty-five and dressed in jeans, a sweater, and a navy blue peacoat. The situation, from the beginning, had been so hostile that she’d kept her purse on her lap and left her coat on. But the apartment was warm inside and she had begun to sweat. She also had a cold, her eyes were puffy, her nose was red, but even so, the man in the O’Reilly work shirt watched her when he could. Because even in that situation, with everything falling apart, she was beautiful. Next to her was her fifteen-year-old son, wiry and handsome 2and already six feet tall. He had acne on his chin, on the sides of his nose, and on his forehead. He was dressed in jeans and a black Trail Blazers hoodie.

         The boy’s mother looked at the girl’s mother. ‘You wanted us to come and we’re here. So what do you want to do?’

         ‘Yvette told me she felt pressured. That she didn’t want to do it. I’m not going to get the police involved because I don’t want Yvette to go through that. But I could.’

         ‘I didn’t force her,’ the boy said.

         The man in the O’Reilly shirt pointed his finger at the boy. ‘Shut your mouth,’ he said. ‘You’re not talking here.’

         The boy’s mother looked at the man. ‘Really?’ she said. ‘You think that’s going to help anything?’ She looked back to the girl’s mother. ‘They’re both young and obviously stupid. Curtis said he loves Yvette, and I know they’ve been seeing each other for more than seven months. She’s over at my house all the time, and that started before Thanksgiving.’

         The girl’s mother looked at her daughter. ‘Yvette said they’ve only met once outside of school.’

         The boy began to speak but his mother cut him off. ‘Then who do you believe?’

         ‘I believe my daughter. I believe Yvette.’

         ‘So you’re saying I’m a liar, that she doesn’t come to my house?’

         The girl’s mother didn’t answer.

         ‘Yvette?’ the boy’s mother asked.3

         The girl’s face showed no emotion. She said nothing.

         ‘So she’s going to have the baby?’ the boy’s mother said. ‘Is that why we’re here?’

         ‘Yes,’ the girl’s mother said.

         ‘There’s no chance for an abortion?’

         ‘How dare you say that word in my house.’ She looked back to the kitchen and her boyfriend.

         His face was now red and his hands were shaking. ‘That’s it,’ he yelled. ‘We’re done. Just keep your son away from Yvette or I swear … I swear I’ll kill him.’

         The volume and violence in the man’s voice caused the two sisters to come to the edge of the living room. The man’s two sons quit playing video games and came to the kitchen and stood by the refrigerator to watch. Yvette said nothing. She didn’t move from her chair and no expression came to her face.

         The boy’s mother grabbed her son by the arm and they left. She drove them five blocks to a closed Ace Hardware and parked. They got out and stood by the hood. She took a cigarette from her purse, lit it, and looked at her son. ‘What were you thinking?’

         ‘I didn’t force her,’ Curtis said. ‘We did it lots of times. I have letters from her about it. I didn’t force her.’

         His mother looked out at the passing cars on Lombard Street.

         ‘I didn’t,’ he cried.

         ‘I know,’ she said. ‘Yvette’s always in your room … How long has that auto parts asshole been with the mom?’4

         ‘Maybe a year or so,’ he said.

         ‘Well, you sure walked into it.’ A trail of smoke came from his mother’s mouth. ‘That guy’s a fucking idiot, and now you’re going to be a father, and you’re gonna have to deal with him and Yvette’s mom. I mean, how many kids does she have to have? And I tell you this, Curtis, I am not paying your child support payments.’

         ‘Child support?’

         ‘She’s gonna have the baby. After that comes child support. You’re gonna have a son or daughter. I mean, I told you to wear a condom. You got all stupid and weird when I brought it up, but I told you. And I told you more than once. And now, well … Sooner or later we’re going to get that call and they’re gonna want their money. So you better start thinking about a job. I mean your father, well … You better not be like him. Your father’s never given us a dime.’ She finished the cigarette and walked back to the driver’s side door.

         ‘I’ll show you the letters she wrote,’ Curtis said. His voice was now trembling.

         ‘And we’ll have to get a paternity test.’

         Tears began to stream down Curtis’s face. ‘What’s that?’

         ‘It’s a test to make sure it’s yours. Let’s hope to God it’s not.’

         
            *

         

         In his room, after his brother was asleep, Curtis took from under his bed a book his grandfather had given him three years earlier, Damian Lillard: The Inspiring Story of One of Basketball’s Star Guards. Hidden in the 5pages were letters Yvette had written. Five times she told him she loved him. Eight times she said she wanted to see a movie, which was code for having sex. He read them and then looked at his phone. There were dozens of photos of them together: photos of Yvette without a shirt on, of her naked, of her giving him a blow job, of her on top of him having sex.

         Curtis got out of bed and dressed. The sound of a TV came from his grandmother’s room, but the lights in his mother’s room were off. He texted Yvette to meet him in the parking lot outside her apartment and left. He walked the two miles there. Along the way he dreamed of killing Yvette’s mom’s boyfriend, he dreamed of running away with Yvette, and he dreamed of never seeing Yvette or knowing anything about her or the baby ever again.

         For three hours he waited. In total he texted her five times, but never once did she text back, nor did she come outside. At dawn he found Yvette’s mom’s boyfriend’s car, a silver 2003 Hyundai Elantra with custom silver rims and low-profile tires. He let the air out of three of them and left. He didn’t go to school and he didn’t go home. He just walked.

      

   


   
      
         
6
            The Grocery Store

         

         It was night and raining when a white work van pulled into a Fred Meyer parking lot. Eddie Wilkens, a forty-two-year-old housepainter, had just come from a jobsite. He was tall and slender, and his hands, face, and hair were covered in flecks of lime green paint. It was Saturday. He had finally caught up on the job and could take the next day off. He took a grocery list from his wallet, grabbed a cart, and went inside.

         He was in the coffee aisle when he saw the neighbor kid walk past him. ‘Russell,’ he called out. ‘Is that you?’

         The boy was eight years old and very small for his age. He wore no coat, and his black hair and clothes were soaked with rain.

         ‘It’s your old neighbor, Eddie. You remember me?’

         The boy nervously nodded.

         ‘I heard you’d moved back. I ran into your grandmother, and she said your mom and brother are living there, too.’

         He nodded.

         ‘Well, it’s good to see you, man. And I’m sorry about your granddad. He was a good friend of mine. You here with your mom?’

         He shook his head.

         ‘Your grandmother?’7

         ‘She’s at home,’ he said in a small, timid voice.

         ‘You’re just hanging out at Fred Meyer by yourself?’

         Russell nodded.

         Eddie looked at his phone. ‘It’s nine-forty on a Saturday night. Ain’t it a little late to be shopping?’

         Russell shrugged.

         ‘How did you get here?’

         ‘I walked.’

         ‘You walked all the way from your house?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘That’s over a mile, man.’

         Russell looked at Eddie. ‘Is Marlene with you?’

         Eddie smiled. ‘Ah, you remember Marlene.’

         The boy nodded.

         ‘Marlene and me aren’t together anymore, man. She moved out. Look, you want me to call your mom or grandmother and have them come get you?’

         Russell shook his head, but tears welled in his eyes.

         ‘I can give you a ride home if you want. I’ll just call your house first. Does your grandmother still have the landline?’

         ‘Please don’t call her,’ Russell said. ‘She’s sleeping.’

         ‘It’s all right, man,’ Eddie said, and found the number. The phone rang twice, and Russell’s grandmother answered. When Eddie hung up, he pushed the cart closer to the boy. ‘She said she fell asleep, and when she woke up you were gone. She said she’s been worried sick. She also wanted me to ask you if you’d eaten. Have you eaten?’

         Russell shook his head.8

         ‘I’m getting tacos after this. You like tacos?’

         The boy shrugged.

         ‘I told her I’d take you. I just have a little more shopping to do. You can wait here or come with me.’

         ‘I’ll go with you,’ Russell said, and wiped his eyes.

         In the cart Eddie put two twelve-packs of Coors, dog food, ibuprofen, red peppers, Anaheim peppers, onions, broccoli, cauliflower, eggs, milk, cheese, and yogurt. He grabbed two packages of spaghetti, a package of tortillas, a can of enchilada sauce, two cans of diced tomatoes, a bag of pinto beans, a bag of rice, and a jar of olives. In the condiment aisle he stopped. ‘Do you remember that Marlene used to babysit you?’

         Russell nodded.

         ‘Where was your mom then?’

         ‘In Sacramento with her boyfriend and my brother.’

         ‘But then you left?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘Where did you go?’

         ‘Sacramento.’

         ‘But now you’re back.’

         Russell nodded.

         ‘You in school?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘What grade?’

         ‘Second.’

         ‘It’s almost summer, though.’

         Russell nodded.9

         Eddie put a bottle of hot sauce and a jar of pickles in the cart. ‘I’m about done. You need anything?’

         Russell shook his head.

         At the register Eddie put his groceries on the belt; a woman ran them over the scanner and put them in bags. Eddie pushed the cart through the parking lot and opened the side door of the van, where an old black dog looked up from a bed of painting tarps. ‘Do you remember Early?’

         The boy nodded.

         Eddie loaded the bags inside and shut the door. He unlocked the passenger side and Russell got in. The van smelled of paint and solvents, drywall dust, cigarettes, and dog. Eddie walked the cart back to the store and then got into the van. Rain continued to fall, and he drove them to Relco plumbing parts, where, in the back corner of the parking lot, was a red taco truck that said Alberto’s. Next to the truck were a metal canopy and two picnic tables. Russell and Eddie got out of the van, and a woman in the truck opened a sliding window.

         ‘What do you want to eat?’ Eddie asked.

         Russell shrugged.

         ‘They have great burritos and tacos.’

         ‘I don’t know,’ he said.

         ‘All right, how about a couple asada tacos? You okay with that?’

         Russell nodded.

         ‘What do you want to drink?’

         ‘Orange,’ Russell said.10

         Eddie looked at the woman. ‘We’ll take three carnitas tacos, two asada, a mandarin Jarritos, and a Coke.’ He paid her, she handed them the drinks, and they sat at a table under the canopy and waited. When the order came up, Russell didn’t touch his tacos. He only watched as Eddie poured green sauce on his, squeezed lime over them, and began eating. Russell did the same with the lime and the hot sauce and took one bite but ate no more.

         ‘You don’t like it?’

         Russell shrugged.

         ‘You ever eaten tacos like this?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘And you put on a shit ton of green sauce. That stuff’s hot. Did you know that?’

         The boy shook his head.

         ‘Maybe a quesadilla is more your style. Would you like a quesadilla?’

         Russell nodded, and Eddie went back to the cart and ordered a quesadilla. When it came up, he brought it to Russell and the boy began eating.

         ‘Can I ask you a question?’

         The boy nodded.

         ‘Why were you in Fred Meyer so late?’

         Russell shrugged.

         ‘You don’t know?’

         ‘I was just walking.’

         ‘On a rainy night with no coat?’

         Again he shrugged.

         ‘How’s your grandmother been since your granddad died?’11

         ‘She doesn’t get along with my mom or my brother,’ Russell whispered.

         ‘Is that why you took a walk?’

         Tears welled in Russell’s eyes and he nodded.

         ‘I’m sorry, man. That stuff’s tough. Next time remember to bring a coat and maybe a flashlight. And leave a note so your grandmother doesn’t go nuts.’

         Russell nodded.

         
            *

         

         On the way back to the van, Russell said, ‘Can I pet Early?’

         ‘Of course,’ Eddie said. ‘You can sit in back with him if you want. We’re not going far.’

         He opened the side door, and the boy got in and sat next to the dog and began to pet his neck. Eddie got in the driver’s seat and drove Russell home. In the driveway his grandmother was waiting in a powder blue bathrobe. Eddie opened the side door and Russell jumped out and ran to her.
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            The Prison House

         

         Judas Priest’s ‘Heading Out to the Highway’ distorted through the alarm clock radio on the nightstand next to Russell’s bed. The twin across the room where his brother, Curtis, slept was empty, and both lamps and the overhead light were on. The song ended and the DJ announced they were listening to 92.3 KGON, Portland’s classic rock. Telsa’s ‘Song and Emotion’ started and his mother came into the room in a T-shirt and underwear.

         ‘Are you serious, Russell? I mean, I just got to sleep an hour ago. And why does it have to be so fucking loud?’ She turned the radio off and left the room. Russell could hear his brother in the bathroom, so he got out of bed. His Spider-Man pajama bottoms were soaked with urine, but he didn’t take them off, he only walked down the hall to his grandmother’s room and went inside. On the floor between her bed and the back wall he sat in darkness and listened to the sound of the old woman’s snoring and waited until his brother had left the house.

         
            *

         

         It was the last day of school before the start of summer vacation. In class the other kids were wild with excitement, but Russell sat in his chair, listless and worried. During a documentary on the Columbia River, he fell asleep. At recess he stood alone at the fence, staring out at passing cars, and at lunch he barely ate. When 13his teacher, Mrs Fleming, served celebratory cupcakes, he didn’t take one. The old teacher put her hand on his forehead. ‘Are you feeling okay, Russell? Do you think you’re sick?’

         When school ended, Russell didn’t go home. He walked to the river and sat on the St Johns Boat Ramp and watched for tugboats. He waited until the watch his grandmother had given him said four-fifty and then he headed home. On the sidewalk across the street from his house, he waited until a white minivan pulled up and his grandmother got out of the back. She was a short, frail woman who wore orthopedic shoes, jeans, and a worn black-and-gray-checked Pendleton coat. The van drove off and Russell ran across the street to her.

         
            *

         

         On the kitchen table his mother had left a pink donut box. With a black marker she’d written, Congratulations Russell and Curtis. Summer Vacation is Here. You Made It!!! His grandmother opened the box to see three donuts left. ‘We better take them before they’re gone,’ she said, and grabbed a plate from the cupboard and put the donuts on it. They each got a glass of milk and went to her room. Russell sat on her bed and ate one of the donuts. His grandmother sat in a recliner near the window and ate the other two. Night came and Russell left the room only twice. Once so his grandmother could heat him a Lean Cuisine chicken fried rice and once so he could use the toilet.

         In the morning he got out of his grandmother’s bed and looked in his room to see his brother still asleep. Russell 14used the bathroom and walked to the kitchen. He was eating his second bowl of Frosted Mini-Wheats when Curtis came in. His brother was shirtless and wore plaid boxer shorts and took a bowl from the cupboard, poured cereal into it, and sat across from him. ‘I want the room to myself this summer,’ he said. ‘You’ll have to sleep somewhere else. And when I’m in the kitchen, you’re not allowed to be.’

         Russell nodded and put his half-finished bowl in the sink and left the kitchen. His grandmother’s room was dark, the only light coming through cracks in the window blinds. A bag of Rolos was on her nightstand. Russell ate three and took a sleeping bag from the hall closet. He laid it between the bed and the back wall and got inside. When he woke, his grandmother was standing by her bed, drinking a glass of water.

         ‘Are you getting up, Nana?’

         ‘No,’ she said. ‘I just had to use the toilet.’

         ‘You’re going back to sleep?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Is Curtis here?’

         ‘No,’ she said, and got back in bed.

         ‘’Night, Nana.’

         ‘’Night, Russell.’

         
            *

         

         It was two p.m., and the boy got up and left the room.

         In the kitchen his mother sat in a robe, drinking a glass of tomato juice. ‘Let’s get pizza before I go to work,’ she said.15

         ‘Okay,’ Russell said.

         ‘We have to celebrate that you made it through the second grade.’

         Russell nodded.

         ‘Is Nana still in bed?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘Why do you have a sleeping bag in her room?’

         Russell shrugged.

         ‘Curtis?’

         Russell kept still.

         ‘Well,’ his mother said, ‘see if you can get Nana up. I’m going to take a shower. If Curtis comes home, tell him to come with us. I’ll be ready in an hour.’

         At a picnic table outside of Signal Station Pizza, Russell and his mother each ate a slice, and then she drove him back to the house and left for work. Russell went to his grandmother’s room and waited for her to wake up. Twice he called her name but each time she didn’t respond. At nine p.m. she got up to use the toilet again.

         ‘Are you staying awake, Nana?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Can we watch TV?’

         ‘You can watch it,’ she said, and crawled back in bed.

         ‘Nana, are you hungry?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘We brought you a slice of pizza.’

         ‘I’ll eat it tomorrow,’ she said.

         Russell turned on the TV. He kept the sound low and watched it until he fell asleep. When he woke, it was still 16night. His grandmother was eating Rolos and watching a movie.

         ‘Did I wake you?’ she asked.

         ‘No,’ he said.

         ‘You have to watch this movie with me, Russell. It’s with Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers. I love Ginger Rogers. Can you imagine dancing like that?’

         ‘Do you feel better, Nana?’

         ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Do you want a Rolo?’

         The boy moved beside her, ate a Rolo, and fell asleep.

         In the morning his grandmother made him scrambled eggs with cheese. Russell sat at the kitchen table in his pajamas and ate. His grandmother wore jeans, a T-shirt, and her black-and-gray-checked Pendleton coat. She drank coffee and waited. When Russell had finished, she had him dress, and they left. She owned a four-year-old Subaru hatchback. Russell sat in the passenger seat, and his grandmother drove them to the JOANN fabric store and parked. For an hour she walked the aisles, picking up and putting down fabric.

         ‘What are you looking for, Nana?’

         ‘The right pattern. I’m going to make new curtains.’

         A woman from the store asked his grandmother if she needed help. After that his grandmother bought so much fabric that she needed help carrying it to the car.

         ‘Where are we going now, Nana?’

         ‘The bead store,’ she said, and drove out of the parking lot. ‘I’m going to start making jewelry and sell it at Saturday Market. I need money because your mother is going to kick me out of my own house.’17

         ‘She’s going to make you leave?’

         ‘Yes,’ his grandmother said.

         Michaels was in a strip mall next to a Home Depot. His grandmother picked up and set down beads for half an hour. Russell grew bored and wandered outside. He walked to Home Depot and he forgot about time and he forgot about his grandmother. From one end of the store to the other he walked. When he came back to Michaels, his grandmother was gone. He began to panic and ran up and down the aisles. He asked a woman with a Michaels shirt on if she knew where his grandmother was. The woman brought Russell to the break room. His grandmother sat alone in a plastic chair at a long foldout table.

         ‘I’m sorry I left you, Nana,’ Russell said, and began crying. His grandmother hugged him and sat him next to her. For a long time they waited, and then a woman in a Michaels shirt came in with a policeman. The woman told the officer that his grandmother had been caught shoplifting.

         ‘I don’t steal,’ his grandmother said. ‘I’ve never stolen anything in my life.’

         ‘She walked out with a basket full of things,’ the Michaels woman said.

         ‘I was looking for my grandson. I don’t steal.’

         The police officer began asking his grandmother questions, and when he did, she looked up at him with his imposing size, his uniform and bulletproof vest, his holstered gun and handcuffs, and she put her head on the table and closed her eyes.18

         Half an hour later his mother arrived in a sparkly white tracksuit and black flip-flops. Her red hair was thick and wavy and clean. She smelled of perfume and her face was made up. The officer told her what had happened, and once his mother understood the situation, she began flirting. Twice she made the officer laugh and once she set her hand on his arm. She told him her mother had early-stage dementia and had stolen her car while she was in the shower.

         ‘I had just soaped up when I heard the car start,’ she said.

         Michaels decided not to press charges and the policeman left.

         In the Subaru, Russell’s mother sat in the driver’s seat, his nana in the passenger seat, and Russell in the back. ‘What were you thinking?’ his mother said as they left the parking lot. ‘You have money. Why shoplift?’

         His grandmother leaned against the door and closed her eyes.

         ‘You cost me a thirty-buck Uber ride,’ his mother said. ‘You know you don’t have a license anymore. You’re driving illegally and robbing places and making Russell go with you. And you’ve made me late for work, and I’ll get a bunch of shit for that, too.’

         In the driveway his mother stayed in the car while Russell and his grandmother took the fabric out of the back and set it on the kitchen table. After his mother had left, they brought it down to the basement. His grandfather had built a sewing table for his grandmother. He’d built shelves for her to store fabric. But the shelves and 19table were already crammed with stacks of old cloth, so they set the new fabric on the floor and went back upstairs.

         
            *

         

         A week passed and a UPS driver knocked on the front door. Russell’s mom opened it, received two packages, and left them on the kitchen counter. Russell and his grandmother came from her room and took the packages. Inside one was a coffeemaker, and in the other was an electric kettle. She set them up on her dresser, and then they walked to Safeway, where she bought a can of coffee, a box of Dunkin’ coffee creamer, coffee filters, a bag of Snickers, another of Hershey’s miniatures, one of Reese’s miniatures, and a half-dozen packages of chicken-flavored Cup Noodles.

         After that his grandmother hardly ate food that wasn’t candy. She left her room only to use the toilet, get water for the coffeemaker, or heat Russell Lean Cuisines. Russell became so bored that he began going through the back gate to the neighbor Eddie’s house to see if he could pet Eddie’s dog. If Eddie wasn’t there, he’d just wait in his backyard.

         
            *

         

         Curtis and his friends, Josh and Berny, came to the house with a twelve-pack of beer. Russell and his grandmother could hear music playing and then, after a time, yelling and things breaking. His grandmother got out of bed and grabbed Russell by the hand and together they walked down the hall to see Josh and Curtis on the living room floor, wrestling. A broken lamp was next to them. ‘No 20fighting in my house!’ his grandmother screamed. Russell had never heard her yell before. He stood behind her, holding on to the back of her robe. ‘This is still my house, and I don’t allow fighting!’

         Curtis began laughing.

         ‘Don’t you laugh at me. Don’t you dare laugh at me!’ Russell could feel her entire body shake. ‘If Granddad was here, he’d kick you out for being like you are to me. He’d kick you out!’

         Curtis got up from the carpet, still smiling. He grabbed the half-finished twelve-pack and he and his friends left. Russell and his grandmother went back to her room, and she got in bed and pulled the covers up to her neck. The TV played and Russell sat on his sleeping bag and watched it.

         
            *

         

         A week passed. His mother came into his grandmother’s room to find her asleep and Russell in his pajamas watching TV. His mother told him to get dressed and took him to a Chinese restaurant for lunch. Afterward they went to a liquor store, the dry cleaner, a shoe store, and finally grocery shopping at Fred Meyer. Russell pushed the cart. In the freezer aisle, his mother stopped. ‘What does Nana eat? I buy her the Lean Cuisines she wants, but she never eats them.’

         ‘She eats candy.’

         ‘What else?’

         Russell shrugged.

         ‘Have you seen her eat anything else lately?’

         He shook his head.21

         ‘What about the new coffeepot in her room? Does she drink a lot of coffee?’

         The boy nodded.

         ‘Like all the time? Day and night?’

         Russell nodded.

         ‘She wasn’t like that when we first moved in, was she?’

         ‘No, she cooked.’

         ‘And when you lived with Nana and Granddad, was she all right?’

         He nodded.

         ‘Did she eat normally?’

         ‘She didn’t let us have sugar, and she always cooked.’

         ‘And how’s Curtis been?’

         Russell shrugged.

         ‘Has he been picking on you?’

         ‘I just stay in Nana’s room. He won’t go in there.’

         ‘Has he been mean to Nana?’

         Russell nodded.

         ‘So she just sleeps?’

         He shrugged.

         ‘Well, something to know about Nana, she’s always been like that. When things don’t go her way, she sleeps. All she’s ever done is lay in bed except when Granddad was around. She wasn’t like that around him.’

         ‘I miss Granddad,’ Russell said.

         ‘He’d know what to do about Curtis, that’s for sure.’ She took a half gallon of chocolate ice cream from the freezer and set it in the basket. ‘But if he was alive, we wouldn’t be living in their house anyway.’

         ‘We wouldn’t?’22

         ‘Granddad and me didn’t get along.’

         ‘You didn’t get along?’

         ‘I made his life hell,’ she said, and let out a tired laugh. ‘I was pretty wild and pretty mean when I was young. He wasn’t cut out for a daughter like that. But I guess what dad would be, huh? He sure would have shaped up Curtis, though. I wish we could see that.’

         In the canned vegetable aisle, again his mother stopped. She leaned on the cart and tears welled in her eyes. ‘I’m tired, Russell. I really am. I’m tired of living with Nana, tired of always cleaning up after you guys, tired of shopping, tired of work, and don’t tell Curtis I told you this, but sometimes I wish he’d just run away and never come back.’

         
            *

         

         One afternoon Russell woke on his sleeping bag to find his grandmother wearing a powder blue dress with gardenias on it. She was in her recliner watching TV, drinking coffee, and eating from a bag of assorted mini candy bars: Milky Way, 3 Musketeers, Twix, and Snickers.

         ‘Are you feeling better, Nana?’

         ‘I’m going to make you a cape,’ she said, ‘and then I’m going to put up new curtains in the room.’

         ‘You’re going to make me a cape?’

         ‘Like Spider-Man.’

         ‘But Spider-Man doesn’t have a cape.’

         ‘Who has a cape?’

         ‘Batman and Superman.’

         ‘Do you want a cape?’

         ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Can you put an S on the back?’23

         ‘An S?’

         ‘For Spider-Man.’

         ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘And I’m going to draw a mural on the wall so every morning we can wake up and see something beautiful. Do you know what a mural is?’

         Russell shook his head.

         ‘It’s a big painting. I’m going to put your granddad in it and a bunch of trees and birds and a lake and deer and maybe a horse or a donkey. In high school my teachers thought I could go to art school, and your granddad always loved my drawings. Are you ready to help?’

         ‘Yes,’ Russell said. ‘Can we put Eddie’s dog, Early, in the painting?’

         ‘Of course. You’ll be in there, too, next to Granddad. We have a lot of work to do, Russell. Are you up for it?’

         ‘Yes,’ he said, but his grandmother didn’t move from her recliner. She only drank her coffee, ate mini candy bars, and watched TV. Russell got on her bed and fell back asleep. When he woke, it was dusk and the TV was still on. His grandmother was asleep in her recliner. The boy shook her awake. He was hungry. His grandmother heated a Lean Cuisine cheese ravioli and sat with him in the kitchen while he ate.

         
            *

         

         A white minivan came to the house and picked up his grandmother to take her to the Japanese Garden with three other women. His mother wasn’t home. Curtis and Josh were in the living room playing video games. Russell stayed in his grandmother’s room but became hungry and 24went to the kitchen for a bowl of cereal. From the living room Curtis saw and followed him in. ‘You’re a fucking pussy,’ he said. ‘You’re always trying to make Nana and Mom hate me.’

         ‘I didn’t say anything,’ Russell said.

         ‘That’s bullshit. You’re always whining to them.’

         Josh came to the kitchen. He was a heavyset boy with severe acne on his face and neck. His eyes were bloodshot and he had dried mustard on his chin. He began looking through the refrigerator. ‘You should make him wear your mom’s underwear.’

         Curtis laughed, but a minute later he said to Josh, ‘Make him take off his clothes. I’ll be right back.’ Curtis left the room, and Josh told Russell to undress or he’d hit him. Russell began crying and undressed and stood by the refrigerator in white jockey shorts. Josh looked through the kitchen cupboards and found a box of Pop-Tarts. He opened a package of two and began eating them when Curtis came back with a roll of duct tape and a pair of his mother’s red lacy underwear. He told Russell to take off his jockey shorts and put her underwear on. Russell did so and Curtis wrapped a half a roll of duct tape around his waist to keep the underwear in place.

         ‘That’s what you get for making them hate me,’ he said, and then he went through the house and locked all the windows. He took the emergency house key from underneath the brick on the back porch and put it in his pocket. After that he dragged Russell to the backyard, locked the front and kitchen doors, and he and Josh left.25

         Russell stood on the grass and tried to take the duct tape off, but it hurt too much to do so. He tried to open the doors and windows, but they were all locked. He fell into a long fit of sobbing and then hid in a space between the hedge and the back fence and waited for his nana.

         
            *

         

         His grandmother sat on the toilet seat and waited as Russell soaked in warm soapy water. Every five minutes she had the boy stand while she tried to pull the duct tape from his skin. When Russell would beg her to stop, she’d have him sit back down in the water and they’d wait. It took seven attempts before the duct tape was off and the boy could get out of the tub. In the kitchen he stood naked on a bath towel. His grandmother used a bottle of Goo Gone and paper towels to remove the last of the tape residue. She was shaking in anger. ‘I’m just so mad,’ she said. ‘I’m just so mad.’

         Russell got into his pajamas and his grandmother put him in her bed. She baked a frozen pizza and they watched TV and ate. The next morning they went into his mother’s room and woke her. His grandmother explained what had happened. Russell stood next to her, holding on to her robe. His mother had been asleep only three hours, but she got up. She sat at the kitchen table and smoked a cigarette. When she saw her duct-taped soggy underwear, she lost her temper. She stormed into Curtis’s room. Her voice was screaming, but soon Curtis was also screaming. It went back and forth until Curtis passed Russell and his grandmother in the kitchen. His face 26was red and full of tears. He slammed the back door so hard it cracked the window glass.

         His mother went back to her bedroom, and Russell and his grandmother got dressed. His grandmother took the Subaru keys from his mother’s purse and drove them to Oaks Amusement Park, where Russell rode the carousel, the Big Pink Slide, the Rock ’n’ Roll, and together they rode on the Oaks Park train and the Ferris wheel. For lunch they ate at Rick’s Café. It was dusk when they walked to the parking lot and got into the Subaru, but backing out of the parking space, his grandmother hit the front corner of a passing BMW sedan.

         The BMW stopped but his grandmother didn’t. She pulled forward and began driving away. There was a line of cars to get out, and a man in black sweats and red basketball shoes jumped out of the BMW and ran after them. ‘Stop!’ he yelled, and caught up to the car and banged on the side of it. Bam! Bam! ‘Stop!’ His grandmother pulled to the side of the lot and parked. She locked the doors and turned off the engine. The man began beating on the driver’s side window. ‘Get out of the fucking car!’ he demanded, but his grandmother just looked at Russell and then sank down in her seat and closed her eyes.

         Twenty minutes later a police car came. An officer talked to the man who owned the BMW and then walked to the Subaru and knocked on the driver’s side window. He asked Russell’s grandmother for her license and registration. It took her a while, but she rolled down the window and gave them to him.27

         ‘Your license has been expired for nearly a year,’ the officer said.

         His grandmother didn’t answer.

         ‘Do you know the date today?’

         She shook her head.

         ‘Do you know what day of the week it is?’

         She shook her head.

         The officer asked her to get out of the car, and she and Russell stood by the hood.

         The officer looked at Russell. ‘Is this your grandmother?’

         Russell nodded.

         ‘Do you have a mom and dad?’

         ‘A mom.’

         ‘Does she live in town?’

         He nodded.

         ‘Can we call her?’

         Russell looked at his grandmother, but his grandmother wouldn’t look at him, so he gave the officer his mother’s number.

      

   


   
      
         
28
            The Kill Switch

         

         The house was on the historical register, but the people who owned it, professors at a university and their two teenage kids, were hoarders. Eddie stood on a ladder next to a small alcove deck on the second floor when Houston called from below. Eddie set his scraper on the railing and climbed down.

         Houston, fifty-three years old, was dressed in painting whites. He stood thin and small, with thick, greased-back salt-and-pepper hair. ‘Listen, man, I don’t know what the fuck is going on, but the whole yard is covered in dog shit. It’s all around the base of the house, too. I mean, how many fucking dogs do they have? I haven’t seen one, have you?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘And when I was near the garage, I found a pair of men’s underwear and a sandwich sitting on top of it.’

         Eddie took a cigarette from his shirt pocket, lit it, and leaned against the house. ‘I’m on the second floor, in the alcove deck of the daughter’s room, and there are McDonald’s bags everywhere, half-eaten hamburgers on the ground, and stacks of moldy books. And on the railing, there’s what I think is a bloody tampon half wrapped in a paper towel.’

         Houston pointed to Eddie’s cigarette.

         Eddie gave him one and a lighter. ‘And this morning 29when I went inside to get the third-story windows open, I saw a plate with a steak and green beans sitting on the stairs. There was mold and ants on it. And if they want to go upstairs, they have to climb over the plate because there’s stacks of books and papers everywhere else.’

         Houston laughed and smoke leaked out from his mouth.
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