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For Terrell
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Handguns
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“I don’t know why any individual should have a right to have a revolver in his house,”  “The kids usually kill themselves with it and so forth.”  “can’t we go after handguns, period?”

“I know the rifle association will be against it, the gun makers will be against it.” But “people should not have handguns.” 

President Richard M. Nixon, May 16, 1972
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im·ag·in·oir

/iˈmajən/wär/

noun

A counterfactual exploration of an actual event from the author’s life, featuring the author as a principal character.

The narrative combines alternative history, autobiographical fiction, and memoir. The story can be written in a genre or literary style.
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Mr. Style
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The Longest Day of the Year-1
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“I know that gun was yours,” Detective Balfour says.

We’re driving away from the junior college during evening rush hour. Anyone we pass would think our roles are reversed. Me, the criminal — styled dark hair, silver wire-rimmed glasses and trimmed goatee — behind the steering wheel of my teal VW Beetle. I’m wearing a short-sleeved dress shirt—royal blue with a white geometric print. Detective Balfour’s slouched in the passenger seat. — long hair, five o’clock shadow, and sporting a black Stones t-shirt. 

“I know who you bought it from, too,” he tells me.

My hand slides from the gearshift to my right hip, where my holster used to be.

Detective Balfour watches me. “Feel naked without it, don’t you?”

I smirk, but keep my eyes on the road.

As we pass Van Dyke Road, I notice the thin forest outlining the Tech Center. Huge complex; landscaped grounds — which strikes me as kind of funny because the center median is a grey slab of patched-up concrete. I mean, the city couldn’t afford to maintain the median running along the tech center of the biggest fucking corporation in the world?

Back in sixth grade, my father took me inside to meet his boss. The guy’s office was huge —  lots of beige tile and dark wood trim. Afterward, my father kept going on about the window view from that office. Unfortunately for me, and the whole family, he couldn’t quite land that window view. That’s what started this debacle.

“You made the right choice, Jo,” Detective Balfour tells me.

I snort. “Did I even have a choice?”

“You’re seventeen, living in the suburbs,” he says. “Why the hell do you need a gun?”

Traffic speeds up at the on-ramp for I-75. I shift into fourth. There’s a huge radio tower ahead as we approach the underpass. Last year, a deejay for the underground radio station, ABX, picked me up hitchhiking. We shared a doobie as he headed into work. When he asked me which bands I listened to, I told him I was into jazz. His shoulders slumped. 

I did ask him to play more Weather Report and Steely Dan, and he invited me to stop by sometime to watch the broadcast. As we pass the radio tower and fly onto the freeway, I wish I’d gone while I still had the opportunity.

“Jo?” Detective Balfour calls. “Anybody home?”

“Why all the questions?” I ask him. “I’m leaving town. What does it matter?”

He smiles. “You’re not the only one in college.”

“You mean you’re actually enrolled?”

“I’m at the university; double major - criminology and psychology.”

“Right on,” I tell him. “You going to be a psychologist?”

He shakes his head. “The FBI is forming this new unit — Behavioral Analysis.

“Where do you get this shit, man?”

“I told you my dad’s a Captain,” Detective Balfour says. “He works with all the law enforcement agencies.”

“I was considering Journalism. Ms. Dahan has connections at the university.”

“What I’m considering, Jo is doing a paper on you. I can submit it for Abnormal Psychology and my Life-Course Criminology class.”

“Life-course? I’m fucking seventeen and I’ve never been convicted.”

Detective Balfour pulls out a pack of Kools. He lights up two cigarettes and hands me one.

“You could have been,” he tells me. “I think you would be, this time.”

I take a drag; then downshift to third as traffic slows again. We’re passing under State Road 102, aka Eight Mile Road. The green sign reads Detroit City Limit. A few miles west is the jazz club, D’ville’s. Sun Ra is playing this weekend. I would have gone for nothing else than to see their costumes.

“The topic is Social deviance,” the Detective says.

I glance at him. “I’m your idea of a social deviant, is that it?”

“An emerging social deviant, no question.”

We ride in silence for a few moments. The expressway is depressed here, so all we see as we roll along is twenty-foot banks of lush grass topped by a line of elm trees. It occurs to me that the Tech Center is landscaped the same way. I wonder whether they do it to keep passersby from looking in, or to shield everyone inside from what’s going on out in the real world.

Detective Balfour’s still blabbering, but the wind’s drowning out his voice.

“What?” I ask him.

He’s shouting now. “Why does an upper-middle-class, suburban, white kid turn into a master criminal?” he asks.

“Dealing a little weed doesn’t make me a master criminal, Detective.”

“You graduated from ‘dealing a little weed’ to moving hashish, Quaaludes, cocaine and guns, in what? Three months?”

I mull over this as we roll along. I guess when you put it that way . . ..

I turn to him. “If I’m such a master criminal, shouldn’t you send me to prison?”

He laughs. “I’m doing society a big favor by keeping you out of prison.”

“How’s that?”

“Prison is a school for criminals, and you strike me as a quick study.”

“What’s the matter?” I ask. “You think I’ll turn into Brainiac in there?”

Detective Balfour glances at me. “You’re fucking Lex Luthor in the making.”

I straighten in my seat. “Thanks, man.”

“You’re proud of that.” He shakes his head. “Why?”

“Come on, Detective, you were my age. What guy in his teens wouldn’t be proud of being compared to Superman’s nemesis?”

“So, it’s a power trip?”

We’re passing Highland Park now, birthplace of the Ford assembly line. My father says Ford’s shutting down that plant this year. Of course, he blames the unions. Yet, as I’m learning the hard way, even power trips have a life span.

“I want to be treated like a normal person,” I tell Detective Balfour.

“But you’re not a normal person, Jo.”

I’m picturing that afternoon in Duncan’s living room. Cigarette smoke floating along the ceiling. Arleigh, Duncan and me standing there chatting over beers.

“I’m seventeen, but everyone treated me like a grown man,” I tell him.

He doesn’t have a comeback for that.

The expressway is back up at ground level now, and I can see the neighborhoods as we pass. The huge clapboard two-stories remind me of Mrs. Winston’s place. Damn it! I miss her already.

“It’s ironic,” I tell him. “You were in that life longer than me, but you still don’t understand it.”

“I’m trying to, Jo.” Detective Balfour tosses his cigarette out the side vent. “Let’s go back to my original question, why did you take the gun?”

I shrug. “Because it solved a problem.”

“Which problem?”

I’m staring ahead at the dry, grey concrete. 

“We were driving, just like this,” I tell  him, “but the day had a different feel to it. “
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Bounce
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We’re shushing along Gratiot Avenue toward the city in my fabulous 1968 VW Bug. It’s back in early spring; like, the first day of spring. I had my car painted over Christmas break. Liam had a friend who managed an Earl Scheib franchise, so I got a phenomenal discount; plus, he custom-mixed this dark teal color for me.

Which is getting screwed up today, because we had eight fucking inches of snow on St. Patrick’s Day. They plow it to the side of the road, but half of it melts back onto the street every afternoon. Spring in the Midwest, right?

So, we’re shushing along, and not only us. There’s school buses, cars, pickup trucks, delivery vans. There’s so much shushing going on, I can hardly hear the eight-track. I think I had that new Steely Dan album playing.

And, we had to wait for Garrett to get out of school. I can’t tell if Liam still doesn’t trust me, after three fucking trips to the city, or if Garrett begged him to go along. Either way, between the school buses and the factories letting out, we’re crawling along.

Garrett’s riding shotgun. Liam’s in the middle of the back seat; fidgeting, because he’s out of cocaine. I’m bored, so my thoughts drift off to my drawing class earlier. We’re doing human faces. I’m people watching as we inch by the other vehicles. Then Garrett says something and I notice the shadows in the hollows of his cheeks. I check the rear-view and Liam has the same feature. And I realize, I’m seeing time travel — Liam is an older version of Garrett.

They’re both tall and lanky. And I remember noticing for the first time that they both have blue eyes. I mean, who notices another guy’s eye color? Dark blond hair and blue eyes, which I never associated with Ireland, but their last name’s O’Halloran, so what do I know? 

Me and my brother don’t look anything alike. He’s fair like Garret; I have dark hair and brown eyes. I always fantasized that my mother’s first husband was my real father.

Anyway, the only way to tell the O’Halloran’s apart is Garret’s dressed in jeans and a Doors t-shirt, while Liam is sporting a taupe print dress shirt and jeans.

“I hope we don’t bounce,” I tell them. “Again.”

Liam grabs the corners of the front seats and hauls himself forward. “Relax, Jo. We’re not gonna bounce.”

Garret turns to his brother. “You called Duncan, right?”

“Yeah, I called him. He’s there, and he’s got it.”

Traffic halts. The intersection up ahead is jammed with factory workers desperate to get to the bar for a couple beers before they head home. We bounced last trip because Duncan’s friend, Terrell, was murdered. You hear about that, Detective Balfour? Duncan had to attend the funeral, and Liam hadn’t bothered to call before we left. That’s why I swore I’d never do powders or pills. Addicts don’t think straight.

I spot an ARCO station ahead. It’s white with blue trim, but even it appears gray under these clouds. “Gas is up to forty-seven cents,” I tell them. “When I started driving, last year, it was thirty.”

“Fucking OPEC,” Garret says.

Liam shakes my shoulder. “Hey, you sold that weed I gave you, right?

Garret laughs. “That was some rad shit. You think Duncan will sell us more?”

In the rearview, I watch Liam glare at his brother. Liam turns toward me. “Well, then you got gas money, Jo."

I catch his eye in the rearview. “I’m going to need some more weed.”

“Good luck,” he tells me.

“I thought Duncan sold you that shit,” Garret says.

Liam shakes his head. “Duncan doesn’t mess with anything except coke.”

“Then, where’d you cop the weed?” I ask him.

Liam rolls his eyes. “You remember Terrell?”

“Fuck!” Garrett says. “I thought you said Duncan.”

We’re moving again. I’m looking out the window so Liam doesn’t notice how frustrated I am. Some people call days like today, ‘grey days.’ But there’s a sort of brilliance that fights its way through the clouds and lights up everything. The buildings, the vehicles — their lines are crisp and distinct, the way black and white films are. To me, it’s beautiful.

Liam shakes the corner of my seat. “So, you slinging at that college?”

I nod into the rearview. “I’d like to sling a little at the factory this summer.”

Liam flops back in his seat. “Those factory workers are rough. I’ll bet there’s already guys selling there. You ever think of that?”

“Is that why Terrell got shot?” I ask.

The car goes silent for a couple of seconds. You may not know this, but Garret and Liam’s dad got shot when they were kids. It’s a touchy topic to bring up. Don’t you think it’s weird living in the ‘murder capital of the country?’ My ex-girlfriend’s father was murdered, and a couple other kids I went to high school with had fathers murdered. If you grow up here, it seems as normal as the grey slush lining the roads.

“That was fucking STRESS,” Liam is saying. “That’s why Duncan moved uptown, Chantelle was gonna divorce his ass if he didn’t move them out of the projects.”

“Do you think they’re really a hit squad?” I ask.

Liam shrugs. “It’s like Nam. Depends who you ask.”

Mrs. Winston says the people in the city are divided, and not just between blacks and whites. With all the robberies, Stop The Robberies, Enjoy Safe Streets, or something like it, had to happen. Business people were pressuring the city. And crime evidently did decrease. Still, out of double-digit killings by police, most were black guys.

Garret turns to Liam. “Is Chantelle going to be there?”

Liam shakes my seat. “She likes you, Jo.”

I perk up.

“Yeah, Duncan told me she thinks you have a lot of style, for a white dude.”

“You think it's those cowboy boots?” Garret asks.

Liam tugs on my sleeve. “That sports jacket is cool.”

“My old man’s idea,” I tell them. “I was in college, but I was only sixteen. He told me to dress more like a professor, instead of a student.”

Garret slugs my shoulder. “He’s getting some of that college pussy, now.”

They laugh.

“Chantelle really said that?” I ask.

Liam leans forward. “Don’t get any ideas, man, or you’ll be the one getting shot.

It's easy to dismiss everything addicts say because they lie so much. But one thing they do know about is self-preservation. I should have listened to what he told me.




[3]

March 20, 1973





	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Metamorphosis
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We park on the street across from Duncan’s house. Liam bolts out of the car, knocking the door into one of the giant oak trees lining the streets. I glare over at him as he eases the door shut. This neighborhood reminds me of Mrs. Winston’s - two-story houses wrapped in clapboard siding, wide cement steps framed by sturdy, brick balustrades. I’ve been staying with her since my parents moved to Pennsylvania.

Anyway, we’re standing on the recessed front porch as Liam rings the doorbell. The house is light beige with taupe trim. 

Liam turns to us. “I don’t know who all’s here, so just be cool. Don’t run your mouths.”

Chantelle opens the front door. She takes in the three young, white guys standing on her front porch and frowns.

“Duncan around?” Liam asks.

Chantelle pushes the door open. “Get in here.”

As we file by, she checks me out and smiles. “What are you doing hanging out with them?”

I straighten up and stare into those deep, brown eyes. I’d dated Japanese and Chicano girls before, but this was my first time flirting with a Black girl.

“I’m the only one who has a car,” I tell her.

“Well, let them find their own damn ride.”

I nod. I’m kind of frozen in place and grinning like a fucking idiot.

Chantelle cracks half a smile. She ushers me into the living room.

Four guys and a couple women huddle around a small table over in the far corner. In the circle of black faces, Liam appears paler than he normally does. A cloud of cigarette smoke hangs in the room, and with the shades drawn, he has the pallor of a ghost. 

The room has neutral, shag carpet, but the drapes are this bright pumpkin color. It sets off these Kelly green winged chairs. I take a seat on the matching sofa, beside Garret. He offers me a Kool. And we light up.

I spot Duncan, bent over at the table. He sniffs; then jerks upward. Head thrown back, he rubs at the white powder on his nostrils. He shivers, and then claps his hands. His gaze jerks around the room, finally landing on me.

“Mr. Style!” he calls.

I don’t know how you dress when you’re off duty, Detective, but to my white, suburban eye, Duncan’s the epitome of style. A short Afro with a goatee. His silk dress shirt is open one button, and a gold chain dangles around his neck. It matches that gold crown on his right incisor.

He’s jittery as he stalks over to me with his hand extended. “Where’d you find them boots, huh? I want to buy me a set.”

I rise and shake his hand. “I used to sell shoes at Hudson’s.”

“Hudson’s?” He rubs his nostrils again. “I’ll bet those set you back some.”

“I got a discount for working there.”

“A working man.” Duncan glances back to the tallest guy at the table. “A future entrepreneur.”

Chantelle steps in. “Leave him be, Duncan.”

Duncan frowns. He glances at his wife, then at me.

“Hey, you guys want a beer?” he asks. “Could we get our guests a beer, Chantelle?”

Chantelle and Duncan eyeball each other for a moment. As Chantelle heads out to the kitchen, the two women at the table follow her.

By now, I could use a beer; my throat stings from all the smoke. Still, I wasn’t complaining. I’m seventeen years old, down in the city at a coke house, having a beer with grown men. And they’re treating me like a grown man; you catch my drift? I mean, I even have a nickname — Mr. Style. Chantelle started calling me that and it stuck.

Back at the table, Liam rockets upright. He rubs his nose and shakes his head. “Damn, Duncan. This is some Hi-Test stuff.”

Duncan claps his hands. “That’s my style; Hi-Test.”

Liam hands Duncan a stack of folded bills. Liam catches Garret’s eye and nods toward the small table. His fucking little brother. I guess looking back, I sound hypocritical, huh? Yet, I remember feeling bummed out when Garrett went over to the table.

Liam glances at me. “Step up, man.”

“Thanks, man. Not my thing.”

Duncan clamps a hand on my shoulder. “You a narc?”

“No way, man." I pull away. “But if you have any weed around, I’ll be happy to toke up.”

Duncan laughs and retracts his hand. “I’m only fucking with you, man. Liam says you’re cool, you’re cool.”

I smile. “You have any more of that weed that Liam gave us, I’m in the market.”

“Nah, I’m strictly powder.”

Duncan glances back at the tall guy.

He joins us. He’s dark-skinned and older, wearing the hell out of a camel, corduroy sports jacket, not unlike mine. No wonder Chantelle likes my style.

“Mr. Style, here, is slinging a little weed,” Duncan tells him.

“So, you a THC entrepreneur?” the tall guy asks.

“Now and again. Weed; a little hashish.”

“You ever get ripped off?” the tall guy asks.

“Not in high school.”

He steps back. “You still in high school? No offense, but I can’t never tell how old you people are.”

“I’m in college now.”

Duncan laughs. “You don’t look old enough to be in college, man.”

“Yeah, I hear that a lot. But hey, I’m seventeen and in college. So, I’m not stupid.”

“No, we ain’t sayin that,” the tall guy tells me.

“You're young,” Duncan says, “older dudes might think they can take advantage of you.”

“An easy rip-off,” the tall guy says. “What you need is a deterrent.”

Duncan lifts the front of his shirt. “Heat.”

I gape.

He’s got a revolver in his waistband. Just like in the movies. Except this isn't the fucking movies, this is real. How did you feel when they handed you a pistol to wear, Detective?

The tall guy opens his corduroy jacket. Three revolvers hang in ascending cloth holsters sewn into his sports jacket. This is happening right in front of me. I can’t believe it. Like the first time you see a girl naked. Duncan keeps jerking his head back toward the kitchen. I sense he's worried about Chantelle seeing us.

I can't tear my gaze away from the armory inside the tall guy’s jacket. These guys carry guns as part of their ensemble — wallet, car keys, thirty-eight. I mean, this is so fucking cool.

“How much?” I ask.

Duncan and the tall man slap five about six different ways.

“This middle one’s older, no serial number on it,” the tall man says. “it shoot just fine.”

“What are you up to, Duncan?” Chantelle calls from the hallway.

The tall guy closes his jacket.

“Talking,” Duncan answers. “That alright with you?”

Chantelle holds out a beer. Duncan reaches for it. Chantelle knocks his hand out of the way and gives the beer to me.

“Guests first,” she says.

She gives one to Garret, then to the tall guy, and finally hands one to Duncan. His expression looks strained. She stands there with a beer, looking foxy as hell, with her Afro and beautiful smile. She’s wearing a chocolate turtleneck sweater over orange plaid bell-bottoms.

“So, you’re in college?” she asks me.

“Junior college.”

“That hard to get into?”

I shake my head. “They’ll accept you, as long as you live in the county. If you don’t have a diploma, they have classes to earn your GED.”

“Oh, I graduated high school,” she says. “Now, I’d like to learn about business.”

“See, another entrepreneur,” the tall guy says.

“Check in the phone book under colleges,” I tell her. “There’s got to be one around here.”

“How much those classes cost?” Duncan asks.

“My dad says they’re about a third of what the university costs. You buy used books from the bookstore and it’s not expensive.”

The tall man winks at me. “I’ll bet that college is a great place to learn about entrepreneurship.”

“What if I start out there where you go?” Chantelle asks.

“Cool,” I tell her.

Duncan jerks his head back. “What?”

“Duncan, we don’t know anybody that’s been to college. Jo, here, could show me around; make sure I'm plugged in.”

The tall guy slaps Duncan on the back. “Mr. Style’s just pluggin her in, Duncan.”

Duncan glares. “We’ll talk about this later.”

“Why? He’s here right now,” Chantelle says.

Liam grabs my arm. “Hey, we have to book. Thanks, Duncan.”

Duncan keeps his eye on Chantelle. “Yeah. Any time.”

The tall man says, “Yeah, I gotta book, too.”

He and Duncan shake hands and he heads for the front door.

“Great seeing you all,” I tell them.

Liam pushes Garret ahead and pulls me along.

◊
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Outside, the tall guy waits behind the oak tree next to my car. “Fifty,” he tells me.

“Thirty-five; that’s all I have.”

He smiles and hands me the middle pistol.

When I go to take it, he holds on. “Cops catch you with this, you say you found it in the parking lot of some redneck bar. You tell em’ you got this from a grown black dude down in the city? Well, they gonna draw some conclusions about you, right away.”

I slip him the bills.

He lets go of the gun.

“This ain't no Saturday Night Special. It's a Smith & Wesson, Model 10–5,” he tells me. “Six shooter; the kind the po-lice use.”

I glance up at him. “Tell me this isn’t some cop’s gun; especially some dead cop.”

The tall guy shakes his head. “Ain’t no serial number, so it musta been made before ‘68. No way to tell where it came from.”

I let out a sigh.

“Make yourself a holster, like mine,” he says. “These revolvers don’t have no safety. You stick it in your drawers, like Duncan, you end up blowing your own balls off.”

I laugh and offer my hand. “Jo.”

He considers me for a second, then shakes my hand. “Arleigh.”

“I’ll keep in touch.”

He leans in close. “You don’t need them, man.”

I nod. Now that I know I can’t get more weed from Duncan, I sure as hell don’t need Liam. But Garrett’s my friend. I haven’t had many, so I don’t give them up easily.

As Arleigh heads down the sidewalk, I gaze up through the dark, barren branches at the charcoal sky. It’s the first day of spring, and I’m breaking out of my cocoon. No idea what I’ll be on the other side. You ever feel that way, Detective Balfour? Metamorphosis.

◊
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I start the car and ease away.

Liam rides in the front seat now, sniffing every few seconds. He grips his knees, rocking in the seat.

“Didn’t I tell you fuckers not to run your mouths?”

“I didn’t say anything,” Garret says.

Liam shakes my shoulder. “Duncan was getting pissed. Why were you hitting on Chantelle?”

“Stop shaking me when I’m driving, man.”

Liam sits on his hands.

“Duncan was pissed because he’s trying to be all James Bond and Chantelle made him look like a pussy.”

“He’s got a gun, you know. He’s not afraid to use it, either.”

I open my jacket. “So do I.”

Liam throws his hand up. “You buy that from Arleigh?”

“I found it in the parking lot at a bar.”

“You think that’s going to protect you at the factory?”

“It’s a deterrent,” I tell him.

“What kind is it?” Garret asks.

I glance over at Liam. “I was hoping you knew.”

“I was in the fucking Navy, dumbass. We didn’t carry pistols.

I slip the gun from my jacket.

Liam takes it. “Let me see it.”

“Looks like the gun cops carry,” Garrett tells me.

“What, on TV?” I ask.

“Check the bottom of the ammo,” Garret says. “Dad showed me that once.”

Liam pulls out a bullet and inspects the bottom. “Yep, thirty-eight.”

“Wonder where I get ammo?”

“You can’t buy it,” Liam tells me.

“Why? I’m nineteen, officially.”

“They passed that law after Kennedy and King got shot; you have to be twenty-one for handguns. That’s why they started putting serial numbers on guns.”

“Liam can buy it,” Garret says.

“Maybe,” Liam says. “I’ll need another ride next week.”

“You’re gonna snort all that in a week?”

Liam smiles at me. “Chantelle will be there.”
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Sinestral
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Are you right-handed, Detective Balfour? The entire fucking world is built for right-handers. Everything at school—books, writing pads, scissors, and locker doors. Then, at home, there’s power tools, musical instruments, cars, and, obviously, guns.

I stop by Garland’s Military Surplus now and again. That’s where I bought my navy pea coat — keeps you toasty, even in January. I got a good deal on hand warmer here, too. Garland threw in a can of lighter fluid. Garland’s a white guy about my dad’s age, balding, with huge, dark sideburns. He wears fatigues and black army boots. He’s what my grandma Lois calls ‘a beanpole’ — tall and skinny. I mean, if I was built like him, I’d wear combat gear, too.

Anyway, Garland’s looming there over the glass display case that I’m browsing. The frame’s beat-up hickory wood and the shelves inside are lined with this black felt. I’m looking over every kind of gun holster you could imagine — leather, cloth, clip-ons, belt loop holsters, and a couple of those big shoulder harnesses. And what do you know? They're all right-handed.

Garland’s right-handed himself, but I guess he can read my frustration.

“You a southpaw?” he asks me.

I nod.

“You can make the clip-ons work.”

I focus on one, rotating it in my mind, and he’s right.

I point to a compact, blond leather job. “Let me see this one.”

Garland opens the case. “Which caliber you packing?”

“Thirty-eight.”

“Snub-nose?”

“Long barrel wouldn’t work.”

Garland flashes his conspiratorial grin. “Bring it with you?”

I shake my head. “It’ll fit.”

Garland knows damn well I’m not twenty-one. Still, if I pulled out my pistol right now, he wouldn’t rat me out. He might try to sell me ammo.

He hands me the holster. Of course, you right-handers hang the clip inside your waistband, on your right hip. I spin the holster backwards and slip the leather part into my jeans, so the clip is hanging over the outside of my waistband on my right hip. Voila; a left-hand holster.

Garland frowns. He opens his mouth but then shuts it without saying anything.

I drop my sports coat over it and I can’t make out a bulge. But, the holster’s empty, right? I suspect it’ll be visible when I’m packing heat.

“I’ll take it,” I tell him. “I need a cleaning kit, too.”

Garland’s frowning up toward the front windows. I’m hoping some dufus isn’t trying to rip him off. Garland would fucking waste him, for sure. As he’s ringing it up, he’s still gawking at the front. Finally, he glances down at me. “Need any ammo?”

It’s almost sixty degrees that day; a warm front, according to Mrs. Winston. The sun’s peeking through the clouds; first hint of real spring weather. People are strolling along the block in shirtsleeves and light jackets.

I parked a ways up the street; I guess I’m still a little paranoid about the gun. As I pass the laundromat next door, I spot a police officer talking with a woman near the entrance. That’s why Garland was frowning at the front window. I know how that is when people don’t like you; it sucks. I’ll bet you couldn’t wait to switch to plain-clothes duty, right Detective?

Anyway, I’m fairly confident this cop can’t see my holster. However, I walked out of Garland’s carrying a brown sack with the cleaning kit and a box of thirty-eight cartridges. I’m too young to have the ammo, even with my license. And Garland damn sure shouldn’t have sold it to me. Now I’m wondering whether the police are watching his store.

The cop glances at me as he’s talking. I’ve my hair a little long, but I’m dressed like a businessman. I don’t fit the profile you guys have for ‘social deviants’. I walk slowly, like I have nothing to hide. I smile at a couple of girls walking toward me. I’m parked there along the street and I have to wait for a break in traffic to step out and open the driver’s door. When I glance back at the laundromat, the cop is talking with the woman again. 

I toss the sack on the front passenger seat and climb in. On the left side, mind you. You’d think that’s a victory for us left-handers. But we still have to drive on the right side of the road, and the damn gearshift is right-handed.

Sitting there in broad daylight, I realize if that cop was looking for it, he would have seen the thirty-eight shape under my sports coat. When I’m carrying heat, I should stick the holster around to the back of my waistband. I remember feeling relieved that I didn’t learn that the hard way.

The problem with a holster sewn inside your jacket is that it’s conspicuous. You walk by a cop and you don’t want it to show at all. You do business with guys bigger than you, you want them to see the real McCoy, not some faint outline they could mistake for a pack of Kools. As I did find out the hard way, you need to show customers you’re not fucking around.

I pull away from the curb, glancing down at the stick shift. I’m left-handed, but I have to shift gears with my right hand. It took some practice during driver’s training, but I learned. When I need a left-hand draw holster, there’s nothing. So, I take what’s available and make it work for me.

You ask why I need heat? How about, I’m a five foot nine, seventeen-year-old and I want to sell weed to guys at a factory and a college. No one else I know would have bought that gun. But I had a problem and I saw an opportunity, so I made it work for me.

Did you know the Latin word for left is sinestra? The Romans used it to mean wrong, or evil. That’s where we get sinister. I suppose that, alone, makes me a literal social deviant.

Driving back to the suburbs, I remember feeling proud of myself. All my life I’ve been rejected by the straight world; even my own family. Now, I’m stepping into a world where people treat me like a grown man.

Still, while I am smarter than the average bear, as Yogi likes to say, that doesn’t mean I always think things through. I’m impulsive; I get it. There’s this alarm going off in my mind. Walking by that cop, I realized there’s a whole other level of rejection the straight world can give me if I continue down this path.

And here I am with you, Detective Balfour.
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Enrollment
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A week or two later, I’m cooling it up in the Academic Office waiting for Chantelle. Yeah, she followed through and we’re signing up for summer classes. 

I decided to enroll long before I knew Chantelle was interested. I learned my lesson the hard way working in the factory last summer. No one to talk with except guys who’d settled for manning an assembly line for the rest of their lives. Garrett and my other friends were still in high school. We got into some deep discussions occasionally, but mostly they seemed interested in getting blazed and listening to eight-tracks. It got boring, to the max.

Anyway, I’m sitting there listening. The hum of the copy machines gives way to this staccato of printers chirping out our schedules. I turn back toward the cubicles where Chantelle is meeting with her academic advisor. What the hell is taking so long? I’m hoping they aren’t hassling her. She’s the only fucking black woman for miles around. But then, nobody hassles me when I go down into the city to her place.

“Knock, knock. Anybody home?”

I turn and there’s Chantelle. She’s wearing this forest green turtleneck over flared jeans, which I’ve never seen her wear before. Kind of like she put on a disguise to blend in out in the suburbs. She still looked foxy, of course.

She’s smiling at me.

“Sorry,” I tell her. “I was just tripping.”

She grabs a seat in the chair next to me, those taupe, upholstered chairs you see all over campus. “You’re a boy; I know where your mind was trippin' to.”

She’s wearing a purple lip-gloss and a whiff of lavender perfume.

“You enrolled?” I manage to ask her.

“Easy as pie. Counselor said with my high school grades and my placement test scores I could enroll in any class I please; second-year classes, if I want to.

“Courses. You have to call them courses here.”

She trades schedules with me. “Classes, courses.”

“People here don’t want to feel like they’re still in high school,” I tell her. “So, classes are courses and teachers are professors or profs.”

I glance at her schedule - English, Business Math, and Sociology. Sounds interesting.

“Anyhow,” she says, “only Black woman in the whole building, they helpful as they could be. I guess they can say they integrated now.”

“I’ve seen a couple other Black students around, a few Chicanos.”

She’s frowning at my schedule. “Perspective & Parallel Line Projection. You only taking one class?”

“Course.”

She puts her arm around my shoulders and leans into me. “I thought we’d be in at least one course together.”

I sigh and scan her schedule again. “I haven’t taken Business Math.”

“Well, sign up.”

“Two courses, plus full-time in the factory?”

“You can do that in your sleep, Mr. Style.”

“I won’t be getting much sleep.”

Chantelle hugs my arm. “We can study together.”

I get up from my chair and follow my raging hard-on back to the counselor’s office.

◊
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I stand there waiting for Prudi Willem, my career counselor, to free up. She’s always been nice to me and I figure she won’t hassle me for changing my mind after I already saw her an hour ago. I’m holding my folder in front of me so I’m not sticking out. I have to remember to wear looser trousers when I’m around Chantelle.

Finally, Prudi gets free and she motions me over. She’s that very large white lady, long dark hair. Always smiling.

“Prudi, I want to add Business Math.”

She pulls out the summer roster. “That’s a popular course this morning.”

“Yeah, I’m taking it with a friend.”

Prudi’s eyebrows rise. She glances out toward the lobby, then back at me. “Well, classes are a lot more fun when you can study with a friend.”

“I’m looking forward to that,” I tell her.
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Target Practice
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That weekend, I’m out in the field behind our neighborhood, traipsing. ‘Traipsing like a hobo,’ is what my grandma Louise calls it. Before I left, the thermometer outside the kitchen window showed barely a notch above freezing. I’m wearing my navy ski cap and my navy pea coat, but all I have are these olive, vinyl boots. I hate wearing colors that clash, even when no one’s around to see. I can still see. Regardless, it’s better than having soaked feet when it's freezing outside.

I know where I’m headed. And I know why. In the movies and on all the television detective shows, the criminals can’t hit shit when they shoot. Yet, the police always drop the criminals with a few shots. 

You cops have shooting ranges where you can practice. Where do criminals go to practice? Unless they’re country boys, or hunters, or military vets, they have no clue about guns. I mean, does Duncan practice? Does he own a cleaning kit? I'm sure Arleigh checked him out on how to do all that. A young guy my age, though? If I hadn’t grown up around guns, I wouldn’t know what to do.

The cloud cover lights up the trees and the dead, brown grass. And I’m noticing that my olive boots match nicely with the ground. Like my navy hat goes perfectly with the grey sky. My mood lightens up a little.

SHOOK!

The grass swallows my left foot. I halt. Left arm straight out to catch my balance, my right arm cradles the holster under my coat. It occurs to me that traipsing through a field carrying a loaded pistol with no safety is a bad idea. 

It's quiet out here, a few birds calling, the grass rustling under random gusts of wind. I can’t see anyone around, but I don’t want to pull my thirty-eight to unload it.

I grab the top of my left boot and pull. The suction from the ground feels like it’s pulling back. The grass gurgles as my boot rises an inch at time. The ground finally surrenders, but my momentum knocks me off balance. I'm flapping my arms, trying to recover; then I’m flat on my ass. 

The paper sack holding my ammo and my Campbell’s soup cans lies on the ground to my side. I check my thirty-eight — still in the holster. I check out the bottom of the sack; it’s soaked. Now, I have to bundle the sack under my arm to make sure everything doesn’t fall out. That’s reality. Things go wrong, to the max.

Say some young dude buys a Saturday Night Special, how’s he going to know what caliber it is? Does he comprehend calibers? He gets hold of some extra ammo but it’s the wrong caliber. He doesn’t know shit about cleaning a weapon; it jams or misfires. There’s no safety and he trips and he shoots himself. And that’s not accounting for whether he can hit anything when he pulls the trigger.

I resume traipsing, a little slower now because I’m scanning the ground for sinkholes. After a few minutes, my ass starts burning from rubbing against my soaked jeans. Today, of all days, I should have put on underwear. Ahead, I spot the bank I’ve been searching for. Right at the edge of the woods, the sink drops down into a four-foot-high ridge.

The scrawny, birch saplings topping the ridge camouflage me as I set up my cans. I dig out little spaces in the ridge about two feet off the dirt floor and wedge my cans into the spaces. Again, growing up around guns, you know that bullets travel. The last thing you want to do is set your cans up on top of the ridge and fire off shots that will carry half a mile over the ridge when you can’t see if someone’s coming.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
BOOK #1 OF THE MY YESTERYEAR SERIES






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





