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We started the fires at dusk.


The opening to the title story of this collection by Michael Jasper is a distillation of the mix of danger, disquiet, and determination that runs through all sixteen stories. 


Whether it’s the return of a prodigal son to the family farm ("The Chicken Project"), the young high school teacher conscripted into refereeing a basketball game with his new school’s rivals from the nearby reservation ("Home Court Advantage"), or the impossible feats of a team of mixed-race baseball players long before the days of Jackie Robinson ("The Champ Escapes"), Jasper takes you on a guided tour of the human condition. This includes the dark sides as well as the bright.


Sometimes even reality is warped, as it does in the near-future tales about the power of words ("The Death Sentence") and the violent outcomes of over-crowded cities ("The Deck").


Quite often, the people in Jasper’s stories are overwhelmed and at the end of their ropes, like the protagonists of the four final, loosely connected stories in the collection. But like Chris Simpson, the narrator of the title story, they all try to hold onto hope in spite of the odds with all of their hearts. 


By the end of each story, it’s possible that your own heart will be transformed as well.


What Was Left Standing was first published in April 2024 by UnWrecked Press.




















Introduction:


Still Standing






I’m coming up on thirty years of writing fiction. If you would’ve told me back in spring of 1995 that I’d still be plunking away at the keyboard and creating new characters, situations, and worlds in the spring of 2024, I probably would’ve laughed it away. 


Now I’m not going to make it sound like it was three decades of non-stop writing. I wish that were the case, but I took a break from writing recently. Not a short break, either—about six years or so. I think I burned myself out, and to be honest, I thought I was done with creating fiction.


But it was the stories that brought me back. Sixteen stories, to be exact, most of them going back almost three decades, back to the beginning of my time as a fiction writer. Stories that, when I re-read them again while preparing this collection, felt like they might have been written by another person. A different, alternate-world version of me, maybe. 


But no, it was still me—I could recognize all of those themes that continually popped up in story after story, those things that bothered me about the world, about people, and most of all, about myself. Racism, the struggles of working-class people, breaking through old belief systems, injustices, and most of all, the intricate micro-universes of families (and people attempting to run from those families). I wrote those stories to try to understand those themes. Not sure I completely succeeded every time, but I have to say this: it was always worth the effort to try.


And that's what strikes me about the characters in these stories that my younger self assembled all those years ago: they never stopped trying. Even in the face of danger, they remained determined to persevere.


And that's ultimately why I wanted to share these stories with you, all these years later. They surprised me, and they inspired me to get back to writing more stories, and some more novels, as well. I hope these stories—past and future—surprise and inspire you as well.






Mike Jasper


Boone, North Carolina


March 31, 2024




























Siding the House






I love summer because I get to ride my bike and run races all day with my best friend Toshera from down the road and I can stay outside until Grandma yells me in for supper. Grandma hasn’t got any teeth and her lips look like she’s eating them when she talks in her crinkly old voice. But I listen to her because she’s smart and she’s not afraid to tan my hide if I run away from her.


It’s getting sweaty in my bed so I roll out of it when I hear Grandma thumping around the house. The hot air is still stuck in my room even though I have a fan in the window and it’s blowing in on me and Mama. She lets me sleep on the bed most of the time because she says she’d rather have the floor.


I sneak around Mama and her snoring and all the clothes and shoes and I open the door. I tiptoe past BobbaRay on the couch by the window and click on the black and white hunkajunk. Nothing good is on this morning except for some baby cartoons for first graders that I’m too smart for now that I can spell and write and do my numbers. BobbaRay can’t do all that and he never will, but I don’t hold it against him because he’s big and special and can’t really talk. He’s my brother and I love him.


Grandma’s in the kitchen sweating two stains down her big brown flowery housedress and cooking something sugary. There’s good sugary stuff every day because of what she calls her sweet tooth even though she doesn’t have any teeth at all. Grandma is fat, bigger than Mama, and her hair’s straight now because it’s all gray and worn out. My black hair curls up tight and all the little white girls in first grade used to want to touch it, but I won’t let them anymore now that I’m going to be in third grade this fall. I hug Grandma good morning and walk across the creaky old kitchen to the busted-up screen door.


The sweat from my nightgown cools me off a little bit when I open the door and stand on the bottom step, the loose one BobbaRay fell on when he tried to bring his old box fan in from outside. I like the way the wood wiggles under me. I could be a skateboard queen if I had some wheels, or a surfer mama if I had an ocean, but I’ve got the long green backyard and Mr. Isaiah’s field and that’s enough for me.


Miss Titty and Jumpinbean run up to my ankles and start acting like I’m a scratching pole. The chickens picking at the grass try to fly away from the cats and leave feathers and turds everywhere. I knock Miss Titty away because she’s crazy-looking with her eye stuck shut with buggers and her brown fur still sticky from licking Grandma’s plate after we had pancakes yesterday. Jumpinbean is a black and gray tomcat with a white chest that’s never dirty and he is my boy, my bro, my baby. He only lets me pick him up, no one else, and when I do he purrs like crazy. He’s kicking his back legs and making dough with his front ones when I hear the truck coming up our road.














Oh Lord, don’t tell me they’re here already. Can’t be eight o’clock yet. I don’t even have any coffee made. But that sure isn’t Isaiah Jefferson’s little truck barreling up the street. There’s nowhere else to go except here at the end of the road.


"Get inside and get dressed, Kanita!" I yell out the back door. She may be school smart but she’s got no sense at all. Running around outside in just her nightgown. That mean old tom’s going to scratch her yet. Then her pretty little legs won’t be nothing to look at.


"Grandma, there’s some white guys outside in a pickup," Kanita shouts back at me. My pan of candy is starting to boil. I suck in my gums and cut down the heat.


Kanita runs in the house, goes to the front room. Bobby Ray is still asleep there on the couch. The door to the girls’ room is open a crack. Kena would sleep her life away if I let her. I push loose hair back into the bun on my head on my way outside. The two white men are just getting out of their truck. I meet them on the sidewalk.


"Good morning, good morning," I say to the first man. I smile big at them. He doesn’t say anything right away. "John told me you’d be coming by. Can I get you anything?"


The first young man is tall and narrow. He has a mustache and short black hair almost like my Alex. Except my Alex’s hair wasn’t parted down the middle and straight. The dark-headed man stares at my mouth. I forgot about my gums showing.


"We’re okay, um, ma’am." He squints around me at my house. I lift my chin and step out of his way. This is my home. It’s short and squat with dark brown wood on the sides. Alex paid for it square last year. Two months later he passed on.


The second man steps onto the grass. He is a tiny bit taller than the first. He’s chubby and has a crooked look to him. He pulls his blue and white cap off his head and scratches his yellow hair.


"Let’s get this over with," I hear him say, all low and grumpy. Then he pulls his cap back down. I look across the lawn at Bobby Ray’s fan under the tree. I should’ve brought that inside before they came.


"The siding’s over there on the trailer," I tell them. "John brought it down yesterday."


I can see these white men know what they’re doing. They go right to work without even answering me. I watch them pull light brown boxes off John’s red trailer.


A sharp smell drifts out of the house. I remember my candy. It’s probably boiling over onto the linoleum. A chicken walks under my bare feet when I turn around. It squawks all the way back to the chicken hutch.


I go inside through the front door. Bobby Ray is twitching in his sleep with two flies crawling on his face. I brush them off. He talks his talk and rolls over. I touch his foot on my way to the kitchen.














Mother walked around slamming doors so much she woke me early. The old woman won’t ever let me sleep. I want to yell at her and Kanita (I heard her squeaky voice too), but instead I pull the pillow on top of my head and kick the door shut tight. But pretty soon the air turns thick and heavy and I have to get up off the floor. I can’t even breathe, so I get dressed.


"Mother, I’ve about had it with you and Kanita making all this noise around here," I yell through the door. Shouting makes me feel more awake and more peaceful. I walk out, and the boy’s still asleep on the couch, but I can tell by his muscles flexing that he’ll be up soon. I smell the rock candy cooking on the stove, and the stink of burnt sugar on top of that. Mother’s mixing up her shit again to make us lose our teeth, just like her. The sweat starts all over once I get to the tiny kitchen, facing Mother’s angry round back, and I can smell my own sweet and burnt odor. I can’t wait to take a nice long shower after breakfast.


Mother doesn’t say anything. She hasn’t talked to me since I told her not to use the money from my support checks last month for groceries. The old woman had no right. She acts like she doesn’t notice me, but I can see her wrinkly eyes follow me around the kitchen.


"That’s right, don’t say nothing to me then. You know better," I say, but I miss her telling me good morning.


I go sit by Kanita on Bobby Ray’s couch and we watch the two white boys set up their tool box outside. Kanita’s big brown eyes are wide. The white boys talk quiet to each other as they stick tools into their workbelts, looking at the house. I feel like walking out to hear what they’re saying. Kanita hasn’t said a word next to me, the first time she’s been quiet in a long time. Bobby Ray is awake and staring at me, his eyes bright white and dark brown. His legs begin twitching, and he starts his rocking even though he’s on his back. The gray couch gives off a whiff of piss and dust from his moving around.


"Look, Bobby Ray," I say in my loud bright voice, pointing my finger, "there’s some white folks outside. They’re going to make our house nice and pretty. What do you think about that?"


He slaps at his face, misses the fat mosquito on his nose, and laughs with one long sound. His droopy mouth tries to make words, but they all run into each other as he gets more excited. He sounds like one of Isaiah’s cows when it’s time to eat. Kanita presses close to me, shifting her big eyes from her brother to the window, the window to her brother.


"Don’t get that boy worked up in there, now," Mother yells from the kitchen. If Bobby Ray sounds like a hungry cow, then Mother sounds like a chicken that’s been stepped on. "Come in here and get some bacon and toast, all of you."


The white boys outside are toting long pieces of siding toward the house, and they’re laughing at something. Maybe they heard Bobby Ray making his noise. The white boy with the cap has a mean slant of a smile on his round sweaty face.


"Calm yourself, now," I tell Bobby Ray. When I put my hand on his chest I can feel the muscles there all tensed-up under the skin. He’s growing so fast. When he relaxes, I pull Kanita from the window into the kitchen. The girl has too much curiosity in her, and it won’t come to any good. Bobby Ray moans one more time from the couch, but he doesn’t follow us to breakfast. From the mix of smells coming out of Mother’s hot kitchen, he’s got the right idea.














I wonder if Toshera is still asleep in her little pink frilly bed up the street. She has more lace in her room than anyone I know, all over her curtains and bedspread and hanging from her closet door. Her room is two times bigger than mine and I don’t even have a closet, but she still likes me just the same. I want to call her and tell her to come up and watch the white men work on our house.


"Kanita, eat your toast," Grandma says in her serious voice, but I can tell she’s excited too, otherwise she’d say it meaner. We don’t get many people down our road.


"Grandma, how come those white men are here?" I ask, making sure she sees me shove half a piece of toast in my mouth.


"They work for John, honeycomb. He said he’d side my house for a special price, since we’re neighbors and all. Drink your juice."


"Why do we need to side the house?" I finish off my orange too-much-sugar-in-it KoolAid and get ready to stand up. BobbaRay stumps around in the front room and moos again, which means "Good morning" and "Who’s that in the yard?"


"John says it protects the wood," Grandma answers, but it takes her so long I don’t remember the question. On you mark. I slide my chair out quietly. Get set. "And it makes the house even more beautiful," Grandma says, and I’m gone from the table faster than you can say catscratch fever.


I pull off my nightgown and remember too late to shut the door so BobbaRay can’t get a look at me. Just as my door shuts I hear the front screen open. I peek out and see BobbaRay creeping out the door toward the chickens. He’s quiet and sweaty and he’s not wearing any pants. I’d chase him but I’m almost naked and there’s white folks outside.














New folks come to play. Come to play. White faces white hands. They come to play.


Piss on bushes. Keep bushes green. Keep green keep piss off legs. Bushes bushes bushes.


Fan is under tree. Fan is in cool shade. Fan spins. Fan spins fan takes world away. Spins.


Show new folks. Show my fan. They don’t see. Look at fan. Listen. Look at fan. It spins. My fan spins.


Come to play. New folks come to play. White folks. My fan spins. Come to play.














 "Bobby Ray! Get in here Bobby Ray!"


I leave my candy on the cooling sheet half-done and hurry out the back door. The loose step grabs at my bare feet. I almost fall going after Bobby Ray. He’s by the old box fan Mr. Isaiah left under the tree back in May. He beats on the box and spins the blades. Just like always. He only has a shirt on, no shorts. I hope the white men haven’t seen him.


He moans again when I get to him. I pull him into my arms. His dangling thing thumps against my legs. Where are his shorts? He tries to fight me. Cats and chickens go flying. I haul him into the house.


"Talk and yell all you want in here." He does. His eyes turn white. "But you put your shorts on and leave those men alone."


Bobby Ray stands moaning for a few seconds more. Then he falls onto the couch. He curls up like a worm and his long body rocks back and forth. He looks mad or scared. I can’t tell anymore.


I sit next to him. The couch smokes out dust. "You love your fan, don’t you, sugarbaby?" I whisper into his nappy hair. "You want to work on it all the time, don’t you, honey? Sure you do. It’s okay, it’s all right, it’s okay."


I wipe the sweat off my forehead. Bobby Ray is getting too big for me to handle. And I didn’t see his mother anywhere when I needed her. I rub the back of his neck. I hold him until he stops moaning.














I missed it because I was changing clothes in my bedroom but I can about see it all in my head from what I heard. BobbaRay must have been watering the bushes again from the sound of it, then Grandma caught him. Even though I’m the fastest girl in my grade I always miss everything around here.


 BobbaRay and Grandma are resting in the front room, breathing all calm and soft now. Mama is nowhere to be found so I go outside to watch the white men some more. I want to show the men how smart I am now that I’m going to be in the third grade. They’re hanging up siding and cutting it to fit in the shade at the kitchen side of the house and all the chickens are hiding from them in their huts.


"How come you have to cut that by hand?" I ask the chubby boy with the cap. He’s trying to cut a straight line in some siding with a scissory tool with green handles. "Don’t you have an electric saw?" It isn’t even the really hot time of day yet and he’s already sweated through his shirt.


"None of your business," he says all out of breath. He cuts the end of the siding and snaps a triangle piece off and the triangle falls into the dirt next to the house. "Your house probably doesn’t even have electricity anyway."


"Does too!" I yell at him. What does he know? The fat boy steps toward me all of a sudden and I don’t expect it so I jump back and almost scream. He laughs like an old man coughing and turns back to the pile of siding he’s cutting. I make a big circle around him and walk up to the friendly-looking dark-haired man.


"Want to see how fast I can run? I was the fastest girl in the second grade and I’ll be the fastest in the third grade too I bet." I get down in the starter’s position and flex my leg muscles. The grass is still a little cool between my toes and under my fingers but I don’t pay it any mind because I’m at the Olympics and I’m waiting for the gun. I slant my eyes over to see if the friendly man is watching and he is so I explode out and sprint around the house. I run over the dirt sidewalk and past the junk pile and under the clothesline and then I’m back before anyone knows it. 


"Look. I’m not even out of breath." The black-haired man smiles at me and gives me a thumbs-up sign. The other boy makes another coughing laugh and I want to say something to him but I’m not sure what he’ll do. He has cold little blue eyes under the shade of his Tar Heel cap and they give me the creeps so I step back to look at our changing house. There’s four rows of siding on top of the dark wood on the side of our house already and it won’t take them long at all to finish the whole thing.


"Let me show you my bike," I start to say but the fat boy throws his scissory thing on the ground and pulls his cap down even lower over his eyes and stares at me.


"Don’t you have anything better to do, little girl? Why don’t you go play with that fan over there?" I don’t say anything back to him because I think he’s just joking around but I’m not sure. He smells like apples and sweat and grumpiness. Then the front door creaks open and slams shut, and just like that the fat boy is back putting siding on the house as if nothing ever happened. He must be teasing.














 "Come on you two," I say through the screen door at Mother’s gray head and Bobby Ray’s messy black hair. "Let’s sit out here in the shade instead of moping around in this old house." I feel more friendly to Mother and the rest of the world after my shower, even though I used up all the water I was in there so long. The pump will kick in sooner or later, I figure.


I look inside again and the two of them haven’t moved from the couch, rocking back and forth like a couple of lovebirds on a swing. I swear Mother’s going to spoil that boy worse than he already is. I walk under the tree and spin the broken-down fan with my foot, and it cuts the air and picks up sunlight through the shade.


Turning my lawn chair toward the house, I sit back and watch the white boys at work. There’s no breeze at all. Kanita is still talking to the workers, and her skinny little brown arms are folded like she’s getting ready to ask another damn question.


"Kanita! Get over here, girl. Can’t you see those men are busy?" She jumps a little and walks over to me, hanging her head like a beat dog.


"I was just talking, Mama," she whines. "That fat boy with the Carolina cap was playing around with me. He’s kind of grumpy like Mr. Isaiah is when his cows get loose." She sits on the wobbly table and turns her thin body so she can see the house get sided too. The mangy black and gray cat shoots across the lawn and jumps on her lap without slowing down or scratching her.


"Hush, girl," I say out of habit. The first white boy, the one with the mustache, pulls off his shirt, and he’s got a hairy chest and the start of a beer belly. His skin is tan in the back, and there’s a line of white down low where his shorts don’t quite cover. A minute later the front door slams and Mother comes toward us with her dirt broom.


"Toshera said she might come over later so we can ride bikes but I don’t know what I’ll do until..." the girl rattles on, just like the cat purring on her lap (buzz buzz buzz). I barely hear Mother sweeping the dirt back and forth next to my chair, trying to clean the packed-down area under the tree.


I’m busy looking at a picture in my head of Kanita’s father, a tall man about the size of the dark-haired white boy. Jonathan was a real gentleman, his hair growing gray slow, with a wide strong nose, Kanita’s light skin, and soft lips. He had his car and house and nice clothes, and he used to take me for long drives. But he wouldn’t let me move in with him at his place, so I was stuck here at Mother’s when I found out I was pregnant. A week later I learned that Jonathan was married already anyway and didn’t want anything to do with a knocked-up welfare mother with a boy like Bobby Ray. Bobby Ray...


The picture in my head of Jonathan is replaced by Bobby Ray, sneaking out of the house. I spin the blades of his fan again with my foot, and his head cocks to the side at a twisty angle, watching it, then he looks back at the white boys. Kanita has her head turned to me, talking about racing the boys in her class. Mother pushes a pile of loose dirt into the road, her eyes not even blinking. Neither of them see Bobby Ray.


He takes another step toward the white boys, his long legs bent like question marks. At least Mother got some shorts on him. The white boys have eight rows of siding up, and they are setting up a ladder to reach the high spots. Bobby Ray doesn’t make a sound as he watches them work, and he creeps closer and closer.














Up high. New folks fix house up high. Come down. See my fan. My fan spins. Come down.


Nobody sees. Nobody hears. Closer. Closer.


Move high steps. Bring you down. Down to see fan. Come down. Cold metal hot metal moving metal falling falling falling.


Up high! Come down fast. See my fan spin. Come see!














I hear the teasing fat boy yell and then there’s a crash and I look up just in time to see him get up off the ground holding his back and picking up the ladder. Jumpinbean scoots off my lap and scratches both my legs with his back feet on his way down. The fat boy’s shirt is grass-stained and muddy from dirt mixing with his sweat and he’s cussing.


"Are you okay?" the nice man with the mustache asks kind of laughing at the fat one and kind of laughing at the way BobbaRay ran off yelling when the ladder fell. BobbaRay’s probably hiding in Mr. Isaiah’s field since he goes there a lot when he’s scared.


"Crazy damn nigger tried to kill me!" the ugly boy says, loud enough for everyone to hear.


The spit in my mouth dries up and goes sour like I just ate a mouthful of dirt. I look from Mama to Grandma, waiting for them to say something or to get Mr. Isaiah over here to put the white boy straight for what he said, but nothing happens. They both find something off in the distance away from the house to look at.


The white men get the ladder put back up and they grab some more siding but I don’t want to watch them anymore. I can hardly even look at them. The fat white boy doesn’t even try to apologize.


I look around our lawn and at our little house and I see what the white men see when they look at my family. I see Grandma trying to sweep a patch of hard dirt clean like it was a floor. I look at Mama and she’s leaning back in her chair staring into space and I know she hasn’t heard a word anyone has said all morning. I see BobbaRay walking all slow and sad back to the house in his underwear and an old shirt and I can tell he’s not even in this world with us.


I stand up too fast and knock over BobbaRay’s fan. It falls all clanging like the ladder but I don’t cuss and say bad things like the white boy. I just run for my bike and send Jumpinbean flying like a scared chicken out of my way.


I pedal away from our house at the end of the road and its ugly new wall of siding. I keep pumping my legs until the wind in my ears pushes out all the angry voices in my head and I’m breaking away past Toshera’s and flying past Big John’s until I’m almost at the far end of the road and still picking up speed. 
































The Doorstop Thieves






When I was eleven years old, my best friend was Chris Thomas, and together we were doorstop thieves. We went to Saint Francis Xavier Elementary in Dyersville, Iowa, where a huge statue of the patron saint stood peacefully in front of the brick four-story school. It was the goal of every fifth and sixth grade boy to climb the statue, swing from the saint’s arms, and spit on his classmates below. The small concrete birds that had once perched on Saint Francis’ shoulders and outstretched arms had been broken off by small, rough hands, leaving only tiny nubbles of stone and the memory of serenity.


It was noon on a warm spring Monday when Chris kicked the little block of wood out from under a door. As the doorstop clattered down the steps to the second floor landing, a strange gleam came into his eyes. He ran down the stairs and picked up the doorstop, turning it over and over in his hands. Behind me, the unblocked door closed with a bump.


Chris waved me down and bent over, his narrow back hunched. His hair fell in his eyes as he cackled, "I have zee doorstop, masster, I have zee doorstop!"


I guess it all could have ended there if I hadn’t encouraged him. But Chris was my best friend, and I would have done anything for him short of murder or blasphemy. After watching him lurch around the landing with the doorstop held tight to his chest, I hurried down the steps as well. We tossed the wood back and forth until we heard the familiar clacking of Sister Virginia’s shoes on the stairs above us. Playing was not allowed in the school.


I figured he’d just toss the doorstop to the floor and forget about it. Instead, I watched in surprise as Chris slipped the doorstop into a pocket of his brown corduroys and hopped down the last flight of stairs. He had stolen school property. Visions of jail and possible damnation danced in front of my eyes on our way to the lunchroom, and I had trouble eating my Salisbury steak and green beans. I could see a visit to the confessional in my near future.


The other kids postponed the daily kickball game during recess to look at our small triangular treasure. As usual, Chris did all the talking.


"You think this is just a piece of wood, don’t you?" He looked up from where he sat, surrounded by the twenty other kids of our class. "Well, it’s more. It was a prisoner, and I’m its, um, its savior. Just like Jesus saved the people when they were hungry and made lots of fish and bread out of one piece of bread and a goldfish. Or when he let that you-know-what lady wash his feet and he washed hers. It’s a miracle!"


Everyone rolled their eyes and laughed and cried out for more. I sat behind Chris and listened in silence as he worked the crowd. He kept it up for a good ten minutes, surrounded by the most popular kids in class. I kept silent.


 Jealousy slipped into my heart like a prod from the devil’s pitchfork when I noticed the special attention Chris received from some of the girls in our class, especially red-headed Mary McCormick. I really wanted to sit next to her at the movie this Friday, and maybe even get a kiss from her after the show. At that point, I decided to get more involved in this, even if it meant being an accomplice to crime, or even a criminal myself. As much as I liked Chris, I couldn’t let him get all the attention. Not when a woman was involved.


When the bell rang to end recess, everyone trudged back up to the third floor. Chris and I smiled knowingly at each other when we came up to the door at the top of the stairs. It had been propped open with a second wooden doorstop. Little things like missing doorstops never went unnoticed in our Catholic elementary. That doorstop was begging me to take it.


"Do it, Mike," Chris whispered in the silence of the doorway. The rest of the class had walked down the hall to get drinks and enter our classroom.


I felt a rush of blood to my head when I bent down next to the door. Chris stepped back. My stomach clenched with a shiver of fear, and I had to stop to catch my breath. I could get into a lot of trouble for this, I realized. Tugging at the doorstop, I had a crazy image of myself as Arthur, and this piece of wood wedged under the big glass door was my Excalibur. I pulled the doorstop out with a flourish and held it aloft, knowing Chris was watching. The door closed with a bump, and my finger caught a splinter from the rough wood along the doorstop’s edge.


"Mi-key, Mi-key, Mi-key," Chris chanted while I flipped the doorstop end over end and caught it. He pushed on the door and held it open for me. I stuck the doorstop deep into my pocket like a concealed weapon, and Chris let the door swing shut behind me.










The next day, filled with a dangerous knowledge only Chris and I shared, we smuggled our contraband doorstops into school. We didn’t want to leave them at home, where they were just meaningless pieces of wood. At school they were tokens of our courage, proof that we could break the rules and get away with it.


When we made it to the third floor, we realized we couldn’t keep them in our lockers, because there were no locks to keep nosy teachers and curious classmates out. We stood frozen in front of our lockers, hearts beating wildly, certain we’d get caught and sentenced to a year of after-school detention.


"The statue," I said, inspired by fear and what I hoped was divine intervention.


Chris nodded, and his eyes danced with mischief. "Saint Francie, baby, here we come!"


In the hood of Saint Francis’ robe was a hollow opening large enough to hold a variety of small objects: rocks, pop cans, a bird’s nest. It would be perfect for a pair of stolen doorstops. The benign saint would no doubt have given us his blessing if he were still alive.


We didn’t have much time before school began, and I wanted to prove to Chris that I could be a resourceful partner. I pulled myself onto the base of the statue and jumped. For a second I didn’t think I would make it, but luckily my hands caught the upraised arms of the statue, and I swung up onto his shoulders. I really hoped God wasn’t watching me as I hung crazily on the back of one of His favorite saints.


I called down to Chris for the doorstops, praying I wouldn’t slip. He looked a little pale from my height, and really skinny. I grabbed the first doorstop as it flew up, almost losing my balance, then the second, and I stashed them in the hood. Holding my breath and swinging my legs in the open air, I dropped to the ground next to Chris.


Our doorstops were safe from the wandering eyes of our principal and her fellow nuns. We could hardly contain our secret during grammar, math, and social studies. Luckily, we were given five minutes between classes to get drinks of water, or else we would have surely cracked. On our breaks we’d walk past the door at the end of the hall, which had been propped open again. When the final bell rang that day, Chris and I had seven more doorstops.


Neither of us could walk by an open door without stealing the doorstop from it. The stealing became a bad habit that kept getting worse, and we were like sinners feeding our evil desires. Doors all over the school were being opened and closed instead of simply being walked through without a second thought. We had created a small pocket of chaos in the orderly confines of our school.


Everyone took doorstops for granted, we soon learned. Larry Coleman, all one hundred and seventy pounds of him, had been sent to the nurse’s office after running full force into a closed door, cracking the glass and knotting his forehead. He groggily recalled that it had been "wide open this morning." The thump of doors being pushed and pulled echoed up and down the halls, and the nuns were getting suspicious.


Chris and I had never gotten into trouble before, so we didn’t know when to stop. Other students began imitating us, pulling out all the stops they could and bringing them to us like some sort of gift or bribe. Even big Larry, back on his feet again, got in on the act. I’d never seen Chris so wildly happy, and he couldn’t get enough of the attention he was given.


The count was up to thirty-six three days later. The hood of Saint Francis was filled to overflowing, and his stone face seemed to be straining from the weight and guilt he was carrying.


At noon of that Friday, five days after it had begun, Chris and I were called into Sister Virginia’s office. Nightmare visions of detentions, loss of recesses, and huge black marks on my permanent record assaulted me as we pushed through heavy door after heavy door on the long trip to the front of the school. Our lives were over, we both agreed, standing in front of the closed door to Sister Virginia’s office. The door open, and Sister Katherine, our homeroom teacher, let us inside.
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