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A Note From the Author

 

Before we delve into the story, I wanted to say a few things. Usually, notes by the author are at the end of the book. I’ve never been known to do things in the right order. Stick with me. 

If this story somehow seems a bit familiar, it’s because it was originally written as a podcast “play” so-to-speak for my longtime friends at the UK tech podcast, Our Place. How Steve and Angie have put up with me for so long, I’ve no clue. Nevertheless, I’m grateful that they’ve always supported and promoted my stories. Thanks, you two lovelies!

 

Next, on a slightly more serious note, I’d like to warn the reader before beginning this book. (See why I put this at the beginning?) There are some topics in the following pages that include the suggestion of drug abuse, alcoholism, and child neglect set atop the opaque background of a crumbling government in the process of metamorphosing from solid democratic to violent autocracy. It could be triggering. It could also give you hope. 

Sometimes, as children, or nominal citizens, all we have left is to look for hope. That’s what our hero does. In the darkest of places, there is light that shines from memory, from friendship, from the kindness of neighbors and from the power of literacy. 

I will leave you here with these words that will only make sense if you do, in fact read this book to its end. 

Be a 

R.A.D.I.O.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part 1: Halloween

 

I know. This is a Christmas story and yet, we’re starting on Halloween. 

That’s where this story starts.

You see, the world got tired.

At least, that’s what Mama used to say. Like it was a fact. Like fish swim. Like cars take you places. Like humans breathe air to stay alive. The world got tired.

 

Sometimes, in the early morning, when the sun is rising, I think heaven must be tired too. It’s so tired that Death or the Reaper, whatever you call him, forgot about the people of earth. Somebody forgot to come and get her. 

 

Mr. Perez, the Super came with his son and took her body after she died. He said he figured she “went on” when he didn’t see her talking to J anymore. How long were she and I together, her dead and me alive in our small apartment? I don’t know. I should know. But I don’t. I just remember the Super and his son (who never talks but wears a helmet) came and rolled her up in a blanket and carried her out. The Super said something about being thankful that it was cold so there weren’t flies. The son with the helmet said nothing. I don’t know where they took her. But Mr. Perez said her spirit “went on.”

 

Went on. 

Grownups say that stupid crap. ‘The world got tired.’ ‘She went on.’

I wish she went.

Some place new. 

Some place old. 

Anywhere but here. 

 

When I was little, the parish priest came to my school and said that when people die, they go to heaven or to hell. Maybe hell is tired too, I wonder? Or maybe it’s too busy. I don’t know what is supposed to happen. I just know that Mr. Perez is wrong. Mama did not go anywhere. She is still here. And she isn’t sorry for the night she died or any of the other things the stuff made her do.

 

Tonight is Halloween. Mrs. Moore, the lady in 4B, who is like a hundred years older than dinosaurs says that on Halloween, the walls between the living world and the dead world get thinner. There are no walls like that in my apartment. Still, I’m hoping that Heaven will come and do it’s job. 

 

So I’ve decided to sit on the steps outside of our apartment that lead up to my building. I’m searching. Hoping. Some kids stay up all night on Christmas waiting for Santa. I stay up all night on Halloween hoping that Death will come and pick up my mother. I think Death might have a black cloak and wear a mask. But maybe that guy’s too busy. The Reaper might drive an Uber or dress like a the man who walks his dog in the morning. I’m watching everyone as they walk by. Heaven is tired. They could send anyone.

 

 They say people are happy in heaven. That would be good for Mama to be happy again. 

 

Every morning, I throw away the stuff. The bottles, the cans, the bags that held the  powders, the pills, the tubes and rolled up dollar bills. She’s not there in the morning. She’s never there in the morning. That’s not new. Everybody knows ghosts don’t like mornings. 

 

But every afternoon, just after 3:30, Mama’s ghost opens the door of her room.The door creaks open and the darkness from that otherwise locked room creeps along the walls like choking, thick vines. She steps out once the light is gone and stands there; a shadow, watching me with her hollowed out eyes. The broken blinds against the windows slam shut even though no one has turned the rod. As the choking vines and darkness snake across the walls and floor, the smell of cigarettes and booze follow. She says coffee doesn’t work anymore but “the stuff” does. And that’s when it appears on the coffee table.

 

Some mothers have coffee cups. Mine had a booze mug with a smiley face. It would look like she was drinking coffee if anyone stopped in to visit. But I knew it wasn’t coffee. It was brown but it wasn’t what other mothers drank at 3:30 in the afternoon. 

 

The afternoons are always the same. Somewhere in the shadowed darkness that has engulfed the apartment, Mama, starts out as part ghost, part skeleton. She sneers at me through cracked lips. She asks me what I’ve been doing. She tells me I’m lazy. She eyes the table suspiciously. “Little thief!,” she accuses. 

 

“No,” I say.

 

Her spindly legs jump on to our broken, filthy couch. She hovers over the coffee table and touches “the stuff” with her bony fingers. She slowly turns into the monster. The weedy spindles of darkness stab her body with their barbs. She has two legs, then four, then eight. Her braided hair falls out. Her hollow socket eyes fill in, two eyes, four eyes, twelve. She is a deadly spider with piercing, suspicious eyes. She licks her jagged fangs with her remaining human tongue as she moves her face closer to the table. 

 

“What are you looking at?” Mama hisses.

 

I close my eyes and sit very still. On my mattress on the floor, I make myself as small as possible. Maybe the giant, hissing, hungry spider will leave me alone if I give her no reason to pounce.

 

This is how Mama haunts me. Every afternoon and all through the night. She brings the dark and I wait for the morning light.

 

It’s Halloween and I don’t want to miss Death if he stops by. As dinner time comes, I go inside the building. I tiptoe to the apartment and open the door. I creep along the wall to our kitchen, careful not to disturb the giant spider woman on our couch, tending the stuff like a real spider tends to her web. I take out a ramen packet  from the drawer and creep silently back to our door and close it gingerly. I carry my dinner over to Mrs. Moore’s apartment. She let’s me use her microwave because I bring in her the mail. She also lets me use her water to make the ramen. Most nights, like tonight she gives me a cup from her cupboard for water to drink. It isn’t a booze mug. It’s a cup with a rabbit wearing a blue jacket. He’s holding a carrot.

 

Mrs. Moore likes to watch tv while she eats her dinner. Canned soup. She sits with her bowl on a tray and watches the news and talks to her empty couch. I sit on the kitchen floor and eat the warm ramen and drink from the rabbit cup. Most nights, I make the ramen last as long as possible so I can be near Mrs. Moore and listen to the voices on the tv. Sometimes I eat one long noodle at a time just so I can stay in Mrs. Moore’s kitchen a little longer. But I know our deal. When the bowl is empty, I have to leave. Tonight is different and I’m in a hurry to catch Death so I put the bowl and the rabbit cup in the sink. I say thank you as I run back outside. Sometimes Mrs. Moore says goodbye. Sometimes she’s talking to no one on her empty couch as I leave. Tonight she says nothing. I see she’s opened the curtain and is looking out at her fire escape. Maybe she’s looking for someone too.

 

As I put my hand on the doorknob of my apartment, I listen. The glasses are already shattering. Mama has started early tonight. So I sit in the light of the setting sun on the steps of the apartment building. I wrap my arms around myself and I watch. The spider woman inside is screeching and throwing things because her spindly legs don’t work as she tries to touch “the stuff.” The stuff that Mr. Perez says was the reason she “went on.” As the sun sets, she reaches for the bottle, the powder, the rolled up dollar, the pills. Each time, there is an invisible wall that prevents her from reaching it. Each time she is denied, she gets angry. She runs around on her eight legs, knocking things over. She throws the glasses from the cupboard onto the floor.
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