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            To my mother, who taught me to understand and forgive…to conquer one impossible thing at a time.
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            Chapter 1

         

         I’M HUNGRY. I’VE WAITED AS long as I can, and now I scoot past my siblings to tug on my mother’s jacket. She swats me away.

         “Walk straight,” Mom commands, her voice deep and robotic, the voice of a stranger.

         If we stop walking, we will freeze to death. It’s Christmas in Manhattan, and the Midtown department store windows glow, each one a framed fantasy. My neck swivels as I pass, entranced by the rich golds, reds, and greens. My eyes fix on a display with an electric train chugging in a circle around a tree. It weaves through snowy heaps of presents, some wrapped, some with pictures of toys on the outside. I’m only five, and all I know about Christmas is the stories I’ve heard at the churches where we go for free meals…and that in December music drifts from the doorway of every store, and their windows fill with magic. I want, more than anything, to get my hands on that train.

         A man crosses between me and my brother, bags brimming with gifts hanging from both arms, his pale face flushed with cold. He steps into the street and hails a taxi. I watch for a moment as he gets in, feeling a longing I don’t understand. I want to be part of his life, to be his child, to be him, to be blissfully unaware of the luxury of a warm taxi.

         I pull my eyes away, returning them to the backs of my mother and siblings. From behind, Mom’s jacket looks like a puffy sleeping bag with arms. The three of us follow her like ducklings, eyes locked on that jacket. Jessica, the oldest, is right behind Mom. She’s seven and sometimes holds my hand when the streets aren’t so crowded. Then comes Alex. He’s six, one year older than me, and balances on curbs and jumps up against walls when it’s not so cold. Then there’s me.

         Tourists shove in all directions, still warm from wherever they got their last hot chocolates, the winter air bringing a holiday pink to their cheeks. I dodge them without pausing. No matter how alluring that window is, the most important thing is not to lose my family.

         On the fringes of this shiny holiday wonderland, in the dark alcoves and corners of the night, are people like us, passing like ghosts around and through the bright, clean tourists. We drift in circles, making our home everywhere and nowhere. We hunker down in the colorless crevices of the city, in the gray shadows of gray buildings where the gray snow is piled; we are gray people fading to nothing.

         We head farther uptown, and as Times Square bleeds into the Upper West Side, neighborhoods shift in character. I know this area by its sidewalks. My favorite, they are embedded with mica, sparkling like diamonds. The sun sets over the apartment buildings, and darkness begins to spread over Manhattan. Night is the worst time to be outside without a home. My mother stares straight ahead into the eve of the night, lost in her own thoughts. It’s cold, getting colder, and we don’t have a destination.

         “Mom.” I try to get her attention, but it’s futile when she’s in this mood. She flatly repeats her refrain: “Walk straight.”

         Hours pass and the temperature drops. Every puddle has a skin of ice. The snow heaped on either side of the shoveled sidewalk is hard as rock. The city is frozen solid. My feet are stubs. I stare down at them to make sure they’re still there. My dirty sneakers, plucked from the trash, are clownishly large. The laces are wrapped once around the sole, then tied in a bow on top to help them stay on. Each time I take a step, my foot floats up in the shoe, then reconnects with the sole and the pavement. I count as high as I can to pass the time—forty-one, forty-two—but I keep losing track of my count and switch to songs and stories. Last night we had dinner at a church—macaroni and a sermon on the side. We heard the story of the three kings bringing gifts to the baby Jesus. Gold, frankincense, and myrrh. They walked all night, too, following a star. We need a star. Instead, our homelessness stretches on forever, in all directions, studded with temporary refuges—a bus station, a subway car, a shelter, a hospital waiting room, a Bowery slum. I’m angling for one of those now.

         “Mom, how about there?” I’ve spotted a subway vent and can see steam rising from the familiar metal grid.

         It’s unclear whether she hears me. Regardless, she doesn’t answer. Her eyes dart left and right behind her fogged, red-framed drugstore glasses. She’s checking to see if anyone is following us. This time, in spite of her suspicion, she stops, and we know this means we’re allowed to pause above the grate. Warm air seeps out. My exposed hands feel it first, then my body, and finally my toes start to prick back to life. This must be what it felt like when the three wise men found the manger.

         I hear the rumble before I feel it and sneak a glance at Alex. We make eye contact, and the corner of his mouth turns up: He hears it too. The rumble surges to a roar, and a subway car shoots through the station below. A welcome blast of damp heat envelops us.

         “Yes!” Alex whispers. Jessica hears him and smiles.

         I could stay here all night, but the respite is tantalizingly short. A gray figure emerges through the steam.

         “Good evening,” he says, politely enough, but Mom hears danger.

         “Get over here,” she says, shooing us off the grate. He’s not the only one—others are emerging from dark corners to usurp the subway grate. The only people brave or lost enough to be out on the streets tonight are also wrapped in mummy-like layers. Their breath floats from unseen slits in colorless cloth. Whatever plumage any of them once had is fading. They step toward us, and my mother propels us onward.

         “Enough, let’s go,” Mom says. To where? I wonder.

         We end up right back where we started, walking.

         Mom must be getting cold. Does she even feel the cold? I can’t be sure. I look at my brother and sister. Jessica’s steps drag; Alex, the troublemaker, is silent. My siblings have not spoken for hours—there is no joking around or whining, no annoying each other, no pestering Mom about where we are going. We know to be quiet and obedient when she’s in this state, but I have to try something.

         I take a deep breath. “Mom, we’re close to the Port Authority, can we go inside?” I venture.

         “Walk straight. They’re after us.” Mom is always worried about people coming to get us, but they never come, and the three of us already understand that although there are real dangers, “they” are only in her mind.

         Now Jessica trips, slumping to the ground. Alex and I stop short. I want to help her, but my thoughts are muddled, and I move too slowly. She silently drags herself to her feet. She breathes puffs of mist. This might be the coldest night we’ve ever walked, and through the fog of my brain, it occurs to me that my sister might not be okay. Alex is too quiet. My own mind doesn’t feel right. We are disappearing into ghosts. We’ve done this before, walked with Mom all night. We’ve never had a place to call home, never stayed in one place long enough for me to remember it, but for the first time in my life, though I don’t have the words for it, I think we might die.

         There is a calculation I make whenever I talk to Mom: Will she hit me, and is it worth it? Asking for a candy bar isn’t worth it. That’s a mistake I won’t make twice. But when she’s challenging an authority or beating up on one of us too much, I take the risk. I need to keep us going.

         I try again. “Mom, we should go inside.” In my head I am saying all of it: We’re too cold. I love my sister! You’re killing us. Wake up! I want to slap her with my words. I can’t feel my feet. I can barely breathe. I’m not even shivering anymore. We’re dying.

         Mom stops and looks at me for the first time in hours. She’s going to hit me. Is she going to hit me? I can usually tell, but not tonight.

         We wait in front of her. We can’t navigate the world on our own. Not yet.

         “Okay, okay,” Mom relents.

         Victory! We’re going inside. Somewhere, somehow. With new vigor we march past fast-food restaurants, hair salons, metal roll-down doors. She must have a destination in mind now. Does she have a destination in mind? Her mind is a riddle I’m constantly trying to solve.

         We find ourselves at a box of a building with black painted metal doors. Hunkered down on the street, the building looks like it’s avoiding eye contact.

         Mom rings the doorbell. The street is completely silent, asleep or abandoned.

         Mom rings and rings, then bangs and bangs. Finally, she yells, “Hey, open up! Answer the goddamn door!” This is our warrior mom, breaking through the voices in her head, fighting for our lives.

         The door opens, and heat flows toward us like a dream. We surge forward, ice zombies.

         “Lady, this is a men’s shelter,” the man at the threshold announces, blocking our way.

         “What the hell is wrong with you?” Mom roars.

         “Excuse me?” the man says. “Don’t speak to me like that.”

         She says something about clouds from a bombing in Ireland and nuclear waste. “It’s all around us out here and you’re exposing us to it.”

         The man looks startled and is suddenly speechless. They are at an impasse. I feel a surprising warmth move down my legs. Then the warmth quickly cools, and the smell of urine rises up to my nose. I hadn’t realized that I had to pee or that it was happening.

         “I peed my pants,” I announce to no one in particular.

         The man looks at me for the first time. His dreads are neatly pulled back, his eyes bright. Like the man I saw getting into a taxi, I want this man, too, want him to protect me, want to be the person who owns the warmth and lets people in from the cold. His glance flits from me to Alex to Jessica. His pause is an eternity.

         “Fine, come in. But you can’t let the kids out of your sight,” he says to my mother. “This place isn’t safe for them.”

         “You think I don’t know that already?” she says.

         “The guys in here are fucked up.”

         He ushers us into a warehouse-like space, and I see what he means. Other shelters are bright and clean with space for children. This room is dark, and I don’t see any other children. Ahead I see only the outlines of rows and rows of coffins. On top of each lies a single body.

         “Are they dead?” I ask.

         “Nearly,” he says. “Here.” He points at a single empty cot.

         “That’s all?” Mom asks.

         “What the fuck do you want? This isn’t a hotel,” he snaps, suddenly sharp.

         “Okay, okay,” Mom says.

         “Like I said, don’t let them out of your sight,” he reminds her and leaves.

         “Sit,” Mom tells us.

         We sink down on the cot, not ready to shed any layers. I am in the middle, between my brother and sister. My eyes adjust to the dark, and details of our neighbors emerge. They are surrounded by bags of all sizes, belching their contents out onto the floor. Sometimes we have bags, but not tonight. We are wearing everything we own.

         I smell my own urine, but now it’s dominated by the stench of funk, sweat, and vomit that brews in the overheated room. If outside was hell frozen over, then this is hell defrosted. I wonder, looking around, what has brought each man here. Did they come here with their moms too—and stay until they were grown?

         My mother stands above us. As my eyes get used to the dark, I see something in her face shift. Another mom is emerging—this is the one who knows what to do. This mom hugs us as often and as easily as the other mom hits us.

         “Is this what you want?” Mom asks, gesturing to indicate the roomful of lost souls, strung-out, drunk, miserable specters of their imminent deaths. Mom doesn’t usually talk about the future. Poverty is never about the future; it’s obsessed with the now, as it must be. We walk the high wire of trying to survive, and I sense more than understand exactly what my mother is asking.

         “No!” I cry. “This is not what I want.” I catch only glimpses of other lives, spotting them and speeding past them like an express train, but I am certain that I don’t want this. I begin to weep. I’m starving. I’m afraid my mom might hit me. I don’t want to see Jessica fall again. I don’t like it when Alex is quiet and still. I don’t want to be here, surrounded by the nameless, homeless masses, sitting in my own urine. My brother and sister lean into me from either side as I cry, wanting to comfort me but not quite able. I don’t know what I’ll have to do to escape this life. It’s all I’ve ever known. But somewhere in the darkness my mother has unleashed a spark of hope. She is asking me what I want, and in that question is the implication that I have a choice. She is asking me to believe in something better. I’m five, but I already know this: I want a roof to sleep under for more than a night or two, with furniture and blankets and toys. I want to protect my older siblings. I want to protect us from Mom, and I want to protect Mom. I want to be the man getting into the taxi with gifts for his family. I want to be the man in the shelter, with a warm space he decides how to share. I want to be another man, one I haven’t met yet. I have no idea what life could be like, but for the first time I know what I want: not this.

         “Okay, good,” Mom says. She doesn’t want this for me, either, the chaos inside her that spills out to encircle us. She sits down next to us.

         I lie back, horizontal across the cot, feet dangling off the side, squeezed between my siblings with a woman who, for a brief moment, has come as close as she ever gets to being a real mom. I curl into the dogpile of my family.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         I KNOW TOO MUCH,” MOM tells us. We’re all in a row behind her, riding in the back seat of a forest-green Volkswagen Beetle that shudders whenever she hits the gas. “I helped the Irish. Your mother is at the table. We need to end the Troubles,” she says, referring to the Northern Ireland conflict. It is two years after the coldest night of walking, people are pursuing my mother again, and we fled Manhattan this morning. Mom chain-smokes Marlboros, lighting the next with the last, until we arrive in Albany. Our first stop is the state welfare office so Mom can apply for rent and food stamps.

         All the welfare offices follow the same labyrinthine process that makes securing help a job in and of itself. Sometimes the meeting is brief, but usually we arrive and wait for hours before and after talking to a social worker. The rent voucher provided limits our options to the poorest areas, and we inevitably run out of money and food stamps toward the middle of the month, at which point we turn to food banks, foraging, church meals, and thieving. The end of the month ticks by slowly until the next allotment comes.

         Mom figures out when and where we need to go to reapply. This is our first time going to the Albany County Department of Social Services, but the waiting room looks just like all the others: worn and spiritless, with a familiar whiff of poverty and hopelessness. The flooring is shiny around the edges but dulled to exhaustion everywhere else. The seats are attached to each other. I scan the other families. Many of them sit guard over all of their possessions. Every mom has brought all of her kids—even if they’re school-age, they have to be here in person to prove that she’s taking care of them. The room is full of brown faces, but to me, they all look like us—tired, hungry, in need of a bath, and too familiar with this routine. Some of the younger kids run wild, but none of them talk to us.

         There is nothing to do or to play with, so I study the brochures that are scattered on the side tables. One of them is called Healthy Nursing. From it, I learn how vital it is to breastfeed a baby. There is a line drawing of a breast that I know Alex will appreciate. When I show it to him, he glances at Mom to see if she is looking, and then says, “Give me that!” and snatches it away from me.

         When the social worker finally calls our name, she greets us with a forced smile and leads us into her office. I sit on a chair, and the social worker starts asking questions.

         “Are you actually looking for work?” Her tone is skeptical. The welfare worker is as much a part of the system as we are, except that she is paid to robotically ask us a series of questions while we are given money for answering them correctly. Her role is not to be a helper but to be a gatekeeper. Her goal is to make sure we don’t abuse the system—that Mom truly doesn’t have the money to feed us, that she’s trying to get a job, that she’ll use the money the way the government wants her to. She’s going to ask for papers we don’t have—pay stubs, proof of how much rent we pay—and I know Mom won’t appreciate her skepticism. I brace myself for a reaction, but she is in control of herself. She wants the money. Mom gives the woman the warm smile that she uses when she wants something.

         “What’s your name, dear?” Mom asks.

         “Vaynessa,” the woman says.

         “That’s beautiful. Vaynessa, this is my son, Hugh,” Mom responds. “Say hello, Hugh,” she orders, so that Vaynessa will know that she’s the kind of mom who raises her kids right. My name is Hugh John David Ambroz, and my mother will start calling me David next year, when an unexpected shift happens. But until age eight, I will be Hugh.

         “Hi, Vaynessa,” I say, and Mom introduces Jessica and Alex.

         Vaynessa’s face softens when she looks at us. In all likelihood, she lives in the same neighborhoods we do. Her church is probably one of the ones that feed us between checks. “Hi, sugars, are you hungry?”

         I don’t know the right answer. Mom has taught us to lie when we’re asked questions. After she hits us, she says, “You got this bruise fighting with your brother,” feeding us the explanation to give if anyone asks. Giving the wrong answer could ruin everything. The authorities could take us away from Mom, breaking up our family. No matter how bad things get, being separated from my siblings would be worse.

         I am very hungry, but Vaynessa might be checking to see if Mom is taking good care of us. I think I’m supposed to say I’m well-fed. But if I say I’m hungry, will she deny us the food stamps? Or do I need to be hungry to get them? I can’t tell, so I stay silent.

         Vaynessa holds out a bowl of mixed candies, including Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups. Nobody ever gives us candy, and here’s a whole dish of free candy being held out in front of me. I can smell the chocolate. It’s like Halloween. Or is it another test? I look at Mom for permission.

         “That’s so kind, thank you, Vaynessa. Children, pick one treat,” Mom says.

         We each take a single piece of candy, careful not to grab.

         “Did I say thank you?” Mom asks, making direct eye contact with Vaynessa and smiling. She says this a lot when she’s trying to charm people.

         Vaynessa looks down at the form in front of her. Pen in hand, she asks, “Are you taking care of these children? Are you feeding them three times a day? When did they last see a doctor? How are their grades? Do they have their own rooms, or do they share?”

         I’ve heard these questions before. Vaynessa is trained to be wary of the people who come to her for help. The system doesn’t trust people in poverty. If my mother isn’t feeding us, it must be her fault. If she can’t support us, it must be because she doesn’t care. She must be doing something wrong. She must be shirking her responsibility. This culture of blame makes it harder to get benefits, forcing the needy to look for loopholes and work-arounds. The more we use these tactics, the harder it is to get benefits. The harder it is, the more we connive, and so the system teaches us the very qualities it condemns.

         And yet, right now, our survival hangs on the razor’s edge of Vaynessa’s own mood. Did she get enough sleep last night? Did she have a fight with a loved one? Was her boss mean to her? What if she feels sick today and just wants to be done with us? The subjective nature of this process is our crucible.

         Mom’s quiet worries me more than Vaynessa’s state of mind. She is remarkably still, a placid smile on her face. I’m always afraid that feeling disrespected could set Mom off, and something bad could happen. Is this the eye of the storm? Will having her mothering and work ethic questioned make her explode? I’m protective of her dignity. We need this money. If Vaynessa denies us benefits or, more likely, tells us to come back when we have more paperwork, we will walk away with nothing.

         The silence stretches out, and I inch forward to the edge of my chair, ready to intervene. If Mom throws something or yells, I’ll shepherd us all out of here before security has time to react.

         Then Mom says, “I am taking care of them, Vaynessa,” as pleasant as can be. I’m relieved and relax just a bit, sliding back into the scooped seat of the chair. “I try to give them balanced meals,” she continues, “but as you can see, they do enjoy sweets too.” Mom reaches over and puts her hand on top of Vaynessa’s, breaking the unspoken rule that says there is no touching in this environment of us versus them. I’m worried, but then, when Vaynessa doesn’t pull away, impressed. Mom is doing this for us.

         Then she asks, “Are you a mother, too, Vaynessa?”

         Vaynessa says, “Yes, these are my boys.” She rotates a picture frame to show us. Now there’s a big smile on her face.

         “They are so handsome, how old?”

         “That’s my husband. Our oldest is fourteen, then our middle son is ten, and our youngest is six,” she says, gesturing to the image of the husband in the picture.

         “I love my children, Vaynessa. I know you understand as a mother,” Mom says. She deepens her imploring eyes and rueful smile. “I am looking for work, but I can’t find childcare, and the jobs I do find don’t pay enough to cover all the bills if I have to hire a babysitter.”

         “Lord, I know it’s hard, and I have help,” Vaynessa acknowledges. Her eyes blinking with sympathy, she hands my mother a stack of forms.

         “Okay, Ms. Mary. Listen. Take these back to your seats and fill them out. Sign here, here, and here. When you’re done, come back to me specifically, okay?” Vaynessa says. Mom has won the social worker over. She’s on our side now, and, for the moment, she sees Mom as a person instead of a case. She sees us, and it matters. This victory will keep us alive another day.

         Mom smiles broadly, giving Vaynessa’s hand one final squeeze.

         “Did I say thank you?” Mom asks before getting up to leave.

         We wait for four hours. It’s unclear why. Maybe Vaynessa took lunch. Maybe she was waiting for someone else’s signature. Maybe another case distracted her. Poverty is one long line. We wait at welfare offices, food banks, and shelters. At last, Vaynessa returns and summons us back to her desk. “Mary, this is for the balance of this month and for next. These stamps are for you to buy necessities, not alcohol. There is enough here to get you through the month if you spend it wisely. Here is a pamphlet on healthy eating. Here’s a pamphlet on self-care, and here’s one on anger management with children. You’ll have to come back in and talk to us about your efforts to find work in three weeks. I’m also giving you a rent voucher approval form. When you find a place, you need to get your landlord to sign off and then return this form. It can take a few weeks to process, so make sure your landlord understands this.” With a beneficent smile, she hands Mom two manila envelopes, one fatter than the other. “You take care of these kids, Mary, okay?”

         “Did I say thank you?” Mom asks again, beaming. Just outside the main office, Mom pulls us into the women’s restroom, and into the wheelchair-accessible stall. The powerful flush from the adjacent stall doesn’t faze her. She tips the contents of one of the envelopes into her other hand. The food stamps come in neat booklets of different denominations. Mom thumbs through them, doing the math in her head. Her expression is half smile, half grimace. It’s not enough. It’s never enough. But we won’t be hungry tonight. Mom puts the money back in the manila envelope, pulls her shirt up, and tucks the bundle into her bra.

         We take a bus to a twenty-four-hour Dunkin’ Donuts. The Beetle died on the way from the welfare office, and we abandoned it on the side of the road. Mom orders a coffee that she’ll stretch to last days by refilling it with creamers. Jessica, Alex, and I take handfuls of creamers and sugar packets, which we mix and eat for a meal. We’ve just received food stamps that we could use to buy food, but they’ll never be enough. This is a regular part of how and what we eat. Taking up two brown faux-leather booths, we each spread out on a bench for the night. It’s not as soft as the car, but stretching my legs feels good, and I sleep well under the fluorescent lights and the hum of the ventilation, feeling the warmth of my mother.

         The next morning, Mom circles job listings in the newspaper, then starts making calls from the pay phone outside. I see her laughing and gesturing as she talks to potential employers, her smile stretched wide as if they can see her through the phone line. It works, and on our third day in Albany she lands a job interview. She spends a long time getting clean in the bathroom and comes out fresh, washed, and dressed in her long skirt and jacket. She beckons us to follow and walks briskly out the door.

         Later, we are waiting on the sidewalk when she emerges from St. Stephen’s Hospital.

         “I start work tomorrow,” she says. “St. Stephen’s is very prestigious.” Mom is all smiles and warmth, and we bask in her elation.

         “That’s awesome, Mom. What will you be doing? I mean, I know you’re a nurse, but…” Alex asks.

         “They have me filling in right now, but soon I’ll be back in the ER,” Mom says, beaming. She pulls us all into a clumsy hug. I’m crushed into the softness of her arm and chest. She smells nice—it’s the perfume sampler she sprayed on at the pharmacy just before her interview.

         “Mom, that’s great!” I say into her shoulder. It isn’t really great. She’s better at getting jobs than she is at keeping them, but I want her mood to last.

         “This changes everything. We’ll get an apartment, get you into school, get things sorted out this time.” Alex and I exchange a knowing look. We’ve been here before.

         “Let’s go,” she says. We track back and forth on neighborhood streets, scouting out FOR RENT signs. When we find one, Mom rings the super’s bell and talks to him while we wait quietly, trying to look neat and respectable. Late that night, when I’m beginning to think we’re going to have to sleep at a diner again, the building superintendent leads us up two floors to a one-bedroom apartment. The place is broom swept but not clean. On the rug, round indentations left by furniture legs mark out light rectangles suggesting the rug was once white. There are more rectangles of white on the wall, ghosts of the art that captured other people’s imaginations. Some of the windows are still hung with blinds. Mom shows the super a letter from St. Stephen’s and promises she’ll give him money toward the rent at the end of the week. He gives us a once-over and a nod. It’s ours, as is. We have a place to sleep tonight, but I don’t believe Mom for a minute when she tells the super she looks forward to “a wonderful year.” There is zero chance we’ll still be here next year, much less next month. I don’t let myself hope for anything beyond tonight.

         The super leaves, and we bring in our bags. We don’t have much, just some clothes. As always, we open every cabinet and closet to see if anyone has left a treasure—we’d be happy to find a few plates, but we fantasize about forgotten piggy banks or jewels that we could sell. This time, no such luck. Mom attempts to force a window open, but it’s stuck. She tries the next, and, with a deep, scratchy sound, it rises. Street noise comes in and, with it, fresh air. Only then do I realize that I’ve been breathing through my mouth, trying not to inhale the lingering scent of wet towels and garbage that permeates this place.

         The only piece of furniture is a fold-out metal chair by the open window. Mom sits down heavily and says, “Hugh, get my purse.” I bring the purse to her, and she rummages inside until she finds a crushed pack of cigarettes. Lighting one, she inhales deeply, then blows the smoke toward the open window. It circles back into the room, our family’s contribution to the apartment’s must and funk.

         The next day is trash day, and we hurry out early to start furnishing the apartment. One hundred percent of our resources, whether Mom has a job or we’re living off welfare, goes to food and shelter. Everything else has to be found or stolen. When we go through the trash, we’re looking for clothes—preferably cleaner than the ones on our backs since laundry is only an occasional luxury. We want basic furnishings—dishes and utensils, pots and pans. If we’re lucky, we’ll be able to drag home a mattress or chairs.

         First, we head to the nearest grocery store and help ourselves to a cart.

         “I wanna push it,” I whine. Gripping the metal bar firmly in both hands, I roll it forward. Proud to be the one pushing the cart, I veer left to avoid a pedestrian, and one of the wheels dips off the sidewalk.

         “I’ll do it, Hugh,” Mom says. “Here, help me out.” She taps the side and I put a hand on one corner. I’m definitely steering. We trudge along the uneven streets until Alex, who’s running ahead, directs us to a pile of good trash. It looks like someone was evicted—the contents of their whole apartment have been dumped on the street to be picked over, just as ours will be one day soon. Black plastic bags are piled into treasure mounds studded with bulky items too big for the bags. We are early, and most of the bags are still tied so we know the pickings are good, but we aren’t the only lookers. Other people are passing by, hoping for good finds, and some grab specialty items, like electronics or materials that they can resell, but we recognize the ones who are like us, whole families here to look for necessities they would otherwise go without. They are our primary competition, so we quickly divide and conquer to get the best stuff. I spot potential around the corner and hurry toward a box of books. Up close, they turn out to be old books with leather bindings. Mom has taught us all to read. Sometimes she makes us read to her for long stretches without stopping. I can’t always follow the story, but I like how it calms her. I want all of the books, but we need to save room in the cart for practical items, so I settle for one, Moby Dick, which I tuck under my arm. I know better than to get too excited about any find, and we never get attached. We went through this back in January, and a few months before that. When we move again, we will leave our treasures behind. The book in the cart might prove interesting or be so mildewed that it’s unreadable, but the one thing I know for sure is that I won’t get to keep it.

         Mom comes up beside me and unearths the long stem of a standing lamp. “Nice,” she declares. There is no shade, but the stem is ornate, and a bulb is still in its socket. It’s not a necessity—the apartment already has overhead lighting—but she deems it valuable, so into the cart it goes.

         “This might be good,” Alex notes as he pulls out a small television. Alex is drawn to electronics—radios, TVs, small appliances. He seems to have a sixth sense as to whether something still works. This one has a cracked white box that has been duct-taped back together. “The tape looks old, so maybe they used it like this until they got a better one. Let’s try it out at home.” Alex heaves it into the cart. Like me, he isn’t excited, even at the prospect of a working TV. This is what we do. This is how we furnish an apartment. If we’re still there next week, we might be back for more. Or Mom will have another plan for us that day. Or we’ll be on the move again and leave it all behind. There is no rhythm or predictability to our days.

         Tearing into the side of a bag, Jessica sorts through clothes and holds up a blue sweater. “Hugh, this will fit you.” She tosses it to me, and I hold it up to my front. Close enough. I take a whiff, deem it acceptable, and put it on.

         
            *  *  *

         

         A few weeks later, we’ve just arrived home from St. Stephen’s hospital and are in the lot of our building when I hear someone yell, “Fucking piece of white trash. Are all those kids yours?”

         The voice is coming from a slowly moving cop car. The car’s lights are flashing, but there is no siren.

         “Go inside, right now. Go!” Mom whispers urgently.

         I’ve seen the drunk men in uniform before. Sometimes it’s the police, sometimes it’s firemen. On weekend nights, they stumble past sloppily, shouting curses, dirty words, and racial slurs, whatever they can think of, “fuck you this, fuck you that.” They hate us and all our neighbors because we’re poor. I’m ashamed because they’re right—we’re dirty and helpless. But I’m also angry because I already know I don’t want this to be who I am, but I have no power to do anything about it. Can’t they see that?

         “Go, now. Hugh, take them inside. Go!” Mom hisses again. But Jessica, Alex, and I stay where we are. We don’t want to leave her. We’re a pack, and packs stick together.

         The car swerves to the right and stops. Two cops emerge, and Mom turns to face them. She is wearing her white nursing uniform. Her arms are out from her sides, palms forward. She doesn’t want a fight.

         “Why’d ya tell ’em to run? What do you got to hide, huh? Fucking piece of shit. How many more you got at home? I bet a bunch. What do you think?” he asks his partner. “Three? Four? Like fucking rats! Just sucking off welfare. Why’d ya tell them to run?”

         “I’m sorry, it’s late and they should be inside already. I just got home from work,” Mom states calmly.

         “You are fucking lying,” he says with disgust. He strides toward her and gets in her face. “One. More. Time. Why’d you tell your trash children to run? Don’t lie to me. It’s a crime to lie.”

         “You seemed angry, and I thought I could talk to you. I didn’t want them to bother you while we talked.”

         He rotates his body like he’s about to swing a baseball bat, then whips around, connecting the back of his hand with my mother’s face.

         Slap.

         The sound of the officer hitting my mother ripples through my body. On contact, Mom stumbles backward but doesn’t fall.

         “Run now, fucking run,” Mom commands. We retreat backward into the shadows on the periphery of the parking lot, but we still don’t leave.

         “Stupid lying cunt,” the officer says. Suddenly, he grabs Mom by the hair and shoves her against the back of his car.

         Our mother has hit us countless times, but I’ve never seen anyone hit her. Shame, anger, and the instinct to protect my mother combine and combust. Running from the side, I lunge at him.

         “Stop! Stop! Stop!” I scream. My voice sounds small and powerless, even to my own ears. The second officer swats me away, his hand connecting with my face. I fly backward and land on the ground, the wind knocked out of me.

         “Fucking lying piece of shit,” the first officer yells as he continues to slap my mother. Her back is against the car, in front of the passenger-side door. There is blood on her white uniform. Near their tangle of legs, I see the Albany Police Department logo emblazoned on the car. My sister is screaming, and faces appear on balconies and in windows. They all see, but I don’t expect them to help. What are they going to do, call the cops? I remember, soon after we moved in, the police responded to a neighbor couple who were fighting, screams and crashes echoing through the building. They dragged both the husband and wife out, thrashing them about like rag dolls. We were the ones watching out the window that time, unable to understand what was happening or why. In the neighborhoods where we live—the poor neighborhoods—the cops are always a presence. They feel like an occupying force. I don’t think of them as people who want to help me or protect me. I think they want to scare us—either to flex their power or to feel like the neighborhood is under their control.

         “Okay, okay, enough. Let’s go,” the second officer bellows at his partner, putting a hand on his shoulder.

         “Get the fuck off my car.” The first officer yanks Mom’s arm and kicks her in the ass. She lands near me.

         I crawl toward her as she slowly pulls herself upright. Back in his squad car, the violent cop looks out the window. He’s not done with her yet. He coughs and then, thwap! He hocks a loogie at her. It lands on her chest. She looks down, then at the cop. She silently meets his gaze, and I feel momentarily proud of the defiance I see in her eyes. She is unbroken. The car drives away into the night. What just happened?

         “Come on, Alex, help your brother up. Jessica, let’s go upstairs,” Mom instructs. Inside, she cleans herself up, standing at the bathroom sink for a long time. Eventually, she lies down on the used mattress that we salvaged from the trash pile. It sighs under the weight of her body and her distress. Closing the bedroom door behind me, I turn to my siblings.

         “Let’s go out back. Mom needs quiet.” Mom is a tinderbox under any circumstances. We’re always careful not to trigger her, and there’s no telling how she’ll react to this incident. We need to get out of here before we find out.

         Behind our building is a run-down playground. We climb to the top of a metal geodesic dome and perch there, shell-shocked. Our lives usually move too quickly for reflection, but this horrific reversal means something, and we’re trying to make sense of it. Did Mom do something? Say something to set them off?

         “She didn’t say a word to them. They just attacked her,” Jessica says.

         “That’s what Mom does to us,” Alex says quietly.

         “It’s not the same,” Jessica replies.

         “Yeah, it is,” I say. There’s a long pause. She’s our mother. And though she hurts us, we have no doubt that she loves us. Those men had only hatred for her.

         “Well, those were cops,” Alex says. He has a strong street sense of right and wrong. If someone drops something, even if it’s just a coin, he runs after them to return it. When we shoplift, he makes sure we don’t take too much from any one store. He always tries to do the right thing or the closest he can manage. In his mind, the police are supposed to be the heroes, the saviors. He’s already seen evidence contradicting this, but today was absolute proof that they are just as unpredictable and violent as our mom.

         We linger on the cold metal bars of the dome, silently watching the darkness descend. Huge, crime-deterring spotlights shine from the corners of the yard, blindingly bright in some areas and casting deep shadows in others. Tall, skeletal monkey bars loom over the blacktop. Nearby, ride-on animals mounted on big springs have half lost their paint, and their grotesque faces leer in the darkness. We stay until we become silhouettes high against the sky, our features and thoughts lost to the night.

         Creeping back into the apartment, we are relieved to find Mom asleep, her breathing quiet and regular. She is still wearing her uniform, her white stockings ripped.

         “Let’s clean this place up,” Jessica whispers to Alex. There is temporary peace, and we want to preserve it.

         “I’ll get cigarettes,” I suggest. There is no money, but I’ll manage.

         
            *  *  *

         

         For days after that, the mom who landed a job and found us an apartment is gone. Her shadow stays in bed. Her eyes don’t see us, and we know not to provoke her.

         One day, finally, she gets out of bed and takes a shower. When she emerges, fully dressed for the first time in a week, I quietly ask, “Mom, are you going to work?” She hasn’t been back to her nursing job at St. Stephen’s since the attack.

         She points to her eye, where a shiner has faded from black to blossoms of purple and amber. “I’m a nurse. I can’t show up like this.”

         It’s another week before I can convince her she looks better and should return to work. Jessica and Alex have started school, even though the year is almost over, so I’m the only one who accompanies Mom back to the hospital. I’m relieved that she’s returning to work. The super knocked on the door last night asking for money, and I know this means we’ll be able to pay him.

         “Stay here,” she says when we get to the waiting room. I nod and sit. I am a pro at this. Waiting is one of my best skills. When Alex waits, he can’t keep still. He pokes me and harasses me, energy wiggling out of his fingertips. But when I’m alone, I watch and learn.

         The ER at St. Stephen’s has hard seats and aggressively ugly beige-purple prints on the walls. It smells like ammonia and vomit. The only entertainment is years-old Reader’s Digest and Highlights magazines, a coffee machine, and a snack machine with shiny, alluring Hostess cupcakes. I fill up on creamers, and every so often I slip into the gift shop attempting to steal a four-piece Whitman’s Sampler. I know the flavors it comes with by heart from reading the key in the lid: milk chocolate butter cream, milk chocolate caramel, milk chocolate “Messenger Boy,” and dark chocolate coconut.

         The ER is crowded, and whenever the automatic sliding doors rattle in their tracks, every neck swivels to triage the new arrival. Some of the patients are kids. Mothers with worried faces hold them on their laps, hugging them and checking their foreheads for fevers. Mom’s a nurse but I wonder what it would be like for another adult—a professional—to notice us, to check and see if we’re okay. There is something absent in Mom’s love for us. I blame her sickness, and when I long for that kind of attention, the person I want it from most is her.

         Not enough time has passed when Mom comes back through the door to the waiting room. Something is wrong. I recognize the look on her face. This is the mom who is capable of understanding that we are in trouble.

         “They fired me.” She takes me by the hand and leads me out the door. I’m not shocked. I don’t ask her why. I’m pretty sure that this time it’s because she never called in to explain why she was staying home from work. She would never admit she was attacked by cops, and, besides, we don’t have a phone. The apartment, the job, the food—it felt like we had risen from underwater to take that two-second gasp of oxygen. We needed it, we gulped it hungrily, but here we are drowning again.

         I have a good idea of what comes next. When Mom is employed in any capacity, we are in much better shape than when there is no money for cigarettes, no schedule to follow, no tie to the outside world. Mom’s clarity and fear will give way to depression and delusion. Then she might turn her anger and dismay toward us, and we’ll have to dodge her blows. At some point she’ll get into bed and stay there, smoking in silence. We’ll run out of money for food and cigarettes. And then we’ll get evicted. What I don’t know is that this is the beginning of a slide from poverty to disaster, from manageable to chaos. That’s ahead, but right now her family is in trouble, and she cares. She leads me across the street and straight into a dark Irish pub. We sit down on barstools. I quickly discover that my stool swivels, and I’m tempted to push off the bar and get it spinning. I want to go so fast that the room blurs and I can’t see Mom and don’t have to worry about what she’ll do next. But playing on the stool would make her mad, so I twist back and forth in place, slowly, restrained, careful not to brush her knee.

         “A finger of whiskey,” Mom tells the bartender. Mom never drinks. It’s hard to say why she is doing so now. Maybe she knows like I do that there is no place to turn for help.

         “We are going to be fine, okay?” Mom says.

         “I know, Mom,” I reply, but I can hear the fear in her voice, and it scares me. Maybe this time is different. Maybe it’s worse.

         “I’ve got twenty-plus years of nursing experience; I’ll find another job,” she adds, more to herself than me. She sips at the pour, then we walk down the hill to our apartment. She grasps my hand tightly.

         Mom returns to her bed, half-wrapped in a toga made from a bedsheet. She stares vacantly at the walls. She chain-smokes, using anything and everything as an ashtray and, in spite of my efforts to pace her, quickly runs through our whole stash of cigarettes.

         “Hugh, where are my cigarettes?”

         “I’ll get them, Mom,” I lie. Under no circumstances do we tell Mom there are no more cigarettes.

         A moment later, I carefully venture, “I’m going to the store, Mom. I’m going to get fresh ones, okay?” I just want to keep her calm.

         “Marlboros” is all she says. I check to make sure Alex is occupied. If he’s got energy, he bounces off the walls and it could set Mom off. But he’s busy with the TV antenna, still trying to get a picture.

         From her purse, I pull the coupon book of food stamps. Flipping through it, I notice there aren’t very many left. I bend the book and hide it in my sock, wrapped around my ankle.

         Since I can’t buy cigarettes with food stamps, I’ll have to cash them for change. The upside to this is that it means I can buy a few cheap items for myself. At the grocery store, I grab a caramel from the clear plastic self-serve containers, make my way to the register, put the lonely caramel on the black rubber grocery conveyor belt, place the separator behind it, and withdraw the book of food stamps.

         These stamps are the only “money” we have. They are pale beige with dark gray print. Neutral tones, but blatantly not the color of money as if to publicly shame the users. When I use them, I feel like everyone knows I’m poor. Waiting in line, I look down at them. Each ticket reads “Enjoy all foods, just don’t overdo it! It takes 20 minutes for your brain to send the signal that you’ve had enough to eat.” The benefits fluctuate, but no matter how much we are given, it is never enough. The quantity they give our family of four can barely feed two people, even if we weren’t spending some of it on the cigarettes. Mom shouldn’t use food stamps to buy cigarettes, but she’s been smoking since she was thirteen, and it’s hard to quit a habit like that when your life is unstable and stressful. In line in front of me is a skinny young mother with a baby on her hip and a small child holding her hand. Like me, she is gaming the system. She uses her stamps to buy a single banana, cashing them out so she can pay rent, or get her child a backpack, or get money for any number of things that she isn’t allowed to buy with stamps. We stretch each coupon in all directions, as far as it can go.

         I’m relieved when the clerk barely looks at me. “That’s a nickel.” I hand over my food stamp, collect my ninety-five cents change, walk out of the store, and then turn around and come right back in as if I forgot something. I don’t know if cashing out is illegal, but I try to hide it just in case. I buy another five-cent item and get another ninety-five cents in change. Now I have enough cash to buy cigarettes at the gas station, where they won’t care that I’m underage.

         On the way, I glimpse a half-smoked cigarette in the shadow of a trash bin. I scoop it up, brush off the burned bit, and examine the small writing—Camel. Not her favorite, but still useful.

         
            *  *  *

         

         With Mom holed up in the apartment, we spend the first weeks of summer on the stoops of our neighborhood.

         “Yessica, girl, get over here,” Lissa calls out. Her white short-sleeved shirt is cut off to expose her smooth tan belly. Kids crowd the wide brown stairs in front of the five-story walk-up where she lives. It’s a warm night, and the air feels like it’s shouldering the exhaust of the whole day’s traffic. Music from different stoops thrums and clashes.

         “Get the fuck off my steps,” the neighboring second-floor tenant yells out her window.

         “Bitch, shut up, we ain’t on your steps anyway,” Karl hollers back.

         “Karl, forget it,” Roberto intervenes, and I can see he’s like me, trying to de-escalate. Roberto is the tallest of the group, with dark black hair, deep brown eyes, and full maroon lips. Something about him endlessly draws my eyes toward him. As he talks, occasionally slipping Spanish words into his speech, I take the opportunity to more fully examine the way he fills out his well-worn Lee jeans, how the sleeves of his black T-shirt tighten around his arms, the barest hint of a mustache. I think he’s beautiful.

         “Garbage, a garbage people. Stay away from him,” Mom says about Roberto, and I know she’s talking about all Black and brown people. Her frequent racist remarks and delusions stand in stark contrast to what I see in our neighborhood and my friends. Their parents look out for them and sometimes for us when Mom is nowhere to be found. Staring hard at Roberto as he commands the group, I reject Mom’s instruction.

         Roberto yells, “Ghetto tag!” and the trash talk is instantly forgotten. We spring to our feet. The radio drops out. “Stay on the block, and no roofs, Denise, that’s cheating,” Roberto orders. “Stay on the block, everything else is fair game. I’ll start. Go get your asses hid.”

         Ghetto tag is more hide-and-seek than tag. We all bolt, scrambling for hiding spots on the square of streets that make up our block. I pause to consider an abandoned basement-level apartment entrance but reject it—too obvious. It’s the first place Roberto will look.

         “Bro, there,” Alex says, pointing toward a dumpster. It’s got one wheel on the curb, so technically it’s ambiguous if it’s “on the block,” but the two of us hop in.

         “Alex, this is gross—”

         “Shhh. Get a few bags on top of you in case they open the lid.”

         “Alex—”

         “Shut up and dig.”

         It’s dark in the dumpster. The black plastic bags muffle the outside world. I poke one. It’s squishy with trash juice.

         “Got you, Karl!”

         “Rachel, you’re safe!”

         “Come on,” I tell Alex. “I think we won.”

         “Stay down!” he insists. We stay in the dumpster until the street goes quiet.

         Finally, Jessica calls out, “Are you guys still hiding?” and we climb to the top and push our way out. A bag ruptures and my arm is sprayed with a putrid brown liquid. The rest of the kids have gone in for dinner. Jessica wrinkles her nose when we get near. “You stink!”

         “We know,” Alex says.

         “At least we won,” I say.

         “We killed it,” Alex says, and we both crack up, knowing it wasn’t worth it.

         “I told you to stay away from them. You are better than that,” Mom admonishes as we walk into the apartment, still reeking. “You should be focused on schoolwork and learning. Not out with those people,” she says, despite it being summer and that we are rarely enrolled anyway. Then she looks at me directly, and says, “And you, honestly, it’s disgusting. I don’t want to see you on the same block as Roberto, do you understand me? Following him like a fag.” The word hangs there, and I stand frozen, not sure what it means. I don’t know if I should defend Roberto, pretend I don’t know whom she’s talking about, or deny her accusation.

         The moment passes, but we avoid our friends for the next few weeks, maybe a month, until the day Mom says to us, “I know they are watching. We’re leaving.”

         “Who, Mom?” I ask, somewhat belligerently. I don’t want to go.

         “Don’t be stupid, Hugh.” She’s right. I know better than to ask her questions.

         “The tape is gone. They’ve been here already. We don’t have much time.”

         Alex and I glance at each other. Wherever we stay, Mom puts a piece of tape at the base of the front door when we go out. If it’s not firmly in place when we return, that means the apartment has been searched by the CIA or some other organization. She reuses the tape, and the older it gets, the more likely it is to slip out of place. When it moves, we move.

         We are leaving four walls and a roof and walking into homelessness again. I’m not happy to leave, but I never expected to be here long. It’s hard to feel attached to any of the places we stay. In this apartment building, for instance, the light has been out in the hallway since we moved in. It’s a dark and scary passage, smelling of cigarettes, dried urine, and misery. When I open the door to the garbage room to hurl in a bag, roaches scatter. The man in the apartment next door is disheveled and stares at me uncomfortably hard when I pass. One of our neighbors screams at night.

         When Mom says we’re leaving, she means now. I grab a white plastic Price Chopper grocery bag and throw in essentials: food, the cigarette supply that I’ve hidden, and my current stash of salvaged treasures—some coins, a crow’s feather, a shiny rock, a pair of argyle socks. I leave Moby Dick. Jessica hangs on to a hairbrush. We know better than to take anything heavy. We’ll be carrying these bags for a long time. Mom herself gathers six or seven bags that twist around her fingers, turning them purple.

         The plastic bags are all we have. The friends we made on the stoop won’t remember our names; the schools won’t follow up on Alex’s and Jessica’s brief attendance. River Street could have been a place I called home, could have been where I started going to school. Roberto and I could have grown up as neighbors, and I could have come to understand what I was feeling about him. I don’t dwell on those thoughts. I focus on what we need right now. Tomorrow is unknown, unknowable, and uncertain. Now is all that exists. It is a hard-wiring of my brain. I live in a cycle: homelessness, hunger, housing, welfare, and homelessness again. Escape requires planning for the future. It requires believing in a future. Surrounding me is the chaos that haunts my mother, the welfare system that doubts and denies, authorities who hate or ignore us—that’s all. I see escape and safety in Roberto’s world. He’s clean. He eats. He smiles. His mother keeps track of where he is. He lives in one place. I’m pretty sure he attends school. He doesn’t seem to be abused. His world is out of reach to me. What Mom is doing won’t get me there. But I’ve had a glimpse of what I want, one day when I can look beyond today. I don’t know what I can do to make my way there, but I’m going to figure it out.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         I’LL BE STARTING STORY TIME in five minutes,” the librarian says, tapping my shoulder. “I hope you’ll come listen.” I startle awake—I’ve been dozing while Mom is out looking for a place for us to sleep, at least for a night—but then Alex and I trot over to the children’s section and sit down cross-legged in front of the librarian. The reading corner is decorated with a colorful mural of knockoff Sesame Street characters, beanbag chairs, and kid-sized tables and chairs. The librarian sits in front, hands crossed on top of the book in her lap, waiting while parents walk their children over.

         “I’ll be sitting right there,” a mom says to her son, and points to a table. “Give me your jacket.” She holds the collar of his winter coat while he shakes his arm out.

         “Can I have a snack?” he asks.

         “After the reading we’ll get hot chocolate,” she says. I observe this exchange like an alien collecting data about another planet. Children have winter coats. Their mothers hover nearby, keeping watch. Food is provided. Before she walks away, I see the mom glance at me. She quickly looks away, but not before I glimpse a mix of pity and disgust in her eyes. My fingernails are crescent moons of dirt. I’m wearing shorts in spite of the weather.

         “Okay, shall we begin? Has anyone read Where the Sidewalk Ends? It’s a book of short poems. They’re clever and simple, but I will go slow. Raise your hand if you have questions.” The librarian licks her finger, uses it to turn the page, and begins. Her voice is warm and melodic, and I quickly forget the hot chocolate boy and how his mother looked at me.

         When the librarian finishes, Shel Silverstein’s world telescopes into the distance and vanishes. I look down at my filthy nails and remember what I wanted to do. I go into the library bathroom, yank a paper towel out of the dispenser, wet it with soap and water, and begin to clean myself. The mirror is low, and I can see my face and hands emerging from the gray filth. I take a fresh wad of paper towels into the stall and clean the rest of my body.

         “It’s two o’clock,” Jessica says when I emerge. “People should be just finishing lunch.”

         “Let’s get pizza!” Alex says, taking her point.

         We often collect food from the garbage, but we don’t just dive into any old dumpster. Back-alley dumpsters are full of maggots and foul, unidentifiable substances. As far back as I can remember, we’ve known where, when, and how to look. This knowledge was passed down to us from Mom and everyone around us like folktales, and I learned the hard way not to deviate from the rules. One evening, a promising mound lured me down a dark, dank alley (rule number one: stick to daylight). I promised myself I’d just take a cursory look and go get Alex or Jess if there was anything good. I turned off the main street (rule number two: stay on main streets) and went up to the overflowing dumpster. There were bags of clothes, furniture, and books! Clearly, this was an eviction. I closed in on the books, losing track of my surroundings (rule number three: stay alert).

         “Hello,” a man said from behind me, his hand touching my shoulder. I pivoted around, ducked under his arm, and ran straight back out toward the sidewalk. His laugh followed me as I rounded the corner. I never broke the rules again. At least not all of them at the same time.

         The rules also call for targeting fresh garbage that is likely to be free of drug paraphernalia. The best food waste comes from grocery stores and restaurants. We cross the street and see a pizza joint we’ve been to before. “It’s not empty yet,” I say, meaning they haven’t changed out the lunchtime trash. This particular place is tricky—the trash is in front, right outside the entrance. We don’t want the staff to bust us and shoo us away. But the windows are plastered with enough stickers, signs, and faded newspaper articles that it should be hard for the employees to see out.

         “Stay here,” Jessica instructs as she ducks in to scope out how busy the place is.

         The trash bin is a large one, with a black plastic bag coming up and over the edges. Even from where I’m standing, I can tell there are plenty of white paper plates and discarded pizza remnants.

         Jessica returns. “It’s empty, we’re fine. Hugh, stay there,” she says, pointing. “Block from that angle. Alex, it’s your turn.”

         “Okay, here I go,” Alex says. His job is to focus on pizza or calzones, no hunting around, and no drinks because the priority is food, and we need it soon. He’s in and out of the bin in a flash. Store owners hate scavengers, and we want the option to return. We scoot around the corner and spread out on the staircase of a brownstone.

         “Here,” Alex says, handing me and then Jessica a few pizza crusts each. Then he gives me about one-third of a calzone.

         “Fuckin’ A! Good job, bro,” I say. The best crusts are those where people have left little triangles with cheese and sauce between the semicircles of their bites. Today, each crust has ample cheese and sauce remnants.

         “Hugh, don’t lick your fingers. That’s disgusting. And don’t wipe them on your pants,” Jessica instructs. Those being my only two options for cleaning my hands, I’m not really sure what to do.

         We return to the library, and hours later, when it closes, we wait in the entrance alcove until Mom shows up.

         “This way,” she says. “We’re going to United Methodist.”

         “Movie Night!” Alex exclaims, and Mom nods and smiles. We are regulars at Movie Night, a weekly event for the homeless and the poor hosted in the basement of the United Methodist church. We don’t care what movie is playing because it’s warm and there’s always food.

         United Methodist is a stately Romanesque building soaring up to the winter stars, its bell tower impossibly high. It occupies an entire city block in a once-noble section of the city. This evening the snow has been pushed from the sidewalk to form a steep slope against its outside walls, making it look like a scene from a Christmas card.

         After the movie, Mom comes up to us with Pastor Franklin, Pastor Tammah, and Mrs. Morgan. The Morgans are a family that helps run Movie Night. I think Mrs. Morgan might be the one who chooses the movies. When she’s serving food, she always heaps a generous portion on my plate. Now she has a broad grin on her face. The pastors look pleased too.

         “We’re going to be staying here at the church for a while,” Mom tells us. “Did I say thank you?” she asks the pastors and Mrs. Morgan. “This is very generous of you.”

         The high ceilings of the church make it drafty, but even its chilliest chapels are warmer than outside. Pastor Tammah and Mrs. Morgan bring us to the rectory wing and lead us down a long hallway.

         “It’s not much, but I hope you’ll be comfortable,” Pastor Tammah says, opening the door to a long, narrow storage room, a space between spaces. I’ve passed this room before and seen it full of extra furniture and supplies. Now it will store us. It’s been cleared out and there are four neatly made cots placed against the side walls. Some chairs, linens, and flatware for church events still lean against the farthest wall.

         Mrs. Morgan gives us instructions without making eye contact with any of us. “You can use the bathroom across the hall,” she says, bending down and smoothing out the bedding. “And for showers you can use the bathroom just down the hall in the pastor’s office. Now come into the kitchen—this cabinet is just for you. We’ll stock it with the same food and supplies we distribute on Thursdays.”

         Then Pastor Tammah asks about putting us in school. “Oh, I’m so glad you mention it,” my mother says. She names one of the local public schools. “It’s a wonderful school. The principal is a friend of mine. They offer violin!” She acts like she is in the process of enrolling us and that it’s a huge priority for her. She’s lying, but she probably believes herself. Pastor Tammah is satisfied.

         They leave us to get settled, and we have the run of the rectory. It feels like we have backstage passes. After hours, when everyone else is gone, we can take showers as often as we like. Our hallways have stained glass windows. My sister plays “Chopsticks” on the piano, practicing what we’ve been taught in Sunday school. Best of all, we have unlimited access to the free donuts that accompany every church event.

         
            *  *  *

         

         It is nearly Christmas. During Sunday school all three classes gather in the multipurpose room, and the Christmas pageant committee comes in to speak to us.

         “Listen up, kids. We are going to assign the parts, and then you’ll get your lines and head over to Mrs. Richter to get fitted for your costumes. You don’t get to take home your costumes, we just want to make sure everything fits. Everyone gets a part, and every part is important,” Mrs. Morgan says.

         Well, that’s a big-ass lie, I think, hoping to be a wise man, or Joseph. We’ve learned the Christmas story in Sunday school. Joseph and Mary are forced to travel because an unreasonable bureaucracy requires them to. They have no place to stay and are taking refuge wherever they can find it. The parallels are not lost on me—my manger is a cot in a closet. But then the parable takes a twist, where gifts and salvation are delivered only if you’re the son of God. Which means I’m fucked. I’m the son of a very different Mary. Still, I feel personally connected to the story, and also, for no reason, I think I’m an excellent actor. I wait expectantly for them to ask us to raise hands for the parts we want. I practice channeling Joseph’s saintly calm.

         But then Mrs. Morgan says, “Okay, let’s see. Seth Morgan, you are our Joseph.” She hugs her son when she hands him his script.

         “May Jones, we’ll have you as our beloved Mary,” Mrs. Morgan continues. It goes on like this, and kids file through, collecting scripts and trying on costumes.

         “Hugh, you’ll be Shepherd Number Three, and you don’t have to worry about learning any lines,” Mrs. Morgan says brightly, extinguishing my hope to be one of the wise men. Disappointed, I trudge across the room to the costume racks. Mrs. Richter notices my reaction and kneels down next to me.

         “Honey, we’ll make sure you are in the front. And you get the shepherd’s staff. You’ll stand out, sweetie.”

         “Jessica, you’ll be a villager and observer. Alex, you’re a shepherd too. You’ll get to be with your brother.” Mrs. Morgan smiles with genuine warmth. Neither Alex nor Jessica particularly cares, but I wanted a big part. I wanted to be seen, to perform, to be important. I hold back tears as Mrs. Richter pulls the heavy brown canvas costume over my head and arms.

         In Sunday school classes leading up to the performance, we rehearse. Then, on Christmas Eve, all the kids gather in the wide hallway that leads to our storage room, using it as a makeshift dressing room. A cacophony of excited voices and nerves echoes off the hard surfaces. I put on my shepherd costume. It feels like sandpaper. My wooden staff is two feet taller than I am.

         “I’m itchy,” I whisper to Alex. He’s in an identical costume, except his ends at his knees and he doesn’t get a staff.

         “At least you’re not cold. Let me hold it,” he says, reaching for my staff.

         “Fuck off,” I say, holding it behind my back.

         The line begins to rustle, and I’m moved to the front, part of a small group that will “clear the way and set the tone,” as Mrs. Morgan puts it. She gives me a gentle shove. “Okay, Hugh, you are leading the way for Baby Jesus.”

         We shuffle down the hallway, through the rectory, and then into the sanctuary. I hold my staff high, pointing the way. “Hugh, honey, you aren’t Moses, parting the Red Sea. Just use it as a walking stick. Keep it on the ground,” Mrs. Morgan instructs gently.

         The swinging doors open; I’m standing in the middle of the doorway. I stare straight ahead, up the aisle to the “stage,” where the manger scene is set. I don’t have a single line, but this is my moment. I walk down the church aisle, slow and deliberate, with all the import of a bride approaching the altar.

         The stage has been transformed with bales of hay and life-sized plastic animals. The hay smells pleasantly musty. I head to my left and complete the turn to face the congregation. I’m supposed to stand in place, looking stern and occasionally moving my head to bring the character to life. I follow these instructions with all the gravitas I can muster, planting my staff and dramatically turning this way and that as the story unfurls.

         Alex and Jessica are part of the voiceless menagerie on the opposite side of the stage. I try to get their attention, but I don’t think they’re having as much fun as I am. They’re both staring down at the stage floor. Looking out, I scan for Mom and locate her, beaming at me from the third row center. She mouths, “I love you,” and, without breaking character, I give her a huge shepherd grin.

         After the last wise man has laid his gifts in front of the manger, Mary, Baby Jesus, and Joseph lead the cast out, followed by the three wise men, and then all the other bit players. First in, I’m the last out. The congregation is singing “O Holy Night.” I float down the steps, peeking left to get another glimpse of Mom. She is still smiling. I want to stay serious, but I can’t help returning her smile, and once we disperse, I hurry to find her.

         Retracing our same steps, we ditch our costumes in the hallway and run over to the reception, which is in the enormous assembly hall, adjacent to the sanctuary. Mom finds me before I find her. As she hugs me, we are approached by a pack of adults with their kids.

         “Great job, Hugh, you stole the show,” one woman says. Then she and my mother drone on and on just a couple of feet above my eye level. Meanwhile, at kid level, it’s a dog-eat-dog world.

         “You’re It, no tag backs!” Seth Morgan calls, tagging his sister overenthusiastically. She stumbles, then starts chasing Jessica.

         When we play tag in the neighborhoods where we fit in, it’s every kid for themself. But here my siblings and I stand out. We’re the only poor kids. We live in the storage closet. We know we’re different, and they know it too.

         “Get those gross kids,” says a kid I’ve never met.

         My sneakers are way too big. I’m wearing a men’s button-down shirt, blue with red stripes, the too-long sleeves rolled up, and too-big pants. Still, I give chase to the others, especially Seth Morgan, who has now changed out of his Joseph robes into pressed khakis, a white shirt, a blue blazer, and loafers, all well-fitting. I watched the Morgans, well-fed and warm, arrive tonight in their black Saab, perfect and disgusting. I want to be part of that family. In every gesture they make I see the home that waits for them, cozy and clean, full of toys and clothes and food, a place they take for granted. It comes with two parents, a mom and a dad, grown-ups who provide breakfast every single morning and hurry them off to school. I envy the Morgans, and I hate them for having what I want. So I chase Seth Morgan, because his existence is the opposite of mine, and he deserves to be tagged out for it.

         Unlike the other kids, my siblings and I have a side game going. I dart away from the kid who’s It and dive under the snack table, on top of which there are Dunkin’ Donuts Munchkins, all different flavors, hundreds stacked like gold bars in a vault. A Christmas miracle. I don’t know how many we’re allowed to take, but the adults don’t seem to notice my hand sneaking out from under the banquet table.

         Pockets stuffed with Munchkins, my next stop is the coat rack, where I dive into the soft wool and rifle through the pockets. I find cigarettes, money clips, condoms, butterscotch candies, receipts, and plenty of dollar bills. Church is a good place to steal. They talk about helping the poor in our Sunday school lessons, and I’m poor, so it’s almost like they’ve already forgiven me for taking their money.

         “Hugh, Alex, Jessica, it’s time to go,” I hear my mother call, and I immediately obey. She’s wearing a tight, donated dress. A statement cross on a thick chain dangles past her ample chest, suspended in midair below it. Her short hair pokes out from under a broad hat, a frosted blond color that comes in a box. I’ve seen her apply the dye in more than one public bathroom. I know my mother doesn’t fit in. I can’t imagine any of us ever will.

         All the kids are being summoned by their parents, and one by one, they leave the church. I watch the Morgans put on their coats and hats, Mrs. Morgan tightening her daughter’s scarf against the night air. Everyone except us is getting into their cars. They are all going to homes with full pantries and Christmas trees and family photos and tightly made beds. The frivolity and laughter and Munchkins and carols dwindle into the night, and the life drains out of the church, leaving it hollow and cold. The last child I see is a little girl with fat chestnut braids. While her father tries to get her arms into her winter coat, she points up at the window and the starry sky beyond. “But I want to see Santa!” she cries. “You promised he would come if I did good tonight!” Her pleading fades as they usher her outside.

         It’s a lie, I want to tell her. I’ve been good and it doesn’t matter. There’s no Santa.

         We say good night to the janitor and return to our closet.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Christmas morning in our room is startlingly cold. There are no windows, but Alex goes to investigate, and when he comes back, he says, “There’s snow. Let’s go sledding.”

         “Bring me back cigarettes,” Mom says. We put on all of our clothes and walk down the hallway to the bathroom.

         “Hold this,” Alex says, handing me the triangular top of the trash bin. It’s a swinging lid that reminds me of a seesaw. I rock it to make it swing.

         “Seriously, cut it out. Give it back to me,” Alex orders. He lifts the half-full garbage bag out of the can. “Score!” At the bottom of the can, the janitor has left a few new black garbage bags. We take one each and walk out to the adjacent park. We are not the only ones with makeshift sleds today—I see trash can lids, cardboard, and flat pieces I can’t really identify. Poverty is the mother of invention.

         Some of the kids in the park are well equipped. “What the hell is that?” I ask Jessica.

         “It’s a toboggan, a kind of sled. It’s old-school,” she responds. The toboggan doesn’t go far or fast. The device itself seems poorly designed, and the kids on it quickly topple over.
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