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PART ONE
JUNE





MR. BUS

It all started the day I got hit by Mr. Bus, but more about that later.

I have a rule. When somebody offers me money, I take it. So when Mrs. Pratt gave me an extra ten bucks for doing a nice job on her lawn, I said, “Thank you very much,” and stuck it in my pocket.

I knew what Seamus would say. He’d say, “Denn, Denn, Denn,” shaking his head and smiling. Then he’d tell me how Theresa Pratt cut every last coupon out of the paper to save money at the Safeway, and how she never threw away a scrap of tinfoil that could be used again, and how she practically lived on two-day-old bread and generic peanut butter.

I don’t know why she gave me the extra ten bucks if she was so hard up.

Actually, Seamus probably wouldn’t lecture me, but he’d say something to make me feel guilty, so I didn’t mention it when I saw him later that afternoon at St. Luke’s. I was trimming around the rosebushes, catching a few rays, when I felt his shadow lay itself across my bare back.

I let go of the trigger on my Weedwhacker.

“Hey, Seamus,” I said. “How the hell you doing?”

Seamus grinned and shook his head, letting me know that I wasn’t going to get a rise out of him that day. I should’ve known. He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt. When Seamus was out of uniform, you could hardly tell he was a priest.

He said, “I’m doing good, Denn.” He gave the garden an appreciative look. “Good job.”

“The price was right, that’s for sure,” I said.

Father Seamus Murray O’Gara laughed. Most people call him Father O’Gara, but I call him Seamus. I like the way it rolls off the tongue: Shay-muss. Me and his “sainted mother,” he once told me, are the only ones who call him by his first name.

Seamus and I had this deal where I did all the gardening at St. Luke’s for free, zippo, nada. In return, Seamus referred some of his parishioners to me. If they could afford it, like Mr. and Mrs. Woodrose, I charged them plenty.

In the real world, nothing is for free.

Seamus might be a priest, but he understands business. He’s just like the rest of us, tit for tat, right down to the deals he makes in the confessional. If you’re a Catholic you know the drill. Go in the box and say what you did, swap it for a few Hail Marys. Just another transaction.

We talked for a few minutes. That was another thing about Seamus. He was the kind of guy you could hang out with, talk about baseball or rock and roll or whatever, and not have to watch what you say. Except I knew to stay off the subject of old lady Pratt tipping me the tenner. I don’t remember what we talked about that day, though. The only reason I remember it at all is because right afterward was when I ran into Mr. Bus.

Rolling down the sidewalk past Manning’s Drugs, Weedwhacker over my shoulder, I spotted the glint of a quarter on the sidewalk in front of a bus bench. I dropped into a crouch on my skateboard, thinking I’d thread the narrow strip of concrete between the front of the bench and the curb and scoop up the loose cash on the way. I must’ve lost it at just the wrong moment because the next thing I knew I was flying off the sidewalk into the street. I saw a flash of red and chrome, and something hit my shoulder, spun me around, slammed me back against the bus bench, and flipped my board up into the air. There was a frozen moment then—me lying across the back of the bench, wind knocked out of me, watching everything that was happening, the bus flashing by, the screech of its brakes, a woman’s startled face, and my skateboard, higher than the bus, doing its own private airwalk, pausing at the top of its flight, falling back toward me. I reached out one hand and caught it.

The Weedwhacker was history, totally mangled by the rear wheels of Mr. Bus.

It was quite a scene after that. The bus driver was the most shook up. He wanted all kinds of information. He got even more upset when I hopped on my board and rolled off with my mangled Weedwhacker, but I figured, what do I need the grief for? Nobody got hurt. Except for a little ache in my shoulder, I was feeling good.

Feeling lucky.




JACKS

I tossed the Weedwhacker in a Dumpster behind the SuperValu. A total write-off. A hundred twenty dollars gone, just like that. I rolled down Girard Street counting money in my head, subtracting the cost of a new Weedwhacker from the eleven hundred sixteen dollars in my savings account, adding in the thirty bucks I’d earned that afternoon, plus the ten dollar tip, minus the three fifty I’d spent at Taco Bell for lunch. One thousand thirty-two dollars and change. I wasn’t that good in math class, but when it came to money, I could add like a calculator. Sometimes at night if I couldn’t sleep I added numbers in my head. I added how much money I could make over the summer, and then tried to figure out how I could come up with the three thousand five hundred dollars that Harold Erickson wanted for his Camaro. On August first I’d be sixteen, eligible for my driver’s license. I really wanted that Camaro. It’s still possible, I thought. As Murky Stein would say, a for sure possibility.

That’s what I was thinking about as I rolled past the Hicks place.

“Hey, Doylie!”

My name isn’t “Doylie.” I hate it when people call me that. My name is Doyle. Dennis Doyle. Denn, if you’re my friend. But I knew it was me that was being yelled at, so I looked over and saw Jason Hicks’s pink face in the window, grinning at me.

I didn’t particularly like Jason, but I didn’t particularly dislike him, either. Except when he called me “Doylie.” Now that I think about it, I didn’t really know him back then.

Jason Hicks was a skinny guy with bugged-out eyes and a lot of red in his face. He had thin blond hair that floated away from his head when the wind blew, and a piercing nasal voice. I usually saw him working at the Franklin Avenue Amoco, or sitting out on his front steps smoking cigarettes. Jason was eighteen, I think, but he seemed older. I’d noticed that when kids dropped out of high school they seemed to get old fast.

Jason had dropped out during his senior year and joined the marines. Six months later, he was back home with a discharge. Jason said he got kicked out because he punched out his drill sergeant, but I heard from my mother, who heard it from Jason’s aunt, that he’d had a nervous breakdown, and they’d discharged him for being a nut case.

Because we’d grown up on the same street, he usually said “hi” if we ran into each other, but it wasn’t like either of us would cross a room to have a conversation. I didn’t think about him much, and I don’t think he thought much about me. We moved in different circles.

So I was surprised that he’d gone so far as to stick his head out that window and raise his voice to greet me. I thought maybe he wanted me to do some yard work, but I was hot and thirsty, and my Weedwhacker was toast. If that was what he wanted, I decided right then and there that I’d say no.

“What’s happening?” he asked.

I picked up my board and crossed the lawn to the window. “Nothin’ much,” I said.

“You busy?”

I shrugged. “Why? You need your weeds whacked?”

Jason thought that was prety funny, and he let out a high-pitched, squawking laugh. He turned and repeated what I’d said to someone inside. I heard laughter. He leaned out the window again. “You know how to play poker, don’t you?” he asked, scratching his thin nose. His fingernails were rimmed with black.

“Why?” I asked. Jason wasn’t a scary guy, not what you’d call the violent or criminal type, but I was careful around him. He was older and different from me. I was careful around Seamus, too. For that matter, I was careful around my mom.

“We got a little game going here,” he said. “You know how to play, don’t you?”

“A little,” I said. Poker was one of the things my father, Fred, had shown me before he left. He showed me how to play, then told me not to. He told me, “The less poker you play, the better off you’ll be. But if you ever do play, here are some things you should know.” Of course, I’d forgotten most of it.

“Why don’t you come on in?” he said. “It’s cool inside. I got the AC on. You want a beer? The old man’s not home.”

You know how sometimes a bunch of things come together in life and you make a decision that five minutes earlier you never would’ve imagined? The way I figure it, it was the combination of hot sun, hard work, almost getting bussed to death, and the way he offered me that beer—like it was the most natural thing in the world. Like I was an adult.

I told myself I’d drink the beer and check out the poker game. I told myself it would be really stupid to gamble, especially with guys who knew how to play the game, but it would be fun to spend a few minutes with some older guys, drinking beer and watching them play cards. At the same time I was telling myself this stuff, I never once forgot about that extra ten bucks from old lady Pratt in my pocket, or the hundred twenty-nine bucks a new Weedwhacker was going to cost me, or the fact that I was lucky to be alive. The more I thought about it, the luckier I felt.

This is the part where you maybe think I’m going to tell you that I lost all my money. It could have happened that way. Sometimes I wish it had.

It took about ten minutes for Jason and the other guys—Sam Grant, Tyler Kitterage, and George something-or-other who worked with Jason at the Amoco station—to talk me into playing. Sam and Tyler were both a year older than me, and George looked like he was about thirty. They were betting fifty cents or a dollar at a time, and some of the pots got up to fifteen or twenty bucks. It looked like a lot of money to me. I remember thinking that I’d just try a few hands, and if I lost ten dollars, I’d go home.

The very first hand I was dealt four jacks. I won seven dollars from Ty, who had a straight.

The second hand I won again, with two pair.

The third hand I was dealt a bunch of garbage, something like two, four, nine, jack, king. I bet a dollar anyway, just to see what would happen. Everybody folded and I won the antes.

And I kept winning. After a while, Jason suggested raising the stakes. We upped the limit to two, then three dollars. And I kept right on winning.

I’ve played a lot of poker since then, but I’ve never seen cards like the cards I saw that afternoon in Jason Hicks’s bedroom. For two hours straight, I could do no wrong. Then Jason’s father came home and threw a fit and told Jason if he ever caught him smoking and gambling in the house again he’d be out on the street. He told us all to get the hell out. I didn’t care. I was two hundred eighty-seven dollars richer, my pockets bulging with quarters and one-dollar bills, thinking I was hands down the luckiest guy in the world.

Of course, I know now that feeling lucky and being lucky are two totally different things. Sometimes I think that if I’d lost every dime I owned in that first poker game, or if Mr. Bus had rolled on over me instead of just crunching my Weedwhacker, I’d have been a lot better off. I mean, maybe I wouldn’t be better off, but I bet some other people, they’d be a hell of a lot happier with me dead.




FLOWERS

When I was fourteen years old, my father, Frederick Doyle, Jr., went into an advice-giving frenzy. Every day he would tell me three or four new things. He told me to stay in school. He opened a savings account for me with fifty dollars in it, and he told me to always put twenty percent of my earnings in it. He showed me how to change the oil on the car, how to tie a tie, and how to trim the apple tree in the backyard. He showed me how to use the Weedwhacker and how to sharpen the lawn mower blade. He showed me all the things he thought were important, and then he left us.

I hated Fred for that. Every day when I missed him I felt these surges of hatred. They only lasted a minute or so, but when they were gone I was left with a sick feeling. I thought of it as a lump of something growing in my belly like a tumor. I hated him most when I needed him for something stupid, like to help me put up a basketball hoop. Or when my mom couldn’t open a jar and I had to try to open it but I couldn’t get it open either. I hated him when he called from Los Angeles on his speakerphone, dropping all those Hollywood names and bragging about how exciting it was to be in movie business. He wasn’t in the movies, he was just another script writer. He’d left Fairview to get into the movie business, sold a couple action-movie scripts, and now he talked like he was Steven Spielberg. I hated that I wanted to talk to him so bad my knees would shake, but when I got on the phone all I could do was be a smart-ass because I was so mad.

Lately, when Fred called, I wouldn’t even go near the phone.

But as mad as I was at Fred, I remembered all his advice.

I remembered one day we’d been working on the lawn and Fred got to talking on the subject of women. His style was to rattle things off, as if he were reading from an invisible list. He said, “The older you get, the more you’ll like girls.

“When a woman plays with her hair and looks at you, she likes you.

“Never have two girlfriends at the same time.

“When a woman makes you happy, bring her flowers.

“When a woman is unhappy, bring her flowers.

“When she least expects it, bring her flowers.”

My father was a jerk for leaving us, but he knew some things.

When Kelly opened her front door and I handed her the bouquet of roses, I knew right away I’d done the right thing. She let out a squeal that hurt my eardrums but left me smiling, then ran back into her house with the roses to show her mother. I followed her into the kitchen, where Mrs. Rollingate was cutting up a chicken.

“My word,” she said, looking at the roses. “That’s a very nice gift, Dennis.”

“Do we have a vase?” Kelly asked.

“Let me look.” Mrs. Rollingate rinsed her hands and wiped them on her jeans. The only woman I knew who was tall enough to look me straight in the eye, Mrs. R had long fingers and large teeth to go with her height. Her eyes were black on black. Her hair was pulled back tight into a steel-gray ponytail—it really did look like a pony’s tail—that hung most of the way down her back. When she spoke, the words came out slow, like she was thinking about each one separately. Kelly told me her mom had been a model back in the 1970s.

Kelly was the opposite of her mother. She was short, slightly plump, and she had small sky-colored eyes that slanted up, kind of like a Siamese cat. She had full lips that always looked ready to kiss, a scatter of freckles across her nose, and reddish-blond hair that never did what she wanted but always looked great to me.

Unlike her mother, who never got excited about anything, Kelly got excited about everything. For her, life was one dramatic event after another. I liked being around her impulsive energy, even when it drove me nuts, and I liked looking at her. We were boyfriend and girlfriend, but we were also friends. I’d known Kelly since the eighth grade.

Mrs. Rollingate climbed up on a stool to get a vase from one of the kitchen cabinets. As soon as she turned her back, Kelly gave me a surprise kiss.

“I heard that,” said Mrs. Rollingate. Kelly laughed, and I blushed. Mrs. R climbed down with a tall glass vase. “You have to cut the ends off the stems and put them in warm water,” she told Kelly.

As Kelly used a kitchen shears on the rose stems, her mother poured me a glass of cranberry juice. We sat down at the kitchen table. “Roses are very expensive,” she said to me. “Tour gardening business must be doing well.”

“I’m doing okay,” I admitted. The roses had only cost me eight dollars. I bought all my landscaping supplies from the people at Lunden Nursery, so they gave me a deal on the flowers.

“Ouch!” said Kelly

“Be careful of the thorns,” warned Mrs. Rollingate. She gave me a peculiar smile. “I was twenty years old the first time a man gave me roses,” she mused.

I drank my juice.

“You kids grow up so fast these days,” she continued. “Sometimes I wish you’d slow down.”

I nodded, thinking about how I had to do all the things Fred used to do. In some ways I wouldn’t have minded being a kid for a while longer.

Mrs. Rollingate had her black eyes fixed on me. “I like you, Dennis.”

“Uh, thank you,” I said, embarrassed.

“That’s not a compliment,” she said. “It’s a simple fact. I hope I still like you five years from now. You’re how old now?”

“Sixteen this August.”

She shook her head and said quietly, “You could be anybody. You could be the nicest man in the world, or you could become a heartless jerk.”

“That won’t happen,” I said.

Mrs. Rollingate sighed and smiled and pressed her long fingers against her temples. “I know it won’t, Dennis. You shouldn’t listen to me.”

Kelly plunked the vase full of roses down between us. “Ta-da!” she said.

Mrs. Rollingate said, “They are quite beautiful, dear.” She stood up. “I’m going to he down for a while.” She pointed at the cut-up chicken on the counter. “Would you please put that away for me, dear?”

After she’d left the room, Kelly said to me, “My mom gets kinda weird sometimes.”

“So does mine,” I said.




SWANS

On the way home from Kelly’s I stopped at the bank and put $150 in my savings account, bringing it up to $1,266. I still had $165 in my pocket, enough to replace my Weedwhacker and then some. I went to Riverside Mall and treated myself to a huge, sticky cinnamon roll from Cinnabon. Giving the roses to Kelly had put me in a gift-buying mood. I bought a small silver pin shaped like a pair of swans from The Booty Boutique. The swans cost $26, but I knew my mom would like it. No one had bought her a present in a long time.

Mom had this thing about swans. She had swan knickknacks, swan dish towels, and a ceramic swan planter overflowing with ivy. She had a black T-shirt with white swans on the front, and a painting of a pair of sleeping swans in her bedroom. She even had salt-and-pepper shakers shaped like swans. Actually, they looked more like geese, but she called them swans. As far as I knew, she didn’t have a silver swan pin.
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