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			“When Tom Seeman told me the story of his childhood, I immediately said that he should write it all down and share it with the world. I am so glad he did. Animals I Want To See is a terrific and moving memoir about dreaming big and making great things happen.”

			—President Bill Clinton

			 

			“Tom Seeman has penned an extraordinarily engaging book about his struggles as a youngster, the many folks who ‘packed his parachute,’ his spiritual journey culminating in finding deep meaning, and the joy he feels in helping others. Read it and be inspired.”

			—Deepak Chopra, New York Times bestselling author

			 

			“Tom Seeman’s Animals I Want To See is the book we need now. Tender, wise, gracefully written, this memoir tells one boy’s life, but it does so much more: it revitalizes a sense of American optimism.… I couldn’t put it down.”

			—Thomas Christopher Greene, bestselling author of 
The Headmaster’s Wife

			 

			“Tender and insightful, Animals I Want To See takes readers on a profound journey from an impoverished community to the American Dream as a young boy defies expectations and succeeds against all odds. Prepare to be moved and inspired as you discover the transformative power of determination and the resilience of the human spirit.”

			—David Ambroz, bestselling author of A Place Called Home: 
A Memoir
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			A Moment

			Toledo, Ohio

			I’m thirteen years old, and I could kill someone. I don’t mean hypothetically. I mean there’s a reasonable chance that I could cause someone to die. But this possibility doesn’t occur to me as I heave pumpkins off a bridge and into traffic with my friends. The four of us call ourselves The Halfs, because two of us are Black and two of us are white. It’s 1972, just past dusk, days after Halloween, and the jack-o’-lanterns we’ve swiped from strangers’ yards now explode onto the highway, igniting a ruckus of swerving and honking while we reign above, practically vibrating from an eruption of chemicals—adrenaline, endorphins, testosterone—that are telling us a story: even kids from the projects can be powerful.

			I don’t realize then that the bridge we’re standing on is a metaphor. On one side of it looms prison, despair, hunger of all sorts. On the other, freedom, pleasure, and the untold treasures that come from living a purposeful life. Which way will I go? Statistics say I will not choose wisely.

			For now, I run home to Bronson Street.

		

	
		
			One

			We were moving to paradise. As a family of twelve packed into a tenement house built for a family half our size, we weren’t used to space. We were used to tripping over feet, knocking elbows, hearing each other’s quietest breaths and swallows. But now, that was all going to change.

			Our favorite uncles, Uncle Dick and Harold, showed up to help with the move, and as the house emptied, we flung our arms wide and spun in the sudden space until we were too dizzy to walk a straight line. “Maybe we’ll have this much room in the new place even with our furniture in it,” said Ernie, who at eight was a year older than I. Susie was four years younger. “Maybe it’ll be a castle,” she said, leaping across the newly bare concrete floor. “I bet it’ll have smooth walls,” said Marji, the second-to-oldest of the ten of us. She didn’t like our cinderblock walls, but I was going to miss running my finger along the smooth, painted mortar lines between the blocks each night as I fell asleep at the foot of the bed, inches from Ernie’s and Daniel’s feet.

			We’d been imagining what our new house would be like since Mom had told us about it three days earlier. I knew it must be something special, because she was usually too busy cleaning and cooking and tending the babies and doing the laundry to stop and gather us together outside of dinnertime. Only a special day like Christmas or Easter brought Mom to a halt in the middle of the day. “I have something to tell everyone,” she said after calling us into the living room, where Dad sat in his corner of the couch, engulfed in a cloud of cigar smoke. This was the place where he spent most of his time at home, holding a beer or a cigar in one hand and a worn paperback, usually with a cowboy on the cover, in the other. Mom was smiling as she looked around at each of us. “I’ve found us a new house, and it’s got—”

			“I thought someone told you about it,” Dad interrupted. “So, technically, you didn’t find it, did you?”

			Mom’s hands fell in slow motion to her sides. “Technically, yes, Harry, that’s true,” she said, matter-of-factly, which is how she said most things, good and bad. “But I did apply for it.” She turned back toward us kids. “Anyway, it’s got four bedrooms upstairs and another bedroom downstairs, and we won’t have anyone living on the other side of the wall like we do now. We’ll have the whole house to ourselves!”

			Several of my siblings and I broke into cheers and squeals at the news. I even started clapping, mostly because Mom seemed so happy. Meanwhile, Dad stubbed his cigar out in the ashtray as if he were angry at it. “Oh yes,” he said, having to shout over us to be heard. “It’ll be a real paradise!”

			“What’s paradise?” I asked Mary Jo, our eldest sibling.

			“It’s kind of like Heaven,” she said, “but with palm trees.”

			 

			“Uncle Dick and Harold”—that’s how we referred to them, as a unit, even though they were both Mom’s brothers. Uncle Dick was a tall, slender, fine-featured man with a prominent widow’s peak and a calm manner of speaking. His fingers were long and graceful, and his lips were so pigmented that he always appeared to be wearing raspberry lipstick. He and Uncle Harold owned an elevator parts company, which they operated out of a workshop in the woods behind the house they lived in with Grandma. They inherited the business from their father, but according to Mom, it never made much money. Mom had grown up in the spacious wood-frame house with Uncle Dick, Uncle Harold, and seven other siblings—ten in all. When my little brother Rich was born, I heard Grandma say that Mom now had the same number of kids as she did.

			Even in his work-stained overalls, Uncle Dick reminded me of a sophisticated movie star, often smoking a briar pipe he filled with sweet tobacco. Though he made elevator parts during the day, his true passion was music, and at night he sometimes played saxophone in a twelve-man band. I once watched him play at a relative’s wedding, and the only thing I remember from that day was Uncle Dick’s face during his solo—rapt and happy. It was the first time I’d ever seen a person transform into someone else.

			Uncle Harold, on the other hand, had only one version of himself. He always seemed to be happy, even doing the simplest things, like spending hours following behind us on the tricycle he and Uncle Dick found at a junkyard and refurbished for us, or playing silly games to make us giggle, like tapping the backs of our knees with the sides of his hands until our legs buckled. He had a booming laugh that erupted easily from a cavernous mouth of crooked, cigar-stained teeth and a big hump at the top of his back that pushed his head forward. A kid in the neighborhood once called him a monster, but Mom said that Uncle Harold was the one who needed protection because he was too kind for his own good. I wondered if that was why Uncle Dick looked after him and had never started a family of his own.

			Uncle Dick lined up the seven of us who were old enough to help, from oldest to youngest—Mary Jo, Marji, Beth, Ernie, me, Dan, and Susie, who, at almost four, wanted to be doing whatever the rest of us were doing—and he showed us the proper way to lift a box. “It’s all about bending at the knees and not at the waist,” he explained. “You want to keep your spine straight and let your legs do the work.” He demonstrated by holding his arms out and sinking into a squat. “Your turn,” he said, looking at us.

			The seven of us descended into enthusiastic knee-bends, each of us trying to outdo the other, some going for speed, others for depth of the bend. “Yes,” he said, as we popped up and down with invisible boxes in our outstretched arms. “You’ve got the hang of it!” We became a conveyer belt of squatting box-movers, a job I took seriously.

			“Hercules!” Uncle Harold bellowed at me, giving me a wink as he and Uncle Dick lifted our large gray sofa onto the truck. I flexed my seven-year-old biceps back at him, setting off a new boom of laughter.

			The house was almost empty when I found Mom cleaning the kitchen floor with a wet rag that she was swiping back and forth under her shoe like a windshield wiper. Both of Mom’s arms were occupied by the twins—Jane and Judy—who were latched onto her hips like koala bears. For days, she’d been furiously scrubbing the back wall, trying to rid it of the black mold that grew on it. “I’ve been so worried the woman at the Housing Authority might change her mind about letting us have the new house on account of the mold,” Mom told Grandma. “She said they don’t want dirty people moving into the bigger houses.” She gave the rag an exaggerated sweep with her foot.

			In one arm, Grandma cradled my newborn brother Rich, who was tucked like a football against her chest, while she wiped down shelves with the other. Mom and Grandma could have probably swung on a trapeze while clutching multiple babies. “I bet you have the cleanest house in this neighborhood,” Grandma said.

			A quiet woman who wore oversized shift dresses and kept her hair wound into two tight coils, one on each side of her head, Grandma often came over to help Mom, the two of them regularly sitting together at the kitchen table, their voices rising and falling, their paring knives going round and round, peeling paper-thin apple skins into single spirals that rose into two hills between them. I liked picking the longest strips from the heap and holding them over my head as I chomped them down.

			The sofa was one of the last things Uncle Dick and Harold carried onto the truck, and when it was gone, Dad ambled by, mumbling that he had nowhere to sit. I went back outside and sized up the craggy pile of our stuff towering in the sun. Somehow, it was only then that it really sunk in: We’re leaving this place. Even though some people called Ravine Park Village “the ghetto” as if it were a curse word, I knew I’d miss etching snowmen onto the frost that sugared the insides of our windows in the winter and splashing in the rainwater that collected in the slabs of sunken-in concrete outside our house in the summer. The older kids in the neighborhood had a different use for the concrete slabs: after the sun went down, they threw their empty beer bottles onto them and cheered each time one shattered.

			Mom had spent many mornings sweeping the glass up, buoyant as a person watering a flower garden. “I guess they’ve got nothing better to do,” she once remarked as she loaded her dustpan with shards. She was always like that—unflappable, a seemingly endless well of calm. Even when I jumped into one of the rain puddles and cut my foot to the bone on the bottom edge of one of those bottles, she placidly poured soapy water onto my foot and then sopped up the blood while I peered into the gash. We didn’t have the money to go to doctors for things like stitches, so one of Mom’s many talents was administering first aid. “You’ll be all right,” she said, attempting to rejoin the two sides of the wound over the white part I knew I shouldn’t be seeing inside my foot. She wrapped my foot with one of the old scraps of clothing she kept in a box and secured it in place with pieces of string from another box. She had boxes for lots of things other people threw away.

			I wouldn’t miss the broken glass, I decided, or Bobo Bennett, who was two years older than I was and liked reminding me that he was bigger and stronger. My most recent run-in with him had happened at the playground. Mom had just surprised us with a rare treat—popsicles from the “seconds” store, a place that stocked things that regular stores wouldn’t sell, like dented cans, ripped bags of flour and sugar, and all manner of expired food—and I’d carried mine down to the playground so that I could enjoy it on the swing. I had just taken my first lick when Bobo appeared. With every other step, he whacked a stick onto the ground, until he came to a stop two feet in front of me. “Watchu lookin’ at?” he asked. He always asked that, and I knew there was no good answer. I looked down and told him I was looking at my popsicle.

			With his stick, he whacked the popsicle out of my hand and ground it into the dirt with his foot. “Keep on looking then,” he said, turning around. While he strutted off to the beat of his stick, I cried on the swing. “One day I’m going to become the heavyweight champion of the world like Muhammad Ali,” I whispered. “Then I can always protect my popsicles.” I wiped at my eyes with my fists and swung on the swing a few last times before I would never see it again. “Or else the richest man in the world,” I added, a little louder now. “Then I can buy all the popsicles in Ohio.”

			 

			“The question is whether we can get everyone over to the new house in one trip.” Uncle Dick’s voice pulled me from my thoughts, and I turned to find him standing behind me with Uncle Harold at his side.

			Uncle Harold smiled. “If we let some of the kids ride in the back of the truck, I think we can do it.”

			“I call first!” I practically shouted, not wanting to miss an opportunity to do something I’d never done before. Calling dibs was how matters were often decided in our family; it was the only peaceful way we’d found to designate who got what. If, for instance, one of us happened to spot the rare bag of M&M’s that Mom brought home from a shopping trip, the claiming started. “I call first!” one of us would exclaim, followed by “I call second,” “I call third,” and so on. Then one of us—though it couldn’t be the one who called first—would sort the M&M’s into tiny piles, taking care to make sure they were as even as possible. This was an important job, and it was customary for everyone else to hover and inspect the pile-maker’s groupings.

			Though I was the fifth child, I always wanted to be first, and on moving day I got my wish. I climbed up into the back of the truck and wedged myself into the back right corner, and Ernie and Marji climbed up behind me. Ernie chose the opposite corner, and Marji knelt down in between us. Uncle Dick started the truck, and the rumble of the engine heralded our farewell to Ravine Park Village.

			As we turned the corner and picked up speed, I imagined I was on one of those county fair rides we occasionally drove past. Ernie looked at me and smiled, but none of us spoke, perhaps out of that child-wisdom that knows sometimes words can bog things down. When we merged onto the highway and the air came at us as if from a hose turned on high, I closed my eyes and pretended I was at the helm of a ship and the ruffling sounds of the wind were the sails. I tilted my head back and breathed in the wind, and in those miles, anything seemed possible—even paradise.

			 

			I wanted the ride to go on forever, or at least for longer than the fifteen minutes it took to get from East Toledo to North Toledo. “This doesn’t look that different from the old neighborhood,” observed Marji when we pulled onto D Street, which was crumbling and pocked with potholes that bounced us up and down in the back of the truck. Older kids leered from the corners as if, as Mom would say, they had nothing better to do, and bits of trash scurried out from under our truck as if they were alive. When we turned onto our street—Bronson Street—I noticed that it was paved with concrete and was smoother and tidier than the others, with rounded concrete curbs on each side. A group of kids playing catch parted to let us pass, then resumed their positions in the road. Many of the houses on the street looked alike: boxy two-stories with brick below and white or yellow aluminum siding on the second floor.

			“This must be it,” said Marji, after Uncle Dick parked the truck in front of one of those houses.

			“It has trees,” I pointed out, sizing up the full, rounded branches and mottled bark of a tree in front of the house, which Grandma would later call a London plane, the spindly branches of another, “and a slanted roof.” This seemed like a notable distinction, given the flat roofs of our previous neighborhood.

			“Maybe this roof won’t leak like the old one,” said Ernie.

			We climbed out of the truck, and everyone gathered at the door. Though Dad had been uninvolved in the harried three-day preparations to get us here, including Mom’s many trips on foot to local stores to carry home stacks of empty brown boxes, he made a show of pulling the key out of his front pocket and dangling it in the air while we huddled around him. “Open it!” urged Dan. “Yeah, Dad, open it!” Susie echoed.

			Dad opened the door and stepped inside, and we all followed in behind him. Immediately I felt something crunch under my shoe. The shades were pulled down, so someone turned on a light, and scores of roaches skittered in every direction—so many that you couldn’t take a step without squashing one. Though we were no strangers to roaches, we’d never seen so many at one time. “It’s okay,” said Mom, handing the baby to Uncle Dick and walking into the kitchen, which was so infested that it appeared to be breathing. “We’ll get this place cleaned right up. And look,” she added, pointing next to the sink in the kitchen, “it has counters!”

			“I knew they’d be smooth!” exclaimed Marji, darting across the room to plant a kiss on one of the walls.

			The sound of the roaches crunching under Marji’s feet must have struck Uncle Harold as funny because he broke into a roll of laughter. “Like potato chips,” he said, hopping from one foot to the other to squash some anew. And while Uncle Harold launched into a roach-smacking tap dance in the middle of our new living room, I gave myself a challenge to not step on any. Though I wanted to run with abandon through our new house like my siblings, I treaded over the scattering roaches as if the floor were a hopscotch grid. Meanwhile, the older sisters had already darted upstairs to claim their bedroom. Soon everyone but Mom and Grandma was upstairs, milling from room to room. “The bathroom has a big tub!” one of the girls exclaimed. “But no shower like before,” said another. “And the doors are made of wood!” I announced from the hallway, noticing how they made a pleasing hollow sound when I knocked on them.

			Dad stood in the doorway of the room closest to the bathroom. “This’ll be our room,” he said to Uncle Dick, “and the bed can go right there on that wall.” Dad pointed at the middle of the room without moving to let Uncle Dick step inside.

			“Sounds good, Chief,” said Uncle Dick, giving him a nod. I rarely saw them speak to each other, but whenever they did, Uncle Dick agreed with whatever Dad said.

			“Can you believe we’re going to have our own room now?” Ernie asked me. At seven, I had never slept in a big bed, but now Ernie and I would be sleeping downstairs all by ourselves in a double bed donated to us by one of Mom’s sisters. “It’s truly unbelievable,” I said in what I thought was a grown-up voice, all the while checking the floor every time I took a step.

			“Why don’t you kids go outside and play,” Mom called to us, “and let us sweep up these roaches and get the furniture in the house.”

			Mary Jo, Marji, and Beth stayed behind to help with the boxes and the babies, while Ernie, Dan, and I went out the back door. “Wait up!” called Susie, rushing out behind us onto the single concrete step, which was the only adornment in our overgrown yard. It was easy to tell where our yard ended because the grasses and weeds in the field behind our house were even taller than the ones in our yard, and four bent and rusty trashcans marked the boundary, standing in a row beneath the sole tree in our backyard—a crabapple—and linked together by a chain that ran through the handles of the cans and lids so no one could steal them, just like at our old house.

			A lone oak tree stood wide-armed in the middle of the field, and we started into the deeper brush toward it. Some of the weeds were taller than Susie, but she didn’t seem to mind. “Flowers!” she exclaimed, jumping like a bunny toward a patch of clover. But when she landed, something squealed at her feet. We all froze, and a rat scampered through the underbrush, away from us. “That’s a big mouse,” she said.

			“Yeah,” Ernie and I agreed, giving each other a knowing look. “A very big mouse.”

			We had to be careful about where we stepped, not only because of the rats but also because of the saw briars and stinging nettles and discarded beer bottles that lay hidden in the bindweed. But the gnarly field was not without its wild beauty. Butterflies landed on Queen Anne’s lace, and purple burrs sprung up in clusters. Grasshoppers leapt into the air as if they were performing circus acts. Every few steps, we found something new—a car tire with roly-polies beneath it, a piece of decaying plywood sheltering slugs and spiders, a heap of bricks, a broken mirror, two hubcaps, and an empty glass bottle with a picture of a turkey on the label—so that by the time Mom called us, we hadn’t even made it to the oak tree. I’ll be back here tomorrow, I thought, wondering, as we pulled off all the burrs that stuck to our clothes, what other treasures were waiting to be discovered.

			It seemed like we’d been gone only a short time, but when we came back inside, our furniture was already in place, and the remaining roaches had gone into hiding. Mom surprised us by pulling an enormous watermelon from the fridge. “I call first!” Ernie announced, followed by the rapid-fire calls of the rest of us. Then we all looked on, chirping to each other like frenetic birds about our new house’s most exciting features—especially the red and white linoleum tiles that looked like a checkerboard and the closet under the stairs with a sloped ceiling—while Mom and Grandma cut the fruit into triangles and divvied them up onto fifteen plates. We kids selected first, according to our numbers, and the adults grabbed the last five plates. Then we said our first grace in the new house before digging in with gusto. “Bless us O Lord, and these Thy gifts….”

			As we ate the triangles, not one of us stopped to wipe the crimson juice that dripped down our chins and in between our fingers. For a time, we spoke only in ravenous bites and slurps, and when we were finished, we cycled through our pieces again, eating the lighter pink parts, and then eventually the white rinds, until the table was strewn with striped green skin.

			“That was the best watermelon I ever had,” declared Uncle Harold, leaning back in his chair and patting his belly. Several of us agreed and patted our own bellies, while Dad got up from the table and left without saying a word.

			“Paradise,” he’d called our new house. And maybe he was right, because there was no other place I wanted to be than right there at our table on Bronson Street.

		

	
		
			Two

			In our first week on Bronson Street, Mom somehow found the time—in between rolling hundreds of meatballs and baking trays upon trays of cookies and chain-washing never-ending loads of laundry and hanging it all in the backyard to dry and darning what needed to be darned and changing the diapers that needed to be changed and doing the grocery shopping, which entailed walking many blocks to the grocery store and back in the heat and periodically having to stop and rest the heavy brown-paper bags on a fire hydrant (while I forced myself to hold mine without any rest, in preparation for my future heavyweight boxing career)—to unpack our boxes and hang the three pieces of art we owned: an oil painting of the cabin Abraham Lincoln grew up in, a pastel of a pair of ducks lifting off from a marsh, and a pastel of a sunrise over a pond. Mom had painted them in high school, and when I asked her why she didn’t paint anymore, she said, “I don’t have the time. Now I put my art into sewing and baking.” I thought of how my siblings and I devoured the dozens of her delicate black-and-white pinwheel cookies as soon as they came out of the oven, and I felt glad she’d once done a different kind of art that could last.

			 

			Summer unfurled in our new neighborhood, and my siblings and I spent our days treasure-hunting in the field behind our house. We captured bumble bees in old jars. We flipped over every piece of plywood, every tire, every brick, and anything else we could find that had been dumped into the field’s deep reaches. Each time was no less exciting than the last because we never knew what might present itself. On one bright day, Ernie, Dan, and I came across a garter snake with a huge lump in it, but it didn’t whip away from us like all the others. Ernie and I reached for it at the same time, and it darted toward us, ready to strike. “Maybe it’s pregnant,” I said.

			“And it’s protecting its babies,” Ernie added.

			“It’s not pregnant, dimwit,” a voice said from behind us. We turned to find two older boys, one with long blond hair and the other with a short butch haircut, both wearing frayed cut-off shorts. The younger of the two was a paler and more fidgety version of the older one. “Probably just ate a rat. Swallowed it whole.”

			“That’s how they eat you know,” the younger one said, leaning in to get a closer look.

			“I know,” Dan said, puffing his chest out like a robin.

			“Sure you do,” said the older one. “Just like you knew we were behind you.”

			Ernie folded his arms across his chest. “At least we don’t go creeping up on people.”

			“We’re practicing to be spies,” the younger boy informed us, hopping from one foot to the other for no apparent reason. He looked toward our house. “We saw you moving in. How many of you live in that house anyway?”

			“Twelve,” I said. After my first-grade teacher once asked me to name everyone in my family, I made it a point be able to name them from oldest to youngest in a single breath: “DadMomMaryJoMargeBethErnTomDanSusieJaneJudyRich.” I wondered how long the name-string would become, since it seemed like Mom was always pregnant with another baby.

			“Someone’s gettin’ busy over there,” said the older one. The two of them laughed, and I thought about how Mom was probably doing something busy right that very moment. The boys turned and left the field then, guffawing and joke-punching each other’s arms in a very un-spy-like way. Their names were Fred and Jim Peal, and they lived next door.

			That day I scooped up another garter snake, this one almost as long as my arm, and we brought it home. Mom was holding a measuring cup in her hand, and when she saw the snake, she jumped and sent a puff of flour into the air. “What are you going to do with that?” she asked.

			“It’s a snake,” Dan proudly informed her.

			“I can see that,” she said. “But why is it in our house?”

			I gently stroked the top of the snake’s head so that she could see how docile it was. “We want to keep him,” I said.

			“No,” she said, shaking her head for emphasis.

			“Please, Mom?” I urged. “We’ll only keep it for a little while, and I promise not to let it loose in the house. Look how cute he is with his little flicky tongue.”

			Mom put her hand on her hip and regarded us, and I took her faint smile as a sign she was about to relent. “Well, you’ll need to find something to keep him in,” she said, dumping the flour into a bowl. “And make sure you give him some water to drink and some—”

			But we’d already run back outside to collect things we thought he might like—leaves, grass, a couple of beetles. I let Ern and Dan scavenge while I let the snake drape over my hands and slip, cool and slick, between my fingers. “His name is Stripey,” I announced. And once we had Stripey in his new home—a cardboard box left over from our move—we watched him not eat anything and not drink from the small bowl of water until Ern and Dan got bored and left.

			I pulled him back out and looked at him, face-to-face. His forked tongue flicked in the air, bright red with a black tip, and I wondered what it would feel like against my nose. “Hi, Stripey,” I said, leaning close. But instead of touching my nose with his tongue, he bit it. “Ouch,” I said, quickly putting Stripey back inside his box and folding the four flaps of his ceiling. His small, sharp teeth left little cuts in my nose, but my feeling of betrayal was the real hurt.

			In the living room, Dad was seated in his usual corner of the sofa, polishing off a beer. I always knew when he was home from his job—dispatching taxis across Toledo—because his musty scent traveled quickly through our small house. “Hey, Tom,” he said, which surprised me because he rarely spoke to any of us. “Want my drops?”

			He was referring to the dregs of beer left in the bottom of his bottle, an offering he occasionally made when he was in particularly good cheer. I always accepted his gift, even though the taste was foreign and bitter. “Thanks, Dad,” I said, gulping them down and fighting off a shudder.

			“Why’s your nose all red?” He squinted his droopy eyes at me.

			“I…um…bumped it.”

			“On what?”

			I wanted to lie, but I worried that Mother Mary or my Guardian Angel might be watching, and I didn’t want to get in trouble with God. “A snake.”

			“You kids sure are strange,” he said, picking up his latest paperback Western and receding behind another cowboy.

			 

			The next day, Dad came home with some animals of his own—a large container packed with live crayfish, which he dumped into our bathtub. “I got them free at work,” he told us, filling the tub with water. “Mom can make us a crayfish stew!”

			“That’s lovely, Harry,” said Mom, as several of us stood over the tub and watched creatures that looked nothing like fish scuttle through the water on spindly legs. They seemed hungry, reaching forward at nothing and everything with their large pincers.

			“They stink,” Marji observed.

			“Ew,” said Susie. “They look like giant bugs.”

			Fascinated, I plunged my hand into the water to pick one up, but it darted backwards before I could catch it. I tried again, and this time one latched on. I yanked my hand away, but the crayfish came with me, dangling from my finger. “Ow!” I cried, while everyone else laughed. But as soon as I liberated my finger, I tried again. Ernie and Dan started fishing their hands through the water, too, and soon the bathtub was a storm of clutching fingers and scurrying shellfish.

			Eventually we realized that if we picked them up right behind their heads, they couldn’t pinch or bite while we stroked their backs. “He likes it,” I said, noticing how the one I was holding seemed to relax and curl its tail as I rubbed my fingertip from his head to his tail.

			“Mom,” said Ernie, petting his crayfish between the eyes. “Can we keep them in the tub as pets?”

			“Yeah, Dad,” I said. “We can’t eat them! They trust us now.”

			Dad scowled. “Fine,” he said. “You can have them for tonight, but we’re cooking them tomorrow.”

			When tomorrow came, Dad went to a bar after work, Mom made meatloaf, the crayfish spent another night in our bathtub, and I started a list titled Wild Animals I Have Seen, to which I added rats, garter snakes, milk snakes, and crayfish.

			We didn’t know what to feed the crayfish, so we gathered some beetles, ants, and grasshoppers from the field. But the crayfish weren’t interested in insects and instead began eating each other. Ernie, Dan, and I became the tub referees, pulling the combatants apart whenever one started in on another. For several days no one bathed, the crayfish kept dying, and Dad, who by now had given up on eating them, sat in his corner with his beer, book, and cigar, while our house took on a stench so strong you could smell it from downstairs. Then Mom said she was putting her foot down, and the crayfish disappeared.

			They weren’t the only things to disappear. Stripey, whom I’d last seen curled up in the corner of his box, had let himself out of his enclosure and was loose somewhere in our house. I tried to be nonchalant as I peered under the sofa, rummaged through the closet under the steps, searched every corner, and when I heard Mom scream, I knew who had found him. I ran into the kitchen just in time to see her sweeping him out the back door. I ran out after him, but just like that, all our pets were gone.

		

	
		
			Three

			The Sunday services at the stucco church on the corner across the street from our house ran later than the services at our church, St. Vincent de Paul, and on one Sunday, I sat outside on our front step and listened to the gospel singers’ rendition of “People Get Ready” pour from the church with such power that it was hard to believe there were walls around it. The singing sounded as if it were rising up from the roots of the earth, so unlike the hymns we sang at our church, where most people didn’t even sing.

			That evening while Mom was feeding Rich a bottle, I asked her if we could go to that church instead of ours.

			She looked up, surprised. “Why would you want to do that?”

			“They have good music, and most people don’t even sing at our church.”

			“I think we sing lovely hymns in church.”

			“Still, can we?”

			Mom adjusted Rich’s bottle. “No.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because we’re Catholic.”

			“What are they?”

			“Protestant, I think.”

			“What’s the difference?” I asked, sitting down beside her. Rich was squirming, kicking his chubby legs.

			“They still believe in Jesus, but they don’t believe in all the details we believe in.”

			“What kind of details?”

			Mom looked toward the window in the direction of the church. “Well, they have a different service. And they don’t believe in the pope.” Rich started making tiny lip-smacking sounds, and Mom adjusted his bottle again with a sigh. Whenever she sighed like that, I knew I’d asked too many questions and the conversation was over.

			 

			When Mom informed us that she’d gotten Mary Jo, Marji, Beth, Ernie, me, and Daniel into the private school at our church for free, she explained that instead of paying the tuition with money, some of us would have to work at the school. “A small price to pay,” she told us, “for a good education.”

			St. Vincent’s was located in a Polish neighborhood only three quarters of a mile from our house, but it felt much farther. When my new teacher, Sister Mary, a tall and severe nun who seemed to be incapable of smiling, told us to hold the hand of the boy next to us as we walked to the church next door for what would be our daily mass, I reached for the hand of the kid standing beside me, a pale-haired boy named Paul, but he looked me up and down and moved his hand away. Though my feelings were hurt, I wasn’t about to let him stop me from obeying Sister Mary’s instructions, and I also really wanted to make a friend, so I grabbed his hand anyway. At first, his hand went rigid, but eventually he returned my grip, and I felt as happy as if I’d won a game of checkers.

			Once we were inside the church, we all filed into the same pews we sat in with our families on Sundays, and Father Schmelzer—a rotund man with a ring of white hair encircling his otherwise bald head—entered from behind and walked down the aisle toward the altar while the organ began to play and we began to sing: “O God, our help in ages past, our hope for years to come. Our shelter from the stormy blast, and our eternal home.”

			 

			On our first days of school, the six of us set off on the path, which we cleverly called “The Path.” It cut through the field behind our house and ended on D Street, right next to a little cinderblock corner store that sold mostly candy, booze, cigarettes, and magazines. We walked to school and back home together, but after a few days, Mary Jo, Marji, and Beth lagged way behind while Ern, Dan, and I powered ahead. We were walking down Brigham Street, getting close to home, when a group of four older kids, slick with fury, stepped in front of us and blocked our way. We tried to go around them, but they matched our steps in whichever direction we moved until finally we stopped. “Where do you think you’re going?” one of them asked.

			“Home,” said Ernie, looking down.

			“I think these honkies must be lost,” said another.

			“We live on Bronson Street,” I said, taking a step forward.

			“You think you’re tough?” asked the tallest of the bunch. They must have been in fourth or fifth grade.

			“I know I am,” I said, not knowing.

			The kid replied by thumping my chest with the flats of his hands and pushing me backwards onto the street.

			“Hey!” said Ernie, “Leave him alone.”

			The boys cheered and slapped each other’s hands. “Shit, you knocked his ass down, didn’t you?” said one of them, laughing. The tall one faced me again as I stood back up. “You still think you’re tough?”

			My elbows burned where bits of gravel had bitten into my skin, but this time I didn’t answer.

			Even at the age of seven, I understood that tension and separation existed between Black people and white people. I’d noticed that the four white families in the projects lived clustered next to each other on our block, even if I didn’t understand why. When I asked Mom about it, she simply shrugged and said, “I just took the house they gave us without asking any questions.” But on the day we moved in, it was the Nobles, a Black family who lived in another project house across the street, who knocked on our door and welcomed us to the neighborhood.

			The day after our confrontation in the street, my brothers and I took a different way home from school by avoiding Brigham Street and cutting through a parallel alley that ran behind the houses. We quickly named it “Dog Alley.” At first, I wasn’t convinced we’d made a good decision, since I was sure we would be attacked by one of the many barking, lunging, teeth-baring dogs who were caged or chained up along the way. But the three of us huddled close together as we scurried down the center of the alley and made it safely to the end. At the last house on the alley, I noticed a smaller dog, white with brown spots, attached to a chain that was bolted into the ground. He was snarling at me, but he also had floppy ears and a liver-colored nose, which made him seem a little less ferocious. “Are you tough?” I asked him, and for a moment he stopped barking and looked at me with his head cocked to one side, as if no one had ever asked him a question before. The fur around his collar was rubbed off, leaving a necklace of raw, pink skin. Feeling sorry for him, I edged a little closer until Dan said, “Don’t.” So I got back in step with my brothers and walked the rest of the way home.

			 

			The one place I didn’t expect to be physically harmed was in my classroom at school. But when I made the mistake of talking to Paul in the next seat over, Sister Mary looked directly at me. “Why are you talking in class?”

			“I’m sorry, Sister Mary,” I said.

			“Come up to the front of the class right now,” she said.

			As I came timidly to the front of the room, I wondered if she would make me sit still in a chair like Mom sometimes did when we misbehaved. Instead, she pulled a ruler off her desk. “Hold your hands out next to each other, palms up. And don’t you dare move them.”

			I did what I was told, and she whacked my palms with the ruler five times. I could feel the tears welling up in my eyes, but I knew my entire class was watching, including my new friend Paul, so I swallowed them back and returned to my seat.

			When I came home that day, I announced to Mom that I wanted to move back to Ravine Park. She was standing at the kitchen table folding laundry, and she looked at me with wide-eyed surprise. “But why?” she asked. “This house is bigger.”

			“Because my teacher is mean and the kids in the neighborhood are mean and the dogs are mean.” I looked down at my bright red palms and started to cry.

			“You just need time to adjust,” she said. “You’ll be fine.”

			 

			One Saturday morning, Uncle Dick and Harold unexpectedly arrived to announce that they were taking us to a special place. Mary Jo, Marji, Beth, Ernie, Dan, Susie, and I piled into the two cars, and we drove for a long time. As the city gave way to grassier neighborhoods and then to sprawling fields, we speculated out loud about where we might be going. To a farm? To the beach on Lake Erie that Uncle Harold was always talking about? Uncle Dick laughed and refused to spoil the surprise. He turned onto a narrow two-lane road shaded by huge trees and then onto an even smaller road. Dappled sunlight fell on the car windows, while squirrels scampered in every direction. I peered into the spaces between tree trunks, searching for wild animals I could add to my list. Several times I thought I caught a glimpse of one—the tail of a bobcat, the paw of a bear, the quick blur of a reindeer’s antlers. Compared to the field behind our house, which now seemed small, this place felt like true wilderness.

			I had never seen so many trees in one place before, and I liked the feeling of being cocooned by them. After passing a wooden sign that read Pearson Park, Uncle Dick parked, and Uncle Harold pulled in right beside us. As we got out of the cars in a rush of excitement, I noticed that pine needles carpeted the parking lot pavement and made it feel soft underfoot. “I love this place,” I decided on the spot. Uncle Dick pulled a tied plastic bag from his trunk, and we set off on a path through the woods. Eventually, we arrived at a pond filled with ducks that, upon the sight of us, came marching out of the water directly toward us. Making a mental note to add ducks to my list of wild animals, I wondered how it was that these wild creatures could be so bold and unafraid. As Uncle Dick started untying the plastic bag, the ducks came faster, as if they knew something I didn’t. “It’s a swarm of them!” I said, which made Uncle Dick start laughing, which made Uncle Harold start laughing, and soon all of us were laughing in the fractured sunshine.

			Uncle Dick reached into the bag and took out a handful of bits of old bread, placing some in each of our hands. The ducks broke into a frenzy, quacking as if they were calling “first” and “second,” just like we did when we got treats from Mom. Then the most amazing thing happened: one brazen, orange beak was suddenly nibbling from my palm. “Look, Uncle Dick,” I exclaimed, “he’s eating out of my hand!” I watched in awe as the duck took every crumb and then waddled off on his orange webbed feet looking for more, his white feathers aglow in the sun.

			“Ouch,” said Daniel when one duck became a bit too aggressive. “They’re scary!”

			Uncle Dick rushed over to shoo the ducks away from Daniel and Susie. “They must be very hungry,” said Uncle Harold with his usual toothy laugh.

			Everything about Pearson Park felt mysterious and new to me—the paths that seemed to wind forever through the woods, the sweet and resinous scent of pine, the patches of blue sky between canopies of branches, the boulders big enough to climb on, the small stones that felt cool in my hands, and the joy of having Uncle Dick and Harold there, making life feel safe and wondrous. I selected a smooth stone from the three I’d been holding in my hand and put it in my pocket so that I could bring that magic home.

		

	
		
			Four

			My list of Wild Animals I Have Seen now included a yellow-spotted salamander, a bullfrog, and a groundhog. And if I’d had a list of friends, I would have added two new ones to it—Jeffrey Huxley and Eddie Gonzalez. They also went to St. Vincent’s school, which was north of our house, and because Jeffrey lived on St. John Street, which was one street south of Bronson Street, and Eddie lived on Paxton, which was one street south of that, we started walking home from school together. The three of us took to calling the neighborhood around St. Vincent’s—where most of the other kids in my class lived—the White House, because only white people lived there.

			Jeffrey was smart, funny, and a little bit pudgy, and he wore a short afro on what Eddie called “a kidney-bean-shaped head.” Eddie was a year older than we were because he’d repeated a grade. He had an athletic body and spiky black hair that was coarser than my blond hair, which was cut short in a “butch,” as my mother called it.
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