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I Ruin Mother’s Day


At an early age, I found out I was traveling down the road to hell.


One Sunday, we were coming home from church when I had a revelation. My dad was driving. It was 1958, and men still did all the driving. Pregnant with my sister Lois, Mom was on the passenger side holding baby Ron in her arms. I (the second oldest kid) was in the back seat with my younger brother Dean and my sister Ellen (the oldest). Gazing out the window at nothing in particular, daydreaming, seven years old, I experienced my revelation.


Earlier that day, when I was in Sunday School, our teacher had told us about Saint Paul. He was riding a donkey to Damascus when he experienced his revelation. It hit him like a ton of bricks and knocked him right off the donkey. That is what a revelation can do to you.


I let out a whoop and announced to my entire family, “Hey, we don’t have to go to church anymore!”


My little brother Dean laughed.


My dad, operating the gear shift, said, “What’d that kid say?”


With the utter confidence of someone who has just had the Truth revealed to him, I said, “There’s no Santa Claus. People just say that to fool little kids. There’s no Tooth Fairy or Easter Bunny neither. And you know what? There’s no God!”


My dad hit the brakes hard.


The rest of my day did not go well.


I am not sure how the news that the church contained an apostate child leaked out but, from then on, I was considered a dubious character. Certain old ladies took the extreme view that I might be demon-possessed. I had that “look.”


Two incidents occurred three years later when I was ten years old that convinced the congregation that Satan had indeed found purchase in my soul.


The first incident occurred in Sunday School class. At our church, kids and adults went to Sunday School first and then proceeded to regular church. Our teacher, an elderly widow named Mrs. Tope, was a sub. Our usual teacher, nice Mrs. Robin was in the hospital having a baby, her tenth. Childless Mrs. Tope had been asked to fill in at the last minute. Mrs. Tope told us that Mrs. Robin had failed to tell her where she kept the plans for our usual assignment, so she was going to have to improvise. We were going to spend the hour reading bible verses and explaining what they meant to us. She said I could start. Many times, she had seen me with my nose in a book, so she had no doubt I could read. She opened her bible, a large one with a leather cover and gilded edges. She found a verse, pointed to it, and told me to go ahead. “Jack DeWitt will read the verse and tell us what it means to him.”


I said no thank you. “Since I do not believe in God, I do not care to read the bible. It doesn’t mean anything to me.” I don’t know what possessed me to say such a thing out loud.


The other kids stared at me in wonder.


I helpfully pushed Mrs. Tope’s bible over to another kid, Becky Willard, and told her to please read the verse. “You believe in God, don’t you? YOU read it.”


Mrs. Tope said, “Becky, do not get involved in his nonsense.” She raised her chin, gazed at me coolly and said, “Jack DeWitt WILL read the verse.”


I looked into the eyes of Mrs. Tope. She looked into mine. Her lips narrowed and her nostrils expanded. I wondered if she was only a moment away from slapping my face.


“No, thank you,” I said. I took hold of the bible.


“Jack DeWitt, you will!” cried Mrs. Tope.


I flung the bible.


It bounced off the wall and landed on the floor.


The other kids gasped. I did too. The Word of God! Flung through the air! Sprawling on the floor!


Becky jumped up, retrieved the bible from the floor, opened it at random and read a verse. “It means a lot to me!” she said. “It means we should be Good!”


I felt I was in the midst of a miracle. Mrs. Tope did not slap me. She allowed the Word of God to be passed from kid to kid. Each of them found a verse and read it, and then passed the bible to the next kid.


The whole time, not one person looked at me. It was as if I had become invisible.


As soon as class was over, Mrs. Tope went straight to my mother and told her what had happened.


My mother did not say a word to me during the church service. The whole time the pastor preached, I sat beside her, wondering if, later in the day, perhaps after dinner, I would be executed.


My mother took an entire day to come up with what she hoped would be an appropriate punishment, one that would accomplish two tasks. She wanted to humble me, and she wanted to demonstrate to the entire congregation that, no matter what they had recently heard from Mrs. Tope, I was not completely and irredeemably wicked.


We were on the verge of Mother’s Day, one of the most popular days in the entire church calendar, as important almost as Easter Sunday. For that special May morning, the entire congregation assembled in the sanctuary for the Ceremony of Flowers. We would celebrate mothers and then we would go to our various Sunday School classes.


The church was packed. I sat up front with my class and Mrs. Robin, who was holding her brand-new baby, a girl. I located Mrs. Tope; she was sitting safely several pews away from me, on the other side of the church. My mother was seated at the very back in the last pew. She had been required to help with the flowers. By the time she finished her chore, almost all the pews had filled up with people, and so she had been unable to sit in the middle of the church with my father and had to sit in the back with the late comers. My siblings except for baby Ron were sitting behind or in front of me with their Sunday School classes. My father was holding baby Ron.


The railing at the front of the church was lined with pots of flowers: carnations, irises, African violets, and daffodils. Each pot was labeled. The Mom with the Youngest Child (that one would go to Mrs. Robin). The Oldest Mother. The Youngest Mother. The Mother with the Most Children (that one would also go to Mrs. Robin). The Mother of Triplets. The Tallest Mom. The Shortest Mom. The Mom with the Most Girls. The Mom with the Most Boys. The women who organized the ceremony did their best to ensure that every mother got a pot of flowers. That is the chore my mother had been doing, making up labels for mothers that were otherwise hard to categorize. The Mother with Blonde Hair Wearing a Red Hat and a Polka Dot Dress. The Mom who Recently Had Her Appendix Removed. The Mom Whose Middle Name is Ruth.


Before the Awarding could begin, the pastor’s wife came to the front and told us the congregation was in for a Special Treat. Young Jack DeWitt was going to recite a Mother’s Day poem, “Mother o’ Mine” by Rudyard Kipling.


That recitation was to be my punishment. It was designed to humble and redeem me.


This is the entire poem:


Mother o’ Mine


If I were hanged on the highest hill,


Mother o’ mine, O mother o’ mine!


I know whose love would follow me still,


Mother o’ mine, O mother o’ mine!


If I were drowned in the deepest sea,


Mother o’ mine, O mother o’ mine!


I know whose tears would come down to me,


Mother o’ mine, O mother o’ mine!


If I were damned of body and soul,


I know whose prayers would make me whole,


Mother o’ mine, O mother o’ mine!


It had not taken me five minutes to memorize this poem. In fact, I memorized it so effortlessly I asked my mother if perhaps I could commit to memory a few more poems, longer ones with more difficult words. My mother assured me this would not be necessary. The mere fact that I was not reading the poem from a piece of paper but dramatically reciting it would thrill my listeners right down to their toes.


All week, before I went to school, my mother coached me on my inflections and gestures. My recitation would be a sensation, the highlight of the Mother’s Day ceremony. When I uttered the heartrending phrase “mother o’ mine” for the final time, there would not be a dry eye in the sanctuary. When I finished and bowed, the entire congregation would leap to its feet and cheer.


The moment arrived. I made my way to the front of the church and looked out at the congregation. In front of me was a sea of faces. All the Sunday School classes were there. Grandpas and Grandmas, Moms and Dads. All of them were staring directly at me.


I went blank.


“Go ahead, dear,” the pastor’s wife said.


I could not remember a single word of the poem. I stammered. I opened my mouth and sounds emerged, but they were not understandable English words.


In the back of the room, my mother saw it happening. She saw I had completely lost my mind and decided to help me. She shouted, “Mother o’ Mine.”


I shouted back, “Mother o’ Mine.” And stopped. The congregation moved uneasily in their pews and waited for me to continue.


I could not recall another word of the poem.


From the back, my mother shouted, “If I were hanged!”


Hoping if I got started, I would remember the rest of the poem, I shouted, “If I were hanged!” I looked imploringly at my mother.


“On the highest!” my mom shouted.


“Hill!” I shouted back.


The congregation began to laugh.


That is how my mother and I got through the poem, by shouting at one another.


“Mother o’ mine! Mother o’ mine!”


“O’ mine! O’ mine!”


“If I were drowned!”


“In the deepest SEA!”


The congregation seemed to become a single entity, all of them laughing, all of them trying not to. Each time we yelled the hideous phrase “Mother o’ mine!” they laughed. They could not help it. It is a wonder they did not shout the phrase with us. It was as if my mother and I were trapped in a nightmarish duet.


At last we arrived at the final line, “Mother o’ mine, O Mother o’ mine!” Mom and I screamed it in in unison, and I remembered to bow.


I don’t know how my mom felt about our performance, but I felt numb. Shell shocked. I wasn’t entirely sure I was still alive.


Led by the pastor’s wife, the audience clapped. By then, they pitied me. The older ladies wished they could run to the front and hug me.


“Thank you, dear,” said the pastor’s wife. “Now, we will conduct the Dispensing of the Flowers.”


I went back to my seat. My classmates scooted aside so I could sit in the pew. None of them dared to look at me for more than a moment.


For the rest of the ceremony I was in a fog. My ears rang and I breathed through my mouth. My face burned.


When the Dispensing of the Flowers ended, we were sent back to our classrooms for Sunday School. We children were going to get a lesson on how a mother’s love for her child is similar to God’s love for everyone and then we were going to construct special Mother’s Day cards expressing our love for our moms.


I sat down in a chair. No one spoke to me, no one wanted to sit beside me.


A boy in our class, Ricky Fox, was a Scout. To earn a much-prized merit badge, he had constructed a large cross made of matchsticks. The back of the cross was made of cardboard. Each match was lit, quickly blown out, and then carefully glued to the cardboard. I have no idea how many matchsticks this work of art required. Hundreds. Perhaps thousands.


Hoping to calm me, hoping to distract me from my grief, Ricky approached me with the Cross of Jesus. He held it out to me and said, “I made this. You wanna hold it?”


At that moment, I revealed to all that I was a Child of Satan.


I took the Cross from Ricky. I looked at it carefully, appreciating the good job with the gluing. And then I threw the Cross of Jesus as hard as I could. It struck a nearby wall and exploded. Matchsticks flew in every direction.


There was a collective gasp, louder than the earlier one when I threw the bible.


And then there was silence.


I rose and left the classroom. No one dared to say a word to me. I made my way through the church to the entry way and walked out into the sunshine outdoors.


I walked into the street and just kept walking.


I wanted all of them to die. Every single one of them. The Grandpas and Grandmas, the Moms and Dads, the Sunday School children, the pastor’s wife. I wanted every single human being who saw my disgrace to fall over dead.


After twenty minutes, I realized I had no idea where I was, no clue what street I was on or where I was going. I did not care. I would keep walking until I arrived at the edge of town. I would keep walking until I found a new town, a town inhabited by people who did not love Jesus or flowers or matchstick crosses or even mothers.


After a while, I noticed a car beside me. A Chevy. It was driving slowly, no faster than I was walking. I glanced to my right and saw it was my dad’s car.


My dad rolled down his window and said, “You want a ride, kid?”


“I am not going back to that church,” I said. “I will die first.”


“I’ll take you to Grandpa’s,” Dad said.


From that moment, everyone in our church knew the truth about me. I was on the highway to hell.




 


2


Martians


Our family of seven lived on the edge of a factory town in the Midwest. To protect the guilty, I am not going to reveal the name of that town.


In a previous life our neighborhood had been called the town dump but after the war it was taken over by the municipal government and renamed the town landfill. When the landfill got sufficiently full, it was shut down. The mountains of garbage were flattened. Dump trucks rolled in and poured soil all over everything. Underground pipes were installed, and streets were added. Housing contractors came in and built small, three-bedroom, one-bathroom houses on the streets. These houses were sold cheap to war veterans like my dad.


Every house contained children. There were so many kids, our neighborhood was nicknamed Fertility Hill. My dad said if a couple couldn’t have kids no matter how hard they tried, all they had to do was purchase a house in our neighborhood, and next spring they’d have triplets.


Downhill from my neighborhood was The Marsh. A creek ran through it. Every few years, the creek flooded the neighborhood, turning the yards into swamps. The houses were built on concrete slabs. What was the point of digging basements? They would just have filled up with muddy water. A lot of the houses were not much more than shacks.


A person could be forgiven for supposing people who lived in houses built on top of a town dump would never look down their noses at people who lived beside a creek that flooded every few years, but that person would be wrong.


According to my mother, the residents of The Marsh were Renters. We, on the other hand, were Homeowners. Children brought up in The Marsh were doomed. She prophesized their futures would include teenage pregnancy, alcoholism, unemployment, and prison.


As a result, I felt a certain connection to the kids who lived in The Marsh. Like me, they were on their way to hell.


Like most of the kids in my neighborhood, I did not dare set foot in The Marsh. I did not even dare to ride my bicycle through it. But I knew the kids who lived there because they attended my school.


There were two categories of Marsh kids, the Marshmallows and the Martians. The Marshmallows were friendly and safe. You could talk to them without getting punched. The Martians were dangerous and glamorous.


I sometimes played with Marshmallows if they visited the school playground, which was considered neutral territory. I liked to pump them for information about their scandalous siblings and parents. It seemed to me Martians lived much more interesting lives than non-Martians. I was especially eager to hear about the two older Grimm sisters and their notorious mother Marge, and Ray Kavanaugh and his terrifying father Red. I was also interested in Tommy White, but for different reasons. So far as I could tell, Tommy was unlikely ever to become a criminal. He was a decent kid — good looking and athletic — but what made him interesting was that he belonged to the only black family who lived in my entire neighborhood; he was the only black kid in my class.


There were three Grimm sisters. They were nicknamed Big Grimm, Middle Grimm, and Little Grimm – like characters in a fairytale. Little Grimm was my age and she was the only Marshmallow in the Grimm family. Big and Middle were Martian right down to their evil bones. According to my mom, each daughter had a different dad. She suspected Little was fathered by a priest.


Big was three years older than me. She could out-fight any boy in her class. Middle was two years older than me; she trailed Big everywhere she went, jumping into the fight if necessary. It was hard to believe Little was related to them because she was petite and girly; she had long dark hair and liked to wear dresses. She was capable of actual kindness. Big and Middle usually wore overalls. They had short hair and were indistinguishable from boys. You didn’t want to cross them.


Ray was the son of Red Kavanaugh and a small shy woman named Naomi who was rarely seen. Ray was the same age as Big, but he got “held back.” When he was age nine, he caught rheumatic fever and spent the entire school year in bed. The next year, he completely recovered, experienced a series of growth spurts, and was so full of energy he became wild and took to breaking into the neighborhood general store, Bill’s Grocery. Eventually Ray got caught stealing beer and cigarettes and at age eleven was sent to reform school. When he came back and joined my class, he was nearly as big as his dad and had homemade tattoos on his hands. Even the toughest kid in our class, a Martian named Nick, did not dare mess with him.


Tommy White was the best athlete in our school by far. He was in my class but was one year older than the rest of us. Kids said this was because Mr. White kept him out of kindergarten until he turned six so he would always be bigger than everyone else. Until Ray joined us, Tommy was the tallest kid in our class. He was fantastic at any game involving a ball. My dad said it was a pleasure to watch him play. For a resident of the Marsh, Tommy was unusual in that he got decent grades and had a paper route. Even the teachers liked him.


Tommy and his older sister Rose were the only black kids in our school. They were the only black kids who lived on our side of town. If you thought about it, it was shocking that they lived among us. One black family in a sea of white people? How did that even happen? Black people in our town lived on the other side of the river in the north end. That is the only place they were allowed to live. It was the early 1960s. White men ran the town, controlled the banks and the jobs. No loan officer was going to give a home loan to a black man unless he wanted to buy a house in the north end. If a black man even bothered to inquire about a house for sale on my side of town, the real estate agent would tell him it had already been sold.


My dad had a theory about why Tommy and his sister lived in the best house in The Marsh and went to our school. He said it was because of Big Bill Ryan. Bill owned a lot of rental houses in the north end which he rented out to black families. He also owned most of the lots in The Marsh and rented all but the best one to poor white families. In our neighborhood, he owned Bill’s Grocery, Bill’s Footloose Tavern, and Big Bill’s Bowling Alley.


If you entered Bill’s Footloose Tavern, you saw West Side Sports memorabilia everywhere you looked, baseball bats, footballs, baseballs in glass boxes, autographed photos of star quarterbacks, and framed newspaper stories about the West High 1932 football team that went all the way to the State Championship. They got all the way to the championship game, but they didn’t win. They lost by three points in overtime. Ever since, Bill had one dream. He wanted to help put together another team, one that was even better than the glorious 1932 team, one that would WIN the state championship.


My dad said he figured Bill had scouted Tommy White when he was just a little kid and realized he had an unusual degree of athletic talent. To make Tommy eligible to be on the west side teams, Bill bought the best house in The Marsh and rented it to Tommy’s dad. “Where else could old Bill stick a family of coloreds on this side of town and get away with it?”


“But how could he tell Tommy was that good when he was just a kid?”


“Old Bill’s got an eye. You don’t want to bet with him, not on sports. You wait and see, that colored kid is so good right now he could play on the junior high varsity team. Four years from now, your high school is going to ride on his shoulders all the way to the state championship.”


A jock like Tommy White would not normally deign to talk to a scrawny kid like me, but we bonded over the fact we both liked to read books and because of our sisters. Tommy’s older sister Rose had had polio and wore braces on both legs. My older sister Ell was born premature with cerebral palsy. Ell was friendly as a puppy, but she never mastered reading or arithmetic. She couldn’t count money or write anything except her name. She wore braces too, just like Rose.


Maybe because Ell reminded him of Rose, Tommy White looked after my sister. If any kid on the playground called her a name, Tommy would appear in front of that kid and suggest he apologize. The fact that every offending boy did apologize to my sister will convey how much respect Tommy was accorded by our entire school.


Tommy’s sister Rose did not need a defender. She could take care of herself. When outdoors, she spent her time sitting in a wheelchair. When she attempted walking, she moved awkwardly in a way that reminded me of a crab, so you might think she would be picked on, but she had a good brain and a sharp tongue. You did not want to get on her bad side.


Rose White liked to talk. On summer mornings when the weather was good, she would get into her wheelchair and let Tommy push her to the playground across the street from my house. While he played ball with his friends, Rose would sit there in the shade behind the triangle slide. From that position she could survey the entire park. I liked to sit at her feet and get her views on life.


It was Rose who explained love to me.


The summer between sixth grade, the last year of elementary school, and seventh grade when I would enroll at the junior high, I imagined I was in love with a red-haired girl named Mary Margaret O’Hare, a neighbor. Double M got straight As, colored inside the lines, and wore glasses. She aspired to be the first female astronaut and owned the entire collection of Nancy Drew Mysteries. I told her I bet she too could be a girl detective. “Better than Nancy Drew!” And if her detective career did not work out, I had no doubt she would someday walk on the moon. “They will prob’ly name a crater after you!” Despite my love, Mary Margaret never took me seriously as a boyfriend. She preferred the attentions of a boy named Rodney who lived three blocks away and was the son of a TV repairman.


The day after we graduated from the sixth grade, Mary Margaret broke my heart by informing me she and her entire family were moving to Omaha. She told me I probably would never see her again but, if I was lucky, she might send me a postcard. The day her dad loaded her and her mom and sister into the family station wagon and drove away with them, I hid in our basement and wept.


I confided my feelings for Mary Margaret to Rose. Rose straightened her glasses. She wore those cat’s- eye frames. She inspected me for a few seconds and then said, “That ain’t love. Nothing like. You had a crush. And now you’re moping. Get over it.”


“Like you know anything about love,” I said.


“At least I am not a baby like you. It’s a wonder you can feed yourself.”


I demanded, “Who have YOU ever been in love with?”


Rose examined a far corner of the park. “I thank the Lord I have never been struck by love.”


I scoffed.


Rose said real genuine love is far different than a mere crush. Compared to love, a crush is nothing. A crush is like getting a cold. It’s like getting an itch. Love is a fatal disease. It strikes hard like the flu. You are perfectly healthy, and then one day you wake up and realize you are sick. You break out in a sweat, see stars, and experience waves of nausea. Then, while you vomit your guts out into the toilet, you realize what has happened. You are in love. Rose said the word as if it was a curse.


All this sounded to me as if it might possibly be true, but I hated the idea of having to submit to the wisdom of Rose, especially since she had never been in love herself.


I said if she knew so much about the topic, maybe she could give me an example of it from our neighborhood, someone who was in love with someone else, sick with the disease. I suggested a few names, and she laughed. She said those were examples of puppy love, but there was one example I should know about, real love in all its hideous glory. “I can’t believe you are so dumb you haven’t noticed.”


“Don’t make me guess. Who?”


“Big Grimm is in love. Bad.”


The very idea made me shiver. Who with?


“You really are blind as a bat. You need glasses, honey.” Hearing the music of the approaching ice cream truck, Rose sat up straight in her wheelchair and fished a coin out of her change purse. “Go on, now. Take this quarter and get me a Fudgsicle. Maybe I’ll let you have a lick.”


Once Rose planted the idea, it only took me three days to figure out who Big Grimm was in love with.


Although it was dangerous for me to get too close to Big and her friends, I was able to get close enough to hear them talking. Big talked about Tommy White all the time. If he appeared in the park to play ball with his friends or to get Rose and push her back to their house in The Marsh, Big could not take her eyes off him. If Tommy approached Big and her gang, Big went quiet, turned red, and kept her lips pressed together. If Tommy so much as glanced at her, or worse smiled at her, she looked sick as a dog. If any of her girlfriends even mentioned Tommy’s name, Big smacked her hard on the shoulder and ordered her to shut the hell up.


Big Grimm was in love with Tommy White. And miraculously, Tommy didn’t even notice.


A week later, the attacks on Tommy’s house began.
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Fire


I believed Big Grimm was attacking Tommy’s house. What else could she do? She was suffering from wounded love, unrequited love, the worst kind, and could not stand it. She had to do something. It was possible she was assisted by Middle or other girls in her gang but deep down I was certain Big was doing it all by herself. Because a certain kind of job, if you want it done right, you do it by yourself. I believed Big did not enjoy what she was doing. I believed she hated what she was doing but could no more stop doing it than she could stop breathing.


Big Grimm was in love. Rose was right. Big was head-over-heels, hopelessly in love. And it went badly. It went wrong. It went exactly the way it had to go.


Because Tommy was perfect, a head taller than most other boys, faster, quicker. He was popular and easy-going and graceful and kind; of course, she fell for him. But how could she imagine he would ever fall for her? How could Big imagine she was on Tommy’s level, worthy of his love?


I knew the answer. It was because Tommy was black, the only black kid in a world of white kids. Real love, requited love, two-way love would have been impossible if he was white. A boy like that, handsome and athletic, could not possibly fall in love with a girl like Big, a girl who looked more like a boy than a girl. But she had something. She was white. She was not beautiful or graceful or athletic but at least she was white.


Big Grimm brooded about it day and night until she concluded it could work. Love could triumph. It had to. Because Tommy was black, and she was white.


According to neighborhood gossip, it happened one warm summer night on Big’s front porch. Tommy walked by and noticed Big sitting there on her porch swing in the dark. He made a fateful decision to stop and be nice to her. Pretty soon he was standing on her porch talking to her, and then he sat down on the swing beside her. He talked to her in a gentle, friendly way, lowering his voice as if he was telling her a secret. The source of the neighborhood gossip, two girls – friends of Big – were nearby, hiding in the rose bushes and listening. They said they could not actually hear what Tommy was saying, could not make out the words, but they could hear the tones in his voice. It was like listening to music.


Tommy was so close that night, his voice so low and friendly, how could Big help it? There was a full moon. And there were fireflies in the air. The temperature that night was that perfect temperature when you feel as if you are in a dream. The air smelled of flowers. Big’s mother Marge Grimm liked flowers and had roses at both ends of the porch. In that context, the moon and the fireflies and the roses, Tommy so close and his voice so sweet, Big could not concentrate on what Tommy was saying. How could she? Her thoughts whirled. Feelings arose within her until she believed anything could happen, anything was possible.


Big could not help herself. Inspired by the supernatural force of love, Big leaned into Tommy and attempted to kiss him.


Tommy reacted. His head and his entire torso yanked back from Big and simultaneously he pushed her away with his hand as if he had suddenly noticed she had dirt on her mouth, as if her teeth were covered in cooties. Tommy leapt to his feet and looked down at Big as if she was a giant bug, as if for a moment he was looking at a hairy tarantula, and then he recovered himself and said he had to go home, he thought he heard his mother calling him, and he took off, not walking but actually running.


The two girls, friends of Big, members of her gang, who had seen all this reported every detail to their friends, who reported it to theirs. Within 24 hours, everyone in our neighborhood heard the entire story. Even a nobody sixth grader like me heard it.


Two days later, in the morning, Tommy’s dad came out of his house to go to work and found all four tires on his car flattened. Someone had taken a key and dragged it from the hood to the trunk, leaving behind an ugly zigzagging scratch across both car doors. The scratch did not merely zigzag. It spelled out a word, a nasty one. The word. The one that, according to my mom, decent white people did not use when talking about colored people. Tommy’s sister Rose told me a few days later, “It wasn’t even spelled right. Only one G and the last letter a Z!”


One week later, in the morning, Tommy’s mother finished pinning the wash to her clothesline and went back inside. Half an hour later, she had a weird feeling, believed she smelled something, looked out her window, and saw the bedsheets and work overalls and towels and underthings on fire. Someone in full daylight had sprinkled them with gasoline and lit them on fire.


Two days later, something completely different happened, something so startling and unusual that it caused all my thoughts about Big and Tommy to vanish as if I had been contemplating an enormous iridescent soap bubble and it popped.


We were coming home from Wednesday night church. The quality of light on summer evenings after sundown but before complete darkness is magical. The first fireflies appear in the air and wink, and then the streetlights flicker on and, if you are a kid, you know the mournful truth: you have to go home now and get ready for bed.


My dad turned into our neighborhood, drove down the street that separated our side of the neighborhood from Tommy and Big’s side. People were scattered everywhere we looked. Parents and kids. No one, not even the little kids, seemed to be going to bed. Cop cars were parked on both sides of the road and uniformed cops were out in the street directing traffic. My dad pulled to a stop beside a cop. “Eddie, what’s going on?”


“A kid is missing,” the cop said and waved us on.


As soon as we got to our house, before the car was even fully stopped, I was out the door and running to ask my friends, “What? Who? Why?”


The weird kid was missing, that was the who and the what. He lived one street over with his older sister and his parents and their cat. My dad said it was a pity they never had a dog. My mom said they couldn’t have one because the weird kid was allergic. My dad said how can a kid be allergic to dog but not cat? Mom told him to mind his own business. She heard me talking excitedly to the neighbor kids and demanded I come see her. When I got to her side, she took hold of my shoulder, squeezed it hard until I yelped, and said, “Don’t you call him a weird kid. He has a name.”


The weird kid’s name was Larry. He was in the second grade. At the time, I didn’t know why we called him the weird kid. There was something about him that struck us as odd. In the future, kids like him would be labeled autistic, on the spectrum, but in those days no one knew anything about the spectrum. You could talk to him and he would not make eye contact. In the middle of a conversation, he might wander off humming. He was deeply interested in cleaning supplies. If you had him in your house, while his mom was talking to your mom, he would wander into the kitchen, open the doors under the sink and start pulling out plastic bottles of dishwashing soap, glass bottles of cleaning fluids, boxes of powder. He would line them up according to height of container.


The weird kid often wandered off. All of us did. In the summers, we woke up, got out of our pajamas and into our regular clothes, made our beds, and then ran outdoors and looked for someone to play with. We played in the nearby cornfields or on the school playground or in someone’s cool dark basement or in the big empty lawn in the middle of our block. We did not come home again until it was lunchtime. Then we abandoned our houses again and did whatever we wanted, whatever we felt we could get away with. We came home for supper, then again escaped our houses and our parents, looking for one another. We did not come home in the evening until the streetlights were turned on.


The weird kid left the house after breakfast and did not come home. He did not come home for lunch. That’s when his mother started looking for him. At 3 PM, she called up the place her husband worked and told him he had to leave work immediately, come home, and help her look. The weird kid did not come home for supper. That’s when she called the cops and started notifying the neighbors. By the time we got home from Wednesday church, the entire neighborhood was out looking for the weird kid.


“If they had a dog,” my dad said, “that dog would sniff him out. But a cat is useless.”


“You go help them look,” my mom told him.


I was not allowed to join the search. I was forced to get into my pajamas and go to bed. I could not fall asleep. I waited until my brothers were in dreamland (they slept in bunk beds but as the oldest boy I had my own bed), then I got out my flashlight, turned it on and read a book under the covers. Every now and then, I thought I heard noises from outdoors. Yelling, dogs barking. I got up several times and looked out our bedroom window. All I could clearly see was the street, the pool of light cast by our streetlight. Moths flew around the light in circles. I could make out the park across the street, the playground equipment, the merry-go-round and the slides. I could see men out there with flashlights. Men standing together smoking cigarettes and talking in low voices.


They found the weird kid at dawn. Tommy found his body.


“Dad!” he yelled.


“Over here!” Tommy’s dad yelled.


Floyd, the weird kid’s dad, had been up all night, searching. Tommy’s dad and Tommy had stayed with him. Gradually over the course of the night most of the other dads went home to bed. Even the cops gave up, most of them. They said they would return in the morning when it got light.


The weird kid was floating in the creek, in a little pond made by the creek where it ran through a cornfield. By then the two men and Tommy were almost five miles from home. They had followed the creek. At 3 AM they found the weird kid’s shoes. He had removed them, probably to keep them clean and dry, and placed them on a flat rock beside the creek. He had folded up his socks and put them inside the shoes. He must have fallen into the creek and drowned. The current had probably pulled him along until his body found that quiet little pool where it stayed until Tommy and Tommy’s dad and Floyd found it.


Floyd picked up his kid’s body and carried it home. Tommy’s dad and Tommy followed him. Floyd carried the body all the way back to his house. Stumbling along in the dark, refusing any help, he carried the body the entire five miles. Floyd’s wife was sitting on her porch smoking a cigarette with a neighbor woman on each side of her. A cop car was parked in her driveway. The sun was rising above the horizon and the cops were about ready to start organizing another hunt.


Floyd laid the kid down in the grass of the front yard. He knelt beside it and called his wife’s name. More neighbors arrived. The Baptist preacher showed up. The cops called off the search.


People said for five minutes Floyd knelt in the grass saying his wife’s name, and his wife just sat there numb and stunned. One of the neighbor ladies had to pull the cigarette out of her hand or it would have burnt her fingers.


“She couldn’t cry,” my mom told me later. “Sometimes people can’t.”


I found out what happened an hour later when I ran outside and found the neighbor kids talking excitedly. One of them said she had seen the weird kid’s body lying in the grass, had seen the ambulance arrive, had seen the men roll the little body into a white bag and onto a stretcher and put it in the back of the ambulance and drive away with it. She said before the ambulance men closed up the bag, she had seen the weird kid’s pale face and closed eyes. “Like he was asleep.”


That morning was the first time I realized a little kid, one who was even younger than me, could leave home and not return, could slip away and die just as easily as an old person.


A week later, Tommy’s dad herded his family — Tommy and Rose and their mom — into his car and drove them all to Chicago to see the cousins.


While they were away, their house burned down.
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Crybaby


The summer before I entered junior high, the summer Tommy and Rose’s house burned down in the middle of the night, I had a persistent problem. Crying. Whining. Blubbering.


So far as I could tell, my father and his friends did not cry. They did not whine or blubber. Ever. Their war experiences had cured them of it. Even grown women did not often cry. Little kids cried. Babies did. However, there is a limit. This limit is clearly understood by children. When I was in the last phase of elementary school, fifth and sixth grade, on a regular basis kids informed me that once again I was blubbering. It was disgraceful. I should stop it. Girls could continue to cry all the way into junior high and all through high school. Everyone said it is only natural that girls cry, especially about the cruelty of boys. But boys when they advance toward puberty need to stop it. Stop crying, for god’s sake.


When Tommy and his family arrived to look at what was left of their house, I observed them, wondering if they would cry. Rose would, I thought, and her mom. Rose would probably sob like a baby and her mom would wipe away tears.


It took several hours for Tommy, his parents, and his sister Rose to return. They had to drive all the way from Chicago and did not arrive until lunchtime. By then, the fire had been put out. Even the smoldering areas had been subdued. There was not much left. It was what the firemen called a strong, fast fire. For a time, the firemen had been afraid flames were going to leap from Tommy’s house to the roof of the house on the east side of it and burn that house down too. They had prevented this from happening, but they had half-destroyed the neighbor’s house by pouring water on it. Blown by a snappy breeze, smoke from the fire had poured east and contaminated every house at that end of the block. The firemen had worked on the burning house while cops pounded on doors and evacuated a dozen families in the middle of the night.


Kids I knew – Marsh kids – were still in their pajamas, standing there with everyone else, gawking, whispering. We were all wondering how Tommy and his family were going to react.


“Rose will cry,” I told my brother Dean.


“No, she won’t,” he said.


The firemen said there was no doubt what started the fire.


Gasoline.


The fire had started in the kitchen and spread rapidly in every direction. Fire cannot spread that quickly the firemen said unless someone has splashed gasoline or some similar accelerant on the floors, the furniture, and the walls.


When Tommy and his family arrived to look at what was left of their house, none of them burst into tears. Tommy and his dad didn’t, and Rose and her mom didn’t either. I was standing not far away watching them. A lot of neighbors were standing there watching them.


White people looking at black people whose house just got burned down.


Another car of black people, the cousins from Chicago, had come down with them, so in all there were nine black people standing there looking at what used to be a house.


Their house.


No one was crying.


A fire marshal and a police detective talked to Tommy’s father. The rest of Tommy’s family just stood there, not saying anything. I had imagined Rose and her mom would burst into tears. Fall to their knees. Or run hysterically into the wreckage and salvage things that were only partially damaged – toys and family photos and that sort of thing – but in fact the entire family including the cousins just stood there not saying anything.
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