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Su-per wom-an—n.

1. A woman who takes on the roles of both mother and father. A woman who pushes her child to be the best they can be. 2. A woman who takes control of a negative situation and turns it into a positive one. 3. A woman who is active in her child’s life. 4. A woman who can balance work, her child, her husband, and the workload of an entire household all at the same time. 5. A woman who is there to lift her child’s head to the sky when the world brings it down. 6. A woman who doesn’t mind embarrassing her son, to make him respect women. 7. A woman who protects her child from the cruelties of the world, but doesn’t shelter them to where they become weak.





Chapter 1


Run!

That one word screamed through every corner of his mind, but Sean Morris was too afraid to move.

Run!

As much as his mind said, “nothing is as bad as it seems,” if Sean’s suspicions were correct, things were worse than they seemed.

His rapidly pounding heart slammed against his chest. Sweat poured down his face. Fear gripped him in its ugly jaws. Memories of last year came flooding back with full clarity. With every vision, his mind screamed…Run!

Although fright had kept his feet rooted to the floor of his bedroom, his legs finally had the right idea—Run!

Dashing out of his house into the icy winter night, the thirteen-year-old came to a frightening conclusion: His mother would kill him this time.

The last time she had whipped him so hard that the bath brush imprint stayed on his butt, arms, and thighs for days. Whenever he was within her reach, the brush landed on some part of his body. That time he had run from the house butt-naked, bare feet trampling through six-foot snowdrifts. He barely felt the wind on his butt. He didn’t bother cupping a hand over his exposed genitals as he ran the eight blocks to safety—Kevin’s house. Kevin’s mother had called Cynthia Morris, Sean’s mother, and after a short conversation, Sean had stayed with them overnight.

He had been so frightened that when he got to school the next day, he couldn’t open his mouth. He was too upset to concentrate on his work. It only took a few questions from the principal and Sean was spilling his guts: The one woman who had protected him from the effects of the cruel world had—somehow—scared the living daylights out of him.

He spent a few months at his Grandmother Cecilia’s house while his mother calmed down and went through therapy. She hadn’t put a hand on him since. Even before that, whippings weren’t normal—a couple of taps with a belt once a year in the month before his birthday was all he could remember. Until last year.

Now, a year later, he was running again. At least this time he was wearing clothes. At least this time, she had given him a few seconds before she went off the deep end.

Run!

And the reason was simple. Sean had messed up in school again—easy to fix, if he knew how. Teachers were calling all the time about missing assignments, talking in class, walking out without permission, and fighting with the guys who kept messing with him.

Sean couldn’t care less about school. What he did care about was that his mother said in that sad, flat tone: “I can’t take this anymore.” Sean knew those words by heart. He knew exactly what they meant. She was about to give him a serious whipping—no words in the dictionary or anywhere else could even begin to describe it. Especially since something a bit more extreme happened this time. Everyone in the house could have died.

Run!

The week before the Fourth of July, his father had given him fireworks. Not the cute little sparkly kind. No, Roberto gave him the stuff that could take off an arm or two, or rearrange a person’s face. Big bang stuff. His mother was never supposed to know. But that all changed when his dad never showed. A sour smell hovered through the house. Three weeks of repairmen, several searches of the two-story house, and days of keeping the windows open even on the frosty fall mornings didn’t turn up the source.

Earlier that morning while Sean was at school, Aunt Denise’s quick trip to his room to scoop up overripe laundry solved the mystery. She dumped out his hamper, and the fireworks rolled onto the floor; anger lit a fuse under his aunt, then she lit a fuse under Cynthia.

How was he supposed to know that keeping the hamper near the radiator would activate those things? They started turning on the heat higher and he had forgotten all about them. Just like his dad had forgotten all about him—The Fourth had come and long gone with no sign of his father.

Then Cynthia received another phone call. And it was “that time of the month.” Then the real fireworks began.

Run!

Sprinting up the street across Mrs. Allen’s lawn, Sean almost tripped over the nativity scene. He paused a second, putting baby Jesus back in place, saying a prayer to the little guy, hoping he was watching Sean’s back. Sean never looked back to see if his mother was coming. He couldn’t afford the time. When Cynthia Morris was angry, that old girl could cover some serious ground—those extra fifty pounds didn’t matter. He had seen her go from zero to twenty miles per hour in less than three seconds—and that was on a slow day.

Sean should have seen the signs. Normally, she would talk to him. Normally, she would give him a chance to explain. Normally, she would try to help him figure things out. But he remembered last year when she hit the roof. Then she hit him. And hurt him. That’s what he couldn’t take.

Whoever said PMS was a myth had never experienced his mother’s anger. He knew when she would be reasonable. And like now, he knew when to get the hell out of Dodge. Usually he kept a calendar and spent the night with Grandma Cecilia, but somehow he’d slipped up.

Run!




Chapter 2

Run!

Wearing only gray jogging pants, black gym shoes, a white T-shirt, and a Chicago White Sox coat, Sean felt a deep shiver of fear stab his heart. His Godmother Beatrice’s house was off limits this time because Sean had promised to get his act together.

Truthfully, Sean hadn’t seen “together” in a year and his act—that was just the same scene with different actors, different teachers, and still no sign of the male lead, his father. If he could fix things, change things, he would. Frankly, he didn’t know how.

The cold air stung his chest with every breath. Sean didn’t know where he was going, but his legs seemed to guide him to Torrence Avenue. The long stretch of road would lead him out of the suburbs, into Chicago, and straight to his father’s house. Since he was part of the problem, he should be part of the solution. It was his darn fireworks!

Roberto Maldonado had been the missing factor in Sean’s life as long as he could remember. He made guest appearances now and then, but it was anybody’s guess when. Then he would disappear again.

Cynthia had raised him with Grandma Cecelia’s help. She wasn’t Sean’s biological grandmother, but she lived with them from time to time. and had helped raise Sean. Cecilia was actually a dear friend of his Grandma Linda. Cecilia was the go-between when Cynthia and Grandma Linda got into it. Sean had known her all of his life and loved her dearly. It was like they were best friends. To make sure there was no confusion when both grandmothers were around, she asked him to call her Cecilia. Instead, he gave her the nickname, Celie.

Aunt Denise, a flight attendant, touched down between international flights. But even she couldn’t calm his mother down. Whenever Cynthia became this angry, she would turn into a Warner Brothers cartoon—smoke pouring from the ears and all.

As he ran through the wintry night, Sean knew that in a few more seconds, she would have self-ejected through the ceiling, then the roof, and shot straight into the star-filled sky.

Whether his father would take him in was anybody’s guess, but it was worth a try. Sean didn’t mind the cold, but he did mind the dark. It was scary on the nearly deserted road. He slowed, changing his mind as he scanned the dreary acres of land filled with God knew what. But the moment he thought about what would happen to him if he went home, his feet moved faster again.

Passing the Ford Auto Plant, reality kicked in.

Cry!

Sean began to cry. His side ached, his head throbbed, and his chest heaved, trying to filter the frosty air. He wanted to be home, he wanted his warm bed, his family. He wanted his momma. His real momma—not that alien who appeared in their house for seven days every month.

Cynthia only wanted what was best for him, but sucking it up and taking a whipping this time wasn’t best. His heart said so. His backside agreed.

His mother was already stressed out from no money coming in, bills piling up, bill collectors calling every day. Sean knew he wasn’t helping matters but for some reason, he couldn’t change things, either.

From the moment Sean turned twelve, he kept getting into trouble. He went from being a straight A/B student to a student simply getting by.

At one point, Cynthia thought he was doing drugs. At least that would have been an explanation, because he certainly didn’t have another one. She would tear up after every teacher’s phone call. She would cry after every progress report and every report card. She became strangely silent when the teachers said, “He’s a bright young man, but he’s going to fail because he didn’t turn in his work.” She knew Sean had done the work. She sat up with him most nights and watched. Somehow those papers mysteriously disappeared the moment he reached into his book bag to turn them in. He had no excuse and didn’t try to give one. Oddly enough, all bad news came about the same time—the wrong time.

Cry!

Now he had really done it. Maybe now his mother didn’t love him anymore. He would soon find out if his own father ever had. Doubt crept into Sean’s thoughts. Going farther felt hopeless. He wanted to turn back around and go home, but couldn’t. He had gotten this far. He had to continue.

Walking slower now, he passed the Calumet Bridge, which meant he had gone about a mile and a half and was on Torrence Avenue. Sean realized he was now in Chicago, but far from real civilization. The only thing shining down on him was the yellowish moon. He gazed up at the midnight blue sky, filled with stars and a few airplanes, wondering why he wasn’t on one of them. Yellow headlights abruptly brightened the dark, concrete road that stretched endlessly in front of him.

Hide!

Sean darted off to the side. He stood still. The only company he could find was an occasional rusted green lamppost and an eerie-looking steel plant. Acme Steel—like in the Road Runner cartoon. But this was real life, and right now it was no laughing matter.

An orange-red Chevrolet Cavalier slowed, then pulled up next to him. Sean inhaled deeply, pressing his body closer to the lamppost for cover.

Hide!

Someone rolled down the window. A white woman with reddish brown hair, brown eyes, and a friendly face looked out at him. “Do you need a lift?” she asked softly.

Every TV commercial about not taking rides from strangers, every reminder about not taking candy from strangers, every newscast about runaway children being killed, rolled through his mind. As Sean thought about whether he should take an offer from a total stranger, the warm air from the car washed over him and clouded his mind. His options: go back to the trouble waiting at home, or keep walking, get frostbite, and lose a toe before he made it to his father’s house. The fear disappeared, replaced by pain and deep unhappiness. He was tired of walking, and it seemed like he had miles on top of miles to go.

“Sure, thanks,” Sean answered, getting into the car with an uneasy feeling settling in his mind and gut.

“No problem.”

His mother had once said, “God watches over babies and fools.” Hopefully, Mom was right about that.

Sean glanced over at the woman, who could be a cheerleader’s mom or a serial killer, and wondered if things had gone from bad to worse.

God!

Help!

Me!



Chapter 3


The car smelled of stale cigarettes and car freshener. The ride would have been smooth if it weren’t for the potholes every few feet. A layer of snow covered the road, making it hard to see, let alone avoid, the holes. The gas tank needle stood at half full. At least they wouldn’t be stranded on the long stretch of road. But then again those “Chicago Craters” could flatten a tire or two. Then they’d be in real trouble.

A quick glance in the backseat showed leather upholstery patched up with duct tape. McDonald’s bags littered the floor. There also was a baby seat. The woman was a mother! Maybe she was safe.

He relaxed a little, wiping away his tears. Now was not the time to cry. He had to keep his eyes peeled and his hand near the door handle.

“So where are you going?” the woman asked, startling him as she stopped at the 106th Street traffic light.

“Um…” Sean, totally unprepared for questions, cleared his throat. “My dad’s house, on One-Hundred First and Crandon.” Sean slid closer to the door. Although the woman was pretty and had a baby, she could still be dangerous. Killing could be her night job.

“Okay, I know where that is.” The woman’s hand gripped the wheel. “But what are you doing out here this late?”

Sean wasn’t prepared to answer that question, either. He wasn’t prepared for being in a car with a stranger. Her voice, soft and sincere, reminded him of his momma’s.

“I ran away from home, Ma’am,” Sean blurted out. Then he lowered his head, crying once again. This time he couldn’t stop. He was angry, afraid, hungry, and tired.

The woman gently placed her hand on his shoulder. Sean winced at the contact, but sat still. She patted him gently. “Why would you do such a thing?”

“She…” Sean paused, gathering his thoughts. “She was going to whip me because I had bad grades on my report card and they gave me detention.” He glanced at the woman. Somehow he couldn’t mention the fireworks—the fireworks that wouldn’t have been there if his father had kept his promise.

“No matter what she was about to do, you should never have left home,” the driver said. Every few seconds, streetlights illuminated her pale face. “These streets are much worse than getting a whipping. Do you understand?”

Even though Sean wanted to block out what the woman said, he knew she was right. The news was always full of kids being kidnapped and killed, and then dumped in the garbage. Some disappeared from their own beds. Kids had to be careful in this world. It had become a dangerous place for them, but then, adults didn’t have it all that great either if the news reports were right.

Warm air blowing from the front vents whisked away the cold in his long, thin fingers and dried his tears.

“Besides, I’m sure your mother cares about you a lot. She’s just frustrated by the fact that you aren’t getting the grades she knows you’re capable of getting in school,” she said solemnly. “Know this—without an education, you can’t get anywhere in this world. You might as well be on the streets.” She whipped into the turning lane of 103rd and Torrence.

Folding his arms over his chest, Sean thought about the things his mother had done for him. Being a single mom was hard, but every kid he knew had a single mother. Sean did notice how hard she struggled. His mother went without so he could have things. He had seen her miss a meal while putting a plate in front of him. She would laugh it off, pointing to her plus-size frame. “Does it look like I can’t afford to miss just one?” Sean knew it was more than one. She wore the same clothes all the time, but Sean had new clothes every school year. He heard that she skipped paying some bills so he could have a saxophone for music class and go on class trips. Somehow, things became better when Grandma Cecilia and Aunt Denise moved in. But not much.

All those times when she did extra or did without so he could have—that’s when his mother earned the title Superwoman. And yes, he had seen all of that, but something was still missing and hurting deep inside of him. He was angry. He didn’t care about school and rules and homework and the kids who all seemed to hate him. He didn’t care about anything anymore. And he couldn’t put it into words for his mom or anybody else.

Slowing down, the woman turned on Crandon, where the beige stone and green painted Goldsmith Elementary School loomed on the corner. The woman’s words echoed in his head. The more he listened, the more he knew he should be at home. Maybe he was wrong about what his mother planned to do. She had changed a lot since last year, and he had seen her walk away when she was angry—doing that count-to-ten or hold-your-breath thing. But she had never been this angry, so he had skipped out moments after she had turned and walked out of his room.

“It’s right here,” Sean said, pointing at a two-story brick house with yellow aluminum siding. “Thanks for the ride.”

“No problem. Just remember things aren’t always as bad as they seem,” she said, putting the car in park. “If you do something, it’s better to suffer the consequences than run away from them.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Sean said, hesitating to get out of the car. He glanced back at the woman for a moment then at the house and swallowed. A light was on in the living room and another in an upstairs bedroom. Someone was there. He looked at the woman again.

She smiled. “Why don’t we call your mother just to let her know that you’re okay?”

The car purred and rumbled beneath him. Sean didn’t answer. He was already at his father’s house. What would a call to his mom matter now? Sean shook his head.

“If you’re worried about me telling her where you are—don’t,” the woman replied. “But I’m a mother and I know I would worry about one of my children being out at one o’clock in the morning.”

The wind whipped against the Chevy, causing it to shake. Sean held tight to the black door handle.

“Yes, Ma’am,” Sean said. “You can call her.”

The woman reached into her purse, pulled out a silver phone, and waited. Sean didn’t say a word.

A slow, unreadable smile spread on the woman’s thin, curved lips. “I need the number.”

“Oh, yeah, right.” Sean swallowed again. A lump had formed in the base of his throat, making it hard to speak. He finally got his voice to work and gave the woman the number.

As Sean waited for the woman to call his mother, he noticed there was frost on the shoveled sidewalk from the quick drop in temperature. Though the yellow siding was somewhat new and the shutters had received a bright white coat of paint, the house looked unfriendly.

“What’s her name?”

“Cynthia, Cynthia Morris.”

“Mrs. Morris?” The woman perked up. “My name is…” Then she paused. “My name is not important. Your son is sitting next to me in my car and he’s okay. He asked me not to tell you where he is, so—”

Sean turned around, wondering why the woman had fallen silent.

“Yes, I found him on Torrence around…One-Hundred Thirtieth, just past the Ford plant.”

Sean felt an instant alarm and reached out to touch the woman’s arm.

The woman shook her head, assuring him that she would say no more than that. Then she fell silent again.

“May I say something, Mrs. Morris? Your son was walking on a dark, lonely street at one o’clock in the morning. I almost didn’t pick him up because it’s so late and I’m alone. But as I got closer, I saw he was a little boy. I thought about my children, and I couldn’t just drive past.” The woman glanced over at Sean whose glistening eyes had filled with tears.

“I can tell he’s very well mannered, and he seems like a great kid. But he doesn’t need to be out here, no matter how disappointed you are in him right now. We just wanted you to know that he’s safe.”

Sean wondered how a complete stranger could tell all that about him in a short while. She had kept the engine running and the heater on. It was better than being outside in the cold.

Sean tugged on the woman’s leather coat.

She covered the phone and turned to him.

“Tell my mom that I’ll call her real soon. I really will. And that,” he choked, “I love her.”

She nodded slowly before putting the phone back up to her ear, a smile parting her thin lips. “He says to tell you he’ll call real soon and that he loves you,” she said somberly. “Okay. Yes, Mrs. Morris, I’ll tell him.”

The phone disappeared into her purse.

“Your mother says to tell you that she walked away to calm down. She didn’t know you were gone until she came into your bedroom to say goodnight,” she said in a low voice. “She said that she loves you, too.”

As Sean slowly got out of the car, tears flooded his eyes. He wanted to go back home right now. All this was for nothing. Now maybe he was in real trouble. He looked at the woman and asked, “What’s your name?”

She hesitated a brief moment, “Just call me Mary Beth. I can’t tell you more than that, because I can get into real trouble for what I did tonight.”

Trouble? For helping him? That was sad. Sean thought for a moment before he said, “Thank you, Ma’am.”

He closed the door and trudged to the gate. The Chevy sped away down Crandon, past the little park near the corner.

Walking up his dad’s steps, Sean gazed at the old rusted doorbell outside the vestibule. Inching his finger toward the doorbell, he pressed it.

No one answered. He pressed it again and then went over to the living room window. He peeked through the gap in the sheer, white curtains. The television was on. Someone stood at the top of the stairs and cast a shadow against the wall. Someone was home. Why wouldn’t his dad open the door?





Chapter 4


An hour later, Sean was still sitting on the steps. It was so cold, his fingers felt numb. He’d tried banging on the door and tapping on the windows. Sean went back to the door. Just as he raised his hand to knock again, he saw his dad look out the peephole. He then turned and walked back up the stairs, as though keeping silent would make Sean go away.

Sean didn’t want to leave even if his mother wasn’t mad anymore. He wanted his dad to know that he was there. He wanted some answers. Why hadn’t he shown up on the Fourth of July? Why hadn’t he heard from him since then? Why couldn’t his dad be more active in his life? Why did he tell him “I’ll be there,” and never show up?

Getting angrier by the second, Sean again got up from the cold, concrete stairs. He would push the doorbell one last time before making the long walk home. He waited three more minutes. The door stayed shut.

Sean realized he would be frozen like a TV dinner if he didn’t get moving soon. He started to walk away. Then he heard a creak and turned. Half of his father’s face appeared in the shadows. From his father’s scowl, Sean knew that he was either unwelcome or interrupting something. He hadn’t expected his dad to roll out the welcome mat, but he didn’t expect the cold shoulder either.

“What can I do for you, Sean?” Roberto asked harshly.

“Dad, can I stay with you?” Sean pushed himself to ask while he still had the courage. “Mom was about to whip me again, so I ran hoping you’d take me in.”

Seconds ticked by before Sean’s father growled, “Come in.” He looked as if he meant go away instead.

Sean walked into the cozy house, took off his jacket, and laid it over the arm of the tan couch. Sean heard the TV coming from his father’s room. He smelled tamales coming from the kitchen. Sean watched his father pat a green towel on his damp, dark brown, gray-streaked, wavy hair.

“Is someone here?” Sean asked, looking around and listening closely for footsteps. Maybe Grandma Lupe was home.

“That’s none of your business, but no one’s here. My mother’s in Mexico.”

“Then why didn’t you answer the door?”

Roberto grimaced and didn’t look Sean in the eyes. “I was taking a shower.”

Sean’s right eyebrow shot up, eyes narrowed to slits. “For more than an hour? There isn’t that much clean in the world.”

His dad just looked at him.

Sean looked back, waiting for him to say something.

“So what happened?” Roberto asked, sitting down in a wooden rocking chair, trying to sound concerned.

“I had some bad grades on my report card, and Mom got angry at me, so I ran out of the house and came over here.” Sean was ashamed that he was only there for that reason. Why couldn’t it be to visit or go to Jesse Owens Park and walk around? Or maybe to toss a football, like he did one time when Sean was younger?

“Everywhere you go, you’re going to have rules,” Roberto said. “I wouldn’t tolerate bad grades, either.”

Was there something on the carpet that Sean wasn’t seeing? Why wouldn’t his dad look at him?

“Well, Dad, you’re the real reason I’m in trouble,” Sean said, trying to control his anger.

“What are you talking about?” Roberto snapped, suddenly looking Sean in the eyes.

“Aunt Denise found those fireworks that you gave me,” Sean said, speaking a little bit louder. “I didn’t know I was going to get in trouble, because I got them from you.”

“Well, what did you think when I said your mother wasn’t supposed to see them?”

“Well, I wouldn’t have had to hide them for so long if you’d shown up on the Fourth of July,” he shot back without a moment’s hesitation. “Instead, you stood me up like you do most of the time.” Wow! Did he say all that?

“Sean, I apologize for that.”

“That doesn’t mean I’m going to forget. Especially since every time we’ve planned something lately you stood me up,” Sean said in a somber tone. “I will never forget the three times you stood me up on Father’s Day. The day that is supposed to be your day.”

Roberto sighed heavily. “Sean, once again I’m sorry. There’s nothing I can do about it now.”

“I don’t need your…apologies,” Sean roared and almost cursed. His mother would kill him! “I need you to be in my life! Not part time, like I’m some mistake, but full time, like I’m your son. I am your son!!!”

Roberto turned beet red. He was hotter than a tamale.

Sean figured out by the the turn of the conversation that he wouldn’t be staying there with his father and grandmother. He didn’t even bother asking his father again.

Eyes brimming with anger, Sean broke the silence. “Can I please use your phone?”

“Sure, it’s in the kitchen,” his dad said, staring blankly at him.

Sean followed his father into the old-fashioned, yellow and brown kitchen. Sean glanced at the pictures that covered the refrigerator door. Pictures of Sean’s cousins, aunts, and uncles. Pictures of everyone except him—his son. Nothing else really stood out other than the picture of Jesus praying to the heavens—something that Sean should be doing right now.

He had only punched two digits of his mother’s phone number when the doorbell rang. Sean froze. His father jumped.

They walked to the door and looked through the peephole. Sean was shocked to find his momma and his Grandma Celie shivering on the porch.

How did they find him?





Chapter 5


Cynthia looked like she just got out of bed. She was dressed in gray sweat pants, dark gray boots, and a zipped-up heavy black coat with fur around the hood. Celie was wearing navy stretch pants, a black leather coat, and had a black scarf wrapped around her head.

Aunt Denise always told Sean that having both of his parents in the same room was not a good thing. He was about to find out if that was true.

“You should have called me, Roberto.”

“Cynthia, please don’t start,” Roberto said, closing the door behind the two women. He pulled his robe around him as the chill came in with them.

Grandma Celie gave Sean a quick hug before pulling him onto the love seat and away from his parents.

“Oh, Roberto, where should I start?” Cynthia asked, taking a seat on the couch. “First, why did you give Sean fireworks without telling me about them?”

“Because I knew you would freak out, like you’re doing now. They’re just fireworks,” he said, standing by the window.

“Just fireworks! Those things could have killed someone. I almost went off on Sean today all because of you,” Cynthia said, trying to stay calm and in her seat.

Roberto threw Sean a quick glance.

“Seeing how he ran to your house, he obviously trusts you,” she said angrily. “But yet you tell him to keep something from me. Or were you deliberately using him to burn my house down?”

“Cynthia, I don’t—”

“Save it,” she said, tossing up her hand. “Maybe you should keep Sean, since you want him to go against me.”

Sean looked up, elated with her suggestion. Maybe his dad would take him in and be in his life for good. He could also prove Cynthia and the rest of the family wrong, by showing them he cared for his son.

“Cynthia, what if I did?” he said meekly. Too meekly.

The punk!

Roberto continued, “Sean still would have to obey the same rules and probably even more.”

Cynthia’s full lips twitched. “Hopefully you’ll be able to teach him how to be a man.”

“What will he sleep on? I don’t have anything for him.”

“No problem. I’ll give you his bed,” Cynthia replied with a smirk. “And I’ll pay child support.”

His dad’s face became blank. No more excuses.

He was going to live with his dad!

“Cynthia, I just can’t do it, my mother won’t let me…”

Sean’s elation wore away as one excuse followed the other. The conversation was a waste of time. He knew why his mother gave Roberto the opportunity to prove he didn’t want the responsibility of being a dad.

“Sean, get in the car,” his mother said, tossing his father a look that would’ve scared the devil himself.

Mom did have the right to be angry. They did have that child-support thing going. A thirteen-year battle that was a sporting event all by itself. His father was the runningback, trying to make it to the goal line of “can’t handle my responsibilities.” His mother was a defensive tackle, trying to make sure he didn’t cross that line without first taking him down on the Astroturf.

Tension crackled in the air. Sean waited for his father to say something. Anything.

His dad just looked at him with a grim expression.

Sean had spent a mere forty-five minutes with his dad. He really shouldn’t have expected much from the man who didn’t bother to call and had never come to a parents’ day at school.

Tears welled in his eyes. He turned from his father and wiped them away. He didn’t want to give the man the satisfaction of seeing him cry. All the things his mother said about his father were true. He chose not to be with Sean.

“Your grandmother wouldn’t allow you to stay here anyway. It’s her house,” Sean’s dad said defensively.

Sean knew better. Grandma Goose, as Lupe Maldonado liked to be called, would want him to stay—it’s not like she hadn’t said so. Besides that, why didn’t his father have his own place? He was forty-five years old. How long did a guy stay with his mother? Was he just hanging around because “he who is in the house when Grandma leaves wins?” Roberto had never had his own apartment. That would mean keeping a job, which would mean paying child support, which would mean spending time with—yeah well, maybe not spending time with his son, since he was already paying anyway.

Sean threw an angry glance at his father as he walked past him and strolled out the door.

The glittering ice on the path lit his way to the car and away from the house. His mother and grandmother were right behind him. As Sean opened the car door for his grandmother, she hugged him firmly and whispered, “You could’ve died out here. I hope it was worth it.”

It wasn’t.

Sean felt a little sad as he rode toward 103rd and Torrence Avenue. Leaving home had been a waste of time. He was right back where he started.

“What possessed you to run away?” his mother asked, adjusting the rearview mirror so she could see him.

“I didn’t want to get a whipping,” Sean said, trembling.

“I wasn’t going to whip you!” she said, her voice rising at the end. “And even if you were going to get a whipping, leaving wouldn’t save you, only Jesus could do that. You should’ve never left home. You had me worried. Do you know how dangerous these streets are? Do you?”

Okay, here we go.

“They’re dangerous enough to send you home in pieces. Is that how you want to end up?” Cynthia began to cry while speeding down Torrence Avenue.

Sean’s heart leapt to his throat with every jump of the speedometer. “No, Ma’am,” he answered, slouching in the seat.

Even his grandmother was keeping her distance, just in case his mother wanted to reach back and pop him one on the head. If Cynthia accidentally hit his grandmother, she would get a whipping of her own. Now that would have made sports television.

His mother was only getting wound up. “We wouldn’t be in this situation if you were doing what you’re supposed to do in school, and if you didn’t allow your father to tell you to hide things in my house. Those weren’t regular fireworks, and you know it! Oh,” she said as she stared at Sean via the rearview mirror, “and you’re still going to be grounded.”

Sean looked toward his Grandma Celie, hoping she could get him out of trouble for running away. Celie remained silent.

Actually, he was glad to be going home no matter how long he was grounded. He knew the truth about his father—and that hurt worse than anything.

Cynthia was trying so hard to mold him into a “responsible and respectful man.” All he was doing was making it hard on her. After listening to her and his father tonight, he knew why she was so angry. It was a father’s role to teach his son how to be a man. Obviously his father hadn’t learned that lesson himself, and it wasn’t likely he ever would. Cynthia said he’d only be grounded. She had definitely changed and Sean was grateful.

One good thing would come from the night Sean ran away. But as usual, good things come at a price.



Chapter 6


One night in the middle of December, Sean’s mom answered the door to find Roberto standing there. He was wearing a blue mechanic’s jumpsuit and oil-stained work boots. Cynthia’s eyes widened in surprise, then narrowed.

“Cynthia, can we talk?” he asked softly. “It’s about Sean.”

“Why now, all of a sudden?”

Roberto grimaced. “Well, when Sean showed up at my house two weeks ago, it really got me to thinking.”

Sean’s door was halfway open. He peered out at his parents. It took Dad two whole weeks to think about what I said? Talk about your slow learner!

“I realize that he needs a dad. He needs me.” Roberto looked at Cynthia with such intensity, Sean thought they were going to kiss. Nah!

“Okay, you have five minutes,” Cynthia said grudgingly, allowing him in her house. He walked into the living room, where a remodeling project was underway. Cynthia was having stairs built and the workers were still laying the Pergo wood floor. There was a hole in the ceiling and two long wooden planks sat at an angle.

Roberto got right to the point. “I want to enroll him at Jayne Adamson. I checked into it, and he doesn’t seem to be doing well at his school. I want this to be the first thing I do for him—put him in a school where he can do better.”

Grandma Celie walked past them to the kitchen. She didn’t acknowledge Roberto’s presence, but Sean knew the kitchen was a better place to hear everything. Dag. Why didn’t he think of that?

“Plus, it’s time he knows he’s not just African-American. He’s also Hispanic,” Roberto said, leaning against the wall. “There are mostly Hispanic and White students at Jayne Adamson. It’s a great school, and his cousin Sara goes there. So he would already know somebody…”

“I’m all for you spending time, real quality time, with Sean,” Cynthia said abruptly. She looked at him for a long time. “But why should I trust you with this? Putting Sean in a new school? One that’s not even close by?” Cynthia shook her head, folding her fingers together, fighting the feelings of anger welling up inside.

Come on, Mom. I hate Gadson. Give Dad a try!

Roberto inhaled but kept his gaze steady. “He’s not doing well, so what difference does it make? And how am I supposed to do more for Sean if you won’t let me do anything?”

“I don’t know. Try really being in his life for once. I’d really like to believe you, Roberto, but I’m not sure you can handle this.” She paused, pressing her fingers to her temples. “Can you really deal with this kind of responsibility? Maybe you should just take it easy—one step at a time,” Cynthia said. “How about child support? Child support would work for me.”

Those words—“one step at a time”—seemed to shake Roberto, breaking the expressionless mask on his face, or perhaps it was the words “child support” that did him in. The silence in the room was overwhelming. Sean could see his dad trying to choose the right words.

“Just let me handle this. Please,” he finally said, “I’ll do what I’m supposed to do.”

Sean couldn’t stand it when his dad made a fool of himself. Everything Dad said gave Mom room to throw it back in his face. Neglect was a universal tool. Sean liked that his dad was taking a stab at being in his life, but something didn’t feel right. How did Sean’s running away cause this dramatic turnaround? Could he trust his dad again?

“You can watch every step I make if you want to, but just let me handle it,” Roberto said.

Cynthia let those words settle in for a moment, looking at Roberto with renewed suspicion. “You’re a grown man. I shouldn’t have to watch over you. If you had really given this any thought, you’d realize that you’re going to need him someday. You’d realize—”

“So are you,” Roberto said.

“I already have him,” she snapped. “I know my son. Do you?”

“I want to. That’s what this is all about.”

“I’ll have to ask Sean—”

“Yes!!!” Sean yelled from the hallway. “Yes.”

A long pause filled the living room. Finally Cynthia said, “Okay. Have him registered for school so he can start at the beginning of the semester. Maybe you’ll realize that he’s a good kid.”





Chapter 7


Once everything was settled, Roberto moved quickly. By the second week in January, Sean’s transfer to Jayne Adamson was set. Because Sean didn’t live in Chicago, they used Roberto’s address on the school paperwork. Superwoman was not about to let Sean actually live with his dad. But the school didn’t have to know.

Sean thought that going to school on the east side of Chicago would be cool, but living more than five miles away in Calumet City meant relying on a suburban bus schedule, which made getting to school complicated.

The first day he woke up at five in the morning. He smacked the red snooze button on his Nickelodeon alarm clock. It was time to continue seventh grade at a brand-new school. Getting out of bed, he scanned the dark room. Not a speck of sunshine peeked through the white shades. Man! Whose bright idea was it for him to go to a babysitter’s this early in the morning?

Cynthia didn’t trust the bus to get Sean to school on time. She also didn’t trust him to reach the bus on his own. He would never make it to school. Ever since he ditched school for a whole week in fifth grade, she kept a close eye on him to make sure he at least left the house.

That’s where the Vega family came into play. They would look after Sean for an hour, then make sure he got to Jayne Adamson on time. Sean had met them last summer at his Aunt Monica’s barbecue, which was the first time Sean’s grandfather had heard of Sean. Cynthia and Sean talked about the shock which followed. The Vegas must have been extended family because Sean had never met them at any of Aunt Monica’s earlier family get-togethers.

Sean grabbed the emerald-green towel and washcloth off the old wooden dresser. He plodded to the bathroom, dropped his towel and pajamas on the floor, set the shower temperature cooler than usual, and hopped in. As the water woke him up, Sean thought about no longer being at Gadson Elementary. He was kind of glad he was going to a new school, one where he could start fresh.

At Gadson, no one seemed to like him. For one thing, he dressed different, only khakis and polo shirts—no baggy clothes, no fake platinum chains. And he had good manners, he always said “please,” “thank you,” and “yes ma’am.” Worst of all, he was constantly teased because he talked like a Preppie. Sean could manage more than one sentence using proper English.
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