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I should have been the first one home. Not Missy. She was only seven. It was my job to protect her and Jimmy. I’d walked by their school to get them, took Jimmy to practice, and then brought Missy home, but not all the way.


Right before we got to the apartments, Shenia Brown was out front of her house, almost like she was waiting for me. She smiled and said hey. I just had to stop, ‘cause I’d been trying to get up the nerve to ask her to go out with me since the beginning of the year, when we both started tenth grade. She is the prettiest girl I know—milk chocolate skin without a zit, shiny black ringlets kept short and natural, and the best smile in the world. So when Shenia said hey, I told Missy to head on home and show Mama her new paintings. I gave her my key because Mama always kept the doors locked. 


Shenia and I’d been talking on the phone about school stuff off and on for a month, so I was thinking she might like me a little, maybe enough to go out with me. I’d been practicing how I’d ask her for the last week. I meant for it to come out all smooth in the course of conversation, but instead I just blurted it out soon as I saw Missy go into the apartment.


“You wanna go walk in Old Town with me Saturday?” 


“Maybe.” Shenia smiled. 

That “maybe” was a big deal. Shenia could go out with anyone she wanted, and her boyfriend last summer was her big brother’s Army buddy. He had a car and could treat her right. Any money I earned, I had to give to Mama to help with the bills. So a Saturday walk through the old part of town, down by the river, was the best I could offer.

Then Shenia’s cell jingled its pretty little tune. She checked to see who was calling, then opened it and held it out to me. “It’s your mother’s phone. . . .” 


Normally, that would be me. 


“Hello,” I said.


“Michael?” It was Missy. That little girl’s timing was lousy. Besides, Mama should be taking care of her now. I got her home.

 
“What do you want, Missy?”


“Michael, Mama’s gone.” 


She sounded scared, so I let go of my irritation and tried to make her feel better.


“She probably went out for groceries. Or maybe she got a job interview. I’ll be home in a few minutes. You’re a big girl, just get a snack and turn on the TV.”


“No, Michael. She’s gone, like Betsy.”
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My lousy life flashed back at me in the minute or two it took to get to Missy, just like they say happens when you die. 


I was named for a father I barely remember and a grandfather I’d never met. Daddy was tall. I could see forever from his shoulders. I was four when he got knifed in a bar fight. The body in the coffin looked like a big waxy doll. Mama couldn’t stop crying. 


When we got home, our neighbor brought over some macaroni and cheese on a plate. She put it on the table and told me to sit.


“Your mama won’t feel like cooking tonight. You eat this.”

She went into the other room and sat down with Mama. I never have liked macaroni and cheese. I snuck close to where they were talking.

“I don’t know what to do,” Mama told her.


“What about your folks?”


“They haven’t spoken to me since I took Mike home to meet them.”


Michael McCarthy wasn’t black Irish; he was just plain black as night. I came out the color of coffee with lots of cream in it, and my kinky hair is as blonde as Mama’s.


“Families pull together in bad times. They’ll help you out,” the neighbor said.


So Mama called her parents. It didn’t last long. She cried even harder.


“They don’t want anything to do with us.”


“Because of a little color in your child? That’s cold.”


So I always knew it was my fault Mama’s family wasn’t there. But lucky for us, Daddy’s friend, Swede Johnson, loved kids. He started coming by to spend time with me, and he fixed things around the house. He joked with Mama to cheer her up and he made her come along when he took me to the movies. When Swede got a job in Sacramento, we moved west with him.


He was as blonde as Daddy was dark, so Missy and Jimmy are both fair-skinned with white-blonde hair. But Swede always treated me like his oldest child. He taught me to play soccer and came to all my games, taught me how to work on cars and fix stuff around the house, taught me ‘most everything I know. Summers we’d tube down the American River whenever it wasn’t too wild for the little kids. Mama laughed a lot when we were all together like that.


Then one day, Swede took me to a big gravel lot and taught me how to handle the car when it was skidding around. I couldn’t believe he was letting me drive; I wasn’t near old enough. Then he told me how he’d waited too long to get that ugly old mole taken off the back of his neck. It was cancer, and it had already spread. He only had a few weeks. It wasn’t fair. 


“I already lost one father!”


“Tough times make you stronger, Michael, as long as you don’t lie around feeling sorry for yourself.” That’s what he told me.


They’d been saving to buy a house, but medical bills took all of it. Swede was upset to be leaving things that way, but he encouraged Mama and she got herself a job. He died August sixth, my fourteenth birthday. He thought we’d be okay, and we were, for a little while.  


I was going to play sports in high school—I’m an awesome soccer goalie and not too bad at basketball—but Mama worked until six every night. Jimmy was nine and too hyper to be on his own, let alone responsible for Missy, and Mama wasn’t making enough for a sitter. We set it up for me to get out early every day, so I could take care of the kids.


Sometimes we’d walk over to the high school to watch the soccer games, but the goalie was lousy and they kept losing. Besides, Missy would complain she was tired and Jimmy didn’t sit still. Then in October, Mama got downsized. She called me into the kitchen and had me sit while she paced back and forth.


“I don’t know what we’re going to do, Michael.”


“You’ll get another job.”


But it didn’t turn out that way. She got out there every day, putting in applications. I didn’t try out for basketball, thought I’d have to quit when she started working again. But by spring unemployment ran out and we had to move into this ghetto apartment. Then she started going out at night and the next thing we knew, Lester was living with us. I never liked him.


Then, when summer came, I realized Mama still hadn’t found a job because Lester worked nights and wanted her in bed with him during the day. I only came home to eat and sleep. If Mama wanted someone to watch her kids, she could get up and do it herself.


On the Fourth of July, Lester worked so he’d get extra pay. When he finally left the apartment, I started helping Mama clear the table.


“I’ve got people five blocks around paying me to help with yard work,” I bragged.

“Soccer tryouts are in August. If I need to pay for anything, I’ll be able to take care of it myself.”


“I’m so proud of you,” she said, pushing up her sleeves to wash the dishes.


I didn’t say a word. I just stared at the purple finger marks on her forearms and clenched my jaw. My growth had started coming on and I probably would have killed that man if he’d been there at that moment. Mama didn’t say anything, just pushed down her sleeves. She must’ve seen it in my eyes, though, ‘cause she got his things together and put them out on the back step before we left for the fireworks. 


There were fireworks the next morning, too. We were all still in bed, sleeping late, when Lester used his key to come in and started screaming at Mama.


I threw on my pants. Jimmy started to follow me.


“You stay with Missy,” I told him. 


When Lester moved in, Mama put an air mattress in our room for Missy. Jimmy looked over and saw how tight our little sister was holding her stuffed dog.


“Holler if you need help,” he said. “Come on up on my bed, Missy.” 


I ran down the hall to Mama’s room. She was sitting on her bed in her nightgown. Lester had hold of her arm. I crossed that room in two steps and grabbed his wrist, hard.


“Get out,” I told him. 


“This is between your mama and me. Get back to your room.”


I squeezed tighter and leaned into him. My other hand was in a fist, ready to fly. It was hard to hold back, but I knew it would mean more trouble if I didn’t. Finally, he let go of Mama and broke away from my glare. I let him shake off my hand and stepped back.


He turned to her and said, “If I can’t have you, nobody can.”


“Don’t you threaten her.” I crowded his space again. 


“You better watch your kids,” he sneered on his way out.


That was back in July. Mama started looking for work again, but confident people get most jobs. Those bruises weren’t the worst harm he did. 


Then last week, our old calico cat got hit by a car while we were at school. We never got to see the body. Jimmy was mad Mama hadn’t waited for us to bury our pet. I wondered if she was telling us the truth about what happened, but I hadn’t pressed her about that. The kids were too upset. She told them that Betsy had gone on to a better place.


Now Missy was telling me Mama was gone like Betsy.

3

Missy was sitting at the top of the stairs, holding her hands together tight against her pinched knees. Her eyes were twice their normal size. She looked like one of those little china dolls people collect, only scared.


“Where is she?” I shouted.


She pointed to Mama’s bedroom with her chin. I took the stairs three at a time, thinking maybe Missy was wrong; maybe there was time to get help. My stomach tightened up, expecting to find Mama beaten and unconscious; figuring it must’ve been Lester. But she was in her bed, her hands crossed on her chest, the covers up so all that showed was the straps of her slip. An empty prescription bottle was just beyond her fingertips. She was stiff. I didn’t have to touch her to know it was too late.


She looked surprised. Maybe dying hadn’t felt like she thought it would. Her blonde hair was brushed all nice and she had a tiny bit of make-up on, like when she was going out. She’d put on perfume, too, but I could still smell death.


I looked away. Her interview suit was hanging on the chair. She must have been getting ready to go look for work again when it all caught up with her. There was an envelope with my name on it on the chair.


“You better read that before the police get in here and take it,” said Shenia.


She was standing right behind me, holding Missy’s hand. I hadn’t even realized Shenia had followed me—but of course she had, I’d taken off with her cell phone! I gave it back to her. 
She was right about the police. She should know. Her father was a cop. He’d grown up in that house they lived in and he owned it. Otherwise she’d never be in this neighborhood.


I picked up the envelope and tried to open it gently, but the glue was too good. I ended up tearing it open. It felt like I was ripping Mama apart. I read the shaky writing to myself. 


“I can’t do anything right.”


I thought of her laughing on the river, back when Swede was alive. She hadn’t laughed hardly at all since then.


The last was scribbled. “Stay together.”


She hadn’t signed it. 


I let the letter drop onto the side of Mama’s bed, like it was too heavy to hold.


“There’s another envelope,” said Shenia, pointing to the bedside table.


I went and picked it up. I’d seen it last night. It was to my mother’s mother. Mama had been so desperate that she’d been ready to beg for help from them. Well, almost ready. She hadn’t mailed it. I shoved the sealed envelope into my pocket and ignored the questions in Shenia’s face. Mama’s life would have been a lot easier without me. She’d be alive and happy.


“What did Mama say?” Missy whispered.


“She said we need to stick together,” I told her. 


She handed me Mama’s cell phone and my apartment key. I slid them into my pocket.


“The welfare people will be here as soon as we call this in,” warned Shenia. “There’s no way they’re gonna have a place for all three of you. You’re too old, Michael. They’ll probably throw you into juvie just ‘cause they don’t have anyplace better.”


“What are we gonna do?” Missy whined.


She stood there scared, but looking at me like I had all the answers. We both knew what Shenia said was true. It hadn’t taken long in this ghetto neighborhood see how things worked. 


Shenia asked, “Did she have any friends or relatives who could take you all?”


“Maybe,” I said. 


“Who?” asked Missy, bewildered. 


Mama hadn’t kept up with friends from the old neighborhood or made any here. Lester hadn’t wanted her talking to people. If my daddy had any folks, they hadn’t kept touch with his white widow. Swede had been an orphan. I guess damaged people attract each other. 


“We’re gonna go to Mama’s parents,” I told Missy. “See if they’ll take you and Jimmy in, and I’ll find a place to stay nearby.”

“Her parents?” 


I was the only one who’d known Mama had family, and I’d forgotten until she showed me that letter last night, when I was complaining. Even then, she blamed my daddy for the break, not me. I didn’t tell her I knew it was my fault they didn’t talk to her.

 
She’d decided she’d rather die than ask them for help. I wasn’t about to explain that to anyone, especially Shenia. I ignored Missy’s question.


“You go put as much of your clothes as you can into your school bag,” I told her. 


“What about Fred?” 


Fred was her stuffed dog.


“Only take what you can carry yourself, and make sure you’ve got plenty of undies,” I added, because that’s what Mama would have said.


“I’ll carry Fred.”


“I’ll help her pack,” said Shenia.


Missy started dragging Shenia to her room. I trailed along behind.


Missy showed Shenia the box where she kept her clothes and they started picking out what to take. It was embarrassing to have Shenia see how we’d been living, all three of us crammed into this tiny space. 


And our mother was lying in the other room, leaving her kids to manage on their own.


“How are you going to travel?” Shenia asked as they put Fred on top and closed the pack.


“I’ll figure that out while I get Jimmy.”


“No,” demanded Missy. “Don’t leave us here alone.”


I told her there was nothing to be afraid of and Missy started to argue with me, but Shenia interrupted.


“It’s okay, Michael. I’ll take her over to my house.” She turned to Missy. “We’ll wait for the boys there, and you can help me look on the computer for ways to get to your grandparents.”


I pulled the envelope out of my pocket. “Here’s the address. Can you try to find a phone number, too?”


“Sure.” Shenia stuffed it into the side pocket of Missy’s pack. “Let’s go.”
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Shenia put the pack down and dug deep in her pocket for her keys. 


“Missy, honey, can you let go of my hand a minute?”


Missy let go, but squeezed between Shenia and the door while Shenia stretched her fingers, twisted her grandmother’s ring and shifted it a little towards the middle knuckle. Missy’s grip hadn’t made the ring cut skin, but it hurt. 


As soon as Shenia opened the door, Missy slipped inside ahead of her. Shenia moved the pack inside and closed the door. She started past the little girl towards the dining room.


“The computer’s this way,” Shenia said.


She heard a click and turned. Missy had stretched up and locked the deadbolt. Shenia’s father was always after her to lock up as soon as she got home, since the neighborhood had gone downhill so bad. Probably Missy’s mother had told her to do the same thing. Besides, finding her mother that way had to have been scary. Shenia went back and gave her a hug.


“The boys will be here soon and we need to be ready with directions to your grandparents. Get that letter out of your pack.”


As the computer booted up, Missy examined the address, her face scrunched together. Then she sighed and handed it to Shenia.


“I can’t read cursive.”


“Mrs. Michael Dolan, RD 2, Northeast, Pennsylvania.” Shenia did a double take and cried, “Pennsylvania! That’s all the way across the country.”


She’d never see Michael again. 


“For real?” asked Missy. “Mama’s parents live in Pennsylvania?”


“Yeah, that’s what it says.”


“So we’ll be way away from here?” 


Shenia nodded. Missy was obviously happy to get far away. Of course she would be, with the memories she had from today. Shenia tried to put her own feelings aside. She just hoped Missy wouldn’t be disappointed by the grandparents she’d never even known about. 


“Watch me do a people search for your grandpa. Maybe we can find a phone number”


The number came up right away.


“Let’s call him,” said Missy.


“No, we’ll wait for Michael,” said Shenia.


Shenia was looking for ways for them to travel when Missy’s stomach growled.


“Let’s get you a snack,” she told the little girl.
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Jimmy was on the ball, racing ahead of everyone else. He never paused as he dribbled in close and kicked it right past the goalie. Soccer was the perfect sport for him. Good thing it was practice. It would have been a lot harder to get him away from a game. I went up to the coach.


“Our mama sent me to get Jimmy. She needs him at home.”


“Is there a problem? He’ll still be at the Ridgeview game tomorrow, won’t he?”


I wasn’t happy about lying to the man, but it had to be done.


“Mama’s got a job interview out of town and she’s taking us with her. I don’t think we’ll be back for the game.”


The coach called Jimmy in from the field. The kid grabbed his stuff and headed down the street with me right away, mad as could be.

“They need me to beat Ridgeview. Why’s Mama got to take us along?”

“She can’t leave us home alone.”

“Why not? You’d be with us. Besides, Mama’s supposed to cut my hair tonight.”

Mama had buzzed him before school started, but now it was November and he was starting to look like a girl. The bangs probably got in his way on the field, too.


I couldn’t tell him out there on the street, but I couldn’t let him stay angry, either.


“Don’t be mad at Mama. It’s not her fault. I’ll explain at home.”


“What do you mean?”


I didn’t answer. I stretched my legs out and walked so fast he had to trot to keep up. That kept him quiet until we got home. Once we were inside, I told him. I couldn’t think of a way to say it gently, so I did it quick.


“Mama’s gone, Jimmy. She’s upstairs in her bed. She killed herself.”


“No!” he cried, and he ran to see for himself, like I’d known he would.


I followed up the stairs like my feet were full of lead. He was standing there by the bed, the tears pouring down his face.


“Why’d she do it? Why’d she leave us?”


I had the same questions and no good answers, but I tried.


“You know how worried she was, how she’s felt she wasn’t taking good care of us…”


“But now she can’t take care of us at all. What are we gonna do, Michael?”


Already the pressure was getting to me, but I just had to deal with it. I was all the kids had left. It was on me to keep them together like Mama’s letter said.


“We’re gonna get out of here before anyone knows. Shenia will call the police tomorrow.” I hadn’t asked her yet, but I knew she would. “That’ll give us a head start.”


“Where’ll we go?”


“I’ve got the address for Mama’s parents.”


Then I had to explain to Jimmy that yes, Mama had parents we’d never seen. 


“Come on, Missy’s over at Shenia’s house ready to go. We need to pack up our stuff.”


We went to our room and dumped our school stuff on the bed. Jimmy had a small duffel bag. The first thing he did was put his soccer ball back into it.


“You can’t take that,” I told him. “You have to get all your clothes in there.”


He ignored me and started shoving underwear around the ball.


“Jimmy, you gotta listen to me now.”


“Mama gave it to me.” He pushed deeper. “I’ll make it all fit. I don’t need many clothes.”


He was still blinking back tears and snuffling. I quit arguing with him.


When we were done, Jimmy asked, “Are the police going to come after us?”


“Maybe. But in a city this big, maybe they’ll be too busy to look for us.” I didn’t really believe that, but I was hoping.


“We should get all our pictures out of the house, to slow them down.”


I hadn’t thought of that. I found an empty box in the hall closet and we took all the photos off the walls and table tops, upstairs and down. We could leave them with Shenia for now. I carried the box into the living room.


“Where do our grandparents live?” Jimmy asked.


“Pennsylvania.”


“Won’t it cost a lot of money to get there?”


I nodded. I hadn’t thought about that, either. Then I saw Mama’s purse on a table by the couch. Jimmy saw me looking at it. He picked it up and handed it to me. Reluctantly, I pulled out her wallet. She didn’t have a single dollar in there. I took all her cards and stuck them into my left cargo pocket and buttoned it shut. 


“You know which house is Shenia’s, don’t you?” I asked Jimmy.


“Yeah…”


“You head on over. I’ll be there in a minute.”


“I’ll wait for you.”


“No.” 


Today had been warm and sunny, but there’d been some cold days last week, so the kids’ jackets were on hooks near the door. I handed them to Jimmy. “Take these. We’ll need them. I’m going to get my heavy hoodie and I’ll be right behind you.”


With his arms full, he didn’t want to stand around. I watched him cross the street and walk up to Shenia’s door, then I went back inside our apartment.


I dragged myself up the stairs to Mama’s room.


Alone with what was left of her, the sorrow welled up in my chest and pushed tears down my face. For awhile, I let them flow. Finally I started to blink, trying to stop them, but it felt like someone was squeezing them right out of my heart.


“Why’d you give up?” 


My voice ripped the air. 


The sound of it shoved me into action. I put her suicide note on the chair where we’d found it. I crumpled the ruined envelope and threw it into her wastebasket. I stared at the note, then glared at her. 


“It isn’t fair,” I gasped.


I kept sucking in air, trying not to cry anymore, ‘til my head started getting light and my legs went so wombly I sat down on the floor right where I was. Hyperventilation. Swede had told me not to do that to swim underwater farther, that I could pass out. I couldn’t afford that now. I was scared, but the kids needed me to be strong. I made myself hold the air inside until the oxygen could get to my blood, then exhaled slowly. After a few more slow, deep breaths to steady myself, I stood up and took my last look at Mama.


“You better be watching over us . . . .”


I got the hoodie, glanced around our room, then got out of there as quick as I could. As my key turned the deadbolt in the front door, my stomach cramped. I hated leaving Mama’s body alone in the apartment like that, but it had to be done.
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Shenia met me outside her house.


“You realize your grandparents live across the country?”


“Yeah, I saw that last night when Mama showed me the letter.”


“You don’t even know them, do you?”


She asked so softly I couldn’t lie. I couldn’t talk, so I just shook my head. It felt like she was looking right through me.


“I found a phone number for your grandfather, but maybe it would be better if you were away from here before you call.”


“That’s what I was thinking.” 


I figured it would be harder to say no if we were on our way. And if they did, I’d have a chance to figure something out before anyone caught up to us.


“I know it sounds awful, but it would be better if your mother wasn’t found too soon.”


“I know.” I sighed. “I was going to ask you to call the police tomorrow.”


“You can call me when you’ve hooked up with your grandparents, then I’ll call.”


“Thanks. You better not admit you were there today, though.”


“I’ll tell them you called me right before I call them. That’ll be true.”


“Good.”


“There’s no one else with a key?”


“Just me. She didn’t want the kids to lose any. She meant for me to find her.”


“You didn’t know that when you gave Missy your key to go ahead… Isn’t there an apartment manager or someone who has one?”


“He might, but he stays away unless we call with a complaint. And I’m not sure if she gave him the new one yet—​we changed the locks after Lester moved out.”


“Has he been bothering her?” asked Shenia.


I would have liked to have said yes. That he’d come back and hurt Mama had been my first thought today; I’d have liked for it to be his fault Mama killed herself. But the truth was, I hadn’t seen him since he left in July and I was the one who’d Mama feel worse last night.


I shook my head.


“Good.” Shenia paused a moment, then said, “I didn’t miss what you told Missy, that your grandparents might take her and Jimmy, but not you… Your not knowing them’s a color thing, isn’t it?”


My throat dried up and there was a big knot stuck in it.


When I didn’t answer, Shenia went on, “Well, if they take the little ones in and there’s nowhere for you to go, you come back here and we’ll find a place.”


I cracked a smile and croaked, “Thanks.” Sure felt good to be wanted. 


Then she gave me a hug and a quick kiss right on the lips. Before I could move, she opened the door and was gone inside the house.
