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Prologue


I can’t believe that’s him lying there.  Covered in bandages from head to toe, with tubes running in and out all over his body.  What did that doctor say?  He’s in a coma and unlikely to make it.  I’m in shock that he ended up this way.  


I’ll never forget the first time we met.  My father had moved us for the second time that year, and I started going to a new school in the middle of the term.  No one wanted to have anything to do with me.  In fact, they seemed to be drawing straws to see who would be the next one to kick my ass.  

And then there was Jack.  Typical quiet loner who stays by himself and is ignored by the crowd around him.  Yet somehow he sees through all the bullshit.  One day, after I had taken my first beating of the week, he grabs me gently by the arm and guides me toward an empty bench at the corner of the schoolyard.  Dazed from this latest round, I followed along like he was the school principal.  We sat down together as I tried to catch my breath.  A few moments later he stated in a low tone: “I can tell you how to make all of this go away.”

I glanced over at him when I eventually calmed down, wondering what advice this loser might have that was worth hearing.  However, since I wasn’t doing particularly well on my own, why not listen?  At least he wasn’t trying to hurt me.  “Yeah, how?” I responded as nonchalantly as possible.

Jack looked up at me and seemed to absorb my negative feelings as if they were his own.  “See that guy over there?”   He pointed directly at Tony Kidwell, one of the most popular and biggest kids in our grade.  “Tomorrow you are going to go over and challenge him to a fight.  You’re going to be shaking with rage, screaming that you are done letting these assholes mess with you.”

I stared at him in disbelief.  Kidwell had been the first guy on me when I arrived two months ago.  What possible good would come from another confrontation with this bully?  “Are you crazy?  The last thing I want to do is brawl with that guy again,” I told him in no uncertain terms.

“Oh he won’t fight with you.  In fact, the whole school is going to see him back down from you,” he said with such determination that I almost believed him.  The bell rang at that very moment, and we walked together in the direction of our mutual classroom.  Before slipping into his desk, Jack gave me these final instructions: “Meet me outside at the start of recess.  Don’t forget to get all worked up.  It might help to imagine the faces of the idiots who have been bothering you since you arrived.”

I could hardly sleep that night in anticipation of this event.  For some unknown reason I had decided to do it.  Maybe I was desperate to end the brutality.  But I now realize that I just plain trusted Jack.  When the morning arrived, I rushed out of the house and almost ran to school, filled with resolve.  However, as the time passed my adrenalin waned and I began to question our plan.  I ate my lunch slowly and walked outside, hoping that Jack wouldn’t be there.  

“Hey, where have you been?  I’ve been waiting for almost ten minutes.  We don’t have much time!”  He looked me directly in the eyes and saw my mounting fear.  Without hesitation, Jack slapped me as hard as he could in the face with both hands and screamed, “Now get angry!”

All of a sudden I was filled with rage and the faces of my tormentors did flash before me.  I sprinted beside Jack until we reached the spot where Kidwell was talking with a group of boys, and we separated.  With a running start, I shoved this big bully as hard as I could with both hands, and he tumbled to the ground and landed flat on his back.  The other kids moved away stunned by this aggressive action, and Kidwell just lied there propped up on his elbows, searching for the source of this attack.  The look of surprise from him was worth the pounding I was about to get, or so I thought.  As Jack had anticipated, the boy finally stood up and backed down after I began my verbal tirade.  From that day forward, the beatings stopped.

After that incident, Jack and I were inseparable for many years.  We spent most of our time wandering the streets or eating pizza and sipping soft drinks at a local fast-food restaurant.  Nobody would believe it, but Jack was one of the funniest persons I had ever known.  He would say things under his breath about the people or scenery around us that would send me into fits of laughter.  Several times in high school I was sent to detention as a result of my reactions to this banter.   

 And then we parted ways.  It was sometime after high school.  I blame it on what happened to his mother.  Regardless of the cause, Jack drifted in and out of my life for the next several years.  The last time we were together, he was staying temporarily at my house until my wife insisted that he leave.  Even I thought his behavior was peculiar.  

Well, what follows is his story as best I can piece it together.  For the most part, it isn’t very pretty.  As a fight attendant said during a particularly turbulent flight: “Fasten your seatbelts.  You’re in for a bumpy ride!”

*****

Chapter 1


Jack watched himself as a young boy running up and down the paved pathway that stretched from the entrance to the park near his familial home to the edge of his neighborhood on the other side of town.  As he ran along and his speed increased, Jack became oblivious to the trees and other greenery that surrounded him.  The path took sharp turns as it curved to mirror the flow of the nearby creek, but Jack was able to maintain his speed with ease, relying on his in-depth knowledge of the pathway after years of youthful exploration.  When he finally reached the end of the trail, Jack turned around and began moving in the opposite direction, feeling as energized as he had been at the start of his romp.


In the blink of his mind’s eye, Jack was transformed from a running youth to a preadolescent on his ten-speed bike.  His world was much larger now and he rode along as fast as he could, passing house after house and traveling from neighborhood to neighborhood.  When he came to the border of the city that was adjacent to his suburban community, he turned around and raced off in the direction from which he had come.  Rather than slowing on his return trip due to physical exhaustion, Jack picked up speed and the scenery blurred so that it looked like he was passing through a long tunnel with no discernable end.


Once again Jack was transformed—this time from travel by bicycle to motoring along the highway toward the beach in an automobile.  As he entered the scene, Jack observed himself as a teenager in his parents’ car, driving at top speed through the small towns and past the farms that littered the passageway to the ocean.  As he came across a bridge and caught his first glimpse of the pounding surf, Jack turned his vehicle around without even stopping to admire the view.   He immediately began the long trip back home, hesitating only a moment to locate the dial on the radio in order to turn up the volume of the music.


In his final transformation, Jack morphed from his earlier human form to that of a bird flying well above the trees, homes, and buildings that dotted the visible scenery.  As he soared along on his journey to nowhere in particular, Jack was able to make out cities, mountain ranges, rivers, and oceans that existed from one end of the country to the other.  When he reached the coastline, he would turn around and fly in the opposite direction with increasing intensity so that his voyage would never end.  During his flight, words that he vaguely attributed to Bob Dylan kept flashing into his mind: “Nobody is truly free—Even the birds are chained to the sky.”

*****


Jack awakened from these dreams in a cold sweat, unsure of where he was.  A glimmer of morning light passed through the bricks that barricaded the entrance to the room that surrounded him, and he slowly began to recognize the trappings of his new home.  The walls were barren except for the remnants of some 1960s wallpaper that remained in the corners near the ceiling.  On his left was a lamp containing a single bulb and no shade, along with a small room heater and a hotplate.  These appliances were connected to a long cord that snaked into the room through a hole in the flooring.  On his right was an end table with one of its legs missing that had a variety of food and drink piled on top.  They were neatly wrapped in bags or sealed in containers in order to keep them out of the elements.


He was lying on a dilapidated mattress that was stained everywhere, and three blankets of varying lengths, colors, and thickness covered Jack from head to toe.  Two pillows that had been flattened by years of usage propped up his head, and both were without their original cases.  As he continued to survey his surroundings, he noticed several piles of clothing that were organized according to their usage.  Adjacent to them were a variety of recyclable materials, including copper wiring and some automobile parts, and a few tools he used to acquire these items.  The final occupied space contained a limited number of hygiene products such as toilet paper, toothpaste and a toothbrush, a comb, and a pair of scissors.


Jack sat up in his bed and shook his head to clear the fog that clouded his mind and view of reality.  He reached for his cigarettes and matches, quickly lighting the first Camel of the day.  Jack silently cursed himself for drinking the fortified wine yesterday, sure that it was responsible for the poor quality of the previous night’s sleep.  As he continued to look around, allowing both his eyes and his perceptions to adjust, Jack increasingly became aware of the tenuous circumstances of his current existence.  The walls began to seem as if they were closing in on him, and a feeling of panic crept up his spine like it had been set on fire.  Jack closed his eyes and tried to calm down by distancing himself from his present dilemma, and his mind wandered to earlier, more pleasant times. 

*****

Chapter 2


Jack’s thoughts drifted to early memories of the home purchased by his parents when he was just four years of age.  His family had lived in small apartments in a number of different cities as his father searched for permanent employment at a living wage.  Each of these rather nondescript dwellings was the same—two tiny bedrooms, one for his parents and one for the three children, a kitchen, a bathroom with a shower stall, and an undersized living area where they watched television.  There typically was a playground of some sorts in the front or the back of the apartment complex where Jack and his siblings would go to play while their mother prepared the evening meal.  However, this new place was very different from anywhere he had lived previously, and he was startled by the contrast.


They arrived at their new residence for the first time on a sunny spring afternoon.  When they pulled up to the curb near the entrance to the house, Jack was taken aback by the fact that it stood alone, without any connection to the homes on either side of it.  The front yard was composed of fresh green grass and a series of small bushes that lined the sidewalk leading up to the front door.  The exterior of the house was made entirely of brick, with four windows and wooden shutters.  A chain-link fence that separated adjacent properties from one another surrounded the backyard, and it contained a red and white metallic swing set and a sandbox with three miniaturized construction trucks that were left by the children of the previous owners.  


As Jack entered the front door and walked towards the open staircase, he was amazed at its height and the number of stairs.  His brother and sister began running up and down them, chasing one another as fast as their little legs would move.  When they tired of this game, the three of them went upstairs to explore their new bedrooms.  For the first time in their young lives, they would be separated.  His sister, now six years old and entering first grade in the fall, was given the smallest of the three rooms as her own.  Jack’s older brother complained that he should be the one with private quarters, but his parents decided that a gender split was more appropriate.  Thus, he and Jack would share the middle-sized room and his parents would have the largest bedroom for themselves.


In order to accommodate two in one room, his parents purchased a set of wooden bunk beds for the brothers to share.  Jack was given the lower bunk in deference to his brother’s seniority, but he didn’t mind or feel he had gotten short shrift.  This was far and away the most personal space he had ever had, and it felt almost luxurious to him.  Jack and his brother also shared a closet and a dresser drawer that matched the new bunk beds.  Together they selected the color to paint their room, and they decided on a sky blue because they were boys.  Jack’s brother put a poster of his favorite sports team on the empty wall across from their beds, and their mother placed a lamp that matched the color of their room atop the dresser.

*****


His memory shifted from that early period to the succeeding several years.  Jack recalled the times he had spent lying on his back staring at the baseboard of his brother’s bed that was above his own.  At these moments he felt as if he was in a cocoon, protected from the outside world and free to let his imagination run wild.  Jack would visualize patterns in the wooden board that included ships traveling across vast oceans and planes flying above remote islands.  He would sometimes see friends or family members in nature’s artwork, and Jack believed that they were imbedded there to keep him company regardless of the time of day or night.  He would seek this private refuge often to give him solace during the darkest moments of his young life.


Over the years Jack’s parents accumulated a few additional pieces of furniture, including a small desk and chair for the boys’ room to encourage the completion of homework and other academic pursuits.  It was placed up against the wall opposite the entry door, facing out so that the occupant could enjoy the view from the only window in the bedroom.  On the occasions when Jack was banished to the chair to complete his assignments, he typically would open this window and stare outside, taking in all the sights and sounds of his neighborhood.  At these times it became increasingly difficult to concentrate, and Jack often would abandon his school-related activities for an imaginary world known only to him.  In this faraway place he was in complete control of his daily routine, and he was admired greatly by all due to his physical and intellectual prowess.


Their home became the gathering place for holiday meals with their extended family, and Jack had vivid memories of these events.  Grandparents, aunts and uncles, and cousins typically were in attendance, bringing their favorite foods and other specialties for all to share.  They enjoyed each other’s company to some extent, but the highlight of each get-together was the evening meal.  Unlike ordinary dinners at home, Jack’s plate would overflow with all his favorite foods.  From turkey to mashed potatoes to roast beef to stuffing, followed by two or three kinds of pie and a tall glass of cold milk for dessert, he was able to eat well beyond satiation.  This recollection served to remind Jack of his present hunger and circumstances, and he was dragged back to his current reality.

*****

Chapter 3


Jack rose from his bedding and placed the finished cigarette butt in a small bucket of murky water with several of its kind floating nearby.  Each had been carefully smoked down to the filter so as not to waste any of the costly tobacco.  He looked around for his makeshift urinal, eventually spying the sixty-four ounce plastic container that served this purpose.  Jack unzipped his pants and relieved himself by inserting his penis into the hollowed out top of the former soft drink bottle, careful not to drip any urine on the nearby clothing.  After zipping back up he noticed that it was nearly filled to the top, and Jack made a mental note to take it with him when he left so that it could be emptied at an appropriate place.


Next he walked over to the table that housed all of his food and drink.  He had made the decision to keep these items securely covered and above ground after he found a large rodent eating his meager provisions in an earlier dwelling.  Jack took his time examining what was available before opening anything since packing and unpacking increased the rate of spoilage.  Some items needed to be consumed in their entirety once they were exposed to air; others degraded more rapidly after such exposure and needed to be eaten within a day or two.  Still others, while typically more expensive, were divided into single-serving portions and could last for weeks or even months.  Armed with this information, Jack selected a juice box from a shrink-wrapped eight-pack, the last bagel in a double plastic bag that had two twist ties for a tight seal, and an eight-ounce can of Spam.


 He plopped down on the edge of his bed that was closest to the table and began his meal.  Jack stabbed the juice box with the plastic straw and took a long sip that nearly emptied it.  The drink was reasonably cold given the temperature of the room, and it tasted particularly good because of his dehydrated condition due to last night’s alcoholic binge.  He then opened the canned meat using the ring attached to the aluminum top.  Jack sliced the Spam with a pocket knife he kept on his person at all times, and layered half of the thick slabs onto the bottom of the split bagel.  When he finished eating this first portion, he prepared and ate the second half in the same way.  With his breakfast completed and his original hunger relieved, Jack washed his face and hands with some fresh water contained in an old Evian bottle and brushed his teeth.  He spat the remaining toothpaste into the cigarette bucket and cleansed his mouth with a swig of water from the same bottle.


Jack stopped a moment to determine what to do next.  He needed to go “on the outside” two or three times a week for various reasons, and the sunshine that was visible from his room suggested that it might be an appropriate day.  When he finally decided to venture out on a scavenging run, his next decisions were what to wear and what to bring.  Jack reminded himself that the discreet scavenger needed as much storage on his or her person as possible, so he chose a pair of sturdy carpenter pants, a hooded sweatshirt, and a long overcoat.  The pants had several deep pockets, the sweatshirt had storage capabilities in the front as well as in the hood, and the overcoat had pockets on both the interior and exterior.  After quickly changing into these clothing to avoid getting too cold, Jack picked up a small sledgehammer, a crowbar, and a long screwdriver, and placed them in the loops on his pants.

*****


Jack walked over to the brick wall that secured his home from intruders and carefully removed a portion of the bricks from the left-hand corner.  He stacked them in a neat pile near the doorway so that they could easily be reached and replaced from the outside.  When the hole was large enough, he grabbed the plastic urinal and crawled on his hands and knees through the opening to the other side.  He cautiously glanced from left to right, looking for possible threats before standing.  Seeing nothing out of the ordinary, Jack took the bottle over to a gap in the flooring of what once was the kitchen’s plumbing and drained the bottle.  He then returned to his room, set the bottle inside, and put back the bricks in their original positions to safeguard his belongings.


Jack returned to the kitchen, passed through the former living area, and on to the apartment entrance that led into a long hallway.  He peered through the open frame where a door had originally secured this home, glancing from side to side for any signs of movement.  Finding none, Jack ventured out past the series of abandoned dwellings that had once been third floor apartments to the stairway that led up and down the five-story building.  He cautiously examined the individual steps before advancing downstairs toward the first floor since he had booby-trapped several of them by removing the risers and portions of the horizontal boards in several strategic locations.  Because he had covered these areas with cardboard and other flimsy material, Jack made several identifying marks to designate places offering safe passage.


After selecting what he believed to be a secure path, he began his journey down the steps one at a time using the walls and what was left of the outside railing for balance.  When he arrived at the second floor, Jack paused for a few moments to look for signs of life.  He thought he heard a rat or another small animal scrambling across the flooring and away from his current position; otherwise, the coast was clear.  Jack continued his trek downstairs to the first floor, using the same degree of caution.  This story contained the last of the previous living quarters, with a lobby below it that was on the street level.  His instincts suggested that this floor was now occupied, so he carefully crept toward the boarded-up window he had used as entry and exit when he originally moved his possessions into the building.  


He could see the outline of a human form just inside the fourth residence on the left, and Jack surmised that there was no easy way of avoiding detection as he walked past the entrance.  In order to remain anonymous, he pulled the hood from the sweatshirt up over his head, looked down toward the floor, and placed his hands in the pockets of his overcoat.  Just as he came upon the opening to the former apartment, the resident looked up and said, “Hey, don’t I know you?”  Jack was startled to be addressed and quickly moved his hands to the tools on his belt in case there was conflict.  He strained to view the source of this male voice and slowly came to the realization that he and this man had lived in the same homeless community before finding their new home.  

Jack hesitated briefly but then simply responded “Yeah.”  The man slowly moved to the entranceway and gave Jack an expressionless stair.  After a few moments, he began a long monologue that concluded with his telling Jack the building was large enough for both of them, and that they could even look out for each other once and awhile.  Jack said nothing and ended the conversation with a nodding motion of his head.  He then hurried to the end of the hallway, looked back momentarily toward his new neighbor, and existed the apartment building through a camouflaged passageway.

*****

Chapter 4

Jack perched on the ledge outside the first floor of the apartment building and moved the particleboard obstruction in front of the window that served as his passageway.  His brief encounter with this new resident left him feeling both violated and vulnerable.  While Jack recognized that squatters have few rights to the living quarters they occupy, he was disturbed by the presence of another person on the property that contained all of his worldly possessions.  Jack knew that there were other homeless men and women out there looking for protection from the coming winter.  If one person could get in and stake a claim to an apartment others would surely follow suit, exposing his belongings to possible theft and the building to greater external scrutiny.  

His paranoia began to mix with anxiety, and Jack was catapulted back to another time when his sense of place was disrupted.  He recalled vividly his mother telling the three children that they would be leaving the comfort of their first real home after five-years in residence.  Their father had lost his job due to a battle with alcoholism, and they were now three months in arrears in their mortgage payments.  The bank was in the process of foreclosing on their delinquent loan and it might be only a matter of days before they were turned out onto the streets.  All three children were reduced to tears as their mother began to cry, explaining that their options for the future looked bleak.  Jack became consumed with fear and felt helpless in his present circumstances.

Over the next few days their familial routine was completely disrupted.  Jack’s father was nearly comatose due to an ever-increasing level of alcohol consumption, and he was unable to provide any solace to his children during their time of need.  Jack’s mother was equally consumed but with the responsibility of finding them temporary quarters, and she became more and more agitated when her search continued to be unsuccessful.  Jack and his siblings stopped attending school for a week, fearful that they might come home to find their parents and personal effects gone.  In order to take what little control was available to him, Jack knelt down next to his bed each night and prayed for hours that the day would never come when they would be forced to leave.  

After nearly a month had passed, they regained some sense of security and began to fantasize that they might be able to stay in their home.  Even their parents brightened, with their mother relaxing and their father drinking less.  They also left the cloistered environment of their house once again, with Jack and his siblings returning to school and play, while their mother resumed shopping, talking with neighbors, and looking for employment.  A distant relative of the family, who worked in a law office, contacted the unemployment and welfare services on their behalf in an attempt to gain access for them to food stamps, the state’s healthcare program for low-income residents, and short-term cash assistance for emergency needs.

Unfortunately, the day of reckoning did arrive when a member of the sheriff’s office knocked on the door in search of Jack’s parents.  His father was passed out on the couch and his mother was at a job interview, so Jack’s brother bravely answered the door.  The man introduced himself and asked to see an adult.  When Jack’s brother told him no one was available at that time, he glanced suspiciously at the boy as if he was lying.  Jack and his sister came to the rescue with a similar response, hoping that their combined sincerity would make him leave.  Instead, this man gave them an exasperated look, placed a notice of eviction on the outside of the door, and hurriedly walked away.

*****

A few days later Jack’s father rented a U-Haul van to move their belongings.  The parents and children worked together, going from room to room and selecting the most important possessions for transport to safe storage.  Large items like beds, desks, and tables came first, followed by more essential furnishings including bedding, lamps, and kitchen appliances and utensils.  The children were allowed to keep their own pillows and two individual items such as toys, games, or other personal property.  Jack was devastated by this difficult choice, and he openly questioned its logic by simply asking his mother, “Why?”  His father responded to this query with a hard look and slapped him across the mouth in a flash of rage. 

Tears flowed from Jack’s eyes following this malicious attack, and a speck of blood gathered in the corner of his mouth.  His siblings cowered in fear for their own safety, and even Jack’s mother remained silent in order to avoid further confrontation.  They resumed the death march through their home in silence after this event without interruption, stopping only once to have a small bite to eat for lunch.  When their father left to go to the bathroom, their mother took Jack aside and told him in a low voice not to do anything else to provoke their father.  Jack came to the realization that his only recourse was to go deep inside himself and express his feelings to no one.  The sorrow, anger, and frustration slowly subsided within Jack, and he continued packing and carrying items to the van as directed by his parents.

When the U-Haul was fully loaded, Jack’s father drove the truck to his own mother’s home about fifteen miles away.  All five of them crowded into the bench seat in the cab, and their father moved slowly so as not to disturb the cargo in back.  Jack’s aunt, who also lived in this residence with her daughter, greeted them at the entrance.  She appeared anxious at their presence and quickly dismissed them with a wave of her hand in the direction of the basement door.  The five family members then began unloading their belongings, walking them into the lower level through the back of the house.  Jack’s father and older brother moved the existing objects of this room into one corner, and all of them began stacking their things against the opposite wall.

When the van was completely empty, they once again packed into the front seat and traveled in silence back to their former home.  It took another four hours to load the remaining items, and they worked without pause except for an occasional bathroom break.  When they were done, the children moved from room to room saying a quiet goodbye to the only home they had ever really known, as well as to the belongings that they were forced to leave behind.  There were no tears or discussion out of fear of arousing the wrath of their father.  A flood of memories cascaded through Jack’s mind as he wandered through this place one final time, and he quickly surmised that he had little choice but to surrender to the insecurity of his future home life.  

On the return Jack’s mother slowly explained that they would be living with their grandmother until they could find other accommodations.  The children figured as much, but they were somewhat confused.  They had visited their grandmother only sporadically over the last few years, and her house was always cramped and uninviting.  Their aunt and cousin had been living with her as long as they could remember, and there were no unoccupied bedrooms.  The three of them typically seemed overwhelmed in the presence of their family of five, so the thought of living together seemed unworkable.  Jack closed his eyes at the tenuous nature of his present condition and tried to think of nothing at all.

*****

Chapter 5


Using practiced caution, Jack crawled along the ledge to the corner of the building and shimmied down a thick drainage pipe to the ground level.  He hopped off a few feet above the sidewalk that surrounded the apartment complex and stumbled, quickly regaining his balance.  Jack checked the security of his tools to make sure they had not been dislodged from their original positions.  Finding everything in order, he looked up and down the street for signs of activity.  To his left and approximately a quarter mile away, Jack could see the remnants of the morning rush hour passing by the perimeter of this deserted part of town.  To his right were a series of similarly abandoned buildings that together comprised the low-cost housing for the city during an earlier era.


Without hesitation, Jack turned right and slowly walked away from the noise and congestion of the distant city streets.  He sneered at the thought of all those people in their new-model cars, driving to their white-collar jobs in the pristine skyscrapers that dotted the downtown business district.  They almost always keep their tinted windows raised so that they could pass through this area in a protective shell.  Most of them were full of life, talking on the phone, listening to the radio, putting on makeup, or having a conversation with a passenger.  They were oblivious to their surroundings as long as their cocoon-like state was undisturbed.  However, if they were forced to confront the reality of the outside world, they reacted with fear and hostility.

Jack recalled his indirect contact with one of them during the move to his new dwelling place.  He was pushing a shopping cart filled beyond capacity, finding it difficult to maneuver, especially over the curbs that separated the sidewalks from the streets.  As he crossed one particularly challenging intersection, he momentarily lost control and the cart veered off in the direct path of an automobile that was pulling up to a light.  The man behind the wheel was startled out of his reverie and looked on in horror as it missed his new Lexus by a few inches.  Jack was running after it in hot pursuit, and he finally gained control in the middle of the street.  As the light changed and the automobile sped away, the driver lowered the window on the passenger side and shouted obscenities in Jack’s general direction.

Jack squelched his growing anger and focused on the task at hand.  He decided to return to the place he scavenged previously and to continue his room-by-room stripping of the telephone and electrical wiring.  As Jack walked along he contemplated the foraging that occurred in many of these abandoned buildings around town.  Following quickly on the heels of evacuated tenants was a first band of scavengers.  This group typically removed the most visible items of value, such as light fixtures, plumbing, and wall sockets and switches, as well as the occasional appliance or furnishing that was left behind.  The next band operated like the weaker members of an animal pack after a kill, waiting their turn and entering the building on cleanup duty.  They took whatever was left, including the risers from the stairs, usable trim around and the actual door, and hard-to-transport items like the proverbial kitchen sink.

Jack believed that his breed of scavenger was a step above the rest since they were adept at finding the “hidden gold” that lied beyond the surface of a dwelling.  Using more sophisticated methods than these others, his ilk was able to uncover the most valuable items on a pound-for-pound basis, even after the “carcass” seemed picked to the bone.  For example, some of his type used powerful magnets to detect more precious metals prior to excavating them.  Jack specialized in the copper wiring that lined the insides of the walls in most every room.  With the electrical and telephone sockets removed by earlier raiders, he would use his crowbar and small sledgehammer to open a path along the sheetrock that formed the walls.  After much practice, Jack could now eyeball an interior space and instantly recognize how the wiring traveled as it made its journey from sockets to outlets or room to room.

*****

As he walked along the sidewalk toward the apartment building that was his prey, Jack used his peripheral vision to scan both sides of the street for signs of life.  He originally selected this complex for his new residence because three of the buildings still contained salvageable items, making the trip from work to home an easy commute.  Additionally, the building Jack occupied was suitable for living since it was devoid of most recyclable materials that would attract other scavengers.  Yet, the electrical and water supplies were still connected at their base, allowing access to these essential services.  Jack realized this setup would not last forever, but he hoped to maintain a reasonable income and live relatively undisturbed through the coming winter months.

His hopes were dashed when Jack spotted a woman exiting the building that was his final destination.  She was still a block and a half in front of him, but he could tell by her gait that she was stoned on drugs that were most likely acquired within one of the abandoned apartments inside.  As Jack continued his forward movement with growing apprehension, she spotted him as well and began walking tentatively in his general direction.  Their eyes finally met when they were within ten feet of one another, and he became convinced by her mannerisms and agitated state that she was high on crack cocaine.  Jack cursed his bad luck that this prime target, which represented his best financial hope for the future, now was occupied and its concealed wealth in jeopardy.

She continued forward, stopping suddenly and looking Jack over from top to bottom.  Without further hesitation, she came close enough for Jack to smell her breath, and he recoiled at the metallic odor that emanated from her mouth as she began to speak.  She addressed him bluntly with, “What you doin’ in this neighborhood?”  Jack assumed she was not used to seeing white people on this side of town, so he decided to respond in a way that would not arouse her suspicions.  He stated flatly, “Same thing as you.”  This reply seemed to satisfy her curiosity for the moment, and they both visibly relaxed given this false commonality between them.

After a few moments, she asked if she could “bum” a cigarette from him.  Jack reached into the left-hand pocket on the outside of his overcoat and withdrew a pack of Camels and a plastic lighter.  He removed one from the pack and passed it to her.  She took it with her shaky hands, placing it awkwardly in the side of her mouth.  Jack flicked the lighter twice with his thumb before it erupted, then he moved the flame cautiously toward her face.  She had a hard time keeping the cigarette over the fire but it eventually became ablaze.  Jack removed one from the pack for himself, used the lighter to ignite it, and took a long drag for maximum effect.

Jack had the opportunity to look at her closely, and he saw the deep sadness in her eyes.  Her hair seemed like it had not been combed for days and her face was without any visible makeup.  Her clothes were basically intact, but they were dirty and disheveled.  There were several places on her arms and legs that were scratched, and a long scar ran across her forehead.  Jack guessed her age at about thirty-five, though it was difficult to know for sure given the hard life she had probably led.  Dormant emotions stirred inside him, and he slowly began to recognize feelings of genuine sympathy for another human being.


After their cigarettes were finished, she glanced at him with mock flirtation and said, “For five dollars I can make you feel real good, real fast.”  Jack was taken aback by this solicitation, and he quickly recalled that this amount was the usual price for a vial of crack.  It had been quite awhile since Jack had physical contact with a woman, so he weighed her proposal for a moment before deciding against it.  Instead, he offered to give her the cigarettes and lighter if she would tell him what portions of the building the dealers occupied.  Her demeanor changed considerably and she asked him in a guarded voice, “Are you a cop or somethin’?”  Jack quickly replied “No!” and that he needed to get inside to remove some things he had hidden, and he wanted to avoid any trouble.


She looked around suspiciously and then snatched the items from Jack’s hand.  She told him that the dealers and several of their customers were located on the first floor, in a large room at the back of what once had been the apartment lobby.  The only entrance was at the front of the building, and two men carrying guns currently guarded it.  Their job was to screen people who desired access and to remove customers who had run out of money.  She had been kicked out a few minutes earlier when the man she was with ran low on funds and decided to spend what remained on himself.  She cursed his selfishness under her breath and mumbled that men were no good once that got what they wanted from a woman.  Jack made no comment and became lost in thought about what to do next.

*****

Chapter 6


Jack recalled the arrival of his family at their grandmother’s doorstep to begin their life together.  The old woman answered their knock, and she came out on the front stoop to address them.  She chastised her son for getting his family into this predicament, and let him know that their stay would be as short as possible.  Jack’s father stared at his feet during her tirade, swaying from side-to-side and saying little except for an occasional mumbled apology.  The whole family turned away in embarrassment, and Jack began to feel his emotions well up inside him.  As he looked up at this browbeaten man, Jack realized the true extent of their shared vulnerability and displacement, and he became increasingly apprehensive about their future.

They entered their new home without fanfare and walked through the undersized living area toward the staircase that led to the upper level.  Jack’s aunt and cousin, who were sitting on the couch watching television, ignored their arrival and continued attending to the program.  However, the young girl quickly snapped to attention when their grandmother ordered her to show Jack’s family to their living quarters, and she responded with an animated, “Sure Granny!”  As she walked passed them on the way to the second floor, she sneered at the children and whispered under her breath, “I hate you guys for taking my room!”  Jack and his siblings cringed at her venom, and they fell behind her in lockstep as they proceeded up the stairs.

The second floor contained three undersized bedrooms and a single bathroom with a toilet, sink, and shower stall.  The girl pointed to the smallest of the three, indicating that this space was to become their primary accommodations.  Jack looked briefly toward the other two, recalling that the largest one was their grandmother’s bedroom.  The third must have been for their aunt, who now was forced to share this small space with her daughter.  Jack felt a twinge of guilt at this inconvenience, holding himself partially responsible.  Their cousin continued looking at them with a dull stair as the family stood in silence, uncertain what to do next.  Eventually she shrugged her shoulders to signal her lack of concern and disgust and walked back down the steps.  

They proceeded inside and it was immediately clear that this room was inadequate for a family of their size.  The five of them could hardly move around at all without bumping into each other, suggesting that sleeping together was out of the question.  There was only one bed for this purpose anyway, and it barely accommodated a full-size adult.  No dresser was available to store their clothing, and the limited closet space was inadequate, even for their meager possessions.  A rising feeling of claustrophobia enveloped them, and Jack tried hard to suppress his mounting panic.  Their mother finally came to the rescue, shaking off her own despair and directing them to return to the van to retrieve their remaining things.

Jack’s father and older brother took the larger, heavier items to the basement, placing them along side their other belongings.  Jack and his sister gathered up their personal effects, bringing them to their mother for storage.  As they carried load after load up the stairs, she quickly filled the available room in the tiny wardrobe.  She then began stacking neat piles of clothing against the wall opposite the bed, one for each member of the family.  Toiletries and other shared items lined the front of these piles, leaving little more than a thin pathway between the doorway and the closet.  All of their pillows, sheets, and blankets were placed on top of the bed itself, making it unusable for sitting much less sleeping.  Jack asked his mother how they were going to rest comfortably at night in such close quarters, and she responded with a look of frustration that suggested she had few, if any, answers.  Jack turned away in shame for having annoyed his mother during this difficult transition, and he promised himself that it would never happen again.

*****

When the van was completely empty, Jack’s father drove it back to the U-Haul agency to retrieve their car.  The children and mother huddled in their room for some time after his departure, and the three of them eventually begged her for something to eat.  Fairly certain of the reception they would receive but without any alternative, she led them back downstairs toward the kitchen that was occupied by their extended family.  As soon as they entered the room, their grandmother slowly raised her head from her food and gave them a cold stare.  Jack’s mother explained to her that the children were hungry, almost apologizing for this natural state.  The old woman looked them over one at a time and noted matter-of-factly that she could not afford to feed this brood during their stay.  

Visibly swallowing her pride and dignity for the sake of the children, she offered their grandmother a crumpled five-dollar bill from her pocket as payment for their meal.  She looked at the money in disgust before taking it from their mother, and she shooed them off into the living area until her meal was finished.  After the other three had eaten and cleaned the dishes, their grandmother went to the cupboard and selected some canned spaghetti for the family to share.  When they finally were beckoned to return, they were greeted with four small bowls of noodles and red sauce that was accompanied by a thin slice of white sandwich bread and a glass of water.  To avoid any additional mess, the plates, cups, and utensils were made of throwaway paper or plastic.

This paltry serving of food took less than five minutes to consume, and it was evident to all that they needed more to eat.  Their mother hushed their complaints using a small voice to avoid being overheard, and she proceeded to tidy up after them and to remove their garbage to the trash container outside the back door.  They once again marched upstairs to their bedroom, and their mother gathered up some toiletries for a trip to the bathroom while it remained unoccupied.  Given its modest size, they entered two-by-two in gendered sets, and their mother instructed them to wash their hands and faces before brushing their teeth.  When all four were finished, they voluntarily banished themselves to the privacy of their bedroom.

They worked together under their mother’s direction to create a reasonable sleeping environment for themselves.  The five piles of clothing were pushed as far back against the wall as possible, and their other personal effects were stacked on top to expand the usable space.  Their mother proceeded to make the sole bed with their own sheets and blankets, placing her pillow as well as her daughter’s at one end.  She lined the area along the side of the bed, stretching from the door to the closet, with the boys’ comforters to create an individual sleeping surface for both of them.  Next, she covered these areas with a single blanket each, and she positioned a pillow at the top of one and the bottom of the other so that Jack and his brother could sleep head-to-head in the middle of the room.  

With their work complete and the bedding in place, their mother suggested that they lie down and get a good night’s sleep.  Jack and his siblings complained that they were not tired yet and preferred watching television at night like they did in their own home.  She told the children in a firm yet sympathetic tone that this was not their house, and they would be unable to do many of the things they previously enjoyed.  Jack’s brother responded by stating, “Well, we can’t go to bed ‘til Dad gets back.”  To this their mother noted with shaky speech, “Your father won’t be returning until late, and he is going to spend the night on the couch in the living room.”  The children had observed their father’s erratic behavior in the past, and they understood their mother’s underlying message that he would be out late drinking.

The two boys proceeded down the hall to the bathroom to change into their night clothing and to give their mother and sister the privacy to do the same.  Jack and his brother had identical “pajamas,” composed of fresh underwear and socks, a long tee shirt, and a pair of old sweatpants.  When they returned, the females were already jammed into the bed, lying on their sides and stretching as straight as rails in order to accommodate each other.  Jack’s brother signaled his choice of the first makeshift bed by plopping onto the floor immediately after entering the room, so the younger brother carefully climbed over him and took the remaining space.

They said goodnight to one another using soft voices, as if the slightest sound might disturb their extended family watching television downstairs.  Pulling their blankets up around their faces as a protective reflex, they tightly shut their eyes in an attempt to escape their current reality.  Jack was taken aback by the sudden stillness that surrounded them, which felt more like they were hiding from a predator than falling comfortably into slumber.  As time slowly passed, Jack could sense the others drift into sleep while his own body remained rigid.  The tension finally released without his notice, but he was quickly roused by a loud crashing sound from the floor below.

*****

Chapter 7


Jack left the woman without saying goodbye since she increasingly was caught up in the impossibility of her own predicament and began ignored his presence.  He moved toward the apartment building of destination with growing uneasiness, and he selected a vantage point from the adjacent structure that would allow him to watch the entrance while he considered his options.  Over the next hour or so, three men separately entered the building and a woman and man left together.  It now was clear to Jack that a direct approach was risky unless he could come up with a good reason for being there.  He mulled this over for a few more minutes before deciding to attempt access through the front door under the guise of a new customer.


He walked away from his hiding place and headed for the entranceway.  Jack felt ill at ease and his movements seemed awkward in his approach, so he did everything he could to lighten his steps and appear less suspicious.  When he was within five feet of the doorway, one of the guards slid out from the darkness inside in order to make his presence known.  Jack stopped in his tracks and noted that this man was very tall and muscular, with a shaved head and a short-cropped mustache and goatee.  He carried a gun at his side that was holstered by a long strap wrapped around his shoulders and waist.  The man gave Jack a callous look that sent chills down his spine, and he beckoned Jack to proceed using his index finger.


When Jack was within the entryway, both men grabbed him and roughly shoved the front of his body against the interior wall.  The big man from the doorway pinned his arms at his side while the other man began interrogating him.  “What you want here, white boy?” he demanded.  Jack was stunned and frightened by this treatment, which seemed out-of-character given their reactions to other customers.  He quickly realized that those he observed earlier must have been “regulars,” and the fact that he was unknown as well as his skin color had aroused their wrath.  Using every mental and physical resource available, Jack tried to relax his physique and stated matter-of-factly: “Chill out!  I’m here for one reason—to get high.”


This response failed to convince them, and they gave each other a knowing glance before spinning Jack around and placing him in a headlock.  Jack knew that struggle was futile, so he let his body go limp to avoid any retribution for a lack of cooperation.  While the muscle-bound thug held him in a firm grasp, the smaller man slowly and meticulously began searching Jack’s clothing.  He started with the outermost pockets of his coat, moving from one to the next only after he was completely satisfied that they contained nothing dangerous.  When he was sure that the first layer was clean, he opened the overcoat and spied the tools for the first time.  His eyes widened and he said, “What do we have here?” 


The search ended and the interrogator nodded to his partner, who proceeded to toss Jack face down onto the floor.  The bigger man pounced on him in one explosive movement, grinding his knees into Jack’s upper back.  He was struggling to recover his equilibrium when the other man grabbed his head by the hair and violently slammed it against the flooring twice.  A searing pain flashed through Jack’s consciousness as a stream of blood flowed from his nose.  The muscular one forcibly dragged him to his feet so the smaller one could address him a final time.  He sneered at Jack, straightening his overcoat with mock concern, and stated, “Get the fuck out of here, mother fucker.”

*****


Both men shoved Jack toward the doorway, and the larger of the two placed his foot in the middle of Jack’s spine and kicked him out into the light.  He tripped over his own feet and landed hard on the deteriorated sidewalk in front of the building.  Jack could hear the men laughing at his misery as they shut the door behind them, sealing off the only entrance.  He continued to lie there for the next several minutes, shocked and weakened by this misadventure.  When his head began to clear, Jack did a full body check in order to assess the physical damage.  He could move his arms and legs without difficulty, but his head and back throbbed in what had become a dull ache.   He struggled to rise, then settled for rolling over onto his backside.


Jack opened his eyes and looked left then right to make sure that there was no immediate danger.  Sensing none, he slowly sat up to test his current state of mobility.  He began moving his head and shoulders in a circular motion, and he quickly discovered that there were no significant restrictions.  With this confidence, Jack placed his arms in front to brace his weight, and he squatted up on his legs for a moment or two before rising to his full height.  He slowly walked back to his previous lookout point and selected the most comfortable spot before lowering himself to a sitting position.  A sense of relief at having survived this ordeal swept over him, and Jack could feel tears well up in his eyes and trickle down his cheeks.


His relief turned to rage at the treatment he received from these gangsters, and Jack’s first inclination was to wait for them outside the building and split their skulls with his small sledgehammer when they eventually exited.  However, this sentiment faded as he came to understand that their actions toward him were not personal.  They had a job to do in that building, just as he did.  These men were paid to protect the investment of the drug dealers inside, while Jack’s livelihood was dependent upon his successful foraging for wiring in the apartments on the upper floors.  They were willing to do what was necessary and so was Jack.  With the power of this insight, he started to formulate a new plan to get inside the building by alternative means.


Jack pondered different strategies, discarding most of his options.  He could gain access from the opposite end of the building using the former emergency exit.  Jack eliminated this possibility since the commotion of prying open the doorway would surely attract the attention of the guards.  Another alternative was to enter through a basement window located below grade that led into a storage area in the basement.  While Jack believed he could enter one without making too much noise, he was uncertain how to avoid the guards as he passed the lobby on his way upstairs.  In the end, he felt that the only safe route was from the ledge outside the first floor through the window that led into the hallway, which was similar to the entry point in his own building.


He struggled for a while as he tried to visualize moving from ground level to the first floor.  His building had a series of long circular drainage pipes on all four corners, which extended from the guttering that surrounded the roof to the large splash blocks attached at the bottom.  There were several discrete holes on them that had appeared over time, and Jack used these openings for his feet and hands in order to pull himself up.  He had not noticed whether similar deterioration had occurred on this building’s pipes since he always entered through the front door.  However, these two structures were approximately the same age, and Jack suspected that their physical conditions would be nearly identical.

*****


Jack instinctually checked his tools before moving forward with this new resolve.  He placed one hand on the sledgehammer and the other on the crowbar, giving him a feeling of strength in case of further assault.  To avoid detection by his previous attackers or any other possible foes, he walked around the building along the opposite end so that he could reach his target from the backside.  As Jack closed in on the final destination, he decided that his first avenue of approach would be the far left-hand corner of the building.  This position was as distant from the entranceway and the two gangsters as possible, and Jack was comforted by the seclusion it might hold.  He arrived without incident a few moments later, confirming his intuitions.


He surveyed the adjoining walls for any potential observation points from the inside of the building.  Seeing none and feeling no threat, Jack began studying the attached drainage pipe from top to bottom.  He observed the series of holes predicted, and they were spread strategically throughout as anticipated.  Jack placed his right foot in one of the openings just above ground level, and he grabbed hold of the pipe several feet higher up with both hands.  Pushing with his right leg, he slowly made his assent in the direction of the first floor.  Jack carefully selected additional openings for his feet and hands as he continued his journey toward the ledge above him.  He paused only once, cursing under his breath when he cut a finger on his left hand with a jagged edge.


Jack completed his climb by hauling himself onto the ledge with a calculated leap.  He eyeballed the three windows on this side of the building, recognizing the one in the middle as the passageway into the first-floor hall.  Jack carefully crawled along the ledge to the center of this window, and he stopped and examined its current condition.  Most of the glass was missing and it was sealed with the same type of particleboard used in his building.  Jack pulled the crowbar from his pants, and he placed it between the frame and the board at the bottom end to create some leverage.  He then pried them apart, exposing an opening into the hallway.  Jack used his long screwdriver to keep this gap from closing shut, and he slithered through it like a snake onto the floor below.


“Hey boss, can you help a man?’


Jack was surprised by this voice that emanated from the apartment to his left, and replied with a startled, “Huh?”


“Please boss, I’m feelin’ real poorly and I need some aid.”


As Jack peered into the room and his eyes adjusted to the relative darkness, he saw the figure of a man lying on the floor with his head turned toward the opening.  Jack looked at the desperation in his blood-shot eyes but was unsure how to proceed.  He hesitated a moment and then responded, “Look, I don’t want any trouble.”


The man turned his face toward the ceiling and covered his eyes with both arms.  He retorted, “No trouble boss.  I’m real sick and I need to get me some drugs or I’ll die!  Can you help me?  Can you come to my aid?”


Against his better judgment, Jack walked into the room that originally was the living area of an apartment.  He once again felt a twinge of compassion for another person and wanted to do something to relieve his misery.  Jack removed a candy bar that he kept in his overcoat in case of hunger on the job, and he offered it to the man in a friendly gesture.  The man stared at it with genuine contempt, knocking it across the room with a swift movement of his hand.  Trembling from head to toe, he spat, “Fool, how is candy going to help my situation?  I need money, cash, right now!”

*****

Chapter 8


The entire family sat up in their bedding and glanced around nervously in an attempt to locate the source of this commotion.  A shared feeling of dread spread across the room as they came to realize their father had returned, using an entrance that was typical of his previous drunken episodes.  They remained rigid in their current positions, praying silently that their worst fears would not materialize and the quiet of the night would return.  Their hopes were dashed when another round of noises shot up the stairway and their father started cursing several inanimate objects in his path.  Someone from the other bedrooms began moving quickly down the hall in response, and they were certain that this racket had raised their grandmother’s wrath.


Before the old woman reached the end of the hallway, Jack’s mother shot from her bed, turning briefly to the children and warning them to stay put.  As she left at a frenzied pace, the three of them moved to the partially open door so that they could have a vantage point of the trouble below without leaving their room.  When their grandmother entered the staircase leading to the lower level, light flashed into the hallway and shadows of their mother’s movements became visible.  From what they could surmise, the two women reached the bottom of the stairs at about the same time, with their mother using words they could not make out at this distance.


They gave each other a knowing glance before scampering out of the room and down to the landing at the top of the staircase.  The first words that reached their ears were from their mother.  She implored, “Please let me go to him alone.  I can get him to settle down if you go back upstairs to bed.”


“Don’t tell me what to do in my own house,” the old woman snarled.  “You don’t look like you’re doing too good a job with him lately.”


The children could sense the rising anger in their mother’s voice, as she responded, “Let’s not make this any worse than it has to be.  He’s had too much to drink, and your scolding him will not make it any better.  I promise that we will pay for anything he broke as soon as we get back on our feet.  You just got to give us a break.”


There was quiet for several seconds, and the children wondered whether the worst was over.  However, the next sound that reached their ears was a loud thumping that they could not identify.  In order to get a better look, they crept down the stairs and peered around the corner of the supporting wall into the living area.  Their eyes opened wide as the scene came into full view.  Their grandmother was beating their father with a rolled up magazine like he was a disobedient dog, and she began unmercifully berating him: “How did a man like you come from my body?  You’re no good and you were never no good, that’s for sure!”


Their father fell heavily onto the couch behind him, covering his head with his hands to protect his face from harm.  Their mother came to his rescue, attempting to place her own body in front of his to stem the assault.  She looked in the old woman’s eyes and beseeched her, “Please quit Granny!  Can’t you see this is doing no good?  He can’t even hear what you’re saying!”


Their grandmother abruptly stopped the onslaught and shook her head in disgust.  As she walked back toward the staircase, she mumbled to no one in particular, “I can’t live with his problem anymore.  Tomorrow you all gotta leave.”

*****

The children ran up the stairs as fast as they could in order to avoid detection from their grandmother.  When they reached the landing at the top of the staircase, they hurried down the hall, stumbling over one another in order to reach the sanctuary of their bedroom.  Once inside, the three of them hovered near the partially closed door, trying to gain control of their breath while they anxiously waited for their grandmother to pass by.  She walked down the hall several moments later without giving any attention to their room or its contents.  Jack noticed that the old woman seemed distracted as if she were lost in thought and miles away.

They waited for their mother to come back, uncertain what to do next.  As time slipped away and she failed to return, the children silently retreated to their individual bedding and slid underneath the covering as if they were attempting to hide.  No one was comfortable enough to close their eyes and wait for sleep, so they lied there in the darkness, gazing straight ahead in an attempt to escape their present circumstances.  They eventually fell into a disturbed slumber, only to be awakened a few hours later by their mother.  She whispered to them that it was time to rise, and each child went to the bathroom individually, moving quietly so as not to arouse those still resting.  When they were all done, the children dressed communally and exited the bedroom.

Nobody was willing to break the silence, so they marched down the hall and into the staircase without speaking.  When they arrived downstairs, Jack observed their father staring sullenly at a cup of coffee, nursing his handover.  He slowly stood erect at their presence, and they walked in unison to the front door and out of the house.  The children piled in the back of their late model Ford sedan, and their mother slid into the driver’s seat while their father slouched on the passenger side.  There was no discussion of their destination, and fear of possible eviction consumed the children.  Their mother started the car and pulled away from the curb at a fast pace, causing the front tires to screech loudly.

When they were on the road for several minutes, their mother spoke to them for the first time since leaving their bedroom: “I thought we’d go out for breakfast this morning as a special treat.”  Their apprehension rapidly evaporated, and the children gave a collective sigh of relief at this unexpected turn of events.  Jack’s sister piped up, “Can we go to McDonald’s?  I love their Egg McMuffins and hash browns!”

Jack’s mother responded affirmatively but without any emotion in her voice: “Sure honey.  I was thinking the same thing.”

They arrived at the restaurant about fifteen minutes later, and Jack ran from the car to the entrance, realizing the extent of his hunger for the first time since waking that morning.  The three of them tripped over each other, pushing past the slower customers on their way to the order counter.  A brooding teenager, who shared little of their enthusiasm for the food they were about to consume, greeted them to take their requests.  While each child recited his or her favorite items in abundance, their mother looked on with concern as she tried to calculate the total cost relative to the cash in her wallet.  Their father retreated to the solitude of an empty booth, and he slid down along the bench seat until his head rested on the top of the cushion.  

“Bring me some goddamn coffee!” he blurted out of nowhere.  Many of the patrons in the restaurant turned toward this angry voice, and the children looked away in the distant hope that it might have come from someone other than him.  Their mother glanced at the approaching manager and simply stated, “I’ll take care of it.”

*****

Their mother ushered the children over to the booth where their father sat, and she carefully laid out all of their meals in front of the proper family member.  As they began to eat with great relish, Jack noticed out of the corner of his eye that his mother had failed to get herself something to eat.  Jack wanted to help her but he didn’t want to attract the attention of his father.  As a consequence he lied, “Mom, I’ve got too much food for just me.  You want to share some of it?”  She gave him a look of understanding and was about to say something when their father broke in, “Your mama’s not hungry boy.  I’ll take that food from you.”  

Jack felt trapped since he truly was hungry and didn’t want to give to this man, who already had a large portion of food.  When his father came over with an empty plate and utensils, Jack slowly moved a small bit of food over on one side of his dish as a sacrifice to his father’s greed and authority.  The man looked at this unequal partitioning and gave a derisive snicker before scooping most of the larger portion onto his plate.  Jack’s mother watched this injustice from a distance but did little other than scowl in silence.

After the meal was completed and their spirits were generally high, they hopped back into the car and headed for the only home available—their grandmother’s.  On the drive back, the children laughed and chatted among themselves, with an occasional funny remark coming from their mother.  The man of the house ignored this banter and slowly reached into his work boot to retrieve a small flask that was recently filled with whiskey.  He took several long swigs from the bottle and emptied it well before they arrived at the residence.

As they pulled up in front of the house, several neatly stacked piles of clothing, bedding, toiletries and other hygiene products that were obviously their possessions greeted them on the front stoop.  The tension rose in the car rapidly, as the family pondered their next move.  Jack’s parents began arguing among themselves, precipitated by their mother urging their father to go and try to make things right.  He began a lengthy monologue that this woman had never loved or understood him.  While he had his problems, they were not beyond the bounds of motherly love.  He finally refused to ask for her help because she obviously had it out for him, just like she did for his father during the old man’s lifetime.  

Using an exasperated tone, she blurted out to the entire family, “I guess it is my responsibility one more time to attempt to reason with that woman.  Well you kids are going with me to the house.  Look sad and unhappy, and we’ll see if she has a heart!”

When they arrived at the door, their cousin approached the window and began reading a statement from their grandmother: “My house is too small for all of us, so you will have to leave.  Even if it was large enough, I do not have the money to help you buy the things you need to get by.  My son, like his father, is a disgrace.  Between the two of them, I suffered for over thirty-five years, and I have no patience for it any more.  You can use the storage downstairs as long as you have to.  That’s the best I can do.”

Jack’s mother peered inside the window, trying to determine whether the old woman was within sight.  She could not be located, but their mother shouted at the door anyway, “This is no way to treat your family!  What do you expect us to do now?  Where will we sleep tonight?”

*****

Chapter 9


Jack recoiled at this unexpected hostility, and he withdrew to the edge of the apartment for a quick getaway.  The man once again turned toward the ceiling and covered his eyes, addressing Jack in a voice that was filled with anger and self-loathing: “You don’t know what its like bein’ black in a white man’s world.  No education, can’t get a job, and end up in jail.  I learned about drugs in prison!  Nothin’ else to do but get high and wait to get out.  When you finally get released, nobody’ll hire you so you stay with the drugs.”  These comments did not seek a response, and Jack did not have one to give.  He understood prejudice, personally experiencing its negative consequences at the hands of people of all races.  

Jack began to realize that lingering much longer in his present location was dangerous given the activity on the lower level, so he grunted in mock agreement and backed out into the hallway.  This new acquaintance continued his diatribe, and Jack could still hear him as he moved in the direction of the staircase: “White man don’t know what he brought on a brother.  Drugs, prostitution, crime, I got it all…” Jack cautiously walked by the open apartments on both sides of the hallway, and he glanced briefly into each to ensure there were no visible threats.  He eventually reached the staircase and looked widely for others who might notice his presence.  The limited foot traffic below was beyond his line of sight, so he carefully advanced, climbing the stairs two at a time.  Jack stayed as close to the interior of the staircase as possible, stopping momentarily at each floor to ensure his privacy.  

He continued his rise until he reached the top level, and Jack existed the stairway and entered the third apartment on the left.  Jack had mined the first two apartments for interior wiring, and this third dwelling was the next target on his mental list.  He went directly into the former living room, examining the outlets and the walls for hidden treasure.  All of the electrical boxes and junctions were missing, scavenged and recycled by an earlier band of foragers.  Jack removed the three work tools from his belt and placed them neatly against the wall for inspection.  Looking them over with an experienced eye, he chose the small sledgehammer and crowbar for the early stages of his work.  

The initial task involved removing about six-inches of wallboard that surrounded the bare outlets and switches to determine the interior course of the various cables.  With a practiced swing, Jack tapped the crowbar with just enough power from the sledgehammer to push it completely through the slim sheetrock.  He pulled the crowbar out after each penetration, placing it in a circular path around the target for the next incision.  When he had come full circle at the proper circumference, Jack hit the loosened board several times with his hammer until it fell away from the wall.  He did the same thing at several other spots in the room so that the wiring schema was revealed as fully as possible.


 His next move was to open a trail along the sheetrock that would allow him to strip the wiring away from the frame without cutting into it.  Jack inserted the long end of the crowbar at the edge of the wallboard so that it pointed in the predicted direction of the wire.  Using swift and accurate swings of the sledgehammer, he crashed down upon the top of the crowbar, driving it along its predetermined path.  He continued plowing this route until a change in direction was required, modifying his course to mirror the flow of the wiring.  When Jack reached another point of contact where the cable was naturally split, he leaned in and used the long screwdriver to pry the wiring from its fasteners so that it could be removed in one long strip.  He maintained this activity until the room was picked clean, leaving the walls with deep scars that were reminiscent of a deadly knife fight.


With his job finished in this particular room, Jack moved into the kitchen area to seek additional riches.  He followed the same protocol as he proceeded from one electrical connection to the next, charting his destruction along the pathways of this hidden wealth.  As he accumulated more and more wiring, he wrapped it in tight individual circles that would fit neatly around his arms and shoulders for ease of transportation.  Jack continued this process of detection and removal until the entire apartment was completely scavenged.  At that point, he dropped to a sitting position, nearly exhausted from this taxing work.


His mind began to wander to his interpersonal encounters that day, and he cursed himself out loud for giving away his cigarettes and leaving his only nourishment behind.  Jack had never understood the behaviors of drug addicts, even though he had lived with an alcoholic father who suffered from a similar obsessive craving.  They seemed to need narcotics more than life itself, often placing themselves in dangerous situations in order to get high.  Nothing else seemed to matter including their ultimate survival.  As Jack started to daydream, the faces of several homeless addicts he had encountered previously danced before his eyes.  His reflections turned to thoughts of the drug dealers who profited from this misery, and he began to replay the earlier violent scene with the guards at the entrance to this building.

*****


Pop!  “I know you’re here somewhere motherfucker!”


Jack was dragged suddenly into present reality by the distinct sound of a gunshot followed by the urgent tone of a familiar human voice.  He jumped to his feet and grabbed his tools in a single deft move, placing the screwdriver and crowbar in the loops of his pants and the sledgehammer in his right hand.  Edging his way along the walls from room to room, Jack reached the entrance to the apartment and turned his head in the direction of this threat.  The same voice rang out, “You better be telling me the truth or I’m gonna beat the drugs outta you myself!”


“Hey boss, I’m just trying to be of service to you!  I saw that big white motherfucker downstairs on the first floor.  He walked in bigger than shit and looked at me with those cold eyes.  I told him to get the fuck out a here; that this was your place of business!  He said nothin’ and walked out the door.” 


It now was clear to Jack that the first voice belonged to the smaller of the two guards and the second to the junkie he met on the lower level.  He once again regretted his kindness to this stranger, and he resolved to do whatever was necessary to survive and protect his assets.  Jack stealthily retreated to his original position in the apartment and gathered up the bundled wiring.  He strung the various coils on his arms in strategic locations that provided security in case he needed to run but also allowed him flexibility in case he needed to fight.  He then returned to his vantage point at the entranceway and scanned the surrounding environ for signs of his pursuers.


“Well this is the last floor and I don’t see that fool anywhere!  If I don’t find him, you in serious trouble motherfucker!”


“I’m telling you for real, he’s here somewhere!  I watched him walk down the hall to the stairs and disappear.  Then I heard this noise coming from above, like he was trying to bust down the walls or somethin’.  Unless he can fly, he’s gotta be in one of these rooms.”


The guard muttered to himself out loud, “So that’s what them tools was for.” 

The two trackers proceeded from the hallway into the first apartment to continue their search for the intruder.  Jack ventured cautiously into the open area and crept to the apartment’s doorway so that he might monitor their movements and reactions.  As they came upon the living area, the addict blurted out, “What the fuck is this?”


The guard examined the walls and the lines of destruction throughout and stated, “This boy is what you call a scavenger.”


“What you mean boss?”


“A scavenger, you dumb ass.  He goes in these abandoned buildings and takes everything that’s not nailed down, including the wires from the walls.  Seen the same thing in the last buildin’ we was in.”


“Well, he’s gotta be up here somewhere stealing shit.  When we find’em, you gonna get me some cocaine, right boss?” he asked hopefully.


“Shut up and keep your eyes open,” the guard replied.  “We gotta find the motherfucker first!”


Jack retreated down the hallway in the opposite direction of his assailants and went into the last apartment.  He caught his breath, noting for the first time that his heart was racing and adrenaline was pumping through his veins.  He tried to identify his options while simultaneously attempting to calm down and clear his head of the mounting panic.  Escape through the hallway window that was similar to his original entry point was impossible since prying and positioning the particleboard would make too much noise.  However, Jack knew it was only a matter of time before these men narrowed his position to this particular dwelling.  

He was sure that this encounter would be deadly given the earlier use of force by the guards and the presence of the gun.  In order to prepare for this assault, Jack positioned himself at the edge of the apartment so that he would be forewarned of their arrival.  They moved swiftly from one unit to the next, continuing their dialogue and loudly challenging him to emerge.  Jack was puzzled by this bravado.  Was the guard truly unafraid even though he carried several instruments that could be used as weapons?  What were they expecting him to do once they finally were face to face?  Surrender and go silently to his execution?

When they were only one apartment away from his current location, Jack repositioned himself against the kitchen wall and waited for their arrival.  From this location, he hoped to be able to surprise his attackers as they entered the room.  Jack withdrew the crowbar using his left hand and readied himself for his first move.  He predicted that the guard would lead with the gun, giving him an opportunity to strike the hand that held it before his attackers were fully aware of his presence.  The plan was to use the crowbar for this purpose and the sledgehammer as a backup.  If both failed to hit their mark, Jack decided he would run for the door as fast as he could in order to reach the hallway, and disappear into another apartment before they spotted him.


A few moments later, Jack heard the guard exclaim using a frustrated tone, “If you been lying to me, I’m gonna cap your ass.”  They entered the apartment and boldly moved from room to room, eventually reaching the kitchen.  As Jack had anticipated, the guard entered with the gun out in front and in his right hand.  He quickly brought the crowbar down upon his attacker, striking him near the wrist and sending the gun crashing to the floor.  Before the man could respond, Jack instinctually slammed the sledgehammer into the back of his head, which was tilted downward in response to the first blow.  The guard dropped like a stone and a pool of blood formed around the place were his head came to rest.  He twitched momentarily before lying completely still.


The junkie looked on in horror and cried out, “God dam, you wasted the son of a bitch!”  Jack failed to register any reaction as he shutdown emotionally and turned toward his informer, wearing a menacing scowl on his face.  Without hesitation, the addict began backpedaling away from the kitchen and toward the apartment entranceway.  He pleaded with Jack, “He made me do it…you gotta believe me!  I was just trying to get a fix, not get anybody killed!”  Unable to respond in a coherent way, Jack made a loud huffing sound as he released some of the tension from his body, and the junkie turned around and ran out the door.


Jack started to relax as he surveyed the lifeless body of his assailant.  He had never seriously hurt anyone before, and his lack of feelings toward this person was surprising.  As justification for his detachment, Jack noted that the man had intended to do him bodily harm, making his actions a matter of survival rather than aggression.  While he pondered the situation, Jack noticed the bulge of a wallet in the man’s pocket and an expensive watch on his left wrist.  He briefly considered taking them as plunder but decided to leave them alone—protection was acceptable, but stealing was not.

*****

Chapter 10


Their mother slowly walked back in the direction of the car, with the children following a few steps behind her.  She eventually climbed into the front seat, leaving the door open and her feet planted on the road.  Jack and his siblings gathered around, unsure what to do next and waiting for some direction.  Placing her face in slender hands, she sobbed quietly while their father remained rigid in place, devoid of any expression.  The children began to tremble as they empathically acquired their mother’s negative emotional state, and a general feeling of psychological collapse surrounded them, overwhelming their ability to cope with this latest calamity.


In order to rise to the occasion one more time, their mother willed her courage to return by shaking her head vigorously as if she was trying to awaken from a deep sleep.  She looked at the three of them for several moments with a profound sadness in her eyes, and she stated flatly, “Let’s go get our stuff off your grandmother’s property.  I want you boys to carry everything over to me and your sister.” 


The sheer act of doing something seemed to reduce their combined stress level, as the family went about the task of safeguarding their possessions with a sense of purpose.  Jack and his brother moved from pile to pile, gathering up as much as they could carry and transporting it to the back of the car.  Their mother and sister filled the trunk with bedding and clothing, and they carefully placed their shampoo, deodorant, toothbrushes and toothpaste on top.  The trunk reached capacity before all of their belongings were properly stored, so they filled other available spaces within the interior of the car.  By the time they were finished, the floorboards to the seats to the window wells were laden with multiple items. 


Now that their remaining possessions were put away safely, the family reentered the car for an unknown destination.  Their mother resumed her position behind the wheel, and the children crawled among their things in the backseat in search of a place where they could sit comfortably.  After everyone was settled in to the best of their ability, she turned the ignition, started the engine with a loud roar, and headed for nowhere in particular.  Jack could sense the shared apprehension among the children, and he called out in the direction of his parents, “Where are we going?”


Their mother glanced at her offspring in the rearview mirror and shook her head from side to side.  Without addressing anyone, she acknowledged her own lack of a course of action by whispering, “I wish I knew myself.”


They drove along in the general direction of the county seat, which was located within the third largest city in the state.  After arriving at the edge of this municipality, their mother pulled into a nearby strip mall, headed toward the nearest phone booth, and stopped the car.  She turned around and told the children, “Stay here while I make a few phone calls.  If we get lucky enough to find a place to stay for the night, I’ll take you all out for lunch.”  The thought of another restaurant meal buoyed their moods, and each one of them began to fantasize about where they might eat and what they might have.  


Their mother entered the booth and pulled the phonebook from the shelf underneath the wall unit.  It was difficult to maneuver properly in this small space, especially with the attached cord, and she marveled at the uselessness of this security measure.  She opened the book to the directory of county offices and read down the list for numbers associated with “family services” or “emergency housing.”  The first listing that seemed hopeful was for the Office of Family and Child Services.  Their mother dialed the number and held her breath as she waited for an answer. 


“This is Family and Child Services,” said the voice on the other end of the line.


“Hello?” replied their mother in a shaky voice.  “I hope you can help me.  My family and I were evicted from our home yesterday, and we have no place to sleep tonight.”


“Did you say you were evicted?” asked the woman matter-of-factly.  “We don’t handle housing crises unless you are a victim of domestic violence.”


She contemplated the absurdity of this remark before asking, “Well, where do you go in this county when you have a housing crisis that doesn’t involve violence?”


The woman answered, “Try Homeless Family Services” and hung up the phone, ignoring the disdain in this remark.


Their mother continued reading the directory, trying to locate the appropriate contact number for this agency.  She finally came upon a listing for Emergency Shelter Services for Families and decided to give it a try.  A male voice answered in a stressed-out voice on the seventh ring: “Shelter Services!”


“Hi, we lost our home yesterday and have no place to go.  Can you help us?” their mother pleaded.


“Was your last residence within the county borders?” he responded.


“Yes, we’ve lived here for the last five years,” she remarked, calmed by the fact that there was a slight hint of promise in their exchange.  “Can we find a place for a night or two?” 

*****


She continued the conversation for several additional minutes, clarifying their eligibility for services and getting directions to the intake facility.  A deep feeling of alarm spread across her consciousness when the man explained that males beyond the age of ten were not allowed at the shelter.  Their mother was not worried about their father, who often abandoned the family for a day at a time before reappearing in a drunken stupor.  However, this rule would mean that Jack’s older brother, who was thirteen years old, would have to be separated from them and his safety would be in the hands of their father.  She pushed this distressing thought from her mind for the moment, hoping that someone at the shelter would understand their situation and bend the rules.


After returning to their car and starting the engine, their mother left the mall area and headed for the other side of the city.  As she drove along lost in thought, she was struck by the remote location of the intake office.  “Thank God we still have this car!” she exclaimed to herself out loud.  Their mother glanced briefly at the gas gauge following this remark and made a mental note that they had just under half-a-tank left.  With all the driving around they would need to do that day, the tank would most likely drop to a quarter-to-empty.  She calculated that filling it up would require about a third of their available cash, with no additional revenue in sight.  


As the family moved closer to the neighborhood that contained the intake facility, the surrounding environment transformed from upscale to working class to seedy.  Their mother raised all four windows of the sedan as a protective measure, and the children looked straight ahead at the front seats to distance themselves psychologically from any potential threats on the outside.  When they arrived at the appropriate street, they drove up and down several city blocks searching for the right address.  Their mother cursed several times under her breath at the lack of proper signage, slowly coming to realize that even poor communities were ambivalent about housing people who were down on their luck.


When the right building finally was identified, she edged the car as close as possible to a delivery van in front and turned off the car.  She looked at the children and told them, “We need to go inside and tell our story.  Make sure you stay quiet in there and answer any questions they ask.  Be polite…we don’t want to make anyone angry or we might have to sleep in the car.”  While her intention was to ensure compliance, an unintended consequence was a feeling of alarm that pervaded the children, making them reticent to leave the security of the automobile.  Their father, who was sobering up by this time, noticed their reluctance and turned his head in the direction of the backseat commanding, “Get outta the car and go with your mother.” 


They exited as directed and waited for their mother to give them further instructions.  Their parents held a quiet conversation in the car that the children could not hear, and she opened the door in due course after hugging him in an uncharacteristic sign of affection.  Their mother tipped her head in the general direction of the entranceway, and the children fell into lockstep behind her in chronological order.  Once inside, they were bombarded with several placards in both English and Spanish that failed to give them much of a sense of what to do next.  She read and reread several before giving up in frustration, joining the line nearest the door in the hope that it was the correct starting point.


After fifteen minutes had passed they arrived at the front of the procession, still unsure if they were in the appropriate line.  Their mother shot a fleeting smile toward the woman seated behind the counter, who failed to appreciate this friendly gesture.  As words of explanation began to pour from her mouth, the woman raised a hand to signal an unwillingness to listen, silencing her appeal.  Then, after consulting at length with the forms and assorted papers to her right, the woman turned in their general direction and said, “Next!”


Jack’s mother was taken aback by the lack of acknowledgement in this remark and stammered in reply: “Well, I—I—I was trying to find a place to stay for my family and me...” Before she could complete her remarks, the woman interrupted with, “Second floor.  Go to the first line.”  Without waiting for a reply the woman shouted, “Next!”


They trooped up the stairs and walked into the second floor lobby.  Their mother was relieved to find only one other person in line and she hurried over, shuffling the children along with her.  When her time came, a man from behind a sliding glass window asked for her name and the number of children in her care, including all males who were above the age of ten.  Their mother began the explanation she had rehearsed privately during the drive over, telling him that her older son was well behaved and had no place else to go.  The man nodded without agreement, circling back to the same question when she was finished.  Frustrated at this impersonal treatment but without any recourse, she conceded, “Three children, with one boy who is thirteen.”


The man passed her a slip of paper with the numeral 37 on it and told her that she would be interviewed in turn.  Their mother looked around in a vain attempt to determine where this digit placed them in the queue.  Her curiosity was satisfied a short time later when a woman emerged from the back offices and announced “32!”  Relieved that their wait might be relatively short, she shooed the children to a nearby wooden bench and the four of them sat in a row.  After an hour had passed, they became uncomfortable and restless, pleading for something to drink and eat.  She grudgingly agreed to purchase one soda for them to share when their number was called and they were beckoned into one of the private rooms.


“State your name and the number of biological children presently in your care,” the interviewer ordered.


“Well, my name is Nicole Wilson and I have three children with me,” she replied.


The interviewer followed up with, “How many males are in your charge and what are their ages?”  


Any hope of keeping them together faded again and she implored, “Please, let both boys stay with me.  I promise the oldest won’t be any trouble for you.”


“It’s not up to me,” the woman remarked.  “The rules state that no adult males are allowed in the family shelter.  I can place you and the other two children in beds tonight, but the older boy can’t go with you.”


“But he’s not an adult,” she begged.  “He’s only thirteen years old!”


The interviewer looked at her with a glimmer of the compassion that must have withered years ago and acknowledged their dilemma: “I know he looks like a boy to you, but to the other woman there, he represents a threat.  Some of them are leaving abusive situations, and we need to have a way to keep out their male abusers.”


Thoughts of her earlier phone conversation came to mind, and she wanted to blurt out, “Can’t they go to Family and Child Services!”  Instead, she became increasingly supplicant and quietly asked, “Where can he go?  Is there anyway he can be close by?”

*****

Chapter 11


With one man lying unconscious in front of him and the only witness to his demise running for the stairs, Jack knew it was time to make a hasty retreat.  The addict might quietly leave the building in order to avoid any possible blame for the guard’s injuries or death, but Jack thought it was unlikely.  Junkies need drug dealers more than the other way around, and he was fairly certain that the man would attempt to trade his knowledge of this incident for narcotics.  Regardless, the other guard eventually would have noticed his extended absence and come looking for him.  Retribution from drug dealers was swift and lethal, and Jack was certain that he did not have the necessary skills to survive a second attack from this powerful opponent.


Jack considered pursing the addict and silencing him before he reached the relative safety of the lower level.  However, even with the physical limitations that came from years of substance abuse, he surmised that the man already had too much of a lead.   Another option was ignoring the man altogether and heading directly for the first floor.  Jack believed that he could easily pass through the hallway window a second time, allowing for a speedy exit.  While this alternative held some promise, he dismissed it since the remaining guard might be alerted and up the stairs before he was able to maneuver the particleboard and take his leave.


After a few additional moments of contemplation, Jack determined that the only viable escape route was through the hallway window on the top floor, leaving him perched on a cement ledge that was six stories above ground.  The idea of standing at this height unprotected was terrifying for him, and he noticed the familiar sensation of panic burning up his spine.  Jack proceeded to slap his face with both hands to jar him into action, and he headed for the exit.  As anticipated, the board was identical to the one on the first floor, and it also had been hammered into the window frame from the inside of the building.  He removed the crowbar from his belt and inserted it into the only open space along the frame’s perimeter.  Using his entire body as leverage, he pushed against the metal rod and the board pulled away, falling to the ground.


Jack crawled out onto the ledge on his hands and knees, trying to avoid looking down at the ground.  He made his way over to the corner of the building where the guttering intersected with the extension of the drainage pipe he had used in his earlier climb.  When he arrived at this destination, he glanced back toward the open window and realized that he would be an easy target for the guard if he had not fully descended.  His only choice was to move around this circular obstruction and proceed down the ledge to the piping at the other end of the perpendicular wall.  While Jack recognized that this pathway made him more vulnerable to attack from the outside entrance to the building, he believed that it was the safest course available.


Mustering all available courage he straddled the pipe with his arms and legs, reaching for cracks and crevasses with his hands and feet.  Jack initially lowered his body a few inches, carefully searching for new openings to secure his position.  He continued his descent until he arrived at the floor below, and he looked around in all directions to make sure no potential adversary was aware of his trail.  When he was certain that there was no eminent danger, Jack resumed his advance down the piping in a straight line toward the ground.  As he moved closer and closer to the bottom, his confidence increased and he was able to advance more adeptly and more quickly.

*****


Once he was a few feet from the bottom, Jack pushed himself from his position and landed like a cat on the dilapidated sidewalk below.  He remained crouched for an instant while he surveyed the surrounding area for signs of movement.  Perceiving no real threat, Jack darted off for the relative safety of the adjacent building.  He arrived at his destination unscathed and placed his back flat against an external wall that was out of the line of sight from the other building.  His chest heaved mightily as the tension from his daring escape finally caught up with him.  Jack closed his eyes tightly and tried to rid himself of the unsettling image of his moving like a spider down the drainage pipe.


Slowly and without intention, he slid to the ground and landed heavily.  Jack began to experience an overwhelming sense of claustrophobia wrapped in his own clothing, so he hurriedly removed his overcoat, pulled his sweatshirt over his head, and ripped his tools from his pants.  He tossed them in a pile next to him and sprawled out on the ground with his arms and legs fully extended.  Jack struggled to remember the advice of a social worker, so many years ago, for controlling his anxiety.  Attempting to lie as still as possible, Jack started to inhale deeply and rhythmically.  Within a few minutes the emotional fallout from this series of events faded, and he was ready to go in motion once again.


His first thought was to return home and hide behind the brick barricade he had constructed for security purposes.   However, paranoia bubbled up inside him, and Jack wondered if the surviving guard also might recognize his scavenging work and search the adjoining buildings for him.  He decided that the only way to remain safe was to eliminate this drug-infested nest, at least temporarily.  Jack knew that he could not accomplish such a feat on his own, and he was uncertain how to gain additional support.  In a flash of insight a solution came to him, and Jack smiled for the first time since waking that morning.  He would get the police to do the job.


Jack gathered his things and trotted off in the direction of the urban center, walking briskly toward the only public phone booth within a reasonable distance.  He passed his own building on the way, hesitating briefly to look for signs of recent activity.  Relieved to find nothing out of the ordinary, Jack ran the final quarter mile to his destination.  The phone was still in working order, and he picked up the receiver and dialed 9-1-1.  A female voice answered after one ring and she inquired, “This is 9-1-1.  What is the nature of your emergency?”


Jack hesitated for several seconds, unsure of how to respond.  His limited conversations in recent years left him stilted during most interpersonal interactions.  Jack knew what he wanted from her, but getting her to comply with his wishes was another matter entirely.  The woman finally answered his silence with a more urgent tone: “Are you there?  Please respond so that I can help you!”


“I’m down by the old Gleason Housing Projects,” Jack finally replied.


“Yes?” came her rejoinder.  “What are you reporting from that area?”


“Well,” he began, “There’s been a murder down here.  Some junkie killed a drug dealer in one of the abandoned buildings.”


“Did you witness this event?  Which building did it occur in?” she exclaimed.


Jack wavered while his thoughts coalesced into words: “I saw a drug addict sneak up to the fifth floor of the end unit and hit one of the drug dealers’ guards in the head with a hammer.  I think he’s dead.”

*****


With his mission accomplished and nothing left to say, Jack hung up the phone and proceeded in the direction of his makeshift home.  He briefly considered going back to the scene of the crime and waiting for the police to arrive, but he determined that this viewpoint was not worth the risk of potentially being spotted.  Instead, Jack settled on returning to his own building and going out onto the rooftop to make sure the police did their job to his satisfaction.  Now that his mind was made up, he moved with a renewed sense of purpose so that he could be at his observation post before the officers arrived.


As he closed in on his building, Jack’s senses heightened to ensure that even subtle cues of danger would be noticed and acted upon by him.  His visual scan revealed that someone had tampered with the area of the original front door, and Jack made a mental note to find out whether this was the entranceway of choice for his new neighbor.  Regardless, the intruder had replaced the wooden barrier that blocked passage, suggesting a desire to remain concealed.  Thus, it seemed unlikely that the perpetrator had a specific interest in him or planned to do him harm.


Jack circled his building looking for other signs of trespassers before selecting his point of ascent to the first floor ledge.  He instinctively gravitated to the corner of the structure that was furthest away from the drug-infested building.  As he adjusted his tools and the scavenged wiring to maximize his agility, Jack examined the drainage pipe for proper hand and foot placement during his climb.  Before proceeding he looked widely for any new indicators of potential hazards.  Finding nothing to suggest a need for delay, Jack gripped the piping with both hands and raised his body off the ground.  This first movement upwards was met with a feeling of physical fatigue that he overcame using willpower that was suggestive of an animal trying to survive in the wild.  


Following an uneventful climb, he pulled himself onto the ledge and rested for a moment before advancing toward the hallway window using a crawling motion.  The particleboard surrounding this opening moved easily to his touch, and Jack pushed it back slowly so as not to attract attention from anyone or anything inside.  He inserted his head along the left-hand corner and glanced down the hall, giving special emphasis to any signs of activity from the one occupied apartment on this floor.  Nothing stirred while he scanned up and down the foyer, so he slipped between the frame and the board feet first and landed deftly on the floor.


Jack automatically checked the security of his tools and the scavenged wiring prior to moving towards the stairs at the other end of the hallway.  As he walked stealthily past one apartment after another, he looked into each for a split second to determine whether they were occupied.  The only other resident of this building was not at home, so Jack stepped into his living quarters to check for signs of possible threat.  The man had a small stash of food hanging in large plastic bags from the ceiling to avoid attracting rats and other foraging creatures, and his clothing and bedding were up against an interior wall that was impossible to spy from the outside.  These tactics were signs of advanced homeless living, and Jack was relieved to see that the man’s lifestyle was consistent with his own.


When he reached the stairway, Jack followed his previously marked trail across the steps and ascended to the third floor.  He detected nothing unusual on this level so he advanced quickly to the entrance of his own dwelling.  With deft moves, Jack pulled several of the bricks from their original positions to create an opening large enough to insert his bounty for the day.  He then slid the coils of wiring into this secure area one at a time, and reconstructed the wall to its previous integrity.  Jack decided to keep his tools with him for protection, and he scurried back down the hallway to resume his climb up to the lookout point on the roof.


Jack moved through the hallway and up the final two flights of stairs to the fifth floor.  While he had not booby-trapped this area for his protection, there were several patches where the horizontal boards were damaged or removed, making this route treacherous.  Using a cautious approach, Jack carefully maneuvered over the steps as close to the risers and the remaining banister as possible to maximize his physical support.  After reaching the top floor, he advanced through the hall to the exterior window and pried the particleboard obstacle from the frame.  Without replacing it to cover his tracks, Jack climbed out onto the now familiar ledge and walked upright to the drainage pipe in the direction of the drug-dealers’ building.


His excitement gave him renewed strength, and Jack proceeded up the piping and onto the rooftop with ease.  He stationed himself in the corner that provided the best viewpoint of the other building.  Crouching down in a squatting position like a soldier in a foxhole, Jack placed his hands on the crowbar and sledgehammer as if he was preparing to enter the fight.  As he looked off into the distance, his mind wandered to the events of the day.   Jack knew that the guard’s body had already been removed and that no one, including the junkie, would be willing to discuss the possible murder.  Sharing such details with the police was not the way drug dealers solved their internal problems.


“What are you doing up here?” came a voice from behind.  Jack leaped to his feet in a single movement and withdrew his tools from the belt without thought.


“Hey, relax my brother!  Remember me?  I’m from the first floor.  We met this morning.”  Jack remained in an attack mode as he examined this interloper for weapons.  The man implicitly obliged by raising his hands above his head in a gesture of surrender.  Confused by the purpose of this visit Jack asked, “What do you want?”


“Nothing,” came his response.  “I’m pretty good at observing things.  If I wasn’t, I probably wouldn’t be alive today.  You came back very stressed-out, and I knew something was wrong.  If trouble is coming, I’m in trouble too.”


Jack visibly relaxed and slowly replaced his tools in his belt.  Of course, the man was right.  Whether he liked it or not, this was home to both of them, which meant that Jack’s actions may have placed this man in danger as well.  After several moments of reflection to find the right words, Jack acknowledged: “The last building in the row is a drug house.  Someone alerted the police, so I came up here to watch the action.”


“Is that the building you’ve been working in?  Is that where you got the wiring?”


It dawned on Jack that he was in the presence of a real pro.  The man had been able to watch Jack unobserved and was well aware of his movements inside of the building.  Nonetheless, he did not trust him and needed to be careful with what was revealed.  Jack began, “I get wiring from several of these buildings.  Look, I don’t want any trouble and I don’t want to cause any trouble.  A woman outside that building told me the police were on the way and that I better leave.  I was just curious if she was telling the truth, so I came up here to see for myself.”


At that instant, the sound of screeching tires came from the direction of the focal building, and they turned in unison to see five squad cars pull up on the front lawn.

*****

Chapter 12


Their mother listened to the woman provide a set of instructions that she had given too many times to remember: “I’m offering you a voucher for two nights at the family shelter for you and the younger children.  If your family needs to stay for a longer period, you must return to this office to apply for a new voucher.  You have been assigned a sleeping quarters in the municipal building on 34th Street in the Southwest section of town.  Make sure you register with the intake supervisor between 4:30PM and 5:30PM or your beds will be given to another family.”


She took the voucher ticket from the woman’s extended hand as several clarifying questions filled her consciousness: Why only two nights?  Why are we assigned to the southwest when we are already on the north side?  What will we find when we get there?  Instead of asking any of these questions, their mother responded with an immediate concern: “Where can my boy and husband go?”


The woman gave her an exasperated look and sighed loudly.  “Well, as I have already stated, not with you,” she noted matter-of-factly.  “There’s a men’s shelter five blocks away on 39th.  That’s the only alternative in this County for short-term relief for males.”


With her head nodding up and down in a sign of surrender, she muttered “Thank you” under her breath.  She then stood and turned toward the door, and the children shot out of their chairs and gathered tightly around her, forming a protective seal.  They slowly walked together out the door, through the lobby, and into the stairway.  The silence among them was deafening and Jack was beside himself with anxiety.  Before they reached the first floor, Jack cried out in a trembling voice: “What will happen to them?  Will they be okay?”


Their mother stopped and turned to him with a look of emotional exhaustion on her face.  Her own voice was devoid of affect as she addressed him and the other children: “I wish I could tell you that everything was going to be alright, but I can’t.  We are in for a difficult time, and there is little that I can do anymore.  I need the three of you to go quietly along with things.  I’m nearly exhausted and it is taking all of my remaining energy just to keep moving.”


They choked back their tears for the sake of their mother, and Jack’s brother bravely announced, “Don’t worry about me.  Dad and I will stick together and make the best of it.  We’ll only be a few blocks away, and we’ll come by in the morning to visit.  I’m almost grown up anyway so I belong with the men.”


She gazed at him with a great sense of relief, thankful for his remarks and the explicit support within them.  Jack read her change in body language, and he felt embarrassed and humiliated for causing her distress for the third time in recent memory.  He renewed his vow to avoid bringing her any additional grief.  As his anger at himself pushed his anxieties aside, Jack realized that his only choice was to keep his thoughts and feelings private.  He stuck his hands deep inside his pockets and looked down as they proceeded to the bottom of the staircase and out into the street.  


“Everybody get in the car,” their mother stated flatly, and the children climbed over their belongings to take the same places as the ride over.  Jack’s body went rigid and his eyes closed as he attempted to bury his emotions deep within his psyche.

*****


Their mother took her usual seat behind the steering wheel and stared out the front windshield for several moments lost in thought.  Jack glanced ahead in anticipation of her next move, and he noticed that his father remained in the same position he had assumed before they went inside to find shelter for the night.  The children stirred uncomfortably at her hesitation and looked back and forth at each other for solace.  Finally, the sound of a local transit bus backfiring broke the mood, and their mother was rocketed back into her current circumstances.  Without further delay, she started the engine and advanced into oncoming traffic.  This forward movement by itself caused a minor improvement in mood to spread among the children.


With a noticeable positive intonation in her voice their mother asked, “I promised to take you to a restaurant if we found a place to stay.  Well, where do you want to go?”  Jack felt like he was on an emotional roller coaster, unable to reconcile the pathos of one event with the excitement of the other.  Tears rolled down his cheeks as he began to giggle nervously.  His sister and brother were able to break from their negative moods without the same ambivalence, and they stated in unison: “Let’s go to Burgerville so we can get a black-raspberry milkshake!”  Their mother hesitated as she mentally tallied the potential bill before simply announcing, “Sure.”


The restaurant selected had a local branch in a suburban area just a few miles south of their ultimate destination, so their mother drove through the city and into the outlying community.  When she pulled into the parking lot and turned off the car, the children exited with haste as they began to realize the full extent of their hunger.  Jack ran at top speed and reached the entranceway before his siblings, turning toward the car and anxiously looking for his parents to emerge.  When the others caught up with him, they waited by the front door and fidgeted until their mother arrived.  She looked at them and simple stated, “Your father isn’t hungry.” 


They proceeded to the counter and jostled for position, with their mother standing quietly behind them.  As the order taker asked for their requests, she gently announced: “Three black-raspberry milkshakes, three hamburgers, and a larger order of french-fries.  Two black coffees.”  The children were surprised by the sound of her voice and disappointed that they could not ask for more.  Jack knew that coffee alone would not sustain his mother, so he decided to leave part of his meal for her like he had done on the last trip.  They took their seats in one of the hard-plastic booths, and waited for their food to be delivered.


His siblings ate their meal with great relish, consuming their portions quickly as if they might be taken away at any moment.  Jack slowed his own intake to give the appearance of satiation, and he gazed up at his mother when he had half a hamburger left on his plate and said, “I’m full.”  However, instead of picking up the remaining food and eating with vigor as he had expected, she simply patted him on the back and gazed blankly out the window.  He hesitated for a minute or two, eyeing the remaining morsel and unsure of his next move.  Jack then picked up the hamburger and finished it in one large bite, as a feeling of guilt spread across his entire being.  

Their mother, who seemed oblivious to the surroundings, looked around suddenly at the empty containers and cups on the table as if seeing them for the first time.  She glanced at her watch, noting the time with some urgency, and stated to no one in particular, “We better get moving.”

*****

They reentered the car taking their usual seats, and their mother passed a sealed cup of coffee to their father, who accepted it in his left hand without acknowledgement.  She drove the short distance to the edge of the city, and they encountered the late-afternoon traffic that was making its way to the suburbs.  As they passed deeper into the southern section of town, the road numbers counted down until they reached 39th street.  At that point, their mother made a left turn and slowed the car considerably, glancing furtively back and forth across the boulevard for the men’s shelter.  Jack’s brother joined her in the hunt, and he spotted a sign that read “County Municipal Shelter for Men” a few car lengths ahead.  He pointed in the general direction and cried out, “There it is!”  

Their mother got a visual bead on the facility, and she hastily put on her right-turn signal and pulled to the curb.  She whispered something to their father that the children could not hear, and he opened the passenger door, exited the vehicle, and gathered some clothing and toiletries from the trunk.  Before leaving herself, their mother ordered: “Bobby, you come with me. The two of you are to stay in the car and keep the doors locked until I return.  Don’t talk to anybody.  I won’t be gone long.”  Without a word, the two younger children nodded their heads at the same time to show their assent.  

When the rest of the family had been gone for almost thirty minutes, Jack turned to his sister and asked, “Nancy, are you scared?”

“Mom told us not to talk!” she reminded her brother.

Jack contemplated her words for a moment, unsure whether he had broken his promise.  However, before he could settle on an appropriate response, their mother scurried out the front door and into the car.  She appeared even more distracted than previously, and Jack guessed that things had not gone well inside.  He wanted desperately to ask her whether his brother was all right, but he kept his silent vow and tried to squelch his emotions.  She drove the car for several additional blocks before asking them: “Help me find the family shelter.”  Jack had no idea what he was supposed to do, but he wanted to appear helpful so he looked out the window at the buildings on the right-hand side of the road.  

Their mother was first to spot the facility, and she angled toward a building with a sign that read “County Municipal Family Shelter” out in front.  She hesitated briefly after realizing that there was no available parking, unsure what to do with their car when they went in to register as well as for the night.  Glancing at her watch and noting that it was time to check in, she drove around one block after another in search of a no-fee parking space.  Finding none after fifteen minutes of circling the local area, their mother headed into a nearby lot that was attached to a private office building.  She parked in the space that was furthest from the street, praying silently that no one would care about the presence of her car after working hours and that it would be safe until morning. 

Before leaving the vehicle, they needed to settle on which items to take with them to the shelter.  Their mother quickly determined that their identification papers and other important documents should be available at all times, and that they could use a change of clothing for each person.  Unsure of what was available at the shelter, she also decided to bring one towel per family member, three pillows, and a small number of essential toiletries.  Without luggage or any other appropriate carrying method, she placed these items in plastic shopping bags for transportation.  Their mother then squeezed all of their remaining possessions into the trunk of the car so as to minimize the possibility of theft.

They walked the two city blocks back to the shelter building and immediately went up the stairs and through the front door.  The place was filled with commotion as large groups of people moved in every possible direction.  Unsure of how to proceed, their mother surveyed the signs above several windows to determine the right thing to do.  She finally discovered a placard announcing the presence of the “Intake Supervisor,” which was the title of the person she was told to contact.  The family moved to the back of the line that formed in front of this window.  There were four or five other kinship groups already waiting, so they let their packs drop to the floor and settled in for the duration.

Jack glanced tentatively at the other people standing in line, and he could almost feel the sadness, anger, and apprehension that emanated from them.  One of the women, who looked like a young teenager, was holding a crying baby who would not be soothed.  Tears appeared on her distorted face, and she moved in an agitated manner that seemed only to worsen the baby’s mood.  A boy that was younger than Jack also stood in line, and he clung anxiously to his mother’s pant leg as he silently sucked his thumb.  Another woman held the hands of two small children who were completely still and staring down at their feet.  She had a glazed look on her face, and he wondered whether she had been drinking too much alcohol like his father often did.

The line moved slowly and sporadically, and their mother became concerned after thirty minutes that they might fail to register during the allotted time.  She walked up to the front of the line once to gain some assurance from the intake person, but the woman simply sent her away and scolded that she must wait her turn.  When everyone in front of them finally had been served, their mother guardedly approached the window so as not to annoy her a second time.  She stared down at the woman’s desk as the intake supervisor looked at her watch and sighed before challenging: “You must have a voucher that is dated with the proper stamp to stay at this facility.”

Their mother panicked for a moment as she searched her pockets and purse for the voucher she was given at Shelter Services.  The woman impatiently tapped her pencil against the desk during this hunt and stated in a huffy tone: “You people always misplace everything you are given.  You’d lose your own heads if they weren’t attached to your necks!”  She laughed a deep belly laugh at her remark as the search continued at a frantic pace.  Finally, their mother pulled the voucher from a side pocket on her purse, and she waved it in front of her like a winning lottery ticket and shouted: “I’ve got it right here!”

“Well don’t make such a scene about it!” warned the intake person, who took the ticket from her hand and examined it as she might a rare coin.  After she was satisfied that it was authentic, the woman began her own practiced speech: “You and the two children are assigned living quarters number 38.  Go down this long hallway and through the double doors.  Your area is in row three behind the eighth partition.  Go to the window inside on the left to get your bedding and further instructions.”

Their mother pondered these remarks, trying to imagine a room large enough to contain so many individual dwellings.  As they marched down the hall, both children reached for one or the other of her hands, pulling her arms back so that they could maintain a protected position around her waist.  When they reached the door, they let go simultaneously and the three of them entered the room.  The great expanse of this cavernous space caused their mother to exclaim: “Oh my God!”

*****

Chapter 13


Several well-armed men jumped immediately out of the police cars, using the sides of their vehicles for protection.  After conferring for several minutes in hushed tones, six officers wearing full protective armor advanced toward the front entrance carrying a long battering ram.  Behind and along side them stood another half-dozen men with their firearms raised and focused straight ahead.  Jack could observe from this distance the swaying of the ram back and forth as it gained momentum before striking the wooden door.  It smashed through this opening with ease, and the police entered shouting loud enough that they could be heard all the way to the rooftop.


Once inside the commotion was unobservable except for the occasional gunshot ringing through the air.  Most of the men who remained outside carefully moved from their original positions and situated themselves at strategic locations surrounding the building.  After about thirty minutes had passed, two ambulances approached the scene with their lights flashing but without using their sirens.  The crews stayed locked in the protective shells of their vehicles and behind the circle of squad cars that lined the front of the building.  A few moments later, the police began a slow exit through the original doorway with one or two shackled prisoners apiece in tow.  It was difficult for Jack to make out their features from this distance, but he was fairly certain that one of the men walking in handcuffs was the guard he had tangled with previously.


The officers roughly shoved this motley crew to the ground, and they eventually lay side-by-side on the lawn that adjoined the sidewalk.  Jack counted ten different bodies in the row that he assumed included the guard, assorted drug dealers, and a variety of users.  Several among the police stood over them with their guns in hand, ready for additional conflict.   On occasion he spotted movement from one detainee or another that resulted in swift and physical retribution from their captors.  Jack wondered why they were being kept in this degrading way, feeling a twinge of guilt that several people who had not been involved in the original ruckus were being held against their will.  He shook involuntarily as a result of this emotion and he mentally tried to justify his actions as a means of survival.


The ambulance crews finally exited their vehicles and walked slowly in the direction of the entranceway.  They carried what looked like medical bags and equipment, and two individuals were wheeling stretchers in front of the entire group.  Each crew had a police escort that accompanied them into the building.  Given that their firearms remained holstered, Jack assumed the building was clear of any potential danger.  He sighed with relief realizing that his livelihood now was secure and he could safely return to his scavenging.  This reverie was broken several minutes later when the crews reemerged with two lifeless bodies lying flat on the gurneys.  Both were covered from head to toe with white sheets, a clear signal that they were dead.  


Jack silently cursed the police for their use of violence in an attempt to distance himself from the obvious result of his own actions.  He also wondered why they had waited so long to send in the medical teams and whether these two people could have been saved by earlier attention.   As beads of perspiration formed on his forehead, Jack heard the sound of sirens approaching from the distance.  He was momentarily distracted from his anguish as four police vans pulled up to the building.  The prisoners were loaded quickly, and the whole procession moved out into the street as a unit.

*****


“Man-oh-man, that was surely somethin’!” cried his neighbor who was standing behind him.  Jack turned abruptly and looked at him as if for the first time.  “I mean to tell you, it was just like watching a movie or a television show.  Good guys, bad guys, guns ablazin’ and somebody always gets killed!”  

Uncertain how to respond, Jack stood to his full height and looked the man over from top to bottom.  His initial guilt and anxiety over his own culpability turned to fear and paranoia that his neighbor might realize Jack’s true role in this event.  He tried to look him straight in the eyes and stated in an unequivocal tone, “Hey, I had nothing to do with it!”


The man gave him a quizzical look and noted, “Who said you did?  I’m not talkin’ about you!  But what a scene that was!  Those drug dealers got what was comin’ to them if you ask me.  I been in that crack house before, and they take advantage of a brother.  That big dude they dragged out was real mean too.  Kicked me out one time after I spent over fifty dollars down there!”


Jack was relieved by the direction this conversation was going and he wanted to cover his tracks further in order to eliminate any doubt the man might have.  “I don’t do any drugs, so I’ve never had a reason to go into that building,” he stated as matter-of-factly as possible.  


“Well, I’m sorry to say that I break down and indulge when I have the necessary capital.  But that was a real mean bunch and I’m glad to see them gone.”  Jack had no response so he stood as still as possible and waited for the man to continue his train of thought.  “You know what?” his neighbor stated without focusing his attention on Jack any longer.  “I bet there’s still some good drugs left in that back room.  No way those cops got it all ‘cause some of it is hidden behind them walls in a safe place just in case.  As soon as some lawyer comes along and frees up those bastards, they gonna come right back and get their stash.”


Jack visibly brightened as his neighbor continued to hatch his scheme.  “Yep, I know what my duty is in this situation.  I gotta go back down there before the drug agents show up or the dealers get released from jail.  No use lettin’ the authorities have it!  They just use it themselves or sell it on the streets like you see those crooked cops do on TV.  I know it seems like it belongs to those dealers, but they have ripped off so many folks like me, it’s time they give a little somethin’ back to the community!”


The idea of entering that building and surveying the carnage sent chills down Jack’s spine and he felt compelled to make sure he was not included in these plans.  “As I told you before,” he began, “I’ve got no interest in drugs or that building.  I think you’re right that the cops or the dealers will be back before too long, and I don’t want to be there to greet them.”


The man stared at him momentarily as if he was surprised that Jack was still there.  It was now clear to both of them that this was going to be a solo venture, and his neighbor quickly warmed to the idea.  “You absolutely right, my friend!  A place like that is dangerous for someone who’s never been in one before.  I know my way around and how to get in and out quickly.  If we went in together we might attract too much attention or make too much noise.”  A broad grin spread across his face and he ended the conversation by stating, “Besides, what’s a dude like you gonna do with a stash of crack cocaine?”

*****


The two of them parted company, and his neighbor walked across the rooftop in the direction of what Jack assumed was his escape route back into the building.  He was tempted to follow him to determine whether the man had a better entrance and exit strategy, but he decided that such an act might arouse suspicion that he was following him in pursuit of the drugs.  The more physical and psychological distance Jack placed between himself, his neighbor, and that crime scene the better—at least for now.  Instead, he grabbed hold of the top portion of the drainage pipe and swung his body around and down to the fifth floor ledge.


He moved deftly along the ledge and entered the building through the open hallway window.  Once inside, Jack replaced the particleboard obstruction and used his sledgehammer to secure it to the window frame.  As he proceeded down the long hallway toward the staircase, Jack began to feel the hunger pangs he had experienced earlier before his troubles with the guards transpired.  He decided to return to his living quarters on the third floor to eat, rest, and prepare the scavenged wiring for resale.  When Jack reached the stairs, he took them two at a time using the identical route from earlier that day.  Before entering the third floor, his senses heightened automatically in an attempt to detect any signs of danger.  Finding nothing out of the ordinary, Jack visibly relaxed and walked over to his apartment.  


The bricks moved easily from the doorway and he stacked them within close proximity to the wall.  While Jack was a rather large man, he was able to squeeze his entire body through a hole made possible by the removal of just nine bricks.  Once inside, he replaced the bricks and shoved a piece of furniture behind them to provide reinforcement in case of a forced entry.  The reminder of the bricks had been cemented securely to each other and to the doorframe, and Jack was confident that it could withstand almost any form of assault.


An overwhelming feeling of exhaustion passed through his entire body, and Jack fell heavily onto the bed, instinctually pulling himself into a fetal position.  Although his body was crying for sustenance, his mind dominated present reality and began to replay the events of the day in a random fashion.  His anxiety mounted as he moved from one scene to the next, unable to control his obsessive thought processes.  As these disturbing memories passed through his consciousness, Jack’s muscles continued to tighten until his body was completely rigid with his hands and feet curled as tightly as possible.  This panic attack waxed and waned for the better part of an hour before it subsided and he fell into a deep sleep.


Jack awoke drenched in his own sweat despite the falling temperatures in the room.  He sat up quickly as if there was some unidentifiable threat in the room, and he shook his head from side-to-side to cast off the last vestiges of drowsiness.  Rising from the bed to his full height, Jack stretched his arms and legs in order to loosen the aching muscles that had been through so much that day.  He walked over to his table and removed a fresh pack of Camels and some matches from a brown paper bag.  He struck the top of the cigarette container against his wrist several times before opening it up and placing one between his lips.  The match ignited on the first strike, and he inhaled deeply as the fire met the tobacco.  


His head began to clear when the nicotine from the cigarette moved from his lungs into his bloodstream.  Jack was beyond thirst and hunger, making it difficult for him to decide what to consume.  He realized that liquid would be the quickest way to bring some energy to his system, so he guzzled down two juice boxes as quickly as possible.  When they entered his digestive track, an internal messenger sent a strong signal asking for more.  Jack glanced across his available stash and decided to start with two bananas that were on the edge of spoiling.  When they were consumed, he grabbed a package of crackers, opened them up, and dipped them one at a time into a jar of jelly until his hunger subsided.


With his meal finished, Jack lit another cigarette and decided to go about his evening chores.  The sun was setting on what was an impossibly long day, so he turned on both the room heater and the only lamp.  He pulled a wooden box closer to the light and looked inside to examine its contents.  There were seven long strands of bare wiring with the usual rubber coating removed.  To this number, Jack would add the six he had gathered that day.  Typically, he would take new bundles, place them in a steel drum that was outside of his apartment, cover them with gasoline, and set them on fire to burn off the insulation.  However, releasing the dark smoke into the hallway and eventually out into the larger environment was out of the question given the recent police action and the possibility of further scrutiny.


Jack withdrew his pocketknife from his pants and picked up the coil of wiring that was closest to him.  He untied the bundle and let it uncoil until one end fell to the ground.  Holding the other end in his left hand, Jack skillfully pierced the rubber coating at the start of the coil and made a long incision all the way down to the other end of the wire.  He then pealed back the coating and pulled the bare wire away from its previous shield.  Jack continued this procedure until all bundles had been properly stripped and he had two piles—one of bare wire and the other of empty rubber coating—in front of him.


He recoiled the various bundles and tied them tightly using some wire remnants that he had lying around.  Jack then removed all the bundles from the box and placed them one on top of another so that he could gauge the approximate value of his find.  He looked it over from several angles before placing his hands underneath the pile and gently raising it an inch or two above the floor.  Given the wiring was copper and relatively weighty to his touch, Jack estimated that it was worth about thirty-five dollars at the recycling center he frequented.  As he placed the metal bundles in the wooden box for storage until tomorrow’s shopping trip, Jack began to wonder how much total cash he would have available for necessities following his trade-in.

After closing the box he shoved it back into the corner of the room and stepped up on top.  Reaching to his full height, he pulled back a tattered piece of wallpaper, revealing a hole in the wall that was about three inches in diameter.  As was his tradition, he examined the entire contents to ensure that everything was safe and secure.  Jack pulled out a wad of tightly rolled bills, removed the rubber band that held them together, and counted the various denominations.  He had three twenties, two tens, one five, and fourteen singles for a total of ninety-nine dollars.  Jack also spied some assorted change near the same location that brought him close to an even hundred.  After replacing the money, he checked his important papers and mementos that included his expired driver’s license, his birth certificate that was provided by the hospital where he was born, and a picture of his family taken when he was nine years old. 

With everything in order and his financial situation looking up, Jack allowed himself to smile and have another cigarette.  He slumped down in the corner of the room and looked over its contents for the second time that day.  Life had not been kind to Jack but he took solace in the fact that he was a survivor.  No matter what challenges were placed before him, Jack always found a way to make it on his own.  The people who lived out their lives in cozy homes in the suburbs would never understand how a person could exist this way.  He had tried to walk their path several times in the past and failed in his attempts.  Jack was certain that he was better off living alone, outside the mainstream ebb-and-flow of society.


This realization called for a celebration before any additional negative moods might arise.  Jack walked over to the place where he stored his alcohol, and he noticed that there were two forty-ounce containers of malt liquor that remained untouched during last night’s binge.   He visibly brightened at this unexpected find, faintly remembering the decision during his last drunken stupor to save them for another day.  Recognizing that this amount was well below his tolerance level, Jack was determined to maximize their impact through rapid consumption.  In order to prepare the way, he peed in the plastic container that was his urinal until his bladder was completely drained.  


Jack opened the first bottle and tipped his head back until he was sure that the liquid could flow down his throat unimpeded by swallowing.  After three long pulls on the container the first one was empty, so he opened the other.   This bottle required four attempts before it was drained completely.  With all eighty ounces consumed, Jack leaned back against the wall and waited for the alcohol to enter his system.  He knew from past experiences that the pleasure would be short-lived and that he would eventually fall into a fitful sleep and wake prior to being fully rested.  Well, he thought, all pleasure in life was fleeting, and he would take it whenever it was available, even if for just a few moments.

*****

Chapter 14


With their mouths open and their eyes wide, they surveyed the area in an attempt to understand what was going on.  There were countless rows of personal quarters that contained one or two bunk beds and a small table without a lamp.  No other amenities were visible except for threadbare blankets surrounding each unit to provide a modicum of privacy for those in residence.  Jack looked from one to the next, embarrassed that he could see shadows of people talking to one another, changing their clothes, and attending to basic privacy needs.  Once in a while children would run along the rows, extending their hands and causing the long sheets to ruffle in their paths.  These movements reminded Jack of the wake caused by a passing boat that one might see on a river.


“If you stand their gawking much longer, you might get run over,” came a voice at their backs.  They turned in unison to see a tall thin woman staring from behind an open window to their right.  At her side were stacks of towels, bedding linens, pillows, and assorted hygiene products such as soap, deodorant, shampoo, and toothbrushes and toothpaste.  She motioned them forward using a single finger, and the three of them walked toward her like disobedient pets with their tails between their legs.  Without further discussion, the woman asked, “What number were you given?”


Jack’s mother seemed temporarily confused before simply replying, “Thirty-eight.”


“Each row and unit is individually marked, as you can plainly see,” the woman noted using an officious tone.  “Turn around and follow my hand as it points from row one to row two to row three.  Can you see the markings?  Now all you have to do is count down to the eighth unit starting at one.”


All three of them looked in the general direction of the main floor and nodded their heads at the same time.  In order to encourage positive treatment, their mother responded, “Yes, I can see exactly where it is,” in as cheery a voice as she could muster.


“Good,” came the woman’s response as if to a child.  “I can provide you with up to three towels, bed sheets, blankets, and pillows, as well as one tube of toothpaste and three brushes, a small container of roll-on deodorant and a bottle of shampoo.”


Their mother considered these possibilities along with the supplies she had brought from their car.  The things they had with them were in significantly better shape than the shelter’s provisions, but additional toiletries might help stretch their limited cash reserves.  Without further hesitation she responded, “We have our own towels and pillows, but it would sure be nice to have those sheets and blankets.  I guess we’ll also take those other things as well.” 


The woman immediately stacked these goods in neat piles as she began another practiced monologue: “The facility is not responsible for the loss of these or any other items that might be in your care.  If the things provided today are lost or destroyed, they will not be replaced for the duration of your stay.  Any personal items you might have that are of special value, including cash, checks, wallets, purses, or jewelry, must remain with you at all times.  You will hear the different rows called to the bathrooms one at a time for a fifteen-minute period.  Make sure you go at your assigned time since you will not have a second opportunity until morning.”


Their mother tried to visualize this situation and asked, “When is our turn?”


The woman replied, “It started five minutes ago.”

*****


“Let’s go kids!” their mother announced as they grabbed their supplies, along with the provisions from the car, and headed toward the third row.  Once they arrived at number thirty-eight, they hurriedly entered through a separation between the sheets and placed their pillows, bed linens, and blankets on top of one of the bunks.  She hesitated for a moment, uncertain what to do with their clothing, her purse, and their documentation.  Aware of the impossibility of keeping these items with them, she decided to leave everything in their care behind except for her purse and wallet.  Concerned about the possible ramifications of this decision, their mother tried to calm herself with the belief that everything left in their dwelling was readily available at the shelter for all.


“Grab your towels.  I’ll bring whatever else we need!” directed their mother.  “Let’s go now!  We only have about seven minutes left!”  Once they exited number thirty-eight, the realization came over them that they were unaware of the location of the bathroom facilities.  Their mother looked frantically around but had difficulty seeing through the other dwellings in her path.  Just then it was announced that row four should line up for bathroom privileges, and they could spy movement at the far end of the barracks marching to the left.  Without hesitation, the three of them ran in that direction and went up to the front of the line as their mother nearly shouted at the attendant, “We’re from row three!”


The female gatekeeper gave them a suspicious look as if they were trying to butt in line, before allowing them to pass with the warning, “You got five minutes left.”


As they moved through the concrete entranceway, they entered into a large area that had a series of sinks lining one wall and toilet stalls lining the opposite wall.  Their mother frantically scanned the environment for an opening on one side or the other, but none was currently available.  Without hesitation, she seized the backs of the arms of both children and pushed them towards the next room, which contained two long rows of showerheads.  This area was nearly empty except for a mother who was gently washing a baby under a fine mist.  Her nakedness embarrassed Jack, who had never seen an adult woman without clothing in his life.  She seemed to ignore their presence, content to bring this sensual pleasure to her child, if only for a few more minutes.


“Take everything off and place it on that shelf,” their mother instructed.  Jack and his sister looked at each other and hesitated, not wanting to expose themselves to each other much less this woman or anyone else who might enter.  “I don’t have time to argue with you.  Get undressed now.  I’ll start a separate shower for both of you and give you each some shampoo.  Clean yourself the best you can for a minute or two.  We won’t have time to use the toilets, so make sure you pee as you wash.”  Jack was mortified and he began to protest but quickly stopped after his mother gave him a no nonsense look.


Both children removed their clothing as quickly as possible and wrapped themselves tightly in their towels as they approached the water.  Handing them to their mother, they quickly submerged themselves in the water and covered their bodies with soap so as to hide from each other as well as anyone else within sight.  Jack had difficulty complying but eventually relaxed enough to allow his urine to flow freely.  This act provided an unexpected sense of relief and he held on to the feeling as long as it lasted.  As their mother turned off the showers, a voice from the outer area announced, “Row three, your time has expired.  Make way for the families from row four.”

*****


The two children hurriedly rubbed their bodies with their towels, trying to dry themselves as much as possible before getting dressed.  The attendant entered the shower area and exclaimed in an exasperated voice, “Didn’t you hear me?  It’s time to go!”


“My children just finished their showers.  We only arrived five minutes ago and are moving as fast as we can,” came their mother’s retort.  


The woman shrugged her shoulders to suggest her lack of interest and noted, “That’s not my problem.  Row four is on its way.”


At that moment, they heard loud noises coming from the other room that sounded like the stampede of cattle.  Jack and his sister grabbed at their clothing, attempting to cover as much of their bodies as possible before others arrived.  As they slipped on their shoes to complete this process, a group of women and children entered the room and began to disrobe.  In order to save them from any additional embarrassment, their mother took both children by the hand and walked them out of the bathroom facility and toward the sleeping areas.  


They entered number thirty-eight through the same opening in the sheets, and the children gave a sigh of relief to be in their private sanctuary.  The two of them walked over to the lower bunks that were on opposite sides of the living area, lied down, and instinctually curled up into a fetal position.  Their mother stood in the middle of the room between the beds, hanging her head and trying to gain control of her breathing.  While the children were unaware of her mental state, she was experiencing the first panic attack of her life.  It took several minutes before it passed, and she was left with a feeling of unreality that seemed impossible to shake.  The children slowly rose from the beds and tentatively approached her to see if something was wrong.


“Mom, are you okay?” Jack asked with noticeable worry in his voice.  She glanced down at him and his sister, recognizing that her responsibilities remained regardless of her emotional condition.  She placed her hands on the sides of the heads of both children and stroked their hair gently.


“Oh my God!” their mother screamed, causing both children to jump and cower behind her.  She looked nervously from bed to bed, hoping that their pillows and clothing might somehow magically reappear.  Dashing over to one of the top bunks she expressed her internal thoughts out loud: “I’m sure I placed everything on this bed.  Who would bother to take our things?  They have no value to anyone but us!”


Just then Jack’s sister pointed to the opposite side of their dwelling at a stack of papers still bound with a rubber band: “Look over there mom!”  The three of them approached the bundle, and their mother picked it up and carefully checked to make sure everything was in order.  All of their documentation seemed in tact, and their mother visibly relaxed knowing that these irreplaceable items had not been stolen.  However, it was clear that everything else that they had left behind was now missing.   The anxiety that had turned to relief was replaced with anger, and she stormed out of their dwelling with the children in tow in search of justice.


They walked down the full length of the row and turned left toward the supply office.  The woman who had occupied this space was no longer there, and the window was closed with a sign attached that read, “Open between 4:30PM and 5:30PM.”  Their mother hesitated for a split second before heading through the nearby double doors and up to the various intake windows in search of someone to hear her woes.  They were empty except for a single station that was labeled “Night Supervisor.”   A large thick-necked man sat behind a desk at this station, glancing at a magazine with his back to the window.  The three of them stood there shuffling their feet before their mother blurted out, “We’ve been robbed!”


He turned around slowly, remaining in the chair with the magazine in his lap.  Using a tone that suggested he was more bothered than concerned, the man asked, “What do you mean you was robbed?”


As her anger morphed into frustration, their mother tried to calm herself as much as possible before replying, “We went to the bathroom facilities with the families in row three, and when we got back all of our clothing and bedding were gone!”


“Shit,” the man said as he shook his head from side to side.  “Now I have to file a goddamn report!  What number you livin’ in?”


“We were assigned number thirty-eight,” she responded with obvious annoyance.  “Will we be able to get our things back?”


He pulled a form out of the bottom desk drawer and removed a pencil from behind his ear before acknowledging her concerns: “Lady, take it one step at a time.  Let’s see now, number thirty-eight, huh?”  No one responded and their mother maintained her impatient demeanor while the children looked down at their feet.  The man followed up with a more substantive question: “What exactly is missin’?” 


She stopped and pondered this query for several moments, trying to formulate as precise a response as possible.  “There were three pillows with white cases, and the sheets and blankets you provided for three beds.  We also lost the change of clothing for each of us.  A blue pull-over sweater of mine with cream colored pants, and two white tee-shirts for the children along with two pairs of jeans.”


“Any other items?” he asked as he attempted to write down as much as possible in the large blank space in the middle of the form.


Their mother thought for a few seconds before replying, “Some underwear for each of us, and some toiletries that we brought here like deodorant and toothpaste.”


“Okay, I think I got it written down properly.  Look the form over and sign at the very bottom.”


She took the form that he extended in her direction and read his description of the events that had occurred and what was missing.  It was surprisingly accurate, and she signed her name in the appropriate spot and handed it back to him.  He gave it a quick look before placing it in a box marked “Overnight Reports.”  The man then picked up his magazine and began perusing it again as an implicit signal that they were dismissed.  However, their mother stood her ground defiantly and demanded, “Are you going to help us find our things or not?”


“Look lady,” he said with some compassion, “there are almost a hundred families livin’ in there.  What do you want me to do?  Go unit by unit and search’em?”


“If you have to, yes,” she retorted.  


“Well even if I wanted to, I couldn’t.  No adult men are allowed in there unless there’s an altercation of some kind.  When the morning crew comes on, somebody’ll read the report and look into it.  But I can tell you now that you are unlikely to see those things again.  If you have any other questions, come back tomorrow morning.  You might want to alert one of the evening attendants so that she can give special attention to your row.”  Satisfied that he had done everything he could, the man once again gave his attention to the magazine and physically turned away from their family.


Disheartened and with no other options, their mother placed her arms around the children for support and began leading them back into the living area.  They moved slowly down the corridor and through the double doors, turning right in the direction of the third row.  When they entered their unit, the children crawled onto one of the lower beds together as a protective gesture.  Their mother sat on the corner of the bed that was opposite them, and she began to sob quietly.  As the tears continued to fall, her cries became louder and louder until the children sat up and ran to her side.  She held them tightly to her chest, allowing the full extent of her emotions to emerge.


“What’s goin’ on in here?” came a female voice from outside the opening to their dwelling.  The family was startled by this invasion of their privacy, and everyone went silent, including their mother.  The woman waited a minute or two and then asked, “May I come in and talk to you for a while?  It might be that I can help in some small way.”


“We’re fine,” replied their mother in a shaky voice.  “I’m just having a bad day.”


The woman popped her head through the sheets and announced in a cheery voice: “Well making difficult days easier is my specialty!”  She made a motion with her head that asked for permission to come all the way into the dwelling, and their mother signaled her forward with a wave of her hand.  The woman told them that she was a social worker whose job it was to help families in distress after business hours.  The three of them relaxed at this first real kindness of the day, and their mother told her their story from start to finish.  The woman acknowledged their pain and said she had some ideas for making tomorrow a better day.  “But for tonight,” she added, “let’s get you some more bedding supplies!”

*****

Chapter 15


After the alcohol took its full effect, Jack fell to the floor and belly-flopped half-on and half-off his bed.  He lay motionless for several hours as the malt liquor passed through his system, keeping him in an almost catatonic state.  When his drunker stupor began to recede, he jerked fitfully as the events of the previous day were replayed once again in his nightmares.


“Hey Jackie-boy, I’m here!”  


He slowly raised his head and shook it from side to side in his mind’s eye, trying to regain consciousness.


“Wake up, Jack my man.  I come to visit you just like you come to visit me!”


He pushed his upper body off the bed and flipped himself over onto his back.  It took him awhile to focus his mind’s eye on the source of this friendly banter, and he was horrified to discover that it was the guard whom he presumably had murdered.  The look on his face must have revealed his terror, and his adversary seemed to take delight in his discomfort.  

“Don’t be so frightened my man,” the guard exclaimed.  “Why would I do anything to hurt you?”  At that moment, the man reached up with both hands and began massaging the back of his head where Jack’s hammer had done its earlier damage.   This area of the skull was caked with dried blood that extended all the way down the back of his shirt.  As he continued to manipulate the wound, fresh blood oozed from it and dripped onto the floor.  

Jack leaped to his feet and moved as far away from this apparition as possible.  “I-I-I’m sorry that I hit you.  I-I-I was just trying to protect myself,” he stated in as sorrowful a tone as possible.

“Oh I understand completely why you done it,” the guard replied.  “Woulda done the same thing if I was you.  The only problem, Jack my brother, is that paybacks are a bitch!”  At that instant he pulled a small sledgehammer out of nowhere that was identical to the one Jack had used on him, and he came toward Jack with a menacing scowl on his face.  Jack backed away and started circling the room like a wounded fighter in a ring trying to avoid a knockout.  The man tossed the hammer from hand to hand with ease and occasionally lunged at Jack with a swing of this deadly weapon.

“Look man, “ Jack pleaded, “can’t we solve this another way?  At least you’re alive.  Maybe I can help you get to the hospital?”

All of a sudden the guard stopped moving and allowed the hammer to drop to his side.  “Alive?” he cried out in a pitiful moan.  “What makes you think I’m alive?  Have you ever hit anybody in the head with one these things before today?”  Jack shook his head to indicate that he had not.  “I didn’t think so.  This is an instrument of murder, you dumb ass.  Come over here and touch my face.”

Jack stared at the man dumbfounded, unsure what to do next.  If he moved forward, he would be an easy target for a lethal blow.  However, if he did not, how long would he be able to avoid his adversary’s attacks in such tight quarters?  Jack decided to do as the guard requested and stepped cautiously forward.  He reached toward the man with his right hand, and as they made contact the guard disappeared from sight.

*****

As his eyes slowly opened to greet the morning sun, Jack looked around half expecting to see the guard hovering over him.  He stood abruptly and dropped into a crouched position, scanning the room for other possible signs of danger.  Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, but the nightmare continued to haunt him and his senses remained on high alert.  He walked over to his plastic bottle to relieve himself, filling it almost to the top with the waste from last night’s binge.  An overwhelming feeling of nausea came over him, and Jack broke out in a cold sweat.  He reached for his cigarettes with shaky hands and had difficulty steadying himself to light up.  After the first few drags took their effect, he sat heavily in the corner of the room with his eyes fixed on the brick barricade.

The previous day and the nighttime trauma merged in his mind into one long series of events.  Part of him realized that the guard was either dead or severely wounded, and it was impossible for the man to seek retribution.  However, the experience of the nightmare was so vivid that Jack had difficulty separating the real from the surreal.  He examined and reexamined each incident over and over again, obsessing on small details and his culpability in these matters.  Why did he hit the guard in the head?  He had already disarmed the man and eliminated any real threat.  Should he have gone after the drug addict and silenced him before he alerted others?  If he had, no one would have known that he was the murderer.

Each of these questions led to second guessing his actions, which led to more such questions and additional distressing thoughts.  These compulsive rounds continued until his hunger from the overnight fast finally caught up with him and he was compelled to eat.  He moved unsteadily toward the table that contained his food and picked up the first thing that caught his eye.  It was a box of high-protein “power” bars with two remaining.  Jack turned the box upside down and grabbed the bars with his free hand.  Tearing the wrappers away, he placed them in his mouth and chewed them into a fine pulp.  After experiencing some difficulty swallowing, Jack opened his last juice box and used the liquid to help slide what remained down his throat.  When he was finished, a brief sensation of euphoria came over him and he began to plan for the day ahead.

Provisions were running low and he had enough recyclable material for a trip to his metals wholesaler.   Jack prepared for his trip by developing a shopping list that was not unlike any homemaker on his or her way to the supermarket.  He surveyed what remained on his provisions table, and noted that he was out of almost all liquids including juice boxes, hermetically sealed milk cartons, and beer, malt liquor or wine.  The only item remaining was a half-empty water bottle that he used primarily for brushing his teeth.  Foodstuffs were also running low, and he had only one container of canned meat, assorted crackers, and a third of a jar of jelly that remained from last night’s meal.  His list simply contained generic categories of drink, meat, bread, crackers, fruit, and jam.  Jack would choose what he could afford, emphasizing generic and sale items.

He walked over to the box that contained his wiring and removed the coils one at a time.  Placing them as close to the brick wall as possible, Jack began the process of removing the nine bricks and strategically locating them on the other side.  He then moved the coils from the inside to the outside of the apartment and crawled through the opening like a small animal.  After replacing the bricks, Jack gathered up the coiled wiring and slid them up his arms until they fit snugly.  Once they were secure, he headed for the exit and left the building.

*****

He scurried to the south end of the apartment complex and removed the rickety shopping cart that was hidden behind some tall shrubbery.  All identifying markings or advertisements were gone so as not to arouse suspicion when he wheeled away his provisions from the local supermarket.  In point of fact, Jack had not stolen this “ship of the ghetto” but had been given it by a homeless woman who lived in the community that was his previous residence.  He found it useful in all kinds of circumstances, especially for the transportation of large or heavy recyclable materials, foodstuffs, and bulky items including bedding and clothing.

Jack stripped the coils from his body and stacked them in neat piles in the middle of the cart.  It was a relief to have them off his body, and the pushcart moved easily, even across the patchy terrain of the lawn.  He headed for the sidewalk that was behind his building and traveled in the opposite direction of the drug house that was the cause of so much distress.  Following this route would take him about a half mile out of his way, but Jack felt that the possibility of exposure was not worth the timesavings.  At any rate, what was the hurry?  Walking along gave him the opportunity to think and practice his negotiation strategy with the metals dealer.

As his five-mile trek progressed, Jack passed through the deserted part of town and into a more heavily traveled section of the city.  He preferred the isolation of his abandoned building, even if there were certain dangers lurking behind the scenes.  When Jack entered this other world, he could sense the judgmental eyes upon him, and he knew what they were thinking: You’re a worthless bum.  Why don’t you get a job?  Cut your hair, take a shower, and put on some better clothing!  Why do you act so strangely?  You must be stoned, drunk, or high on something!

His anger welled up inside of him for he had been judged harshly by unforgiving strangers most of his life.  A worthless bum who refused to get a job?  Jack knew that he worked as hard or harder that most of those white-collar college boys who drove around in expensive cars and talked on the phone all day.  He could have stayed in the shelter system and received disability checks from the government, but he selected to live by his own wits and survive outside the welfare system.  Poor hygiene?  Jack would like to see how they looked after a week or so in an abandoned building without running water piped into their apartments!  Acting strangely?  He wondered what their mental state would be like after experiencing a series of near-death events.  If their only relief was some alcohol once in a while, he was sure that they would drink as well!

Jack continued his journey and stopped only once when he was addressed directly by a police officer: “Hey you there, what have you got in that cart?”  He glanced around for the source of this voice and stood stationary as the man approached from the middle of the street.  Jack knew this form of harassment was typical among homeless people, and the less he said the better.

“Just trying to make a living officer,” Jack announced in his most friendly manner.  “You’re welcome to look inside.”

“I don’t need your permission to inspect stolen property,” the policeman stated briskly.  He walked directly up to the cart and hoisted a coil of wiring from one of the piles.  “This looks like its copper.”

“You have a good eye for metals,” Jack responded positively.  “Hopefully all of it is copper.”

The officer looked at him with suspicion and accused: “My bet is you took this stuff from one of the construction sites downtown.  This kind of wiring runs throughout all of those buildings and they leave it lying around for thieves like you to steal.”

“You got it all wrong.  These metals come from the abandoned buildings on the other side of town,” Jack pleaded in his most contrite voice.

The man looked at him with contempt but decided that continuing the argument was not worth his time and stated flatly, “Move along before I decide to arrest you.”  Jack immediately pushed the cart forward without further comment.

When he arrived at the metal dealer’s warehouse, Jack walked in the front door and up to the counter where the trader typically sat.  The man was not there, so Jack rang the bell at his desk and waited patiently for his return.  After a minute or so he emerged from the back room, wearing a broad smile on his face.  “Jack my boy, what have you got for me today?”  Startled that he used a moniker that was from his nightmare, Jack stepped back a few paces and visibly shook.  The man’s expression immediately changed in response, and he asked with genuine concern, “Did I say something wrong?”

“No,” replied Jack in as determined a voice as he could muster.  “I brought you some copper wiring from those abandoned buildings I’ve been working.  Looks like about $35 worth,” he said hopefully.  The man took the coils, inspected them, and placed the whole lot on a large scale that was against the wall.  He gave them a quizzical look and double-checked the tally before announcing, “Pretty close.  Using today’s exchange rate, your take is $36.50.  The man pulled the cash from the register and extended the money to Jack who mumbled a soft “Thank you” before abruptly leaving.

*****

Jack headed back in the direction of his home with the intent of stopping at the supermarket that was approximately halfway between the metals dealer and the abandoned buildings.  This trip was uneventful except for the usual gawking and avoidance from passersby.  Jack ignored most of these negative reactions to his presence, and he marched right up to the entranceway to the store and went inside, cart and all.  He only had been in this store once before, shopping at a variety of outlets so as not to attract too much attention from employees or managers.  On more than one occasion Jack had been asked not to return, so he was careful to avoid frequenting the same facility two shopping trips in a row.

The first item he searched for was liquid nourishment.  It took some time to locate the appropriate aisle given all the colorful signs, directions, advertisements, and products to navigate.  This particular row was among the most vibrant, pulsating with messages, cartoon characters, and a rainbow of various shades of blue, pink, red, green, and yellow.  Jack had great difficulty understanding his various options, so he decided to follow a few simple decision rules: select only items that were apportioned into individual servings, look for containers of real juice or whole milk, and buy generic or the lowest cost brand.  Using this strategy, he chose a ten-pack of one hundred percent orange juice with the store label, a box with twelve sealed containers of a variety of juices with Vitamin C added, and three separate pouches of twelve ounces of milk that did not need refrigeration.

His next stop was the aisle that consisted of canned meat, peanut butter, and jams and jellies.  He examined the stock with a forlorn look on his face, wishing that his lifestyle would allow for some fresh hamburger, steak, or even hot dogs.  Realizing that an open fire was dangerous in the best of times, Jack was certain that the extra scrutiny his building might receive made cooking impossible.  As a compromise to his palate, he selected two cans of tuna along with a tin filled with crabmeat to supplement the three containers of Spam.  To this protein fest he added a large jar of chunky-style peanut butter under the house brand and two containers of Smuckers jam that were discounted twenty-five percent below their suggested retail price.  

Jack had some difficulty finding the right aisle for breads and crackers since the typical family-style loaf was out of the question given it would most likely go stale before he could consume it all.  He eventually found several packages of the hearty bagels he liked and placed two in his shopping cart.  They provided the necessary ingredient for an open-faced sandwich and could also be used for dipping into the peanut butter or jam.  His final stop before heading toward the register was the produce section, and Jack selected a large bunch of green bananas.  Their thick skin made them impervious to most insects and rodents and they would take more than a week before becoming completely ripe.

As Jack headed for the front of the store, he passed by the beer and wine section and stopped in his tracks.  If his mental calculations were correct, he was pretty close to thirty dollars or so with his present load of foodstuffs.  He looked carefully at the various containers and noticed that a brand of malt liquor he could not identify had a buy-one get-one free promotion.  Without further hesitation, he placed the two forty-ounce bottles in his cart and moved into the nearest checkout line.  It took about ten minutes before his turn came, and he dutifully placed his items on the conveyor belt like the customers in front of him.  He noticed their furtive glances and the distance they placed between him and themselves, but he shrugged it off as one more insult by an insensitive public.

While the casher scanned the items across the electronic eye, he kept his focus on the food to avoid making eye contact with Jack.  After everything was loaded in the cart and the total had been calculated, the casher pointed to the display and noted “$41.50.”  Jack remembered that he had received only $36.50 from the sale of his wiring and had failed to bring any additional money with him.  His embarrassment at the inability to afford to pay the full amount caused him to turn a deep shade of red, and it seemed like all eyes in the store were upon him.  He hesitated a moment before reaching inside the paper bags and removing one can of Spam and a jar of Smuckers jam.  The cashier understood his intention and subtracted the items from the total.  It dropped to $36.25 and Jack promptly paid the full amount.

As he hurriedly walked out of the store, the cashier came toward him and shouted into the parking lot: “Hey mister, can I talk to you for a minute?”  Jack turned in his general direction, uncertain how to respond.  He said nothing and waited for the man to state his business.  “Look, I saw you in here before, and you look down on your luck.  I’m no saint but maybe I can help a little bit.  I talked to the manager and he said you could have the items you couldn’t afford.  I also brought you a carton of Camels since I remembered they’re your brand.”

Jack looked at him dumbfounded and was completely unprepared for this kindness.  Usually such gifts came with the stipulation that he never return.  While he wanted to say something appropriate, the words failed him so he just walked away.

******
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