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Frank 
 

“Wake up, Mr. Johnson. You have a visitor!” 
“What time is it?” I ask and roll over to look at the nurse. 
“It’s nine a.m.” 
“Who the hell gets visitors at nine a.m.?” 
“Do you know how many people in here would love to get a visitor 

at any hour of the day?” 
“Then parade my visitor around to those people,” I say, turning 

back into the pillow. “And bring him or her back in no less than an 
hour.” 

“Whoring out your visitors is not one of the services that’s included 
in your package, Mr. Johnson,” the nurse says sweetly. Her name is 
Betty, I think. I can tell that the administration has told her to be nice 
to me. After I’d complained to the administration about all the snarky 
nurses in this place. 

“Who is it?” I ask after realizing that there’s no way I’m getting 
back to sleep. It’s been more than thirty seconds of conscious thought. 
After thirty seconds, you lose the cloudy aura of sleep, the hole closes 
up, and you are effectively awake. I’ve had enough experience with 
this phenomenon over the past six months that I now refer to it as “the 
thirty second rule.” I roll over onto my side and lift myself from the 
bed. I stand in front of the nurse, wearing only adult diapers. Enjoy 
that view, nurse. 

“You broke the thirty second rule,” I say, stretch and yawn. She 
knows what I’m talking about, “I’m going to lodge a complaint.” 

“Lodge away, Mr. Johnson. I don’t think I’m going to get in trouble 
for breaking your thirty second rule this late in the morning.” 

“This is supposed to be a managed care facility. I’ve paid the 
management to have you take care of me. Breaking the thirty second 
rule makes me think that you don’t have my best interests at heart.” 
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Betty is a husky woman, maybe thirty-five years old. Dyke cut hair, 
really thick legs. She could probably take me, especially now, given all 
the muscle tone that I’ve lost here over the past six months. 

“It wasn’t me that asked your visitor to stop by in the middle of the 
morning,” Betty says brightly. 

“Since when is nine a.m. the middle of the morning?” 
“I get up at five-thirty and I’m here at seven.” 
“Within this facility, I mean,” I say in a nasty tone. I’m peeing 

strenuously into my diaper, hoping it’s not so absorbent that she can’t 
discern the gesture. “I don’t mean in the outside world. Who is it, 
anyway?” 

“I think it’s your brother.” 
“Did he identify himself as my brother or is this just conjecture on 

your part?” 
“He didn’t identify himself as your brother. But he looks like you 

might look if you were forty pounds heavier, and clean, with a haircut, 
shave and, well, if you looked more normal.” 

“I resent that. You’re very judgy this morning. Now I’m going to 
change my diaper, which is something that you are actually paid to do 
as part of my package. But I’ll take care of it myself today, though 
you’re more than welcome to stay…” I’m talking to the back of her 
head as she walks out the door. 

I pull on clean diapers, a pair of sweatpants and a Motley Crue t-
shirt. Slide my feet into paper slippers and walk down the hall to the 
living area. I scan the room. See my brother, Johnny, sitting on the 
linen couch, engaged in an awkward conversation with Mrs. 
Liptenstein. Probably about her missing cat. Mrs. Liptenstein is living 
somewhere in the Nineteen Forties, when she is still a pre-tween, 
unaware that we are more than sixteen years deep into the following 
century. 

“Excuse me, are you looking for a white cat with a grey hood?” I 
ask Mrs. Liptenstein. 

“That’s Buttons!” she replies eagerly. 
“Oh, hey. Wow. I’m not sure how to tell you this, so I’ll just come 

right out and say it. I just saw the garbage men scooping a white cat 
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with a grey hood off the street outside. I guess they ran over Buttons 
with their truck.” Mrs. Liptenstein jerks herself up from the couch, 
stands for a fraction of a second, and then begins to fall forward. I 
catch her by the armpits before she has a chance to shatter her knees 
on the shag carpet. I pivot her boney ribs so that her arms can reach a 
walker and she grabs it instinctively before tottering towards the 
doorway. 

I take her place on the couch next to Johnny, cradle the back of 
my head in my hands. 

“You are a very sick individual,” Johnny says. 
“What?” I ask, as Mrs. Liptenstein totters back with her walker and 

asks if we’ve seen a white cat with a grey hood. I tell her the same 
thing about the garbage truck, the dead cat. She startles but doesn’t 
lose grip on the walker, totters back towards the doorway. 

“Why?” Johnny asks. 
“It’s a little game I’ve got going. I’m trying to see if I can actually 

stop her heart one of these times.” 
“How can you possibly get off on being cruel to old people?” 
“It’s not cruel. It’s the most excitement she gets all day. I’m 

helping her stay young and vibrant.” 
“By lying to her about her cat?” 
“Oh, that actually happened. Her cat, Buttons, got run over by a 

garbage truck and died. Probably, like, eighty years ago. Stick around, 
I guarantee she’ll tell you all about it. Apparently, her father also died 
around the same time in World War Two. Normandy Beach, I think. 
But she’s all hung up on the cat. It’s amazing how the mind works, 
isn’t it?” 

“How long are you going to keep doing this?” 
“Probably until I blow one of Mrs. Liptenstein’s gaskets.” 
“No, Frank,” he says, raising his palms and gesturing to the room, 

“I mean, how long are you going to keep doing all of this.” 
“Oh, right. This,” I say, thoughtfully. “Well, I paid for a year, so I 

guess I’ll do this for at least a year. If Hardy continues to hold out. At 
first it was just a matter of principle, me staying here. But now I’m 
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actually getting used to the lifestyle. I don’t think I’m ever going back 
to big boy pants.” 

“You’ve made your point, don’t you think?” 
“My point will be made when the home reimburses me for the 

unused balance of the year I paid for, or when I leave at the end of a 
year’s time. Not before.” 

“You’re abusing the memory of Grandad,” Johnny says. 
“Oh, come on. You can’t really think this is disrespectful to 

Granddad. Granddad would love what I’m doing. I never met anyone 
who was tighter with a dollar and had a greater sense of righteous 
indignation. If anything, this is a tribute to Granddad.” 

“It’s embarrassing for our family.” 
“Are you serious? You guys all live, like, twenty minutes away. It’s 

not like I’m shacked up in a storefront window on your Main Street. 
How could this life choice possibly be embarrassing to our family?” 

“You don’t have to blog about it.” 
“Come on, man. It’s two-thousand-seventeen. What thirty-three-

year-old guy is going to live in a nursing home and not blog about it? 
Especially when I’ve got a point to make here.” 

“Mom wants you to stop.” 
“Mom doesn’t play into this. She might have some say if it were 

her side of the family, which it isn’t. What does Dad think?” 
“Let’s talk about something else.” 
“No,” I say, “you brought is up. And we both know that Dad thinks 

this whole stunt is awesome. I just wonder why he doesn’t come to visit 
more often.” 

“Maybe he doesn’t visit more often because he’s embarrassed that 
his thirty-three-year-old son is living in a managed care facility, 
wearing diapers and eating mush, with people that are, on average, 
two generations his senior,” Johnny rants. 

“Well, it sounds like someone’s embarrassed about it.” 
“Do you know what kind of example you’re setting for my kids?” 
“First of all, what kid ever benefited by adopting an unwed, 

childless uncle as a role model? And secondly, I still make more 
money than you do, so it’s not like I’m living here because I can’t 
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support myself. This is a conscious choice, my man. Made strictly on 
principle.” 

I don’t want to sound immodest, but I’m a pretty brilliant 
computer programmer. Software development comes naturally to me. 
I make a ton of money as a freelancer. And I can do my job from 
anywhere that has a high bandwidth Internet connection. My room at 
the managed care facility is actually a perfect office for me. There 
aren’t a lot of visitors so it’s pretty quiet, though we do get more than 
our fair share of ambulance sirens. 

Johnny is an insurance salesman. Yuck. So, I can see how the fact 
that his older brother lives in a managed care facility could possibly 
mess with his credibility, his perceived stability as an insurance 
provider, a pillar of the community and all. But I can’t let his lame 
career get in the way of my principles. 

“You’re making a fool of yourself,” Johnny says. 
“Deal with it,” I respond just as fat Ed Hardy approaches the couch. 
“Mr. Hardy,” Johnny says and gets up to shake his hand. I remain 

seated, look out the window at a couple of late-season blue jays nesting 
in a dying oak tree. I refuse to look Ed Hardy in the eye, at least until 
he comes to his senses. He and I are in an old-school standoff. 

“Any progress, Johnny?” Hardy asks, burrowing his glare straight 
into the side of my skull. 

“Nope,” Johnny says. 
“Tell Mr. Hardy,” I say to Johnny, “that I will gladly vacate his 

premises when he repays me for the unused balance of facility fees.” 
“You paid for a year in advance,” Hardy says angrily, “with a 

twenty-percent discount! A twenty-percent discount because you paid 
in advance! That’s how an advance payment works! You don’t get your 
money back just because your grandfather died before he was able to 
move in here!” Hardy shouts. He turns gently to my brother, “Again, I 
really am sorry about your grandfather, Johnny.” 

“He lived a full life,” Johnny replies. 
“Tell Mr. Hardy,” I say, my eyes still fixed on the blue jays, “that 

we’ve been through this countless times with his lawyers and my 
lawyers. Tell him that the advance booking his facility accepted was 
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for me, Franklin Johnson. The fact that I am the namesake of our 
recently departed grandfather, also named Franklin Johnson, has no 
bearing on Mr. Hardy’s contractual obligation to provide me with 
managed care throughout the duration of my stay at his facility. If Mr. 
Hardy would like me to leave his facility, I would be happy to do so in 
exchange for the unused balance of fees already paid.” 

“I’ll rot in hell before I pay you back a penny of that advance!” 
Hardy shouts and garners disturbed glances from the living space 
population, but they’re so old that it doesn’t really matter to any of us. 

“You can tell Mr. Hardy that I’ll be rotting in room four-twenty-
two until he comes around to my point of view.” 

Hardy storms off. I’m amazed that our stalemate has held out for a 
little over six months. It’s difficult to believe that anyone can be as 
stubborn as Hardy. It must be torture on his wife and kids. 

“Breakfast?” Johnny sighs. 
“Sure,” I say. “Let me put on some real shoes.” 
I can leave the facility as long as I’m accompanied by a visitor on 

my registered list. Only if I’m accompanied by a visitor on my 
registered list. And I’ll be damned if I’m going to break any of their 
rules and get kicked out on a technicality. 
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Elroy 
 

So, picture this. Your name is Elroy. You’re in seventh grade and 
walking down the hallway of middle school, right? And it’s just after 
lunch so there are crowds of kids and a few teachers buzzing around. 
And you look down at the floor in front of your feet. And you see a 
pair of underwear lying in the middle of the hallway. And it’s your 
underwear. 

It’s the same pair of underwear that you wore just yesterday. So, 
like, not clean underwear. Not filthy underwear, because you don’t 
have some kind of hygiene problem, but definitely worn underwear. 
And it isn’t a pair of cool boxer-briefs from some premium athletic 
brand, because that’s not what you get at a foster home. It’s what they 
used to call y-fronts. Tightie whities. The kind of underwear that was 
popular in the nineteen seventies. Because that’s all you get at a foster 
home. So, what do you do? 

What you’d do, I imagine, is exactly what I do. I give the 
underwear a quick look of disgust, just like the other kids are doing, 
and I walk right on by. No way am I going to claim that off-white pile 
of underpants on the floor. This is middle school, and we’re talking 
about underwear here. The janitor can pick it up. Not me. I don’t even 
glance at it twice. I can get more underwear. Or I can just go 
commando if I run out. Either way, it’s better than people knowing 
that it’s my underwear lying there in the middle of the hallway. 

But then I see the same t-shirt I wore yesterday on the floor, too, 
maybe ten feet in front of the underwear. And my eyes follow the t-
shirt to one sock, then another. Then a pair of gym shorts… All of this 
dirty laundry forming a loose trail to my open locker. My gym bag, 
which I forgot to take home yesterday, hangs empty on the top corner 
of the metal locker door. 

This is no accident. I’m a victim here. 
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“Ohhhh… My boy, Elroy, gots the frighty-frighties, ‘cause the girls 
can all see his tightie-whitieeeees!” Jacob Hirschfield, standing three 
lockers away, baseball cap cockeyed on his head, oversized plastic 
sunglasses, light blue Members Only jacket. A huge silver Volkswagen 
emblem hanging from a chain around his neck. If I had parents, I 
don’t think they’d let me dress this way. 

“Welllll… Elroy gots some mighty scares, ‘cause everyone lookin’ 
at his underwears,” continues Saul Lipski, varsity-style jacket with 
white leather sleeves, ripped jeans. He’s the biggest of the three. 

“Seeee… El-roy, he looking for a place to run, cause… uh, he 
afraid of the ladieeeezzzzz!” Isaac Rothstein, in addition to being the 
runt of the group, can’t rhyme. Porkpie hat, Buddy Holly glasses, 
tweed jacket, he’s going for the hip-to-be square look. In middle 
school. I think maybe Saul’s dad works for Isaac’s father. 

“Isaac, dog, you suck,” says Jacob, “you’re supposed to just act like 
you’re spinning, man.” 

“I had it, Jay,” he whines, “I had it and then I lost it, dog.” 
I turn around, trying to make myself small in the crowded 

hallway, pick my clothes up off the floor, starting with my underwear. 
When all of yesterday’s laundry is loaded into my arms, I walk back 
towards Jacob, Isaac and Saul, who are still posed, rapper-style, around 
my locker. 

I reach for my gym bag and big Saul steps in front of me and 
blocks my arm. 

“Ju… Ju… Just cut it out, Du… Du… Dude,” I manage to spit out. 
Oh, yeah. The stutter. Sigh. I really only stutter when I’m super 
nervous. Otherwise it’s usually just a random word glitch here and 
there. Hardly noticeable in normal social situations. Or it would be 
hardly noticeable, if I were ever involved in normal social situations. 

“Jeh, jeh, jeh… Jew Crew in da houze!” shouts Isaac, mimicking my 
stutter. His compatriots give him an approving look. They call 
themselves the Jew Crew, a wannabe rap group styled after The 
Beastie Boys. They’re seriously committed to this whole retro white 
rapper thing. It’s obviously lame, but who am I to have an opinion? 
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Saul steps back, allowing me to reach for my gym bag. He feints 
an overly dramatic punch at my face and I flinch huge. “Yeaaaah, 
Boooooy,” Saul shouts into my ducked head, then high-fives Jacob and 
turns to walk away. 

I so want to do something. Like hit Saul in the back of the head 
with a cinderblock. But I don’t have a cinderblock and I know that I 
wouldn’t hit him with it if I did have one because I’m not some kind of 
psycho. So I just shove the gym bag back into my locker, re-hook the 
cheap padlock into the metal handle. And I try not to cry, because how 
much worse would that make everything. 

So, you’re probably thinking that this would be the time that I am 
approached by my one friend at this middle school. A geeky boy or 
girl, thick glasses and maybe a Math Club hoodie, offering calm words 
of comfort. Slinging his or her arm around my quivering shoulders, 
telling me to forget about those jerks. 

The problem is, I don’t have one friend at this middle school. I’ve 
only been at this middle school for three days. All I have is enemies, 
specifically the Jew Crew. Who I offended on Monday, just two days 
ago. A banner first day at my new school. 
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Frank 
 

Breakfast with Johnny is more of the same badgering that I got at the 
nursing home. I’d walk out on him, but it’s so awesome to have some 
real food for a change. They don’t even let me order pizza at the home. 

“You look terrible, you know,” Johnny says to me between forkfuls 
of Belgian waffle. No syrup on his lips or his chin. Johnny’s always 
been very neat when it comes to eating. 

“Yeah, I’ve kind of let myself go. The exercise classes at the home 
aren’t what you’d call strenuous. More like, stand up from your chair, 
raise your hands to the ceiling, sit down in your chair, repeat. Once a 
week we go to the YMCA for water aerobics, and that’s really the same 
thing, but in a pool. We’re only allowed in the shallow end. The 
instructors line us up in rows and columns. You can actually feel the 
warm urine leaving these old people’s bodies in the water.” 

“I’m trying to eat, here.” 
“But you get used to it, just like anything else,” I signal the 

waitress for more coffee, “Speaking of which, excuse me for a 
moment, I’ve got to pee.” Johnny slides the table towards him, making 
room for me to get up. Instead I just sit there, looking directly into his 
eyes, a sneaky smile on my face. 

“Oh, God, that is so gross,” he says, realizing after a few seconds 
that I won’t be getting up at all. 

“Don’t be so narrow-minded. You would be amazed at the 
advancements that have been made in the field of adult diapers. I 
mean, really, diapers are one part of this whole fiasco that I’m taking 
with me when I leave. You wouldn’t believe how absorbent they are. 
There are these layers of dry mesh between your skin and the pads. 
Half a second after you’re done it’s like you don’t even know that you 
peed. I highly recommend…” 

“Mom is really worried, Frank. Justifiably so, I think.” 
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“Mom is always worried about something. She’ll get over it. You 
guys could give me a little more support while I’m in this thing, you 
know. Get behind it, rather than try to shut it down.” 

“We all thought it was very generous of you to pay for Grandad’s 
managed care facility. Why do you have to ruin it by pulling this 
stunt? Just let it go. You don’t even need the money,” Johnny says, his 
mouth full of waffle. 

“Stunt? I’m not doing this for the money. I’m doing it for our 
family honor. To keep Granddad’s integrity intact. Do you think he’d 
be OK with the idea that the nursing home wouldn’t refund a year’s 
worth of living expenses even though he died before he had a chance 
to move in? That would have driven him bananas. So, being his 
namesake in both a literal and figurative manner, I found a loophole. 
And I’m going to continue leveraging that loophole until Hardy 
refunds what’s left of the money or renders all of the services for 
which I paid. Which is exactly what Granddad would have wanted. 
This whole stunt, as you call it, is a tribute to that unreasonable and 
stingy old man we all loved so much. It will help him rest easier in the 
grave.” 

“You know we cremated him.” 
“Rest easier in the urn, then, on top of mom and dad’s mantle. 

Looking down on us from somewhere, still beaming with pride for his 
elder grandson. And still tragically disappointed in his younger 
grandson, just like the rest of us.” 

“Being an old person has made you nasty,” Johnny says. He waves 
to our waitress for the check. She brings it, thanks us, walks away as 
Johnny slides the check over to my side of the table. 

“Just once it would be nice if you bought me breakfast,” I say and 
grab the check. 

“I’ll buy you breakfast when this charade ends and you stop acting 
like a child.” 

“I’d say acting like a child is the exact opposite of what I’m doing. 
Why don’t you start acting like a man and get a real job? Everyone 
hates insurance salesmen. You are part of a population of suck. Why 
aren’t you at work, anyway? Is it the weekend already?” 
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“It’s Wednesday. I have an appointment out this way at eleven 
o’clock,” he says, looking at his watch. Who wears a wristwatch 
anymore? Just look at your phone, dude. “Come on, I’ve got to get you 
back.” 

I leave thirty dollars on the table, tipping generously, as is my 
nature. Johnny drives me back to the home, signs me in at the front 
desk. The reception nurse gives Johnny an awkward smile. She gives 
me a blank look. Not exactly nasty, but certainly not a friendly 
welcome back. I make a face at her in response. 

“Do you even have your apartment anymore?” Johnny asks, 
extending his hand in a goodbye. 

“I sublet it, month-to-month,” I say. I grab his hand and pull him 
into a hearty embrace, with which he is obviously not comfortable, 
“Come on. You don’t hug me anymore, man.” 

“These people hate you. You’re messing with the vibe of this whole 
joint. I’m trying to disassociate.” 

“Say hi to Jane and the kids for me. Bring them around sometime, 
I’ll buy them some Jell-O.” 

“They miss their stupid uncle Frank,” he says, finally breaking my 
embrace. 

“I thought they called me ‘silly’ uncle Frank.” 
“They did, before you moved into a nursing home. Now it’s ‘stupid’ 

uncle Frank. I think Jane changed your moniker first, but it caught on 
with the kids.” 

“Your wife has always hated me,” I say coldly. 
“You’ve always given her good reason.” 
“You’re just mad because I dumped her, which is the only reason 

that she married you.” 
My relationship with my brother’s wife is awkward, to say the least. 

Almost a decade ago she and I dated, casually, for about three months. 
And then she starts talking about marriage. As in, getting married to 
me. Which forced me to abruptly cease all communication with her. 
Full stop. Totally ghosted. In retrospect, I would probably have played 
it differently had I known that she was ultimately going to be part of 
the family. Live and learn, I guess. 
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“Nice, Frank,” Johnny says, walking away, “You were always great 
at goodbyes.” 

I turn around, make another face at the disapproving nurse behind 
the reception desk, walk back towards my room. I probably could have 
handled that situation better with my brother. But, stupid uncle Frank? 
Jane is such a Stepford bitch. 
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Elroy 
 

How I offended the Jew Crew was, I always try to approach any new 
school with a positive attitude. Even though I’ve been to three new 
schools in the past five years, and it’s never done me much good. Still, 
I try to be outgoing on the first day. Show a little personality. Which is, 
like, the opposite of who I am. And on Monday I was trying extra hard, 
because I’m in the seventh grade and figure that a lot of my 
classmates might be new to this middle school, too. So even though 
I’m wearing foster home clothes, a five-dollar haircut, maybe I still 
have a chance to make a first impression. Maybe hook into a friend for 
a change. 

In retrospect, not a good idea. 
So I go to this convocation in the gym on Monday morning, where 

all of the seventh and eighth graders are gathered to listen to the 
principal and staff talk about how the school works, how we’re 
expected to follow the rules, what extracurricular activities are offered, 
that kind of thing. And I’m sitting on the end of the bleachers next to 
this kid who looks kind of like a skinny chicken. Cowlick hair, thick-
frame glasses, maybe eighty pounds if he were soaking wet. He’s 
wearing one of those vests that go with a three-piece suit, knit in the 
front and shiny in the back, over a white button-down shirt. Total 
geek. And I’m thinking, hey, this could be my guy. New friend 
material for the foster kid. 

I really want to get this weird little guy’s attention, but as usual, 
I’m having trouble coming up with a conversation-starter. I jerk my 
chin up at him slightly, the way I’ve seen guys sometimes say hey to 
each other. He glances at me and then looks straight ahead, avoiding 
eye contact. He’s nervous, too, I’m thinking. Maybe he doesn’t want to 
mess up the chance to make a new friend either. I lean my head 
forward, catch his eye again. 
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“I’m not gay, dude,” the little weird kid says under his breath, eyes 
straight ahead. What? 

“What? I’m not gay, either,” I say, a little too loudly. As if a gay kid 
would ever dress this badly, poor or not. Plus, I’m only in the seventh 
grade. I don’t even know if I’m ready to like girls yet. Then these two 
big eighth graders walk up to the bleachers. They’re dressed like The 
Beastie Boys, circa nineteen ninety. One of them looks past me at the 
little weird kid. It’s like I’m not even there. 

“Yo! Jew Crew in da houuuze!” he shouts at the little weird kid. 
At that moment, something in my head is screaming, opportunity! 

Not just the chance to make a friend, but a chance to step up to anti-
Semitism in this new middle school. Maybe I’ll take a beating, but it’s 
so worth it. I rise to my feet, then realize that I should have thought 
about what my statement against bullying and anti-Semitism was 
going to be before I stood up. 

“Hey,” I shout, “he’s no… no… not Jewish!” That came out totally 
wrong. I blame the stutter and the crowd. Too self-conscious to think 
clearly. 

The big Beastie Boy kid looks at me, blinks his eyes a couple of 
times, confused. “Yeah, he is.” 

“I… I… I mean, you don’t get to bu… bu… bully someone just 
because they’re Jewish.” 

“What? The hell? Are you talking about?” The big kid asks, 
shaking his head slightly. “I’m Jewish, too. What, you got some beef 
with the Chosen People?!” 

As he shouts this, the principal has stopped speaking and the 
whole convocation is watching our scene unfold. 

“Hey!” the principal yells into the microphone, looking at me. 
“There is no place for anti-Semitism in this school!” 

I raise my palms and look wide-eyed at the principal, at the other 
kids in the gym. The big kid grabs my collar and pulls me off the 
bleachers. I land hard on the gym floor, scrambling, but still on my 
feet, mostly because he’s got my collar in a tight grip. This is not the 
kind of first impression that I was trying to make at my new school. 
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And then I hear this wild yowl from behind me on the bleachers. I 
rotate my head, collar still twisted in the big kid’s hand. And it’s the 
weird little kid. He’s stepping up for me. He’s going to defend me 
from bullying. Not how I thought this would play out, but I’ll take it. 

Like it’s all happening in slow motion, I watch over my shoulder as 
the weird little kid makes this running leap, one leg extended and the 
other jack-knifed, like you see in Bruce Lee movies. He launches 
himself off the second bleacher, right at the big kid and me. 

And he kicks me square in the back. 
It knocks the wind out of me, and then I’m twisting around on the 

gym floor like a spastic, trying to catch a breath. 
“Jew Crew in da houuuze!” he shouts into my face, staring down at 

me. 
Then he high-fives the two Beastie Boy kids and I’m thinking 

maybe I misread the situation entirely. So, there I am on the gym 
floor, these gangsta-rap eighth graders pointing and shouting the 
worst stuff ever at me. All of the other kids have given us a wide berth 
and are staring open-mouthed as the principal finally runs over and 
starts yelling at us. All of us. As if there was any way that I, the shabby 
poor kid huddled on the floor, could be at fault for this circus. 

All three of us get held after the convocation. And we all get 
detention for a week. And I’m thinking about me and this self-styled 
Jew Crew, all sitting in some empty classroom for an hour after 
dismissal, the whole first week of school. Not good. Like a prison 
shower, not good. And then the guidance counselor, this sweater-vest 
wearing pony-tail guy with a soft voice, makes an alternative offer. 

“Bill,” the guidance counselor says to the principal, “we do need 
more people to volunteer for community service. Maybe these boys 
would prefer to join my Outreach Club in lieu of detention.” 

Yes! The principal eyes each of us in rapid succession. 
“Whatever, Tom,” the principal says with a sigh, “You boys can 

choose. Either the Outreach Club or detention.” He looks at me first. 
“I’ll ju… ju… join the Outreach Club,” I stammer. He looks down 

the line. 
“Detention,” says the kid who is Saul, glaring at me. 
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“Detention,” says the kid who is Jacob, eyes on the gym floor, 
simmering. 

“Detention, boooy!” raps the weird little kid, Isaac, spreading his 
arms wide and then crossing them in front of his chest in a pincer 
motion. 

And that’s how I made enemies with the Jew Crew and 
simultaneously became a part of the Rudolphsville Middle School 
Outreach Club. The guidance counselor tells me to meet him in front 
of the school after dismissal bell, and he starts to walk away. I jog to 
catch up with him, asking random questions about the Outreach Club, 
more to get away from the Jew Crew than to garner any real 
information. Which is fine, because the guidance counselor offers me, 
like, nothing about the program. 

It turns out that I am the only active member of the Rudolphsville 
Middle School Outreach Club. Apparently there is one other member, 
inactive, named Sally Berman. Sally is missing the first week of school 
because she had to drive down to South Carolina for her aunt’s 
funeral. All I know about Sally Berman is that, according to Dr. Severs, 
her mother is a huge supporter of the Catholic Church and is also a 
huge supporter of the Rudolphsville Middle School Outreach Club, as 
well as a huge supporter of Dr. Severs personally, branding the image 
of Sally’s mother as a giant jockstrap indelibly in my mind. 

So, based on my impression of her mother, I assume Sally’s either 
a giant community jockstrap exactly like her mother, or she’s one 
messed up kid, because of her mother. I’m hoping for the latter, 
although I find it helpful to always maintain very low expectations for 
whatever life might throw my way. 

So, anyway, on Monday afternoon it’s just me. I’m picking up 
garbage from the side of the highway with a pointy metal stick. At 
first, I’m thinking that the metal stick is cool, like hey, I don’t have to 
bend down to grab any of this roadside litter! But the novelty wears off 
after a few minutes and all that’s left is me, like a convict without the 
badass orange coveralls, stabbing cardboard and paper from the 
grassy median of State Route Four-Twenty-Four. 
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And it turns out that the Rudolphsville Middle School Outreach 
Club is only in its first year. Its first days, actually. In other words, it 
really started with me opting-out of detention. This benevolent social 
club is the brainchild of second-year veteran guidance counselor Dr. 
Tom Severs, who apparently believes that middle school kids would 
thoroughly embrace the opportunity to form an organized effort to 
support our community. Wrong. Dr. Severs further believes that this 
organized effort would create a virtuous cycle of love among small 
business owners and the altruistic kids, somehow elevating our blue-
collar neighborhood into what could become a model community for 
America. 

The jury is still out on that one, since the dedicated children are 
just me and absent Sally Berman, personality type TBD. My first 
impression of Dr. Severs is that his feet are very far from the ground. 

According to Dr. Severs, the whole plan looked a lot more 
convincing in his PowerPoint presentation to the school board than it 
does in the first days of practical execution. But these things start 
slowly and build momentum, he says. And it’s not like I have any 
choice in the matter, belonging to this newly-minted club of one, I 
mean. I’m stuck here, at least for the first week of school, while I’m 
avoiding detention. 

On Tuesday afternoon, the Rudolphsville Middle School Outreach 
Club spends three hours pulling weeds from a garden in front of the 
town’s Episcopal church. Just me, dirt and weeds. Dr. Severs is in his 
car, parked by the curb in front of the church, listening to the Grateful 
Dead, reeking of marijuana. I’m twelve, but I know what marijuana 
smells like. And I know the Grateful Dead. Before I was moved to my 
current home, I spent two years with a forty-something foster mom 
who listened to nothing but music from the eighties and nineties, 
watched nothing but late twentieth-century reruns on television. It’s 
like I was stuck along with this sad lady in her happy teen years. 

So, I’ve probably seen every episode of Happy Days and Laverne 
and Shirley ever made. And I’ve watched Say Anything and Reality 
Bites so many times that I could confidently exchange movie lines 
with the college kids that used to come over to our house to buy drugs 
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and have sex with my foster mom. Until she got arrested, that is, and 
the system sent me here. 

On Wednesday, the day of shame when my underwear is exposed 
in the school hallway at lunchtime, the Rudolphsville Middle School 
Outreach Club is scheduled to read to old people at a nursing home. 
The old people thing is a co-op effort with the town’s Jewish 
Community Center, an organization that must have some pull with 
the parents because it produces about thirty kids, all geared up to read 
to a bunch of nonagenarians. The Jewish Community Center kids pull 
up to the nursing home in a bus. I pull up at the same time, in the 
passenger seat of Dr. Severs’ nineteen ninety-two Honda Accord. 

“Don’t screw this up,” Dr. Severs says to me as I open the car door. 
“It took a lot of greasing to get this affiliation with the JCC.” 

“JCC?” 
“Jewish Community Center.” 
“Do they ca… ca… call themselves the JCC?” 
“I don’t know. Maybe. What’s the difference?” 
“Nothing, I guess. Just tr… tr… trying to avoid any weirdness in 

advance. Like if I call them the JCC and they don’t know what I’m 
talking about,” I say. 

“Good thinking,” he replies and jams a Grateful Dead cassette into 
the dashboard stereo. “Keep your mouth shut and follow their lead.” 

Just who exactly has a cassette player in their car these days? I 
might be poor, but I’m not a caveman. He should at least get one of 
those things that looks like a cassette, the kind you stick into your 
player and hook up to your iPhone so that it can play music through 
the car speakers. Then I notice Dr. Severs’ Motorola flip phone on the 
seat beside him. 

I get in line behind the last of the JCC kids, wait to be given the 
name and location of the elderly person to whom I will read out loud 
for the next two hours. I’m not terribly nervous about my stutter 
because I figure reading to old people is like talking to your plants. 
They don’t really understand what you’re saying, but just the attention 
itself can be life-giving. 
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When I get to the nurse at the front of the line, she hands me an 
index card on which is written the number four-twenty-two. She then 
hands me an old, paperback copy of Huckleberry Finn, gives me a 
forlorn look, and points me in the direction of my old person’s room. 
The forlorn look gives me the impression that maybe I’m on my way 
to read to some catatonic guy. Or a crazy person. Or maybe the guy in 
four-twenty-two just smells really bad. Whatever it is, it can’t be good. 

So I walk down the hallway, which smells like pee. I turn left, walk 
down another hallway, find the room and knock on the door. No 
answer. Maybe the old person is dead? I try the knob and it’s unlocked. 
I slowly creak open the door, peek my head in. Then I let the door 
swing wide. 

My old person is not as old as I expected him to be. His hair isn’t 
grey, though his bare t-shirt arms do look dangerously brittle. And I 
can’t help but notice that he’s playing Grand Theft Auto V on a giant 
monitor, grunting quietly into his microphoned headset, as if someone 
in the home might overhear his carjacking plans. 

I look at the worn copy of Huckleberry Finn in my hands, loudly 
clear my throat. Twice. And then I cough, also very loud. Still no 
response. Finally, I toss my book in the air and it lands on the floor 
behind him with a thump. A risky move, given the heart attack 
probability in this place, but I figure a dropped book won’t jar him any 
more than gunning down a young mother in a grocery store parking 
lot, which is what he’s in the process of doing on the monitor. 

When the book lands, he jerks his head to the left. His shoulders 
don’t turn, just his black-haired skull, and he looks at me from the 
tiniest corner of his left eye. 

“Explain,” he says. 
As in, explain why I’m standing in his room and just threw a book 

on the floor at his back. I incongruously lean backwards and check the 
number on his door, as if there might have been a mistake. I lean back 
into the room, look at him again. His shoulders are still square to the 
monitor, so I address just the corner of an eye in his turned head. It 
unnerves me. 
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“I’m sup… sup… sup… supposed to read to you,” I say. At this, he 
pauses the game, spins his swivel chair fully towards me, drops his 
chin to his chest and looks at me with irises rolled towards his 
forehead. I’m thinking maybe he’s mentally disturbed or something. 
Maybe that’s why he’s in here. 

“Seriously,” he says flatly, a combination of anger and sarcasm. I 
don’t respond verbally. Instead, I turn my palms to the ceiling and 
spread my fingers, like to say I’m just a kid doing what I was told to 
do. 

“You tell the toolbox who sent you that I’m not going to stand for 
this type of intrusion. Tell him to read my contract. This room is all 
mine unless I specifically request a nurse or I’m having some kind of 
dying episode, which clearly I am not.” 

“Okay,” I say, without a stutter. I turn around, walk out the door of 
his room, turn right, turn right again at the end of the hallway. I turn 
left in the lobby and walk out the front door to Dr. Severs’ car, idling 
at the curb. 

“What are you doing?” Dr. Severs asks me, a panicked expression 
on his face. 

“He told me to tell you that he wouldn’t stand for this type of 
intrusion,” I say without stuttering, “He told me to tell you to read his 
contract.” 

“Who told you to tell me that?” 
“The guy I’m su… su… supposed to read to.” 
“He kicked you out? What did you do? Was it because of the 

stutter? Man, you’re blowing my chance to get something started 
here,” Dr. Severs whines, anxious that my inadequacies might derail 
his grand plan for rebirthing a sixties-style culture of love in our 
community. 

“I didn’t even say anything.” I’m getting worked up “He just ki… 
ki… kicked me out!” 

“Really?” Dr. Severs asks, calming down, raising his eyebrows into 
a sympathetic arch. “Old people, right? Look, he’s probably just 
confused or something. Maybe he’s offended at the idea that he needs 
a kid to read to him. Put yourself in his shoes. It’s hard getting old. 
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Anyway, I want you to go back in there and let him know that you’re 
just there to help him relax. To spend some time with him. Maybe 
give his eyes a break, assuming he can still read on his own. Be cool 
and defuse the situation. Let him know that you’re only there to 
assist.” 

“Do I have to?” 
“Well, yeah, you have to. I mean, do it for the group. We’ve got an 

opportunity here to be part of something regular with the JCC. We 
can’t blow it by bailing out just because some old guy is offended by 
the fact that he needs a kid to read to him. Think of the bigger 
picture.” 

“You do realize that the group is just me, right?” 
“You and Sally, when she gets home. And I’m sure we’ll create 

momentum with the other kids if we just keep it moving. This is 
important stuff we’re doing here. Change can happen. Don’t let us 
down.” 

“He isn’t old.” 
“What?” 
“He isn’t old, the guy I’m supposed to read to, I mean.” 
“Yeah, man, I getcha,” Dr. Severs says, with hippie compassion, “No 

one’s really old. Age is just a number.” 
“No, I mean, he hasn’t had that many years,” I say. “He’s like, your 

age.” 
“I’m twenty-seven,” Dr. Severs says, more offended than I think he 

should be. “I just finished grad school two years ago. Don’t be 
comparing me to some old guy living in a nursing home. I’ve got my 
whole life ahead of me.” 

“No, I mean, for reals. Maybe he’s a little ol… ol… older than you.” 
Everything between twenty and forty looks about the same to me, 
because I’m in the seventh grade. “But he’s not like an old man. I 
mean, he looks fe… fe… feeble and everything, but he doesn’t look, 
like, aged.” 

“Yeah, Elroy, I dig you. And that’s just the attitude we want for this 
type of work. You go in there and you tell him what you just told me. 
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And you let him know that you’re here to help, not to be some kind of 
yardstick of old age. No judgments, right?” 

“Fine,” I say. “Whatever.” 
I turn around, walk back into the building, left at the end of the 

hall. The door of four-twenty-two is still ajar. I push it open. His 
shoulders are square to the monitor and he doesn’t notice me in the 
doorway. 

“Hey!” I shout into his back. 
He takes his time swiveling towards me. He doesn’t look as psycho 

as when I’d first gone into his room. He just looks exasperated. 
“I don’t th… th… think you’re old,” I say. 
“That’s because I’m not old, you retard,” the man says. 
“I know. I just acknowledged that. Look, we’re ob… ob… obviously 

both in a weird situation here. How about you just let me read to you 
for a while and then I can go home?” 

“Then read away,” the man says lightly. 
He adjusts his headset and swivels back to the computer monitor. 
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Frank 
 

These days, aside from the rare visit, online gaming is pretty much my 
only source of social interaction with people born after nineteen forty. 
Still, most of the gaming crew is ten-to-fifteen years younger than me 
because everyone, aside from college students and recent graduates, 
seems to have day jobs. And mostly, I write code at night. So daytime 
is when I kick back. 

Right now, me and user-name “Footjob” are playing Grand Theft 
Auto V, wreaking havoc at a strip mall somewhere in suburban Los 
Angeles. The stuff you do in video games these days is truly atrocious. 

When I hear a loud thud on the floor behind me, I instinctively 
control my startle, quickly put on my game face. It’s not unusual for 
the nursing staff to try and mess with me, especially when I’m 
immersed in gaming. With my body still facing the monitor, I turn 
only my head. I put an evil glint in my eye, leering sideways towards 
the intruder. The problem is, it’s more pose than practical, and I can’t 
really see who’s standing in the doorway. 

“Explain,” I command in my creepiest voice. And then this 
stuttering kid voice says something about reading to me. Come on, 
man! What kind of game are you playing here, Hardy? I swivel the 
chair, face the urchin, give him my death stare. The kid is only eleven 
or twelve years old. It looks like someone dragged him through a 
Salvation Army shop in lieu of dressing him. On his feet are beat up 
Hush Puppies, the imitation suede shiny in spots, the thick gummy 
soles detaching at the toes. Sad. Like he was plucked from the chorus 
of a modern-day version of Oliver Twist. Is Hardy trying to shame me 
with street kids? How is that going to work? 

“Seriously,” I say, challenging him through my death stare. He 
makes a face and kind of shrugs, hands raised, as if he doesn’t want to 
be here anymore than I want him here. I give him a message for 
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Hardy and mention my contract so he’ll know I’m serious. Hardy 
doesn’t want to pony up lawyer fees any more than I do, both of us 
having already spent way too much on those parasites when we 
argued the legality of my contract to move in. So now lawyers are 
more like a game of chicken between us, as opposed to a serious 
threat. 

But I’m more than ready to bring back the bloodsuckers if Hardy 
doesn’t flinch out of this metaphorical stare-down and leave me the 
hell alone. Footjob is yelling at me through the headphones, cursing 
me for letting our victims get away. But my death stare seems to work, 
because the kid says okay and then walks out of the room. 

I try to get my head back in the game, but this little episode of 
reality has effectively distracted me. The thirty-second rule applies to 
immersive gaming as well as sleep. Point to you, Mr. Hardy, well 
played. Footjob calls me a loser and logs out of the game. I continue to 
stare at the screen, alone in my room. 

I actually think about writing some code, even though it’s the 
middle of the afternoon, but within a few minutes the kid is back. I 
can sense him in the doorway. He shouts “Hey” at the back of my 
head. I swivel around and look him in the eye. He tells me that he 
doesn’t think I’m old. Not like he’s exposing me for not being old, 
despite the fact that I live in a nursing home. More like, he’s saying 
that I shouldn’t’ feel bad about myself just because I’m old. Which I’m 
not, so none of it makes any sense. 

“That’s because I’m not old, you retard,” I say, kind of regretting 
the last part because I don’t know anything about this kid and maybe 
he does have some special needs. Filtering has always been a problem 
for me. 

“I know. I just acknowledged that,” the kid says without any hint of 
stutter. “Look, we’re ob… ob… obviously both in a weird situation 
here,” ah, the stutter returns, “how about you just let me read to you 
for a while and then I can go home?” 

“Then read away,” I say and pull the headset back over my ears 
and turn to face the computer monitor. I hear the kid sit down on my 
bed and open his book. He starts to read Huckleberry Finn out loud. 
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I’m not sure what to do. I don’t want to be mean to this kid, but any 
gesture of kindness feels like it would only be playing into Hardy’s 
game, whatever that may be. I pop open iTunes and put some music 
on the headset to drown out the kid’s voice, making this whole scene a 
little less awkward. For me, at least. 

I’m jamming to How Do You Afford Your Rock and Roll Lifestyle 
by Cake when I realize there are more people in my room than just 
the kid. They can’t have been here for very long since the kid only 
started reading just one song ago. Standing in the doorway is Hardy, 
arms crossed. He’s probably got an angry expression on his face, but I 
wouldn’t know because I refuse to look him in the eye. Next to Hardy 
is some sweater-vested hippie. If there is one extreme prejudice that I 
harbor, it’s that I can’t stand hippies. I find them utterly revolting. No 
pun intended. The kid stops reading. Apparently he was so engaged in 
the book, he didn’t notice that we had company either. 

“Can I help you gentlemen?” I ask politely and glance at the kid 
for any kind of explanation regarding their presence. He just raises his 
eyebrows and shrugs. I don’t think he can provide me with an 
explanation for his own presence, much less theirs. 

“We’re just checking on Elroy,” the hippie says. 
“Elroy?” I ask, not so much for identification because I know it 

must be the kid. But who, outside of George Jetson, names their kid 
Elroy? 

“That’s me,” the kid, Elroy, answers. 
“Nice, Johnson. A kid volunteers his time to read to you and you 

ignore him, listen to music on your headphones instead of treating 
him like a human being. I’m sorry, Elroy,” Hardy says to the kid. 

“Elroy,” I say, addressing the kid, “Could you tell Mr. Hardy that he 
didn’t have to send you to my room in the first place. He is well aware 
of the fact that I can read all by myself.” 

“Ahhhh,” Elroy looks from me to Hardy, not sure what to do, “He 
sa… sa… said to tell you…” But Hardy waves him off before he can 
finish. And I’m glad, because it seems cruel to use a stuttering kid as 
an intermediary to communicate with someone who’s standing in the 
same room as you. But I’m not going to break character and address 
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Hardy directly, because my refusal to look him in the eye really seems 
to be getting under his skin. Someday it might just be the thing that 
cracks him and finally gets me out of here, my money and dignity 
intact. Although I guess the dignity part would be a matter of 
perspective. 

“It’s part of the service you pay for, Johnson,” Hardy says. 
“Hey, Starflower,” I say to the hippie, who responds with a mildly 

offended glare. “Tell Hardy here that it’s not nice getting other people 
involved in a quarrel that I’d be perfectly happy to keep between 
ourselves.” 

“You’ve got everyone that lives at this facility involved in our 
quarrel, Johnson!” Hardy shouts. 

“Moonbeam, please tell Mr. Hardy that I’d be more than willing to 
negotiate a departure. Assuming we can come to terms.” 

“What terms?” Hardy asks directly, not bothering to use the hippie 
as a go-between. 

“If he’s wondering,” I address the hippie, “then you can tell Mr. 
Hardy that I’d be happy to leave in exchange for the remaining 
balance of credit against services rendered. And not a penny less.” 

“You can go to hell,” Hardy says and storms off down the hallway. 
Leaving me, the hippie and Elroy staring at each other in my room. 
Awkward. 

“Uh, I’m Doctor Severs, Mister…” 
“Mister,” I reply. 
“Mister, uh, Mister?” 
“Yeah,” I say, “It sounds like the pop group, I know. But my last 

name is spelled with a ‘u’ at the end. So, it’s actually pronounced mis-
tuh, like in the old South. Mister Mis-tuh, you can call me. Or Mis-tuh 
Mis-tuh, if you happen to be from the South. Or just Mister Mister. I’m 
pretty flexible about it.” 

“Really?” Severs asks. 
“No, not really, you moron. My name is Frank Johnson. Hardy 

called me Johnson at least twice in the last two minutes. Or did you 
think Johnson was some kind of derogatory euphemism? I mean, did 
you think he was calling me a dick? In front of the kid, here?” 
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“No, I… I wasn’t really paying attention, I guess.” 
“Okay, let’s move on. Why are you in my room?” 
“Well, Elroy is my charge, see. And I just want to make sure 

everything is OK with the reading and stuff.” 
I’m wondering why Severs is being so polite, especially following 

Hardy’s violent departure, when it occurs to me that he must think 
there’s a reason that I’m living in a managed care facility at the unripe 
age of thirty-three. A reason having to do with a lack of mental 
stability or something. I don’t see any harm in letting that thought 
play out. 

“Everything is quite alright, Doctor Severs. Quite alright,” I say, 
businesslike, “Elroy and I were just about to try on some of my old 
diapers. That’s a thing, you know. So if you could give us, say, fifteen 
minutes, it would be great. Strip down, Elroy!” The boy doesn’t move 
from the bed. 

“Uh, I think I’d better stick around,” Dr. Severs says. 
“Even better,” I say, “but no touching. Otherwise they’ll give you a 

shock with the Taser gun. Big time ouchies.” I walk over to the 
garbage pail in the corner of my room, pull out three soggy adult 
diapers. “First we wear them. Then we eat them. Yum, yum, yum!” I 
stick the elastic waistband of a diaper into my mouth. 

“Elroy, go to the car!” Dr. Severs shouts. 
“Wait!” I yell, the diaper falling from my mouth to the floor. “I 

need four ounces of his saliva – and a stool sample – for a project I’m 
working on! Elroy, stay!” The kid is still sitting on my bed, 
Huckleberry Finn open in his hands, a look of amusement on his face. 
He clearly digs the fact that I’m messing with Severs. 

“Elroy. Car!” Severs yells. Severs probably knows that I’m screwing 
with him. But he doesn’t know the extent that I’m damaged, or if I’m 
potentially dangerous, so he’s disoriented. He’s thinking about 
personal liability. Anything that might lead to his termination at 
whatever job entails shuttling kids around to old people homes. I can 
so read people. 

“Elroy. Stay!” I say. He still hasn’t moved from the bed. The three 
of us exchange glances for about ten seconds. 
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“I’m going to get a nurse!” Severs finally shouts. “Leave the door 
open.” He pounds down the hallway, yelling, “Nurse!” As if anyone in a 
managed care facility is a fast responder. 

By the time Severs, Hardy and a male nurse are standing in my 
doorway, Elroy and I are already on level three of Super Mario 
Brothers, two-player. 

“Eh? What’s up, Doc?” I say in my best Bugs Bunny, as I turn 
towards Severs and the nurse, my eyes conspicuously averted from 
Hardy’s. 
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Sally 
 

“She’s with Jesus, Sally,” Mom says. 
It’s kind of nice seeing Aunt Sadie in the casket. I know that 

sounds totally morbid, but really, she looks good. Peaceful, I mean. 
Well rested, for a change. Aunt Sadie never looked that happy when 
she was alive. She’s just lying there, in the middle of all of the hymns 
and prayers and hushed voices around her, with this little Mona Lisa 
smile on her waxy face as if to say that Mom can do whatever she 
wants because none of it bothers her anymore. Honestly, I really think 
this is the happiest I’ve ever seen her. 

And in my mind, I tell her so. And in my mind, she says thanks. 
And in my mind, I tell her that I don’t want to sound selfish because it 
is her day and all, but she did kind of let me down because I’d always 
planned to run away from Mom, her sister, and come live with her. 
And now that plan is shot. And in my mind, Aunt Sadie gives me a 
trademark chuckle, a sarcastic “sorry” – like, sorry for living, which 
she is obviously not any longer. And in my mind, I tell her that I want 
to keep her in my mind like this, for a while at least. And in my mind 
Aunt Sadie says that would be alright. 

And then my weepy, God-fearing mother hugs me from behind 
and ruins our moment. 

“She is with Jesus forever, you know, Sally,” Mom says. 
I picture Aunt Sadie at a wooden card table in an old-fashioned 

parlor, playing Gin Rummy with Jesus. Aunt Sadie wearing the same 
dress she’s wearing in the coffin, Jesus in his traditional garb. Both 
drinking sacramental wine, eating little round crackers. Aunt Sadie 
complaining about the taste of it all. In my mind, Aunt Sadie laughs at 
the scene. But it isn’t the Aunt Sadie playing Gin Rummy with Jesus 
who laughs. It’s the Aunt Sadie who was talking to me before Mom 
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interrupted us, like she’s standing beside me in my mind, looking at 
the parlor scene with me. 

A part of me tells myself that I’m the one creating Aunt Sadie in 
my mind, that she isn’t speaking or laughing by any volition other 
than my own and I can make her do or say anything I want because 
she is really only me. But I shove that part of me away. I don’t test the 
thesis. Because, crazy or not, I want Aunt Sadie in my mind just the 
way that she is right now. 

“You were her favorite niece,” Mom says, through her tears. 
“That’s saying a lot,” I reply, an only child without any cousins, a 

de facto favorite. 
“You were kind of like her namesake.” 
“Sadie and Sally are different names, mom.” 
“Yes, I know. But Aunt Sadie had her problems, as you know, so we 

weren’t exactly going to name you after her. Still, you’re close to being 
her namesake.” This woman is from hell. “I think she saw the Christ 
that she could be, in you. Maybe it was too much for her.” 

Seriously, is Mom implying that this is in any way my fault? What 
a psycho my mom is. 

“She was my favorite aunt,” I say. “Not just because she was my 
only aunt. She would have been my favorite, even if I had a dozen 
aunts. She was the closest thing I ever had to a real role model.” 

Mom’s arms tense up and it’s like I’m being hugged by a block of 
wood. I finally smile, the first one since Aunt Sadie killed herself. 
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Elroy 
 

So they take me into this windowless office at the back of the 
retirement home and everyone wants to know if Mr. Johnson did 
anything inappropriate to me. Especially Mr. Hardy, who seems to 
have more than a few motives that are ulterior to my own well-being. 
When I tell them that Mr. Johnson didn’t do anything inappropriate to 
me, that we just played Super Mario Brothers, they all act like I’m 
giving them the wrong answer. I mean, I was never an altar boy or 
anything, but shouldn’t everyone be happy when I answer no, the 
older man did not do anything inappropriate to me when we were left 
alone in his room? 

So they keep asking me the same question in different ways and I 
keep answering the same question in different ways, all of it 
amounting to the fact that we played video games for the five minutes 
that Dr. Severs left us alone in Mr. Johnson’s room. No one is asking 
about the five or so minutes that I was alone in Mr. Johnson’s room 
reading Huckleberry Finn on his bed before Dr. Severs and Mr. Hardy 
showed up the first time. 

“It was fi… fi… fine. What do you want me to say?” I ask. 
“It was fine doing what, exactly?” Dr. Severs asks. 
“Playing video games. We don’t have a Pl… Pl… PlayStation at the 

foster home where I live.” 
“See, that’s how they trap you. Predators, I mean. They lure you in 

with candy or video games.” Dr. Severs says. 
“How could he have been trying to tr… tr… trap me when he 

didn’t even ask me to come into his room in the first place? You’re the 
one that sent me into his room, Dr. Severs. Even after I came back out 
to your ca… ca… car and told you that he didn’t want me there, you 
made me go back.” 

Dr. Severs gives me a blank look. 
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“We’re mixing up the issues here,” says Mr. Hardy. “What about the 
diapers? And your saliva? And the stool sample? Johnson said all of 
that while Dr. Severs was still in the room.” 

“He was only me… me… messing with Dr. Severs. He also told Dr. 
Severs that his name was Mister Mister, like the po… po… pop music 
group from the nineties. The Broken Wings band. Dr. Severs actually 
believed him for a second.” 

Dr. Severs shakes his head as if he never believed that. 
“But how do you know that he was just messing with Dr. Severs 

when he said the other stuff?” Mr. Hardy asks. 
“Because he to… to… told me he was only messing with Dr. 

Severs. He told me that hippies are a disgrace, that they deserve to be 
messed with. Sorry, Dr. Severs, I’m only saying what he said.” 

“It’s not your fault, Elroy,” Dr. Severs responds, weakly. 
“Look, I’ll answer anything you want, but no… no… nothing bad 

happened. And I have to get home, eventually.” That last part is a lie. I 
don’t have to get home. I don’t even know if my foster parents are 
aware that I live with them. 

“You realize you’re giving me nothing,” Mr. Hardy says to Dr. 
Severs. 

“If nothing happened, then nothing happened. He’s right. Mr. 
Johnson didn’t even want Elroy to come to his room in the first place. 
He said so, outright,” Dr. Severs says. 

Mr. Hardy gets this look, like he’s the Grinch scheming a way to 
ruin Christmas in Whoville. 

“What’s on the Rudolphsville Middle School Outreach Club docket 
for tomorrow?” Mr. Hardy finally asks. 

“Tomorrow? Tomorrow, Elroy, I mean the RMSOC, is going to 
work at the Soup Kitchen on Hickory Street.” Dr. Severs replies. 

“How about Friday?” 
“We don’t have anything set up for Friday yet. I typically schedule 

stuff a day or so in advance,” Dr. Severs says, haltingly, like he’s 
uncomfortable talking about the loose schedule of the RMSOC. 

“Is there any way that I could convince you to have the RMSOC 
come back on Friday to read to our residents?” Mr. Hardy asks. 
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“After what just happened?” 
“Nothing dangerous or inappropriate happened. You said it 

yourself. And I think it would be nice if we could entertain Mr. 
Johnson with a reader on Friday afternoon.” 

“I mean, I guess… we’d get credit for the hours of community 
service, right?” Dr. Severs asks. 

“I don’t see why we couldn’t double, or even triple, the community 
service credit hours. Johnson being a kind of difficult case and all.” 

“Done,” replies Dr. Severs, smiling huge. 
“And what does next week look like for you guys?” Mr. Hardy asks. 
And that’s how the RMSOC, meaning me, got scheduled to read at 

the Hardy Managed Care Facility, specifically to Mr. Johnson, for the 
entire month of September. Dr. Severs even agrees to me working on 
weekends, earlier in the morning than I would have thought 
necessary. But I’m fine with it. It gets me out of the house, at least. 
Though I’m not sure how Mr. Johnson is going to feel about it. Bad, I 
suspect.
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