

[image: Cover]



H-Bomb and the Jesus Rock

by John Manderino





Published in 2010 by

Academy Chicago Publishers

363 West Erie Street

Chicago, Illinois 60654

© 2010 by John Manderino

Printed and bound in the U.S.A.

All rights reserved. 

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form without 
            the express written permission of the publisher.

 Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 
             on file with the publisher.

 

eBook ISBN: 978-0-89733-640-6

 



 

To Marie



President Kennedy

Good evening, my fellow citizens. Within this past week unmistakable evidence has established the fact that Soviet offensive missile sites are now in preparation on the island of Cuba. The purpose of these bases can be none other than to provide a nuclear strike capability against the western hemisphere...



Toby

First of all the name is Toby, not Tubs. You want to call me Tubs? Go somewhere else for your cards.

	I’m talking about baseball cards.

	I’ve got over twice as many as anyone around, including a card from nine years ago, a 1953 rookie Ernie Banks, fair condition, which I got off this kid Larry Murphy for a paperback called Shameless Lady, which I got off this kid Phil Burlson for a worthless little dime-store turtle I was trying to get rid of.

	So there you go.

	Here’s something funny, though. I’ve got all these baseball cards, seven shoeboxes full, and I don’t even like baseball. I don’t like any sports. That’s one of the reasons I’m so fat. I’m only thirteen, eighth grade, and I’m already twice the size of anyone around, except my mom.

	She’s truly huge.

	She’s at Mass now, even though it’s Saturday, praying the Russians don’t blow us up. President Kennedy was on TV about it the other night, looking pretty serious.

	“Thank God we’ve got a Catholic president,” Mom said.

	And I said, “Amen, brother.”

	She tried to get me to go pray with her this morning but I told her I’d go tomorrow, which is Sunday so I have to go anyway.

	She said there might not be a tomorrow.

	I told her, “Be that as it may.”

	I like that. Be that as it may. I don’t know where I got it, probably Steve Allen. Anyhow, be that as it may, I’m also twice as smart as anyone around. Which, I admit, isn’t really saying very much.



Ralph

Lou kicked me right in the nuts. She didn’t mean to, she was asleep—I’m pretty sure—but it still really hurt. But at least it woke me up. I was having a nightmare. It was morning but it was still a nightmare.

	It was all gray out and windy, in the nightmare I mean, and Dad was digging a huge hole in the backyard. He had to hurry up because the wind was bringing all these arrows, millions, you could see them way off in the distance, and at first I thought he was digging a fallout shelter but he wasn’t, he was digging a grave. Me and Lou and Mom had to get in so he could bury us because afterwards there wouldn’t be anyone left to do it. The wind was blowing loud and the arrows were getting closer and Lou was crying—she’s eight, I’m ten—and Mom was shouting, “Who’s going to bury you?” and Dad was shouting back, “Nobody! Nobody!” He was all drunk and wild and sorry for himself, like he gets. Then Mom was standing in the hole helping Lou down, telling me, “Come on, Ralph,” like it was no big deal getting buried alive. So then we all stood there in the hole looking up at Dad, but he was way drunk now and just kept strumming on the shovel, singing down to us, deep like Johnny Cash: I hear that train a-comin, comin round the bend...

	Then Lou kicked me.



Lou

I meant to kick him but not there.

	He was moaning in his sleep. Sometimes he does that, he starts moaning, loud. It means he’s having a bad dream. It woke me up, how loud. He was having a nightmare and moaning about it so I kicked him, but I didn’t mean to kick him there, where boys have their stuff.

	He rolled off the mattress holding himself down there with both hands. I wanted to say, Sorry, but then he would know I was awake and kicked him on purpose.

	He kept rolling around moaning.

	First he was moaning in his sleep so I kicked him and now he was moaning awake because I kicked him, so that was kind of funny.

	I didn’t laugh though.



Toby

The main reason my mom is so fat is because she still misses my father so much. He died when I was a little baby, just keeled right over during supper one night. His face landed smack in the middle of the plate—that’s how I picture it, anyway. Mom doesn’t remember what they were having, probably something like tuna casserole.

	Splat.

	It’s not funny. That was my father.

	Anyway, she still misses him a lot—there’s pictures all over the house—and the way she tries to cheer herself up is by eating a lot of cake and candy, but she just ends up even sadder because of how fat she keeps getting, so she eats more cake and candy to try and cheer herself up, and so on.

	Day after day, year after year.

	She’s never told me how much she weighs, she says that’s personal. But you know what I was thinking? Seriously? We could set up a tent in the backyard and make a little money, you know? Get some fliers out: twenty-five cents to step inside and guess the Fat Lady’s weight and win yourself a prize, a blueberry pie or a ham or something. Which sounds like a terrible way to treat your own mother, I know, but she’d get her share. We’d go right down the middle.

	I finally went ahead and asked her about it one day last week, if she’d be interested. I explained the whole thing very carefully.

	She just kept staring at me. “Is that your idea of funny?”

	I told her, “No way. I wouldn’t joke about something like this.”

	She stared at me even harder. “You want to put me...in the circus?”

	“Not the circus, Mom. Just in the yard, the backyard, that’s all.”

	She opened her mouth like she was going to say something, but then she turned around and hurried off to her room—boom, boom, boom—and closed the door and locked it.

	I went over and listened. She was boo-hooing away in there. It sounded muffled, like her face was in the pillow.

	Poor thing.

	I told her through the door, I said, “Mom, I’m really sorry, okay? I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

	She went on crying.

	“I just thought it might be a way for us to make a little extra money, that’s all. I mean, it’s not like you would even have to do anything, you know? All you’d have to do—”

	“Toby, stop.”

	I gave up. What’s the use? She’ll never be happy.



Ralph

I peeked in their room.

	Dad went to work, I could tell because his greens were gone. That’s what he calls his janitor pants and shirt, his greens. He always lays them over the back of the chair in there and they were gone.

	So that was good.

	He doesn’t always go.

	Sometimes he feels too sick from the night before, from drinking I mean. Then Mom has to call and make up some excuse. He got fired last year from the canning factory for not going. “Canned from the cannery,” he said, trying to make a joke, but Mom wasn’t laughing, me neither. He was a machinist there, making good money. Now he’s a janitor, minimum wage, a dollar-fifteen an hour, in a building with a bunch of offices, everyone wearing a tie except for him, in his greens. His name is Gino so they probably call him Gino the Janitor.

	Mom was still asleep. I could see the top of her hair sticking out.

	I went out in the kitchen.

	He went out in the kitchen.

	Sometimes I do that in my head, I tell what I’m doing, like in a story.

	He found the bread. Only two pieces left. He put them both in the toaster.

	But when they popped up I only ate one, the end piece, but with so much extra jelly I had to stand over the sink with it. Looking out at the backyard I could see our wagon, me and Lou’s, her doll buggy full of dead leaves, my bike on its side, with a flat front tire. The sky was all blue, what I could see of it.

	I started thinking, if they dropped the bomb right now I probably wouldn’t even know it. I’d be standing here eating my toast, thinking about going down to the park, then just like that I’d be up in Heaven laughing and singing, or down in Hell screaming away. Or else in Purgatory, which is the same as Hell, same fire, only not forever. I’ve always wondered though, do they let you know you’re only in Purgatory?

	I said a sincere Act of Contrition in bed last night but I should probably go to confession today. They’ve been having them all week, practically around the clock. I should get Dad to go, too. Drinking’s a sin if you get drunk and he gets drunk.

	He never gets mean or anything, he just plays Johnny Cash on the record player really loud or starts yelling how everything is fake, not just wrestling. Last night he was saying how this whole Russian-missile thing is a big hoax. They’re just trying to scare everyone so they can control us better. Even the Pope is in on it, he said. I didn’t hear Mom except telling him to keep his voice down. She was probably sitting there smoking, making sure he didn’t use the car.

	I rinsed off my fingers and went back in our room to get dressed. Lou popped up and said, “We gonna go for bottles?”

	I promised her the other day we’d go look for empties on Saturday and today was Saturday and she didn’t forget. She never does.

	“After I get back,” I told her. “I’m gonna go to the park for a while—don’t start whining—just for a while. Then I’ll come back and we’ll go.”

	“When?”

	“Soon as I get back.”

	“But when, Ralph?”

	“Quit whining.”

	“Just tell me.”

	“After Garfield Goose. By the end of it.”

	“Promise?”

	I promised. Then I told her about that last piece of bread I left in the toaster. I told her she’d better go eat it before I did.

	She got up and went.

	He finished getting dressed.



Toby

Sister Veronica’s had us doing duck-and-cover drills twice a day.

	She’ll be going on about something, the natural resources of Brazil or something, then all of a sudden, “Down, children, down,” and we have to get out of our seats and down on our knees facing away from the windows, foreheads on the floor, hands behind our necks. She never tells us if it’s real or not, if we’re all going to die now or not. This kid in front of me, Jerome Winslow, starts whimpering every single time. I always whisper to God a quick “Sorry, sorry,” in case this is really it.

	Once while I was down there I snuck a peek at Sister to see what she was doing, and there she was, down on the floor like the rest of us. That scared me a little, I have to admit, seeing this nun on the floor.

	Then she’ll say, “All right, people, just a drill,” and we all get back in our seats and return to Brazil and its natural resources, mostly timber and minerals.

	I hate those drills. You try it at my size.

	Meanwhile, Mom’s been filling up the basement with canned goods. She’s got quite a collection down there, plus a hot plate, pots and pans, throw rugs, pictures on the wall—of Dad, of Jesus—and a deck of cards in case we get bored.

	I told her if they drop a hydrogen bomb on us it’s probably not going to make a lot of difference whether we’re down in the basement or not.

	She said what about fallout, don’t forget fallout.

	I didn’t forget. But what is fallout anyway? I always picture something like dandruff, only radioactive. But what’s “radioactive?” Full of radiation, right, but what’s that? I know in movies it makes a Geiger counter crackle and ants grow bigger than cars, and there’s this one where the guy starts shrinking—ever see that one? Pretty soon even just his cat is like this giant monster, compared.

	So I don’t know. Radiation. It’s not good for you, I know that.

	Anyway I was saying, Mom’s been stocking up on canned goods, and I’m glad. Let her. You think I’m scared? Are you kidding? I love canned goods. Especially Del Monte apricots in extra heavy syrup, heated up. Ever try them like that? Heated up? You should.



Premier Khrushchev

We will bury you.



Lou

Ralph better come back. He said we’d go look for bottles today. He promised. And if you promise something and then you don’t do it, that’s like a lie—it is a lie—so that’s a sin and you have to tell Father.

	I went last week. I got Father Clay.

	Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been three weeks since my last confession. The sins that I remember are: I lied to my teacher, I quarreled with my brother, I hit a kid at school, I disobeyed my parents, I shot a man in Reno just to watch him die.

	That’s what Ralph said he told Father Rowley.

	I’m sure.

	It’s from a record our dad always plays when he’s drunk. Johnny Cash. He has a deep voice. Daddy was playing it last night when me and Ralph were in bed. Our mom made him turn it down but then he started yelling about the president and the Pope being in cahoots. I asked Ralph what’s cahoots. He told me never mind, just make sure I say a sincere Act of Contrition before I go to sleep.

	In case they drop the bomb, he meant.

	I told him I went to confession last week.

	He said my soul had to be spotless.

	I said it was.

	He told me to say one anyway.

	I told him it wouldn’t be sincere.

	He told me just say it.

	I asked him if he was scared.

	He didn’t answer.

	I asked him again.

	“Little bit,” he said.

	So that scared me a little, Ralph admitting it like that. So I said a sincere Act of Contrition for everything I ever did—every sin, I mean—especially the sin of hitting people, that’s probably my biggest fault.

	So now I’m spotless.

	But you know what I would like to tell Ralph? What puts a nice big spot on your soul? Promising something and then not doing it. So if he thinks they’re going to drop the bomb on us today he better get back and go looking for bottles.

	I had to watch Road Runner.

	I usually watch Bugs Bunny before Garfield Goose but it was all news except Road Runner. I hate Road Runner. I wish he would at least talk, or the dog, say something. Sometimes the dog will hold up a sign that says Help or Oops or something, but they never speak, either one of them. Road Runner just says Beep-beep, with that smile on his face.

	I wish the dog would kill him.



Ralph

It was nice out for being practically Halloween, plenty warm enough for baseball, so I brought my glove and wore my Sox cap, and sure enough a bunch of guys were already in a game. They let me in, out in right field.

	I like baseball. It’s one of my favorite things. I wouldn’t mind being a pro when I’m old enough, you know? Playing baseball for money? That would be perfect. Right now I’m ten so I should be in Little League this year, except we didn’t have the money, and anyway I didn’t really want to join. They got uniforms and coaches and umpires and dugouts and chalk lines and brand new white balls and people in the stands—I’d be way too nervous. I’d be so afraid of making a bad play it wouldn’t be any fun.

	But I like it at the park.

	I like doing the play-by-play in my head, even when I’m in the play:

	High fly ball out to right field, Cavaletto camping under it, aaand he makes the catch. Throws it back in. Trots on back to his spot. Spits on the ground. Tugs at his cap. Looks up at the sky. Not one little cloud up there. Not one little...single little...

	I started picturing a giant mushroom cloud going up and up, spreading out, filling the whole sky, rumbling like thunder but a thousand times louder, and I punched my glove, the pocket I mean, trying to get back in the game:

	Cavaletto hoping for another one hit to him, look at him out there punching his glove, punching it, punching it...



Toby

It was warm out this morning so I was sitting on the top step of the front porch with my boxes of cards, open for business, trade or buy, a tall stack of toast and jam on a plate beside me.

	Mom made the jam herself, with actual strawberries.

	She still wasn’t back from Mass. She probably lit some candles afterwards in front of Mary and said a rosary. Plus it takes her a while to walk from there. It’s only a couple of blocks but it takes her quite a while.

	Poor thing.

	Anyway, so far it was a slow morning. This bony old Greek guy across the street, Mr. Pappas—no hair, no teeth—came out in his bathrobe and grabbed the rolled-up newspaper off his porch, and then he just stood there looking up at his tree. He’s got this tree on his lawn, the leaves all red and yellow now, very pretty I admit, and he stood there looking up at it—or maybe at a bird in there, you could hear it whistling away, tweet-tweet. He stood like that for five minutes, I swear. Then he looked over at me with a gummy grin and held up his thumb like he does.

	I don’t think the guy’s got all his marbles.

	After he went back inside I sat there listening to that stupid bird. Why do birds sing like that anyway? What are they trying to prove, how happy they are? Compared to us down here?

	Sometimes I wouldn’t mind owning a BB gun.

	I asked Mom for one last Christmas but she doesn’t trust me. I told her if I had a father I bet he would trust me. She told me go get myself a father, then. I’m not always able to use that on her. Depends on her mood.

	Anyway, somebody finally came along, this kid Joey Olson, with his entire collection of cards held together in a single rubber band.

	“Hey, Tubs,” he goes.

	I told him, “Keep walking.”

	He apologized for calling me Tubs.

	I put my hand behind my ear. “Come again?”

	“Sorry,” he said.

	“Sorry for what?”

	“For calling you Tubs.”

	“Say the whole thing.”

	“I’m sorry for calling you Tubs.”

	I sat back. “Approach and state your business.”



Lou

My mom came in and sat with me on the couch in her housecoat.

	I was wishing it wasn’t Road Runner. I was only watching because Bugs Bunny wasn’t on, because it was news. I didn’t want her to think I liked Road Runner. I told her how much I wished the dog would kill him.

	She said it wasn’t a dog, it was a coyote.

	I don’t know what that is and I didn’t ask because I don’t care. I was just waiting for Garfield Goose.

	I like when she watches something good with me, something funny and she laughs too, like when Soupy Sales was doing the Mouse one day, that’s a dance he does, and she laughed out loud. But then later on I did something stupid, I did the Mouse in front of her in the kitchen. She was ironing and she nodded and smiled, meaning “Very nice.” I was embarrassed.

	There was a commercial now and she got up. “Let me just check on something.” She went over and changed the channel.

	Bishop Sheen.

	“No, Mom.”

	She kept turning.

	I don’t like Bishop Sheen. He reminds me of Dracula, the way he stares at you, and that long cape he wears.

	She turned to a news guy and sat on the floor. He was talking about what’s going on with the Russians and their missiles, all that. She was listening hard, you could tell.

	“Ninety miles from the mainland,” the guy said.

	I keep on hearing that, Ninety miles from the mainland.

	“Is there gonna be a war, Ma?”

	“I don’t know, hon.”

	That scared me a little, the way she called me “hon” like that.



Bishop Sheen

They have thrown down the gauntlet and they have reminded us that the choice before the world is either brotherhood in Christ or comradeship in anti-Christ, and it is for us as a free nation to choose the truth, to choose the good, to choose and affirm God!



Toby

Joey Olson approached and stated his business. He wanted a Minnie Minoso card.

	I said, “So do a lot of people.”

	“Okay but look what I got for ya.” He started coming up the steps.

	“Stay,” I told him.

	He stepped back down.

	“Continue.”

	He said he’d give me a Jim Landis, a Don Schwall, and a Hector Lopez.

	That was pretty funny and I laughed.

	He added Wayne Terwilliger.

	I sighed like I was tired, very tired.

	He offered up some more nobodies I already had.

	I told him I might sell him a Minoso.

	He said he’d give me thirty-five cents.

	More humor.

	He made it forty.

	I told him to come back when he was ready to get serious.

	He said he was serious.

	I told him to get off my property.

	Forty cents for a Minoso. Who’s he think he’s dealing with?

	Minnie Minoso is a colored guy but he’s probably the most popular player on the White Sox. I don’t know why, I don’t follow baseball. All I know is, guys are always wanting to get their hands on a Minoso. So there’s no way I’m selling one for less than a dollar and a half, at least for now.

	Next year, who knows?

	Look at Roger Maris. Before last year I couldn’t get more than a quarter for him but after he beat Babe Ruth’s record I had a nice little bidding war going on. This one kid even offered me his dog. I hate dogs. I had three Maris cards to work with and I ended up with six dollars and fifty cents, a Swiss army knife and that dime-store turtle I mentioned.

	I named him Timmy. I thought maybe I could put together a little show, you know? Set up a tent, charge admission: Toby Tyler and His Turtle Timmy. But I couldn’t train that stupid turtle to do anything, even roll over, even when I put him on his back—he would just kick his legs around and stretch out his neck, looking at me with this sad little ugly face: Why, Toby? Why?

	I ended up trading him to this kid Phil Burlson for that paperback I told you about, Shameless Lady. Ever read it? It’s about this lady named Ramona who’s totally shameless, if you know what I mean. There’s this one part, she’s in a hotel room completely naked with two completely naked Mexican guys, Juan and Pedro, except she doesn’t know which is which. And here’s the thing: she doesn’t even care.

	That got to me.

	She doesn’t...even...care.



Ralph

Base hit out to right field, Cavaletto runs over, scoops it up nice and easy, throws it back in—hard, on a line to second base, one bounce, perfect.

	The shortstop, this kid Stu Gardner, yelled out, “Attaboy, Ralph!”

	I punched my glove.

	I wish I had a nickname, maybe “Scooper,” you know? For the way I scoop the ball up so good.

	Attaboy, Scooper!

	I punched my glove some more.

	I like my glove. It’s real old. It used to be my dad’s. The fingers are like sausages and when the ball hits the pocket it makes a fat sound. On the strap it says Spalding and along the last finger it says Marty Marion—he used to play shortstop for the St. Louis Cardinals. Dad says he was really good, a really good fielder. Dad used to play second base for a semi-pro team called the Bruins. He says he was really good, like Nellie Fox. He wasn’t bragging, he was just saying. He doesn’t brag. Maybe sometimes when he’s drunk. But then the next day he’ll say, “That wasn’t me talking, that was a fella named Jim Beam.” That’s the name of the whiskey he drinks, Jim Beam. “That was Jim Beam talking,” he’ll say. But I don’t know. It wasn’t Jim Beam doing the drinking.

	We used to play catch together, me and Dad, in the backyard. I would use the glove and he would use his bare hands, tossing me pop-ups and grounders, always telling me, “Two hands, Ralph.” Guys who one-handed the ball were hot dogs. That’s what he called them, hot dogs.

	But you know what I like the best about my glove? The smell of it. If you put it over your face and take a deep breath it smells really good, like old leather, like old times, like my dad. I don’t mean he smells like old leather, it just reminds me of him, that’s all, of when we used to play catch together.

	So that’s what I was doing, standing there smelling my glove. Then everyone started yelling, “Ralph! Ralph!”



Lou

My mom put Road Runner back on and went out in the kitchen.

	The dog painted the side of the mountain to look like a tunnel so the bird would try to run through it and smash himself into the mountain but the bird ran right through like it was a tunnel, but then when the dog chased after him it was the side of the mountain again and he smashed into it.

	I got up and went out in the kitchen.

	She had a cup of coffee on the table in front of her. She wasn’t drinking it though, or even holding it. She was just sitting there with her hands in her lap.

	I told her about the dog painting a tunnel and how he ended up.

	“Huh,” she said.

	“We’re all out of bread,” I told her, so she’d get up and get dressed and quit sitting there like that. “I ate the last piece,” I said. “Sorry.”

	But all she did was light up a Lucky.

	I asked her if she had any money.

	She told me I didn’t need any money.

	“For you,” I said. “For the store. You’re going, right? Aren’t you?”

	She set the Lucky in the ashtray and felt around in her housecoat pocket. “C’mere,” she said. I went over and she turned me around and pulled my hair back into a ponytail and tied it up in a rubber band. Then she did something else, she gave me a quick hug from behind.

	So that got me worried some more.

	Then she patted me on the bottom and told me to go get dressed. I was still in my pajamas.

	“What about you?” I said.

	“Me, too.” She squashed out her Lucky.

	I could come to the store with her as long as I wasn’t a pest, she said. But I was afraid Ralph would come back while I was gone and go out again. I told her we needed bread and vanilla wafers.

	She said we didn’t need vanilla wafers.



Toby

Mr. Pappas across the street came out on his porch again, with his newspaper, and held down his thumb at me. Then he settled into his reclining lawn chair. That was a first, holding down his thumb. I guess the news isn’t good. I guess we’re all going to die.

	Too bad we don’t have a fallout shelter instead of just a basement. That would be so nice. There’s this kid in my class, Allen Pelletier, his family’s got one. Picture this. The Russian missiles are on their way and everyone’s banging like crazy on the Pelletiers’ iron door:

	—Please! Help! Let us in! Oh, God! Oh, please!

	Meanwhile the Pelletiers are in there opening a family-sized can of Del Monte apricots in extra heavy syrup.

	—Did you hear something?

	—Nah. Must be the wind.

	And they all laugh.

	But then afterwards, you know? When they came out? Probably wouldn’t be quite so funny.

	I saw this Twilight Zone about a little bank teller with thick glasses taking his lunch break down in a vault so he could be alone and read, but they drop the bomb while he’s down there and when he comes out again everything’s all just rubble. He ends up feeling so lonesome he’s going to shoot himself. But then he sees this library with all the books spilled out, so now he’s all happy, happier than he’s ever been, because now he can spend the rest of his life reading in peace, which is all he ever wanted. But then, just as he’s sitting down on the steps with a nice fat book, his glasses fall off and break. Everything’s all blurry. He can’t see the print. He just sits there saying, “It isn’t fair...”

	I felt so sorry for that guy.

	“It isn’t fair,” he kept saying.

	I was practically crying.

	My mom says I have a tender heart. And you know what? She’s right.



Ralph

I missed the fly ball out to me because I was standing there smelling my glove.

	Everyone was yelling my name and I took the glove away from my face and there was the ball coming down about ten feet away. I could have caught it easy if I saw it right off instead of standing there smelling my glove.

	So instead of being an out, the third out, inning over, the guy ends up on second base, while the guy on third trots in with the tying run. Then the batter after that gets a hit and the guy on second scores. So now we’re losing because of me smelling my glove.

	The next guy grounded out and we all went in to bat. Nobody said anything. They didn’t have to. I knew what they were thinking:

	—Nice going, Ralph.

	—Way to help the team.

	—No wonder your father drinks so much.



Lou

Garfield Goose was finally on.

	I like Frazier Thomas. He’s the guy who talks to Garfield. He has a big round friendly face like a cherry pie.

	You only see Garfield’s head. He talks but it’s just his big shiny beak clapping together. Frazier Thomas knows what he’s saying though because he’ll say things back, like, “Oh, now you’re being silly, Gar.” He calls him Gar.

	Garfield was all excited today because it was his birthday and all his friends were coming, Romberg Rabbit and Macintosh Mouse and everyone. Sometimes when Garfield gets excited he starts banging his beak on the ledge in front of him. So that’s what he was doing, banging his beak. Then one of his eyes came off.

	I sat up.



Toby

My mom came heading up the sidewalk in her muumuu and babushka, step by step, all redfaced, huffing and puffing, ankles hanging over her shoes.

	Poor thing.

	She made it up the walkway, to the porch. Then she stood there, down at the bottom step, holding on to the railing with one hand, hanging her head, catching her breath.

	“Lotta people?”

	She nodded.

	“Get a seat?”

	She nodded.

	“Father Clay?”

	She shook her head.

	“Rowley?”

	She nodded.

	“Good sermon?”

	She nodded.

	“Let me guess: ‘Pray for peace.’”

	She looked up at me. “‘The whole world,’ Father said, ‘the whole world is holding its breath.’” She glanced at the sky. “Come in the house,” she told me, climbing the steps. “I want you to come inside.”

	I laughed. “Ma, that’s not gonna make any—”

	“We’re going to pray together.”

	“Now wait a minute.”

	“Please don’t argue with me.”

	“I’m not. It’s just, I got all my stuff—”

	“I’m so scared, honey.”

	“All right, don’t start crying.”

	She stood there with her chin—her chins—all a-quiver. “I’m so afraid,” she said.

	“They’ll work it out,” I told her. “They always do.”

	“I want you to come in the house, Toby. Now.”

	“All right, look. Tell you what.”

	“No. No deals. Do as I say.”

	“I’m all set up here, Ma. I’ll have to bring all my boxes back in.”

	“I’ll help. Come on.”

	“Leave it. Just...I’ll get it. God.”



Lou

Frazier Thomas said, “Now look what you’ve done, Gar. You’ve lost an eye.”

	And he picked it up off the ledge. It was just cloth, just a little round piece of cloth, and he stuck it back on. But before he did, there was Garfield with only one eye. Where the other one should be, it was all just blank. Frazier Thomas said, “What will the boys and girls think?” Then they went back to talking about Garfield’s birthday party.

	But Frazier Thomas looked like he was embarrassed. His big face looked all hot and blotchy, like he was still wondering what the boys and girls will think.

	I thought it was okay. Garfield is just a puppet, I already knew that, so I thought it was fine. Except, it bothered me a little, the way it looked. Just for a couple of seconds, where his eye was supposed to be it was all just smooth and blank and Garfield had his beak wide open like he was thinking, Oh my God, oh my God!

	They were talking now about getting some carrots for Romberg Rabbit, for the party.

	I got scared.

	They kept wondering how many carrots they would need. Probably a lot, they said, because Romberg really loved carrots, that was the one thing he loved more than anything else, so they better make sure they got lots and lots, and I started thinking, What if they don’t get enough? What if Romberg gets really mad? What if he goes crazy? What if he has a gun?

	I knew that was a stupid thing to be scared about but I didn’t care, I just kept wishing my mom or Ralph would hurry up and get back here.



Toby

“We can stand, that’s all right,” I told Mom, and folded my hands to show her you can be just as religious on your feet. She agreed. I don’t think she really wanted to kneel. So we stood there in the living room side by side in front of the picture of Mary on a cloud with a slice of moon beneath her feet. I was hoping we could just run off a couple of quick Hail Mary’s and let it go at that, but Mom wanted to talk to Mary, personally, and I was supposed to repeat-after.

	“Dear sweet blessed holy Mother of God,” she started.

	And I said, “Dear sweet blessed holy Mother of God.”

	“Please?” she said. “Don’t let us die? Don’t let them kill us?”

	“Ma, don’t beg.”

	“Repeat, Toby. No comments please.”

	“Go ahead.”

	“Where was I?”

	“Begging for your life.”

	“I was praying. There’s a difference.”

	“Be that as it may.”

	“Forgive my son, Mary. He knows not what he says.”

	“Can we get on with this?”

	She got on: “Blessed Mother, help us in this time of need? In this terrible crisis?”

	She waited.

	“Terrible crisis,” I said.

	“Help our president. He is a good man, Mary—a Catholic.”

	“As you know.”

	“Help him to defeat the Russians? They’re trying to destroy us, dear Mother.”

	“Trying to wipe us out.”

	“They hate us, dear Lady, so much.”

	“You can just feel it.”

	“They hate us because we are good.”

	“Let’s face it.”

	“Because we are free.”

	“They’re jealous, that’s what it is.”

	“Help us to stop them, dear Mother.”

	“To crush them, Mary. To flatten ‘em out.”

	“All right, dear.”

	“Like roadkill.”

	“That’s enough.”

	“Annihilate ‘em.”

	“That’s enough.”

	“Wipe ‘em off the face of—”

	“Will you stop?”

	I couldn’t. “I hate them, Mary! I hate them!”

	“Toby...”

	“Kill ‘em! Kill ‘em!”

	“Sweetheart...”

	“Kill ‘em all!”

	She grabbed me in her big fat arms and held me tight, my face in her giant bosom. “Do you see, Mary?” she sobbed out. “What they’re doing to us? Do you see?”



Ralph

It was the last inning and we were still down by a run, thanks to me smelling my glove.

	Our first guy up, Tommy Hampton, hit a line-drive single and everyone got excited. But the next guy, Ed Stanwyck, hit an easy fly to center field and everyone sat down on the bench again. But the guy after that, Larry Murphy, hit a double down the left field line and everyone was up and yelling again because now we had runners on second and third and if they both came home we’d win.

	I was on deck. I was up after the guy up there now, Keith Abernathy.

	Cavaletto on deck...

	I was swinging two bats so when you swing only one it feels lighter.

	Everyone on our bench was yelling for Abernathy to come through with a hit and win the game but I was kind of hoping he wouldn’t so I could be the one and make up for smelling my glove.

	He hit a high pop-up to the first baseman.

	Two outs.

	So now they started yelling for me to come through.

	“Come through, Ralph!”

	“Come through!”

	Cavaletto walks to the plate looking calm, looking confident, like he’s going to come through...

	“It’s up to you, Ralph!”

	It’s up to Cavaletto and he’s very confident, just look at him there, taking a couple of nice easy practice swings...

	“Little base hit!”

	“That’s all we need!”

“Come through!”

	All right, folks, here we go, Cavaletto’s ready, all set, here’s the wind-up, heeere’s the pitch...he swings!

	I fouled it back.

	“That’s a piece of it, Ralph!”

	“Now get the rest!”

	Cavaletto gets back in his stance, takes a long deep breath...lets it out...all right, here we go, here’s the wind-up, heeere’s the pitch...he swings!

	I barely ticked it.

	“Only takes one, Ralph! Only takes one!”

	“Come through! Come through!”

	I quit doing the play-by-play and called on Jesus: Please, Lord, help me come through? Will you? Little base hit here, that’s all, that’s all I’m asking.

	Here it comes...

	Lord, please?

	Here it is...

	I swung. I missed. Strike three. Game over.

	I walked back to the bench.

	Nobody said anything. Or looked at me.

	They were going to start playing another one right away, but I grabbed my glove and headed home. Nobody stopped me.

	I walked along the sidewalk like a zombie. I didn’t understand. How could I strike out? The pitcher was just lobbing it in. That’s all they do in these games, they don’t try and strike you out, they just lob it in. So I didn’t understand. I never struck out before. Nobody does. The pitcher just lobs it in.

	Unless maybe Jesus had something to do with it.

	Maybe He didn’t like me asking for His help in a baseball game, especially today. He was probably getting prayers from all over the country so the Russians don’t blow us up and here’s this kid praying for help in a pick-up game at the park.

	He probably didn’t like that.

	But He could’ve just left me on my own, you know? He didn’t have to make me strike out.

	Thanks a lot, Jesus. Way to come through.



Lou

Frazier Thomas was waving goodbye boys and girls and Garfield kept clapping his beak together and his eye stayed on and the music was playing loud and bouncy and I stopped being scared and got down off the couch and went dancing around a little.

	I like the Garfield music.

	Then I went and picked up all the clothes off the floor in our room and threw them in the closet and shoved the door with both hands, hard, until it shut. Then I spread the blanket over the mattress so it was smooth, and tucked it underneath so it was tight, and put our pillows side by side.

	And Ralph still wasn’t back.

	So then I went out in the backyard with a big wet heavy towel and washed off the wagon so it was shiny red. On one side it says Ralph + Lou Cavaletto—Daddy painted it on. I even turned it over and washed underneath. Then I brought it out in the front yard, all ready to go.

	And he still wasn’t back.

	Neither was my mom but Ralph said he’d be back by the end of Garfield Goose, so now he’ll have to pull me in the wagon. That will be his punishment, pulling me all the way to the vacant lot.

	Then I’ll get out and we’ll look for empty bottles.

	I like looking for bottles, know why? Because it’s not just bottles. You could find anything there. One time I found a hula hoop, just laying there in the weeds. Another time I found a little one-armed plastic doll. I named her Lefty. I still got it somewhere. Ralph once found a quarter.

	Today, though? I got a feeling we’re going to find something really good, way better than bottles or a broken doll or even a hula hoop. And a lot of times when I feel like something’s going to happen? It does. Like the other day, Sister stopped in the middle of erasing the chalkboard and I thought, She’s going to sneeze, and she did, twice. And yesterday when I got home from school I turned on the radio hoping for this song I like, “Twistin’ the Night Away,” and it was just starting!



Toby

Guess what, that’s the last time I ever pray with my mom, ever. I don’t care if they blow us up or not. Let ‘em.

	Grabbing me like that...hugging me like that...

	I was back on the porch where I belonged, with my boxes of cards and my plate of toast and jam. Across the street Mr. Pappas sat up in his reclining lawn chair and yelled some gibberish and laid back down again.

	I ate a piece of toast.

	Then who should come bicycling by but Mary Jo Conrad, pedaling like mad, leaning over the handlebars, not looking at me, not even a glance.

	She must think I still like her.

	She sits next to me at school, on my left. She’s skinny like one of those stick insects and her hair looks like somebody sawed it off with a bread knife and she’s got so many braces you can’t even see any teeth, plus all her fingernails are bitten right down to the red—they look like they hurt.

	People used to say she had cooties but that was just a rumor.

	Know what she likes to do at her desk, though? Smear Elmer’s Glue all over her palm, then wait for it to dry, then peel it off in one piece so you can see all the little lines from her palm, then lay the peeling on a stack of other peelings. She’ll do that for hours, like it was her job, like that’s what she came to school for. Sister caught her one time and made her throw the whole pile away, but the very next day she started another one.

	She didn’t care.

	She didn’t care about Sister getting mad, or about doing any schoolwork, or what she looked like, or people saying she had cooties, or even about the Russians, what they were up to. Like last Wednesday for instance, we were all down on the floor doing a duck-and-cover drill, then I hear this huffing and puffing, so I sneak a peek and there’s Mary Jo blowing like mad on her palm, helping the glue dry. The whole world could be going up in smoke any moment, and there she was.

	You had to admire her. I did, anyway.

	So then later on I was sitting there with my head on my hand, kind of studying her, you know? Then she noticed me staring.

	I smiled.

	So you know what she did? Made a little pig-noise at me. Real soft. A soft little pig-noise.

	That got to me. That really did.

	Pretty soon? By the end of the day? I started kind of liking the way her hair looked all chopped off like that, and how sinnny she was, like in that song, She’s as skinny as a stick of macaroni. I even started liking her braces, how shiny.

	I started liking Mary Jo Conrad!

	Me.

	Know what I even did? At home in my room? I made like a Valentine’s card. First I drew a picture of a huge fat bumble bee, just the body, with stripes and a pair of funny little wings. Then I cut out a picture of myself, just my big smiley head, and glued it on the bumble bee body—with Elmer’s Glue, by the way—and drew two antennas coming out the top of my head. Underneath I wrote, Would you BEE my honey?

	Next morning I slipped it on her desk during catechism. She took time off from her glue to read it. Then she wrote something on the other side and slipped it back. Here’s what she wrote: Would you BUZZ off?

	That really got to me.

	So after school I came up to her. She was walking fast, like she does. I caught up and said, “Hi!”

	She waited for me to catch my breath and state my business.

	I said, “Did you hear about the three holes in the ground?”

	She waited.

	I said, “Well, well, well.”

	She didn’t laugh.

	I said, “Get it? Three holes? Well, well, well?”

	She still didn’t laugh.

	So I asked her, “What’s the difference between a meatball and a golf ball, do you know?”

	“Please?” she said.

	I didn’t understand. “What. Please what.”

	She said it again, begging me, “Pleeease?”

	I understood.

	I watched her walk away.

	The rest of the day I didn’t even hardly eat anything. I just laid on my bed looking up at the ceiling, listening to my transistor. I understood a lot of songs I never used to like before:

	Can’t get used to losing you

	No matter what I try to do...

	Then yesterday afternoon Sister told us, “Down, children, down,” and we all got down, foreheads on the floor, hands behind our heads. And while we were down there, an airplane went over pretty low, pretty loud.

	Mary Jo started screaming.

	She sounded like an air raid siren. And she wouldn’t stop. Sister had to yank her to her feet and slap her really hard to shut her up. 

	Then we all got back in our seats, everyone being very quiet now. Sister started writing out some long-division problems on the board.

	I snuck a look at Mary Jo. She wasn’t gluing her palm. She wasn’t doing anything. She was just sitting there, hands in her lap, staring straight ahead. And guess what. She was back to looking like she really was, really ugly. Plus? All of a sudden? I felt like I was starving. For baked ham, smothered in heated-up fruit salad.

	I was cured.

	So now I just wish I could talk to her, just for a minute, so I could tell her, I’m sorry, Mary Jo, but it’s over. You can quit playing hard-to-get.



Ralph

Lou was waiting for me.

	She wanted to go for bottles, like I promised, but I just wanted to flop on the mattress and that’s what I did. I laid there staring up at the ceiling, at that bunch of cracks that looks like a dog with antlers.

	Lou sat on the edge and asked me how I liked it with the blanket on, all smooth and tucked under, and did I notice the wagon out front, all clean and shiny and ready to go?

	I didn’t say anything.

	She said Garfield Goose was over a long time ago.

	I just kept staring up at the ceiling.

	She asked me what’s the matter.

	I told her I didn’t want to talk about it.

	She asked me again.

	I told her I struck out.

	She said that was all right.

	I told her no it wasn’t.

	She told me about Garfield Goose’s eye coming off and Frazier Thomas looking all embarrassed.

	I told her Frazier Thomas was a big sissy.

	She said at least he didn’t strike out.

	I turned to the wall.

	She apologized.

	I told her to beat it.

	She told me I promised, meaning bottles.

	I told her I didn’t care.

	“Ra-alph.”

	“Go away.”

	“You promised!”

	“I don’t care!”

	“That’s a sin!”

	“I don’t care!”

	Mom opened the door. “What is going on in here?”

	“He promised! He said we were gonna go look for—”

	“Hey. What’d I tell you about that?”

	“About what?”

	“Whining. What did I say?”

	“Not to. But he promised!”

	“Come and help me put away groceries,” Mom told her, and went back to the kitchen.

	“You promised,” Lou whispered, and left.

	I kept laying there facing the wall. Meanwhile, probably, back at the park:

	—Do you believe that Cavaletto?

	—Out there smelling his glove?

	—Then striking out?

	—On three pitches!

	—Pathetic.

	—And he wants to be a pro!

	—Are you kidding?

	—I’m not kidding.

	—Ha, ha, ha!

	—Ha, ha, ha!

	After a while Lou came back. I was still facing the wall. She told me to turn over. I told her no.

	“Please, Ralph? Just do it? Will you? Pleeease?”

	“Quit whining.”

	“All right but please?”

	I turned over. She was kneeling on the mattress with her hands behind her back. “Stick your tongue out, my son,” she told me.

	I got up on my elbows. “Vanilla wafer?”

	“Communion.”

	She was trying to make up with me so we’d go for bottles. Well, I did promise. I held out my tongue.

	She mumbled something and set a vanilla wafer there. “Don’t chew. It’s Jesus.”

	I chewed it up.

	“Ra-alph.”

	I swallowed it. “All right, let’s go.”



Toby

Business was slow and I was thinking about heading down to Morgan’s Drugs for a fresh pack of cards. They’re a nickel and I had fifteen cents from this kid Jim Davenport yesterday. That’s what he paid me for a Jim Davenport card—no relation, just the same name, so he wanted the card.

	People are morons.

	Anyway, I was in the mood for a new pack but it’s two and a half blocks to Morgan’s and, like I said, it was warm out today, so I didn’t think I could make it there and back without breaking into a sweat and I hate sweating. Makes me feel like I’m losing my protective coating.

	In case you’re wondering, yes I have a bike.

	It’s not a Schwinn, I admit, it’s a J.C. Higgins, but you should see it. I’ve got these black streamers coming out of the hand grips, a good loud squeeze horn, mud flaps, a reflector on the back fender and a skull-and-crossbone sticker on the front one. Only trouble is, I don’t know how to ride the stupid thing. Nobody to teach me—no father, and my mother’s useless.

	She bought it for me three birthdays ago and actually thinks I’ve been using it all this time. She’s always complimenting me on how clean I keep it.

	So that’s my little secret, I don’t know how to ride a bike.

	I tried teaching myself one day, out of sight on the patio in the backyard. I won’t try that again.



Lou

I like it in the wagon.

	I sit against the back with my legs out straight and they just fit. I can feel all the little bumps in the sidewalk. Some of them make my teeth hit together. Only thing, I don’t like it if somebody sees us, because then I feel like a baby, being pulled, and my face gets hot. But there wasn’t hardly anyone around.

	I was sorry Ralph struck out. He wants to be good at baseball and if you’re good you don’t strike out, so I was sorry, but he didn’t have to call Frazier Thomas a sissy. It wasn’t Frazier Thomas’s fault he struck out.

	He was just mad.

	But now he wasn’t anymore. We were going for bottles and you don’t have to be good at it, you just have to walk up and down.

	It’s three blocks to the viaduct, then another three blocks to the vacant lot, and we were at the viaduct, so that’s halfway. It goes under the railroad tracks. It’s cooler in there and dark and the wagon is louder, echo-y.

	“Hey,” I said, to hear my voice.

	Ralph told me hush, we’ll be there soon, then Our Lady will help me walk again.

	“Our Lady of Fatima, you mean?”

	“Hush, little one, don’t cry.”

	“I wasn’t crying.”

	“Hush.”

	He was bringing me to Fatima. So that’s how come he had to pull me, because I couldn’t walk. I looked at my crippled legs, out straight, my poor little crippled legs.

	We saw this movie Thursday at school about Our Lady of Fatima, in the gym. They were showing it because of the Russians and their missiles. That was one of the things Mary warned the three children about, the children of Fatima, long ago. She told them everyone had to pray to get Russia to convert.

	Or else.

	So now it was coming true, what she warned about.

	We were doing duck-and-cover drills all week. Some people were giggling and Sister got mad. She slapped me and Bridget Lewis and Marjorie O’Connor, hard, one at a time. I didn’t cry. I had tears but I didn’t cry. Neither did Bridget. But you should have heard Marjorie, like Sister threw acid in her face. It was embarrassing.

	That was the best movie, though.

	There was this music whenever Mary would appear. You couldn’t see her good, she was all cloudy, but they had this music going that gave me goose bumps, huge ones.

	And I liked how nobody believed the children about Mary appearing but then at the end of the movie she did a miracle with the sun and then they believed all right, they believed like crazy. Everyone got down on their knees in the mud and a little boy threw away his crutches and stood up and walked, and an old blind lady started screaming she could see, she could see!

	That was the best movie I ever saw. Or Ralph either, he said so.

	“Hey, Ralph?”

	“Yeah?”

	“That movie at school?”

	“What about it.”

	“That was the best movie we ever saw, wasn’t it.”

	“Just about.”

	“You said it was the best.”

	“Did I?”

	“You said it was the best movie you ever saw.”

	“Second best.”

	“So what’s the best?”

	“Angels in the Outfield.”

	Baseball.

	I started singing, quiet, “Immaculate Mary, our hearts are on fire...”



Ralph

It’s much nicer on this side of the viaduct. The houses all have lawns, not just grass, plus garages. Everyone’s got a lot more money, is why. The fathers all wear suits and ties to work and carry briefcases. My dad wears a green shirt and pants and pushes a broom around. But it’s not because he’s dumb, because he’s not dumb, he’s smart. But he didn’t finish high school. He was a rebel, like Johnny Yuma.

	Johnny Yuma was a rebel,

	He roamed through the West...

	So now he’s a janitor.

	If I became a Major Leaguer I’d make enough money for all of us to live together on this side of the viaduct, and instead of taking in ironing Mom would have a garden—tulips or carrots or something—and Dad would retire from being a janitor and make things in the garage out of wood—bookshelves and birdhouses—and come to all my games, telling everyone around him, “That’s my boy out there,” but not in a drunk way, he wouldn’t drink anymore, why would he?

	But I guess that’s a pretty big laugh, the Major Leagues I mean, after today I mean.

	“Sure hope I can walk, Ralph, y’know?”

	“Yeah, yeah.”



President Kennedy

It shall be the policy of this nation to regard any nuclear missile launched from Cuba against any nation in the western hemisphere as an attack by the Soviet Union on the United States, requiring a full retaliatory response...



Toby

Somebody else finally came along, this kid Ralph and his little sister in their wagon.

	Ralph + Lou Cavaletto it says on the side, like they’re in a business together. They come by about once a week, from the other side of the viaduct, around Parnell Street I think, heading to the Jewel for groceries or the vacant lot for empty pop bottles, for the two-cent refund. So maybe that’s the business they’re in, the returning-empties business. Lot of money in that, I’m sure.

	They said hi and kept going.

	I told them, “Wait.”

	They stopped.

	“C’mere. Show you something.”

	The little one, Lou—funny name for a girl—got out of the wagon and they both came over, obedient. Ralph’s about ten and she’s maybe eight I’d say. They’re both real skinny, Ralph’s nose is way too big, and they’ve got these dark, sunk-in eyes. They look like a couple of gypsies or something.

	I had that fifteen cents I told you about and I took out a dime. “See this?” I said. “This is yours. How’s that sound? Not too bad?”

	They waited, like there had to be more.

	They were right. I tapped on the lid of one of my boxes and told them if they could guess how many baseball cards were inside they would win themselves this bright shiny dime. “Go ahead,” I told them. “Nothing to lose. Take a guess.”

	They stood there looking at the box, thinking hard. I finished up a piece of toast and licked my sticky fingers.

	“Hundred and twenty-seven,” Ralph said.

	I looked at his sister. “What about you?”

	She looked at Ralph, then at me, then at the box. “Hunnerd and...twenty-eight.”

	I had no idea but I told them, “Wow, very close, both of you, very close. Try again. Only, this time I’m gonna need a nickel first, you know how it is.”

	Ralph said they had to be going.

	“Wait,” I said. “Ever see a woman’s titties? Five cents.”

	He said he didn’t have it.

	“All right, for free.” I lifted up my T-shirt. “Check ‘em out.”

	Lou looked at her brother. He just stood there staring.

	“Think I oughta wear a bra?” I said.

	They didn’t laugh, either one of them.

	They’re a little weird, those two.



Ralph

I saw a picture of some bare-chested native ladies in a magazine this kid Bob Carlisle was showing everyone at the park one day, and I saw my mom once when I walked into her room without knocking and she turned away too late, but those weren’t sins, either one, because I didn’t mean to see, but I never saw a boy with breasts before and I couldn’t help staring. It wasn’t something Lou should be looking at though, so I snapped out of it and dragged her back to the wagon.

	He wanted to know where we were headed.

	“Vacant lot,” I told him.

	Lou got in again.

	“For bottles?” he said.

	I nodded yeah.

	He offered us a nickel if we wagoned him there and back. He said he wanted to get some baseball cards at Morgan’s—that’s the drug store just past the vacant lot—and if we took him in the wagon there and back he’d give us five cents.

	“Each?” I said.

	He asked me if I was out of my mind.

	I started leaving.

	“All right, all right,” he said.

	I stopped. “All right what?”

	“A dime.”

	I looked at Lou.

	She nodded.

	I told him okay, deal.

	“Lemme put these away,” he said, and started stacking his boxes. I counted seven. Seven boxes of baseball cards.

	I don’t get it.

	“And put some shoes on,” Lou told him. He was wearing house slippers.

	He gave her a look. He had all seven boxes in his arms now, with his chin on top, and he stood there giving Lou a long dirty look.

	She looked at me.

	I shrugged.

	He went inside, looking back at her.

	So now we had to wait for him. Then we’d have to wagon him all the way there and all the way back. I wasn’t even sure if we could, he’s so fat. You should see.

	But ten cents. That was five empty bottles right there.



Lou

He’s like a great big fat giant pig and pink like one too.

	Probably because he eats so much. That’s what happens, you turn into a giant pig. He probably doesn’t even like being so fat, with titties. He probably wishes he wasn’t so fat. So that’s why I said we should eat his toast and jam for him. I told Ralph, I said it would be a good thing for us to do because then he wouldn’t eat it and that was why he was so fat, from eating so much.

	Ralph shook his head. “Don’t.”

	But I said we should try and help him and got out of the wagon.

	Ralph said, “Lou.”

	But that was all he said.

	I went up to the porch, quick, and up the steps.

	Two for Ralph and two for me.

	I left the plate.



Toby

I went to my room and slid the boxes under the bed and got out of my slippers and into my sneakers—which I was going to do anyway, I didn’t need some greasy little smart-mouthed kid telling me. Then I had to tie them, which is hard for me, with my stomach, the size of it. That’s why I wear slippers a lot.

	I could have just had them buy me a pack, just give them a dime—five cents for the cards, five for their trouble—but I didn’t trust them. They look like little thieves, the two of them. Little gypsy thieves.

	Mom was in the basement with the vacuum cleaner going, getting everything spick and span to welcome the bomb. Her motto’s in a frame on the kitchen wall, each letter sewed on perfect:

	CLEANLINESS

	IS NEXT TO

	GODLINESS

	Which, let’s face it, is probably just something clean people made up. You could do that with anything:

	CHUBBINESS

	IS NEXT TO

	GODLINESS

	So after I got my sneakers tied I did something kind of mean, just to punish her. Sometimes I can’t help myself. I got up on the chair, standing on it. Then I jumped down.

	Boom!

	The vacuum cleaner right away stopped running and she started shouting, “Mother of God, Mother of God!”

	So then I felt bad. “That was me!” I yelled.

	She didn’t say anything.

	“Ma?”

	She still didn’t say anything.

	“You okay?”

	The vacuum cleaner went on again.

	Poor thing.



Ralph

That was the best jam I ever had in my whole life.

	I told Lou no, don’t take his toast, but then I went ahead and ate my share, two pieces. The jam was strawberry and there were these chunks in it, chunks of actual strawberries. My mom got Smuckers once and that was really good, but this—I didn’t even know there was jam like this. The toast was heavy with it, sagging in the middle, that’s how chunky.

	Too bad we had to eat it so fast.



Toby

I went back out on the porch. They were still waiting there, obedient, Ralph holding the wagon handle, Lou at the other end ready to push. Only one thing wrong, one little thing.

	My toast was missing.

	There were four pieces left when I went in the house—I was planning to take them with me, to tide me over—and now there were just some crumbs on the plate.

	What did I tell you about those two?

	They were both looking at me all innocent, except for the streaks of jam around their mouths, and the little one even had her cheeks still bulging out.

	I shook my head. I just stood there shaking my head, like it made me sad, you know? The way some people can’t be trusted? It made me very sad, it really did.

	I gave a sad sigh and came on down and walked on over to the wagon, telling them, “Guess what, people. You just spent your dime.”

	They didn’t say anything, either one.

	I got in the wagon. My butt just fit. “All right,” I said. “Let’s roll.”

	Ralph tried pulling normal, but that didn’t work. He had to walk backwards, both hands on the handle, leaning back as far as he could, while behind me the little one was grunting and groaning away. It’s only a couple of blocks but it was going to take a while, grinding along, which was fine with me.

	This was nice.

	Sitting there with my knees up, looking around, I was thinking how great it would be if I was, like, emperor, you know?

	Emperor Tobias.

	I think I’d make a pretty good one.



Ralph

We were working as hard as we could—me pulling, Lou pushing—and all he did was sit there enjoying the scenery, like this was ordinary, the most ordinary thing, having slaves. When we finally got to the curb I was glad how hard he got bounced going down.

	“Hey,” he said.

	But after we crossed the street we couldn’t get the wagon up the curb. We were gritting our teeth and growling like dogs, but we couldn’t do it. Meanwhile he’s sitting there cheering us on, going, “Heeeave...heeeave...”

	I finally asked him, “How ‘bout getting out for a second?”

	He tapped his temple, meaning Good thinking for an idiot, and got out, and I pulled the wagon over the curb—what a difference. But before he got in again he asked Lou in a polite way if she would pull his finger for him.

	“Don’t,” I told her.

	Too late.



Lou

His butt exploded. I jumped back.

	He laughed and laughed, with tears coming down. “Did you think...tell the truth...did you think...that was the Russians?” he said, and he laughed some more.

	We waited for him to finish.

	He finally did, with a big sigh. “Be that as it may,” he said, and got in again.

	We went on.

	I was still pushing, but along the side now.



Toby

I was starting to like these two. They had a lot of spunk, you know? I was wishing I could keep them. That wasn’t possible, I knew that, but still.

	We were moving real slow, like a Rose Bowl float, past a woman sitting on her front steps peeling an orange and listening to the radio. I could hear a news guy. I heard the name “Khrushchev.”

	That’s the head of Russia, Nikita Khrushchev, the guy trying to wipe us out. Ever see him, what he looks like? Talk about ugly. And his wife, oh my God. There’s a picture of them in one of my mom’s magazines, along with President Kennedy and Jackie. What a difference. Makes you proud to be an American.

	I held up a V for victory as we passed the lady’s porch, which took a while. She had a sliver of orange halfway to her mouth, staring at this gigantic boy being hauled along by these two undernourished-looking things. You could see she was thinking, What the...?

	I laughed and nodded at her: “I know...I know.”



Ralph

I started thinking what if we’re in Hell.

	What if they already dropped the bomb and we didn’t know it, we were dead so fast, and now we’re in Hell for stealing his toast and this is our punishment, we have to drag him up and down the sidewalk, forever.

	Sister Michael Denise says that’s the hardest part about Hell to imagine, the forever part, because everything we know has an ending but Hell never ends.

	“Children, when does Hell end?”

	“Never, Sister.”

	“Never...ever.”

	So I was thinking that’s where we were, and as soon as we got to the drug store we’d have to turn around and drag him all the way back to his porch, and when we got to his porch we’d have to turn around and drag him to the drug store again, and after a thousand years, after a million years, we’d still be doing this, still be dragging Fatso back and forth.

	“How ‘bout this weather we’re having,” he said. “Beautiful, isn’t it? For this time of year?”

	I didn’t say.

	“Hey, I’m talking to you.”



Lou

I was thinking, We’re bringing this boy to Our Lady, this big sad giant fatboy, so she can cure him and he won’t be so fat anymore, so he won’t be so sad...

	But he was just sitting there looking around, whistling through his teeth.

	We’re bringing this big fat whistling pig to the butcher shop so they can turn him into bacon.

	We kept going so slow. If you were crawling on your hands and knees, that’s how slow. I kept changing which side of the wagon I was pushing from, but it didn’t matter, my arms and legs kept hurting worse, even my butt. I started crying a little, quiet so no one could hear. But then I sniffled.

	“There, there,” he said, and patted me on the head.

	“Quit it,” I told him.

	“Temper, temper.”

	We weren’t even getting any money for this, that’s what made me cry. He said we already spent our dime on his toast.

	So I was thinking, Why don’t we just kick him out? Why don’t we just stop the wagon and Ralph pull him out by his little pink ears and let him go wee wee wee all the way home?

	Except, Ralph probably thinks we have to do this, to pay for the toast we took. That’s the right thing to do and Ralph always has to do the right thing, no matter what. He’s always reading stories about boys doing the right thing no matter what and growing up to be Abraham Lincoln or someone. So then I always have to do the right thing too, or else go play by myself, or with Marcia Erickson down the block, who’s a bigger whiner even than me.

	The giant pig in the wagon asked me how come I have a boy’s name. “Lou’s a boy’s name,” he said. “Don’t you know that? Doesn’t your mother?”

	It’s short for Louisa but I didn’t tell him. I don’t talk to pigs.

	He went back to whistling like one.



Walter Cronkite

Worried, alarmed, afraid perhaps even, the American people nonetheless appear determined and resolved...



Toby

“Right along here is fine,” I told them.

	We were finally there, at the vacant lot. Morgan’s Drugs is just past it and I didn’t want Mr. Morgan to see me being rolled up to the door. He’d have something sarcastic to say. He’s always very sarcastic with me, especially about my size. He’s sort of what you call an asshole.

	So I got out at the vacant lot. Boy I hate that place, especially on a day like this, where you’ve got this great big empty vacant lot underneath this great big empty vacant sky—makes me want to hold on to something, you know? Before I disappear.

	My little helpers stood there catching their breath, all red and sweaty. I told them go ahead and look for bottles while I get my cards, then we’ll start heading back. I had to laugh, the look on the little one’s face when I said that. I guess she forgot this was a round trip.

	“Happy hunting,” I told them.

	The drug store turned out to be kind of crowded, everyone buying survival stuff: band-aids and aspirin and duct tape and toilet paper.

	You gotta chuckle.

	I grabbed a pack of baseball cards from the shelf by the counter and told everyone in line, “I’m sorry, please excuse me, I have a condition,” and butted in behind the first person. Nobody said anything. They could see I was sincere.

	“A ‘condition?’” Mr. Morgan said when I stepped up. He had this little smirk. “Is that what you’ve got? A ‘condition?’”

	Mr. Morgan is the only grownup I know who wears a bow tie, except of course for Soupy Sales.

	I put the pack of cards on the counter and started digging in my pocket but he waved me away. “Take it, go on,” he said, like my business wasn’t important enough to bother with today.

	I told him, “I got it,” and put the nickel on the counter.

	He slid it back. “Keep it.”

	“Take it,” I told him, and slid it back again.

	“C’mon, let’s go,” the woman behind me said.

	I turned all the way around and looked at her. “Excuse me?”

	“Let’s go,” she said, right in my face.

	Fine. I took my nickel and cards and walked to the door. I felt like turning around and yelling, What’s the matter, people? Afraid of a little bomb? A little hydrogen bomb? But all I did was walk out shaking my head, like it made me sad, so sad.

	I was wishing the Russians would hurry up and get it over with. I was sick of everyone acting like it was the end of the world, which maybe it was, but so what, you know? So what?



Ralph

The vacant lot is all just tall weeds and rocks and little ditches, with a big For Sale sign in the middle. I got at one corner of the field and Lou at the other and we started walking in a straight line, head down, kicking at stuff, all the way across, then turning around and walking back the other way a couple feet over. This is looking for bottles, how it’s done. It’s very boring.

	But it’s one of Lou’s favorite things to do. I know how she feels. I used to be her age. I used to think there was a good chance of finding a dinosaur tooth or a bag of pirate coins.

	Or even a trap door.

	I used to think maybe there’d be like a trap door just under the dirt, a cellar door, with a rope handle, and I’d open it and go down these dark stairs and come out in a story. I’d be The Boy Who Went Down to the Land Below. And what did he find there? I had no idea. Could be very beautiful, with flowers and fountains. Could be very scary, with dungeons and dogheaded men. Probably very beautiful and very scary. But anyway I’d be in a story, you know? I’d be a boy in a story. I wouldn’t even have to make anything up.

	Today so far I kicked up a Dixie cup, a small blue mitten, and an empty box of Luden’s Wild Cherry Cough Drops.



Toby

I sat in the wagon and opened the waxy paper, that fresh bubble gum aroma jumping out at me, a pretty pink square of it sitting on top of the cards. Then into the mouth it goes.

	Delicious.

	All right, let’s see who we got here.

	Dick Tracewski, shortstop, Dodgers. So now I’ve got three of him. Says on the back he’s “dependable.” That’s for sure.

	Next up, Bubba Phillips, third base, White Sox, already got him. On the back a little drawing of a guy in a ball cap doing the sidestroke. Says, Bubba is also an excellent swimmer. Talk about desperate.

	Next: Bengal Belters, one of those two-player cards, the Tigers’ Norm Cash and Al Kaline. I hate these. I’ve got a bunch of them: Tribe Thumpers, Cardinal Clubbers, and so on. Nobody wants them. You either have a Norm Cash card or an Al Kaline, not these freaks of nature.

	Next, hey look at this, Sandy Koufax. Now I got the whole Dodger pitching staff, starters and relievers. Welcome aboard, Sandy. Handsome devil.

	Last but not least—no, I take that back, last and least: Aaron, outfield, Braves, not Hank, his brother Tommie. Says on the back, Unlike his brother Hank, Tommie stinks, look at his numbers.

	I put them all back in the wrapper and into my pocket, feeling like I’m worth a little more than when I got up this morning. Thanks to Mr. Sandy Koufax, just a little bit more.

	And now it was time to start heading back.

	“Let’s go, people.”



Lou

I stubbed my foot. Fatso hollered and I looked up and stubbed my foot on something and almost fell.

	It was a rock. I was going to kick it for tripping me. I was mad. We had to wagon him all the way back now and I was going to kick the rock—but it was looking at me. It had like an eye and it was looking at me out of it. Plus I think it told me, “Don’t, Lou.” Or maybe not, maybe it didn’t speak, but it was looking at me, I know that.

	So I picked it up.

	Now it was looking at me out of two eyes.

	And that wasn’t all...that wasn’t all...

	“Ralph!”



Ralph

I took it before she almost dropped it, she was so shaky, and looked it over. Then I almost dropped it. “Where did...”

	“Right here, on the ground, looking up at me,” she said.

	“Let’s go, let’s get rolling,” Fatso hollered.

	We let him.

	“It’s Him, right?” Lou said, meaning Jesus.

	I nodded.

	She started doing the Twist. She always does that when she gets excited about something, she starts dancing.

	I told her to stop. We had to think. This was serious. This could be a Holy Object. Just holding it in my hands I could feel it, you know? Feel the power. Whatever it was, this was no ordinary rock.

	“I’m waiting!” Fatso yelled.

	“What should we do with it, Ralph?”

	“I don’t know. I’m thinking we should probably show it to Father Clay.” Father Clay’s the pastor of our church, Our Lady of Sorrows. He looks like a bulldog. Some of the kids call him that, not to his face.

	“What’ll he do with it?”

	“That’s up to him. But you know what I’m thinking we should do? Right now? You and me?”

	“Bring it over, let’s have a look!”



Toby

I don’t like being ignored, especially by my own staff.

	But then, get this. Whatever Ralph was holding, whatever it was they found, he set it on the ground like it was made of gold, then the two of them got down on their knees in front of it and folded their hands.

	I’m serious.

	I decided I’d better go have a look. I got out of the wagon and walked on over, all the way across the entire stinking lot, thinking this better be good.

	When I came up they were in the middle of an Our Father: “‘Give us this day our daily bread...’”

	I looked at what they were praying to. It was a rock.

	“‘...and forgive us our trespasses...’”

	“What’re you people doing?”

	“‘...as we forgive those who trespass against us...’”

	I bent all the way over and picked the thing up.

	“Leave it,” Ralph said, getting to his feet.

	I told him, “Take it easy, I’m just looking, all right? Is that all right?”

	He let me look.

	That’s all it was, a rock, with some dried-up, caked-on dirt all over it. I didn’t understand why they were praying to it. “What’re you, some kind of gypsy rock-worshippers?”

	“It’s Jesus,” Lou said, still down on her knees.

	I looked at it. “Jesus Christ?”

	“You’re holding it wrong,” Ralph said.

	I turned it.

	“There,” he said.

	I looked at it some more. “There what?”

		He stepped up and pointed out some bumpy dried-up dirt along both sides, which you could kind of see as being long wavy hair, plus a couple of gouges in the right places for eyes, a crooked little ridge in the middle you could call a broken nose, a thin little slit for a mouth, turned down like a frown, and some dry clumpy mud that could pass for a messy beard. Put it all together and you could definitely see a long sad face. But a lot of people have long sad faces.

	“And,” Ralph said, pointing along the forehead over some tiny twigs and blades of grass sticking this way and that.

	“Crown of thorns?” I said.

	He nodded, slow.

	It didn’t go all the way around but from the front it was pretty close to looking a little bit like a crown of thorns.

	“And tear drops,” Lou added, on her feet now, pointing out some little bumps running down from the eyes.

	So: hair, eyes, nose, mouth, beard, crown of thorns, tear drops. “I think we’ve got something here,” I told them. “I think we’ve definitely got something.” The wheels were turning very fast now. “Listen, you people own a tent?”



Lou

The rock was looking at me so sad—I never saw Jesus look so sad, even up on the cross—like He was begging me in tears, Lou, please? Get me away from this fat thing? I didn’t come to see him, I came to see you and Ralph. He’s holding me all wrong, he’s got his finger in my nose. He doesn’t care, Lou. Please? Get me back?

	I promised.



Toby

I told them, “Here’s what I’m thinking. We get ourselves a tent, set it up in my yard, put this on a little table in there, with some special lighting. Get some fliers out: Is it Jesus? Or just a rock? You decide. Charge by the minute, say a dime, which sounds like a lot, but hey, we’re talking about a minute with the Son of God, right?” I looked at them. “How ‘bout it, people, what do you say? You with me or not?”

	“Give it here,” Ralph said.

	“You got a better idea, let’s hear it.”

	“Hand it over.”

	I turned away, cradling it. “First tell me what you’re gonna do with it.”

	“Give it to Father Clay,” he said.

	I said, “Excuse me?”

	He repeated it.

	“What’s Father Clay got to do with it? We’re the ones who found it.”

	“You didn’t find it,” from the little one.

	“The point is, why give it to him?”

	“We have to,” Ralph said. “It’s a holy object.”

	I laughed in their faces. “It’s a rock, people.”

	“It’s Jesus,” from the little one again.

	I looked at her, looked at him.

	My mother would love these two. She doesn’t like kids, especially dirty little smelly ones, but she would think these two were like the children of Fatima. You’ve heard of them, right? Those little shepherd kids Mary appeared to? Fatima, Portugal, 1917. We had a quiz on it after watching this movie about them Thursday in the gym—I’d give it one and a half stars, maybe not even that. Anyway, that’s how my mom would see these two, like they were the poor little shepherds of Fatima. She knows all that stuff, the miracles and appearances and feast days, and all the different names for Mary:

	Our Lady of Fatima

	Our Lady of Sorrows

	Our Lady of the Rosary

	Our Lady of the Weeping Jesus Rock

	Anyway, here’s the thing. To get this ten-cents-for-a-minute-with-Jesus idea of mine off the ground I would need some serious money, and having these two along would help loosen her up.

	The Children of the Vacant Lot.

	They’d give the whole thing a certain glow, you know? Put a nice warm glow around it.

	First though, I had to loosen them up. 



Ralph

He started going on about how much we reminded him of the brother and sister in that movie we all saw at school Thursday about the children of Fatima. He said it was downright scary how much we reminded him.

	I told him, “Yeah, right...”

	“No, I’m serious. I’m not just saying that. Why would I?”

	I didn’t know.

	He said Mary chose those kids, picked them out to be the ones, the only ones. “She didn’t appear to anyone else in the village, did she? Or am I wrong? Did she?”

	“No...” I said.

	“Same with you two kids.” He said Jesus chose me and Lou to be the ones who found the Sacred Rock—that’s what he called it, the Sacred Rock. He said the reason the Fatima kids got chose was because of how special they were, how religious. Same with me and Lou, he said. “Look what you two were doing just a minute ago—praying, down on your knees, in the dirt, in broad daylight.”

	Which was true.

	“That’s the kind of thing Jesus likes to see,” he said. “That’s the kind of brother and sister He chooses out of all the others. See what I’m saying?” He tilted his big head at me. “Do you see? What I’m trying to say?”

	I kind of did see. I mean, let’s face it, we were kind of special, me and Lou, you know? When you think about it? Going down on our knees like that? In the dirt? In broad daylight? How many other kids would do that? I couldn’t think of any.

	Except maybe the children of Fatima.

	But we still had to bring the Sacred Rock to Father Clay. That’s something the children of Fatima would know they had to do. So I told him he still had to hand it over.

	“Right now,” Lou said.

	We stepped closer, both of us.



Toby

They were being difficult. “Will you let me finish please?”

	They let me.

	“Now listen,” I told them. “We all agree, this is some kind of a miracle. God put this here for you two Fatima-types to find, isn’t that right?”

	Ralph nodded.

	The little one just kept staring at the rock.

	I focused on Ralph. “All right,” I said, “now, the question is: Why? Why would God set this whole thing up—having you look for bottles today, putting the rock just where you’ll find it, making sure I’m here to explain it all—why would He go to all that trouble?”

	Ralph shrugged.

	“Well, first of all, because, like I said, you kids are special and He loves you very much. Or am I wrong? Help me out. Does God love us all very much or not?”

	Ralph nodded, yes, God loves us.

	“All right,” I said, “and when you love someone, what do you want to do? You want to make them happy, right? Isn’t that right?”

	He nodded, yes, that was right.

	“Well, let me tell you something. This thing right here?” I held it away from me and looked at it. “This could make us all very happy. This could be the break we’ve been waiting for.” I didn’t know if they’d been waiting for one but I had. “Now listen up,” I told them. “Never mind Father Clay, we’re gonna do something a lot better than Father Clay, believe me. Better for everyone. But it’s gonna take a little money to get started. Takes money to make money, ever hear that? So. Very first thing we gotta do—”

	Lou grabbed the rock and took off running.

	She would have got away—I can’t run more than ten yards at a stretch—but she tripped and fell and dropped the rock. I was bending over for it but Ralph scooped it up, so I put out my foot and he went down hard. He held on to the rock though, so I quick sat down on his back, straddling him, most of my weight on my knees. But that could change.

	I explained the choice he had to make. Hand over the rock or be slowly crushed to death. “It’s up to you,” I said. “Your fate is in your own—”

	Lou grabbed my right tit from behind and twisted it like you wouldn’t believe. I screamed but she kept twisting it until I rolled off of him.

	I laid there in pain, watching them run back to the wagon, Ralph holding the rock under his arm like a football, Lou spinning around, laughing and dancing.



Lou

We had Jesus back and I felt like twisting the night away.

	Twistin, twistin, everybody’s feeling great...

	Ralph set it down in the wagon, careful, and we got out of there, him pulling, me trotting alongside.

	I looked back.

	No Fatso.

	Twistin, twistin...

	Ralph told me to quit dancing but I couldn’t help it.

	Twistin the night away...



Toby

After they were gone I laid there for a while crying into my arms. Which I’m old for, I know, but I felt so sorry for myself, this big sweaty thing laying there in the weeds like that. I raised my head and looked up at the sky: “Why me, Lord? Why me?” Then I dumped my face in my arms again and cried some more for the lonely fatboy.

	But after a while I stopped.

	I got up and brushed myself off.

	I started walking after them.

	I wanted that head.



President Kennedy

A strict quarantine on all offensive military equipment under shipment to Cuba is being initiated. All ships of any kind bound for Cuba from whatever nation or port found to contain cargo of offensive weapons will be returned.



Ralph

Lou waited on the sidewalk with the wagon and the Jesus rock and I went up and rang the bell. After I rang it again the door opened and there was this little miniature grayhaired lady with shaggy eyebrows and her glasses on a string. “Yes?” she said. “May I help you?”

	I told her I wanted to see Father Clay please.

	She said Father wasn’t here right now. “Is it something very important?”

	“Well...when will he be back, do you know?”

	“Not for quite a while, I’m sure. He’s at the church hearing confessions. Have you seen the lines, how long?”

	“Ralph,” Lou said.

	I looked back at her.

	“Rowley,” she said.

	I asked the woman what about Father Rowley.

	“He’s there as well. Ordinarily one is enough, but not today,” she said, and moved her shaggy eyebrows up and down like Groucho.

	I said, “You mean, because of...”

	“Have you been?” she asked.

	“To confession?”

	“Either one of you? Have you gone? Are you prepared?”

	“To die, you mean?”

	“Children’s confessions are this afternoon from one until four. I advise you to go, both of you.” She started closing the door.

	“Wait,” I said.

	She waited.

	“We have something.”

	“Oh?”

	“For Father Clay.”

	“Well? What is it?”

	“It’s a...well, it’s...actually...”

	“It’s Jesus,” Lou said, bringing the wagon up. She took out the rock and handed it to me and I held it up towards the woman, face out.

	“We found this,” I told her.

	She put her glasses on and looked it over, nodding her head. “Interesting. I see what you mean,” she said, not very excited, and took off her glasses. “Why don’t you leave it here on the stoop? That way, when Father returns this evening he’ll find it waiting for him. I’ll have the porch light on, to make sure he sees.”

	I looked at Lou.

	She shook her head, no.

	“We’ll come back later on,” I told the woman, and put the head back in the wagon.

	“Why don’t you do as I tell you?”

	“We’ll bring it back later,” I said.

	“You don’t understand. Father is very busy. He doesn’t have time for this sort of thing, not today. Don’t you read the newspaper? Don’t you watch television?”

	“You mean, about—”

	“Don’t you read the Bible? Revelation?”

	“We’ll come back later.”

	“Chapter seventeen?”

	We walked away, me pulling the wagon, Lou alongside.

	“‘These shall make war with the Lamb!’” the woman hollered out. “‘But the Lamb shall overcome them!’”

	“Don’t look back,” I told Lou.

	“‘For He is Lord of lords and King of kings!’”

	“Just keep walking.”



Toby

I knew they lived on the other side of the viaduct, around Parnell somewhere, but I didn’t know the address, so I stopped off at home to check the phone book.

	Mom was napping, worn out from being scared, I guess. I stood in her bedroom doorway looking at her there, on her back, in her muumuu, slippers off, holding a rosary on her stomach, practicing being dead.

	Poor thing.

	But you know? I wouldn’t be surprised if there was a tiny part of her that kind of wished she really was dead. She’s been acting all scared and hysterical about these Russian missiles coming to get us, but I think there’s a little tiny part of her that wouldn’t mind. I mean, what would she be leaving? What’s she got down here?

	Cake and candy, TV, and me.

	And she’d finally be back with my father. Which is all she really wants. She’s always talking about it, how happy they’ll be, how “joyful.” So I don’t know why she doesn’t just paint a great big bull’s-eye on the roof:

	Right here, Mr. Khrushchev.

	I looked up “Cavaletto” in the phone book, for their address. Nothing. They probably didn’t have a phone, or a toilet, or silverware. I’d have to go looking around for their wagon, that’s all.

	I washed up and put some clean clothes on. Then I put together a couple of sandwiches to eat on the way: baloney, lettuce, relish, and lots and lots of mustard.

	I love mustard, don’t you?

	I’ve never been much of a ketchup fan. I think it’s a boring thing to put on your food. I’ll put it on my french fries, sure, but that’s about it. And mayonnaise. Don’t get me started. I hate that stuff. In potato salad, fine, go ahead. But people who put mayonnaise on a sandwich? On an ordinary sandwich? I don’t want anything to do with those people.

	I’ll bet my little gypsy friends put it on their toast in the morning. I’ll bet they spread it on their pancakes.



Lou

Our mom didn’t see us, she was out in the kitchen ironing. She does a lot of ironing, mostly for other people, for money. We knew she was ironing because she was singing. She always sings when she irons, I don’t know why, she hates ironing. But maybe that’s why she sings. I sing when I’m doing my homework, like I’m way far away from it, out there singing. She was singing Johnny Cash, but in a high shaky voice. It sounded funny that way:

	“‘I keep a close watch on this heart of mine...’”

	Anyway, that was good, her being out in the kitchen. We didn’t want her to see the Jesus rock. She wouldn’t make us put it back, but she would make that face of hers, with her mouth to one side.

	Even the rectory lady didn’t believe, you could tell. She was going to leave it on the porch, like a jack-o’-lantern.

	Daddy said he was going to bring a pumpkin home tonight and carve it. I hope he remembers.

	I’ll probably go this year as a hobo again. I don’t know about Ralph, if he’s even going. Last year nobody knew who he was supposed to be. His costume was just his pajamas and bathrobe, a rubber cigar in his mouth and a paper crown on his head. People kept saying, “Who are you supposed to be?” He wouldn’t answer. Then he finally just went home. I still don’t know who he was supposed to be. Probably someone from a story. I told you, he reads a lot of stories, whole books even. But I don’t. So how am I supposed to know? Or anyone else?

	We put the head on the dresser. It looked good up there.

	So. Now what? I sat on the mattress. “What’re we gonna do now?”

	He kept standing there with his arms folded staring at the head, thinking hard. 

	I flopped on my back and spread out my arms and looked up at the ceiling. “What’re we gonna do now, Ralph? What’re we gonna do?” I like whining.

	He told me to stop.

	I got up on my elbows. “Are we in a story?” I like when he puts us in a story. “Is this a story we’re in?”

	He was still staring at the head. He said he wasn’t sure. Then he stuck his hands in his pockets and went walking around, frowning down at the floor.

	“What’re you thinking, Ralph?”

	He didn’t answer.

	“Ralph?”

	“Quiet, will you?”

	I whispered, “What’re you thinking?”

	He covered his ears.

	I let him think.



Toby

I checked at the rectory—it’s on the way, behind the church. You should have seen the two lines for confessions: all the way outside the church and down the block in both directions.

	You gotta chuckle.

	I banged on the rectory door. This little bitty lady opened it and said, “Can I help you?”

	I said, “Hello down there.”

	She didn’t even crack a smile. “Can I help you?” she said again.

	I asked her if two greasy little kids happened to come by here with a Jesus-looking rock.

	“Yes they did and I sent them away. Father is much too busy to be bothering with—”

	“What about the rock? They leave it here?”

	“No. I suggested they leave it. I told them—”

	“So they took it? They still got it?”

	“And I hope they don’t return. As I said, Father is much too—”

	“So what did you think?”

	“What did I think?”

	“About the rock. Think it looked like Jesus?”

	She gave a shrug. “Slight resemblance.”

	“Aw, come on. Did you put your glasses on?”

	“You’re a bold thing, aren’t you.”

	“Do you like that?”

	“No, I do not. I find it very offensive in someone your age.”

	“Oh, now...”

	“Have you been to confession?”

	”I think that’s kind of personal, ma’am, don’t you?”

	“Our Lord is ‘kind of personal.’”

	“Good point. So let me ask you this. Would you pay a dime to visit with Him for a minute? On a personal basis? Just you and Jesus? A full minute? For ten cents?”

	“I don’t understand. What are you talking about?”

	“Never mind. Enjoy the weather.”



Ralph

I remembered something. “What about those little books they handed out at the movie—what’d we do with those?”

	“What books?” Lou said.

	“About the children of Fatima. Little booklets they gave everyone. I didn’t even look at mine, did you?”

	“They gave out booklets?”

	Extremely inattentive, that’s what Sister Marie Monica wrote last year on Lou’s report card. “Get up for a second,” I told her.

	I checked under the mattress—that’s where everything ends up—and sure enough, there it was, one of them anyway. We sat together. I let her hold it and turn the pages. There were pictures: a church they put up where Mary appeared...a picture of a crowd all waving hankies...then a picture of the three children of Fatima, the real ones, standing there in a row. 

	“They look grumpy,” Lou said.

	They did.

	Their names were underneath. Jacinta, the little girl, was about Lou’s age, in a veil, with her eyebrows down low and a hand on her hip. She looked like someone who didn’t put up with a lot. Her older brother, Francisco, was wearing a long stocking cap like in the movie, standing there real stiff. He looked like he had to use the bathroom.

	We didn’t care about the other one, the cousin.

	“Hang on,” Lou said, handing me the booklet. She got up and went over to the dresser and opened the bottom drawer. She took out her First Communion veil, all wrinkled up, and put it on in front of the dresser mirror. She smoothed it down a little. Then she stuck her hand on her hip and turned to me with a frown, eyebrows down low.

	I nodded. That was good. That was real good. So I told her to hang on and went in the closet and came back with this long red stocking cap Gram gave me for Christmas last year. I never wore it because of the way it looks, like for an elf or something, but now I put it on and stood next to Lou in front of the mirror.

	“Wait,” she said, and turned the Jesus rock around so He was facing the mirror too.

	We looked at ourselves, all three of us. Nobody smiled.



Toby

You go under the viaduct and when you come out again it’s like a whole other town. It’s poor.

	I hate poor.

	We’re not rich, me and Mom, but my father was a big enough bigshot with Mutual of Omaha so we’re pretty well set because of him dying. But what I would like, I would like to be rich, and not just rich but filthy rich. Or anyway rich enough to have a staff. That’s my dream, to have servants—a chef, a maid, and a butler.

	Especially a butler:

	—You rang, sir?

	—Change the channel, will you?

	—As you wish.

	—And bring me some more of those Peeps, just the heads.

	—Very good, sir.

	I went trudging up and down Parnell Street looking for their crappy little wagon. I wouldn’t call the neighborhood a slum exactly but it was definitely slummy. Even the sun seemed a little weaker here, like margarine instead of butter.

	This was probably the most walking I ever did in my life. I was sweating again. I hate sweating. I wasn’t seeing any wagons or even any people around, but I felt like I was being watched, like people were peeking through their curtains wondering who’s this fatboy, what’s he doing in our scrawny neighborhood?

	Then all of a sudden, out of nowhere, this dog.



Lou

I was standing there with Ralph and Jesus in front of the mirror and got this great idea. “Know what we should do for Halloween, Ralph? Go as the children of Fatima. You know? You could be the brother and I could be the...what’s the matter? What’s wrong with that?”

	He was looking at me in the mirror with his mouth to one side—Mom’s look. “This isn’t trick-or-treat,” he said. “We’re not playing dress-up here.” He gave a big sigh and went walking around the room again, in his Francisco hat. “This is serious, Lou. Serious.”

	“Okay, okay.” He didn’t have to get all mad.

	Anyway, nobody would probably even know who we were. They’d open their door and say, Who are you two supposed to be?

	—The children of Fatima, who do you think?

	—The children of what?

	—Of Fatima! The children of Fatima!

	—Oh. Here’s your candy.

	—Keep your candy.



Toby

The ugliest, hungriest-looking thing I ever saw was standing there blocking my way, growling low like he was thinking, “Mmmmm, this looks delicious.”

	I looked around. “Help,” I said, not very loud. “Somebody?”

	They were probably all watching through their curtains, smiling, nodding their bony heads.

	I told him, “I don’t even belong here, okay? I was just leaving,” and took a step backwards.

	He took a step forwards.

	I apologized. I told him I wasn’t leaving. “Why would I want to? I like you. I wish you were my dog. I’m serious.”

	He didn’t believe me, you could tell.

	I kept at it. “I would call you ‘Buster’. We’d be friends: I would throw things and you would bring them back in your mouth, that’s called ‘fetching,’ you would fetch for me.”

	He took another step, still growling.

	“Or I would fetch for you,” I said, stepping back.

	He kept coming.

	“Jesus loves you, Buster!”

	He stopped, and cocked his head.



Ralph

I walked around looking through the little Fatima booklet. I don’t know what I was hoping to find—I didn’t really think it was going to tell you what to do if you come across a rock that looks like Jesus—but there was some pretty interesting stuff. “Listen to this,” I said, and read out loud to Lou, from a prayer to Mary: “The hope for peace you brought long ago to the children of Fatima is needed today more than ever.”

	Lou agreed. She was still in front of the mirror, working on her veil.

	The book went on about those three messages Mary gave the children. Sister told us about those.

	The first one was about Hell and how we’re all going there if we don’t start behaving and saying the rosary every day to help us behave. Mary even gave the children a little glimpse of what it’s like down there. Sister said they couldn’t speak for three days afterwards, that’s how horrible it was, what they saw.

	The second message was about Russia and how everyone has to pray for the Russians to believe in God instead of Communism. Sister said in Russia if they find out you believe in God they torture you to make you say you don’t believe. Kevin Bellamy asked her for an example and she said sometimes they pull out your fingernails, one by one with a pair of pliers, and nodded around at us, meaning yes, they really do that. Kevin Bellamy asked her for another example but she shook her head and said the important thing was, how many of us could stand being tortured like that without denying our faith? She told us to put our hands down, she wasn’t asking for a show of hands.

	The children never told what the third message was. But the older one, Lucia, wrote it down for the Pope to open in 1960. So that was two years ago and everyone’s still waiting. I don’t know what’s keeping him.

	The booklet had a picture of the Pope in a beanie praying to a statue of Mary in a crown, the Queen of Heaven. There was a dove down by her feet. That’s for peace, the dove, peace on earth. I couldn’t tell if it was a real dove or part of the statue.



Toby

I told Buster Jesus is our Lord and Savior so we all have to be good because that’s what He wants. “He wants us all to be very good,” I said, “every one of us, dogs too—Jesus loves dogs, did you know that? He had a dog when He was down here, a little dog named Pepper, that’s right, uh-huh, uh-huh.”

	Buster cocked his head to the other side, wanting to hear more about this.

	“Jesus loved that little dog so much,” I said, shaking my head at how much. “They were always together, even at the Last Supper. Jesus fed him scraps under the table, did you know that?”

	I was getting a little carried away, but let’s face it, there’s a lot of stuff we don’t know about Jesus. Maybe He did have a dog. Why not?

	I went on, “In fact? The very last words Jesus ever spoke? Up on the cross? Know what they were? ‘So long, boy. Be seeing you in Paradise.’ And then He died. For you and me...and little Pepper.”

	Buster made a whimpery sound.

	Then? Know what he did? He came walking up, his head hung low. He was sorry. Sorry for being a bad dog and scaring me like that. I patted him on his knobby head, telling him, “I know...I know...”

	Then he turned around and trotted off, to start his new life. I watched him all the way down the block and around the corner. “Good boy,” I said, and started walking on home.

	I was going to be a good boy too.



Ralph

All of a sudden, walking around, I had a scary thought: What if the Pope already opened the third message? What if he already read it but didn’t tell anyone because of what it said, because it said we’re all going to get blown to smithereens. We didn’t pray for Russia like Mary told us to, so in two more years—meaning now—there’s going to be World War Three, that’s our punishment, the whole world going up in a mushroom cloud, and the Pope didn’t have the heart to tell us. He’s such a nice old man—you could see from the picture, his face, how nice—he just didn’t have the heart.

	I explained all of this to Lou.

	She was still working on her veil in front of the mirror, using bobby pins to make it stay. “Okay,” she said, “but what about the Jesus rock? Where does that fit in?”

	I told her, “That’s the question.”

	“And what’s your answer, Ralph?”

	“I don’t know. Let me think about it.”

	“Go ahead.”

	I walked around some more.



Toby

I figured Jesus must have sent that dog to save me. He knew if I got scared enough I would turn to Him, and He was right. And I was going to stay turned. I was going to pray and be good and love everyone, even trashy people.

	I was walking fast now. I was all wet from sweating but I didn’t care. I couldn’t wait to tell Mom the good news. She’d be so happy she’d be crying. “Oh Toby,” she’d say, and put her big fat freckled arms around me. I would let her. We’d both be crying. I was almost crying already.

	Then I saw their wagon.



Lou

Ralph was all excited, explaining the story he finally figured out we were in. It was a good one. It was called The Miracle of the Rock. It even had the Pope in it.

	Sometimes, though? I don’t know for sure if we’re pretending or not. Sometimes Ralph pretends so hard it’s hard to tell. Like when we used to play army, I would shoot him and sometimes he would fall down dead and just stay dead. You could do anything, tickle him or drip water on his face or pile stuff on top of him or even kick him in the ribs, and he would just keep being dead. You had to kick him really hard, and even then. This one time I was kicking him and kicking him and he just kept laying there dead, so then I got scared because I thought maybe he really was dead—from me kicking him—and I started crying, but then he got up and yelled at me for kicking him after he was already dead. “What more do you want?”

	Anyway, here’s the story Ralph said we were in: The boy and his little sister are looking for bottles in the vacant lot and find a rock that looks like Jesus. They pray to it on their knees—that’s how they are, they’re like the children of Fatima. But then Fatso comes and grabs it up, wanting to make money off of it—that’s how he is, like a fat greedy pig. But then they fight him for it and get it back and escape. So now they have to get it to Father Clay.

	“Right,” I said. I already knew all that.

	But then he said the reason they had to get it to Father Clay was so Father could get it to the Pope.

	So that was new.

	“The Pope?” I said.

	“That’s right.”

	“Why the Pope, Ralph?”

	“Think about it.”

	I thought about it.

	“Why the Pope?”

	He gave a sigh at how dumb I was.

	“Just tell me,” I said.

	“So he can show it to the world, Lou. This miracle.”

	“The Miracle of the Rock.”

	“That’s right. Then everyone in the world will believe in Jesus, even the Russians—especially the Russians.”

	“So they don’t blow us up.”

	“Now you got it.”

	“So...we save the world, you mean?”

	“Sort of, yeah. What’s wrong with that? Don’t make that face.”

	“I’m not. What face?”

	“That Mom face. It’s not that goofy, Lou, okay?”

	“I didn’t say it was.”

	“They said the children of Fatima were goofy, too.”

	“Not me.”

	“Remember in the movie? How everyone laughed and laughed at the goofy children? They didn’t turn out to be so goofy though, did they.”

	“I never said they were, I never said anybody—”

	“Shhh.” He had his hand up.

	I whispered, “What. What.”

	“Shh.”

	We listened.

	Somebody was knocking at the front door.

	We looked at each other, like in a story.



Toby

This tall bony woman with dark sunk-in eyes finally opened the door.

	“Mrs. Cavaletto?”

	“Yes?”

	“My name is Toby? Toby Tyler? I live on the other side of the viaduct? On Sinclair Street? Near the—”

	“What did you want?”

	“Your son Ralph and your daughter Lou took something that belongs to me and I was wondering if I could have it back please.”

	“Took something? Took what?”

	“It’s just a rock, an old rock that looks a little bit like Jesus. But you see, it belonged to my father. He died when I was just a little baby, Mrs. Cavaletto. I don’t even remember him. But he wanted me to have this rock so I’d always be thinking of Our Lord. So I was wondering, could I have it back please? It’s not worth anything to them, but to me it’s...well, it’s...”

	I was choking myself up.

	She called out over her shoulder, “Ralph.”

	He came walking right up, like he’d been spying the whole time. “Don’t listen to him, Mom.”

	I don’t know why but he was wearing a long red stocking cap.

	“It’s me and Lou’s,” he said. “We found it.”

	I gave a friendly chuckle. “They found it in my room, Mrs. Cavaletto. That’s where they ‘found’ it.”

	“Ma, he’s a liar, we never been in his room, we never been in his house. It was in the vacant lot. It was layin’ there. Ask Lou.”

	“It’s true,” Lou yelled from somewhere.

	I said, “Mrs. Cavaletto, I don’t want to cause any trouble. I’m not going to press charges. I just want the rock back. It’s like my father used to tell me: ‘Toby?’ he’d say—”

	Ralph jumped on my mistake, pointing at me. “You said he died when you were a baby! See, Ma? He’s a liar, a big fat liar. Look at him, how fat.”

	She looked me over.

	“I can’t help being fat, Mrs. Cavaletto. It’s a condition. But that’s no reason to steal from me, is it?”

	“Ma, I swear...”

	“Or maybe it is a reason,” I said, and sighed. “I can’t run very fast, you see...”

	“Ma, don’t listen...”

	“Be that as it may,” I said, wiping my eye. “I can see I’m causing trouble. I’ll just go. They can keep it, I don’t care.” I looked at Ralph. “I hope it reminds you of Jesus and what He said about stealing. Goodbye, Mrs. Cavaletto. Enjoy the weather.”

	I turned around and started walking away real slow, real sad...



Lou

She called him back.

	She felt sorry for him, for being so fat and sad. But he was just faking. Not faking being fat but being sad. He wasn’t sad. He was just trying to make her feel sorry for him so she’d give him the Jesus rock. And it worked. She told Ralph to go get it.

	I ran back fast and wrapped it in our blanket. I was going to sneak out the back door and hide it somewhere, I was trying to think where, then Ralph came in and told me no. He told me to go and give it to Fatso.

	I said, “Ra-alph!”

	“We’ll get it back,” he said. “Don’t worry. This is part of it.”

	“Part of what?”

	“The story we’re in, The Miracle of the Rock.”

	“Well...can’t we hide the rock? Can’t that be part of the story?”

	“No. We can’t be disobedient, Lou. We have to be perfect. Otherwise we won’t win.”

	“But it’s ours, Ralph! We found it!”

	“And we’ll get it back, I promise. So go ahead. Give it to him. Go on.”

	“Can’t we just—”

	“No, Lou.”

	“Ra-alph.”

	“Quit whining. The little girl’s not a whiner.”

	“Yes she was, she was always whining.”

	“I don’t mean the movie. This isn’t a movie, Lou.”

	He meant the real Jacinta, in that picture in the booklet. He was right, she didn’t look like a whiner. She looked like a tough little shit. That’s what Daddy called me once, a tough little shit.

	I’m really not, though. Ask Ralph.



Toby

We stood there waiting, me and Mrs. C.

	“Kids,” I said, and gave my head a shake.

	She didn’t say anything back. She just stood there staring over my head, looking tired, very tall and tired.

	I said, “When they want something, they just go ahead and take it. They don’t know any better. They’re like little animals, little...I don’t know, rats or something. Or mice. Mice are cuter. But let’s face it, they steal things, mice I mean—bits of cheese, crumbs and so on—you probably have mice, right? Place like this? Anyway, same as kids. But hey. What can you do?”

	We stood there some more. I could hear the television, a news guy talking.

	“How ‘bout those Russians,” I said to her. “Buncha Communists. They don’t even believe in God, Mrs. Cavaletto. Did you know that? They don’t even believe in—”

	“Ralph?” she called out over her shoulder.

	I said to her, quiet, “I hope you don’t punish him too much for this. Or Lou,” I added. I felt like telling her how her sweet little daughter practically twisted off my tit—which was still hurting. “Lou was part of it too,” I said, “a big part, believe me. Anyway, be that as it—ah, here she is now.”

	She had the rock, holding it against her chest, and for some reason was wearing a lacy, wrinkled-up First Communion veil. Weird, those two, both of them. She wasn’t crying but she had tears down her face. And I have to admit, if she was bigger I might have been a tiny bit worried, the way she was looking at me.

	Her mom took the rock and didn’t even glance at it, just handed it over.

	“Thank you, Mrs. Cava—”

	She closed the door in my face.



Ralph

Lou came running back and dove on the mattress, crying hard.

	That made me hate him, for making her cry like that. That made me want to kill him. But I remembered, the children of Fatima had bad people do things to them too, mostly the Communists. They even got put in jail. But they didn’t give up being good, know why? Because they knew the story wasn’t over yet.

	I sat on the mattress. “Lou,” I said, “listen.”

	“I hate him!”

	“I know. Me too. But listen...”

	Mom opened the door and stood there. “Well?” she said.

	“He was lying, Mom. We found it in the weeds.” I raised my hand. “Honest to God.”

	Lou started yelling into the pillow, calling Fatso names.

	“What’s she saying?”

	“She doesn’t like him.”

	“So what’s he want with a rock?”

	“Put it in a tent, charge people to look at it.”

	“At a rock.”

	“It’s Jesus!” Lou yelled.

	Mom looked at me.

	“It...kind of looks like Him.”

	“That’s what he was saying.”

	“He’s a liar!” Lou yelled.

	“Stop shouting,” Mom told her. “So it’s not really from his father?”

	“No, Ma,” I said. “We found it. Really.”

	“So what do you want with it?”

	“To save the world!” Lou yelled.

	Mom looked at me.

	I twirled my finger near my temple.

	Then she asked me, “What’s with the stocking cap? And her with the veil?”

	I shrugged. “Just...goofin’ around.”

	She gave a sigh and told us to go on outside or she’d give us some work to do, and left.

	“Lou, get up, let’s go,” I told her. “Come on. This is where they go after him.”

	She got up on her knees, her face all puffy and wet and red. “Do they beat him up?” she said, fixing her veil.

	“No,” I said. “Now listen.” I stood over her. “I told you, we have to be like the children of Fatima, okay? Or else we’re not gonna win. You know what they would do? They would pray for Fatso.”

	She shook her head. “Nuh-uh, Ralph.”

	“They would pray for his soul, for him to change.”

	“He won’t, though.”

	“That doesn’t matter. The point is, if they beat him up, then God says, ‘Well, they’re all bad, so let ‘em fight it out, what do I care?’”

	“But we would still win. He’s easy, Ralph. He’s just fat.”

	I shook my head. “You’re not getting it.”

	“No, I get it, I get it,” she said. “I have to be like...what’s her name again? The little girl?”

	“Jacinta. Say it.”

	“Jacinta.”

	“And I have to be like Francisco. Okay? That’s the story we’re in. Take it or leave it.”

	She got up. “What’s it called again?”

	“The Miracle of the Rock.”

	She said it slow. “The Miracle...of the Rock.”

	“Y’like that?”

	She nodded. She liked it.

	I told her how it came to me. “Right out of the blue. I wasn’t even trying to think of a title, y’know? Then all of a sudden, out of nowhere—”

	“He’s getting away, Ralph.”

	“Right. Let’s go.”

	We went after him.



Bishop Sheen

And in my imagination I could see a great change coming over the hammer and the sickle. I could see that hammer being held aloft by millions of men, and looking now like a cross. And that sickle, I now saw it becoming the slender moon under Our Lady’s feet...



Toby

Walking along cradling the head in my arms, I was singing to it right out loud:

	Duke, Duke, Duke, Duke of Earl, Duke, Duke...

	And you’re not going to believe this, I know, but the head actually started singing along, doing Duke, Duke, while I did the high part:

	As I walk

	Duke, Duke

	Through this world

	Duke, Duke

	Nothing can stop

	Duke, Duke

	The Duke of Earl

	Duke, Duke...

	After a while, guess who joined me, my little gypsy pals. They didn’t join in, or even say anything, they just walked along, one on either side. But I was glad to see them. Like I said, I was going to be needing them. I just had one little question: What’s with the headwear? Ralph still had that goofy-looking stocking cap on and she was still wearing her First Communion veil. I didn’t mean to be nosy, but...

	Then all of a sudden it hit me.

	All that crap I fed them, about them being like the children of Fatima, they ate it up so completely they were dressing the part now.

	I had to laugh, and I did. “You kids crack me up,” I said, “you know that? You really do.” And I laughed at them some more.



Ralph

Fatso could laugh all he wanted, I didn’t care. Like I told Lou, they laughed at the children of Fatima, laughed and laughed. And now, guess what, they’re practically known as saints.

	Plus, the next time you happen to turn on a lamp? Think about Thomas Edison, how hard they all laughed at him.

	And speaking of inventors, you know who else they probably laughed at? Albert Einstein, inventor of the atomic bomb. And now who’s laughing? Nobody.



Toby

Actually, that was good, the two of them dressing up like that. It would help with my mom, help her to see them as Fatima types instead of what they really were, a pair of serious nutcases.

	They stayed with me onto my property and up the porch. I sat on the top step with the head in my lap, Lou on my left, Ralph on my right. Nobody spoke. I kept humming “Duke of Earl,” to show them how worried I was. Mr. Pappas across the street hollered out some gibberish and pointed at the sky. I nodded at him and smiled.

	I was surrounded by insane people. Including the one in the house.

	Anyway, sitting there I gave the situation some thought. To get Mom to shell out for my ten-cents-a-minute-with-Jesus scheme, I needed these two loonies to keep playing the children of Fatima—the attitude, the headwear—but not seriously, not so they believed it themselves, or else no matter how big a slice I let them in for they would just keep trying to steal back the head.

	Couldn’t have that.

	So I said to them, “Look, you want to be the next children of Fatima? Get Mary to come down on a cloud. Because I got news for you: this rock isn’t gonna get you there. You show this to Father Clay he’ll laugh in your face. Or else? What he’ll do? Keep it and tell everyone he found it. He was going to bed one night and there it was, on his pillow.”

	“Father Clay wouldn’t lie,” Ralph said.

	“You’d be surprised.”

	“Liars go to Hell,” Lou said, meaning me I guess, for lying to their mom.

	“Forever,” Ralph added.

	“Oh, really?” I reached behind me for the empty plate. “So where do thieves go?”

	That shut them up.

	“Face it,” I told them. “You saw the movie. Those kids were shepherds. They didn’t go scrounging around for empty bottles. They didn’t go stealing people’s toast right off their porch. And I’ll tell you what else they didn’t do, they didn’t go around playing The Children of Fatima. Know why? Because they already were. They didn’t have to pretend. Mary came all the way down and spoke to them, told them stuff, gave them messages to pass along to the world.”

	I paused.

	“And you people? Your story?” I lifted up the head and looked at it. “You found a rock in the weeds, which maybe, from a certain angle, with the right lighting, kind of looks a little bit like Jesus.”

	They both kept sitting there staring off. But they were listening, I could tell.

	I turned all the way to Ralph, with my back to Lou. I even said his name. “Do you see, Ralph? What I’m trying to say? You’re the older one, so you know what I’m talking about. I mean, let’s face it, there’s ‘real’ and there’s ‘pretend,’ right?” I lowered my voice, like I didn’t want Lou to hear: “Now Lou, she’s just a kid. She doesn’t know the difference. But see, you’re older—older and wiser—so you know. We both do, you and me. Don’t we.”

	I waited.

	“Or am I wrong,” I said.

	He shrugged.

	Which was enough. He was coming around. I could tell.



Lou

Fatso said I was just a kid, which I am, but the way he said it, like I was a kid but him and Ralph they were adults. He was just trying to butter him up. He was turned all the way around, talking just to Ralph, like they were together, like I was over here but they were over there.

	Ralph and Fatso.

	I’m sure.



Ralph

I didn’t look at him or say anything. I didn’t want him to know what I was thinking. The thing is, I was thinking he had a point.

	He said the children of Fatima weren’t trying to be like the children of Fatima, which was true. Plus, he said I was the older one—older and wiser, he said. So that was another good point.

	Lou gets carried away, that’s the trouble. I’m not blaming her—she’s just a kid, she can’t help it. But see, I’m older, older and wiser. Even Fatso had to admit.

	I didn’t say anything, though.

	Anyway, I didn’t feel like I was in the middle of a story anymore, The Miracle of the Rock or any other story. I just felt like I was in the middle of a really lousy day, all the way back to Lou kicking me in the nuts.



Toby

I needed to close the deal with Ralph:

	“All right, listen,” I said to him. “Let’s say we charged ten cents a minute for people to look at this thing—know how many two-cent bottles that is?”

	He just kept looking off.

	I told him the answer was five. They would have to find five empty bottles to make what we’d be making in a single minute. Then I asked him how many minutes in an hour.

	He just kept playing hard to get.

	Or else? Maybe he really didn’t know the answer. Maybe he was even dumber than I thought—retarded dumb.

	So I said to him, like a kindergarten teacher. “The answer is sixty. There’s sixty minutes in an hour, okay? So. That means if we charged ten cents a minute? We’d be making six dollars an hour. Six...dollars...an hour, Ralph. That’s three dollars for me and three dollars for you two people. And that’s just for one hour. Think how many—”

	“Wait,” he said.

	“Sorry. Going too fast?”

	He wanted to know why I got three dollars while each of them got only a dollar and a half.

	Okay, he wasn’t retarded.

	I told him that was a very good point, very good arithmetic. But I also told him, be that as it may, I’ve got the head. “You can grab it and go running off again but I’ll just go back to your mom: Mrs. Cavaletto, what are we going to do with these two? Plus, I hate to say it, but let’s face it, I can get anybody to pass out fliers.”



Lou

This skinny old baldheaded guy was sleeping across the street on his porch and I kept on staring at him but I wanted to look over at Ralph, I wanted to say to him, What are you doing?

	He was talking to Fatso!

	Fatso was saying how it takes money to make money, and Ralph asked him where they would get it. Fatso said from his mom, and Ralph said, “Right.”

	Like Judas!

	Judas sold Jesus for thirty pieces of silver and that’s what Ralph was going to do, sell Jesus for six dollars an hour!

	He even took off his hat, his Francisco hat.

	I tried to think what the little girl in the story would do, in The Miracle of the Rock I mean. But it was hard to. Ralph was the one in charge of the story, what happens next, and now I didn’t even know if there was a story anymore.

	But it was still our rock, half mine. We found it.

	That wasn’t a story.



Toby

I was explaining to my new partner how we had to loosen up my mom, how they had to keep on playing the children of Fatima, at least for a while. Then Lou said something I didn’t hear.

	I turned to her. “Come again?”

	“Can I hold it for a minute?” She meant the rock.

	“Right, so you can go running off with it?”

	“I won’t,” she promised.

	“See now, that’s a lie. What you just said right there, young lady, is a lie. And I’m trying to remember, what was it you told me? Oh yeah, ‘Liars go to Hell,’ that was it.”

	She looked at me like she was either going to spit in my face or start crying, but all she did was turn away and stick her hand on her hip.

	“By the way,” I said, “thanks a lot for twisting my tit like that. I haven’t forgot. And I won’t forget. I won’t ever forget.” I leaned a little closer. “Someday you’re gonna have tits, and you know what? I’m gonna come around and show you how it—”

	“Hey, shut up.”

	That was Ralph.

	I turned to him, slowly. “Excuse me, did you just tell me...to shut up?”

	He just kept staring at me straight in the eye, taking these hard steady breaths through his nose. Some of these skinny types can be dangerous when they’re mad, like rabid animals. Be that as it may, I could flatten him out if I got on top of him, like before. But that could be tricky, especially with the little one to worry about—I already seen what she could do. Besides, I didn’t want to lose them now, just when I was about to make use of them. But I wasn’t about to back down, no way. How could I still be the boss then?

	So this was kind of a tricky spot.

	Then good old Mr. Pappas helped me out. He started shouting out some gobbledygook with his gums, and Ralph looked over at him.

	“All right, Mr. Pappas,” I hollered back. “I’ll tell him. I don’t know if he’ll listen but I’ll tell him.”

	“Tell me what,” Ralph said.

	“Oh, just, you know, about not fighting, how it’s better if people try and pull together, like Jesus always taught. And y’know? Let’s face it. The old geezer’s got a point. Don’t you think?”

	He shrugged.

	“Wouldn’t you agree?” I put out my hand.

	He looked at it.

	“How ‘bout it, partner,” I said.

	He put out his hand.

	We shook.

	His palm was clammy like a fish and the fingers all knuckley and disgusting.



Lou

I thought for sure Ralph was going to fight him and I was ready to help. I didn’t care about what’s-her-name, Jacinta, what she would do. I didn’t care. I was ready for action.

	He told Fatso to shut up because of what Fatso said about me having breasts someday. Ralph wasn’t going to let him talk to me like that. He doesn’t get into fights unless he’s really mad, and the way he was breathing I could tell he was really mad. So I thought this was going to be it for Fatso, The End, and I was going to help. I was going to get my teeth into him or twist his other tittie, something.

	But then they shook hands.

	Fatso put out his hand and called him “partner” and they shook, like that’s what they were, partners.

	And I don’t know if Ralph saw but I saw what Fatso did after they shook. He wiped his hand on his leg, like wiping off cooties, like Ralph had cooties.

	And Ralph was going to be his partner.

	I was crying, not out loud.



Toby

It was time.

	I told Ralph to put his funny hat back on and listen up. “We’re going in there now, all three of us, and I want you and your little buddy here to do exactly like I tell you. Got that?”

	He nodded.

	I didn’t even bother looking at Lou. She would do what her brother told her, I was pretty sure of that. If she didn’t, we’d get rid of her. But I wanted to keep her if I could. I wanted my mom to see them together, as a pair, the little gypsy children God loved so much He sent them a genuine replica of His only begotten Son’s own head.

	I asked Ralph if he’d ever seen my mom.

	He said he wasn’t sure.

	I told him, “You’d remember, believe me. She’s a big old thing, and I mean huge. And she doesn’t like kids, especially your kind, no offense. But if this is gonna work, she’s gonna have to like you a lot, both of you. She’s gonna have to think you’re the next Children of Fatima, okay? So play it up big. Try and look as poor and sad and religious as you can, like you say the rosary night and day. But just remember, I’m in charge. Don’t touch anything, don’t say anything, don’t even move unless I tell you to. Understood?”

	He nodded.

	I checked on Lou. She was still gazing off, with that stupid hand at her hip. Plus I noticed a couple of tears running down her face—a nice effect, but it worried me a little.

	“She gonna behave?”

	“She’ll be all right.”

	“Make sure.”

	Then I took a long deep breath and let it out. “All right. You ready?”

	He nodded.

	I looked down at the Sacred Head of Our Lord and Savior in my lap. “You ready?”

	I nodded the head.

	They didn’t laugh, either one of them. Couple of real deadbeats, those two.



Ralph

Fatso had me so nervous I felt like praying, just to calm down. But who would I pray to? Jesus? So He’d help me not be nervous so we could talk Fatso’s mom into giving us money to set up a tent and charge money to look at His head? That would be worse than praying for a base hit, a lot worse.

	I didn’t even want to look at Lou. I knew how mad at me she probably was. I knew she probably thought I was being like Judas.

	But she’s just a kid, let’s face it.

	I remember about a year ago we were peeling potatoes for supper and she found one that looked like Ed Sullivan and went crazy. I kept telling her, Okay, so it looks like Ed Sullivan, so what?

	Same with the rock, you know? So it looks like Jesus, so what?

	And actually? I would say the rock doesn’t even look as much like Jesus as that potato looked like Ed Sullivan. And you know what we did with that potato? Ate it for supper, mashed.

	I got up and followed Fatso into the house, Lou right behind me, holding on to the back of my sweatshirt.



Premier Khrushchev

You have thrown down the gauntlet. We will be forced to take those measures we deem necessary and sufficient. To this end we have all that is necessary.



Toby

Mom yelled out from the kitchen what she always yells when she hears the front door open, or the back door, or even a burglar climbing in through the window:

	“Shoes off!”

	The two of them right away dropped to one knee and started unlacing. They were pretty spooked, you could tell. I asked Ralph how about untying mine while he was down there, and he did, attaboy.

	Then, shoes off, I handed him the rock and whispered, “Wait here. Don’t touch anything, either one of you,” and headed for the kitchen. I was nervous. I was sweating. I hate sweating.

	I passed a picture of my dad on the wall in a suit and tie, smiling down like I amused him, highly.



Lou

Fatso handed Ralph the head and left the room!

	I whispered, “Ralph, let’s go, let’s get our shoes on!”

	But he just kept standing there holding the head, both of them staring off.

	“Come on, will ya? Here’s our chance.” I stood in front of him. “Ralph? Ralph, look at me.”

	He wouldn’t.

	I grabbed the head but he yanked it away and held it up high so I couldn’t reach.

	I tickled his ribs.

	He didn’t even smile.

	I thought about punching him in the stomach but I don’t like hitting Ralph, he never hits back, then I feel bad. So I said to him, “Okay, guess what, Ralph,” and went over to the door. ”I’m leaving.”

	I put my hand on the knob. “Hope you and your new friend make a lot of money selling Jesus.”

	I turned the knob. “I just hope they don’t drop the bomb today, y’know? Because guess where you’ll be going.”

	He just kept standing there like a butler.

	“Okay, Ralph. Bye. Nice knowin’ ya.”

	“Don’t forget your shoes,” he told me.

	“Ra-alph...”



Toby

She was at the sink, in her yellow rubber gloves, scrubbing the inside of the coffee pot with a Brillo pad, mumbling something. I listened.

	“Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners...”

	Poor thing.

	“Hey, Mom?”

	She didn’t look up. “Where have you been? I looked front and back,” she said.

	“Had some errands to run, other side of town. Listen—”

	“Your bike was still on the patio, why didn’t you take your bike?”

	I didn’t answer. I told you about her thinking I know how to ride the thing.

	“I don’t want you venturing from the house today,” she said. “You don’t have to stay inside, but I want you to—”

	“Ma, listen, okay? This is important.”

	She stopped scrubbing and looked at me.

	“Something I want to show you.”

	She turned off the faucet. She looked suspicious. “What is it.”

	I held up my finger for her to wait a second and called out over my shoulder, “Okay, Ralph. You can bring it in now.”

	“Toby, what’s going on? Who’s Ralph? What is he bringing in?”

	“You’re gonna like this, Mom, a lot, I promise, okay? This is really special.”

	Ralph and Lou came walking in carefully, Ralph holding the rock up over his head, a nice effect.

	“Mom, these are the Cavaletto children.”

	But as soon as she saw the rock, this thing with dirt all over it, she got panicky. That’s how she gets about dirt, she gets panicky. “What is that? What is that?”

	“Mom, listen, okay?”

	“Get that out of my—”

	“Will ya listen?” The whole thing could end right here and I’d be back on the porch again, under that blank blue sky. “Please?” I had my hands together like praying, like begging. “Just listen?”

	She gave a sigh, meaning go ahead.

	I said, “Ralph, could you step a little closer? You can take your arms down.”

	He stepped forward holding the head in front of him, staring at Mom for all he was worth.

	“Lou, you too. Stand next to your brother.”

	She didn’t even hear. She was in a trance, standing there gaping away. Ralph said, “Lou,” and she went and stood next to him, never taking her eyes off Mom.

	All right. All set. Here we go.

	“Mom?” I said. “These two kids, these...two little children here, were in the vacant lot this morning looking for empty bottles, empty two-cent pop bottles, so they could buy themselves a little piece of candy—not even a candy bar, just a little red-hot, or maybe one of those...whaddaya call ‘em, they’re round, made of caramel, powdered sugar in the center...”

	“Toby, why have you brought a rock into my kitchen?”

	“I’m getting there, Mom.”



Ralph

Bull’s-eyes, that’s what they’re called.

	I didn’t say it, though. I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t speak, even if I wanted. She was the biggest thing I ever saw, even on TV, bigger than Haystacks Calhoun. He’s a wrestler. Ever see him? Well, she was bigger. But I quit staring. I didn’t want her to get insulted. I wanted her to like us, so she’d give us some money to get started on our plan. 

	Takes money to make money.

	Very first thing I’m buying, a brand new baseball glove. I don’t know what make or model, but a new one. I don’t want to use Dad’s anymore, ever. Not after this morning.

	Lou will probably join the Brownies I’ll bet. You have to pay for the uniform and dues and they couldn’t come up with it. She’s been whining about it ever since.

	She was still staring at Fatso’s mom. I got her to stand next to me but she went on staring. I gave her a tap in the ankle with the side of my foot to make her stop, or at least close her mouth.



Lou

When I saw his mom I peed a squirt.

	Fatso’s like a giant pig but she was like a hippo or a mountain or a house.

	Ralph called me over and I went and stood next to him. I wanted to hold his hand but he was still holding the Jesus rock. Then he kicked me in the ankle, I don’t know why. I was going to kick him back but I didn’t want her to get mad.

	She was like a bakery truck or a whale.

	I was praying inside, Jesus Mary and Joseph, Jesus Mary and Joseph...

	She kept breathing in and breathing out.



Toby

“So, there they were, Mom, wandering around the vacant lot, looking for empty bottles, saying little prayers, then all of a sudden Lou, this little girl right here, saw this thing in the weeds. Didn’t know what it was. Looked like a rock, an ordinary rock. But then. She looked closer. And Mom? Look what she saw.”

	Ralph was standing next to me with the head and I pointed out the things Lou saw: “There’s the hair. See? Along there? And there? All wavy? And look at the eyes, Ma. See ‘em? They see you. And the nose, right along here, mouth underneath—looks like he could talk, doesn’t he? Wonder what he’d say. Pray for peace, something like that. And look at this, all this, that’s a beard, a nice bushy beard. And yeah, I know what you’re thinking: Looks like a face, big deal. But see this? Across here? Crown of thorns, Ma. And? Look at these.” I touched the little bumps running down the cheeks. “Know what these are, don’t you? Tear drops.” I gave her a sad look. “Crying for our sins.”

	She stepped closer. She had her mouth open and her eyes bugging out.

	I kept from laughing.

	“Oh...my...God,” she goes. Then real slow, like in a trance, she made the sign of the cross.

	“Would you like to hold it, Ma? Ralph, let her hold it. Go ahead.”

	He handed it over like an altar boy.

	She stood there holding it with her yellow rubber gloves, eye to eye, jelly arms all a-quiver. I was just praying she didn’t drop the stupid thing and chip it.

	“How did...where did...”

	“I told you, Mom. These children found it.”

	She looked at Ralph and Lou, finally really looked at them there, all meek and mild, in their headwear.

	I said to her, “Remember the story of the children of Fatima? The little shepherd kids Mary appeared to? Remember?”

	She nodded, slow.

	“Well, Mom?” I said. “I’d like you to meet Ralph and his sister Lou,” presenting them with my arm: “The Children of the Vacant Lot.”



Lou

I was embarrassed the way she was looking at me and Ralph. She had her head to one side and a little shiny teardrop was sliding down her big fat face. That’s how much we reminded her of the children of Fatima, it made her cry. I was embarrassed and put my head down. I stuck my hand on my hip so she could tell better.



Toby

“Children,” Mom said to us, all gooey now, “do you know...what this is?”

	“We sure do, Mom. Isn’t it something?”

	“It’s a sign,” she said.

	“That’s right.” I nodded my head.

	Whatever.

	“A sign we’re going to be all right,” she said. “They’re not going to destroy us. Our Lord won’t let that happen.”

	I snapped my fingers and pointed at her. “That’s what we were saying. And y’know? We were thinking. Everyone should have a chance to see this. Wouldn’t that be a good thing? Let everybody see this?”

	She nodded, staring at the head, not listening very good.

	“So, you know what I was thinking, Ma? What we were thinking? Me and the, you know, the children here?”

	“We should pray now,” she said.

	“Exactly. That’s what we were thinking. We should pray. First things first.”

	We could talk later on, after she came down a little.



Walter Cronkite

This is the point at which we are concerned there might be shooting among the ships at sea, the possibility that invasion might have to be undertaken to assure that those bases are eliminated...



Ralph

I started feeling horrible, like Judas.

	Judas felt so bad he ran off and hanged himself. I wasn’t going to hang myself but I felt horrible, the way Fatso’s mom was carrying on, all weepy and believing, calling the rock a sign from God—like me and Lou were saying, before I went over to Fatso’s side. And now we were going to trick her into giving us money to make money off of it. She wasn’t real smart, you could tell. We were going to trick her easy. 

	She told us we should all pray now and took us down a hallway, slow, like a procession.

	Walking along I thought, Okay, so, this is the part in the story where the boy feels horrible and prays for forgiveness: “Forgive me, Lord,” he prayed. “I doubted the rock. I listened to Fatso. He tempted me with money. I’m sorry. I feel horrible, I really do...”



Toby

Mom led us into the den, carrying the holy head out in front of her, walking slow and religious—her, then me, then Ralph, then Lou.

	She told me to take the lamp off the little table and set it down on the floor, which I did, moving in a religious way. Then she told us all to kneel down, and we did that, Lou on my left, Ralph on my right.

	Lou was trembling all over like she was freezing.

	Then Mom stood facing us with a stupid little dreamy smile, holding up the rock in her rubber gloves like the priest holds up the chalice for everyone to bow their heads to, so I bowed my head, and Ralph and Lou bowed theirs. Then I raised my head and so did they.

	Sheep.

	Then, real slow, Mom turned around and started to set the sacred rock on the little table, on the little doily, the little clean white doily. She was bending over, slowly lowering it—but then she stopped. She stayed there like that, her gigantic rear end in our faces.

	I knew what she was thinking:

	This rock is awful dirty...

	But it’s from Our Lord...

	But it’s still awful dirty...

	She turned around and told us in a quiet voice to wait right there. Then she started back down the hallway with the rock, still moving slow and religious.

	Ralph elbowed me. “Where’s she going?”

	“Don’t be poking me, boy.”

	“Where’s she going?”

	“Kitchen.”

	“What for?”

	“Wash it off.”

	He squinted at me.

	“She doesn’t like dirt,” I told him, “okay? I know that’s hard for someone like you to understand.”

	He didn’t say anything, just looked off towards the hallway.

	Some people it’s impossible to insult, they’re too dumb.



Ralph

The boy would wait. He would kneel here waiting until the giant mother got back...until she came into the room...until she got closer...closer...then he’d get up and grab the rock and run like mad, him and his sidekick, hollering out, For God, Pope John and the USA!

	I liked it.

	So that’s what the boy was going to do. They had to get the rock back, it was the next thing in the story, so there wasn’t any choice.

	“Give me courage, Lord,” he prayed.

	The boy was brave and bold but could use a little help from Jesus, the mother being not only gigantic but also kind of mental, out there washing off a rock. That seemed kind of mental to the boy...



Lou

Fatso’s Mom was acting like at Mass, like the priest. She knew the rock was from Jesus, that’s why she was moving so slow, plus being so fat. But then she left with it. I heard Fatso tell Ralph she was going to wash it off. So that made me think of John the Baptist. She was going to sprinkle the head like John the Baptist baptizing Jesus, because even Jesus had to be baptized, even Him.

	I baptize Thee...

	So that’s what she was doing out there—you could hear the water running—making the head official, making it Catholic.

	Catholic is the only true religion. All the other ones are false. My friend Marcia is a Lutheran. She goes to church but it’s not Mass, it’s not real. Jesus isn’t there. She’s wasting her time. He’s in our church. I tried to tell her. Know what she said? The Pope is Satan. She really said that. I told her she was going to Hell. She said at least her father wasn’t a drunk. I punched her in the stomach. She ran in the house screaming her head off. Her mom came out and said I should be chained up.

	Fatso was singing quiet to himself, “‘I’m Chiquita Banana and I’m here to say...’”

	I snuck a peek at Ralph on Fatso’s other side. I had to lean way back.

	Guess what he was doing, he was praying, hard. He was kneeling up straight with his eyes shut tight and his hands together perfect, moving his lips.

	Ralph was back!

	I felt like doing the Twist.

	I felt like doing the Mashed Potato.



Toby

I was getting a little worried about the rock, the way the faucet out there kept running. Mom’s pretty tough on dirt.

	Meanwhile next to me Ralph was working hard on his role, on his Fatima Lad.

	Attaboy.

	I checked on the little one. She’d gotten over the shakes, or anyway was only shaking her butt now. I didn’t understand this kid.

	She noticed me looking and quit bopping around—in fact she turned into a statue, hands together just below the chin, gazing straight ahead. I was thinking, all she needed was a First Communion dress to go with the veil, with some little white socks and shiny black shoes. Have her kneeling in the tent like that, off to the side as you walk in. That would be a nice touch.

	I leaned over and whispered I forgave her for twisting my tit. “You were just helping out your big brother. And you know what? I’ll tell you a secret. I wish I had a little sister just...like...you. I’m serious.”

	I actually was kind of serious. I’d clean her up, scrub her down, show her what a knife and fork is for—maybe even let her help me with my cards, you know? Teach her how to organize them, calculate trade value, all that. She could be my little—what’s the word—apprentice.

	I leaned in closer. “Maybe we’ll order some pizza after this, how’s that sound? Some Damiani’s pizza—with pineapple. You like pineapple on your pizza, Lou? Ever try it?”



Lou

Please, Jesus, get him away from me? His breath smells like pickles, it’s making me woozy. Why is he talking to me like this, calling me “Lou,” wanting to feed me pizza—he doesn’t want to be friends, Lord, does he?

	He probably doesn’t have any. How could he? He’s so fat and mean and jolly about it.

	But maybe not.

	Maybe down deep, under all that blubber...



Toby

“A lot of people think pineapple on a pizza sounds weird,” I whispered, “and I’ll tell you a secret, I did too. But then I tried it. And guess what, it was delicious, it was out of this world. And now? I wouldn’t dream of pizza without pineapple, wouldn’t go near it. See what I’m saying? Do you see?”

	She just kept kneeling there like a statue.

	Stuck-up little Fatima brat. I felt like smacking her.



Lou

Get him a friend, Lord—not me though, please? Ralph either. Somebody else. Or even a dog. Or no, a pig! A little pink pig. That would be nice for him, like a baby sister. I can picture it. Get him a pig, Lord.



Ralph

I couldn’t hear what Fatso was whispering to Lou and was just about to poke him and ask, in case it was something bad, but then he went back to singing TV commercials to himself: “‘Ajax, the foaming cleanser...’”

	The water out there kept running.

	I sat back on my heels.

	The boy sat back, resting up.

	There was a window, part of a tree showing, the leaves winking, blue sky behind it. Down at the park right now they were probably all still playing, maybe in another close one:

	Come through! Come through!

	I wish I could have come through. I wish I could have got a nice little base hit up the middle and won the game, everyone crowding around, whacking me on the back: Way to go, Ralph! Way to come through! Wait’ll your dad hears!

	Fatso was singing about Pepsodent now: “‘You’ll wonder where the yellow went...’”

	The water out there just kept on running.

	She better get back pretty soon. I was starting to get this feeling I get when a story starts petering out, like a balloon losing air, going all floppy. I hate that feeling. I hate that feeling worse than anything there is.

	“‘See the USA in your Chevrolet...’”



Lou

I should’ve quit when I was gonna. I should’ve went to Marcia’s. She has a swing set. I like to stand on the seat and have her twist it as tight as she can, then let it go so I whip around and around and when it stops I jump off and try and walk but I can’t, I’m too dizzy and fall over. I could be doing that right now.

	This was worse than church.

	What’s she doing out there? How long’s it take to baptize a rock? I baptize thee in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost and that’s it, you’re done, let’s go, turn the water off and get back here, this is boring.



Toby

We were all three of us sitting back on our heels now, kind of slumped, kind of sunk there, you know? Losing sight of the dream, that’s how it felt. And I was running out of jingles to try and keep my spirits up.

	“‘Brylcreem, a little dab’ll do ya...’”

	But then, finally, the water out there quit running—and you should have seen those two, the way they came back to life, kneeling up straight as soldiers, God’s little soldiers. I knelt up too. I even pressed my hands together like theirs.

	“All right,” I whispered, “here we go, back in business—and I just want to say, you kids are doing great, both of you, I mean that. So keep it up. Keep that attitude, that—”

	“Here she comes,” Lou hissed.

	She was coming all right, pounding down the hallway—boom, boom, boom—not walking religious at all.

	I had a bad feeling.

	She didn’t even come in. She stood there in the doorway, out of breath, holding up the head in her rubber glove. It looked bald and a lot smaller. “Get this...out...of my...house.” She tossed it at me. “Get it out.”

	I almost dropped it. Like I said, I don’t play sports.



Ralph

Just like that, the story was over. The rock was just a rock, the mother was hollering her head off, and we were running for the door, all three of us. We quick got into our shoes. She kept shouting about us bringing false idols into her house.

	“Pagans!”

	Lou was making little whimpering sounds.

	“Gypsies!”

	I took her hand and got us out of there.

	“Trash!”



Walter Cronkite

If invasion is undertaken, the Russians have said that they would retaliate with rocket fire. We have said if there’s rocket fire from Cuba, we will retaliate. And there goes the whole ballgame.



Toby

I didn’t get a good look at the rock until we were out on the porch again, sitting on the bottom step, Lou on my left, Ralph on my right. They both right away started tying their shoes, looking over their shoulder, making sure Mom didn’t follow us out.

	She didn’t. She was probably laying across her bed with her face in the pillow, boo-hooing away. Poor thing.

	I asked Ralph how about tying mine while he was down there. He didn’t even act like he heard. I didn’t bother asking Lou.

	I had zero leverage left with these people.

	Anyway, the rock. It didn’t look like Jesus anymore. It didn’t look like anyone anymore. Most of the stuff that made it look human must have been dried-up dirt, and now the only thing left was sort of an eye, the right one, staring straight up at that blank blue sky.

	Lou said something I didn’t hear.

	“Speak up.”

	“Can I have it?” she asked.

	I told her, “Sure.” I’m not a very good thrower but I reared back and heaved the thing all the way into the street.

	She jumped right up and ran straight after it—between two parked cars, like you’re always hearing about. And sure enough, here comes a black Fairlane. Ralph stood up, making sounds in his throat. I covered my face and peeked through the fingers. It looked like a sure thing. But just as she ran out, the Fairlane was already swerving away from the rock and he missed her, barely.

	I don’t even think she noticed. She picked up the rock and went trotting on homeward, that goofy-looking veil all cockeyed, fluttering around.

	Ralph sat down again, slow. Then he looked at me. He didn’t say anything, just stared at me.

	“What,” I said.

	He whispered, “Did you see?”

	I said, “Yeah, that was pretty close.”

	He kept staring at me.

	I told him, “Hey, I didn’t tell her to go running—”

	“It was a miracle.”

	I said, “Excuse me?”

	“Didn’t you see?”

	“See what? Why are you whispering?”

	“The rock,” he said. “It saved her life.”

	“How do you get that?”

	“You saw.”

	“Yeah I saw. I thought she was roadkill.”

	“Right,” he said, nodding, all bug-eyed. “But then she wasn’t.”

	“And? So? What’s your point?”

	“The rock saved her life. That’s proof.”

	“Proof of what?”

	He shook his head, slow. “It’s not...just...a rock.”

	I hate religious people.

	I said to him, “What...are you...talking about? The thing almost got her killed. God you’re dumb. Get off my property.”

	He did. He got up and went walking off.

	I called him a moron.

	I called him a halfwit.

	I called him an imbecile.

	He just kept walking away, swinging his arms.



Ralph

I didn’t even hear him. Well, I did, but I didn’t care. He could call me anything he wanted, him and his mom. I just saw a miracle, an actual miracle.

	The Miracle of the Rock.

	It saved Lou’s life.

	I had no doubt about that.

	No doubt at all.

	Hardly any.

	Little bit.

	I mean, let’s face it, Fatso had a point: the thing almost got her killed.

	That’s what happens when you get goofy. Lou would never run out in the street without looking both ways, but she was goofy over that rock. She had a crush on it or something.

	I forgot I still had that stupid hat on. I yanked it off.

	But still, you know? The way that car all of a sudden swung away from her? Before she even ran out? Like the rock was making the car turn away. Let’s face it, no ordinary rock could do that.

	Or else...maybe the guy was just trying to miss the rock so he didn’t get a flat tire. Maybe that’s all it was.

	Maybe that’s all anything was.

	No.

	That was the devil in my ear, that was Satan. He’s always doing that, whispering in my ear like that, trying to make me doubt stuff.

	I told him, Begone, you.

	And he was, he was gone.

	All right. So. Here was the story, The Miracle of the Rock, the way it went:

	The boy and the little girl find a rock that looks like Jesus.

	And so on.

	Then the giant mother washes away the sacred face, kicks them out, and they’re all three sitting there on the bottom step. Looks like the rock was just a rock after all. Oh, well. Fatso throws it out in the street.

	But the little girl still believes and runs out into the traffic, trying to save it. And so? The rock saves her.

	Because it wasn’t...just a rock...after all.

	The End

	Not as big a story as I’d had in mind, I mean with the Pope and the Russians and all that, not even close. But still a pretty good story, pretty good ending anyway, pretty happy one, wouldn’t you say? I would. It made me feel good, like we probably weren’t going to get blown up today after all, or even tomorrow.

	But just in case, I headed towards the church, for confession. There was that toast we stole.



Lou

My mom was watching the news on the couch. I tried to get past her, quick, so she wouldn’t see the rock and make that face of hers.

	But she saw it. “Is that the...”

	“Jesus. Yeah. Got Him back.”

	She made the face.

	I went in our room and put the rock on the dresser again. It wasn’t really Jesus, I knew that. But it still had one eye, like Garfield Goose this morning, and a little bump underneath. “Aw, don’t cry,” I said. Then I felt embarrassed, talking to a rock.

	I took off my veil and put it back in the bottom drawer and closed it.

	Ralph thought the rock really was Jesus, or anyway from Jesus. He gets goofy. One time we were peeling potatoes and he thought one of them looked like Ed Sullivan and started going crazy. I told him, So it looks like Ed Sullivan, so what?

	I went out and sat on the couch, up close to my mom. I was glad I had her for a mom and not Fatso’s. She lit another Lucky with the one she already had—that’s called chain-smoking, when you do that.

	I told her, “Gimme a puff,” just being funny.

	She didn’t say anything. She kept watching Walter Cronkite.

	He had earphones on. Somebody was telling him stuff and he was listening and then he was telling us what they said. It was about ships at sea—their ships, our ships. He looked serious but he didn’t look scared. If Walter Cronkite started looking scared, then I would be scared.

	I told my mom not to worry.

	She looked down at me.

	I nodded my head, meaning I mean it.

	She patted my leg and looked back at the television. “I’m not worried, hon.”

	But she was worried. Smoking like that. Calling me “hon” like that.

	I wanted her to quit watching.

	I asked her could I check and see if Soupy Sales was on.

	She shook her head, no.

	“You like Soupy Sales,” I told her. “You said he was funny, remember? When he did his dance? The Mouse? Remember?”

	“Don’t start,” she said, meaning don’t start pestering.

	Walter Cronkite was listening to his earphones again, with a frown on his face.

	I told her I saw the biggest fattest person I ever saw in my life today.

	She told me, “Shh.”

	I told her this lady was so fat she probably couldn’t even fit in the bathtub.

	“Lou...”

	“Or even the bathroom.”

	“I’m trying to hear this.”

	“I know but listen, Mom, will ya?”

	“What.”

	I tried to think of something. “Wanna see me do the Twist?”

	“That’s all right.”

	“You never saw me. I’m really good. You’ll like it.”

	She looked down at me.

	“Please?” I said.

	“Watch you do the Twist?”

	“I’m really good. You won’t believe.”

	She put her hand on my forehead, checking.

	“I’m fine,” I told her, and got up and went over and turned off the television.

	“Hey,” she said.

	“Watch,” I told her. “Ready?”

	She sighed.

	I started singing, quiet, “Twistin, twistin, everybody’s feeling great...”

	Except, I couldn’t move my arms. I was trying to swing them but I couldn’t, they were stuck.

	I sang louder, “Twistin...”

	They wouldn’t budge.

	“Twistin!”

	I tried moving my legs but they were stuck too. I couldn’t move anything. I couldn’t move!

	I started crying.

	“Come here,” she said, and held out her arms.

	I ran to her.



Toby

After sending Ralph away I kept on sitting there, down on the bottom step.

	In that movie at school? About the children of Fatima? I hated those kids. They thought they were so special, Mary herself coming all the way down from Heaven to talk to them, just them. Other people would look and look but they couldn’t see her. You had to be special. You had to be precious.

	Ever see a picture of the real children of Fatima? The faces on them? Like they could slit your throat, I’m not kidding. Especially the little one. Slit your throat and not even blink.

	In fact? I’ll bet they made the whole thing up. Seriously. I’ll bet they got together one day and decided let’s have some fun with people. That’s probably what their last message said, the one the Pope was supposed to open, everyone still waiting to hear. He probably opened it and read it and right away burned it because here’s what it said:

	It’s boring watching sheep all day.

	I sucked up a giant breath, held my stomach in, bent all the way over and tied my right shoelace as quick as I could, then sat up straight again and let the air out, along with my stomach.

	I sat there catching my breath.

	Mr. Pappas across the street sat up in his recliner and hollered out some more gibberish, then laid back down again. He’s all worked up today. He thinks this is it, the end of the world. Any minute now, Kaboom!

	But he’s wrong.

	They’ll have a meeting, or a long talk over the phone. They’ll put together some kind of deal. And nothing will happen. Nothing ever happens, Mr. Pappas. Don’t you know that? By now?

	I sat there.

	I thought about going back in and getting my boxes.

	I thought about at least tying my other shoe.

	But I just kept sitting there.

	Then Mom opened the door, up there behind me. “Are they gone?” she said.

	Stupid question. I didn’t even answer.

	“Toby, listen to me. Don’t ever bring anyone into this house again without my permission. Do you understand?”

	She waited.

	“Do...you...understand?”

	“Yeah, yeah.”

	She was quiet then for a couple seconds. Then she said, “I’m just about to heat up some ravioli. Interested?”

	Little slippery pillows with meat inside, smothered in tomato sauce—what an invention.

	“Come in and wash up,” she told me.

	I love ravioli but I went on sitting there.

	“I brought up a can of apricots from the basement,” she added.

	I stayed where I was.

	“Del Monte apricots...”

	“In a minute,” I told her.

	“In extra heavy syrup...”

	“In a minute, all right?”

	She went quiet again. Then, here came the waterworks. “I’m trying very hard,” she blubbered. “I’m trying very hard to forgive and forget...after what you put me through...with that rock, and those...children, those...greasy little godawful—”

	“Hey, Mom?” I said, stopping her. I turned around and looked up at her there, all fat and weepy, in her muumuu.

	“Well?” she said.

	“I was wondering...”

	She waited. “Well?”

	“Haven’t you got anything else to wear?”

	She stared down at me, her mouth open a little.

	“Anything at all?” I said.

	She kept staring at me, shaking her head real slow. “I don’t even know you anymore,” she said. “I don’t even know who...you...are.”

	I nodded. I liked that idea. I liked that a lot.

	She kept shaking her head, not knowing who I was, stepping back into the house. She gave the sky a quick glance and closed the door.

	Poor thing.

	But I was awful sick of that stupid muumuu. In fact, I was awful sick of everything.

	I went on sitting there.

	Mr. Pappas went on sleeping.

	A car went by.

	Then all of a sudden I thought of something I felt like doing.

	First though, I sucked up a lungful and went after my other shoelace. Then I stood up. I was pretty hungry, very hungry in fact, especially for ravioli. Be that as it may, I headed towards the back of the house, towards the patio, where I kept my bike.

	I felt like trying again.



Premier Khrushchev

I appreciate your assurance that the United States will not invade Cuba. Therefore, we have ordered our officers to stop building bases, dismantle the equipment and send it back home.
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