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Chapter One
We buried Mary on a Sunday. She looked pretty in her best
white dress. Mama tied pink ribbons in her black hair. My sweet
sister Mary, all wrapped up in pink and white. Like a gift to the
angels.
You couldn't see the hole in the back of her head. But we all
knew it was there.
It was a nice service. All of Mama's friends came. All of Mary's
friends came, too.
None of my friends came. I knew they wouldn't. I was glad
they didn't.
A lot of people sent flowers. The workers at Mama's factory.
The teachers at Mary's school. Even the kids in the neighborhood.
Big bunches of dandelions. They were all that grew in the heart of
the city.
Mama arranged them around Mary's grave. Even the
dandelions. Mary would have liked that. She thought they were
cheerful. Even if they were only weeds.
Mama didn't buy any flowers for Mary. She spent all of her
money on the coffin.
"I want Mary to rest in peace," she'd said. "She needs a nice
place to sleep."

It was nice. Soft on the inside, and shiny on the outside. Much
prettier than Mary's bed at home. But cold. And lonely. The pastor
said a few words. About God, and about death.
Then other people started speaking. I didn't listen to them. I
was thinking about Mary. And about Mama.
The day before I had found her sitting in the kitchen. She'd had
her head in her hands. A stack of bills had sat at her elbow. Rent,
and heat, and insurance. But the biggest one was from the
undertaker.
"Don't worry, Mama," I'd told her. "I'll help pay for the funeral."
Mama looked up. She'd pushed her chair away from the table.
Then she'd stood. She turned to me. She reached out with one
hand. She slapped me hard across the face. I let her.
"I don't want your dirty money," she'd said. "And neither does
Mary."
I knew she didn't want it. She had never taken it before.

But I needed to do something. I owed it to Mary. It was my
fault she was dead.

Chapter Two
Mama stayed up all night baking pies for the reception. I heard
her rolling dough in the kitchen. Near dawn, it grew quiet. I was
still awake. I went into the kitchen.
Mama was standing in front of the sink. It was full of dishes.
The counter was covered with flour. There were four pies cooling
bythe window. But Mama wasn't moving.
"Do you want help with the dishes, Mama?" I asked.

She didn't answer me. She kept staring at the sink.
"Are you all right, Mama?"
"Get out, George," she said. She didn't turn around.

I left the room. She didn't try to stop me.
***
After the funeral, people came to the apartment. It was filled
with the smell of the pies. They smelled good. I loved Mama's
apple pies. But I didn't eat any. I left it for our guests.
They stood in our kitchen. They talked quietly to one another.
Many of them had been to funerals like this before. The gangs
were strong where we lived. Sometimes people get shot. But most
of them were young men like me. Not girls like Mary.
No one talked to me. I was glad. I knew they blamed me for
what happened to Mary. Maybe they were right.
"That poor sweet child!" they said.
"Her poor Mama!" they said.
No one said anything about her big brother.
It was after dark when everyone left. I waited outside while
they said goodbye to Mama. No one wanted to say goodbye to
me. I acted like I didn't care. But I did.
I stood at the window, looking out. I watched the people
walking away down the street. The mothers drying their eyes. The
fathers with their heads bowed.
Thinking of their own little boys and girls. How it could have
been them instead of Mary.
I helped Mama clean up. This time I didn't ask if I could help. I

just did it. She still didn't look at me. I didn't look at her, either.
Finally she went and sat down in the living room. I sat down at
the kitchen table. For once I had nowhere else to go.
I could hear Mama blowing her nose. I knew she was crying.
She had been crying ever since it happened. Sometimes I
didn't think she would ever stop crying.
Sometimes I didn't think I would, either.

Chapter Three
Mary had just turned twelve. It was nice having a sister who
was twelve. She thought her big brother was the greatest guy in
the world.
Mama and I liked to tease her about how pretty she was
getting. We asked her if she had a boyfriend yet. She laughed at
us. Then she ran outside to play ball with the boys.
Most of them were good boys. They were kind to Mary. They
were polite to Mama. They did what their parents said. They went
to school. They stayed out of trouble.
It was hard to stay out of trouble around here. I never wanted
trouble. But it came after me just the same.
I don't know how much Mary knew about me. About who my
friends were. About where I went after school. About why I came
home so late. About where I got my money.
Maybe she didn't know. Maybe she wasn't old enough to
know.
But Mama knew. She hated me for it. She had told me to quit
so many times.
"We'll get by," she said. "The Lord will provide."
I laughed at her. Like it was a joke. It wasn't a joke anymore.
I needed the work. Mama barely made enough to feed us. Her

friends gave us hand-me-down clothes. Sometimes they didn't fit
right.
I could get by. I wore torn blue jeans and an old Army jacket.
No one cared. We older boys all dressed the same.
Mama wore a uniform for work. She wore her one dress to
church.
But I wanted us to have better things. I wanted that for Mary.

There was always work with the gang. I never knew what the
other fellows did. No one talked about it much. But sometimes I
would hear about a gas station robbery or a hold-up. I would see a
police drawing of the suspects on TV. Faces that I knew. Most of
the time no one got hurt. But once in awhile someone did.
I would hear guys talking about it. Some of them even seemed
to enjoy it. Scaring people, hurting them.
Mama would read about them in the newspaper. "They're
scared," she said. "And they're hurt. They want other people to

hurt, too."
I didn't know if she was right or not. I only knew I wasn't like
that.
I didn't do robberies or hold-ups. You had to use a knife or a
gun for that. I had a knife and I had a gun. But I never wanted to
stab or shoot anyone. Not anyone.
Dealing seemed safe. You sold to the people who wanted it.
Who needed it. And not to kids, never to kids. At least, I never did.
I thought it was safe. Who did it hurt? I didn't know it would get
out of hand. That there would be other gangs who wanted our
turf. That we would end up fighting for our part of the city. That
someone would get shot because of it.
That it would be my sister Mary.
Mary was gone. Six feet under the ground. In her best Sunday
dress. In her church shoes that were shiny but too small. In the
nicest, softest bed she ever had.
She would never look at me with those big brown eyes again.
They were like the eyes of a deer. Soft, and a little sad.
I will never forget those eyes. Not as long as I live. Mary's eyes.
I see them when I wake up. I see them when I lie down to
sleep. I see them when I look at Mama.
But I'll never see those eyes again.

Chapter Four
The last time I saw Mary was the day she died. I walked Mary
to school every morning. Even when I was out late the night
before. I usually was.
Mama went to work early. She couldn't take her. "I'm sorry,
George," she said. She was putting on her jacket. "I have to catch
the bus at seven."
"I know, Mama," I said. "It's all right. I like walking with Mary."
"She likes walking with you, too." Mama smiled at me. She
didn't smile at me very often anymore. Mary did, though.
"Good morning, George!" she said. I liked it that she still called
me George. My friends had another name for me. It wasn't as
pretty or as nice.
Mary wore a purple sweater and black jeans. A necklace I gave
her for Christmas. And a big, bright smile. The kind she only gave
to me.
"Morning, Mary," I said. I smiled back. "Here's your breakfast."

I gave her a plate. She loved my pancakes. I loved making
them for her.
"You make the best pancakes, George," she said. She took a
big bite. "Even better than Mama's."
"Hush up," I said. I held my finger to my mouth. "Mama will
hear you."
Mary giggled. "Mama's at work, silly."
I shook my head. "She has powers," I said. "She knows when
you're talking about her."
"Oh, George." She helped me wash the dishes. She told me
about her homework. She liked to talk about school. "I have to
give an oral report," she said. She made a face. "I have to stand up
in front of the whole class to give it."
"You'll do fine, Mary," I said. "I've had to do that. It's not so
bad."

"You're braver than me."
"Nah," I said. "I'm just taller."
She laughed and poked me with her elbow.

Mary was brave, I thought. She never acted like she was
scared. But I knew she was.
"Are you ready, Mary?" I asked. "Did you brush your teeth and
wash behind your ears?"
"George!" she said. She frowned at me. But I could tell she
didn't mean it. "I am twelve years old, George. I'm not a little girl.
You don't have to remind me all the time!"
"I know," I said. "But I like to."

No, she wasn't a little girl anymore. But I still treated her like
one.
I'm not sorry I did.
We walked down the stairs to the street. I reached for her
hand.
"Hold my hand, Mary," I said. She did. Her hand was so small.
It was rough from playing outdoors. And tough from helping
Mama in the kitchen. "Let's look both ways before we cross." I
always said that. It was like a joke between us. The kind of thing
you would say to a little kid.
But I meant it.

Mary nodded. She stopped on the corner. She watched the
traffic light.
I watched the men and the cars going by.
Mary never stopped holding my hand while we were walking.
She held it until the day she died.
"You're getting so big, Mary," I said as we walked. Such a big
girl. Still holding her brothers hand.
She smiled. I held her hand tighter.
She felt safe with me. It was nice having a big brother. I wished
I had one. Someone to look out for me.
I guess I didn't do a very good job of looking out for Mary.

Chapter Five
It happened late one afternoon. I was out working. Mary
always stayed late at the school. She played basketball with the
other kids. Then she met Mama at her bus stop. They walked
home together.
Mama didn't like Mary walking alone. Mama said Mary was
too young to be walking home by herself. I knew that wasn't the
reason.
Mary didn't hold Mama's hand like she held mine. I know
because I saw them once when they were walking.
Maybe Mary thought she had gotten too big to hold her
Mama's hand. It was different, holding her big brother's.
If only she had been holding Mama's hand. If only she had
been holding mine. It might never have happened.
It was nearly winter. The tree leaves were all dead and brown.
The sky was full of clouds. It looked like it might snow soon. And it
was cold.
But Mary didn't mind the cold. She never even zipped up her
coat. Mama said it was because she had fire in her belly.

The sun set early. It was nearly dark when Mary met Mama at
her bus. The snow-clouds made it darker. Mary didn't mind
walking in the dark.
"People can't see you in the dark," she said. "It makes you
invisible."
Maybe she thought the darkness would keep her safe.
It wasn't a very long walk. A mile, maybe. They were nearly
home when Mama bent down to tie her shoe. Mary skipped a few
steps ahead.
"Hold up, Mary," Mama called.
"Okay, Mama," Mary said. She stopped in front of the next
apartment building. There was a light on in the apartment on the
ground floor.
A man was sitting in a chair by the window. Mary stepped
away from the window. She didn't want the man to think she was
nosy.

She waited there in the shadows. Mama could barely see her
standing on the sidewalk.
I wonder what Mary was thinking as she stood there. If she
was scared when she saw that car driving by. If she ducked when
she saw the window roll down.
If she saw the gun coming out. If she knew she was going to
die.

What was she thinking? Was she thinking about her friends?
Was she thinking about a boy she liked? Was she thinking about
Mama?
Maybe she was even thinking about me. I won't ever know
what she was thinking. No one will.
It wasn't mean't for her. It was meant for the man in the
apartment. He was supposed to die. Not her. Not Mary.
They probably didn't see her in the shadows. They weren't
looking for a twelve-year-old girl. They were looking for a rival.
Another gang member. A man who had done them wrong.
But they got her just the same.
By the time Mama reached her, she was already gone. With a
bullet in the back of her brain. With her blood all over the
sidewalk.
My sister's blood. Mixed with my Mama's tears.
I wasn't there. But I won't ever forget it. Mary lying dead in
Mama's arms. Mama screaming and crying for someone to help

her. To help her little girl.
No one could help her. Not even her big brother.
I had a gun. I had never used it. I had never wanted to before.
I would have used it then. If I had been there. I would have
shot back at those men who shot my sister.
But it wouldn't have done any good. It wouldn't have saved
Mary.

Chapter Six
I didn't sleep after the funeral. I sat in the kitchen until it was
almost light. Then I picked up my jacket. It was dusty with flour
from Mama's pies. I didn't brush it off.
I closed the door behind me. I walked down the stairs. They
creaked beneath my feet. They sounded like a baby crying.
It was quiet outside. The city was hardly ever quiet. Not even
in the middle of the night. Only just before dawn.
I walked down the street. It was six blocks to the apartment
building where Mary was shot. I had walked past it almost every
day of my life. Mary and I, walking hand in hand.
I stood on the sidewalk. I looked down at it. It was still red with
Mary's blood. No one had cleaned it off. I wondered why. Maybe
they couldn't. Maybe you can't ever wash away blood.
I stood there a long time. I looked at the stain. I watched the
sky grow light. The sun shone on the dirty window of the ground
floor apartment.
I looked inside. The place was empty. Maybe they had gotten
their man after all.

I turned my back on the building. From now on I would walk
another way. That wasn't how I wanted to remember Mary.
I walked down to the river. It was a long walk. I didn't mind. I
needed time to think.
It got lighter. The streets grew crowded. Businessmen were
running to the subway. Women in suits were hailing taxis. Kids
were walking to school in groups.
I watched them going by. A hundred little boys and girls. A
hundred big brothers and sisters. All holding hands. Thinking that
would keep them safe.
But none of them were safe. Not as long as guys like me were
walking beside them.
I liked to think I was different. I wasn't like the men who had
shot Mary.
You see gangs on TV sometimes. The people in them are
awful. They're mean. They're violent. They don't care about
anyone.

But that's not really how it is. Most of us weren't like that.
We loved our families. We loved our friends. We were only
trying to get by.
We never wanted to hurt anyone. Sometimes it just happened.
Because that's the thing about having that kind of life. Being in
a gang doesn't make you bad. But it does make it easier for you to
do bad things. Whether you want to or not.
People said I should go after the guys who had shot Mary.
That I should hunt them down and kill them. Just like they killed
her.
But they didn't kill her on purpose. What happened to Mary
was a mistake. A terrible accident.
And what if they had shot the man instead of Mary? Would
that have been better?
Maybe he had a little girl who loved him, too. Someone who
would cry because he was dead.
No, killing those men wasn't the answer. They weren't to
blame for what happened to Mary. We all were.
Mary didn't die because of some stupid accident. She died
because of the way we lived our lives.
All of us. Every one of us who carried a gun just in case we
needed it. Just in case we had to kill someone. Someone whose
only crime was getting in the way of the work we did.

Yes, I had a gun. I had never had to use it. But what if someday
I did have to use it? How would it feel to shoot someone? To kill
someone's father or big brother? What would Mary think about
that?
I could never use that gun now. I would always be thinking of
Mary.
I stood on the pier watching the boys and girls walking by for a
long time. I heard the school bells ringing. The children
disappeared. And still I stood.
It was only business, I thought. What me and my friends did.
But no one ever got killed for selling cars or groceries.
I reached into my coat pocket. I pulled out something heavy
and threw it. I heard a splash. The gun sank into the water.
I reached into the rest of my pockets. I pulled out the little
plastic bags that held my product. I emptied those into the water,
too.

I threw the bags into the nearest trash can. I felt like garbage,
too. And I only knew of one way to change that.
There wouldn't be any more Marys. Her big brother was going
to make sure of that.
"I'm out, Mama," I whispered. I knew she couldn't hear me, but
I said it again. "Out for good."

Chapter Seven
I had to act fast. Everyone knew about my sister.They would
leave me alone for a while. But not forever. Soon they would want
me back at work.
I wasn't going back to work. Not for them, anyway. Not if I
could help it.
I wondered if I could help it.
But at least I had a plan.
My first stop was the barber shop. I sat down in the big chair. I
took one last look at myself in the mirror on the wall. The old
George. Brother to Mary. Brother no more.
"Cut it all off," I said.
The barber was surprised. "Are you sure, young man?"
"Yes. I want a crew cut." I didn't want a crew cut. I loved my
hair. But I needed to look different. A lot different. This was the
easiest way.
"All right," the barber said. He still seemed unsure. He pulled
out his scissors. One long heavy dreadlock fell. You could hear it
hitting the floor. "Are you sure?" he said again.

The haircut took half an hour. When it was done, I looked in
the mirror again. I was a changed man. I looked like one, anyway.
"My, don't you look different!" the barber said.
"That's the idea," I answered.
I went into an eyeglass store down the street. "Excuse me," I
said to the woman behind the counter. "Do you have any plain
glasses?"
"Plain glasses?"
"The kind you don't need a doctor's note for?"
"Oh," she said, smiling. "You mean simple lenses. Not
prescription."
"Yes."
"We can put them in any frames you like," she said.
"Great, I'll look around." I picked out a large, round pair and
put them on. I looked in the mirror. I looked like an owl. "What do

you think?" I asked the woman.
"Hmm," she said. "They make you look very smart."
"Perfect," I said. I wasn't sure if my plan was smart. It would be
nice if I looked smart.
I stopped at the thrift store next. I needed some new clothes.
Button-up shirts and slacks. The kind of clothes you might wear to
work. If you had a regular job.
I bought a new jacket, too. A thick denim one.
Like the kind Mary used to wear. I tried it on in front of a
mirror. It made me look younger. But I still felt older.
It was late afternoon when I returned home.
I quietly opened the door. "I'm home, Mama," I called softly.
She might be sleeping. I didn't want to wake her.
She wasn't sleeping. She came into the kitchen slowly. But she
jumped when she saw me. "George?" she said. She couldn't
believe her eyes.
"It's me, Mama."
"What have you done, George?" she asked.
I put my bags down on the table. I showed her the clothes I
had bought.
"Tomorrow I am going to go out and get a job, Mama," I said.
"Oh, George." Tears came into her eyes.

"I'm going to make you proud, Mama. I'm going to make Mary
proud, too."
"Oh, George," she said again. She put her arms around me.
She hugged me and hugged me. It felt good, having Mama hug me
again.
She cried. I cried, too. For once we cried together.
I couldn't tell her the whole story. Getting a job was only the
first part of my plan. She would have been scared to death if she
knew the rest of it.

Chapter Eight
My new job was on the other side of town. In another bad
neighborhood. I wanted a job that was far away from my home. I
wanted to be where no one knew me.
The job was at a fast food place. The local gangs hung out
there. Dealers often met in its parking lot. It was perfect.
Mostly I worked the counter. But I always offered to clear the
tables. That was the best way to get information. It took time, a lot
of time.
There were a lot of new faces to learn. A lot of new voices and
names. But after a while I got to know them. They never paid any
attention to me. I did my work and left them alone.
But I listened. Day after day I listened. And I learned a lot
about them. Like where they lived. What kind of cars they drove.
Who their friends were. And who their enemies were.
Every night I came home late. Mama waited up for me. She
would hug me when I walked in. I could hear her sniffing me. She
wanted to see if I smelled like fast food. It made her feel better.
She was always scared that I might go back to working the streets.
I didn't. And I wouldn't. But sometimes I wished I could.
The job was okay. The people were friendly. My boss was nice
to me. But it didn't pay very much. That made it tough for Mama
and me. We were barely scraping by. Even without Mary.

I wasn't in it for the money, I told myself. I knew that. But
money keeps a roof over your head. Clothes on your back. And
food on your table.
I had spent all of my money on a car. I needed one now, to get
back and forth to work. I had nothing left for an emergency. What
if Mama got hurt and had to go to the hospital?
I tried not to think about that. I had to keep my mind on my
plan.
"What's with you tonight, George?" Marissa asked.
She was one of my coworkers. I worked twice as hard when
she was on my shift.
I had to. I was always spilling and dropping things when she
was around.
"Nothing, Marissa," I said. I smiled at her.
She smiled back. Her smile was like sunshine. It made you feel
warm all over.
"You seem distracted," she said.
I shrugged. "Just thinking," I said.
"Well, maybe you should try thinking about the ketchup," she
said. She was laughing.
I looked down. I had been filling the ketchup bin. It was so full
the packets were falling onto the floor.

I blushed. "Whoops," I said.
My glasses were getting foggy. I pushed them up higher onto
my nose.
"Just thinking, eh?" She winked at me. It made her smile look
even brighter.

"Say, Marissa," I began. I didn't know what to say. "Um, that's a
very nice bracelet you're wearing."
"Oh!" she said. She looked surprised. "Thank you, George. My
sister gave it to me for my birthday."
I stopped smiling.
"Do you have any brothers or sisters, George?" she asked.
"Excuse me, please," I said.
I grabbed the box of ketchup packets and walked away. I knew
it was rude, but I couldn't help it. Why did she have to ask about

Mary?
Mary was the reason I was in this. I couldn't forget that.
I had a job to do here. One that was more important than
taking orders and clearing tables. Much more important than
talking to girls.
***

It was nearly closing time. The place was empty. I went into
the bathroom. I cried. I cried for a long time. But I didn't feel any
better when I was done.
When I came out of the bathroom, Marissa had gone home. It
was just me and Mr. Tanner left. He was the night manager of the
restaurant. I could see his gray hair over by the safe. It was his job
to count the money before closing.
I helped Mr. Tanner clean up. Then we walked out together.
"You feeling all right, George?" he asked. He stared at me with
his deep brown eyes.
"Okay, I guess," I said.
"Nothing you ate here, I hope?"
I guess he noticed how long I was in the bathroom.
"I'm fine, sir."
"Good. You know, I'm very pleased with you, George. You work
hard and everyone likes you. I hope you'll stay with us a while."

I dug into my pocket for my keys. I felt funny. No one had ever
told me I was a good worker before. It was nice to hear.
"Thank you, sir." I felt like I should shake his hand or
something. But I didn't.
"Well, see you tomorrow." He opened his car door. I opened
mine.
"Yes," I said. "See you tomorrow."
That was one other good thing about the job. Having people
who looked forward to seeing you again. And not just because of
your product.

Chapter Nine
One night, one of the cooks called in sick. When I got to work,
Mr. Tanner was frantic. "George!" he said. "I'm glad you're here."
"Thank you, sir."
"No, George, I need you to work in the kitchen tonight. Think
you can handle that?"
"I guess so," I said. "But I've never cooked before."
"That's okay, I'm going to put you on the fryer. It's very
simple." He handed me an apron. "You just have to be careful not
to get burned."
It was simple. The foods were in the freezer. There was a chart
on the wall. It showed how much of each food to put in the basket.
Three chicken strips. Six fried cheese sticks. A scoop of French
fries.
The chart also had times on it. It told you how long to cook
each item. All you had to do was set the timer and drop the basket
in the oil. You pulled it out when it was done.
Mr. Tanner was right about being careful. I burned my fingers
on the basket. The oil splashed a little on my hands. That burned,
too.
And it was very hot by the fryer. I spent the whole night
sweating. I was glad that Marissa wasn't working.

Around eleven o'clock, business got slow. Mr. Tanner came
back to the kitchen to get me.
"Robert can handle it from here, George," he said.
Robert nodded at me. He was the other cook. Very serious,
and very quiet. He hadn't spoken to me all night. Except to tell me
what to put in the fryer.
"Would you mind cleaning the tables? I'm afraid it's a mess out
there."
He was right. The dining room was full of plastic trays and
empty drink cups. There was only one table left clean. And sitting
around it were the last guys I wanted to see.
It was Snake and his bunch. I had gotten to know them pretty
well by now. They were a funny group. They all had animal
nicknames. Not all of them were tough, either. One was even
called Mouse. He had a high, squeaky voice. But his arms were as
big as my thighs!
Snake was their leader. I was pretty sure he had a boss, too.
But I had never seen him. Snake usually seemed to be in charge.
He wasn't mean, exactly. Just hard.
The other guys were a little afraid of him. It was easy to see
why. He was tall in his black boots. He never took off his leather
jacket. But you could tell there was no fat on him, only muscle.
He had dark skin and a short thick beard all around his chin.
He had a deep voice you could hear from far away. Sometimes I
could hear him talking from across the room.

Like tonight.
"He's had it," Snake said. He banged his fist down on the table.
It made Rhino jump. "This is the last time. We're taking care of
Tiger tonight."
I peeked out from under my glasses. I saw Snake put his hand
on a bulge in his coat pocket. His friends did the same.
I felt my heart pounding. I knew Tiger. He stopped in
sometimes.
He didn't seem like a bad guy. Not much different from me. A
little older. Still a dealer.
And he didn't have a little sister. He did have a daughter. I had
heard him talking about her.
"Do you want to go now?" a man known as Goose asked.
"Let's wait a while," Snake said. "He gets in late."

My heart beat faster. Here it was. My big chance. I didn't want

to blow it.
"I'm going to take out the garbage, Mr. Tanner," I said. He
smiled and nodded at me.
I always offered to take out the garbage. No one else ever
wanted to do it. But I wanted to. It gave me a chance to sneak
outside for a while. There was a lot to learn outside the restaurant,
too.
"Good night, George!" I turned my head. Robin was putting on
her jacket. Her boyfriend was standing in the doorway. He always
came to pick her up. But I didn't know his name.
"Good night, Robin!" I said.
Her boyfriend nodded to me. I nodded back.
I felt in my apron pocket for my screwdriver. It was there.
I emptied the first trash can. I went to the back door. I walked
outside.
I dropped the bag in the dumpster. I began walking slowly
back. Snake's car was in its usual spot. My hands were shaking.
What if I got caught?
I ducked down and walked up to the car. I bent down to the
rear tire. I pulled out my key-chain. It had a tiny flashlight on it. I
turned it on. I found the valve where you put the air in. Then I
pulled out my screwdriver. I pressed it against the valve until the
tire went flat.
"That one's for you, Mary," I said.

Then I hurried back inside.
I had two more loads of garbage to bring out. And two more
tires to flatten. I wasn't taking any chances.
I worked more quickly this time. My hands were shaking less.
Now it was my knees that were shaking. Squatting on the asphalt
was hard.
At last the second tire went soft.
"That one's for you, Mama," I said.
The last one was the hardest. I could see Mr. Tanner turning
the lights off in the kitchen. I was worried he would tell the guys to
leave before I was ready. He wasn't afraid of them. He was used to
them being in the store. They never bothered any of us.
But they didn't know what I was doing yet.
I tried to hurry. It seemed to take forever. The screwdriver
slipped in my hand.
Then I dropped the cap. I had to feel around for it in the dark.
But I finally found it. I put it back on the last tire. I didnt know who
that one was for.
But I smiled as I did it.
I went back inside and washed my hands. Then I started
wiping off the counter.
Snake and his gang were getting up to leave.They ignored me,
as always. I ignored them, too.

I heard them yelling once they got outside.
"What happened to my tires?" Snake shouted.
"They aren't slashed," Goose said. Just flat.
"Call Leopard," Snake said. He sounded very angry. "Tell him
to come pick us up."
"Don't you remember? He went up to visit his aunt and uncle.
It will take him hours to get here," Goose said.
"Do you have a better idea?"
I stepped into the break room. There was a telephone in there.
It had a private number. There was no way to trace calls from it
back to the store.
I pulled out my notebook. It had a lot of names and addresses
written in it. They had taken me weeks to get.
I didn't know Tiger's number, of course. That would have been
too easy.
But I knew something better. How to reach his landlady. I had
looked up the listing for his building a long time before.
"Terrace Apartments," she said when she picked up. She
seemed awake. But she sounded mad over being called so late.
I made my voice high, like a girls. "Tiger's in trouble," I said.
"What?" she answered.
"Tiger's in trouble," I said again. "Tell him to take his family and

leave town. Tonight."
"Who is this?"
"There's going to be trouble at the apartment," I said in my
high voice. "Get him out now."
I heard her drop the phone. I heard a sound like footsteps
running away.
And then I hung up the phone.

Chapter Ten
We closed up the store. The manager walked me to my car. He
looked a little nervous. Like he wasn't sure if he should leave.
Snake and his buddies were still in the parking lot. They still looked
mad.
Mr. Tanner sighed. He opened his car door. "Good night,
George," he said.
"Good night, Mr. Tanner," I said. "See you tomorrow."
He nodded. I got into my car. I watched him drive away.
Then I cleaned my glasses. I was sweating, and they were
foggy.
I pulled out of my parking space. I held tight to the steering
wheel. It kept my hands from shaking. When I got to Snake's car, I
stopped. My heart was still pounding. But I knew I needed to do
this. "Hey, do you guys need a ride or something?" I asked. My
voice squeaked. I sounded like a mouse. But I felt like a lion.
Snake looked at me. That was the first time I ever saw his
eyes. They were plain and brown. They didn't look like the eyes of
a killer. They looked like the eyes of any other man.
He didn't smile. But for a minute he stopped frowning. I guess
even the hardest criminals have feelings sometimes. "Nah, we got
one coming," he said. "Thanks anyway, kid."
"Okay," I said. "Good night." I rolled up my window. I pulled out

of the parking lot. I drove down the street. I thought of them
standing there. With their useless car and flat tires.

And Tiger, making his escape. With his wife and little girl.
Maybe on their way to a better life. Maybe I was, too. And
suddenly I knew who that last tire was for. It was for me.

Chapter Eleven
Several days later, Snake and his gang were back at their usual
tables. I was listening to them again.
"So, you still trying to get Tiger?" a man asked. I didn't know
his name. He had a silver nose ring.
"Nope," Snake said.
My heart dropped. Did that mean they had already gotten
him? Maybe my plan had failed after all.
"Nope," Snake said again. "We don't know where he is."
"Did you go to his apartment?"
"His landlady threw him out."
"What?"
"Said he owed three months back rent. She told him to pay up
or get out. Now she doesn't know where he is."
I almost laughed. The landlady had thought up a good story
for Tiger.
"I guess he owed money to a lot of people," the man with the
nose ring said.
"Yeah. She said his mother was sick. Real sick. Big doctor bills."
He shrugged. He tapped his finger on the table. "That's what he

told me, too. I thought it was a line. Maybe it was true after all."
I thought I got it then. Snake was Tiger's boss. Tiger hadn't
given Snake his cut. That's why Snake was out to get him.
"Well, you're not going to let him slide, are you?" the man with
the nose-ring said.
Snake shot him a look. "Of course not! He'll turn up sooner or
later. And business is business." He tapped his finger on the table
again. "But I was thinking I might let him work it off. Just this once."
He paused. "Heck, I know how it is. I've got a mother, too."
"What are you thinking about now, George?" said a voice at my
elbow.
"Oh, hi, Marissa!" I said. I dropped my cleaning towel.
"Nothing, nothing...just washing the counter."
She flashed that sunshine smile at me. I could feel my face
glowing. "You've been washing that same spot for five minutes
now," she said.

"Well, Marissa," I said. "Some things are dirtier than others.
But if you scrub hard enough, you just might get them clean."
She shook her head at me. I guess I wasn't as deep as I
thought I was. But at least she was still smiling. "You're a strange
man, George. Someday I'm going to find out what's going on in
that head of yours. You wait and see!" She nudged my arm with
her elbow. She put her hands in her apron pockets. And then she
walked away.
I watched her go. I hope so, Marissa, I thought. I hope so.

Chapter Twelve
I got home late again that night. Mama was still waiting for me
in the kitchen. For once she didn't sniff me. But she looked very
serious. Very serious and very sad. "Your friend came by today,"
she said. "Looking for you." She pointed to a note on the table.
"He said you haven't been around much."
"No, Mama," I said. "I haven't."
She sat down heavily. She didn't look at me. She looked at the
wall instead. "Are you going back?" she asked.
"I'm going to try not to," I said.
She kept staring at the wall. I stared at it, too. "Will they let
you?" she asked.
"Maybe," I said. "Maybe, because of Mary."
Her back stiffened. Mama and I never talked about Mary. I still
heard her crying late at night. Once I had found her in Mary's tiny
bedroom, touching her things. But we never talked about it.
"Mary's tombstone is ready," she said to the wall. "They'll put
it up next Sunday."
I nodded. I didn't know what to say.
I wished I hadn't mentioned Mary. I didn't want to remind
Mama about Mary. Maybe she wouldn't want me around
anymore. Like after the funeral.

"Think you can get the day off work?" she asked.
I looked away from the wall. Mama was looking at me. I looked
back at her. There were tears in her eyes. There were tears in
mine, too.
"Yes, Mama," I said. "I'll be there."
Mary was gone. Six feet under the ground. All wrapped up in
pink and white. Like a gift to the angels. I couldn't bring her back. I
couldn't take away Mama's pain. I couldn't change what had
happened to Mary. I might never forgive myself for what had
happened to her.
I couldn't save Mary. But maybe I could save some other little
girl. Someone's little daughter. Or little sister.
One less dead little sister. One less tombstone with a little
girl's name on it. It would make a man's whole life worth living.

For Mary. May she rest in peace.

She is lovingly remembered by her Mama
And by her big brother George
Who loved her very much.

