
“Heaven’s not a play that you go when you die, it’s that moment in life when actually feel alive. So live for the moment now.”

· The Spill Canvas

I didn’t know heaven. Not in the clouds above and not here on Earth. To me, heaven was a fairy tale in all of its forms. Just a belief that people hold on to in hopes that after so many years of suffering, they will be rewarded with something that will have no end. But I didn’t want any reward. I didn’t want to live in eternal bliss because to me, it couldn’t exist. There was too much pain and sorrow for me to just be able to be happy. 

Some people pray for heaven. I pray for nothing. I pray for oblivion. When my life has run so far that it cannot run anymore, I want to die and feel nothing. I want to remember nothing. And I want to be nothing. 


_________________________


“Quinton, get yo’ ass down here,” a voice screeched from downstairs. It was my mother. Hearing her voice made my body flinch. It was a tone I was used to hearing whenever she wanted me to do something. For a while I thought that was the only tone she used when talking to me.


I arose from my horizontal position on my twin-sized bed and made my way past the boxes and bags that littered the floor of my room. Hesitantly, I opened the door and yelled, “What do you want?”


“I need you to go to the store.”

“Figures,” I said in a low tone.


I went back into my room and plopped down on my bed. I didn’t want to leave my room. It was my safe haven from the things that went on in my home, if you could call it a home.

When I got my shoes and jacket on, I descended the staircase and stepped into the living room. The drawn curtains cast a heavy shadow over the room. Too bad it wasn’t dark enough to hide the disgusting state of my new home. Boxes and bags were piled everywhere. My mother, Elizabeth, was sitting on the couch doing nothing, as usual. She was a very plump woman with short, un-kept hair that had wisps of gray floating in it. Her skin was such a dark brown that I swore she was black, like the actual color black. By just looking at her misty gray lips, you could tell she smoked almost two packs of cigarettes a day.


“What do you need,” I said to her as she gazed into the television.

“We need some milk,” she said, not even looking up at me.

“Fine, give me the money.”


“Don’t you have some?”


“Do I have a job,” I said under my breath.


“Excuse me?”


“No, I don’t have any money.”

“You better watch your damn mouth, talking to me like that.”


My mother got up and fetched her purse. She took a few dollars out and handed it to me.


“I want my change back, boy.”

Boy? I thought I had a name. I wanted to say that so bad but I held my tongue, like I had done for so many years. I knew better, plus it wasn’t worth my time.

My new neighborhood was a decent one for once. I had just moved away from the inner most portion of Detroit, Michigan and I was glad to be away from it. There, it was just a bunch of the same people who were about the same thing. Everyday I saw all the idiotic wannabe thugs trampsing around the school like they were authentic; as if it made them something extra. But the reality to me was that they had no future.

But this place was slightly different. People cared about their property and had kept it up or at least it seemed that way through the mounds of snow covering the ground. But it wasn’t the best by far. This place seemed to be the middle ground between the nice suburbs and the run down ghettos; each being only a few blocks away from my house. My trip took me more to the hood. There were more liquor stores there than anywhere else in the world.

Right before my eyes I saw the houses go from well kept to just barely standing. Grassless yards and empty lots littered the area and made me wonder how people could allow their homes to come to such a state.

If it were summer, there would be herds of people outside blasting music, but now the streets were almost empty. I was the only idiot outside going for a walk. Times like this made me wish I had a car.

As I reached my temporary sanctuary called Supreme Liquor I let out I large sigh. The heat felt good against my frozen skin. I stamped my feet on the black rug near the door to get rid of the snow that may have been attached to my feet and made my way to the back of the brightly lit store. My shoes squeaked on the tiled floor as I walked. I picked up a gallon of 2% milk and headed to the front of the store to pay.

“Is that all you want,” an Arab man asked behind a very large bulletproof glass.

“Yeah, that’s it.”

“$1.99.”

I slid two of the three dollars my mother had given me through the money slot. The man put the money into the register and put the milk into a plastic bag.

“Why are you out today? It is very cold out there.”

“I guess my parents don’t love me,” I joked.

He chucked and slid me my penny. I put the penny on the counter for the next lucky soul fortunate enough to come out on such a day.

As I walked out of the store I thought back on the little joke that I made. I wished it were a joke. 

I lived with my mother and my stepfather. I didn’t know my real father. When I was little, I would ask my mother about him and almost immediately receive a slap on my hand or across my face. Overtime, I learned not to ask about him or his whereabouts. She and I lived alone for a long time and they were hard times too. My mother was always at work and I was left at home. I remember when I got my first pair of house keys. I was 10 years old. Isn’t that funny? 

Well, it lasted that way until I was about 13, that’s when my mother met this guy. Don’t ask me how, he just started coming over and they would do whatever while I was locked away in my room. Eventually I got to meet Mr. Tony Miller one day when he came over for dinner. He and my mother talked while I sat quiet. As soon as I was finished eating, I was sent to my room. I could hear their loud bumps and bangs from below. All I could do was put on my headphones and go to sleep. After about 3 months it seemed like the man lived there and on my mother’s finger appeared a diamond ring. They were engaged. If my mother didn’t ignore me before then she was doing it now. The only time I saw her was when I ate dinner, then I was sent up to my room.

My mother didn’t love me and if she did, she didn’t show it. I was yelled at by her and her new mate. A lot of the time when Tony blamed me for something, she wouldn’t even listen to me. She would just take his side. I didn’t know why, maybe she was afraid to be alone. My room soon became my safe haven. I stayed there, only going out to use the bathroom or to act as servant to the happy couple. I had friends, but not many. I was a quiet kid in school. I guess if you are forced into silence at home, it rubs off everywhere else. But that didn’t matter, I wasn’t with my friends anymore.

We just moved over here a few days ago and it was time for a new high school. Could you imagine relocating in the middle of your senior year of high school? It was fucked up.

My feet made a dull pounding sound as they it the snowy ground. I was almost home. It was getting very dark out and I was very could. I didn’t unpack my winter coat yet. I quickened my pace as I made my way back to my home.

“Where is my change?”

“It was $2.99.”

“Milk don’t cost that much boy, is you lyin’ to me?”

“No.”

“I bet you are, get ya ass up to ya room. I don’t have time to play around with you.”

I turned around slowly and made my way upstairs. I knew stealing was one of the worse things I could ever do but I had to get money some how. Often times, they would have to go out to eat because if I didn’t, I wouldn’t have anything until they came home.

When I got upstairs I stretched out on my warm bed. I took the dollar out of my pocket and added it to a stash of money I kept hidden in a bag. My mind went from the money to the next day. I would be signing in at Power High School. I was lucky that they would take me. The school was in the middle of the semester but since they were going into a new quarter, I was okay. I looked around my room. Eventually I would have to unpack and put my things away. Not now though, it was late and I was tired. I closed my eyes and said a quick prayer.

“God, get me through this year.”

With my clothes still on, I went to sleep.

________________________

I awoke to screams coming from downstairs.

“Quinton, get up boy, its time for you to go to school.”

“Does she ever stop yelling,” I thought to myself. I got up from my dark room and took a nice stretched. Looking out the window I could tell that it was still early. The horizon was slightly purple and cars were rushing busily down the street. I whipped the sleep from my eyes and walk drudgingly to the bathroom. Relieving myself was about the best feeling I felt in the past few days. I didn’t even open my eyes to look at myself in the mirror. I would look at myself later.

After a very warm shower, I looked around my room for some underwear. I located a white wife-beater and a pair of black boxer briefs. I put both articles on and then stood up to look in the mirror. Staring back at me was a 6’1 black 17-year-old. His brown skin covered a muscular body. He had short wavy hair on the top of his head and it was neatly trimmed. Four silver hoop earrings occupied his ears, two in the left and another two on the right. His beard and mustache, like his hair, had been neatly cut from a visit to the local barbershop the day before.

“Damn, I look good,” I joked. I flexed my arms in the mirror for fun. I guess you could say my male ego had taken over. I think all guys have flexed in the mirror once or twice, if not more. As for myself, I treasured moments like this. It wasn’t often that I could see my body in such nice shape. I’d give it a day or two.

I searched my dresser for deodorant and when I located it, I applied it to my underarms. No way I was going to stink my first day in a new school. I found a pair of black pants and shirt and put them on. I looked over at the clock, I only had a few minutes before I would be late. I put on a black fleece and headed out of my bedroom door. Something was missing though…my shoes and my cologne. Most important my shoes. I went back and put on a pair of black boots and sprayed myself with Calvin Klein Eternity. 

I just loved the smell of Eternity; it reminded me of one of my friends back at my old house. Every year, I would make sure that I would collect $50 and buy the cologne for myself. Thank God it lasted a year.

I made my way down stairs and found my mother heading out the door.

“Hey, I’m rea…,” was all I could sputter before my mother closed the front door. I guess I was walking.

I pulled my winter coat from a bag and put it on. I made a quick sprint up to my room and grabbed my headphones and when I got back downstairs I grabbed a notebook, set the alarm to our house and made my way outside. 

It was still dark out, but the lights from all the cars seemed to light up the world. A slight chill ran through my body as the frigid air hit my face. I put my headphones on and turned on the music. The bluesy sound of Joan Osborne began to ring in my ears. She was going to be my companion as I made my pilgrimage to Power High School.

I felt very out of place when I arrived. I didn’t know where I was going or what I was supposed to do. There were two entrances. One had a large number of students trying to get in and the other had only a few. It was cold and I didn’t want to wait so I went into the one with fewer students.

The blast of warm air made me want to relinquish my winter coat and break out into shorts, but that illusion was short lived. I passed through one of two metal detectors. It blared as I walked between its walls but the guard and students ignored it. As I stepped forward, the metal detector sounded again as other students walked in. I guess there were no searches at this school. 

“Can I see your I.D.,” one of the security guards asked.

“I don’t have one, I’m n…”

“Go to room 102,” the woman said and pointed a room out where a herd of students stood.

“I’m new I need to go to the main office,” I said in a quiet voice.

“Oh, okay, go ahead.”

“Where is it?”

“Right there,” she said pointing the opposite direction.

I slowly walked down the halls of school. Around me, students were yelling, laughing and cursing. Most of them looked like little children, they were 9th graders from my assumption. That’s how a lot of them would act at my old school. They figured that they were in high school so they were automatically adults. It was hilarious to watch, but after a while it got annoying.

I went through the doors of the main office and told one of the ladies that I was new. She handed me three cards and a sheet of paper. One was a file card. I printed my full name, Quinton Samuel Steele and my age, 17. That was just two of a lot of other information I had to supply to the school. When I was finished, I got up and gave the paper work back to the lady.

“Okay, Quinton,” she said, reading my card. “We are going to send you to Mr. Wayne. He will be your counselor.”

“Okay.”

“He is in room 202, that’s on the second floor.”

“How do I get to the room?”

“Just go up the stairs and turn to your right.”

I exited the main office and went back to the stairs that were located near the door. The bell suddenly rang and students began to hurry to class. Some pushed passed me because of my slow pace.

I had gone up the stairs and to my right but the numbers of the rooms were not right. 217, 209, 203… I didn’t know where I was going.

“Hey, you need some help,” said a deep voice from the side of me. I turned to see a guy standing at his locker putting his coat and some books away. He was a little shorter, but larger than me. He looked as though he worked out pretty often. His hair was cut short in what seemed to be a perfect line up. I was jealous of the waves in his hair. He wore black jeans and a white, long sleeve shirt. On his wrist was a silver bracelet and around his neck was a silver chain. He was your typical, no future having, thug wannabe.

“Yeah, I’m trying to find room 202.”

“Oh, Mr. Wayne’s office. Here, I’ll take you there. It’s on my way to class.”

When he was finished at his locker, the boy came to my side and we began to walk in the opposite direction.

“The lady downstairs told me to turn right,” I said quietly.

“Oh for real? Well, there’re two staircases here so she might have wanted you to go to the other one. You new here or somethin’?”

“Yeah.”

“Ain’t it a little late for you to be startin’ school?”

“I just moved.”

“Oh. Well, you should like it.”

“I hope so.”

“What grade?”

“12th.”

“Me too. What school you transferring from?”

“Renaissance.”

“Oh shit, for real? Well, it’s nice to be in the presence of such genius,” He joked.

What was this guy doing at Power High School? All of these people trying to act hard and here he was actually being civil. 

“Well here we are,” said the boy. We were standing at an open door to a small cramped office. “Hope you have fun.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“No problem, homie.”

With that, the boy walked away and I was left alone with my new counselor. He was a rather large white man with long, brown hair. He wore thick oval shaped glasses that rested low on his nose. They were so thick, I wondered if I could look at a map with those things and see people waving at me. His office was dimly lit and rather cramped.

“May I help you,” he asked, looking at me over his bulletproof lenses.

“Yeah, I’m new, they sent my from downstairs.”

“What? Speak up,” he said raising his voice.

“I said, I am new and they sent me from downstairs.”

“Oh okay.”


He began to type into the computer my information. It took him only a couple of minutes before he asked, “What classes do you want?”


“Don’t I have to keep the classes I had before?”

“Well not if you don’t want to. The only class you need, looking at your transcript, is English.”

“Can I just get English?”

“No,” he said laughing. “You have to have at least six classes, my friend.”

“What do I have to choose from?”

“Why don’t you just tell me some of the things you are interested in,” said Mr. Wayne, leaning back in his chair and placing his hands behind his head. His eyes looked like spotted golf balls behind his large frames.

“I like to write and listen to music.”

“Well, that’s a start, what type of writing?”

“Poetry, stuff like that.”

“Great, you first class will be,” he said in his best announcer voice, “Creative Writing.”

“Okay.”

“You said you like music?”

“Yeah, listening to music.”

“Can you sing?”

“Well, kind of but…”

“Great, we will give you Concert Choir,” he interjected.

It went on like that for a few minutes as he tried to pry into my interests and dislikes. I ended up with classes that I wanted and a few that I didn’t, namely Concert Choir. I could sing and everything, but not in front of people.

Mr. Wayne hit the print key on his computer and within seconds, my schedule was printed out with room numbers, periods and teacher names. I glanced over it and it read as follows:

I. Honors English 7

II. Concert Choir 1

III. Free Draw 1

IV. Psychology

V. French 3

VI. Creative Writing 1

Now if those weren’t bullshit classes, I didn’t know what was.

“Now, your first hour is over but you should probably go to the room to sign in anyway.”

“Okay.”

“Do you have any questions?”

“How do I know where these rooms are?”

“What? Look, you really have to speak up, my friend.”

“Sorry.”

“Its not often that I meet a shy senior,” Mr. Wayne said in amusement.

“I said, how do I know where these rooms are?”

“Oh, well that’s simple. If it starts with a ‘1’ then it’s on the first floor. The same thing applies with ‘2’ and ‘3’. Now, the even numbered rooms are on the left side of the school and the odd are on the right.”

“Okay.”

“Now your first hour is on the third floor, you should find it okay.”

“Alright.”

“Good luck and have a good day.”

I departed my consoler’s office and entered into an empty hallway. I was alone. The silence was strange to my ears because just a few moments ago, there were students bustling around the halls. As I walked, my footsteps made echoes that seemed to spread like wild fire. I began to feel this nervousness in the pit of my stomach as I climbed up the stairs. I was going to being thrust into a new environment and I have anyone to stand by my side.

When I reached the door of my classroom, I just stared at it.

“Why the hell am I acting like this,” I asked myself.

Slowly I lifted my hand and carefully knocked on the door. It took a few moments but a teacher came and peered out. It was a woman. She wasn’t fat but she wasn’t skinny. She was in that odd place in between. Hey skin was a cocoa brown color and so were her eyes. She looked to be in her 50’s or 60’s but didn’t have the wrinkles to prove it.

“May I help you,” she asked in a tone that said, this better be good for you to be interrupting my lesson.

“I need to sign in to your class,” I said.

“This late in the year?”

“Yeah, I transferred.”

“Oh, okay. Come in.”

I stepped into a very bright classroom. In front of me was a very large classroom of students, about 35 students, all doing work. I had to focus on getting my stuff signed and leaving.

“Are you in this hour?”

“No, first.”

“Oh, okay. Fill out this card at my desk and give it back to me when you are finished.”

I took the card from her and headed over to her neatly organized desk. My heart rate began to lower as I wrote my first and last name on the tan piece of paper. I hated being in front of people, it scared the shit out of me. I don’t know why, it just frightened me. 

I was finished with my card so I got up and gave it to my future Honors English teacher.

“Okay, Quinton,” she said reading the card, “I am Ms. Cleo, no jokes about the name.”

A student in her class stood up and said, “Call me now for a free reading,” in his best Jamaican accent and the class erupted in laughter.

“That’s enough,” she called. “Jamar, you’re lucky I’m letting you make up your work from missing first hour. Now you’re going to be sweeping my floors.”

“Damn,” the boy exclaimed.

“Watch your mouth,” she said. She turned back to me and said in a more pleasant tone, “I will see you tomorrow in class. Unfortunately, you’re going to have to deal with that one.” She pointed at Jamar.

“Okay.”

Leaving that class was a huge sigh of relief, but my next class was going to worse, a lot worse.

“Where did you transfer from,” asked a rather large woman, so big she seemed to be limited to the chair she sat in. Although she was so big, she had a very beautiful face. I didn’t know if I could say that about her attitude.

“I am from Renaissance High School,” I replied.

“Oh, were you in the choir there?”

“No.” I could feel the eyes of the music room burn into my back as the teacher questioned me.

“Well, this is a varsity choir and you have to have taken choir before to get in.”

“Okay,” I said and tried to turn for the door but the teacher interrupted me before I could make my first step.

“Sing something.”

“What?”

“You heard me, sing something. Since you haven’t been in the class I need to see what you can do.”

“I…I don’t… can I do it later?”

“Why?”

“Everybody is here, can I do it when everyone is gone?”

“If you are going to be in the choir, you have to be able to sing in front of an audience.”

“I didn’t really want this…”

“Come on, sing,” she insisted.

I could feel my back being burned to a crisp by the watchers behind me. The class fell into an uncomfortable silence. My heart began to race and I could feel sweat on my forehead. My stomach was in a blender.

“What do you want me to sing?”

“Anything you want.”

No matter how hard I thought, I couldn’t think of a single song.

“Sing, ‘Mary had a Little Lamb’,” suggested one student. The others began to laughed and giggle.

I was petrified. I didn’t want to do this, I couldn’t. But I couldn’t just stand there. I began to open my mouth when someone’s cell phone went off. Saved!

“Could you please turn that phone off, you know it’s not supposed to be in this school anyway,” the teacher yelled in an annoying, nasal tone. “Look, just go sit down, but you are going to sing for me. My name is Ms. Lynwood.”

“Okay.”

With a sigh of relief I turned toward the class. I had never seen a room quite like that one. The seats were set stadium style. I went to the highest and furthest position, away from the teacher and everyone else. I collapsed in my seat and rested my head against the wall. Why did he give me this class?

The rest of the day got progressively better. I didn’t know anyone and they didn’t know me. I tried to sit as far away from everyone else as I could. If I couldn’t get away, I would sit in the back corner.

I arrived at my last hour after what seemed like an eternity. I went into a room with circular tables with chairs instead of the typical steel desks. It was a refreshing sight to see something different. The shades on the windows were drawn but they were left up just enough to get some light. I went to one of the tables closest to the window. For the next hour, it would be the closest I would get to freedom. It only took a few minutes for a few students to walk in. It didn’t look like there would be a lot of people in this class. When I looked back on it, a lot of my classes didn’t have that many people in it.

I rested my head on the table as a few more bodies piled into the class. It was still at a comfortable size. Most of them sat with friends and talked. It was times like this that I longed for my old friends, but they couldn’t go to Power High and hold my hand. But it was a strange thing that I didn’t want anyone to notice me, but I wished for someone to talk to me. How quickly were my prayers answered.

“Hey, I see you found your way,” said a familiar voice. I raised my head to see the guy from the hallway, the one who showed me to my counselor.

“Yeah, thanks,” I said with a smile. The boy walked over and took the seat next to mine. It made me a little uneasy but I was okay. 

“So how was your first day?”

“It was kind of boring.”

“Yeah, it’s like that sometimes.”

I remained silent, waiting for the teacher to make his way through the door.

“So of all schools, why did you come to Power High? This ain’t exactly the cream of the crop.”

“I had to move.”

“Awe man, that’s messed up. Do you know anyone here?”

“No.”

“Well, now you know me. My name is Ali Stone.”

“Quinton Steele.”

“Tight, we got those hard last names,” he laughed. “You have any nicknames? Quinton is all long and shit.”

“No.”

“Awe man, we are going to have to give you one.”

What was up with this guy? Why was he being so friendly? He must be from one of those families were they have family discussions over dinner. I mean he dressed like he wanted to be a thug, but he didn’t act like it.

“How about Quinn or Q,” he asked.

“Okay, call me Q.”

“Tight. I don’t have any nick names, I mean you can’t get any shorter than Ali.”

I let out a small laugh, but then the teacher walked in and the laugh subsided.

“Okay everyone. Today we are going to write some poetry,” said the Caucasian man. He had light brown eyes and something about him made me at ease. He wore blue jeans and a white shirt. 

Slowly I raised my hand to get the teachers attention.

“You,” he said puzzled. “You aren’t in my class.”

“I’m new.”

“Oh, okay. A little late to be taking a new class don’t you think?”

Did everyone have to make that damn comment?

“I switched schools,” I replied.

“Oh okay, that’s fine. The name is Mr. Marco Johns. Call me Marco.”

Once again I was handed a tan card to feel out. I bet if I closed my eyes, I would still be able to feel it out perfectly. 

“I bet you’re tired of filling those out.”

“Yeah, that’s what I was just thinking,” I said with a smile. Ali flashed a smile back with a small chuckle and pulled out a piece of paper. It was time to get to work. Maybe it hadn’t been such a bad day after all.

