David Smith
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 “One Afternoon”

“Stop griping,” she snapped.  “This is your fault, you know.  I don’t know what’s wrong with you…”

“Hey, he started it!” the kid stared out the window.  “I just…finished it.”

“You didn’t have get in a fight.  You could’ve just walked away.”

“Yeah, right.  Whatever, Mom.”

This halted the conversation for a while.
“Why do I have to stay there?” he demanded.  “This sucks.  This is bulls—“

“Shut up!  I don’t want to hear it!” she shrieked.  Drawing a deep breath, she continued: “it’s a couple of hours.  He goes to my church.  He’s kindly agreed to watch you until my meeting’s over.  I think you’ll like him,” she finished halfheartedly.
“But why can’t I stay at home?  I can take care of myself.”  A definite tone of whining had entered his voice.

The mother sighed.  Wearily, she massaged her neck and replied, “We’ve gone over this.  I don’t want you there all by yourself.”  In a softer voice she muttered, “I don’t want any other kid winding up in the hospital.”
He crossed his arms and glared out the window, a picture of sulky defiance.  They rode in silence for a while.  Abruptly, he brightened.  “Hey!  Dad could—”

“Absolutely not!  I’m not letting him get near you!”  She closed her eyes momentarily as she gathered her tattered nerves together.  “If you’re going to spend an afternoon with someone, it’s not going to be with that lowlife.  You’ve already inherited too many bad habits from him.”
He opened his mouth to continue arguing, but she straightened and said, “We’re here.”
The kid slowly disembarked from the car and came around to where his mother leaned out to give him a kiss.  When he drew back, she merely shrugged and said, “I’ll be back in a couple of hours.  Behave!”
She sped off as he turned to face the house.  It loomed over the other houses, a relic of days past.  A gravel driveway disappeared behind the back.  A massive tree towered against the right side of the house, casting its shadow over the fading white paint that was hanging off the walls.  As he trudged up the sidewalk, he noticed a tire swing dangling from one of the tree’s branches.
It looks pretty old, the kid thought.  If I’m lucky, maybe he’ll let me play on the swing or let me sit on that balcony and leave me alone.  He noticed that the balcony went all the way around the upper part of the house.  This might be a cool place to explore—


“Excuse me.”  He looked up to see a man standing on the porch.  He was tall, probably six-three or so, with auburn hair and a pair of overalls sporting the nametag Paul.   “You must be Selena’s son.”


“Yeah.”


“Come on in.”  The man gestured for him to enter.  He hesitated, then mounted the stairs.


“Welcome to my humble abode,” his host said as he ushered the boy into the house.  The kid sniffed the air; everything seemed to be made out of wood.  “How many floors this place got?”


“Three” was the reply, “not counting the solarium.”

“What’s a solarium?”


“Well—”


“And what’s a ‘abode’?”


“Well—”


“You know, I hate it when people use big words that they know you don’t know what they mean.  You know what I mean?”


The man didn’t seem to know how to respond to this verbal barrage.  He opened his mouth, then closed it with a grin.  “Fair enough,” he replied.  “Have a seat on this couch and I’ll tell you what an abode is.”


The boy plopped down on the sofa, sinking into the cushions.  “Your springs are going out,” he informed the other.  Before the man could respond to this, the boy continued: “You know, I never understood why we say springs are going out when they are more springy.  Ain’t they supposed to be bouncy and saggy?  Ain’t that the point of springs, to bounce and stuff?  Why are they only good when you don’t bounce and sag on them?”  He stared challengingly at the man, as if daring him to come up with a suitable explanation for this puzzle.

“You’re an inquisitive one, aren’t you?”


The boy seemed to close up.  “No, I’m not,” he retorted.  He crossed his arms and glared defiantly at the man.  His host appeared to be at a loss for a moment.  An uncomfortable silence settled on the room.  Up close, the man’s face appeared old; the stubble on his chin was white.  He must be at least forty, the boy mused.  Just to break the silence, he inquired, “How old are you?”


“Too old.”  The man didn’t seem to want to elaborate.  Then he said softly, “But not old enough.”


His guest didn’t reply.  They sat in silence, the man gazing out the window, the lad staring at the floor.  He looked around at the antiques that cluttered up the room.  The sun spilled through the large window, falling on a bronze statue on an end table.  The kid scooted over to examine it more closely.  “What’s this?”


The man brightened.  “That’s my trophy.  I won a national contest for writing poetry.”


“Really.  How cool.”


The man beamed, but the proud look on his face was erased when his guest started to snicker.  He set his jaw and forced his face into a smile.  “It was a tough competition,” he said tightly.  “Very prestigious, and a lucrative prize.  Oh, I guess you probably don’t know what those words mean either.”


The kid stared at him for a few seconds.  This scathing comeback seemed to stun him.  He cast around for something to say.  “Uh, what’s that thing he’s holding up?”


“It’s a quill, a writing utensil from back before pens and pencils.”  The man still radiated injury from the boy’s offense.  Then he softened.  “Have you ever won a trophy?”


“Yeah, I did!” the kid began animatedly.  “Once, when I…”  His face fell as he trailed off.  Then his face changed again and he scowled at the man.  “What’s it to you?”

“Oh, no reason.  I just thought you might have won something, you know, like a soccer trophy or something like that.”


The boy considered this.  He opened his mouth to speak several times, but something seemed to stop him.  Finally he spoke: “Well, when I was in third grade…”  He halted, and went over to look at the figurines on the mantle above the fireplace.  “Do you burn wood in your fireplace?” he asked.


“Sometimes,” the man responded.  “As you’ve probably noticed, this house is mostly wood, so I try to keep open flames to a minimum.  Say, would you like to see the rest of the house?”


“Sure.”


The two of them walked through the living room to the den.  “Wow!” exclaimed the kid.  “Is that a rifle over there?”  The man nodded.  “Civil War-vintage,” he confirmed.  “My great-great-granddaddy fought for the Union.  See this place here where the wood is scored off?  When this happened, it saved his life.”  

The boy looked fascinated.  “What happened?” he inquired excitedly.


“He was in the Battle of Shiloh, bloody battle that was, one of the bloodiest, anyway, his regiment had been pretty well wiped out, and he was trying to make it back through the trees to the rest of the army.  He came across four Confederates stripping an officer’s corpse.  One of them fired at him and hit his rifle right where you see it.  One-in-a-million chance of that happening.”

“So, what happened then?  How did your great- granddaddy get away from them?”

“He didn’t.  He killed all four.”


A shocked look came across his guest’s face.  “He, he killed all four of them?” he said weakly.


The man’s face showed no expression as he gazed down on the boy.  “That’s what happens in war.  You kill people or they kill you.  When you get down to it, it’s that simple.”


They exited the den.  Walking through the kitchen, the man asked whether the kid was hungry, but he received no answer.  The boy was mulling over things in his head.  As they climbed the stairs to the second floor, the man commented on the age of the house, the craftsmanship and artistry of the woodwork, and the origins of various objects they encountered.  “This clock belonged to my great aunt, who claimed to have gotten it from the estate of Grover Cleveland;” or, “I picked up this mask from my trip to India.  The man I bought it from said it protects against evil spirits.”  All through the tour of the second story the boy remained silent.

When they were finished, he inquired, “What’s on the third floor?”


“That’s my favorite part of the house.  The library.  You want to see it?”


The boy nodded, and the two of them went up to the third floor.  The stairs ended in the center of the room.  There were shelves and shelves of books.  Every wall had shelves except for the west side, which sported a tall glass door surrounded by massive windows that reached almost to the ceiling twenty feet high.  The north and south walls had smaller windows with benches built into the sills to sit on.  A couch faced the east wall, with a desk on the north and two easy chairs on the south.  A record machine emitted the soothing music of Pachelbel’s Canon.

The youth surveyed the room with an awestruck expression.  He walked around the room, gazing at titles of books, drinking in the quiet stillness while the man watched with a slight smile.


“What do you think?”


The boy started; he had forgotten there was someone else in the room.  “I think it’s…sublime,” he breathed.


“‘Sublime.’  That’s a big word,” his host remarked with a twinkle in his eye, but he seemed honestly impressed with the boy’s choice of words.


“Yeah, well…”  A look of intense embarrassment dominated the boy’s features.  “That’s what I got the trophy for, a spelling contest.”  He didn’t want to go on, but something drew the words out.  “I spelled ‘sublime’ to win, and so I know what it means…”

“It’s nothing to be ashamed of; I’d be proud of that.”


“Well, all the guys in my class started making fun of me, and so I stopped trying to be good in school.”


“Your mom tells me that you get into fights a lot.”


The boy’s face hardened.  “That’s none of your damn business!” he snarled.  He turned to leave the room, but paused at the top of the stairs, looking around at the volumes.  “I…it’s just that…”  The toughness drained out of him.  “They’re always making fun of me for knowing stuff and asking questions, and I just want to make them stop, so I get into fights.”


The man said awkwardly, “It’s okay to be smart and curious about things.  I was much the same way when I was in school.  I was constantly mocked for knowing the answers to questions, for getting good grades.  The thing is, when you get out of school, that sort of thing will help you, not hurt you.  It did for me.”  When the lad made no reply, he said, “Have you talked with your mom about this?”


A sneer crept across the boy’s face.  “Once,” he said bitterly.  “She told me, ‘Just ignore them.’”  The boy mimicked his mother’s voice with a great deal of accuracy.


“Well, you can talk to me, if you like.  I guess you don’t talk to your dad much.”


“Naw, he’s a loser anyway.  He doesn’t care much about anything.”


They stood in silence for a while.  The boy went over to the door and looked out.  “You can go outside if you like,” said his host.  “I like to sit out there and watch the sunset.  It’s quite peaceful.  Even sublime.”

At this the boy smiled, the first genuine smile since he arrived.  They went out and sat on the lawn chairs.  “I’d like to apologize,” the boy said in a small voice.


“What for?”


“For downstairs, when I…I made fun of the trophy.”


“Don’t mention it.”


They looked out over the grassy field that stretched across several acres.  A slight breeze rustled the leaves that lay at the base of the old tree.  A worn basketball hoop stood over the garage.  The man noticed the boy looking at it.  

“You play basketball?” he asked.

“Yeah.  I’m pretty good.  Next year I’ll be able to try out for the high school team, and the coach says I should make it.”


They savored the silence for a bit.


“Have you read all these books?” the boy asked.


The other shook his head and explained, “No, that would take more time than I have.  I’ve read a good many of them while I listen to my classical music.  Feel free to borrow as many as you want,” he finished, seeing the expression on the kid’s face.


The youth went back inside and strolled around the room, examining the titles.  “Why do you have a record player?” he inquired.  “Don’t you have a CD player?”


“Nope.  My turn table works fine for my purposes.”

“CDs have better quality sound.  You can make your own custom CDs, you know.  Do you have a computer?”


“Well, I’ve been thinking about that.  I wouldn’t know what to get or what to do.”

“Well, I could help you.  I know what the different kinds there are; I could get you the hook-up.”  The boy began to list the different attributes and possibilities when the door-bell rang.


Looking at his watch the man remarked, “Wow, look at the time!  That’s probably your mom come to pick you up.”


The boy’s face fell.  “Well, could I come by again?” he asked as they went down stairs.


“You’d better, if you want to return those books you’ve got.  Tell you what: next time bring some tennis shoes and we can play some basketball, if you’d like.  I’ll show you some of the junk I have in the basement.  Sound like a plan?”


The lad nodded enthusiastically.  He bid the man farewell and hopped in the car while his mother conversed with his host for a minute.  When she got in the car, he waved to the man before he entered the house.  His mom noticed this.  “So, you had a good time, huh?”


“I guess.”


“He’s a great guy, isn’t he?”


“Yeah, he’s okay.”


She chuckled.  “That’s high praise coming from you.”  The two of them exchanged grins, and she ruffled his hair.  “So, you want to go out to eat tonight?”


“Sure!  Can we get Chinese?”
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