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F hen we were all little kids
~ together, Bobby was the bravest.

' W He was the first to go from one
end of the Projects to the other over the
rooftops. I remember following him, all of us
in a line. The last jump was the worst — the
wind was blowing hard and there wasn't
room to get a long running start. Bobby lit a
cigarette and took a drag. Then he threw the
pack over to the other side. He took another
drag and snapped the cigarette over the side
of the building,.

“I'll have a smoke wherever I land,” he
said to us.

“It's too far, Bobby,” Rodney said.

“] don’t care,” Bobby laughed.

You could see he didn’t. He went over
the gap between the rooftops like it was
nothing, soaring.

Everybody cheered. Nobody followed.

If I knew how to voice such things then,
I would have said that I loved him.
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Me and Bobby were ten then. We were
born almost on the same day. Bobby would
stay at my house sometimes. Sometimes he
would even tell other kids we were brothers.

He was very brave, but he was cruel and
ugly too. He threw a cat off the roof once. He
liked to set fires too.

Even when we were real little kids, he
was like that. You know how kids have their
games ... their superstitions? Step on a crack,
break your mother’s back? Bobby saw Joey
skipping down the sidewalk one day and he
called him a girl for it. Joey got mad, but he
didn’t want to fight Bobby. Nobody did.
Anyway, he explained it to Bobby ... he
wasn't skipping like a goddamned girl, he
was just making sure his mother was safe.

Bobby said it was okay. He even said he

was sorry for calling Joey a girl.
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My mother was giving me cocoa the next
morning like she always does when it's cold.

“I saw your pal Bobby early this
morning, Jason, when I first got up. He was
practicing.”

“Practicing what, Mom?”

“I don’t exactly know ... it looked like
hopscotch to me.”

Bobby hadn’t said anything to me about
practicing. I knew he wouldn’t play
hopscotch ... only girls did that.

I couldn’t sleep that night. I know Mom
always got up real early. It wasn't even light
outside sometimes. She had to do everything
in the house before she went to work.

I was up even before Mom the next
morning. I looked out the window but we
were up too high to see much of anything. I
put on my coat and went downstairs. Bobby
was there, all right, just like Mom said. He
was running down the sidewalk, back and
forth, but he was running funny, like he was
drunk.

“What are you doing, Bobby?” I asked
him, stepping out.

His face got all red. For a minute, I
thought he was going to come at me.

“It's a secret, Jason.”

I walked over to him. “Tell me, Bobby.
You know I'd never tell. You're my pal.”

“You'd tell,” he said.

I didn’t say anything — I just walked
away. The wind was cold — it made my eyes
water.

I heard him coming after me but [ didn't
even turn around. I felt his hand on my
shoulder.

“I'm sorry, Jace.”

“l never told, Bobby. Not about
anything. Not even about the cat ...”

“Shut up. I know. I said I was sorry,
didn’t I? Stop crying.”

“I'm not crying!”

“You are!”

I punched him in the face and then he
did come at me. I was doing good for a while
but he was stronger and finally he got me
down.

“You give?” He held his fist right over my
face.
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But the punch never came. He got off
me. After a while, I got up.

“It was a tie,” Bobby said. “Even up.
Okay?”

“Okay,” I said. “You want to come up
for some cocoa?”
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Upstairs, my mother looked at my
clothes and asked me what happened. Bobby
told her some other kids jumped us and we
fought them.

“I don’t like you to fight, Jason,” Mom
said. “But it's good you and Bobby stick up
for each other.”

She washed my face and put orange
stuff on the cuts. She washed Bobby's face
too. He didn’t try to stop her.

After Mom went to work, we had some
cookies and then we went in my room so I
could put on my school clothes.
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“What?”

“You know what I was doing this
morning?”

“You don't have to ... “

“I want you to know. I want somebody
to know. You're my pal, like you said. You
know what 1 was doing out there? Trying to
step on every single fucking crack in the
sidewalk.”

It was the meanest thing I ever heard
anyone say.






