
Ice Cream

by Robert Johnson

Teacher wanted to hear my story, wants to know why I’m so hard.  But I say, careful what you wish for – sometimes you don’t really want to know the truth when you asking a question, sometimes the answer makes you uncomfortable.  But I’ll tell him, and because this is an English class, I’ll try not to swear so much.  But this is my story, and my life full of swears, so I can’t help it if the words offend you.  I don’t look for trouble, but trouble just seem to find some people, whether they look for it or not.  Like coming here – I wasn’t looking to get kicked out of school, and I certainly wasn’t looking to get arrested . . . but I wasn’t looking to get killed neither, so course I had a gun on me.  You can’t do what I do and not carry a gun.  And that punk who ratted me out better start carrying a gun if he expects to avoid a serious beating.


The whole scene is funny.  People who don’t get where I come from is funny.  People who don’t get why I live the way do and say they want to help me by making up rules that don’t work for me – that’s funny.  So maybe telling this story’ll help a few people figure out what life is like outside their nice little gated neighborhoods, and maybe they can actually help somebody.  Not me, ain’t nobody going to help me, but maybe some of these other kids who ain’t figured out how to survive, ain’t figured out just how funny life is.


Give you an example of how funny people is.  I’m sitting in the principal’s office with one of the security guards, Mr. Belcher, the guidance counselor with the heart of pure styrofoam, and the principal Mr. Watkins, a man who looks like he been awake longer than he been alive.  I ain’t exactly sure why they called me in, but I got a feeling it’s got something to do with what’s in my jacket.  So Mr. Watkins says to me, his voice all serious sounding, “Robert, do you have a gun on you?”  And that’s not the kind of question they ask you unless they already know the answer, so I ain’t going to lie.  Besides, it’s worse if you lie.

So I said, “Yeah,” and Mr. Watkins about looked like he was going to shit himself.  Of course the security guard moved his hand to his piece like I’m going to start shooting up the joint; man, these people been watching too much TV.

Then Mr. Watkins asked me if it was loaded – what an idiot.

So I says, “Course it’s loaded; wouldn’t do no good if it wasn’t loaded.”  So he’s all ready to have a heart attack, the security guard is ready to pop one in the back of my head, and I’m sure Mr. Belcher is wondering if he’s ever going to see his beloved sailboat again.

“Can I have it?” asks Mr. Watkins, trembling a bit, but I just hand it over because I don’t want to do no time.  They can expel me, I don’t give a shit about that.  And they’re going to arrest me, but if I act all nice and cooperate ain’t nothing going to happen because I’m still a minor and I ain’t got no record yet.  Figure they’ll probably just give me probation and I can go on about my business.

That’s what these dudes don’t understand.  I don’t carry a gun because I’m going to shoot a teacher or one of their precious honor roll students – they’d probably hang me if I hurt the school’s test scores.  Besides, that nonsense is for dumb, spoiled white kids out in the boonies with a key to daddy’s gun collection and a desperate need for daddy’s attention.  But the news got everybody paranoid, so they think if I have a gun I’m going to shoot up the school.  They’re afraid I’m going to damage the new computers or hurt some of the nice little rich kids.  Hell, they can’t be that precious, otherwise they wouldn’t be going to my school.

But the gun ain’t for none of that; the gun is so I can take care of business after school.  Nobody’s looking out for me, so I got to watch out for myself.  People say they got your back, but you can’t trust nobody on the street.  These guys that make up the rules don’t live in my neighborhood, don’t have to make a living the way I do, so how they going to tell me I can’t carry a gun?  I bet they never been shot at, none of their friends ever been killed . . . except maybe from cancer.  Nobody in my neighborhood dies of cancer, nobody lives that long.  You do what I do, live where I live, you don’t make it if you don’t have a piece.  But they don’t get that.  They think an education gets you out of the ghetto, that you can ride that diploma to some sweet college and some happy ending in the suburbs.  The only way I seen dudes ride out of the ghetto in is a hearse, so I carry a gun to make sure that ain’t me.

So I handed over my gun; it’s easy enough to get another one and I ain’t looking for trouble.  I got arrested and went to court and the judge gave me two choices – Briggs or jail.  Well, I don’t do great in school but that ain’t because I’m stupid, and if there’s an option other than prison, I’m on that.

Briggs is a school for kids like me.  It takes anyone who ain’t cutting it at one of the two regular high schools in town – provided they still want to go to school . . . or have to.  So if you’ve been arrested, or suspended too often, or got pregnant and weren’t rich enough or smart enough to take care of it, or if you just couldn’t get your shit together and act like a good kid, they sent you to Briggs.  And you went, not because you liked school or because you felt you needed an education, you went because your parole officer said so, or because your mom’s welfare check stopped coming if you weren’t enrolled somewhere, or you went because they’d take away your baby if you didn’t.  So I went.  So did a lot of kids . . . we just didn’t go too often.

So here I am. And the teachers are cool enough.  They don’t give you shit if you sleep in class, and they don’t give you homework.  It’s not like a real school, but I ain’t complaining.  Some of these teachers think they can save us – that’s funny.  The older ones is just waiting for retirement.  Mostly the staff seem to care, and mostly the kids here respect that.  So even though the school has some tough dudes in it, like me, it ain’t a scary place.  Just a place to kill some time before going to work.

I usually don’t do shit because there’s nothing in it for me.  I make my money on the street and nobody gives a damn if you got a diploma or a GED, long as you got what they’re looking to buy.  I’m just here to keep out of jail and make a few sales.  A lot of the kids are afraid of me because they know I don’t give a shit what happens to me . . . or them.  But they don’t mess with me, so I got no need to mess with them.  Mostly I just sit in the back of class and sleep, but today this cat’s been nagging me to write something.  He wants to know why I’m so hard. 

Normally I just write a few lines and then space out till class is over, but this dude keeps walking over to my desk and bothering me.  If I was in a bad mood, I’d probably just walk out, but dude’s been mad insistant.  He told us some stuff about his life, so this is me telling him a little something about mine – just so he gets we don’t live in the same world.  He may know a lot about his world, but he don’t know shit about mine.  Maybe it’ll help him help some of these other kids – I don’t need no help.  I take care of mine, and I don’t count on anybody else to do it for me.  That’s what he got to learn, that’s what all these kids got to learn – ain’t nobody really looks out for you, everybody’s out for themselves.

So how did I get here?  Shit, this ain’t no adventure story.  I didn’t travel no great distance, battle no monsters.  I was born here, and you can’t get rid of the monsters in my neighborhood – you just got to watch out for them.  My mom said I came out bawling like I didn’t want to be born; I think I must have been psychic.  But I’m here now, so I just look to have me a good time and to hell with anybody that gets in my way.

About two seconds after I was born, my dad took all the cash we had and took off.  Nobody’s seen him since, but that ain’t unusual for my neighborhood.  A lot of the men around here are worthless, buying flashy shit for themselves with money that ain’t even theirs and ignoring their responsibilities.  Most of my friends live with their moms or grandmoms – I had both – but sometimes even the women are shifty.  You can’t trust nobody really.  Still, I suppose I had it better than some; I was taken good care of for awhile.  And I was probably better off without my drunkass dad anyhow.

I used to live with my mom and my grandmom in this shitty apartment complex called The Glen.  I don’t know who Glen was, but his buildings suck.  There was always trash all over the place – the garbage kind and the people kind.  Elevators never worked or were too dangerous to ride in.  Light problems, electric problems, rat and roach problems, problems with gangs – all that place had was problems.

My mom and grandmom would always be on my case to help clean up the place, but I didn’t see no point to that cause the place was always going to look crappy.  So my moms would scream at me and I’d yell back until one of us stormed out of the apartment (usually me).  We still had a good relationship back then, even with all the yelling.  I loved my mom.  My best memories as a kid were of going to the park with her.  I’d swing on the swings or climb the jungle gym and my mom would smoke cigarettes and tell me to be careful.  She’d buy me ice cream and that shit was good.  Life was easier back then . . . not like now.  Now I always got to worry about being arrested or getting jumped.  Back then my mom took care of me.

I’m not saying things weren’t screwed up.  They were.  Some scary shit went down in the neighborhood, and the apartment complex wasn’t all that safe neither.  And my mom drank a lot and partied a lot, but everybody did that.  Sometimes she didn’t come home until the next morning, but she always came home.  And if I was scared she’d hug me and tell me I was safe because she loved me, and then she’d promise me ice cream the next time we went to the park.  That was when life made sense, before things got all messed up.  My mom loved me and that made things make sense.  But I guess things were always messed up; I was just too young and stupid to realize it.  That’s why it didn’t make any sense to me when my mom left me.

It was the day before my thirteenth birthday and I was waiting at the park for my mom.  She told me to meet her there because she had a surprise for my birthday.  So I’m waiting . . . and waiting . . . and waiting . . . and surprise, she never showed up.  I don’t mean she forgot; she just never showed up.  I never saw her again.  I never found out why she left, what I did wrong, why she stopped loving me.  I was just some stupid kid who didn’t get that life ain’t fair and nobody’s going to take care of you.  I cried so hard . . . and I prayed she’d come back, prayed she’d forgive me for being a bad kid.  I said I was sorry over and over again.  But she never came back.

After awhile I stopped crying, stopped feeling anything, stopped giving a shit about anyone.  What was the point if people can just leave you?

I started getting into more trouble, started being a real pain in the ass.  I got suspended a couple of times, beat up a couple of times, chased by the cops a few times.  Eventually my grandmom said she couldn’t handle me anymore, and that hurt too, but at least I understood why. 

So I was turned over to the state and put in a foster home, and I’m going to Briggs because someone told the principal I had a gun.  But I don’t give a shit because it’s all bullshit.  These rules don’t help me.  Like anyone gives a crap what happens to me.  They won’t even come into my neighborhood and they want to tell me how to live.  They ought to make a rule that says people you love can’t just leave you . . . or at least they got to tell you why.  I just want to know why she left.  I just want to know what I did wrong.

How did I get here?  Why am I so hard?  Because I got to be.  I look out for me and nobody’s going to tell me what I can and can’t do.  They can lock me up for all I care.  I ain’t free out here anyway.  Ain’t nothing free and nobody neither.  We can all have our shit taken, we can all die, we can all get left by the people who are supposed to love us.  And who’s going to stop that from happening?  What rule is going to change that?  F**k that.  Nobody can touch me because I don’t give a f**k.  I’m just doing my business and having fun.  Everything else is shit.

So I had a f**ked up childhood.  I ain’t going to cry to no guidance counselor about it.  They can’t tell me why she left.  They don’t give a shit, and I don’t blame them.  They’re just doing what everybody else does – looking out for themselves.  And don’t ask me how I got here because I don’t f**king know, but the first chance I get, I’m going so far from here ain’t nobody going to ever find me.

