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The Day the Earth Stood Still

(From an Autobiography by Martin McCabe)


Although I remember a lot about my childhood, three particular instances always jump out at me when I reminisce. To let you in on some background, my family (including me) started in Lansing, Michigan, a place I will never forget. My father and mother always felt they owed something to the world, and helped organizations such as Catholic Social Services and a place that helped the needy, Loaves and Fishes. Because of this I was not ready or accustomed to the place we would soon live. From Michigan we moved to Louisville, Kentucky, which is by far different from what my family and I thought it would be. In “Hicksville” we found one of the most laid-back mixed populations of people I had seen so far in my life. We originally moved to a place we came to know as Siger Villa Court, a dead-end street that turned around in a circle at the bottom, and staged quite a few bike races.


We led a pretty peaceful life on “the court.” Across the circle of street was Oliver’s residence, a kid who would soon be our family’s undoing. The summers consisted of selling the softballs back to the players who had games at the softball field right across the often-jumped fence at the end of our properties, and swimming in the gully that was formed by a well-beaten trail to the well-jumped fence. By the ages of about seven to nine, we were capable of swimming in the foot-deep pool of water that spanned across our yards. My relations with Oliver started out pretty well and then slowly went downhill. Our families never really connected and till this day I have regretted “the Basketball Game from Hell.” We were outside on a nice after-school or summer day, I can’t recall, playing a heated game of 21. At just the wrong time the ball came down and we both jumped for the rebound. Being taller and a little stronger than my friend, I sped up through the air, my legs bending while trying to get the precious inches of my vertical jump I needed to grab the ball I cherished. Little did I know he hadn’t really jumped, and his face had somehow become impaled on my knee. He fell backwards onto the cement, his hands already heading to cradle his nose and forehead. (Falling was common practice on our court.) I grabbed the ball and brought it back up to the hole. Only after about half a minute did I notice that Oliver was actually crying. I waked over and would have arrived at his side before his dad, who had seen what had happened and was fervently rushing out of the house to help his son and rant at me. 


After Oliver was brought into the house, his father came back out for the ranting part of his agenda. He was oddly calm and his first question appalled me… “Do you take some kind of karate?” he asked. Of course I had always wanted to take karate and as a kid said things to impress people, so I made one of the worst mistakes in my life and said, “Yeah, I take karate.” At this he was livid, his face red as he took me by my ear to lead me bodily across the court to my house. I was sorry, and I was crying. All I could think was “ow,” and “who did this guy think he was?” Since that day our families didn’t get along. My family contested that my act was malicious, while Oliver’s family said I had attacked him using some kind of martial art. During this time in my life I learned about real hate. Letters from Oliver’s father started to appear in our mailbox stating that my father was “a jackass,” and that his son (I can’t remember, but it had something to do with race) was “a little hoodlum.” My actions had brought out a slightly racial part of Oliver’s father that taught me about hate. We eventually moved and rented out the house, which afterwards housed a black preacher and his family. We prayed for them.


Moving was odd. We had never moved from one part of a state to another, and it really wasn’t that far. Although I had never tried to, I could have easily biked from my new house to my old in about twenty minutes. We now lived in a place called Shelby Park, a place that some people would call a “ghetto” (heck, a place I called a ghetto!). The house we lived in was O.K. to the standards of the park, but it was changed by us, the outsiders to the ghetto. We built flowerbeds and a nice backyard with a large fence that we added after the first bike was stolen. We lived down the street from a Long John Silver’s and a church, which were across the street from each other if you can picture it. I spent my days and nights in fear. Not only was there the occasional gunshot, but also I was the target of a young black man by the name of Larry. I never really found out what his problem was. I think he picked on me because I was the black son of white parents, but he could never really spell it out with his fists. He was a year younger than I was and about a foot shorter, but you have to remember I never really learned karate up to this point, so everyday I came home bruised and bloodied. I eventually told my dad what was really happening and that I really wasn’t being mauled by an English mastiff everyday. He told me something I will remember for the rest of my life. He knew I wasn’t a kid accustomed to fighting, but my dad, the man who was about one Mass away from becoming the Pope, told me that if fighting was necessary, I should fight. The next day when Larry came by on his scooter while I was walking through the park, he asked the usual question, “Hey, Marteeeeen, wanna fight?” And no matter my answer, it usually always meant a beating. I looked him in the eye and then bum-rushed him, I always felt bad about the day I completely romped Larry, but I have to say he really had it coming. Since that day Larry let me be, and with good reason: I was now capable of defending myself in this dreadful place. 


However, neither of these horrible things were the worst that ever happened to me. What I am about to share with you is the scariest moment of my life, and something I have never really come to grips with. Drugs were always a problem in Shelby Park. In fact, only twenty feet across the street from our front door there was a prostitute house and the home of the park’s head dealer. He specialized in crack. This wasn’t astonishing since it was one of the cheapest drugs on the street, and the neighborhood represented some of the lowest income housing in Louisville. His people knew me as the “white people’s black kid.” They watched me carefully because they were afraid I was spying on them for my parents, who were constantly calling the police to arrest them. One day, while playing basketball in the park (which oddly enough was what prompted my first big problem), I witnessed an actual sale of crack behind the bleachers. I tried to ignore it and kept playing until another kid’s ball got stuck on the rim. An older kid in his teens (whose name I still don’t know) pulled a gun. I don’t know what kind it was, but it was big. My eyes went wide as he offered (while laughing) to shoot the ball down. The owner profusely asked him not to, and each jumped to get it. Afterwards the gunman looked around as though he was actually looking for something to shoot. When he spotted the little curly-headed kid with the wide eyes and the red and black basketball gawking at him, he found it.


He walked over and put the gun to my head, still smiling all the while. Now I don’t care what anyone says about his life flashing past his eyes and seeing God, because I went blank. I made “like a tree” except I didn’t leave—I rooted. I stood there, stark still, and waited. Some guys on the bleachers told the kid to put the gun away and didn’t seem to worry that much, but the kid toyed with me, drawing the gun over my hair and such, trying to make me cry. I stood there, eyes wide, still not moving from the position I was in when I had seen the gun in the first place. I don’t really remember much after that. All I remember is him putting the gun away and me running in a zigzag fashion back to my house with my basketball in hand and a reminder in my mind that I had a lot of crying to catch up on. When my parents heard, they were furious and immediately called the police, but to no avail. The kid was never caught, and we eventually moved away from Shelby Park to a nice little city called Atlanta were I now lead the peaceful life of a high school junior. Yeah, right.   

Mill Springs Academy                                                                                        Winter Learning 2001


