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Running 
An excerpt from a novel, Brick City

 

hen Roque took the bus to the high school gym he preferred 

the back, just past and opposite the rear door. He sat by the 

window, placed his bag in the aisle seat and adjusted his 

headphones. Just one of the many routines he had adopted along 

the way, borrowed then adapted. It was like that with him, back 

then, in the second month of his senior year of high school. 

The bus was warm inside on the first cold day of the fall with the 

people hurrying to get back indoors. Roque pulled off his plain 

black skullcap and adjusted his coat, patted down the two parallel 

pieces of electrical tape covering a hole over the left pocket. He felt 

inside it for his last three dollars. From his seat he watched the city 

go by in the cold. The colors of the awnings revealed stories about 

the neighborhood. He liked imagining the worlds within those 

doors. Small family businesses passed down like traits from 

generation to generation so that for a long time the years passed 

without passing. Time outside had evolved while inside those doors, 

beyond those display windows and behind those awnings, nothing 

changed. Those self-contained worlds contained only themselves. A 

few, though not many, of those worlds were still open for business, 

but most had closed down at one point or another without warning 

or explanation. Displays, counters, shelves preserved in dust. And 

aside from those, every few blocks Roque saw a hot corner where 

the youngins applied their craft. He thought about those boys, about 

their serious and perceptive eyes. About how he could have become 

one of them, about how he could still become one of them, about 

whether he should.  

A knee. An ankle. It didn’t take much. What else was there after 

this year? 

W 



 
Hugo Dos Santos 

 38 

He had grown up playing basketball with a number of those 

corner boys and he had not been the best player on the court. He 

had never been the fastest or the most athletic, certainly not the best 

shooter, but he hustled. He sprinted back on defense, he dove for 

loose balls. Some were born with skill, some had to work at it. 

Before this summer he had been what coaches call a smart player, 

which sounds like a compliment but is actually an indictment. A 

smart player knows what he has to do. A good player does it. Always 

playing just well enough to stick around, he survived in ways others 

had not. There was nothing to explain whether he had gotten better 

as the years went by or whether his competition had simply fallen by 

the wayside. Many of those kids, kids he once called friends, 

followed a different path. As they got older, they spent less time at 

the gym and more on the corner. Roque would see them, 

sometimes, while walking home from a game or practice.  

Roque, you still ballin? 

Yeah. When you comin by the gym? 

I be back. Just handlin some things. 

And that would be that. Months would go by and he would see 

different faces on those corners, but the conversations were always 

the same. Some were locked up, some were buried, but the game 

continued. Little by little, sure enough, as more of his peers took to 

the street rather than the court, basketball became easier for Roque. 

That had been especially true this past summer when he had 

suddenly figured out how to be fast without rushing, how to be both 

smooth and quick. Over the summer his movements had become 

more decided, his finish calm around the rim. He grew two inches. 

It was as if the basketball gods had suddenly blessed him 

unannounced.  

And yet he was unable to describe what had changed beyond the 

most basic of explanations. He was better because he missed less 

shots.  

Roque, you still ballin? 
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He could hear them outside in the cold and in the heat, the 

seasons didn’t matter. He could hear them in his head as he 

practiced in the gym, after every shot made and every shot missed. 

He could hear them in his headphones as he walked home, through 

the hot and the cold corners where the game was different except 

that it wasn’t. He could hear them everywhere, the echoes of their 

undribbled basketballs ringing throughout the gym.  

Seasons went on as players dropped off squads and disappeared, 

reappeared elsewhere. Familiar faces vanished, strange faces 

emerged. He became one of the older players, one of the leaders. 

But still, he was one of those who always had to work at it. Then the 

summer came with its humid oppression that made it difficult to 

breathe and with a growth spurt that stretched him two inches in 

under two months, and basketball was suddenly as easy for him as it 

had once seemed to be for those for whom basketball had always 

been so easy.   

The bus stopped. An elderly woman returning home from 

church whispered God bless as she slowly exited through the rear 

doors to Roque’s right. Those doors only opened when someone 

was waiting to exit. He felt the cold air rush in for a moment and 

almost rethought sitting so close to the exit. He looked down at his 

phone and skipped the new song that came on. The bus passed the 

train station, headed into the other side of town. Another five 

minutes or so and he would arrive at the school. Although he would 

be practicing alone, with the gym all to himself, he had to get his 

mind ready. The music helped.  

He finally settled on a song he liked, then looked outside again 

and tried to put that other game out of his mind. He needed to 

think about basketball. About not forcing the ball, about avoiding 

bad shots, about identifying mismatches, about playing defense with 

his feet rather than with his hands. The list was long, but there 

would no time to think about the list once he was on the court so he 

had to do his thinking now. If he caught himself thinking during a 
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game he quickly tried to clear his mind. He wanted clarity during 

basketball and nothing else. To think about doing something was to 

hesitate and to hesitate was to miss an opportunity. It was a feat he 

had been trying to perfect for years, ever since he realized he shot 

better when he cleared his mind of doubt, of concern, of the fear of 

failure. This summer he had finally found the switch, the one with 

which to shut everything off, and his game had flourished.  

So no thinking. Not on the court.  

The bus stopped again. Two boys got on but Roque didn’t 

recognize them at first. They wore sagging light blue jeans and heavy 

down coats, their hoodies pulled over fitteds with stickers bearing 

the logo still on the brim. They made their way toward the back of 

the bus. They had the corner walk. Roque watched them without 

watching, pretending to look down at his hand while clenching it. 

He looked up as the boys got closer, realized they weren’t as young 

as he first thought, recognized them as Al and JoJo. They had been 

summer-league kids back in elementary school but they were corner 

boys now, and they worked for Roach, like all the others.  

Roque! 

What’s good, fellas? 

Stayin outta the cold for a bit. 

Al was the taller of the two. Even back in fifth grade it seemed 

like he had always been 6’3. He had a perfect basketball build. All 

arms and legs with a thin torso for slashing past defenders, he could 

jump out of the gym and first dunked when he was twelve. Roque 

had never played on a team with Al but had often played against 

him. He remembered Al blocking more than a few of his shots 

without ever saying a word. Most guys would yell at you to Get that 

weak shit outta here! or something of the sort, but not Al. He hardly 

ever said a word. It was JoJo who did the talking, back then as now.  

Smokes? JoJo offered Roque cigarettes as an older man, sitting 

just a handful of rows away, turned around and looked at them. 

Relax, grandpa. We ain’t gonna smoke em here. 

I’m good.  
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Roque had not known JoJo as long as he had known Al, but he 

had known him long enough. JoJo had mainly been a baseball 

player when he was younger, but his days on the diamond ended 

before he ever reached high school. Even as a freshman of fourteen 

JoJo had already graduated with a different degree, running the 

game inside the high school. He had started at the corner when he 

was really young, during school breaks like some kind of summer 

job. Even then he had shown the kind of ambition and resolve the 

streets reward. By the time he was a sophomore JoJo didn’t even 

attend high school anymore yet he still ran the game inside. It was 

actually easier to regulate from the outside, without the hassle of 

security guards and administrators eager to nail him. He did a job 

outsourced to him by grown men who understood that in young 

men hubris is an agent of both fearlessness and success.  

Roque, you still ballin? 

Season start in a week. 

Rebuildin this year?  

Al broke his silence. They’ll find a way. Roque ballin right now. 

Roque wanted to ask Al why he didn’t play anymore, but there 

was no need to ask a question whose answer he knew so well.  

Roque, you ballin like that? JoJo asked. 

I had a good summer. AAU team won state.  

Roque, you got hot and the weather turned cold, man. 

Why you takin the bus?  

Roach wants me to lay low for a while. State Police ridin round 

til elections, keepin the city safe, which I think is funny as fuck. I 

mean, ask anybody out here and they tell you, it’s them politicians 

you gotta watch for, not us. He turned to Roque with a knowing 

smile. I mean, I sell a product, so technically I’m a businessman. 

Anyway, I can’t be a target, so I gotta lay low. Only a few weeks, but 

this killin me, man. Sacrifices we make, right?  

Roque nodded.  
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Ridin a bus. JoJo seemed partly in disbelief.  I figure somethin 

out, though.  

Have Al drive.  

Al’s got priors. If he’s busted and I’m with him, it’s bad news. 

Roach can’t have that, so I can’t have that. 

So you walk. 

So we walk.  

Or the bus.  

Al raised his eyebrows in agreement. He looked around the bus 

as if taking inventory. JoJo noticed Roque’s oversized red bag with 

the team logo for what seemed like the first time. He reached out 

and gave it a gentle tug.  

Damn, Roque, how much shit you got in there? 

Just basketball stuff. 

JoJo glanced at Al, who looked away.  

You got that new gear for the season? 

Roque hesitated, then nodded.  

Last year’s kicks was sweet. Me and Al got us a pair just before 

the start of the season. What Nikes they got for y’all this year?  

Same as every year. Red and white. Team colors.  

They got that Velcro strip like last year’s? Those was nice.  

Roque tried to stay calm. Every six-year-old in the neighborhood 

knew that. The cooler he played it, the better off he would be.  

That’s my colors, my dude. Let’s see em.  

My stop is comin up. We got practice and coach’ll make me run 

if I’m late.  

Roque grabbed his bag as if to get up but Al reached out his 

overgrown hand and pushed Roque in the chest. JoJo raised his 

voice.  

Sit the fuck down, my man!  

Roque looked around the bus for solidarity, support, anything, 

but none of the passengers met his glance. No one looked in his 

direction. He sat up.  

I gotta go, though. 
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You bein rude. You just gonna get up and walk away like that. 

You among friends, my dude. You shouldn’t treat friends like that. 

Unless we ain’t friends.  

It ain’t like that. 

Is we friends? 

Yeah. Hundred percent.  

So show your mothafuckin friends your new kicks, please.  

JoJo lowered his voice but the tension remained on his face. 

Roque looked around the bus again to no avail. Though every 

passenger had heard the exchange he was all alone. It was always 

this way. Roque knew better than to think there was any help to be 

had. No one would look up, no one would say anything. Having 

misread the conversation all along he was on his own now thinking 

of what to do next. If he pulled the zipper open they would take 

everything. If he didn’t open the bag, it would get really ugly.  

Open the fucken bag, Al slurred in baritone, barely opening his 

mouth.  

Roque was thinking, his mind running from option to option 

trying to decide his move.  

Alright, he said, still calculating, hoping to buy some time. I just 

don’t wanna be late, you know? 

He reached for the zipper while trying to clear his mind. He 

could feel their eyes on him. The bus slowed and stopped to let on 

passengers so only the front door opened. Roque had his bag 

halfway open. He adjusted his body in his seat to finish pulling the 

zipper open.   

Alright, said JoJo, rubbing his palms together. Let’s see em.  

The bus stopped. Two passengers got on with a baby and the 

child’s crying filled the bus and the mother must have been pissed 

about something because she just turned around and smacked the 

father clean across the side of the face. The whole bus looked to the 

front. Roque saw his opening and grabbed his bag and in one leap 
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crashed through the rear doors of the bus and landed on the 

sidewalk. He was off and running before they could react.  

The bus doors closed behind him but Roque wasn’t looking 

back. He couldn’t tell how much of a start he had but he wasn’t 

about to check. He didn’t have to look to know they were chasing 

him so he just kept running. He cut through a yard and jumped a 

fence at the back of the lot, then raced through the adjacent yard 

and came out on the next street. He did the same thing in the next 

block, but this time his bag caught on the fence. Why did he have 

such a big bag, anyway? Why did he carry so much shit? He pulled 

until it ripped and gave, then he ran along the side of the house and 

jumped the front fence over on to the sidewalk, holding the rip to 

keep his belongings from falling out. Crossing the street he cut 

through the park, raced right through the courts where familiar faces 

played pick-up basketball games in the cold.  

Yo, Roque, one of the players called out.  

He expected to hear gunfire at any point, then remembered the 

conversation on the bus. They wouldn’t be carrying right now, not 

with the State Police on patrol. Still, the fear coursed through him 

cold like lightning. His legs burned.  

Once he reached the other side of the park, Roque finally 

chanced a look back. JoJo had fallen behind but Al was just finished 

cutting through the basketball courts. Was he losing ground? Roque 

couldn’t tell so he just kept running. He hoped the front door to the 

school was open. If he had to ring the bell and wait he would be 

caught. He would have to keep running, and wondered whether he 

should just drop the bag and let them have what they wanted. 

Except he knew better. They didn’t want the sneakers anymore.  

As he turned the corner he collided with an elderly woman who 

stood in the middle of the sidewalk. It wasn’t clear what she was 

doing there, or why she had come outside in a nightgown on such a 

cold day, this old Polish leftover from a previous generation’s 

version of the neighborhood. She wore only socks on her feet and 

was straining her eyes to see something across the street seemingly 
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just out of her sight’s reach. Roque saw all of this in that split 

second. She, however, didn’t see him until he was on her and she 

didn’t even have time to scream or raise her hands up for 

protection, her broken English evident even in her wordless gasp. 

Her frail body hit the ground as it had stood, like a falling board or a 

thing accepting of its fate. Her skull sounded like rotten fruit hitting 

the sidewalk. If he had been thinking at that moment he might have 

felt a pull of guilt, or concern. He never broke stride.  

Ahead he saw a garbage can being pulled inside the front door 

of the school. He couldn’t see who was pulling it, but there was only 

one janitor working on Sundays. Roque screamed, hoped he would 

be heard before the front door shut. His legs heavy, his lungs 

burning, the bag like lead at his hip. This was not the kind of cardio 

he had been hoping to get.  

He was beginning to think his screams had gone unheard when 

he reached the entrance and saw the front door around the red-

brick casing and met his uncle’s confused look. 

Shut the door they coming shut the door shut the door.  

He rushed his uncle back as he pulled the door behind them. 

He grabbed his uncle and pushed him into the lobby area where 

they could not be seen from the outside, then collapsed onto a small 

sofa next to the security desk, his eyes still wide and alarmed.  

What the fuck you doin? 

I got robbed, he said out of breath.  

Al and JoJo were outside now, yanking on the doors, kicking 

and cursing.  

Roque’s uncle gazed at the video feed on the security desk and 

strained to make out faces. You know them? 

Yeah. 

What they want? 

My Nikes. He was still gasping for air, his head between his legs 

and staring at the floor.  

Did they take em? 
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I ran off before they snatched them up. That’s why they chasin 

me. 

His uncle was concerned, but it wasn’t anything he hadn’t seen 

before in this neighborhood. Sit here for a while. I get you some 

water. 

Nah, I’m all right.  

You sweatin like a hog and you look like shit.  

Roque looked up at his uncle, taking him in. Sebastião, Seb for 

short, or Buckshot as he was known around the way. The man who 

had raised him as father and mother and everything. Roque took 

him in as he hadn’t in a long time. Seb looked paunchy, with graying 

hair and black in his gums. Life had not been easy on him. Still, he 

had that tough meat in his arms and shoulders that is born on a 

body always on the move, a body used to physical labor. Roque saw 

an older version of himself in his uncle. He looked away to brush 

off the thought. 

I’m all right, he repeated.  

Seb ripped some paper towels from the roll on his cleaning cart 

and reached them out. It was a small gesture, but a kind one 

nonetheless.  

How long was they chasin you? 

From Jefferson. Roque still had difficulty speaking. He wasn’t 

sitting on the sofa now so much as collapsed with his head thrown 

back and his legs straight before him.  

Alright, well we locked up so they ain’t gettin in here. I got some 

shit to do upstairs. The gym is set up. You can go in there when 

you’re ready and I’ll check on you in a bit. 

Seb pushed his cart and the garbage can into the elevator. He 

pressed the button for the fourth floor and the doors closed. Roque 

called out a thank you, but he was sure his uncle hadn’t heard it. He 

sat there for a while, thinking of what he had just done. Thinking of 

how stupid he had been for not realizing what was happening 

sooner, and of whether he would have to keep running now that he 

had started.   
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When he finally got to the gym he realized that Seb had already 

set up the chairs on the court for him so that he could work on his 

dribbling and shooting drills. The lights were on but the place was 

cold. The heat wouldn’t come on for another few weeks when the 

district legally had to turn it on. Roque changed into his shorts, put 

on his Nikes. He strapped the Velcro across the top. They were still 

rough and unbroken and they hurt his feet. Some players liked to 

save their new sneakers for game day but he liked practicing in them 

to break them in. He stretched a bit before picking up one of the 

three basketballs he carried in his bag. He started dribbling, first 

with his right hand, then his left, then crossovers (front, behind, and 

through the legs), then a ball on each hand. It was some time before 

he started shooting. At first, the ball clanked off the rim and 

backboard, sailed long, short, off right. Then he focused, and the 

shots started falling. Once he cleared his mind, basketball was rather 

easy.   
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