The Lost Boy
part 9

“I guess apart from food my biggest problem was staying warm,” Mikey said, continuing his story.  He was staring at the far wall as memories clouded his vision.  “The sub-basement was pretty cold in the winter.  Fortunately, kids were always forgetting their outer wear and I snagged what I could get my hands on.  If it was big enough to fit me I wore it, otherwise I used it to make a bed out of, a really soft and warm bed.”

“Those human clothes must have come in handy as disguises as well,” Leo observed, his fingers still idly following the pattern of Mikey’s carapace.


“Heck yeah they did,” Mikey said brightly.  “There were a few times when the janitor came back to the building in the evening and almost busted me wandering around.  He might’ve called the cops if he’d spotted a big green turtle running through the halls, but he always thought I was just some kid who got in somehow.  He’d yell ‘hey, kid’ and come after me, but he was too fat and too slow to catch me.”


Mikey’s laugh was infectious and Leo joined him, a mental picture of Mikey as a tot zipping through hallways with an enormous fat man after him delighting Leo’s imagination.


“So there was this one time when I was exploring and I heard something that sounded like people talking behind this big door,” Mikey said after a moment.  “At first I thought someone was still in the school but it was really late at night.  Lights kept flashing from inside that room too; I could see them under the door, but none of the other lights was on.

“I stayed there and listened for a while and finally got so curious I couldn’t stand it anymore.  I knew I could outrun anybody who might be in there, so I eased the door open and peeked inside.


“Turned out it was the teacher’s lounge and someone had left the television on.  It was like the coolest thing ever.  I sat on the floor and finished watching the news ‘cause that’s what was on, then this old western movie followed that and stuff just kept playing.  I saw this commercial where a man pointed something at a TV so he could change to a different show and when I looked around, I found the remote.  After I played with it I figured out how to go up and down on the channels and the volume by using the arrows, but none of the other buttons made sense.”

“You couldn’t read,” Leo said softly.


Mikey smiled at him, nearly melting Leo’s heart.  “Nope.  But you know what?  That was a Friday night and Saturday morning I found some cartoons and then later when I changed channels I came across Sesame Street.”


“You learned your alphabet,” Leo guessed.


“I did,” Mikey said, wiggling in excitement.  “They showed Sesame Street a lot on that channel and I watched it every chance I got.  I learned my alphabet and my numbers and all kinds of things.  Like how to wash myself and brush my teeth, and to not eat only cookies, even though Cookie Monster is still my favorite character.”


Leo couldn’t help but laugh again; Michelangelo was such an intriguing mixture of brilliance and naiveté that the older turtle was sure there was no one else like him in the world.


“There were other shows too, ones that taught me how to string letters together to make words, and how to sound stuff out.  There were even shows where people would read to you from a book.  I remembered seeing those in the schoolrooms and in another big room that I learned was the library,” Mikey said.

“So you are completely self-taught?” Leo asked in some amazement.


“Totally dude,” Mikey answered.  “It was an elementary school so the books were all separated into reading levels.  I just started with the easiest ones first and kept going.  The awesome thing about the books was that I could take them into the sub-basement with me so I’d have something to do while the kids were in the school.”


“Wasn’t it dark down there?” Leo asked.


“Yeah, it was dark, but I found this big flashlight in the teacher’s lounge and I kept it.  Turned out all of the teachers had a flashlight in their desks, so whenever I needed light bulbs or batteries, I’d trade my old ones for their good ones.


“That school was an awesome place to live,” Mikey said with a hint of melancholy.  “Everything I needed was there; I even figured out how to vent some of the boiler room’s warmth down into my sub-basement shelter when I got a little older.”


“Weren’t you lonely?”  Leo could not imagine anyone as vivacious as Michelangelo appeared to be managing to live in total isolation.


“Sometimes,” Mikey admitted, “but whenever it was cold I could bundle up and go outside.  There was a basketball court in the schoolyard and there were almost always some kids playing there; even after dark.  I made friends with some of them and learned to play basketball and some other games.  One of the boys even taught me how to skateboard and he was so impressed that I picked it up really fast that he gave me his old skateboard for keeps.


“It wasn’t all good in the schoolyard though.  Most of the kids that went to school there lived in the neighborhood, but there were other kids, older kids, who weren’t very nice.  Those bullies would come to the schoolyard sometimes and pick on the younger kids.  They liked pushing the little ones around and they were always robbing them of whatever money they had.”


He was silent for a moment, lost in thought, and Leo contemplated Mikey, noting a touch of sadness in his expression.  Leo saw something else as well, there was a hint of anger in the way Mikey was holding his mouth and in a flash of insight Leo believed he’d discovered the answer to another of his questions.


The desire to hold and comfort Mikey was warring inside of Leo; he knew it was too soon to attempt anything so provocative, but the younger turtle had awakened a protective instinct in Leo.


“You had to learn to fight, didn’t you?” Leo finally asked, his tone gentle.  

Mikey glanced up at him; his blue eyes a shade darker than normal as his personal demons came to the surface.

Taking a deep breath, he said, “I sure did.”

TBC…………..

