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when Jamal and his sister Chantay arrive at 
Mother Angelique’s inner city homeless 

shelter, they are hungry and scared. Their mother 
is dead and they are on their own. Angelique is 
fascinated by Jamal’s stories of a man named Jacky 
Wacky, who protects the abandoned children of 
the city—and punishes those who harm them.  
A God-fearing woman, Angelique doesn’t believe 
the stories at f irst. But strange things happen 
whenever Jamal is around, and she is ultimately 
forced to admit that the world may contain 
stranger truths than her faith can explain.   

william kowalski’s first novel, Eddie’s Bastard, 
was an international bestseller. Just Gone is his fourth 
title in the Rapid Reads series. In addition to being 
a writer, William is a part-time independent adult 
educational consultant, specializing in designing and 
delivering curricula to adults who are unemployed, 
undereducated and struggling to survive. He lives 
in Nova Scotia.
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i used to work at this shelter downtown. 
It was a place for women and children 

who were having a rough time. We didn’t 
allow men inside. 

Don’t get me wrong. I got nothing 
against men in general. It ’s just that 
in my line of  work, I didn’t meet too 
many good ones. The good men mostly 
stayed away from our place. They had 
business elsewhere, I guess.

I used to hope I would meet a good 
man. In fact, I longed for it. But not for 
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the reasons a woman normally does. I didn’t 
need any doings with men. It might be fun 
and games for a while, but when a woman 
spends enough time with a man, she ends 
up with a child. There were already enough 
children in the world who had no one to take 
care of  them and nowhere to go. And there 
were enough women who got left high and 
dry. I did not want to be one of  those. 

So I gave up my life to help women 
and their kids instead. Mostly the kids. 
I decided a long time ago it was my mission 
in life to pick up where other people left 
off. That was my real purpose—to take 
care of  the little ones who could not 
take care of  themselves. 

Saturday nights at the shelter were 
always crazy. I worked the door. When 
you work the door, you have to be on 
your toes. You never know who’s gonna 
come walk ing in, or who’s gonna be 
following them. 
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Sometimes a lady might show up with 
a black eye and a crying baby. A few 
minutes later the man who gave her both 
might walk in, demanding to see her. 

I do not believe in violence. But I kept 
a cosh under the counter, just in case 
someone showed up who did. This cosh 
was a piece of  plastic pipe about a foot and 
a half  long. It was filled with BBs and sealed 
at both ends. I had the janitor of  my building 
make it for me on the sly. Sometimes I had 
to use it to persuade people to see things 
my way. For a small woman, I could swing 
that thing pretty good.

One Saturday night a long time ago, 
a teenage girl and a little boy came in. You 
couldn’t tell at first if  they were brother 
and sister or mother and son. 

I remember the boy for two reasons. 
One is that he was covered in rat bites. 
They were fresh too. You tend to remember 
that kind of  thing.
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The other reason I remember that boy 
is because he was one of  the most beautiful 
children I’d ever seen. All kids are beautiful 
to me. But this little one just seemed 
to glow. It was like he had some kind 
of  special light in him.

I took one look at his bites and decided 
I was not going to bother with the 
paperwork.

“Uh-uh. No way. You got to get him to 
a hospital,” I told the girl.

She was maybe fourteen, he was 
maybe seven. They were both so thin, they 
looked like they’d just crawled out of  some 
concentration camp. The little boy was 
wearing shorts and sneakers, nothing else. 
No shirt, no socks. There were bites on his 
stomach and his arms. There was another 
one on his right cheek that I could tell was 
going to scar up bad. 

And he had other scars that were not 
rat bites. It looked to me like that boy had 
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been hurt more than once in his short life 
by people who were big enough to know 
better. But if  he was in pain, he gave no sign 
of  it. Nothing was going to dim his light.

“We can’t go to no hospital,” the girl 
told me. She mumbled so bad I could 
hardly hear her. “They gonna split us up.”

“What do you mean?” I asked her.
“They already tried once to take him 

away. They ain’t takin’ him again.”
“Who is this boy to you?”
“He my brother,” the girl said.
“Where’s your mama at?”
“Gone.”
“Gone where?”
“Just gone,” said the girl.
Some folks at the shelter did things 

by the book. When we got a new intake, 
I was supposed to get her name and 
address, if  she had one, plus some other 
information. But this time I just did what 
needed to be done. I took them back into 
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the bathroom and I sat the little boy on the 
sink. I got down the first-aid kit and took 
out the disinfectant. He didn’t make a peep 
when I started washing his bites. His sister 
stood there and watched. 

“These bites are dirty,” I told her.  
He might have rabies.”

“What’s that?”
“Girl,” I said, “are you serious? Rabies 

is a disease. Rats got it. And they can give 
it to people. You want your brother to get 
sick? He needs a shot. He needs to be seen 
by a doctor.”

“Jacky Wacky ain’t gonna let me get 
no rabies,” said the little boy.

“You shut up about that,” said his sister.
“Jacky who?” I said. 
“Jacky Wacky,” said the boy. “The magic 

man who looks out for us kids.”
“He always talkin’ ’bout Jacky Wacky,” 

said the girl. “He crazy.”
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“I ain’t crazy. You crazy for not believing 
in him,” said the boy.

“Now you just stop it,” I said. “We don’t 
allow bad talk here. Only nice talk. What 
all are your names?”

“Chantay,” said the girl.
“Jamal,” said the boy.
“Well, Chantay and Jamal, you can 

call me Mother Angelique. You two come 
on out here. I’m gonna give this boy a shirt 
out of  the donation box, and I’m gonna get 
you something to eat. You hungry?”

They looked at each other all big-eyed. 
I don’t know why I even bothered asking. 
They were always starving when they 
came through that door. Every single one 
of  them.

“Come on,” I said.
I found a T-shirt that f it the boy. It 

had the number eleven on it. Then I went 
back in the kitchen and got two meals out 
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of  the fridge. These were nothing more 
than balogna sandwiches, a bag of  chips 
and a juice box on a Styrofoam plate. 
Chantay and Jamal looked at me like 
I’d just delivered a four-course meal. They 
sat at one of  the tables and ate everything 
in about two seconds. Meanwhile, I had 
left the front door unattended, which I was 
not supposed to do, so I went back and sat 
there in case anyone came in. 

I had every intention of  calling the 
paramedics to have them come look at that 
boy, but I got distracted when someone 
else showed up. It was a woman in tears. 
She was followed a few minutes later by 
her boyfriend. He was all hopped up on 
something and feeling mean. Things got 
crazy for a while. I had to dial those three 
magic numbers, 9-1-1. After the cops came 
and took him away, I remembered Chantay 
and Jamal. I looked for them, but they 
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were gone. They must have slipped out 
in all the confusion. 

There was nothing I could do about 
it. So I said a little prayer for them, like 
I do for all the little ones who are lost 
in this world, and then I forgot about them. 

Don’t think less of  me for it. It wasn’t 
because I didn’t care. It was just that there 
were so many kids like them out there. 
I can only do so much. The rest of  it I gotta 
give up to the higher power. Nothing else 
I can do.




