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Along the Frontage Road
by Michael Chabon

| don't remember where we used to go to get our pumpkinswhen | wasakid. | grew up inaMaryland
suburb that, in those days, had just begun to lay siege to the surrounding Piedmont farmland, and |
suppose we must have driven out to somebody's orchard or farm—one of the placeswe went to in the
summer for corn and strawberries, and in the fall for apples and cider. | do remember the way that my
father would go after our pumpkins, once we got them home, with the biggest knife from the kitchen
drawer. He was afastidious man who hated to dirty his hands, in particular with food, but hewasdso a
doctor, and there was something grimly expert about the way he scalped the orange crania, excised the
stringy pulp, and scraped clean the paeinterior flesh with the edge of abig metal spoon. | remember his
compressed lips, the distasteful huffing of his breath through his nostrils as he worked.

Last month, | took my own son down to avacant |ot between the interstate and the Berkeley mudflats.
Ordinarily no onewould ever go to such aplace. Thereis nothing but gravel, weeds, and the kind of
small, insdious garbage that presents a choking hazard to waterfowl. It isa piece of land so devoid of life
and interest that from January to October, I'm certain, no one seesit at all; it ceasesto exist. Toward the
end of the year, however, with aregularity that gpproximates, in itsway, the eternd rolling whed of the
Seasons, men appear with trailers, straw bales, fence wire, and adesultory assortment of
orange-and-black, or red-and-green, bunting. First they put up polystyrene human skeletons and
battery-operated witches, and then, afew weeks later, string colored lights and evergreen swags. Or so |
assume. | have no ides, actualy, how thiskind of business operates. There may be acrew of Halloween
men, who speciaize in pumpkins, and then one of Christmas men, who bring in the truckloads of spruce
and fir. The Halloween men may belargely Iranian, and the Christmas men Taiwanese. And | don't know
if someone actualy ownsthis stretch of frontage, or if it lies, despised and dl but invisible, opento dl
comers, afreehold for the predations of enterprising men. But | don't want to talk about the contrast
between the idyllic golden fals of my Maryland youth and the freeway hum, plastic skeletons, and
Persian music that spell autumn in the digointed urban amanac of my four-year-old son. | don't want to
talk about pumpkinsat dl, really, or about Halloween, or, God knows, about the ache that | get every
timel imagine my little son wandering, in my stead, through the degpening shadows of agenuine pumpkin
patch, in acorduroy coat, on achilly October afternoon back in, say, 1973. | don't mean to imply that
we have somehow rendered the world unworthy of our children'strust and attention. | don't believe that,
though sometimes | do fedl that very implication lodged like achip of black icein my heart.

Anyway, Nicky lovesthe place. Maybe there is something magical to himin the sght of the windswept
gray waste transfigured by an anomalous outburst of orange. In past years, the rubber witch hands and
grinning skulls had intimidated him, but not enough to prevent him from trying to prolong our visits past
the limits of my patience and of my tolerance for the aforementioned achein my chest. Thisyear,
however, was different, in anumber of ways. Thisyear he took the spooky decorationsin stride, for one
thing.

"Dad. Look. Look, Dad. There'sasnakein that skull's eyehole,” he said.

Wewere just getting out of the car. The gravel parking strip was nearly empty; it wasfour o'clock ona
Monday afternoon, with three weeks still to go until Halloween. So | guesswe were alittle early. But we
had both wanted to get out of the house, where ordinary sounds—afork against a plate, the cregk of a
dair tread—fdt like portents, and you could not escape the smell of the flowers, heaped everywhere, as
if some venerable mobster had died. In fact the deceased was a girl of seventeen weeks, atheoretical
daughter startled in the darkness and warmth of her mother's body, or so | imagineit, by ajet of cool ar
and afad glint of light. It was my wife who had suggested that Nicky and | might aswell go and pick out
the pumpkin for that year.

Therewas only one other car in thelot, alate-model Firebird, beer-cooler red. Its driver's-side door



stood open. In the front passenger seat | saw alittle boy, black, not much older than my Nicky. The
Firebird'sradio was on, and the keyswere in the ignition: asampled Clyde Stubblefield beat vied with
theingstent pinging of the darm that warned of the open car door. Thelittle boy waslooking out, toward
asmdl brown structure, beyond the wire fence, that in my three years of visting thisforlorn place had
escaped my attention completdly. It was hardly bigger than adrive-in photomat. Onitssign therewasa
picture of afish struggling with abobber and ahook, and the sngle word "Bait." From the muscle car,
the bait shop, and a deadened air of resentment exuded by the kicking, kicking foot of the little boy |eft
aone, | inferred that he waswaiting for hisfather.

"What if that snake wasfor red?' Nicky said, pointing to the skull that sat atop abale of straw. It was
hollow, like the genuine article, and some clever person had arranged a rubber snake so that it coiled in
and out of the eye sockets and jaws. Nicky approached it now, boldly, one hand plunged into the rear of
his polar-fleece trousers to scratch at his behind.

"That would be very cool,” | said.

"But it'sonly rubber.”

"Thank goodness.”

"Can we get askull, too, and put asnakeindgdeit?"
"We only do pumpkinsin our family."

"|sthat because we're Jewish?'

"Why, yes, itis" | said. "Comeon, Nick." | tugged hishand out of his pants and gave him a hel pful nudge
inthe direction of the pumpkins. " Start shopping.”

The pumpkins lay spilt like marblesin scattered bunches around the cashier's stland, which wastiny, a
rudimentary wooden booth painted red and white to remind somebody—myself alone, perhaps—of a
barn. Straw bales stood posed awkwardly, here and there, exuding asmell of cut grasswhich only
intensified my sense of having borne my son into abase and diminished world. Therewas aso straw
strewn on the ground, | supposeto provide arura veneer for the demoalition-rubble paving materia of the
vacant lot. And there was a scarecrow, aflanne shirt and blug eans hagtily stuffed with crumpled
newspaper, and token shocks of straw protruding from the cuffs and throat of the shirt. The legs of the
blug eans hung empty from the knee, like the trousers of a double amputee. The head was a pumpkin
fitted out with a"Friday the 13th"-style goadie's mask. | forbid myself, absolutely, to consider the
proposition that in the orchards of my youth it would never have occurred to anyone to employ a
serid-killer motif asameans of sdling Halloween pumpkinsto children.

Nicky waked dowly among the pumpkins, pondering them with the toe of his snegker. If the past two
yearswere any guide, he was not necessarily looking for the largest, the roundest, or the most orange.
The previous lucky victims had both been rather oblong and irregular, dented and warty specimens that
betrayed their kinship to gourds, and scarred with that gritty cement that sometimes streaks the skin of
pumpkins. Last year's had not even been orange at dl but theivory that |ately seemed, at least in our
recherché corner of California, to have become popular. | had no ideawhat Nicky's criteriafor selecting
apumpkin might be. But | had remarked certain affinities between my son and the character of Linusin
"Peanuts,” and liked to imagine that he might be looking for the most sincere.

"Cute," said the man in the cashier's stland. He was of indeterminate ethnicity—Arab, Mexican, |sradli,
Armenian, Uzbek—middle-aged, with a grizzled mustache and thick aviator-style glasses. He sat behind
atablelaid out with a stedl cash box, a credit-card-press, a cdlular telephone, and five demonstration
models, XS, S, M, L, and XL, priced according to size from ten to twenty-two dollars. "How old is he?"

"Four," | sad.



"Cute," the pumpkin man said again. | agreed with him, of course, but the adjective was offered without
much enthusiasm and after that we let the subject drop. A door banged, and | looked acrossthelot. A
man was walking from the bait shack out to the frontage road. He wastal and light-skinned, with a
kettledrum chest and the kind of fat somach that somehow managesto look hard: the body of atight
end. He wore white high-tops, big as buckets, barely recognizable as shoes. On his head was a Raiders
cap, bill to the back, on his chin the quick sketch of a goatee. He nipped around the fence where it met
the frontage road, approached the car from the driver's sde, and dropped into the bucket seat, with his
back to the boy. The boy said something, hisvoicerising at the end in aquestion. The man offered only a
low monosyllablein reply. He reached one hand under his seat and felt around. A moment later his hand
emerged, holding what looked to my not entirely innocent eye like arolled zip-lock baggie. Then the man
stood, and | heard the boy ask him another question that | couldn't make out.

"When | say s0," the man replied. He walked back around the fence and disappeared into the bait shack.
The boy in the Firebird turned and, asif he had felt me watching, looked over at me. We were perhaps
twenty feet apart. There was no expression on hisface at al. | suppressed an impulseto avert my gaze
from his, though hisblank stare unnerved me. Instead | nodded, and smiled. He smiled back, ingtantly, a
great big winning smilethat involved every feature of hisface.

"That your kid?' hesaid.
| nodded.

"He getting apumpkin.”
"Yep."

The boy glanced over at the bait shack. Then he threw hislegs across the driver's seat and did himself
out of the car. He was a handsome kid, dark and dender, with a stubbly head and big, deepy eyes. His
clotheswere neat and alittle old-fashioned, tiff blugeansrolled at the ankle, aswesater vest over a
white-collared shirt, asif he had been dressed by an aunt. But he had the same non-Euclidean shoes as
hisfather, or asthe man | assumed was hisfather. He took another ook toward the bait shack and then
walked over to where | was standing.

"What he going to befor Halloween?'
"He's il trying to make up hismind,” | said. "Maybe a cowboy."

"A cowboy?' Helooked appaled. It was ahopeesdy lame, outmoded, inexplicable thing for alittle boy
to want be. | might aswell have said that Nicky was planning to go trick-or-treating as a Scotsman, or as
Johnny Appleseed.

"Or hewasthinking maybeacat," | said.

| felt something bump againgt my leg: it was Nicky, pressing hisfaceto my thigh. | looked down and saw
that he was carrying aremarkably tiny, rusty-red pumpkin, no bigger than agrapefruit. "Hey, Nick.
What'sup?"

There was, heavily, profoundly, no reply.

"What's the matter?'

The voice emerged from the fabric of my pant leg.
"Whoisthat guy youretaking to?"

"l don't know," | said. | smiled again at the kid from the Firebird. For somereason | never fed whiter
than when | am amiling a ablack person. "What's your name?"



"Andre" he said. "Why he got such alittle one?"

"l don't know."

"How hegoingto fit acandlein that midget?"

"That'savery good question,” | said. "Nicky, why did you choose such asmall one?’
Nicky shrugged.

"Did you dready get yours?' | said to Andre.

He nodded. "Got me abig pumpkin.”

"Go on, Nick," | said. "Go find yoursdlf anice big pumpkin. Andre's right— you won't be able to put a
candleinthisone.”

"l don't want abig pumpkin. | don't want to put acandleiniit. | don't want you to cut it open with a
knife"

Helooked up a me, hiseyes shining. A tear sprang loose and arced like adiver down his cheek. You
would have thought | was asking him to go into the henhouse and bring me aneck to wring for supper.
He had never before shown such solicitude for the annua sacrificid squash. But lately you never knew
what would make Nicky cry.

" want to cal Mommy," he said. "On the cell phone. Shewill tdl you not to cut up my pumpkin.”
"We can't bother Mommy,” | said. " She'sresting right now.”

"Why issheresting?'

"Y ou know why."

"I don't want her to rest anymore. | want to cal her. Cal her, Dad. Shell tell you not to cut it up.”

"Itan't dive" Andre argued. He wastaking such an interest in our family's pumpkin choice that | was
certain hisearlier boast had been alie. Andre had no big pumpkin waiting for him at home. Hisfather
was adrug dealer who would not bother to take his son shopping for apumpkin. This conversation was
as close to the purchase of an actual pumpkin as Andre had any reason to expect. These may not in fact
have been certainties so much as assumptions, and racist ones at that. | will grant you this. But what kind
of father would leave hiskid donein acar, with the door open, at the side of aroad that skirted the edge
of aluckless and desolate place? What kind of man would do that? "It don't hurt them to be cut.”

"l want thisone," said Nicky. "And I'm going to nameit Kate."
| shook my head.

"You can't do that," | said.

"Pleese?"

"No, honey," | said. "We don't name our pumpkins.”
"Wedon't beieveinit?'

"That'sright.” | did not want him telling al the people who set foot on our front porch the name that we
had been tossing around the house over the past month or so, with an innocence that struck me now as
wanton and foolish. My wife and | were given no redl choicein the matter, and yet every time| look at
Nicky's fuzzy knees poking out of his short pants, or smell peanut butter on his bregath, or attend to his
muttered nocturnd lectures through the monitor that we have never bothered to remove from his
bedroom, | cannot shake the fedling that in |etting oursalves be persuaded by mere facts and statistics,



however damning, we made an unforgivable mistake. | had stood by once in an emergency room as
doctors and nurses strapped my son, flailing, to atable to stitch up agash in hisforehead. | could picture,
all too clearly, how your child looked at you as you betrayed him into the hands of strangers.

"Andrel”

The father was coming toward us, his gait at once lumbering and methodica. When | looked at him, |
saw where Andre had learned to drain the expression from hisface.

"What | tell you to do?' he said, softly but without gentleness. He did not acknowledge me, Nicky, the
ten thousand pumpkinsthat lay al around us. "Boy, get back in that car.”

Andre said something in avoice too low for meto hear.
"What?'
"Can | get apumpkin?' he repeated.

The question was apparently so immoderate that it could not be answered. Andre's father pulled his cap
down more firmly on his head, hitched up his pants, and spat into the straw at his feet. These appeared to
be asuite of gesturesintended to communicate the inevitable outcome if Andre did not return immediately
to the car. Andre had reset his own face to zero. He turned, walked back to the Firebird, and got in. This
time he went around to the big red door on his side of the car and heaved it open.

"Your sonisaniceboy,” | sad.
The man looked a me, for thefirst and last time.
"Uh-huh," hesad. "All right.”

| wasjust another pumpkin to him—dumb and lolling amid the straw bales, in the middle of a place that
was no place at al. He went to the car, got in, and dammed the door. The pinging of the alarm ceased.
The engine came awake with arumble, and the Firebird went scrabbling out of the lot and back onto the
frontage road. Nicky and | watched them drive off. | saw Andre turn back, hiseyeswide, hisface dight
and hollowed with an emotion that | could not help but interpret as reproach. | had abandoned himto a
hard fate, onethat | might at least have tried, somehow, to prevent. But there was nothing that | could
have done. | didn't have any illusions about that. | dressed and fed my child, | washed hisbody, | saw
that he got enough deep. | had him inoculated, padded his knees and encased the twenty-eight bones of
his skull in high-impact plastic when he got on his bicycle and pedaled down our street. But in the end,
when the world we have created came to strap him to atable, | could only stand behind the doctors and
watch.

| took Nicky's haf-grown red runt and balanced it on my pam.
"Hey, Nick," | said. "Listen. You can nameit Kate if you want to."
"l don't want it," Nicky said. "l want to get abigger one.”

"All right.”

"Kate can have that one."

"All right.”

"Because she didn't get to have apumpkin, since she didn't get to ever bedive.”
"Good thinking," | said.

"But | il don't want to cut it up,” he said. Then he went back again into the world of pumpkins, looking
for the one that would best suit his unknown purposes.



