South Grand
Guy Bates

The streets are wet from this morning’s rain. The sky is still filled with grey clouds moving east. Thunder grumbles faintly. Block by block, rows of street lamps flick off, first the west side of the street, then the east side. The sign over the bank blinks time and temperature:  6:02  –  47°.


Across the street, the wall of the drugstore is rigged with a scaffold. The orange metal frame is rusted and covered with mud and paint. Large metal hooks hold the scaffold to the roof and ropes dangle aimlessly to the street below.


Three men stand on the wooden planks of the scaffold. The one on the left is wearing jeans, a white ball cap, and a red sweatshirt. He squints through the smoke of a cigarette between his lips while he puts on a pair of brown gloves. The man next to him sports a red and black flannel shirt. He has a tool belt around his waist and goggles on his forehead. Between them is a bucket with many colors of paint dripped and dried down its side. A flat, narrow piece of wood rests on the rim. The third man stands a bit away from the other two. He examines two or three paint brushes in his hands. More brushes stick out of the back pocket of his faded green overalls.


On the street below, another man–in overalls and younger than the other three–reaches into the back of a rusted and dirty white panel van and pulls out a bag of dry cement. He rips open the top of the bag and empties some of the grey powder and sand into an old, cement-covered wheelbarrow. As he reaches for the garden hose connected to the faucet on the wall of the store, the man with the tool belt taps his two friends. He spits high and wide. All three men follow the spittle down to the street. It lands with a SPAT inches from their friend mixing concrete. The boy looks up and the men burst into peals of laughter. The sign over the bank blinks:  6:10  –  48°.


On the other side of the street, a young oriental man sits on a green wooden bench under the glass shelter of a bus stop. He pulls a book out from under his arm, opens it, and begins to read.



An elderly woman walks down the block with short, deliberate steps and waits at the corner for the light to change. Her navy-blue overcoat stretches midway down her calf. The collar is pulled up; a blue scarf covers her stiff, grey hair. A few cars pull up to the light and make soft swishing noises as they slowly roll to a stop. As the woman starts to cross the street, the sign blinks:  6:17  –  48°.


A few rays of sunlight touch the street and buildings, and then disappear behind the clouds. 


A young girl with very short blonde hair walks around the corner snapping her fingers, nodding her head, and moving her lips to a song blaring through her headphones. Wearing a bright red, two-piece sweatsuit and white sneakers, she reaches into her handbag and pulls out a stick of gum. Impatiently, she rips off the wrapper and foil and lets them tumble down the street in the morning breeze until they roll into the gutter and float toward the sewer.


When she passes the bus stop, the young man looks up from his book, follows the blonde with his eyes for a moment, then falls back to his reading.


The boy across the street mixes the cement with a shovel. He slams the shovel into the wheelbarrow and lifts the sand and water and clay and lime, and turns the shovel over. The mixture drops back into the wheelbarrow with a sucking PLOP. He lifts and drops, lifts and drops. Picking up a garden rake, he uses it to mix the cement. He rakes back and forth, back and forth, occasionally reaching for the hose to add a little water.


When he spies the blonde, he stops for a moment and watches her. Above, one of the men holds a paint brush over the edge of the scaffold and lets it go. The brush hits the pavement close to the young man’s feet. Again they laugh loudly.


The young man reaches for the faucet and turns it clockwise. He adjusts the nozzle for a thin steady stream, points the hose skyward, sprays the men on the scaffold and laughs as they curse and scramble to dodge the water.


The blonde stops and smiles as she watches the commotion across the street. The young man reading looks up from his book. He blinks twice, glances at the men, at the blonde, at the men, and returns his attention to the book.


A few rays of light touch the street as the old woman walks out of the drugstore. She glances up and is quick to turn and walk away to avoid the falling water. The sign above the bank blinks:  6:27  –  49°.
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