
JOE MONTAPERTO
THE EDGE OF WHITENESS

The Edge
of Whiteness
Joe Montaperto



AUTHOR NAME348

BOOK TITLE348

www.joemontaperto.com
348
348















JOE MONTAPERTO
THE EDGE OF WHITENESS
Copyright©2011 Joe Montaperto
All rights reserved.
ISBN: 1463791216
ISBN-13: 978-1463791216
www.JoeMontaperto.Com

348
348










DEDICATION


JOE MONTAPERTO
THE EDGE OF WHITENESS
Dedicated to my parents, The Lovable Nuttensteins, who've had the saintly patience to put up with me for all these years.

348
348

JOE MONTAPERTO
THE EDGE OF WHITENESS


348
348









ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


JOE MONTAPERTO
THE EDGE OF WHITENESS
Rob McCaskill, my dedicated teacher and mentor, who always helped and implored me to rise above what I thought I could accomplish as a writer. To Ty Foster and the staff at Panera, in Hoboken, NJ, who allowed me to finish my book there, as I would sit for five hours everyday drinking tea, and using their honey.

348
348

JOE MONTAPERTO
THE EDGE OF WHITENESS


348
348
CHAPTER 1

          Me and my cousin Skinny stand by ourselves in the large foyer that leads to the front doors. It’s the first day of high school for us. The year is 1973. Our freshman year. We gaze out through those front doors, to the sparkling blue sky that opens up majestically above us. The American flag’s rippling in the mild breeze, high up the flag pole on the front lawn.
Heaving a synchronistic sigh, we check out the scene in front of us - the paintings of George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, and Thomas Jefferson adorning the foyer walls - our new classmates spread among us in the hall, chattering excitedly in their own little groups. Fresh-faced girls with spindly filly-like legs. Blond crew cut jock-types punching each other in the arms. Scientific brainiacs with Clark Kent glasses, peeking about nervously. Everybody - the kids, the paintings, have one thing in common, though. They are all white. Painfully white. The kind of white people who should never be exposed to bright sunlight. Thank God me and Skinny have some color, I think to myself, owing to our Sicilian heritage. At least we’re olive-skinned. We get brown in the summer. These other kids – they got no hope.
Suddenly, a dilapidated school bus from like, the 1950’s, comes chugging up the street, clouds of smothering black smoke spewing from the tailpipe, into the picturesque background. It’s immediately followed by another equally monstrous relic, as their brakes screech, the gears groan and the buses lurch to a thumping halt right in front of Roselle High.
The joyous buzz reverberating through the foyer quickly dissipates, replaced by an overwhelming crescendo of threatening laughter, cursing and yelling from the outside.
I sense the collective shiver rise from our group inside as the doors to the ancient vehicles creak open, and the noise threatens to pierce the sound barrier. One by one they pour out. Giants. Imposing Black giants - and those are the girls. Then the boys swagger off the bus. Or should I say- grown men?  At least compared to us.  Especially these pink-complexioned Puritan types. They were still probably years away from even sprouting pubic hair yet. Me and Skinny glance at each other, and then back over to the stunned crowd among us. From the expressions painted on their faces, I figure this must have been akin to the experience of the American Indians, as they witnessed the Spanish Armadas, and musket-bearing Conquistadores invading their shores.
They advance towards us, dancing to the portable concerts hoisted upon their shoulders in the form of boom boxes. Howling, sneering, jive-talking and slapping palms. Sportin’ wild afros and black du-rags around their heads, confidently displaying cut-off t-shirts. Even their tattoos have muscles. They smoke Kools, scoffing down fifteen-cent bags of Doritos, and a mysterious brand of grape soda. One of them gulps down the last drop of that soda, and defiantly smashes the bottle to the pavement.
 “Oh shit!” A chorus of cheers and shouts rises up from his friends.
At that moment, I am sure that every one of us boys standing in that foyer experience the same basic sensation - that of our pubescent wee-wees shrinking up into the recesses of our white Fruit of The Looms.
As they come bopping triumphantly through the doors, one of the dudes spits a wad of grape Bazooka gum right into Drew Phelps’s face. Miraculously, it sticks to the lens of his glasses.
 “Oh shit, check this white mo’fucka out!”
A bunch of them nearly fall down cracking up, stamping their feet loudly, while gathering around him. We are doomed. We know it. They know it. Everybody knows it. The era of busing has finally arrived in Roselle, New Jersey - and nothing’s ever going to be the same again.
Our family had moved to Roselle from Brooklyn about three years ago, in large part to avoid this very type of situation. Brooklyn had been marred by a series of race riots during the late 60s, totally rocking the community at large, and unsettling our traditional Sicilian clan.
There was other turmoil going on too. The Puerto Ricans had invaded the neighborhood, moving into a couple of tenement buildings, and making a racket playing the bongos at night while they got drunk on Bacardi. Protests, demonstrations and flag burnings against the Vietnam War also dominated the period-but it was the race riots - that’s what finally made our families contemplate the previously unthinkable. Leaving Brooklyn.
Skinny’s father, my Uncle Richie (my father’s brother), was the first one to take the plunge-discovering and making the voyage to the New World. A year later we followed.
You have to understand what a major drama that was in itself. See, I don’t think anybody in our extended family had ever left Brooklyn before. Not even to go to Manhattan - which was like fifteen minutes away. Not even for a visit. Not since my grandfather and Aunt Genevieve, and a couple of others, had sailed over from Sicily during the Great Depression. I mean, there was no reason to leave. The Italians owned that part of downtown Brooklyn, and had for generations. Everything was there.
The aroma of freshly made canolis and Italian pastries wafting from Marino’s as you walked down Court Street, especially on Sunday mornings, right after Mass at St. Paul’s. We’d get our still-warm loaves of Italian bread there for the big Sunday dinner later that afternoon. Loved that smell. There was, ‘Tony the Clothes Man’, who looked and acted like Peter Lorre’s character, Ugarte, from Casablanca, all bug-eyed and nervous. He came to our house every month with a selection of suits, pants and dresses. ‘Jimmy the Parking Lot Guy’, who after smoking five packs of Viceroys a day for thirty-five years, contracted throat cancer, had to get a voice box surgically put in - and was still smoking. The salt-water Taffy and the pink cotton candy we’d get when we took the D train down to Coney Island. The whole family would make a day out of it.  My grandmother (one of them), and my Aunt Flossie lived in the apartment downstairs from us with their beagle, Lucky. That was our neighborhood. That was Brooklyn in 1969. It wasn’t perfect - it could be noisy and grimy.  Smelly sometimes in the summer, too - but it was all I knew. And then it all changed.
So it’s moving day, right, and the whole family is packed up and we’re following the moving van over the Verazzano and Goethals Bridges, as we drive into Roselle. Which, by the way, is only like twenty-five miles away from Brooklyn, but might as well be another nation. Disbelief, and instant alienation flood over me as we arrive. It’s like we have somehow driven onto the set of My Three Sons.
Row after row of neatly trimmed hedges and meticulously maintained front lawns. Some even displaying those Negro lawn jockeys holding lanterns! My sense of alienation grows, followed by heart palpitations. Despite being surrounded by some of the more notorious ghettos in the Northeast, (if not the country), Newark, Elizabeth and Linden, which had all experienced their own share of racial unrest until fairly recently. Roselle has somehow managed to remain frozen in a 1940s type of purity. A quiet little enclave insulated from the changing times. No sooner do we pull up to 506 West 3rd Avenue, and exchange cheerful embraces and bear hugs with our long lost brethren, Aunt Tina, Uncle Richie, and the family, then my cousins, Skinny and Ricky, whisk me off around the corner to meet their friend, Michael Marone.
Almost immediately, we’re surrounded by what appears to be a gang of ‘bullies’. Although the only reason I’m able to surmise this is because I had just recently seen the James Cagney movie, Angels With Dirty Faces, on TV. There must be, like, at least fifteen or twenty of them. Probably all around our ages – between eleven and thirteen years old. All wearing these longshoremen- type caps lowered down over one eye. They actually have dirty faces, too - and runny noses! 
“Say, where do you fellas think you’re going?” snarls the apparent leader of the gang, as he walks up to us. Silence. I scrutinize my cousin’s faces. Incredulity follows.
“Hey, I asked you rummies a question!” the leader continues.
“We’re going over to Michael Marone’s house,” answers Ricky.
The tough steps over to me now, looking me up and down.
“Who’s the squirt?”
“He’s our cousin Joey! He just moved here from Brooklyn today.” responds Skinny.
“So another Montaperto, huh? Or maybe I should call you - Monta-turdo?” He looks back at his minions, who start cackling on cue.
“Um, are you guys supposed to be, like, a bad version of The Bowery Boys, or something?” I finally pipe up.
“So - a real wise guy, ay? I oughta knock your block off right here,” he says, poking a finger into my chest for emphasis.
“Listen, pipsqueak, seeing since you’re new here and all, I’m gonna cut you a break. I’m Butch Finnegan, see, and I’m the duke of this turf, but next time I catch you round here, your face is gonna be lousy with knuckles! Got it?”
With that, he puts his two fingers in his mouth and lets out a shrill whistle, the whole gang quickly dispersing.
For a minute I just stand there, too stunned to move. I mean, how are you supposed to react to that kind of behavior? I really didn’t have much experience with ‘bullies.’ At least not these kind, anyway. In Brooklyn, there were some rough kids who you learned to stay away from for your own good. For instance, this insane Puerto Rican kid named, Goodie, ironically. He was only like eleven or twelve, but he always carried a switchblade, his face was all scarred up, and his father and brother were incarcerated for everything from armed robbery, to rape and murder. You basically evaded him at all costs.
But these guys, I don’t know, it was like they had all gone to the official Edward G. Robinson, “You Dirty Rat,” school for bullies.
	It only gets worse in the next few weeks, as I begin to meet our neighbors. Our next-door neighbors to the left are the Holdens. They have two kids, John and Phillip, who wear what appears to be their father’s pants. They both sport these ‘Wild Root’ haircuts, and carry their tubas and trombones with them wherever they go. Their idol is John Phillip Sousa – ‘the father of marching band music’- and they had collected all his compositions. Each day they receive three hours of piano lessons from their 350-pound German music teacher, Herr Krieger, who constantly shouts things like “Schnell! and “Sofort!” at them. Sadly, they also carry The Sound of Music lunchboxes to school.
Across the street, right next door to my cousin’s house, live the Finks, John and Clara. Clara Fink wears fake diamond encrusted butterfly glasses, and is the town librarian.  Nobody can really figure out what John does, although we do notice he likes to make papier-mache weather owls. Their daughter, Marcy Fink, is around my sister’s age. She has bright red hair, wears, like, four-inch thick brown-framed glasses, and for reasons unknown, she dresses up as a Pilgrim every Thanksgiving. She parades around the neighborhood, spreading salutations of good cheer!
Our paperboy’s name is Robert Hunter, who looks very much like a pixie. Actually an Amish pixie, if that’s possible. He has a twin sister, Rebecca, who looks exactly like him, except she has long hair. They share the paper route. He smiles humbly, and she actually curtsies when they collect. I have never actually seen anyone curtsy before, at least not since Dorothy did it in The Wizard of Oz.

We even have a barbershop quartet, which consists of Jack the Barber, who has a face like a permanently depressed carp. Mr. Coogan, the dour liquor store owner. Gustav, who has water on the brain, and owns the local hardware store, and finally, Mr. Krokowski, who worked himself up from soda jerk, and is now the proud owner of Matty’s Soda Fountain. They comprise the town council, kind of like the town elders, and are generally considered to be Roselle’s moral watchdogs.
  I envision myself retreating to the isolation of my new bedroom for the rest of my life, alone with my statue of Napoleon, reading incessantly, and drawing pictures of former U.S. Presidents. The Holden boys, to their credit, do their best to try to welcome me to the neighborhood, but it’s kind of like Liberace and John Wayne trying to hang out.  
As a sort of house-warming gift, they present me with a copy of one their favorite books, The Hardy Boys Adventures. They love these books. Obsessed with them.
They’re constantly reading them. That is, when not being browbeaten by Herr Krieger.  I’m pretty curious to find out what is so great about these Hardy Boys, so that very night I lay down on my bed and start reading.
After the first couple of chapters, my heart starts pounding, but I keep going. I can feel the anxiety building in my chest. Finally, I can’t take it anymore. I can’t concentrate. I throw the book down. Pissed. I pick it back up again. I turn to the back cover, groping for answers to what I’m feeling. This is exactly what it reads:
 “Handsome, intelligent and athletic, the Hardy Boys help solve many thrilling cases, after school hours and during vacations, as they follow up the clues they unearth in their quest to bring criminals to justice.”
WHAT? I mean, I’m having trouble just finishing my homework on time…and these guys are solving crimes after school hours? From this point on, I despise The Hardy Boys, and everything they stand for! That sentiment eventually spreads to a mistrust of white people in general.
I then begin questioning the validity of everything I have ever taken for granted about those really white TV shows I had watched as a kid in the 60s.  Like for one thing, how was it possible that Patty Duke had an identical cousin? And from Scotland, no less? Also, exactly why did a “hot dog make her lose control,” as they sang in the theme song? These are important questions, and I am only just starting to become suspicious of these things.
Fortunately for me, I wind up totally bonding with my cousins, or I really would turn out to be an eleven-year-old Howard Hughes. I really don’t know if I’m gonna get along with them, because they’re the cousins I don’t really know that well, since they lived all the way on the other side of Brooklyn from us. The Gravesend section.
But we click, we kind of develop this us-against-them mentality, and create our own little world. Ricky is a year older than me and Skinny. A big, chubby kid, who we always taunt about being enormous. He’s a super-braniac, maybe even a genius, and he spends hours on the toilet bowl with the bathroom door locked. Reading everything from Ray Bradbury science fiction novels, to the entire collection of Encyclopaedia Britannica’s, to the Green Lantern comic books.  
Skinny, on the other hand, is small and wiry, and has a wicked sense of humor. He loves the Yankees, and the reason for his nickname is obvious.
The thing that I really like about them, though, is that they’re kind of creative; they’re a little ‘off’, y’know?.  For instance, they have no real concept of time, or at least the theory of being in school on time. For some reason, I think they figure that school is sort of like an open-door policy, or an Open House.  Like, “Oh, don’t worry, come by when you can! They’ll be cookies and refreshments waiting for you when you get here!”
Coming from a rigid Catholic school background in Brooklyn, where you would never dare to be late, this secretly delighted me.
There’s something deviant about it, somehow. For years, I don’t think we’d make it to school on time maybe more than three of four days, no matter how many times we get yelled at or punished.
         It isn’t like we purposely set out to be late when we head to school in the morning. But pretty soon we get to discussing last night’s episodes of Star Trek, which we probably had seen, like, ten times already, and we start debating the hidden cosmic meaning, Gene Rodenberry, the show’s creator, was trying to explore. Suddenly, we’d be in the episode! Spontaneously becoming the characters- improvising our own show. Ricky is always Spock, of course. Skinny is always Captain Kirk. And I always want to be Khan. Khan was played by Ricardo Montalban, and even though he was only in that one episode, it’s our favorite episode. The main reason I want to play Khan is so that I can practice Ricardo Montalban’s accent. I love it.
 “I’ve hurrrt you Kirrrrk - and I want to keep on hurrrting you.”
  So we’re running around Smith’s Woods, through backyards, over fences, using sticks as phasers, and rocks as communicators. It’s this   totally magical experience of complete freedom. Of transcending boundaries, and it seems so real. A lot more real than those stupid arithmetic problems in school. Before we know it, though, it’s around quarter to ten in the morning, and we’re like -
 “Oh my God! School!!” Making a crazy dash through various shortcuts and side streets, we finally arrive at Washington School. Breathless, flushed, leaves in our hair, dirt on our faces.  Mrs. Lombardo, or one of the other teachers, is thoroughly exasperated. The other kids in the class, noticing the ever-present mud on our shoes, whisper rumors among themselves that, actually, we had walked through the graveyard every morning on the way to school. And that we were probably devil worshippers.
It goes on pretty much like this for a few years, more or less, as we form and disassemble clubs - most notably CLUB UFOR, which stood for- ‘Unidentified Flying Object Research.’ Our very official research consisted mainly of running around the neighborhood streets in the dark of night with a single pair of binoculars shared among us, scanning the heavens and periodically shouting –
taciturn liquor storeowner, Mr. Coogan, angrily demanded a thorough investigation into the incident. Even suggesting the possibility of forming a posse to bring the culprits to justice.  “That’s a UFO if I ever saw one!”
Our only real natural predators are Finnegan’s Gang, and we often brilliantly outmanoeuvred them. Other than that, our main challenge seems to be evading the all-encompassing gaze of ‘Bones,’ the ancient, mummy-like ticket-taker lady at the Park Theater.  We always sneak in to see these fifty cent R-rated double features, like Lina Wertmuller’s Swept Away and Seven Beauties.
Little did we know what lie ahead of us.
Actually, the first sign of trouble, an omen that events were about to change in Roselle, had occurred almost a year before this bussing situation. On Thanksgiving Day, ironically enough.  Marcy Fink, done up in her traditional Pilgrim finery, was just about to set out on her annual rounds through the neighborhood, when suddenly, a pack of three Doritos-eating black girls, virtually appearing out of nowhere, surrounded her.
“Shit, bitch - you ain’t even no mothafuckin’ Pilgrim!”
Taunting her, they jostled her around between themselves, finally slamming her down on her front lawn, shoving her face in the mud, and in the process, breaking her brown-framed glasses. As if that wasn’t enough, they made off with her Pilgrim bonnet, too! And laughed about it!
News of the assault soon spread all over town, as the residents of Roselle expressed shock and outrage. How could something like this have happened? On Thanksgiving, of all days? And in broad daylight?! Who were these black girls?  Where did they come from?!
On that following Monday, the front page of The Roselle Spectator ran a front page photo of a shaken Marcy Fink, still dressed in Pilgrim garb. She’s kneeling on her front lawn with a sour-looking Mayor Andrews, as she held up her mangled glasses.  The boldface headline above read:
PILGRIM GIRL ASSAULTED ON THANKSGIVING DAY
The town council, led by the Tighter police measures. Maybe even imposing a curfew.  Other residents of the town viewed it as an isolated incident, but Mr. Coogan knew better - he saw it as one of the first steps to an unravelling of the fabric of Roselle’s society. His insight later proved to be correct as Roselle finally lost a bitterly protracted court battle to ban busing on a decision handed down by the Supreme Court.
CHAPTER 2

The conquest of Roselle High by the black kids is swift and total. They just run through white kids, probably like the white settlers who came to the Great Plains did with the buffalo. Picking them off for sport. It’s total surrender by the white kids, nobody puts up much of a fight, not even Finnegan’s Gang. The thing is – the white kids outnumber them - there are only like 50 or 60 of the black kids in the freshman class, compared to like 180 white kids. But they’re like black Vikings.  Even the ones that aren’t, it’s still trouble, because if you do manage to stand up to one of them, he has all his “boys” to watch his back. They all know each other, and in fact, they all seem to be related somehow. So the odds aren’t with you. It isn’t like they only humiliate you, either. They totally emasculate you.
Probably one of the most psychologically castrating incidents takes place during a fire drill, involving our meek and Amish paperboy, Robert Hunter. Now usually, you welcome fire drills, because they interrupt the boredom of class, and you can hang outside for a little. This time, though, it’s an unseasonably cold and mostly grey day in early October. Like 38 degrees. The wind’s blowing fiercely.  It’s damp and we’re in gym class, clad only in our gym shorts and T-shirts.  The last thing you want to do is go standing out there in that parking lot, shivering with your white legs. Or at least, my olive legs. So Hunter’s standing there, shaking in the cold, when this enormous black kid, Duke Hartman, comes quietly sneaking up behind him and pulls down his gym shorts - underwear included! Hunter, who’s a nervous type anyway, literally jumps up - and out of both his gym shorts and underwear, leaving them in a pile about a foot away! The entire parking lot roars! I mean, the whole school is out there. He doesn’t even realize that he’s butt naked - until a shrill laughter arises from a few feet away.  
“Damn, look how tiny and white that shit be!” A group of black girls cries out.
“Oooh girl, that white boy ain’t got no dick!
I mean, it has to be a shock for them, too, seeing something that’s like maybe two inches. That’s considering you do not want to have to compare yourself to these guys in the locker room shower.
 As for my own personal situation in the whole social experiment, I’ve somehow been placed in 9-10, which is like- what the fuck? I mean, 9-10 is just about down there with the retard class, 9-12. The divisions of ninth grade going from 9-1, which is the science geek/glasses-on-a-chain crowd, to 9-12 being the kids who basically drool as their most intelligent form of expression. How the academic geniuses of the school’s administrative hierarchy decided I should be lumped together with kids who set cats on fire for amusement, among other things, I can’t figure out. Especially since Skinny and I had almost the same grades in middle school, and scores about the same on our regionals. Yet, he is placed in 9-5. Which at least, affords you a better bargaining chip for survival.
I’m one of the three white kids among a class of some of the most brazen and barbaric of the black kids.  The other two are Danny Patella, who’s half-Italian and half-English, and looks kind of like a buck-toothed version of Prince Charles; and Robert Baldwin, who seems to come from the home for the terminally smelly and unkempt.
Fortunately for me, their outstanding features allow me to basically remain in the background, at least at first. The black kids are amazed by Danny Patella’s buck teeth. In fact, they call him “Teef.” Every morning, Aaron Brown makes him open his mouth, and the whole class gathers round him to count his teeth again, as if they expect new ones to grow overnight. Another ritual consists of kicking Robert Baldwin’s desk into the back while holding their noses and yelling out, “Pepe La Pue!” and “Stink!
I stay in the back, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible, and luckily for me, am kind of adopted as a sort of pet by this girl, Dee-Dee Milligan, who’s also missing her front teeth, and sits right behind me.  She is, for some reason, enchanted by my curly hair, which by now had grown out of its Wild Root haircut imposed on me by Jack the Barber.
“Shit, Mon’aperto got some pretty hair.” She drawls, as she styles it with an Afro pick.
I just sit there real stiff, with a permanent smile, and let her pick.
Me and Skinny go into a kind of shellshock, I think, although we never say it aloud. Maybe we don’t even realize it consciously, or maybe we just kind of shut part of ourselves down. I don’t know.
I do know that we feel a major sense of relief when three o’clock   finally rolls around, and we can go back to our old life. Except we can’t. Not really. Not anymore. Something has irrevocably changed. Or maybe more to the point, is shattered. Whatever that is - the easiness, the innocence, that feeling of flow- it’s gone. Replaced with a kind of jittery undercurrent of nervousness, anger, even some rage. This, mixed with our now fourteen-year old hormones, ferments into a volatile brew. We still go through the motions, though.
Ricky’s spending more and more of his time now sequestered in the secret laboratory he has erected in his room. Experimenting intensively with his new chemistry set, to create something explosive. Maybe a hydrogen bomb this time. We don’t know. Since he had basically been the ringleader of most of our intellectual and cosmic pursuits, there now exists a definite void. An emptiness. Skinny and me are somewhere between bored and bewildered.  One day, we decide that we should start breaking into houses. I don’t know why exactly, we’re just sitting there one Saturday in Skinny’s basement, watching The Creature from the Black Lagoon, for like the twelfth time, when we come up with the idea.  We decide that the first house we should break into will be Daniel Webb’s, who lives about four houses down the block. Even though he is our friend. In fact, we pick him up for Mass at Assumption Church every Sunday, but there’s a bit of revenge, some bitterness, involved in our motive. After all, last year we had entrusted him with the title of, Treasurer of Club UFOR, and he winds up embezzling the funds (our weekly dues, actually) that were supposed to go towards the purchase of a high-powered telescope. He had an insatiable addiction to Good & Plentys, as we later find out, and that was basically the end of Club UFOR, dashing our hopes and dreams of trying to contact extra-terrestrial beings.
So in a way, he deserves it (we reasons), as we sit there plotting our nefarious details. We know their schedule by heart, the Webb’s family. We know they all went to the A&P at about 11:30AM, came back to unload the groceries about an hour and a half later, then piled back again into the Dodge Dart to go to their grandmother’s house in Kenilworth, where they stay till later that night.
They more we talk about it, the faster the adrenaline pumps, seemingly reviving the part of us that’s been deadened by the school experience.  As we sneak over to his house, we’re both caught up in the glee, the rush. We keep looking at each other and giggling.  It can’t have been easier to break in.  They got one of these chain locks from the 1950s on the side door - we simply pick it with a stick and walk in. This is supposed to stop burglars? Who? The Hamburglar from McDonalds?
Exhilarated, crazed with power, invincibility even, we stand there alone in the middle of the living room. With nothing or nobody to stop us. We survey the riches before us. The deluxe twenty-six-inch Admiral Color TV, the eight track stereo system, the antique arm chair - all just waiting to be plundered. And… we decide to eat all the raisins out of their Raisin Bran.
I don’t know, it’s just kind of spontaneous. Me and Skinny get a couple of small bowls from the pantry, pour the whole box of, Post Raisin Bran, into them evenly, and proceed to systematically pick out each and every raisin. We then pour the bran back into the box…carefully resealing the packaging and the box tops with a dab of, Elmers Glue, to make sure it’s completely undetectable.  Finally, we place it back on the pantry shelf in the exact same position, so as not to arouse suspicion. It’s freakin’ hilarious to us. We are so proud our achievement! We leave, relocking the door. This becomes our ritual every Saturday for, like, the next year, and for a while, at least, it seems to return some form of structure and meaning to our lives.  Sometimes, we change things up a bit, like eating all their Cool Whip out of the container and replacing it with shaving cream, but the Raisin Bran Caper – that’s our main gig.
After a time, though, we become overwhelmingly curious as to what their reaction is to the whole thing.  I mean, it has to be puzzling to them, right? So we start spying on them while they eat dinner, hoisting ourselves up on cinder blocks. Surprisingly, the Raisin Bran topic is talked about quite a bit, although it’s always in a real matter-of-fact kind of way. It goes something like this:

MR. WEBB: “I’m telling you, it’s got to be the A&P, it’s got to be someone who works there who’s stealing the raisins out of the boxes.  There’s no other explanation for it- it’s an inside job. Maybe he’s selling the raisins on the side or something, y’know? A nice little side business he’s got going for him.”
MRS. WEBB: “Oh, c’mon, Dan, that’s ridiculous! Who in their right mind, is going to go through all that trouble to sit there and pick out every raisin - and then seal the packaging back up? It would take hours.”
MR. WEBB: “Those guys on the night shift, Karen, let me tell you, they got all the time in the world.”
MRS. WEBB: “It has to be the company, Dan, it has to be the Post Cereal corporation, they’re the crooks, they’re the ones making big profits on it. That’s false advertising, y’know.”
Anyway, we still continued to pick up Daniel for Mass at Assumption Church every Sunday through all of this, and we still remained friends.
Meanwhile, back at Roselle High, things are getting more brutal, more violent. If the students weren’t prepared for the influx of black kids- then the administration certainly isn’t. They have no frame of reference for this type of behavior. Things had probably been pretty much the same there for, like, the last 100 years, and that’s how long a lot of the teachers had been there, too, it seems. Now, it’s a whole new game- you can see in their eyes that these teachers have become physically afraid of these new black kids, and they’re too old and tired to try to change their ways now. The black kids know they’ve won the war on all fronts - and chaos ensues.
Richie Neeves has emerged as ‘King of the Boys Room.’ He’s a transfer student from The Bronx, who has to be, like, twenty-five. He has a beard, is real thick, with an indestructibly stout neck, and a voice at least as deep as Barry White’s - but rougher.  How can this guy possibly be in only the ninth grade? Nobody can tell what nationality he is, either - Puerto Rican, Italian, half-black maybe, but nobody dares ask him.  He always wears an army coat that reeks of weed, and has imaginative mottos like ‘Fuck Pigs,’ ‘Crystal Meth Rules,’ and swastikas drawn on it.  He’s gained the immediate respect of the black kids, and sets up the boy’s room as his kind of his own personal free enterprise system.
Whereas in years past, it would be a scandal if you were caught smoking a cigarette in there, now you can get anything imaginable from him - Angel Dust, THC, poppers, mescaline, coke, purple haze, reefer, probably even girls from the outside! The boy’s room’s become a sort of hangout for the criminally insane - and the one place YOU DO NOT WANT TO GO.
___________________________.

Thank God Junk Week has finally arrived! This is a glorious weeklong extravaganza that begins every October 15, in which the good people of Roselle throw out their finest junk in front of their houses. It’s one of the most exciting weeks of the year for me, Skinny, and Ricky, as we’d discovered various treasures in our annual hunt - bicycles, sleds, even furniture for our clubhouse! Last year we hit the mother lode, though, when we scored a whole stack of Penthouse magazines. We celebrated that one for months, before they mysteriously disappeared.
The mood is different this year, though it’s still a good diversion. I’m looking forward to another major jackpot, when I come upon this very promising pile of junk while coming down Third Avenue, on the way home from school.  This one is crammed with board games - Monopoly, Parcheesi, Battleship, The Game of Life - you name it. I’m feverishly rummaging through the boxes, certain that I can salvage a few of them, when I notice a small paperback book at the bottom of the pile, Siddhartha, by Herman Hesse. Now usually, I just quickly flip through these books and throw them back into the junk, but this one catches my eye.  I’m flipping through it, and then, as I start reading it more seriously, I forget all about the games. I’m standing there for half an hour, reading this thing. A part of me feels like this book could be almost dangerous, like it can get me in some type of trouble, and I instinctively want to throw it back into the pile. But another side of me is feeling this can even be better than last year’s pay dirt of Penthouse magazines.  It’s kind of exotic – it’s about India, the Buddha, and that weird religion they have over there. I’m vaguely aware of the existence of this stuff because I remember the hippies from Brooklyn were all into it. Peace and love, and gurus, and all that stuff, and sometimes they’d show them with the Maharishi, or somebody, on TV. My father would always call them freaks and commies, though, so I sort of forgot about it.  I put the book in my jacket pocket, and I vow to myself that I won’t show it to anyone when I get home, least of all my father.
After supper that evening, I go up to my room and read. I get so into it. It fascinates me. It disturbs me. It frustrates me. The writing is kind of queer. For one thing, these guys always talk to each other in the third person.
 “My good friend, Govinda, tomorrow morning Siddhartha shall join the Samanas. In the morning, he will be a Samana.”
“Govinda has always been Siddhartha’s loyal friend, but surely he jests.” Govinda would reply.
I mean, that’s pretty nutty. Do people in India really talk like that? Jeez. And, these kids, Siddhartha, and Govinda, they’re around my age when the book begins, and they’re so stiff and formal. I mean, didn’t they ever have any fun?
On another level, though, I feel like I’m getting it. I think. Or at least part of it. It’s like - spiritual. These guys, especially Siddhartha, are restless, and tired of the same old crap he’s hearing from adults. It doesn’t ring true for him, and he’s searching for some kind of answers. I can dig that. I’m sort of feeling the same way, especially lately. I’m starting to question everything again, just like I did when I first moved here from Brooklyn three years ago. Catechism classes aren’t giving me any answers either. Boring. The same old stories about Jesus and the fishes and the loaves, and Moses and the Apostles. What did any of that have to do with what was going on right now, and how am I supposed to apply it? The only real reason Skinny and me even go to church at all is to laugh at the guy who leads the hymns. He has a terrible voice, man. We laugh at him right there in Mass, the poor guy. He sees us and gets all nervous, and his voice cracks even more. We’d be dying. That - and switching the signs on the men’s and lady’s bathroom downstairs. Those are the main reasons we go to Church. Anyway, even though I don’t really understand a lot of what I’m reading in Siddhartha, I do know that I really want to find that sense of peace, that calm they’re talking about. Because I am definitely feeling uneasy these days.
Around the same time, my sisters are hanging out with these girls from around the block. The McBride sisters. Three of them. Katelin, Kyla and Barbara. Kyla and Katelin are twins, but they really don’t look that much alike, not like Patty and Kathy Duke, anyway. They’re these cute Irish girls with these little turned up noses. They are the cutest, smallest noses I’ve ever seen. I’m fascinated by them, especially me being Italian, with our noses. Right then, I know I am a nose man. Some guys are leg men, some are breast men. I am a nose man.
They come over and all hang out with my sisters in their rooms upstairs in the attic. They dance on the bed, and get all loud singing along to their Bobby Sherman and De Franco Family 45’s. I sneak up on the stairs, crouch down and shoot rubber bands and throw pennies at them. Until they figure out what’s going on, of course, and start screaming for my mother.
Kyla is the one who stands out for me, though. She is incredibly cute, blonde hair and crystal blue eyes, with the most wholesome, sweetest face you can ever imagine. She could easily be one of The Hardy Boys girlfriends. But that isn’t the main thing that intrigues me about her - the main thing is the quality of calmness she seems to possess. Or maybe it isn’t exactly calmness. Maybe it’s more like gentleness or kindness. I don’t know. All I know is that when I spy on them on the attic stairs, when they’re all yelling, she’s listening. And she really listens, not just waiting for her turn to talk. While the rest of them are viciously badmouthing some of the teachers or boys in their classes, she listens, smiles and says things like, “oh he’s not that bad.”
I mock all the rest of them about Bobby Sherman and David Cassidy and stuff, but I never can get myself to make fun of Kyla. I can’t really talk to her either, ‘cause all the rest of them will gang up on me, which I don’t want.
I just can’t figure out how she seems so naturally peaceful, though. I mean, I’m sure she doesn’t know anything about the Buddha, or meditation, or spirituality, or anything like that. And it isn’t like she goes to church every morning to receive Communion, or spend the day reading The Bible. How is she so calm? And nice? I’m puzzled. I begin watching her whenever I can. Whenever I see her walking home from school ahead of me on Third Avenue, I run and cut through all these backyards. Hopping over fences, I evade barking dogs and try to cut her off as she turns the corner onto Floral Street, to make it look like I’m coming from that way by accident. Even though I’m really kind of shy around her, I just feel that if I could somehow strike up a conversation with her, that she won’t judge me harshly.
I tried-I really did- but it seemed something would always happen. I’d be thisclose, and then all of a sudden, her friend, Dolores, from across the street comes out of her house to meet her. Or her mother magically appears out of nowhere, and be standing right in front of the house. Or her sisters   come running up the street behind her. It just seemed like the time is never right. Damn. This time, though, I have a wide-open opportunity. She’s coming up the block, I’m coming down, right towards her. I look around both sides of the street. No mother. No Dolores. No sisters. It’s going to happen. I totally freeze. I choke. Punk out. I say hi, and mutter something idiotic - like what a nice day we’re having. That’s it. What an asshole!
CHAPTER 3

          The dreaded day finally comes around when I feel like I just can’t hold it in anymore. I’m sitting there in Mr. Knapp’s fifth period English class, and I feel like I’m going to blow. I mean, like really shit my pants. Diarrhea. That bad. My stomach’s making noises like a rabid raccoon. Boiling. Forty-five minutes to go to lunch time. No way I’m gonna make it. I’m actually willing to face the certain death that awaits me in the boy’s room, rather than the humiliation of shitting my pants here in the classroom, in front of all these black kids. I finally make my way to the boy’s room, the fear in my stomach exacerbating the inevitable eruption of diarrhea. As I open the door hesitantly, I timidly yell out the password.
“It’s awright.”
I cross the threshold, legs heavy with dread, bracing myself for an untimely death… but nobody is there.
It’s empty! A gift from God! A free pass! I exhale deeply as I jump on the toilet bowl in relief. Now, if I can only get my five minutes in, I could escape this unseemly situation and actually live to tell about it.
As soon as that thought pops into my head, the bathroom door flies open and, Earth, Wind & Fires, Boogie Wonderland, blasts through the room at spine-shattering decibel levels, just about knocking me off the toilet seat. What follows are shouts, curses, and laughter at an equally disturbing volume. Three distinct and frightfully abrasive voices.
“Yo, those cracker mo’fuckas flogged my boy Dwight ass las’ night, right there on St. George Avenue…. crack his ribs, broke his laig, fucked him up, man.”
“The Man, right? Third time this month shit like that be goin’ down!”
“Shit brother, they be usin’ niggas like target practice an’ shit, thinkin’ it be like the slave days an’ shit, man!”
“Dig it, this shit gots to stop, y’ know what I’m saying?”
 “Yo, yo, yo - some white mo’fucka even eyeball my black ass wrong- I fuck his ass up - sheet- serious!”
I freeze as they walk past my stall and then peer out the crack of the door. Oh, my God! Holy shit! It is the worst possible nightmare. David White, and Boo and Garland Daniels, aka the Orange Face brothers, because of their strange orange-like complexions, and eyebrows. Even the sight of one of them is enough to incur a heart attack, but all three? That’s like Hitler, Stalin, and G. Gordon Liddy all converging in one room! I pull my legs up so they can’t see them under the door. I contort my body to stop the flow of refuse - I couldn’t let them hear anything. I can vaguely make out something about the angel dust they had scored that morning from Richie Neeves. Great. It was known that on angel dust you could be capable of almost any crazy thing – even murder – which wasn’t too far from these guys regular M.O. anyway, if at all. They’re passing around a quart of MAD DOG 20/20, cleverly disguised in a paper bag.
David White lights up a Kool, taking a long swig from the bottle, then shaking his head and sucking his teeth:
“White devil mo’fuckas … next punk I see (he jumps up in a perfect Bruce Lee-like form and kicks the mirror, shattering it.)
“Bam!”
They all laugh angrily and nod in agreement.
 “Right, right…”
Then Garland Daniels slams the bottle of MAD DOG to the floor, shattering that into a million pieces.  I wince and do my best to hold in a fart.  
I try not to breathe, I try to remain completely still, but my stomach starts grumbling. I just hope they can’t hear it over the music. They’re working themselves up into even more of a malevolent frenzy talking about the cops, and what they will do to any white person who comes anywhere near them. I can’t hold it anymore, I tighten my stomach and clench my teeth. Sweat is pouring down my forehead, onto my glasses - and I let out a fart. Not exceedingly loud, but loud enough. I’m sure they hear it. I swear I hear footsteps coming over to my stall. I hold my breath, close my eyes and pray for a quick and merciful ending.
Just then, I hear the bathroom door squeak open again. I open my eyes, desperately hoping for a reprieve of some kind. In walks Butch Finnegan - leader of Finnegan’s Gang. He’s probably one of the toughest of the white kids, and one of the few to actually stand up to the black kids, already having had several run-ins. He walks in right past them, unflinchingly, without making any eye contact, over to the urinal and pulls down his zipper.  
For a second, there is total silence. It seems even the music has stopped or lowered…but you could just feel that something was going to happen. Something bad. Finnegan does his business, pulls up his zipper, and starts to walk past them, not saying a word. David White steps in front of him, blocking his way.  Finnegan defiantly tries to move past him. David White moves to block him again.
“Yo, white boy, you got a blend?”
They do the dance again. David starts checking his pockets.
“You gonna give it up one way or another, white boy.”
Finnegan slaps his hands away, and pushes him - hard.
“Get the hell off me,” says Finnegan.
David White looks temporarily stunned. Then those bloodshot eyes flash fiercely and he starts laughing.
“Yo, you check this white boy out? He don’t wanna give up no cigarettes, an’ shit.”
With a quick glance to Boo and Garland, they grab him by his arm and legs in a nano-second. Finnegan struggles, punching and kicking. David White is pacing back and forth, whipping himself up, emitting a chilling laugh.
“Who you think you is, punk mo’fucka?”
They now finally have Finnegan open, and David White pelts him with a quick sequence of rights and jabs to the face, blood exploding everywhere.
“You ain't shit here, bitch, white bitch!”
He lets loose an array of brutal shots to Finnegan’s head and midsection. David White is circling him now, laughing, swooping in on him, in some kind of deranged state.
“Think niggas be needin’ guns and knives, huh, mo’fucka? I don’t need shit, bitch.”
Bam! Bam! Bam! Pop! Pop!
I don’t want to watch it. I’m in pain too, in a state of shock, but I just can’t close my eyes.
“Who you think you be - Massah an’ shit? Thinking I be some kind of mofuckin’ field niggah?”
Bam! Bam!
Finnegan’s face and shirt are a mass of blood now, it seems.
“I'm speaking to you, white boy.”
Finnegan seems to be teetering on the edge of consciousness now. David White circles him again, throwing a few more combinations to the face.
Laughter.
“Yo, Boo-pull that mo’fucka pants down.
“Oh shit- thass fucked up David.”
More laughter. Sickening, hellish laughter.
I want to throw up, but I could only dry heave. I want to cry, but no tears   come out. Grunts. Screams. Groans. Shrieks.
 “Who your Massah now, bitch?!    Who you Massah now, huh?”
It has all melded into one horrifying mélange. The pent up fury. The sheer viciousness and brutality. I struggle to breathe, to stay on the bowl.
David White finally lets out this strange primal sound. Like a war cry from deep inside his chest. He pulls up his pants. Total stillness. Deadness. He picks up his leather maroon cap from the floor, puts it on his head, and adjusts it in the chards of the mirror. He smiles at his image, gap teeth and all. He gives Finnegan one last kick in the stomach, nods to Boo and Garland, and all three leave the bathroom without saying another word. I am experiencing the weirdest sensation. Kind of like when you go to the dentist to get a root canal – the same feeling of your breath dissolving into particles.
Then everything spinning and going shaky, before finally going blank.  
I don’t know how long I’m passed out, but I am half-on-and half-off the toilet bowl, with my pants still down around my feet, when I hear groaning and coughing. I dazedly peek out the crack in the stall and can make out Finnegan, trying to pull himself up from the floor, his hands on the sink. First time he can’t do it, he falls back down, lying there, breathing hard, and trying to suck all the air he can grab into his lungs. He manages to sit up, head in hands, alternately coughing and resting. With a noise that’s between a wince and a sob, he summons every bit of strength left in his broken up body, to lift himself up to the sink. His eyes are almost totally swollen shut as he turns the water on full force. Splashing his face over and over again. All the while emitting these gurgling noises that sound like a cross between a six-month old baby sucking on a pacifier, and a wounded cat in heat at midnight.
I’m observing all this like some kind of freaky, satanic 3-D movie, without the glasses. It doesn’t seem real - like it’s not a part of me. I’m not going to say anything, just try to stay conscious. This insidious sense of both of us having been irreparably violated, sends shivers through my body. I don’t want to share this with anyone. I somehow instinctively know that Finnegan also doesn’t want to know that anybody else witnessed this atrocity. Something about manhood.
“Fuck…shit-shit-shit… niggers… niggers…” he half cries, half groans through battered lips, as he pulls his pants up and staggers out of that boy’s room.
It’s almost lunchtime now, as I stumble out of the backdoor of the school, and into the parking lot. I got   five minutes before that bell rings, and I don’t want to see anybody. Not my cousin. Definitely not Finnegan. I don’t even want to be me. I don’t know who I want to be. Just not who I am.
I roam through the streets for hours, with no particular sense of time, space, or boundary. It’s all just black.  I drag on for I don’t know how long. Beyond numb. Then, in the distance, I see Kyla McBride walking home from school. Slowly, I start to breathe again. The crushing heaviness enveloping me begins to ascend, ever so slightly at first, then like a flow from a rushing brook. Life returns. She is the epitome of all that’s good. I decide right there that Kyla McBride would be my salvation.
But I wasn’t going to run after her this time. I’m not going to run through the backyards, jump over fences, evade snarling dogs - just to try to say hello to her. Not this time. This time I am going to be serious. I walk around for a couple more hours, fantasizing about what our life together would be like. She’s, like, the kind of girl who would bake you gingerbread cookies, and have picnics with checkered tablecloths and wicker baskets spread over the park grass, and stuff like that. It would be a Hardy Boys kind of life, yeah, but it could be a good one. As I meander around the streets, I puzzle about exactly what it is - the one thing I can do to really get Kyla’s attention- to really win her heart. And as I pass by Malins, the town department store on Chestnut Street, I smile. There’s my answer right there in front of me. On display in the plate-glass, window, right next to the 14 oz. bottle of Jean Nate Cologne for Women, dangles an authentic 14K gold necklace, on which is attached an equally authentic 14K gold heart. That is it. I bound inside and ask Mrs. Pinchot, the saleswoman/cashier who’s been there for like a hundred and eighteen years, what the price of the necklace is. She titters condescendingly and replies that perhaps I would be more interested in the Jean Nate Cologne. 
“It is $16.95 and a very nice gift.”
“How much is the necklace?” I persist.
She looks annoyed.
“$39.99,” she finally responds rather smugly, “plus TAX.”
My mind rustles anxiously as I try to figure out how the hell I am going to pay that rarefied price. Then a steady resolve. This is for all the marbles.
“I’ll be back in forty-five minutes!” I proclaim.
It’s almost 5:30PM. I rush out of the store and race home at warp speed. It is Wednesday, Prince Spaghetti Day, and my mother would be yelling out the door to come home to dinner any minute now.
As I sit down at the table, I hate to have to scoff down my spaghetti, because I really love my mother’s sauce, but I have no choice, much to the annoyance of my father, who keeps glaring at me, while he clenches his fork disturbingly. Malins closes at 6:30. There is no time to chew. I bolt up to my room, seeking out all the hiding places in which I kept my various monies.  I have been saving this money, accumulated from a paper route I briefly had for a couple of months, combined with birthday money and stolen funds from my sisters Girl Scout cookie sales, for an official Rawlings baseball glove autographed by Bobby Murcer.  I wince as I count out my total - but this is no time for sentiment.
Forty-three dollars and sixteen cents. Just enough.
Breathlessly speeding up to Malins, I plunk the money down in front of Mrs. Pinchot.
 “I want that gold necklace.” I declare in an unwavering voice.
She looks surprised, then suspicious, counting it over and over again as if I was some kind of mobster counterfeiter. Finally, she hands me the coveted necklace, my receipt and one dollar and eleven cents in change.
 “Good night!” She snaps reproachfully.
There- I finally have it. I fondle it gently.
I stroll slowly down to the McBride’s house, searching my mind for exactly what it was that I wanted to say. How would I propose this gift to her? This has to be perfect.  I try to remember some of the great pick-up lines from some of the classic movies I had seen. The one that keeps popping into my head, for some reason, though, was from King Kong, when Jack Driscoll, while on the voyage to Skull Island, says to Ann Darrow:
“Say, I think I love you”
To which she replies:
“But, Jack, I thought you hated women.”
No, no - that wouldn’t work. This has to be really good. I continue to probe my mind, seeking the most excellent line. Rehashing, revising, rehearsing. After about an hour I feel like I have a really good idea of what I am going to say to her. I am ready. I head over to the McBride household, employing my best determined walk.  Heart pumping to the extreme, my blood feeling hot, as it rushes through my body.  Only a few hours ago, I was dead - and now - I feel at the height of exhilaration.
I’m just going to knock on that door right now, give her the gold necklace, and tell her everything. Just like I pictured it. Nothing’s going to get in my way now. I do a few push-ups on the lawn, and puff up my chest. Take a few deep breaths, and I climb those momentous steps to the side door.
There they are. The three sisters in the living room, watching Bonanza on TV, and wearing their feet pajamas. Why were girls always cold? I have to admit, though, those feet pajamas are pretty sexy! I start to knock- but right then - her parents appear in the living room! Carrying small dishes with Entenmann’s crumb cake on them, and sit down on the couch. Right next to the girls. GOD! Why did they have to come in right now? SHIT! Shouldn’t they be washing their socks, or something, or whatever it was old people did at night? They couldn’t just wait for a little while more? I can’t do this with them there. I begin pacing the lawn. Back and forth. Back and forth.  Don’t know what do to. Gonna have to wait. Gotta figure this out.
Now I start feeling the cold. It’s freaking freezing out here.  My hands are getting numb, as I thrust them into my jacket pocket. Suddenly, I feel this intense hunger. Overwhelming. I’m gonna faint. I’m shaky. My legs are shaky. Then an epic craving takes over my body. Three Musketeers Bars.  I need a Three Musketeers Bar now! Man, I am jonesing.
Everything is now officially on hold as I decide to scoot over to Cumberland Farms. As I’m making my way there, my mind is overflowing with annoyances and questions. I don’t know why this store was called Cumberland Farms, anyhow. I mean, there was nothing about it that would even remotely remind anyone of a farm.  They didn’t even sell vegetables. It’s basically a freaking glorified 7-11. Gimme a break.
When I get there, Hasaan is working as usual. He’s the manager, and must work like twenty-one hours a day. At least. He never left. I think he must sleep there. He is the only Arab guy I have ever met, and for sure, the only one ever to live in Roselle. Nobody knows how he got here - one day he just appeared. He wears a turban, has a beard, and a really heavy accent.
I go in there all the time to scoff down Three Musketeers Bars. The other kids, especially the bullies, make fun of him, calling him names like “towel head” and “sandnigger.” I noticed that even some of the adults   seemed to avoid eye contact with him. For me, I liked the guy, and so did Skinny. I think he’s funny. We have this weird kind of relationship. I only talk to him in this exaggerated kind of Arabic accent - and he goes along with it.
“My friend! How are you, my friend?”
“Ah, my friend, how are you?” he’d reply.
“Cold, very cold, my friend. Winter no goood!”
“No, winter very goood, my friend. Need, need…”
“My friend, where is Three Musketeers Bar? Thees no good!”
He always hides the Three Musketeers Bars when he sees me coming.  
“No more Three Musketeers. Eat Snickers. Snickers very goood, my friend.”
Then a deadpan smile crosses his otherwise solemn face.
“For you, my friend - I have.  Only for you.”
He pulls two Three Musketeers Bars from behind the counter.  
“Fresh, my friend? I want fresh.”
He always said everything was fresh. Even though nothing ever was.
“Yes, of course, freesh. For you my friend, everything fresh.” He gestures over the whole store. I buy the two bars and tear into them, making noises like a German Sheppard who just stole pork chops from the dinner table. In thirty seconds, they are gone.
“Thank you, my friend, now I buy you camel.”
I amble over to the magazine rack to read Sports Illustrated and MAD magazine, as I ponder what to do about the Kyla situation. I clutch my jacket pocket to make sure I still have the little white box with the necklace in it. Phew! It is still there.
Suddenly, it hits me just what I have to do. I would wait till just when they were getting ready to go to bed, then I would go to Kyla’s bedroom window and call her from out there. That’s it! I continue to keep reading magazines for the next forty-five minutes, before embarking on the journey back to the McBride’s house.  
“Goodbye, my friend. I buy camel now.” I bid Hasaan farewell.
I am much more confident and resolute now, marching through the darkened streets on the way to Kyla’s room. This is going to work! Just as I arrive, I see the light go on in her bedroom, which she shares with her twin sister, Katlin. Good. They’re just going to bed now. Perfect timing. This is my opportunity. I wait for the lights to go out, giving them a few minutes to settle in, as I wait under the window.
“Meow-meow-meow…”
I could imitate cats and dogs perfectly, and Skinny and I would often have these catfights outside people’s backyard windows at night when they were watching TV. Just to annoy them. When they peered out the window, completely agitated, we’d duck.
“Meow- meooooowww -hiss…”
Now all the dogs in the neighbourhood start barking and howling. I love the chaos. The shade rolls up and I see Kyla’s face peering out into the darkness.
I jump up and hit the window.
“Meowwww! Hiss!!”
Kyla’s head snaps back, as she lets out a huge scream, which of course, makes Katelin scream. I can’t stop laughing.
“Girls!! What the hell is going on in there?!” roars Mr. McBride from the living room.
She looks back out, and opens the window
“Joey?! Is that you?!” she whispers loudly. I’m still doubled over with laughter.
“What are you doing out here this late?! You scared the heck out of me!”
“I-I-I’m sorry-sorry. (I’m gasping for air now) I didn’t mean to… you shoulda seen your face-”
“Do you know what time it is?”
“No.
“It’s almost ten o’clock!”
“Really? Oh shit- “
“What are you doing here?”
She was kind of laughing with me- or at me- so I figure she isn’t that mad.
“Um… I-I came - to - talk -to-you-..:”
“Now?”
“Yeah" I uh-um…”
After all those hours of rehearsing in my mind what I was going to tell her, I can’t remember a fucking thing now.
“I wanted to tell you something.”
“What?”
“Kyla…I-um - I – um - love your feet pajamas.-”
“What?!”
“Yeah- they’re great…really…”
“Oh brother-” she’s smiling, so that makes me feel hopeful.
“Kyla .... I think you’re- when I watch you - um- when I see you…like when you’re at my house hanging with my sisters? I think you’re like, so different…like a good different, y’know?”
Her expression is so open, so gentle, that it makes me gulp.
“I been wanting to talk to you for- like- a while now.”
“Joey, couldn’t we talk tomorrow?” It’s freezing! I’m shivering.”
“Ok, ok…Kyla, well I came here to give you something.”
“Really?
I take the little white box out from my pocket, and slowly hand it to her through the window. She opens the box and her eyes light up and she smiles brightly.
My heart is pounding. Oh, My God! She likes it! Katelin comes over to take a look at it.
“Wow!” She exclaims, and goes back to her bed.
“Oh, my God, Joey - this is so beautiful.”
“Really? You like it?”
“It’s really nice.”
“I... I wanted to give you something- like- really special.”
“Oh my God, Joey…this is so sweet… I can’t believe you did this.”
“Yeah, I kinda thought you were- y’know - worth it.”
I have never felt so high, so enchanted, in my life.
“Joey- it’s really beautiful- I mean it… I’m, like, so flattered - but…”
“But? What??”
 I don’t like buts. Buts are not good.
“But - I can’t take it.”
Major deflation. My blood chills.
“But why? Why not? I mean, I bought it for you… I want you to have it.”
“Oh, don’t be mad, Joey. It’s just that (sigh)… how do I say this? I can’t take this because… I’m just not ready.”
“Ready for what? I mean, it’s not like I’m asking you to, like, marry me, or anything.”
Although I really kind of was - and on some level she picked up on that, too.
“I know, I know.”
“I mean, don’t worry about, like, what it costs, or anything, I…”
“It’s not like that…it’s-it’s (sighs) just…I don’t mean to hurt your feelings or anything, but I just know I’m, like, not ready.”
I feel tears welling up in my eyes. I don’t want her to see me like this.
“Yeah, it’s-it’s alright… why don’t you just keep it anyway - it’s…”
“I’m sorry, Joey… you’re really so sweet.”
She hands me back the box, and I put it back in my pocket. I can’t even look at her, keeping my eyes cast downwards.
I couldn’t even hear her response- I couldn’t hear anything at all. It was as if I had gone deaf. Defeat. Numbing, agonizing defeat. Tears roll down my cheeks, I try to hold them back as I walk down the street, but all I could do was snort and hiccup. The realization of everything that had happened to me today burns like somebody had just thrown battery acid in my face. Anger and sadness intermingling as it surges through my body, till I have to yell out.
“Fuck that fucking school! Fucking assholes! Fuck the Hardy Boys! Fuck everyone!
CHAPTER 4

        “Goddamn A-rabs.” exclaims Jack the Barber, as he cuts the few strands of hair left on my father’s head.  
“I’m telling you, we should just go in there right now and take the goddamn oil from them! Teach ‘em a lesson,” insists Mr. Krokowski.
“You know, if it wasn’t for us going over there in the first place, and showing them how to process the damn stuff, those bastards would still be riding around on camels and goats, for crying out loud,” adds Gustav.
“That’s right, now they got houses and highways, and all the other modern conveniences they copied from us, and all of a sudden, they’re big shots - they think they can hold us hostage.” Jack agrees.
“Disgraceful.” Tsk-tsks Mr. Coogan, as he sips his coffee and reads the Star Ledger.

That is the topic of conversation on this grey, damp Saturday in October, at Jack’s Barbershop. The Arab Oil Embargo of 1973 - and the resulting recession. People all over are angry, worried and scared, especially as they’re sitting, idling in the treacherously endless lines at the gas pumps, burning up their precious gasoline.  You could only fill up on odd or even days now, depending on the last number of your license plate. Government sanctions. Chaos. All around us people seem to be losing their jobs. Gasoline prices have practically doubled in the last couple of months, and that includes heating oil.  I don’t understand totally what’s going on, except that it seems to be the end of the world. My father is grumbling that this country is in the most severe situation since The Great Depression. We keep putting up more plastic strips over the windows. To prevent the drafts and insulate the house, hoping to keep heating prices down. We’re lucky; at least my father still has his job.
 Over at Cumberland Farms, there had already been a couple of anti-Arab incidents. Hassan himself is under siege. Like the oil embargo is personally his fault. One night, some assholes spray painted Arabs Get Out! and Death to Allah! All over the front window. A few nights later, a metal garbage pail gets thrown through the window, shattering it. Death threats written in chalk all over the parking lot.  I feel bad for him. I head over that Saturday morning to buy a couple of Three Musketeers Bars and fool around with him, but when I approach the parking lot, there’s two cop cars parked in front, lights flashing. My stomach instantly clutches up. I know it’s bad.
I walk into the store. My suspicions are confirmed - the whole place is a wreck. Shelves overturned. Stuff strewn all over the floor.  Broken bottles of Coke, milk, eggs. Smashed bags of Chips Ahoy Cookies and Mr. Salty Pretzels. I feel the muscles in my face compress as my eyes frantically search for a sign of Hassan. One of the cops yells for me to stay outside, but I don’t pay him any mind. I spot him slumped over the counter, his head in his hands. Relief and dread both surge through me. At least he is still alive.  
“My friend - what happened?”
This time I don’t use the fake Arab accent. He looks up, his eyes are red, and he struggles to smile.
“Hello, my friend.” He replies hoarsely.
“Hassan- what’s going on here? Are you all right?”
“People very mean, my friend… I work here no more.”
“Don’t leave, Hassan. These people are just jerkoffs!”
“Big boss just call here, and tell me go, they can take no more risk.”
“Risk?! What risk?! They fired you?! For what?”
He gestures to the mess on the floor.
“What I do these people, my friend? I no bother nobody.”
“It’s not your fault, my friend, you didn’t do anything. God, I can’t believe these assholes!”
“I go tonight… (He pauses, composing himself) you leave now, my friend. I clean up now.”
“Don’t clean up for these idiots, Hassan…let me help… I’m sorry about these stupid…I’ll help you- “
“No-no, my friend…thank you, thank you, for being goood friend.”
“But…Hassan – where - where are you going to go?”
He smiles kindly.
“No worry for me…everything good…everything…gooood…Allah show me. You go now, my friend, ok? Please…”
I stand there for a couple of minutes as a potpourri of emotions washes over me.  Mostly anger. And sadness. I want revenge on whoever did this! Visions of retaliation rumble through my head, as I watch Hassan bend down, and begin picking up the pieces. It just isn’t fair. I put my hand out to shake; he looks in my eyes, and grabs it with both of his hands, as he is kneeling on the ground.
“You goood, my friend, goood boy. May Allah bless you.”
“You too, Hassan.”
There’s nothing else I can do. I pivot and shuffle out the door, knowing that I’ll most likely never see him again.
I bet you Butch Finnegan and his boys have something to with this. They’re the ones who are always mocking him when they came into the store.  Finnegan has gotten worse since that harrowing altercation in the bathroom. Whenever I see him around the neighborhood, it seems he always has a bottle in a brown paper bag with him. Sometimes, I hear him muttering and cursing under his breath. I never see him in school anymore either. I don’t know if he transferred to Roselle Catholic, or dropped out, or what, but the odd thing is, he never says anything to me when he sees me. He used to curse me or chase me, but now he just averts his eyes.
Bad news comes in waves, I guess, because next my father gets laid off, too. After eighteen years of working as a cost accountant for the same company (AMF), he is suddenly unemployed. My father had never been out of work. Not since he was, like, eight years old, or something. It was unimaginable to him.
After all, he has my mother and us five kids to support. And a mortgage. And heating bills that are out of control!
As badly as I want to get the hell out of that school, I know this is not the time to bring up that subject. Not with the tuition they want at Roselle Catholic. Which is pretty much the only other option. Plus, RC is an all-boy’s school, which is really queer. And I don’t trust those creepy Brothers (kind of like priests) who teach the classes, either, not for a second. So I’m pretty much trapped.
My father instantly imposes his own brand of Marshall Law on the household. Especially the kitchen.  Home every day now, he becomes, like, Der Fuhrer of the kitchen cupboard. He’s up at precisely 6:30 every morning, and before we even get up for breakfast, he has all the small bowls of Cap’n Crunch cereal and milk measured separately, on two little Weight Watchers scales he had bought.  He has calculated in grams, the exact government daily requirements for each vitamin and protein.  Otherwise, you’d find him in the kitchen pantry, constantly arranging and rearranging the jars and spices in alphabetical order muttering, “your mother, your mother.”  Or sometimes, it would be arranged in order of nutritional content. He apparently has a system for everything.  He’s stockpiled up on “rations,” filling up the shelves with every imaginable type of random, bizarre food. Much to my horror, he starts hoarding cans of SPAM. That’s when I know it’s serious. For Italians to even contemplate eating that stuff…well, that’s like bringing a gallon jug of Gallo Port (or Muscatel, even) to a family wedding.
He can’t stop. We never even nearly go hungry, but just the mood of the situation makes us feel hungry.  My younger sister, Maryanne, becomes so convinced she’s suffering from starvation that she starts sneaking our cat, Pookie’s, Purina Cat Chow - which my father has already measured out, anyway. He then puts one of these Master combination locks on the pantry door!
The austerity measures extend beyond food - to hot water privileges, as well. Taking a shower in the morning becomes like a freakin’ Olympic event. He stands outside the bathroom, his wristwatch set; timing you while you’re taking a shower!
“You have one minute and thirty-six seconds left, my friend,” he barks.
My three sisters have five minutes in the bathroom, because they were girls, but I have only three minutes.
   “I can understand your sisters taking a little extra time in there, because they gotta get all dolled up and everything - but what the hell do you gotta do? Just wash your privates and get out, for crissakes.”
It takes at least three minutes for the shower to get hot though, so I spend the whole winter taking freezing showers. It’s no use arguing with him though, because he always goes into the story of how when he was a kid, they were so poor, that him and his eight brothers and cousins would all have to take a bath in the same water. Then, after they were all finished, they’d use that same water to boil their oatmeal, and whatever oatmeal was left, they’d let it harden, and then make shoes out of. So they could walk to school.
CHAPTER 5

         Up to this point, I have somehow managed to avoid the brunt of the abuse that’s dished out by the black kids. I have witnessed quite a lot, but mostly, I stay out of the way. That’s all about to change.
Now, my mother has gotten caught up in the austerity mania set off by my father.  For her part, she goes on an inspired mission to supply us with as many hand-me-downs and second- hand clothing as humanly possible. Cousins, relatives, friends. Even The Salvation Army. They’re all sources of old clothes - and they all seem to come in black trash bags. I soon learn to dread these bags mightily, because I know that their arrival on the living room floor means one thing - picnic pants.  
Somehow, my mother has managed to corner the market on all the plaid and checkered flared bell-bottoms remaining in the free world.  I mean, it would take a detective, like, Ironsides, to actually hunt down these embarrassing specimens, but she has, impossibly, found a way to corral them. Not only that, but they are the worst possible color combinations, too. Some of them were red and white checkered, and they look exactly like the tablecloths you would see on picnic tables in the park. Hence, the name, picnic pants. I soon have a whole collection of them. But there are other color combinations even more heinous than those. Like purple and brown, red and black, green and yellow. Each more terrifying than the other. I keep hoping - wishing - that somehow, magically, a pair of faded jeans shows up in the trash bag. Even flared bell-bottom jeans would do, but it just never happens.  
To make matters even more insufferable, my mother then proceeds to buy us these two-dollar sneakers from Pathmark. Pathmark is a supermarket! Why are they even selling sneakers?! This confounds me even more than why Cumberland Farms is called a farm.
 These sneakers reek of pure cheapness. When you wear them in gym class, they make this plastic sound when you run. When rubber sneakers meet the pavement, there is a distinctly different sound, but these plastic sneakers make this kind of ‘ping’ sound. And then they fall apart right in gym class. You’re running for your life in some deadly vicious game of dodge ball, when all of a sudden, the bottom of your sneakers just falls off. Right there in the middle of the gym.  You’re   running with just the tops of your sneakers on your socks, still tied.
The black kids are howling. The absolute last thing I want to do is bring attention to myself. Especially in gym class. Because they’d get you in the locker room later - and that is perhaps the most terrifying place on earth.
For some reason, the black kids always have the best sneakers money could buy - Pumas, Converse, Nikes. They would never even consider wearing Keds or P.F. Flyers! And certainly not Pathmark sneakers. It amazes me that they can come from the worst, most dire possible economic circumstances, and still manage to have the best sneakers.
So, now, I am squarely in the spotlight. A target for profane abuse. Never wear Mickeys….
This depresses me. I’m feeling, like, with my father ensconced in the house everyday now, and the harassment at school, there is no place to hide.  Trapped.  Repressed. I feel like I want to strike out at somebody-something. And I also feel this tremendous hunger, an emptiness.
Cumberland Farms turns out to be the perfect outlet for this feeling of starvation and vengeance. I am still kind of seething about what had happened to my friend Hassan, anyway. Now they’ve replaced him with a total dick. A real company man, in an effort to appease the anger of the locals. Jim Whitford. The anti-Hassan.
Fat. Shaped like a huge pear with blubbery, super-white skin. When he bends down, you can see the rolls of fat protruding from his cheap white polyester short sleeved shirts. Crew cut. Black framed glasses. And a pointy nose. The guy always wears a black tie and proudly displays his official Cumberland Farms nametag like it’s a Purple Heart, or something. He actually wants you to call him “Mr. Whitford.”
You can’t joke around with this guy, either. He has no sense of humor. And he watches your every move when you came into the store. A monument to corniness, I take an immediate dislike to him. So does Skinny. We decide   we’re going to get him. We go in there like three or four nights a week to mess with his head – we’re like Heckle & Jekyll. In fact, we even make these loud crow noises in the store, because, for some reason, it always makes him nuts.  Sometimes, we throw ‘snaps’ around the place too. You can buy them at the magic shop, you flick ‘em around, and they explode like gunpowder. That makes him jump, too, but he can’t prove it’s us. Then we walk out of there with anything we can get our hands on - Devil Dogs, Yodels, Drake Coffee Cakes. You name it. The more flustered he gets, the more we laugh. I must say, Skinny and I have really become a lot slicker with our technique.
The only problem with all this inspired thievery is that I’m eating a humongous amount of junk food - and not enough real food.  The result being, that I really start packing on the pounds.  Within a couple of months, I gain, like, twenty-five pounds on my small frame, unbelievable as that sounds. The strange and horrifying thing about it though, is that it all goes straight to my butt. It becomes like a freak of nature. Soon, it’s literally taken on a life of its own. My ass has become, like, its own celebrity.
Besides that, I develop a face full of acne. My mother frantically searches the world for more and larger picnic pants, but she can’t keep up with the rate of its growth. The only thing worse than wearing picnic pants, is wearing really tight picnic pants. Talk about drawing attention to yourself! Even Bobby Gibb, the fattest (white) kid in the school is yelling thing out like-
 “Hey Joe, Goodyear wants its blimps back!”
Richard Marranca, who lives two blocks away from me, coins the monikers - “Enormo the Human Butt”, and “Amazo the Trained Butt.”
The black kids, who usually have ample butts themselves, are absolutely astonished. I’m waddling down the hall, and I can feel all the eyes on me. Or more specifically, my butt.
 “Yo man, check out that white boy ass, homes.
 Damn, I ain’t never seen shit like that before!”
Yo, don’t never get arrested, white boy, niggas be tearin’ that shit up in the joint.”
I’m like a walking, breathing ‘KICK ME’ billboard. A moving target for everyone to practice their Bruce Lee kicks on.
For some reason though, I don’t or can’t make the connection between my huge ass and a pocket full of Ring Dings. And I continue to pillage Cumberland Farms on a regular basis.
It’s really miserable. It seems like there is no relief in sight. No escape. You can’t hang out outside, it’s freaking Arctic out there. Especially at night. I hardly even see Skinny at night anymore.
Finally, I just retreat to my bedroom, maybe I could find some peace there.  I hoped. One night, in an attempt at soothing myself, I dig out Siddhartha from the back of my closet, where I abandoned it in a state of frustration about a month ago. I figure maybe if I really pour over it again, this time I’ll be able to find some hidden meaning in the text, something I had perhaps missed before, and I could be saved! Or at least glean some answers. It winds up just leading to even more exasperation. Now I feel like a complete idiot. I just cannot seem to penetrate this freaking fancy spiritual mumbo-jumbo. Secretly, I feel to get anywhere with this stuff was just too exhausting. It’s just way too much work, and even then, there’s no guarantee of success.
I mean, take this guy Siddhartha, he’s born into this wealthy Brahman family, right - which is like the class of India. His father is kind of like a priest, or something, he’s really educated, and teaches Siddhartha meditation, debating, scriptures, and a whole bunch of other things. Now, besides this, he (Siddhartha) is handsome and popular. So, already, he’s got this huge advantage.  But even with all that, he’s still searching, so he goes off to live with this ascetic order, the Samanas, and lives in the forest, eats, like, a couple of grains of rice a day, and practices even more intensive mediation and prayer.  Still not enough. So now, he goes off and becomes a wealthy merchant, experiences all the worldly pleasures, and has a lot of sex with this beautiful courtesan. Kind of like a high-class prostitute. But after all this, the guy goes kind of crazy, has to renounce all his riches, and live in a hut by the river with an old boatman. There, he learns to listen to the river, and then - finally - becomes enlightened.  But by that time, he’s an old man! All that work. Jeez. I don’t have time for all of that. At least in the end, he does get enlightened, though. What about his childhood friend, Govinda? After he leaves Siddhartha and the Samanas, he spends his whole life following around the Buddha! Yeah. The real, actual Buddha, right? Doesn’t have any sex, or fun, apparently, for his whole life, and when he does meet Siddhartha at the end - he’s still anxious and searching! I mean, what a loser.
I figure, if this guy is a disciple of the real Buddha for like 60 years, and still doesn’t make it - then what the hell chance do I have in New Jersey, in 1974? Forget about it. I throw the book back in the closet, and now I rebel against spirituality pretty much the same way I wrote off The Hardy Boys years ago.
More out of desperation than anything else, one day I just start drawing. I used to draw all the time when I was a kid in Brooklyn, and loved it, but had basically abandoned it the last few years here.  But as soon as I start up again, it’s like it all comes rushing back to me. Man, I forgot how good that feeling is! And how quickly I regain my old form. It becomes my therapy. I draw in every spare moment I can find. I can get absorbed in it for hours, totally escaping from my troubles and frustrations. This is my spiritual practice now.                             
CHAPTER 6

         The lunch bell has just sounded, and I’m at my locker fumbling with my combination lock, ready to grab my brown bag lunch of pilfered Twinkies, and a baloney sandwich. Just as I get the locker door opened, I feel a loud, hard stinging ‘WAP!’ on the back of my head. Oww! Damn! I turn around quickly, furious from the blatant viciousness of it, instinctively wanting to retaliate, to kill somebody. I look right into the bloodshot, yellow eyes of David White, who isn’t much bigger than me.  He’s flanked on either side by the much larger Daniels brothers, Boo and Garland, aka, the Orange Face Brothers. These guys are the perpetrators of the Butch Finnegan incident in the boys’ room a while back, and I am terrified of them.
David White is laughing defiantly right in my face, daring me to do something.
“What? What you gonna do? Big, fat ass mo’fucka?!”
A part of me wants to charge him, choke him, anything! But I have to try to restrain myself from trembling, half from anger, half from fear. He snatches my lunch bag from my hand, rips open the Twinkies, and stuffs it in his mouth. Just then Garland comes around to my left, and kicks me in the ass - unbelievably hard! So hard that I fall to the floor, and waves of agony surge through my body.  They begin howling, as white kids in the hall quickly scatter. David White stands over me - yellow, bloodshot eyes blazing.
“Yo, from now on, I own your fat ass, punk. You hear me? You hear what I’m sayin’?”
Pieces of my stolen Twinkie fly through the gap where his front teeth are supposed to be, as he talks, and onto my face.
“I’m gonna take your shit every day, bitch - and fuck you up, too!”
With that, he spits into my face and laughs. Then, the Orange Face brothers pick me up by my collar, and somehow cram and twist me into my locker - slamming it shut with my combination lock. At first, all I can hear are gales of malevolent, mocking laughter. Then realization - and panic sets in. Shit! I’m locked in! Stuck! Oh God, I can’t breathe! I’m going to die!
 “Help! Help!”
Now, I am really trembling. I can’t control myself. This is it. My death.
In this moment, I vow to God that if He ever gets me out of this situation alive, I will change. I will never take this abuse again. I have three and a half years left in this hell, and nobody is going to own me.
    I do get out of that locker, and I do change my ways too, just like I promised God I would. In fact, I go on a devoted campaign to whittle away at Enormo. I force myself to cease and desist all robberies and consumption of Ring-Dings, Twinkies, Devil Dogs, and almost all other junk food. That is extremely difficult, because one of the few joys in life is tormenting Jim Whitford at Cumberland Farms. Sometimes in life you have to make sacrifices, y’know?
I manage to convince Skinny to switch our focus to the A&P instead, where we plunder the produce section every day. Making off with apples, bananas, oranges, and anything else we can stuff into the brown paper bags we have hidden inside our jackets, as we enter the store. Healthy stealing.  And we’re still able to maintain the rush of getting away with successful robberies.
Then sheer luck falls into my lap. Daniel Webb’s father buys him a brand new weight set for his birthday. As soon as he invites me over to take a look at it, I know it’s my ticket. I mean, this weight set has everything, even a bench, and different type barbells to do curls and straight lifting. It’s like having a whole gym right in your basement.  After that, I am over there practically every day, working out like a psycho till I almost collapse from exhaustion. Pretty soon, Daniel’s interest wanes, but I still go over every day, even if he isn’t there. I don’t care. Like it’s my weight set now. Mr. Webb and I soon become fast friends, as we talk about the Yankees and Mets, and he pours me a couple of glasses of Schweppes’s Ginger Ale, after my workout.
I’m kind of feeling bad that we have to eat the raisins out of his Raisin Bran every week, but it has to be done. It has become a tradition.
         I start running, too, first just a few times around the block, and then soon I’m up to three miles at a clip. The inches, the pounds are now flying off of Enormo, just melting away.  Suddenly, muscles are popping up before my very eyes! Everywhere. Biceps, triceps, pecs, calves. I can’t freaking believe it. Bulging muscles. On my body. Holy shit!
I discover that the tanner you get, the more ripped you look, so now I start soaking up the sun, too. Then what appears to be a mustache sprouts atop my upper lip. Whiskers on my chin. My acne begins clearing up. All the rest of my free time I spend admiring myself in the mirror. I am enchanted with myself! I can stand there and flex for hours. It’s like the movie, The Werewolf.
I watch myself transforming from a nice, mild-mannered fellow, into a still somewhat thin, but hairy creature, with superhuman strength. I often growl at my reflection in the mirror.
Yet despite all these physical changes, my situation at school doesn’t really change much. I’m still wearing picnic pants and Benjamin Franklin glasses, and David White and The Orange Face Brothers are still jacking me up. As much as I seeth with hatred for them, I have to admit to myself that David White still, indeed, does “own me”.  His taunts resound in my consciousness.
 “I don’t give a fuck how cocky (big) you be, punk bitch, I still whup yo’ ass!”
And he’s right. I am thoroughly petrified of them.
CHAPTER 7

        As summer vacation rolls around, I know there is only one way I am going to survive this jail term. I have to learn how to fight. Quickly. The PAL. The Police Athletic League. That’s where you could learn to box, and for free, too. The one problem with that is it’s located in Elizabeth - seriously scary downtown Elizabeth. Even though it is the next town over, nobody I know from Roselle has ever dared set food there. We were warned.
Not only is it apparently rife with murderers, assassins and gangs, there are also rumors of cannibalism. I don’t know if that was true or not, but nobody wants to find out. Just contemplating going there makes me fart with anxiety.  But in the end I know I have to. I don’t even tell Skinny I’m going to do this. It’s top secret. I don’t want anybody to talk me out of it.
Summoning up the final piece of resolve I can extract from my intestines, I make my way up to Chestnut Street, and finally hop the fateful #59 bus over to Elizabeth.  I am comforted only by the thought that at least it is summer, and I am wearing shorts, not picnic pants.
I jump off on Broad St., willing myself to keep moving forward, and hypothesizing that I would be perhaps the first white person to enter the PAL, in probably twenty years. That idea presents me with no relief.
As I stutter-step into the boxing gym, dripping with trepidation and self-reproach for even putting myself through all this, a truly strange and unexpected feeling bombards my consciousness. The panic that has been wringing my insides evaporates, giving way to a sense of what can best be described as awe. I swear, I haven’t experienced a sensation like this since the first time my parents took me to St. Patrick’s Cathedral, when I was a kid.  I don’t really comprehend it, because as opposed to the hallowed opulence of the Cathedral, this place emanates an aura of menace. Decrepit, almost Spartan, even. Yet, that same wave of reverence shimmers over me, as I gaze up at the photos and yellowing newspaper clips gracing the dull cinderblock walls. Elizabeth had produced several Gold Glove Champions over the years, a few of whom have even gone pro. The pictures and articles proudly displayed there, trumpeted their successes in the ring. I peer around at the rest of the surroundings. The equipment – the punching bags, the weights, the jump ropes, they all appear ancient, almost ramshackle, but are obviously going to be employed till they fall apart. It’s the smell of the place that really draws me in, though.  For me, it is so distinctive. Like a combination of sweat, salt, Clorox, and blood - that somehow is oddly appealing.  I cast a glance over at the rickety boxing rings. You can almost taste all the blood the canvas has soaked up over the generations.  
The whole ambience of the scene practically intoxicates me. I turn my attention to the action a few yards in front of me, fascinated as the boxers go through their routines. The rhythmic whir of the speedbags, the sound of fist meeting leather transfixes me, the sheer force of exertion as boxers pound the heavy bag, grunting mightily with each combination thrown.
I spot two wiry black kids, probably not much bigger or older than me, sparring in one of the rings, battering each other with amazing speed and accuracy. It strikes me right then that these blows being exchanged - as vicious and lethal as they are - it isn’t just stupid, random violence. This is a whole different deal than what the black kids in school were all about. This had a purpose. Each punch - a focus. There is a science behind it. Maybe even an art or a philosophy. That’s what intrigues me.
I stand there, taking it all in for what seems like forever, until at one point there is a break in the activity. It becomes really quiet and then, suddenly, I am aware that everyone is gawking at me, as though I am a whole roasted chicken.
I worry that maybe I have become too lost - comfortable in my fantasies, and that I should probably run for my life right now. Then just as quickly, they all go back about their business, virtually ignoring me, with the exception of a few sidelong glances.  It stays that way for a tense few moments, until finally, one of the trainers, a small, sinewy, older guy, who appears to be dark Hispanic, ambles over to me, a quizzical expression on his face.
He introduces himself as Teddy, and we start talking. I’m bubbling over with excitement, enthusiastically explaining to him that I am really eager to learn how to fight. He probably figures I am just some nutty kid, but I guess he is at least impressed enough that I have the guts to come there in the first place, so he invites me to return the next day and says he’ll show me a few things.
For that next six weeks or so, I totally dedicate myself to soaking up every single thing I can about boxing. I am up there nearly every day, skipping rope, doing push-ups, hitting the speed bag - which takes me a long time to learn the rhythm - and how to fight from a stance. I’m a lefty, which Teddy claims is a huge advantage in the ring. He’s tutoring me about leading with my right - throwing combinations - jab, counterpunch, left overhand, right hook.
Man, there is so much to learn - and this is before I can even get in the ring to spar. But it’s great, I’m learning something new, and it’s opening up a whole new array of sensations inside me. A sort of savagery that courses through my veins, an outlet for all the hostility and anger that has raged deep within me for the past year.  It’s kind of a validation that, yes, Virginia, I do have a penis.
I spend a lot of time watching some of the older guys in the ring, admiring their technique, how smooth they are in their deliveries. One thing I’ll say about black people - they’re comfortable in their own bodies. Inside and outside the ring.  There is a certain rhythm and grace, a confidence, in their movements. When they are walking - and especially when they’re dancing.  Just a willingness to throw their bodies into it, to let go. There’s no awkwardness or hesitation there. Not like a lot of white people I’ve been around. I secretly envy that. I want to be able to move like that, too. The other thing is that they all seem to know each other, or be related to each other somehow, like a big club they all belong to. I wish that I could be a part of something like that. It kind of makes me a little sad.
CHAPTER 8

       She is the most incredible girl…no – woman - I have ever laid eyes on.  Her beauty, her sheer female-ness sends heated darts quivering through my body. Her very existence, I think, is impossible. A myth! But there she is. Cutting hair in a beauty salon called Tijeras De Oro (Spanish for Scissors of Gold).
The first time I spot her, I’m rambling down Broad Street, past the bus stop where I usually catch the #59 back home. But this Tuesday is different - it is special.  I’ve just come out of my first sparring session at the PAL, where I’ve done pretty well against one of the kids who’s about my weight. What a fucking rush! I realize I like being hit, and especially hitting someone.  Hurting someone.
I bounce down Broad Street, enveloped in my gushing testosterone, when I turn my head to the flashing lights which dominate the front window of that beauty salon. There she is. Caramel-colored skin, with long brown curly hair, tinted blond, and the most amazing full lips. Pink lips. I don’t know if they’re naturally that color, or it’s her lipstick, but they’re perfect. But even all that pales in comparison to her truly major asset. Hazel green eyes. Hypnotizing green eyes. How could that combination even be imaginable? Green eyes and caramel skin? It should be against the law! That’s what should it be!
And that’s only her face! It’s almost too much for me already, even without the body, she could have been just a head, as far as I’m concerned. That would be fine with me. Well, her body is as if it had been invented by a group of mad scientists, in a laboratory at the Hugh Hefner mansion. One that would drive teenage boys, or actually any guy with a pulse, crazy. On top of that, she wears incredibly tight white jeans, and red stiletto heels, to match her dark pink halter-top. Whew! I can’t go on anymore. She’s an older woman, too - maybe nineteen or twenty.  I stand there and peer at her, unable to move, practically dizzy for I don’t know how long. She must feel a presence, or my lust is so obvious, because she turns around to look at me. Our eyes meet for a quick second, and she seems to give me a faint smile. Or else she’s laughing at me. I don’t know which. I realize I must have looked like a retard! So, I wipe the saliva from my chin, and quickly scurry away, cursing to myself that I must have appeared to be a total dufus, and vowing to never embarrass myself like that again.
But I can’t help myself. For the next week, I devise in my head every conceivable excuse to pass by Tijeras de Oro again. I have to see her again, even if it is only a glimpse. She is my first real experience with a mind-altering drug. That’s what she is for me. Even though I try not to be too obvious, to actually be kind of nonchalant - and even aloof - she busts me every time I pass by there.  Of course, I try to play it off, but my rampaging manhood could not be disguised.
       I force myself to skip a couple of days, just so I could, like, hose myself down. But the voices keep leading me back. The next time I pass, I can’t see her- she isn’t at her chair. Where is she?! I had never seen her take a day off before! Oh my God! Maybe she   quit! My chest pounds, as I move closer to the window to peek in. Suddenly, she appears right in front of me, knocking sharply at the glass! I jump up like Lew Alcindor about to dunk a basketball. Scares the shit out of me! She laughs, and turns to the ladies working in back of her, a few of whom also giggle.  What an asshole I am. Now she looks me right in the eye, and wiggles her finger - beckoning for me to come in.  I start feeling like I might faint. It’s August, and hot and muggy anyway, but my body temperature must have shot up to like 160 degrees in a minute. She is so beautiful. It’s like I can’t even look at her. She continues to wiggle her finger. I want to turn and run. I want to make up some kind of excuse about having to go – yet I yearn to go in there, too. Paralyzing conflict knots up my whole body. I feel like I’m the Scarecrow from The Wizard of Oz. My body is jerking all over the place. My left food headed away, my right foot toward her…boy, what a mess! I somehow manage to orchestrate my extremities into making it to the front door, as she opens it up to invite me in. Instantly, just as what had occurred at the PAL, it’s like I have crossed the threshold into another dimension. A strange, exotic, secret world. Again, like the PAL, the first thing to rock my senses is the distinctive aroma filling the air. A sultry mixture of hair spray, ammonia, perfume, and cigarette smoke. The powerful hint of alcohol stings my olfactory senses. That same feeling of awe, reverence and intoxication returns, making me feel even more lightheaded. There are lights everywhere. Bright bulbs surround the large mirrors in front of the barber chairs. Rapid-fire chattering in Spanish, loud tittering, clicking heels, snapping gum and blaring Puerto Rican music congeals into an enchanting, yet insanely intimidating cocktail.
Then I notice everyone in there laughing, smiling with anticipation.
These are women - not girls. They smell differently, each bearing their own particular scent and perfumes. I gulp as I look around wide-eyed, trying to force up some moisture into my depleted mouth and lips.
 “Ay, papi, como te llamas?” She asks in a lilting tone.
“What?”
A second of confused silence.
“No hablas Español? Papi?”
“Español? Um-no…I don’t…I don’t speak Spanish.”
“Oh baby, I thought you was a Boricua.”
“What?!”
“I thought you was Puerto Rican. No?”
I am shocked. I’ve never been mistaken for any kind of Puerto Rican before. It has to be the dark tan and the mustache. I knew I was going to like this mustache.  
“Where you from, papi?”
“Um… here… well-I-I-mean-Brooklyn.”
“Ay, Brooklyn… what are you - Italian?”
“Yeah. Sicilian. 
All of sudden, there is another loud clatter from the ladies in the salon, and this kind of tongue rolling sound.
“Oooh, Mafioso. Siciliano - muy peligroso… cuidado Esperanza.”
I feel my face flush, really red and hot. I’m sure it shows, even through my tan.
Esperanza laughs and shushes them.
“Oh, pobracito! El está muy nervioso.”
She touches my face, and caresses it with her fingers.
“Ay, so smooth… you don’t shave yet, papi?”
“Um-yeah-I-I-shave! I just-um-shaved this morning,” I shoot back, defensively.
More tittering from the ladies as she says something to them in Spanish.
Esperanza is checking me out, looking me up and down. I feel my knees buckling, overcome by her beauty and her touch. I take a deep breath and steady myself.
“What did you say your name was, baby?”
“Um…Joe.”
“Oh, Joe! you mean like Jose, right?”
“How old are you, Jose?” she purrs.
“Um - seventeen.” I blurt out, although I’m really still two months from being fifteen and a half. The ladies titter again, and whistle, too.
 “Ooh, Dios Mio! Diecisiete…eres saltacuna! Esperanza, cuidado…”
Esperanza looks amused as she again caresses my face, and then pinches my cheek.
“Hmm… are you sure you are seventeen, Jose?”
“Um - yeah! Yeah. I am.”
Her amazing eyes have this playful quality.
“That’s OK, you got a cute face.”
I am beyond red now.
“Jose? You want me to give you a haircut? I’ll make you look so good.”
I smile at her.
“You don’t got no kind of style wit’ your hair, baby.”
She’s right. My hair is completely formless - and had become really curly this summer, for some reason. Probably contributing to my apparently newly minted Puerto Rican, look. I hadn’t had a haircut in quite a while, rebelling against Jack the Barber and his one size fits all ‘Wild Root’ style.
Esperanza takes my hand and leads me to her chair.
“C’mon, Joselito, I’m gonna fix you up.”
She takes off my glasses. God, I hated those fucking glasses! So embarrassing. They’re these Benjamin Franklin-type spectacles that I got in the sixth grade, and they’re pretty beat up. So she takes them off, and I’m near-sighted, I can’t see distances. I am at her mercy.
She cut and shapes and runs her fingers through my hair, as she talks to me quietly. I just sit in the chair in total disbelief.  How can this be happening to me? It’s way beyond my wildest dream - far beyond fantasy. It’s actually happening. She bends over, and her tits are right in my face. I swear that she did that on purpose. I’m being seduced on a barber chair in the middle of a Puerto Rican hair salon.
        I melt into a mélange of scents and sounds and touch, as it all drifts into the ether. After what seems like a long time, she puts down her scissors, fluffs up my hair here and there - and declares she is finished.
“Ohhh- Jose- muy bonito.”
She turns my chair around so that the other ladies can see.
“Les gusta?”
The chatter resounds like a tropical jungle.
“Oh, que lindo!”
“Si, muy caliente!”
“Ooh, papi, muy guapo!”
Esperanza seems so proud of her work- stepping back for a better look, coming back and making little adjustments.
“Now papi - you be hot.”
I am holding my breath. I still can’t see what I look like yet. What kind of masterpiece has she crafted?
She looks again, but decides it needs one final touch. She takes a gold hoop earring from her draw, the clip-on type, and puts it in my ear. She looks very pleased. Finally, she gives me back my glasses. I fumble with the Benjamins, anxious to be able to see again. When I do get them on, I cannot believe what I see. I look completely different. She’s given me a kind of shag. A curly shag. It’s my first mod haircut. I actually look cool. Impossible.
I get up out of that chair and suddenly, I am a new man. A celebrity even bigger than my old butt. Esperanza fluffs up my curls again.
“Oh papi, you gotta get some contact lenses, baby.”
Then she does something that I totally don’t expect…something I would have believed there was no possibility of ever happening. She kisses me!
I mean, it isn’t just a peck on the cheek, either. She kisses me right on the mouth!
Oh my God! I think she even slips in a little tongue, too. At least, it feels like a tongue - or what a tongue might feel like. Her lips and her tongue actually taste sweet. Maybe it’s her lip-gloss, I don’t know. And her breath… it feels hot - and fresh - like Dentyne. Now I have just been kissed by the most beautiful girl in the world!
Who would have ever thought that by risking my life to go work out at the PAL that it would ever turn into something like this? The chattering and tittering which has been raging throughout the shop now transforms into shrill whistles. I sit there, right in the middle of the sweetest dream I’ve ever had in my life. I close my eyes. One of the ladies comes over, and puts a glass of water in my hand. Esperanza laughs.
“The haircut’s on me, baby, but I gotta get back to work now, OK? I got customers”.
I think I drank the water. I believe I waved goodbye. I have a slight recollection of staggering over to the bus stop. The next thing I know, I’m on Chestnut Street, three blocks from my house. I have just sprinted about five miles, without even realizing it! It’s right then that the magnitude of the event shakes me - Oh my God, she wants to be my girlfriend! She must! I mean, she kissed me, right? She gave me a haircut. Yes- yes- she must be in love with me!
As I reach my house, strutting into the dining room all flushed and giddy, dinner is already underway. The usual suppertime clamor stops abruptly, all eyes trained on me in stunned disbelief.
“What in God’s name happened to your head?!” My father finally bellows.
“Joseph?! What is that in your ear?!” My mother shrieks, referring to my gold hoop earring I forgot to remove.
“Oh my God, he looks like - Leo Sayers!” cries out my sister, Maryanne.
“No-no - Peter Frampton!” chimes in my other sister, Karen.
“No…he kinda looks like-like- Lionel Richie!” One-ups Maryanne.
“Where did you go?! I know Jack the Barber didn’t give you that haircut!” exclaims my mother.
“Jack the Barber still uses Brill Cream.” I retort.
“What the hell is wrong with Brill Cream now?” My father demands.
I sit down at the table, grinning and obviously very pleased with myself. The food, although it’s only macaroni and cheese (my father is still out of work), has never tasted so good to me, the flavors never so distinctive, so sharp. Amidst all the uproar, I experience a feeling of deep down satisfaction. I start humming The Allman Brothers, Lord I Was Born a Rambling Man.                                                    
CHAPTER 9

       School is about to start next week. With all the excitement that’s been going on, I’ve completely forgotten about it, the summer just whizzed by. Still, I’m feeling pretty good. I’m not being plagued with that horrible sense of gnawing and dread, that I had experienced last year in ninth grade.
That is, not until I come home to find the black Hefty bags waiting for me on the living room floor. Yeah - those black trash bags. The ones full of recycled picnic pants. Damn! All summer I’ve been wearing gym shorts and cut-offs, the picnic pants becoming a distant memory. Now that they’re upon me again, a distressed nausea is returning to my stomach.
I had come too far, worked too hard to have to wear these freaking pants again, I think to myself, cringing as my mother unties the knot of the bag. She reaches inside, and I shut my eyes tightly, waiting for the nightmare to pass.
“Joseph - look at these!” I hear my mother’s voice, as I reluctantly open my eyes again.
I could not believe what I am seeing. To my utter shock and amazement - they aren’t picnic pants at all! No - they are - they are - black clothes! Not the color black, but black people clothes! How could this be? Had the bag somehow been switched, in some kind of macabre plot? As implausible as it seems, there are not one - I’m telling you - but two pair of pleated double knit polyester pants! One baby blue, and the other rust-colored. As if that isn’t fortuitous enough, there are also two silkscreen shirts! And they fit perfectly! This becomes one of the great unsolved mysteries of all time. Is God himself speaking to me through these pants, I wonder?
A series of strange events occurs over the next few days, which seems to confirm that suspicion. First, my mother takes me on the annual pre-school trip to the shoe store, Thom McAnn’s. Now, usually she buys me Hush Puppies, or something of that nature, but this time she actually agrees - to my great astonishment - to buy the pair of black platform shoes that I’ve spied there!
The next miraculous event occurs when my mother inadvertently plows over my glasses with the gas-powered lawn mower, as I lay out in the backyard, catching some rays. Ordinarily, this would be a disaster of the highest magnitude, but in this auspicious time period, apparently anything is possible. Since I now can’t see much of anything (at least not anything far away), and school is starting in only a few more days, my parents and I have to make an unexpected visit to Dr. Pine, the local optician.
As I resignedly pore over his unsightly collection of black and brown-framed nerd glasses, I shudder at the eminent possibility that I will be forced to have to wear something even more atrocious than the hated Benjamins. A dark muck of despair coats my insides, until at the last second in the far left corner of the display cabinet, I spot these elaborate gold framed, tinted lens, Isaac Hayes-type pimp glasses. They’re about five times the size of the Benjamin Franklin’s, and the only pair of glasses in the shop which caters to black clientele. There’s no way my father’s gonna go for this though, never mind paying the somewhat exorbitant price.
But with nothing to lose, I decide to beg and grovel anyway. A few adamant nays to my request pass. Then in a dramatic turn of events, Dr. Pine initiates a secret huddle between himself and my parents. I have no idea what transpires in that meeting of the Holy Triumvirate, but a tense few moments later, I am the proud owner of those amazing pimp glasses! What in the heavens is going on?!
Lastly, to complete this wheel of good fortune, the next night I’m on my way to Cumberland Farms to buy a gallon of milk. When right there, on the sidewalk in front of me, lays a thick linked gold chain - with an Italian Horn! It appears to be brand new. It’s not even broken! I slip it around my neck and kiss the Italian Horn, thanking God profusely for all the recent blessings He has bestowed upon me. Boy, wait till Esperanza sees me again - she’s really going to be in love.    _______________________________
The first day of 10th grade is shaping up to be a huge day. There is an air of anticipation, mixed with foreboding, floating all around me. New mod shag hairstyle. New pimp glasses. New platform shoes. New black clothes. New body. My cousins (and secretly my sisters, too) are all anxious to see if I will actually go through with this whole thing. Wearing the black clothes, I mean. This is a major risk I’m taking. Nobody has ever attempted this before. Crossing over like this. Nobody knows what to expect. The repercussions could be dangerous - even deadly. I am sure to bring attention to myself, which is the exact opposite strategy of my previous (and widespread among the white kids) tactic of trying to be innocuous as possible.
No, I have decided (maybe subconsciously) that I am going to be bigger than life - and whatever happens - happens. I’m sick of living in fear. Besides, my new Puerto Rican look instils a certain degree of confidence in me. My cousins stick by me, hesitant at first, but then me, Ricky and Skinny march off to school that first day like we are heading off into the booby-trapped jungles of Vietnam.
As I enter Roselle High, a bittersweet elixir of nervousness and exhilaration stream through my veins, but I’m not walking scared. I’m aware of a different feeling as I cruise the halls, a different dynamic. It’s almost as if nobody recognizes me, or if they do, it seems like they don’t know what to make of me. This goes for both the black and the white kids.
Actually, I don’t know for sure if the black kids ever really recognized anybody, they just attacked when they sensed the slightest sign of timidity…
 I also detect something else as the hours, then days pass by. The black kids seem to be eyeing me in a particular way. Not the usual look of disdain, or the smirking view of you as their next victim. No this is another type of look. Like they’re checking me out to size me up, almost the same kind of look I had seen at the PAL, when two boxers were circling each other in the ring. A certain type of caution. Respect, maybe. I’ve never been the recipient of that kind of look before, and it puffs up my confidence a little bit more. It’s pretty quiet those first few days, and I feel a strange kind of isolation.  I don’t care though, I actually sort of enjoy it, although I know it can’t last for long.
As if on cue, it happens. I’m opening up my locker at lunchtime, ready to grab my brown paper bag, when I feel a presence behind me. I instinctively turn around, and - who is it - but my arch nemesis. My Lex Luthor. David White.
“Yo, you ain’t even playin’ me, mo’fucka - just ‘cuz you gots a new haircut and shades. That ain’t shit. I still own your bitch ass, punk!”
He goes to grab my lunch, but this time I grab his arm. He looks shocked.
“Leggo my arm, white boy.”
“No.”
I not going to let it go, either. No fucking way. I push him back. Uh oh. White kids begin scrambling - they want no part of this. It’s just me and him - in the moment. I stare into his bloodshot eyes, and now I’m in another body, another life. I’m still clenching his arm with all I’ve got, and I’m walking this tightrope between my old feelings, the person who wanted to cringe and cave in, and this new unknown person. Feeling this strange power welling up inside of him. This new person is winning though, with every second that passes. I’m living right now. A precarious bridge I’m perched on. A line that could go either way.
“I’ll fuck you up, mo’fucka, I’ll fuck your pussy ass up,” he threatens.
He throws a left at my head, his free hand - I put my forearm up - and to my surprise - I block it. He follows with another one I block that one, too. Man, his eyes light way the fuck up - for a second his whole swagger disappears. I could practically feel the momentum switching now. Hey, this boxing stuff must really work! A slight smile crosses my face, even though I’m kind of shaking inside. Shaking with delight. Adrenaline. Fear. What a rush!
A crowd starts gathering around us. A noisy black crowd.
“Oh shit, that mo’fucker be playin’ my man!”
“Kick his mo’fuckin’ ass, David!”
“Yo, smoke that mo’fucka!”
“Who that mo’fucka be, anyway?”
Surrounded. I recognize the voices of The Orange Face brothers. They want the kill.
But instead of folding, of giving in, a surge bursts through my body, a feeling of being locked in. David White comes around, tries to give me a roundhouse kick, some kind of bogus Green Hornet move. I grab his leg and push him. He goes down - hard. Now, for a second, it looks like he’s going to cry. I quickly pull off my pimp glasses, and place them safely in the pocket of my silkscreen shirt.  Instantly, Garland Daniels (Half of the Orange Face brothers) lunges at me while I’m putting my glasses away, sneaking me in the face. I only get madder. I don’t flinch. I get furious! I start yelling:
 “Come on! Come on!”
It’s a different voice, though, a growl that I don’t recognize. Then, this sense of totally letting go. I throw out a jab that grazes his chin. My blood is hot! It’s heating up by the millisecond - my body is scalding. I charge him, ramming him squarely in the stomach and knocking him to the floor. I’m freakin’ rabid now. I want to tear his Adam’s apple out with my teeth, and devour it. I’m screaming and crying at the same time, tears and sweat flicking off my face.
“Fucking motherfucker, go head!! You own me?! You own me, motherfucker?!”
I’m screaming in a satanic pitch. He’s punching the side of my head, pounding my ears. A huge crowd is around us now. Every ounce of pent-up, suppressed rage I’ve ever had explodes in a murderous fury. I have his throat tightly gripped around my hands, and I’m not relinquishing. I’m gonna kill this bastard - then I’m gonna eat his fucking Adam’s apple. Yeah.  Black kids start jumping on me, battering me with fists. Chaos reigns, as all the teachers come running from the classrooms. The gym teachers come flying down the hall with Hoss, the new security guard, right alongside them. Somebody gets me in a headlock, but I’m in another dimension now, I think I actually hiss at them, like a fucking vampire. They pull me off him, but I’m kicking, spitting, foaming from the mouth, the nose.
“I’m gonna fucking kill him! Lemme kill him!!”
They manage to finally pull me off him; I’m still flailing, gyrating, cursing, and crying. They drag me and David White down the hall in headlocks, into the principal’s office, the others are escorted a minute later. Kindly old Mr. Rice, who looks like the guy on the box of Quaker Oats Cereal. After much posturing and fierce glowering among us, Mr. Rice tells us to all “Shake hands and forget about it.” Shake hands and forget about it? Is he senile? We’re not in Kansas anymore. If anything, I am convinced this would only strengthen their resolve to obliterate me. To me, it’s obvious that it’s going to come down to one, or more of us, getting executed. That’s the only way this is going to shake down.
We all wind up getting suspended for three days, really just a token suspension, because Mr. Rice has to set some kind of example. As we’re leaving the office, David White scowls angrily.
 “You ass is dead, white boy...”
The next three days, for me, are an emotional traffic light of alternating feelings. Pride and empowerment that I had finally stood up to these criminals. Bone-shaking fear of malicious retribution. And a grim resolve that this is the way it has to be. It’s my first suspension ever, and my parents are properly horrified and distraught, though I have a definite inkling that my father is at least somewhat proud of me, too.
The first day back to school after the suspension, I am spooked. Jumpy. Maybe it’s in my head, but it seems like the white kids are gawking at me behind my back, like I have Legionaries Disease, or something. The black kids act eerily quiet around me, but I’m sure they are secretly signalling strategic death plots to each other. The whole mood provokes flashbacks of the time a few years ago when we visited Washington Square Park in New York City - and a mime followed me through the whole place - imitating my every mannerism.
The whole crowd of people there would spontaneously erupt into fits of uproarious laughter, and I would turn around, and suddenly, the mime would be right behind me, smoking a cigarette or reading a book, or something stupid, much to my annoyance. Fucking mimes. No wonder I hate them. Mimes and clowns.
Anyway, I am certain fiendish plans for my demise are being hatched at this very moment. Oddly enough, nothing out of the ordinary occurs the first couple of days, calming me down a bit. Then, the third day back, I’m rummaging through my locker, maniacally scouring it for my colored magic markers for Mr. Silverstein’s second period art class. The bell had already rung almost five minutes ago, the halls are bereft of activity, and I’m desperate to get to class quickly in order to avoid yet another suspension. I come upon the markers, slam my locker door shut - and run right into the posse of David White and The Orange Face brothers. Surrounded. It’s an ambush.
“Yo, whass up, mo’fucka?”
David White smiles cryptically through the gap in his front teeth. Instantly I hear a distinctive CLICK - and glance down to see a switchblade drawn and ready at his side.
“You be going for a walk with us, bitch.” Boo Daniels declares icily, as they tighten the circle around me, hastily pushing in the direction of the stairway. I am done.
       Just at that second, the boys room door, which is about ten feet in front of us, swings open. There appears a hulking, menacing figure clad in a long black leather SuperFly coat, twirling a big black umbrella. Like an angry cat, twitching its tail before pouncing on its prey. As he bops towards us, the footsteps resounding from his maroon patent leather shoes echoes throughout the hallway.
Oh my God, who is this? I had never seen this guy in the school before, and as he slowly approaches us, I wish I wasn’t seeing him now. Jesus, is he in on this, too? He looks like the kind of guy who would take considerable delight in the massacre and disembowelment of a variety of body parts. Ebony skin highlights a face positively demonic in its features. A sadistic half scowl-half sneer twists into a diabolical expression, magnified by sinister eyes, which seem to be in communion with another galaxy - or maybe Hell. I thought I’d already witnessed the crème de la crème of cruelty, but this? This is beyond what I could even conceptualize. I struggle to repress the quivering spasms moving up my body.
“Whassup, Na? We just about to fuck this mo’fucka up, an’ shit.”
They grab me roughly.
He struts up to us, and just stares right into my face, for what seems like five minutes. Like he’s studying my whole essence.
I am practically limp now, almost paralyzed, but I fight to put on a game face. He slides his umbrella point, which is bayonet sharp, across my mustache. The sneer breaks into a frightening grin.
“Yo, this mo’fucka be strong.” 
He announces this in a low, heavy voice, slow and deliberate in its manner. David White and The Orange Face brothers all peek at each other somewhat quizzically, and then back at Na-Na. It’s then that I realize that they don’t really know him much, if at all, which is amazing, because all black kids know each other. Furthermore, I detect a look of trepidation, almost fear in their eyes. What the fuck is going on? He peers at me even more intently now, his brow wrinkling into a mask of curiosity.
“Yo, how did it feel?”
I stare at him emptily, having absolutely no idea what he is referring to. After a few seconds of total silence among us, I ascertain that I better say something – anything.
“Um-yeah-it felt good, man! Yeah, good as a motherfucker! Mmm-hmm - it was the shit!”
The devastating grin again returns.
“Heh-heh.” a kind of chuckle, I think.
“Heh. Yes, my brother.”
He turns his attention to David White and the brothers, who apparently feel compelled to ingratiate him, as they start laughing.
“My man be strong, an’ shit.” 
He repeats slowly as he points to my mustache, with the razorblade-like umbrella point again.
“Y’all peasy head mo’fuckas ain’t got shit on y’all faces. Y’all niggas ain’t got shit. My man gots hair on his face… that mean he be goin’ down on females, an’ shit.”
They laugh nervously, unsure of what to do. His menacing scowl comes back, creasing his face.
“Aiight, Na.”
“I hear you, Na.”
“Right, right.”
“Now all y’all tackheads step off from my man, ‘fore I cut y’all asses up.”
They’re confused partly, and angry too, at the intervention. They hesitate, smiling falsely.
“Y’all niggas hear what I jes’ said?”
Without another word, they all disperse down the stairwell.
My mustache again! It’s my mustache, giving me that Puerto Rican appearance, which I believe had attracted Esperanza, in the first place. Now this. If I had only known that a mustache would provide all these benefits, I would have tried to cultivate it sooner. Just like my sister, Karen. She had hers for about a year now, although she was constantly trying to bleach it.
I stare at Na-Na for a minute, not sure if he is going to hold me prisoner, or stab me with his umbrella, or what.  
 “Aiight, Strong, wannna hear ‘bout that shit later.”  
Then he bops off down the hall, talking or singing to himself. Puzzling. Actually, I had just stumbled onto one of the curious idiosyncratic myths of the black male community. Apparently, the black kids, most of whom were already sexually experienced, (some had even fathered children already), didn’t believe in going down there. It was taboo. I’m pretty sure they thought it was a particularly ‘white’ thing. Some kind of crazy white phenomenon. Maybe that’s why Na-Na seemed so fascinated by it. Because they never did it. He was so impressed. I’m still intrigued, though, as to where he received this information about facial hair somehow being a result of it, and how exactly it made you strong. Again, thank God for my Sicilian heritage - we always got hairy faster. Actually, it was quite a prestigious honor that Na-Na even thought that about me. I had achieved such a lofty position. I mean, it was a pretty big deal - nobody I knew had ever done it, even though a couple of them lied about it.
In truth, I had barely even kissed a girl yet. Esperanza’s kiss was practically my first one. I didn’t even know what a vagina really looked like. I mean, I did, but not up close and personal, you know?
I need to find out about this stuff, somehow. But who could I talk to about it? Where could I go? Who could I ask? Certainly not my father. Rule that out right now. Skinny and Ricky know even less about it than I do. I’m sure Na-Na would soon…maybe even tomorrow, be pumping me for more details, so I have to know something about it. Especially if I want Esperanza to think I’m anything more than just a dorky kid.  No, this is important.
An epiphany. Cumberland Farms sells Playboy - and Penthouse Forum magazines, too! They’re there in the back corner of the store, right above the Monster Truck and Soldier of Fortune magazines. Yes! Hassan used to let me look at them when there was nobody in the store. Jim Whitford is a real dick about it though, as usual. He never even lets you get near them. Says you have to be eighteen to look at them.  That’s the law. Fucking Dudley Dooright. I’ll get him, though. I’ll find a way. I’ll enlist Skinny’s help. He’ll enjoy that. We’ve hardly been up there at all lately, ever since we had started the ‘healthy’ stealing at the A&P a while back. When we walk in, Jim Whitford is not happy to see us again, a pained expression rushes to his face.
This time the store is empty though, and with no customers distracting him, he folds his arms and zeroes in on us, observing our every move. We head to the magazine section and start perusing. Sports Illustrated and The Sporting News is what we’re looking at now, but our focus is on the Playboys and Penthouse issues. This this though, time he stands right over us. Damn. This is going to be a bit more difficult.
“Are you boys going to buy something or just stand here and read? This is not study hall, you know.”
“No, I-I think we’re going to buy this Sports Illustrated magazine, right, Skinny?”
“Yeah, Sparky Lyle is on the cover.”
We are just biding our time, trying to stall, hoping some customer would come in to distract his attention. As the minutes tick away though, our morale begins to flag.  Just as it appears that all hope is lost, roly-poly Mrs. Acker tramps in, being pulled by her little hot dog, Fritz, who is yapping loudly and incessantly. Saved! This is perfect. She always comes in with a laundry list of maladies and ailments, and would pester you for hours with insane medical questions. As if somebody who works at Cumberland Farms would know the answers.
 Jim Whitford has to stand there and be polite, answering her insistent questions. Like, which worked better, Pepto Bismo, or Phillips Milk of Magnesia? He is fucked.  He knows it, too. You could see him start to sweat as he tries to keep one eye on us, and answer all her rambling questions, too. Needless to say, it can’t be done. The second he turns away, we each slip a small Penthouse Forum under our jackets, Skinny slipping his in easily, me fumbling with it for a few seconds, before finally sealing the deal.	
“Oh, Mr. Whitford, we’ve decided not to purchase anything tonight. Goodnight!”
He grimaces. As we stroll into the parking lot, Skinny and I congratulate each other. Whitford destroyed again! Yesss!	
That night, I stay up till like 5 o’clock in the morning, absorbing every detail of what I read in that magazine. The letters in this Penthouse Forum are amazing. I had seen tons of pictures before, especially since we scored all those Penthouse mags in the junk that time. I have never scoured the articles with such studiousness, though, as I do in this session. I can’t believe the stuff I am reading!  Apparently, I am one of the few guys in America who had not been seduced by their babysitters, when they were 12 years old.  Obviously, I’m missing out on a whole secret world here. Pangs of jealousy and remorse pound my core.  I have been severely deprived my whole life. Cunnilingus. That’s what this whole phenomenon is called. Menage-a-trois. Apparently, women of all ages (babysitters included) are just dying to do this. I had heard the word before, but for some reason, had always thought it was a French word that had something to do with lemon meringue pie, or something. I learn all about the clitoris, the labia, the G-spot… what an education I am getting from these Forum articles and letters! By the end of the night, I have convinced even myself that I have actually performed these acts. I am ready for anything Na-Na would ask me now, and I feel a lot more confident about seeing Esperanza again.
In all the excitement that has passed, what with school starting, the big fight, the suspension, and the subsequent rescue by Na-Na, I suddenly realize that it has been almost two weeks since I’ve seen Esperanza. Even though I dream about her almost every night. That kiss, the sensation, the feeling of that kiss is forever seared into my heart. I have to see her again.  Armed with the confidence I have gained from my newfound expertise on the finer aspects of cunnilingus, I decide that this Saturday will be the day.
I wake up early this morning, well before my parents do, before they can bother me with any questions, or annoy me about my chores. I pick out the favorite of my black clothes, the baby-blue polyester double kits with the matching dark blue silkscreen shirt. Complete with designs of lightning bolts on it, or whatever they’re supposed to be. I fold them, along with my platform shoes, into a Hefty bag, and tiptoe out the back door. I figure I’ll change into them in the bathroom over at Assumption Church to avoid any suspicion, and just hope that Father Malloy doesn’t see me, and start preaching.
It’s been a time honored and hallowed tradition on Saturday mornings, for me and Skinny and Ricky to watch Creature Features on TV down their basement, and eat bowls of Count Chocula. Even though our favorite one, The Creature from the Black Lagoon, is going to be on this week, this was a tradition that must be broken. A whole other level of life is awaiting me now.
After I change at the Church and head towards the bus stop, I realize - hey, I can’t go up there empty-handed! That would be really dorky. Even though I have very little money, I have to get her something, and not just like a rose, or carnation, either. Everybody does that. No, this has to be something special, I think, as I ponder what I could afford with such limited funds. As I am feeling around in my pocket to see how much money I have, I pull out the gold hoop earring she had given me last time. Aha! I hop over to Malins, praying I can find something in my meager price range. When I reach the department store, I spot a pair of gold hoop earrings. Each is decorated with a gold rose on the inside. This is it! As I pluck them from the stand, I am so tempted to just put them in my pocket and walk away. It would be so easy! Normally, I probably would do it, but something tells me that this transaction should be clean. So I do pay for them, and luckily, have just enough left over for bus fare, and maybe a soda.
The whole ride up there I am burping, man - those hot burps, too - which only happen when I am really nervous! Or maybe in love? I obsess about what her reaction to me will be. Will it be, like, a hero’s welcome? Will she jump into my arms, and kiss me madly? Will she be pissed off that I haven’t come up sooner? Or maybe, she’s just completely forgotten all about me, like I’m just some kind of dumb kid she’s been playing around with? Who knows? All I do know is that I have to see her, and find out for myself.
When I get off the bus on Broad Street, I hesitate for a while before walking to the shop. Why does all this stuff have to be so damn hard, so scary? It’s not fair. Feeling sorry for myself, and jittery with nerves, I linger outside the front window for a minute, hoping the farting and burping that’s plaguing me will cease. My thoughts fade into an unconscious stupor though, as I lose myself in the pulsating rhythm of the flashing lights lining the awning and window.
Ah, there she is. Right there in the front, cutting some lady’s hair. My spirits instantly ascend and a dab of courage flushes through me as I gaze at her from outside. Even though she has her back to me, I would recognize that flawless butt, clad in extra tight leopard skin pants (if you want to call them that), anywhere! I stand there, worshipping it from afar, as a hot flame zigzags through my chest. MAN!
I creep in tentatively and park myself next to her, waiting for her to turn around. The place is packed, the Spanish music blaring even louder, and the activity more manic than I’ve ever seen it before. I guess because it’s Saturday. It fills me with a kind of good feeling, though. A happy feeling, as I wait for her to move in my direction. Everything, my whole life, is riding on her reaction now.
What happens in that next second is one of the spookiest scenes I have ever witnessed. She turns around - and just looks right through me! Her eyes seem to almost – disconnect - like they were in another dimension. Weirdly enough, it reminds me of that same eerie look that Na-Na Johnson displayed in his eyes. Goosebumps run all up and down my neck and back. She seems totally physically changed, somehow. I know immediately that something is radically wrong. I don’t know exactly what, or at least, I couldn’t or wouldn’t, admit it to myself. A combination of sadness and anger racks through me. I become confused. She’s still beautiful as hell, she can’t help that, but her whole attitude, the electricity, is missing.
She stares at me detachedly for a few seconds like she’s reaching for a memory… then her pink lips turn up quizzically, into a sort of sad smile.
“Hi - papi…” she says slowly.
“Hey! Um… how’s it-uh-going, Esperanza?!”
I cringe at how awkward I must sound. She checks me out again, for a second or two.
“You look nice, papi…I like your shirt.” Thank God, at least she notices my black clothes, even in her disengaged state. She lets out a slight giggle, and points to the hoop earring she had given me, I had just put it in my ear before I entered.
“Oh... yeah! I-I been wearing it… uh – everyday.”
She smiles a little, then crinkles her nose. Oh man, that was so cute – so sexy the way she did that. It was the same way Elizabeth Montgomery did it on Bewitched! Especially when she donned that black wig and played her free-spirited cousin, Sarina. And I had been in love with Elizabeth Montgomery, since I was, like, nine years old.
Um...sorry… I uh, haven’t been able to come up - y’know, for a while – but…”
Another slight giggle emerges from her mouth, as she shakes her head a bit.
Uh-oh. What does that mean? Why did she shake her head like that? Did I say something stupid? Shit! My face burns crimson.
“I-uh- um…I just wanted to thank you for that haircut you gave me! It was - um…great!”
I hand her the little box with the earrings in it from my pocket. She seems puzzled as she opens the box.
“Oh, baby, they are so cute… tu eres tan dulce- aye- you so sweet.”
She holds them up next to her ears as she peers at her image in the mirror.
“Mira - Lydia.”
She shows the lady working the chair next to her.  They both look at me and smile.
 “Gracias, papi.”
I allow a touch of pride to creep in among all the angst I am feeling.  Have I scored a small victory? The lady whose hair she’s cutting, smiles and clears her throat.
“Oh, permiso mami! Mira, listen papi, why don’t you go sit down for a while, till I can take my cigarette break, ok?”
I obediently take a chair and wait. And wait. She’s backed up. I guess Saturday isn’t a good time to visit. She’s real popular. Ladies come in especially for her, young and old. Every time I think I might get a second to talk to her, another lady plops in the chair. And they’d be off into that rapid-fire Spanish dialogue again. Damn. I remember that kiss from the last time I was here, and I want to experience that again. Who knows? Maybe even more? Occasionally, she glances over and gives me a little smile, and my frustration is temporarily quelled again, or my heart fills up with hope, but then she goes back to cutting and yapping again.
I occupy myself observing the crazy ebb and flow of the almost musical conversation that abounds between the ladies in the salon. Both the hairstylists and the customers. I can’t really understand anything that’s going on, but once in a while they slip a couple of English words like, “Louie? Her husband? Con esa puta?” Then they roar back into Spanish. From the rhythm of it, it sounds like one of the husbands had cheated on somebody with a kind of whorish woman (puta sounded like the Italian word for slut -putan). Then there’s a whole lot of that clucking of tongues, and gasps, and a repeated mantra of “Dios Mio!”
It is so lively. It seems to me like they are all a part of their own little village or tribe, where everybody all knows each other, and they all share openly. It appears to me that every day is like a party for Puerto Rican people.
At one point, the chatter builds up to this insane fever pitch, like a flock of blue jays chirping out warnings to each other when they see a cat in the vicinity. They all suddenly express anger and disgust, then one of the lady customers in the chair starts crying! All the women then stop what they are doing to go over and bring her tissues, and comfort her. A few minutes later - they’re all laughing, as they wipe away their tears.
What incredible drama! I become so fascinated and absorbed by the whole scene that I barely notice the hours ticking away. I feel like I am being exposed to some kind of secret society. An exotic ritual, that no man has ever been privileged to see before.
So, this is what Puerto Rican ladies do when they get together! Maybe all women do the same thing!
Finally, miraculously (after about six hours have passed by), Esperanza is down to her last customer. This is going to be my shot, my chance to have an audience with her, even if only for a minute! I steady myself, preparing for a unique and sophisticated opening line that will catch her attention. I hope. Maybe, I could feel her out to see if there was any possibility she would, perhaps - go out with me? Where could I take her? I don’t have any money! I can’t just take her to like, Jack N’ The Box for a taco, or something! She’s an older woman, a woman of the world, who’s used to the finer things in life! Ok, ok. Calm down, you jerk, just breath. At that precise moment, the phone rings, snapping me out of my panic attack. Whew. One of the other ladies answers it.
“Mira, Esperanza - telefono!”
She’s only on the phone a few seconds when that look comes back again. That dreaded look. Like she’s battling between falling asleep, and crying.
“Si...si.” she keeps repeating, quietly.
She turns her back to everyone, and listens to the voice on the other end, then silently places the receiver down, dragging herself into the back room. A minute later, she emerges with her pocketbook, totally withdrawn and quietly whispers something to Lydia, the hairstylist next to her chair. She then walks right passed me, not even casting a glance. I don’t know what to do or say.
“What -Esperanza…what’s-what's the matter?”
No reaction.
“I can’t talk now,” she finally responds, emotionlessly, as she sleep-walks out the door.
I just sit there for like about five minutes, embarrassed and perplexed. I have just spent my whole Saturday here. Lydia comes over, puts her hand on my shoulder, and gives me a sympathetic smile.
 “You come back. Try next week, baby, ok?” she says, in heavily accented English.
I plop out the door despondently, moping all the way to the bus stop. What a hollow, helpless feeling. What could I do? I mean, how am I supposed to react to this kind of situation? Conflict storms through my brain waves, my gut. Who am I trying to fool? I’m in way over my head. I’m just some goofy kid. She’s so beautiful, she probably has, like, a hundred boyfriends. She can have anybody she wants. Any guy. I don’t even speak her language.
Yet, a part of me feels an excruciating sadness, a pained empathy for her. That look. That look on her face when I first came in today, then again after the phone call, it just skewers my heart. What was that phone call about? Is she in trouble? What the hell is going on?!
CHAPTER 10

        Monday, when I return to school I’m still in a daze about the whole thing. Apathy. I couldn’t care less about what’s going on in class; I don’t care what the teachers are saying. I don’t even care about watching my back in the hall. Even when Mr. Silverstein’s 2nd period art class rolls around, I still can’t perk up, and this class is my creative sanctuary! The one place where rules are at a minimum and I can just basically enjoy drawing and painting.
Mr. Silverstein has taken a special interest in me, too. He says I have a lot of raw talent, but that it has to be developed-and that requires discipline. He decides that he wants me to think about working on a special pet project of his that he has in mind. A mural for the wall in the back of the art room, one that depicted all the tools the artist   would employ in his repertoire. Paintbrushes, easel, paints, ruler, compass, etc. He says he doesn`t pick just anyone to undertake a project such as this. Usually, I would be really excited about the prospect of this, but not today. Not in this mood. He’s trying to teach me about perspective in drawing, but it’s too technical for me today, it all just goes through me. Keep spacing out.
“Montaperto, (he always calls me by my last name, for some reason) are you going to pay attention today? Because if you’re not willing to at least try to make an effort, then I’m not going to waste my valuable time.”
I don’t really have anything to say, either, I just sit there like mold on Wonder Bread, till he storms off, redder than usual. I continue to sit there for, like, the next ten minutes, staring at nothing in particular…until all of a sudden, it’s like this mad inspiration jolts me out of my catatonic doldrums. I just start sketching Esperanza’s face, probing the hemispheres of my consciousness for every nuance of her succulent beauty. The soft contours of her face, the high, well-defined cheekbones, the flaring nostrils of her cute little nose, the full perfect pink lips. And of course, the almost Asian shape of her vividly hypnotizing eyes. The brilliant shade of hazel green, contrasting with the light chocolate of her skin. Kilowatts of energy propel through my nervous system, as I enter that magical state of being locked in.
I would just about have the image steady in my head, as I try to capture that fleeting nano-second of her essence, before it disappears like morning mist. I can summon it, I could practically feel it, but I just can’t nail it exactly. Over and over again, I sketched the outlines, coming close, but not achieving, erasing and starting over. Repeat. Frustration. Damn, I need a photo of her - then I would get it! I sit there, caught up in a silent frenzy, like I can’t control the waves of energy reverberating through me. Then I block out everything. Close my eyes and go inside, recalling every tantalizing detail of ‘that kiss.’
The way her breath was so Dentyne fresh and clean - yet so hot. The way she crinkled her nose the other day. The rhythm of her speech, her movements. I open my eyes again, jotting down lines that soon become connected, plucking from the ethereal, a solid tangible image. Slowly… slowly… I can start to feel it, capturing that connection, so that can almost be it. I’m in the zone now. Nothing else matters. Finally. The bell rings. I don’t even hear it. I work right through it. Apparently, Mr. Silverstein has been yelling at me- several times- that class is over. Not until he stomps over, and stands right in my face, practically yelling in my ear, do I become aware again. I rise from the chair, and dazedly straggle through the hall. I’m going to create a masterpiece.
     I return home that day feeling both victorious and obsessed. Later in the night, I head up to my room to resume working on my portrait again, burning with urgency and longing. I need to recapture that magic of earlier today, and I need to get this completed. I lay down on my floor, break out the drawing and my pencils, and start sketching lines. But they’re lines to nowhere. FUCK! That connectedness is gone! I can’t summon it, couldn’t force it. No matter how hard I concentrate. Maybe I’m too pumped. Or maybe this whole ‘connected’ thing is an aberration. A one-time shot. Like one of those miracles you hear about, when people see tears flowing down the face of a statue of the Virgin Mary in a small village in Poland, or something. What if I’m left with only a half-finished face forever?! A ghoulish despair rattles me.
Now, every noise begins to bother me. It’s as if I’m living in an echo chamber. The dripping of the bathroom faucet down the hall. The annoying hum of my electric clock radio. The barking of the German shepherd, about a block away. It all becomes suddenly overwhelming for me. I angrily pull the plug on my clock radio. I don’t want to know what time it is anyway. I march down the hall and jam a washcloth up the bathtub faucet. There. Mercifully, the dog quits barking. I again scour my soul, my brain, for that ‘just right’ expression of Esperanza that will allow me to capture the perfection of her beauty. The nose. I have to nail the precise shape of her delicate nose, punctuated by those flaring nostrils that make me so crazy. Draw. Erase. Draw. Erase. It’s all about the nose for me, the nose being the centerpiece of the face. Especially me being a nose man. Flare nostrils - flare! But they will not. Major irritation. The power lines. Now the humming of the power lines outside becomes an object of intense irritation. I’ve never even really noticed them before, but now they seem deafening. DEAFENING! There is a specific pattern to them – it’s not a monotone hum, like my clock radio. The sound is more like- HMMM-EMEM-EM- HMM-EMEME. That’s what makes it so maddening! It’s like a mechanical version of secadas, with that noise they make. The sound now mingles with the chorus of crickets, out in full force. God! STOP IT! Torture. I throw the pencil down forcefully, slam my window shut, and stomp around the room.
“What the hell are you doing up there?! Moving furniture, for crissakes?!” my father roars from downstairs.
Anytime you walked around upstairs, my father thought you were moving furniture, for some reason. Suddenly, massive fatigue envelopes me, like when The Wicked Witch disperses poppies in the forest on Dorothy, and the gang all drops down from exhaustion. I could almost hear the witch’s voice.
“Sleep…sleep…poppies… poppies…that’s right…poppies will make you sleep.”
Next thing I know, I find myself floating through a world of luminous colors. I walk towards this salsa music blaring in the distance. I sway and juke to the enchanting rhythm of the music, when I finally enter a sort of clearing. There I encounter Esperanza, and all the ladies from the beauty salon, sensuously moving to the strains of the beat. Wearing long flowing white dresses, violets adorning their hair. They gently pull me into the group, and start doing this dance. Esperanza and I are right in the middle of the circle, and I can really dance, too! We’re gyrating, our hips gliding fluidly in time. Everybody is chattering away in Spanish, which also is very melodious, and I’m speaking fluently now also. Even though I have no idea what I’m saying. But they understand me.
I awaken in this sweet fog, a strange semi-sleep state in which I don’t know where I am. It must be one or two in the morning, but I don’t know because I pulled the plug on my clock radio. A peaceful stillness has settled over the atmosphere. In a dreamland trance, I again pick up my pencil, and instantly, it’s, like, on an OUIJA board, or something. That sensation of knowing charges through me, and the expression, the essence of Esperanza that I’ve been seeking all night, serendipitously appears to me once again, in a blur. I start translating it onto paper as quickly as I can before it disappears into the celestial mist. I master the nose. I’ve got the nose! Almost clairvoyantly, I put the perfect flaring nostrils to paper. This goes on for what seems like hours, till I fall asleep contentedly, fearlessly, cradling the satisfaction of my completion.
In the morning, I wake up oddly refreshed, considering I only had about two hours of sleep. I can’t wait to get to Mr. Silverstein’s art class. Second period seems an unbearably long time away. This - this masterpiece - will get him on my side again, no doubt, I think. Incredibly anxious to see what he will think of it, what criticisms he might give, a part of me also recoils in desperation, that maybe, just possibly, this wasn’t as good as I think it is. What will I do then? I try to fight that gut-clenching thought off, blast it out of my head, by dreaming of the praise and glory that will be heaped upon me.
I burst into art class breathlessly, practically before anyone else has even arrived. Though I could tell Silverstein is still pissed at me, I enthusiastically push my beloved portrait into his hand.
Without saying a word, I stand there awaiting the profound appraisal that will either make or break me. He scans over it thoroughly. Finally…
“Not bad, Montaperto, it could use a little work, there’s a few things we could go over here and there, but all in all, I’d say it’s fairly impressive.”
“Yes!” I pump my fist in victory.
“Now, if you would only apply that talent and determination to the mural we’ve been talking about, then I’d say you’d be on your way.”
For the rest of the class that praise resounds through my mind, leaving me a willing prisoner to the adrenaline crashing through my body.
When I leave class, I’m still floating in a creative daze, entering the hall totally oblivious to my surroundings. Gazing at my portrait with immense pride.
CRASH!
“Simple ass mo’fucka! What the fuck- “
I have just unknowingly run smack into Na-Na Johnson, of all people. The impact of the collision jars the drawing out of my hands, onto the floor. Just as Na-Na raises his hand to furiously slap my face, his crazed eyes suddenly register merciful recognition.
“Damn, Strong, I just about to jack yo´ ass up!”
Walking with him is Guy Warbush, this huge black jock, who is captain of both the football and basketball teams.
Na-Na´s attention instantly turns to my picture, which is lying face up on the floor. He stands there just staring at it - for- it must be, like, twenty seconds. Then, he scoops it up gently, and studies it even more intently. I am mortified that he might be about to tear it to shreds, but his face seems to liquefy into an almost professorish mask. The wild, far-away look in his eyes…is gone.
“Yo, you drew this, man?”
“Um- yeah-yeah, Na-Na! Just-uh-finished it up in art class right now, but- 
“Thass yo’ woman, Strong?”
Not knowing what else to say, I just nod yes.
“Damn, she fly! Heh-heh…my man got's him a bad female.”
He hands the picture back to me, and turns back to Warbush.
“Yo, Bush, you know my man here?”
Warbush looks at him puzzled.
Na-Na once again slides his sharpened umbrella point over my mustache.
“My man be strong, an’ shit.”
Warbush smiles knowingly.
“Be eatin’ pussy like a mo’fucka.”
They both break out laughing and slap palms.
“Yo, tell my man Bush how it feel, and shit.”
We start walking down the hall together. The three of us. Na-Na Johnson, Warbush, and me. How’s that for an unlikely scene? Heads swivel from the curious onlookers, as I regale Na-Na and Warbush with the cunnilingus tales I’ve memorized from the stolen Penthouse Forum articles. I have them totally intrigued. Laughing wildly at my fictitious adventures of being seduced by my babysitter, when I was 12 years old. I am wholeheartedly in the moment, ad-libbing, embellishing, weaving in ever more seamy details, as they become totally enraptured with my exploits.
“Oh shit- my man be bold!”
“Yo, Blood, this mo’fucka be fierce!”
This is followed by hoots of laughter, and palm slaps being exchanged.
What power! What a rush!
After like ten minutes of animated storytelling, we finally part our separate ways.
“Aiight, Cool,” says Warbush, as he shakes my hand with an intricate Black Power handshake. 
Cool?! Oh my God. I’ve never been referred to as cool before! Especially not by anyone like Guy Warbush. Holy shit!
“Later Strong” – bades Na-Na, as he takes off down the stairs.
What a victory! It is in that moment, that I first realize the full power of storytelling and humor.
CHAPTER 11

            I knew it was going to happen someday. It was inevitable. I have run out of black clothes. They’re all dirty. In the hamper. Not available. The alternatives are very bleak, although fortunately, I don’t have to resort back to picnic pants. But not much better. My choices are between brown corduroy flairs, and a pair of old ToughSkins. I chose the corduroys and a T-shirt.
As I trudge through the halls of school this morning, I feel deflated. Destroyed. Bereft of confidence. Without my black clothes, I am nothing. I have lost all my power. I’m sure people are laughing at me as I pass by. I want to crouch behind a radiator, so that nobody could see me. This can never happen again! It’s then that I truly realize I need a job. Just the word causes me to wince. To me, that implies prison-like conditions and sadistic wardens. But I can’t see any other way out. I mean, it’s not like I can borrow the money from anybody. I certainly couldn’t get any more than the dollar a week allowance I’m already receiving from my father. Especially not my father. He’s still out of work, and becoming consistently more anal. Being out of work is killing him. Killing his pride. And I’m starting to feel really guilty about not contributing anything. Plus, I cannot take the constant surveillance my father has imposed on us.
For instance, if you took a drink of water from the sink, and then forgetfully allowed the faucet to drip - that was it. He’d stand there and count the number of drips per hour, calculating what that would cost him on a daily, weekly, monthly, and then, finally, a yearly basis. With interest compounded daily.
“Listen - do you know how much that water bill is going to cost me this year, based on the number of drips per minute?! Do you?”
“No, Dad- I-uh-don’t.”
“One hundred and nineteen dollars and sixty-seven cents, my friend.”
What am I supposed to say to that?
“You think you have that kind of money? Heh?”
“No.”
“Your witness!”

I also come to the conclusion that the only way Esperanza is going to take me seriously, or more importantly, the only way I can rescue her from whatever trouble she’s in, is to have some cash in my pocket. Money equals power.
For the next week, I walk around Roselle every day after school searching for a job. I fill out applications at every place I can imagine - Dunkin’ Donuts, Carvels, Chicken Delight, Grant’s Variety Store - nothing. Everybody has an excuse. Too young, not enough experience (c’mon, I mean, how much freakin’ experience do you need to jerk ice cream into a cup?) I even have the nerve to try the A&P, even though I’m still stealing fruit from there on a regular basis. At Malin’s, Mrs. Pinchot is apparently afraid that I will threaten her job security. That I will make a career as a cashier there for the next forty-five years - so she’s been pretty shrewish. One thing for sure, though, I am not going to work at Burger King, or White Castle. No way, no how. Freaking pimple pits. Those places are like acne machines, man. They would ruin my life, and I'd have to wear one of those stupid hats, too. No, I am a man of principle.
 After a week of rejection and frustration though, I am ready to do the unthinkable. I really don’t want to go to Jack’s Barber Shop, to ask for a job. I mean, I’d been going there on Saturdays once a month with my father for like the last four years- and every time - he gives me the exact same Wild Root haircut! The same one he gives the corny Holden brothers.
“Look at that, Joey! You could be in the movie pictures, you could be the next Cary Grant,” he'd say, as he held up a mirror to the back of your head.
Lastly, he’d always give you a piece of Bazooka Gum and say – 
       “See ya in the funny papers.”
And he and my father would always laugh. What was that supposed to mean anyway? See ya in the funny papers? Why would anybody laugh at that?! Especially, after Jack had repeated it like sixty-seven times already? I’m sure neither of them think it’s really even funny. But it’s, like, they feel they have to laugh. Like they’re supposed to laugh. It’s a fake laugh, too, because they don’t know what else to do.
Embarrassing. And I would’ve had to go through it all over again, if Esperanza hadn’t saved me the last time. Desperation finally wins out though, so I resignedly trudge into the shop. They’re all there - The Barbershop Quartet. Jack, Mr. Coogan, Gustav and Mr. Krokowski. Drinking Maxwell House coffee, smoking Pall Malls, and listening to Perry Como on the radio. As they read The Daily News, they pontificate on world and local events, the outcome of their debates surely deciding the fate of the free world. Nobody notices me.
“Hey, Jack.” Finally, he looks up from the customer he’s working on, eyes me with a mixture of suspicion and disdain, and goes back to cutting. Silence.
 “You come for a haircut Joey?”
“Um… not really… I came to ask if you had a job, like, y’know- um- sweeping up hair or something?”
Jack shakes his head slowly and sadly, as he continues his work.
“Joey… you know I know your father a while now, right?”
 I nod.
“He’s always been a good customer, a good man, and I would always tell him what a fine, respectful young man you were and all, but now… (his voice trails off, as he shakes his head slowly again.)
Look at ya - you look like some kind of beatnik or something”.
I knew it. I knew it. He’s mad that I haven’t been up for a haircut in a while. I bet he remembers the exact date of my last haircut, too.
 What happened to you - with that crazy hair and scraggly mustache, and all? You look like that goddamned Mooglie the Jungle Boy, for the love of Pete, like the riff-raff that’s been coming into town, lately.”
“Riff-raff”, grumbles Mr. Coogan, from behind his newspaper. 
Jack points over to one of the 1950s- style haircut posters he has plastered all over the barbershop.
“Now, that’s a haircut.”
I grimace.
“Well, Joey, if you don’t like that style why don’t you at least try this new stuff I got in – Vitalis. It’s the latest craze.”
New stuff? Vitalis has been around for, like, at least ten years. What is he talking about?
“I tell ya, Joey, it’s what all the hep cats are using these days. You use this, the girls’ll be chasing you all over the place! You’ll be the cat’s meow, the cat’s pajamas!”
The cat’s pajamas? Was Jack trying to be cool, or something? He must notice the look of horror on my face, because his demeanor suddenly changes.
“Hey, Joey, how many girls you given the old salami to?!”
He totally catches me off guard.
“Wh-aa-t?”
“You know, how many girls you slipped the old Ambassador, huh? He makes a pumping motion with his fist.
This is ridiculous. What is Jack asking me these questions for? I feel the heat turn up in my face.
“Um- I don’t know-two... three…
“Two or three, huh?” Jack smirks.
“C'mon, Joey, I bet you haven’t even got a peek at the ole’ weezer yet, huh? C’mon, I’m right. Right?”
“No- no, I’ve been with - y’know- a couple- “
“Aw, Joey, you don’t gotta lie to me, how old are you now, what, fifteen?”
“Fifteen and a half.”
“Geez, when I was fifteen I had more homeruns than Hank Aaron, for godsakes.”
They all broke up, the old-timers. It was like a room full of laughs from one of those old Ronald Reagan films.
I just stand there - red and stupid. And boiling.
“Hey Joey, don’t worry, me and the fellas are only joshing ya. Listen, I got a deal for you… I’ll give you a job, say one or two hours after school every day, and I’ll pay you two dollars an hour. Two dollars an hour, Joey. That’s more than the minimum wage! But you gotta do one thing for me, one thing to live up to your end of the bargain, OK?"
Uh-Oh.
You gotta let me give you a nice haircut, the kind you used to get. Make your father proud. You use some of that Vitalis, gives you that smart, clean look.”
A disenchanted frown crosses my face.
“After all, Joey, you’re gonna be representing my business. I got to have someone that looks respectable, right? Deal?”
He puts out his hand to shake.
I want the job. Actually, I need the job. Esperanza. Black clothes. I do want to make my father proud, at least on some level. But it feels wrong. I mean, I love my hair. My new look. It’s opening all these doors for me. Shit, shit, shit… why does everything have to be so hard?
His hand is there right in my face.
“Um… no. I-I can’t do it, Jack.”
His face instantly alters from this victorious, almost condescending, expression, to one of complete puzzlement.
“Whataya mean, you can’t do it, Joey?”
“I-I just - can’t do that haircut thing, Jack, I- “
“I’m offering you a job here, Joey! Two dollars an hour. C’mon, don’t tell me you can’t use that?”
Now he’s really angry.
“Hey Harry, he yells over to Mr. Coogan. I’m offering Joey a job here for two dollars an hour, and he won’t take it because he doesn’t want to put a little Vitalis in his hair.”
Mr. Coogan looks up over his glasses, from his newspaper.
“Tsk,tsk,tsk…shameful, shameful.
“Let him go hungry for a couple of days, Jack, like we did when we were kids, you’ll see how fast he changes his tune. Yup.” Mr. Krokowski adds.
“Look, Joey, don’t be so damn selfish! I know your old man is having a tough time right now, being out of work and all.” Jack snaps.
How the hell does Jack know that? My father is completely paranoid about letting anybody know. He hardly even leaves the house, because he doesn’t want the neighbors to be suspicious.
“Geez, you’d think you would want to help the old man out, for crissakes. All I’m asking you to do is get a respectable haircut.”
Tension. Pressure. I feel like my stomach’s going to explode.
“Hey Joey, Gustav interrupts the interminable silence, I know you for a long time, right? I’ve fixed your bike I don’t know how many times, we’re buddies, right? My advice to you, Joey? Just take Jack’s offer.”
“C'mon Joey, this is a no-brainer here! Take the job already.” Jack continues to pressure me relentlessly.
I’m just standing there, paralyzed with sickening conflict. All the faces are staring up at me reproachfully, waiting for me to make the right decision. I want to cry and kill them, all at the same time. Jack keeps pumping his hand, waiting for me to shake. I start to raise it, ready to succumb.
“I-I can’t- I can’t- I’m sorry, Jack.”
I turn, run out the door and down Amsterdam Avenue as quickly as I can, sucking in the air in deep, heavy breaths. The air of freedom.
     All during dinner tonight, I am stewing about that scene at Jack’s Barbershop. I can’t even eat, and we’re having spaghetti and meatballs, my favourite, so I know I’m pissed off. I don’t want to talk, I just want to seethe. Those old fucks. Everybody always wants to have some kind of power over you. Somebody always wants to be the boss. You put two retards alone together in a room, one is going to want to be the boss. That’s just the way it is.
As I lay in bed that night, I’m still burning and twitching about the whole thing. Fuck this. I’m not even looking for another job anymore. I get up, and put on my pants and sweatshirt. I grab a bar of soap off the bathroom sink, and tip outside. It’s right around midnight, and stone quiet outside.
All the squares had gone to bed a long time ago. I head up to Jack’s with a purposeful stride, soap in hand, and when I get there, the rush of vengeance pours out like a hurricane.
“Fuck you, Jack! All you old fucks! Nobody owns me!!”
After about ten minutes, the window is tastefully decorated with a collection of nicely drawn swastikas and KKK insignias. That should confuse them, I laugh to myself. I feel cleansed as I stroll back down Third Avenue, content with my workmanship. The pleasant thoughts soon drift to the sinister though, as I meander past the rows of darkened houses. Why should I just soap up Jack’s window? That isn’t going to get me anywhere, if you really think about it. No, I still need to find a way to get money - and fast, too. As I turn down Clover Street, I decide to check the locks on a few houses, see if they might be open. The first few are locked, not that it really matters to me, of course, because I know I could break into any house, no matter what they do. Me and Skinny had been breaking into Donald Webb’s house for like a year now, in every conceivable way. Except this time, it isn’t about eating all the raisins out of the Raisin Bran. This is going to be the real deal. I just want to stay away from dogs. I don’t really like these people around here too much, anyway, and I pretty much know who has dogs. I prowl over to the Abernathy’s house, and walk around back - AHA! The door is open.
I feel oddly comfortable. Locked in. This is it - my new career has begun! Sorry, Abernathy’s, it’s nothing personal. I slip through the backdoor very quietly, but I can’t even see my hand in front of me. Shit, I should have brought a flashlight with me! That’s one of the prime tools of a cat burglar.
I try to let my eyes adjust, but it’s no use. I run my hand along the wall, trying to find a light switch, but somehow lose my balance. Tripping over the cat’s bowl of milk, or whatever it is, and sliding on the liquid, which has spilled all over the floor. As I reach out to break my fall, my hand hits the counter with a loud clap. Suddenly - the light switches on in a blinding flash! Holy shit! I’m busted! How could this be happening? I sit there, vulnerable on the floor, expecting to see Mr. Abernathy standing over me in his bathrobe, pointing a shotgun at my head. Or maybe even the cops. My life is completely over. One second passes…two…three…what the fuck?! Nobody is here! Oh my God! Nobody heard me! I don’t get it. Then a creeping realization. The Clapper. The freaking Clapper! That’s what it is. My hand slapping on the counter must have activated it! I giggle to myself nervously, my heart pounding like a sledgehammer. Phew. I quickly look around to see what I can take, before someone does wake up. Another deep, heavy breath. I tiptoe over to the living room, surveying the premises. Their TV is enormous- it’s like one of those monstrosities from the ‘50s! You can probably only get something, like, the Sid Caesar Show on that thing. Same with their record player, it’s piled up with stacks of albums, from Bing Crosby to Mitch Miller, and the speakers are about as big as me! It’s like their whole living room set had been furnished from the set of that ‘60s TV show, Land of the Giants, and I’m one of the little people. How can I possibly even move any of this stuff, much less carry it out of the house? Cursing quietly, I sneak over and rifle through their closet, going through the pockets of Mr. Abernathy’s suits and coats. Zilch. Distressed, I retrace my steps back to the kitchen, where I spy Mrs. Abernathy’s purse. Juicy Fruit wrappers, savings coupons for Pathmark, and, like, eighty-five cents in change. Shit.
Maybe I should go upstairs, and check the other rooms? I start to make my way up… nah, they got two kids, I   know that. I don’t want to scare them. Besides, somebody might wake up. Too risky. I have to get something out of this though, after all this trouble. Pissed off, I scan the kitchen. An electric eggbeater, an orange juice squeezer, an iron…Jesus. I should have brought a pillowcase with me or something, man. Next time, I need to make a better plan. I gather the stuff in my arms and head towards the door, when suddenly, I hear a noise upstairs. Shit! It is definitely footsteps. I gotta get outta here! Wait a minute, let me turn off this Clapper, I don’t want them to know anything. I have all this shit in my arms; I put the iron down on the counter. And I clap real soft, hoping they don’t hear me. It doesn’t go off. Footsteps coming down the stairs now - c’mon...
I clap again, harder this time. CLAP! Nothing. Son of a bitch! Now I clap really hard, stinging my palms, the footsteps are getting near. The light finally clicks off! I scurry madly out the backdoor, and frantically slash my way down the street, disappearing into the comforting blackness of night. As I turn the corner onto Third Avenue, I’m feeling a muted rush of adrenaline, fear, guilt, and disgust, all blinking in and out of my psyche. I look down at the night’s work in my hands - a fucking eggbeater and an orange juice squeezer. I risked my freakin’ life for this? I mean, how much is this stuff actually worth, anyway? At this rate, I’ll have to break into like three or four houses a night, to make any money. Jeez. And now, what am I going to do with this stuff?
 A screeching bark pierces my calculated thoughts, as I hop about half a foot in the air, nearly dropping my merchandise.
“What the hell?"
“Joe Montaperto - is that you?”
“Holy fuck! Parsnips - you scared the piss out of me!”
Timmy Parsons. The one person I do not want to see, walking his dog, Mr. Magoo. Great.
He’s this kid in my grade, who lives the next block over, on Gordon Street. He wears these crazy three-inch thick spectacles he’d had since, like, the third grade, that makes him look like a huge fly. His parents had just sent him to Roselle Catholic this year, so he wouldn’t get killed at the high school. For some reason, everybody called him Parsnips.
But the really strange-and annoying- thing about him, was that he could only ask questions. Seriously, he can literally only speak in questions. He has no ability to actually answer any questions. The thing is, it doesn’t really matter what answers you give him, because he doesn’t really care about the answers. He’ll just ask more questions. And they can be totally irrelevant to the last one. The other odd feature about him, is that he has absolutely no emotion.
“What are you doing over in this neck of the woods, Joey?”
“I live like four houses away, Parsnips.”
“Why do you have that eggbeater?”
“I’m-um-was going to see if I could-fix it- yeah! Then I decided to take a walk.
 He looks up at the night sky.
“Do you think we’ll see a meteor, or a shooting star tonight?”
Like I said, it would be an illogical line of questioning, in this monotone voice. It’s like talking to an even more boring, yet bizarre Sargent Joe Friday, from Dragnet.
“Um…I don’t know, Parsnips, is there supposed to be a meteor shower, or something going on?”
“Do you have a telescope?”
“No, Parsnips, no I don’t…”
“What did your parents get you for your birthday last time?”
“Umm…I think…oh yeah - an ABA basketball signed, by Julius Erving.”
Man, I want to get out of here.
“Do you think The Knicks will win this year?”
“I don’t know Parsnips, y’know, if De Buscherre´s knees hold up and Clyde doesn’t get injured again, it could happen.”
“Do you think I should get flea powder for Mr. Magoo?”
“I don’t know, is he scratching?” Now I’m asking questions.
“Why do you have that soap in your pocket?”
The bar of Ivory soap is peeking out of my pocket.
“I soaped up Jack the Barber’s windows. But don’t tell anybody.”
“Did you ever work as a dishwasher?”
“What?”
“Do you like washing dishes? You like soap, right?”
“I don’t know.”
“Did you ever hear of The Fox Hole?”
“Uh - oh yeah, yeah - isn’t that that crazy Mafia restaurant, over by Linden somewhere?”
“Would you ever work there as a dishwasher?”
I don’t know what the hell he’s talking about, as usual, but ... hmm… it starts to dawn on me slowly - if I am deciphering the elusive Parsnips’ Code correctly, it means he knows something. I remember hearing once that he had a cousin who worked as a dishwasher in a restaurant, but didn’t know if it was The Fox Hole…
“Parsnips, what do you know about that? Is there a job, or something there?”
But it’s too late. He’s already gazing at the sky again. There’s no way I’m going to get an answer from him now. But he has given me an idea- and my mind is racing with possibilities. About the Fox Hole. Maybe he has something there.
“Listen, Parsnips, I gotta get going- I- “
“Oh, Mr. Magoo - what did you do?”
I look down at my sneaker. The fucking dog has shit on my sneaker. He had done this once before, and Skinny   told me he had done it to Bobby Turski too, a couple of times. I’m sure Parsnips had trained his dog to shit on people’s shoes. I think I detect a slight smirk on his otherwise blank expression of a face. I’m beginning to think Parsnips may actually be much more diabolical than he looks. I curse him, and rush back to my house to clean my sneaker off with the hose, but Parsnips may have unwittingly   saved me from a life of crime. And spared Roselle untold mayhem.
CHAPTER 12

         The Fox Hole. Even the sound of it is intriguing. Scary. All the rest of the night I mull over the possibilities of maybe going there to look for a job. This place was a kind of a legend in Roselle, like The Jersey Devil. You’d hear all kinds of spooky stories about it over the years.
Supposedly, the guy that owned it was some kind of big Mafia don, sort of a belligerent madman, who'd actually crushed people’s skulls with his bare hands. Some of whom had even worked for him. His whole family ran the place, and they were allegedly just like him. They lived in Newark, in a section called the North Ward, which was infamous for gangland shootings and rubouts. Apparently, during the riots in the late 60s in downtown Newark, him and a bunch of other Mob type guys blockaded off The Ward from the rampaging black onslaught with their Cadillacs, and rifles, and just started dropping the rioters right there. No questions asked.
 The Fox Hole is another place that none of the kids I know have ever ventured. And with good reason. It’s all the way over by the border of Linden, the next town over, in a creepy, forbidden industrial zone, that’s mostly deserted after five o'clock.
     The next morning, I make up my mind that I’m going to set out for The Fox Hole after school. I have a vague sense of its whereabouts and check the Yellow Pages for the exact address. When three o’clock rolls around, I don’t want to be around anyone - I need to go into myself, be totally alone, like I did when I first took that bus ride to the PAL in Elizabeth. I walk down Chestnut Street to Young’s Chinese Kitchen, by myself an egg roll, and lock myself in the bathroom. Concentration. I gotta summon the guts to overcome the jitters. I need silence.
After five minutes, Mrs. Young starts banging on the door.
“Hello! Hello! Why you stay in bathroom so long? You no make dirty in there! You no throw up, ok? Hello! Hello!”
I soon realize there will be no refuge in this bathroom. I finish my egg roll, wipe the grease off my lips with the toilet paper, and move out. I’m ready to begin my latest odyssey. With great determination, I march down Chestnut Street, make a right onto Fifth Avenue, past the familiar sights of St. Joseph’s Church, and the Knights of Columbus building, and up four more blocks till I reach Poplar Street. Re-energizing my focus, I head the three blocks towards the boundary of boundaries, St. Georges Avenue. The dividing line between Roselle and Linden. Almost immediately you can sense a distinct change in landscape, in feeling. Foreboding and grey. The goosebumps rise on my arms, and that energizing rush starts to kick in again. I’m really starting to dig that sensation now, in a weird sort of way. Soon, I come upon the Romerowski Brothers factory, where about six or seven years ago they had had this horrifying fire, and the workers there, mostly immigrants, were jumping out the window because there were no fire exits. Until like twenty-one of them had perished. But here it is, still going. A gloomy testament to desperation - and they still probably have no fire exits. A group of frumpy looking women in kerchiefs, are gathered around a silver lunch truck parked outside the windowless factory, conversing loudly in Polish or Russian, or whatever. Eating these greasy kielbasa sausages. It’s weird for me to actually see a place, of which I had only read about in the newspaper.
After that, it’s just block after nasty block of check-cashing places, boarded up warehouses, bail-bond storefronts, White Castles, and more fast-food chicken restaurants than I had ever seen in my life. Either a Kentucky Fried Chicken, or a Popeye’s on every block. You could literally smell the accumulated grease for blocks.
At one point, I think I’ve been propelled into a parallel universe. Because on one block, there appears a Harrison’s World of Liquors, Willie’s Barbershop, and Thompson Hardware, all lined up in the exact same sequence as their counterparts - Coogan’s Liquor’s, Jack’s Barbershop, and Gustav’s Hardware, on Amsterdam Avenue! What an eerie replica. In front of Willie’s, sit three old black guys with those old time racing track kind of hats, perched on milk crates, slurping down pint cans of Olde English 800, debating each other animatedly in gravely, raspy voices. As I pass by, the conversation abruptly stops, and they all stare at me.
“Hmm… you know that - that mo’fucker don’t be livin’ round here - hmm.”
They all break up hysterically, then go back to their debate. What is it about barbershops and me?
 I square my shoulders, pretending I don’t hear them, and stride onwards. A couple blocks more and it becomes slightly more residential, a couple of rather ramshackle houses scattered here and there. Finally - there it is. The fabled Fox Hole. Actually, it’s nothing like I imagine it would be, not at all grandiose. In fact, it’s kind of ordinary looking.
The one singular thing that really distinguishes it, are the three flags flying in front of it. An American flag, an Italian flag, and a black MIA flag. And a statue of the Virgin Mary, enclosed in a glass case. I find it amazing that nobody in this area had broken it a long time ago. Well, I’m here. Forty-five minutes into the unknown I have journeyed. I made it. I open the door, and walk into a dark hall with a maroon velvet carpet. And all these pictures of a guy in a sergeant’s uniform, standing with Dwight D. Eisenhower, or General Patton, or whoever it was. Being presented with these medals. To the left of the pictures, is a big plaque that reads – America, Love It or Leave It.
    It’s dark and there’s nobody around, so I yell out hello a couple of times, but no one answers. I wait a couple of minutes and knock on the door… once… twice…still nothing. I feel the anger and frustration building up in me. I’m just about to turn around and leave, when this rough-looking character answers the door.
He’s got a deep scar running down his nose to the middle of his cheek, like somebody had once torn his nose off, or something. Even more startling, he has a huge butcher knife in his hand, and his white kitchen shirt is splattered with fresh blood. Yet, his thick black hair…that’s perfectly coiffed, in a pompadour-type style. He appears to be in his mid-twenties. I immediately jump back.
“Yeah? Whaddya want?” He demands in a thick Newark-Italian accent.
“Hey, how ya doin’?” I throw out my chest, and try to make my own Brooklyn accent as pronounced as possible. I put out my hand to shake, but he just looks me over disdainfully, a cigarette dangling from his lips.
“Whatddya want?”
 “I- um- yeah- I’m looking for a job.”
“Yeah? Who sent you? Louie?”
“No- nobody- I just came over myself.”
“Yeah? (looking me over) What kind of work you lookin’ fuh? We don’t need no waituhs.”
“No- no- no- I’m looking for- you know- maybe- dishwasher?”
“Dishwashuh, huh? You got any experience?”
“Um- well- I- uh wash dishes at my house a lot.”
“Hey, don’t be a freakin’ wise-ass, OK? (He lights up his cigarette) I’m gonna see if my father’s around. Stay right here. Don’t move.”
With that, he slams the door. I wait for about five minutes, debating whether to escape with my life right now, when he reappears.
“Awright- c'mon- follow me.”
I gasp as we enter the restaurant. It is a shrine to Frank Sinatra. There are literally hundreds of pictures of him! And they are all autographed with inscriptions like-
“To Tommy - knock ‘em dead." Frankie   
And his song, My Way, is playing on the juke box.
As I gawk at all the pictures, Guido leads me to a booth. Sitting there - is maybe the scariest older guy I have ever seen. He has a gigantic upper body. Huge shoulders, big neck and head, but a really skinny bottom part, with baggy pants. He sits there eating a meal of veal Parmesan and Italian bread, drinking a Campari and soda. He doesn’t say a single word, and doesn’t look at me. It’s dark.
“Don’t say anything ‘til he talks to ya,” says Guido.
I nod. 
After he finishes another forkful of veal Parmesan – he grunts in a deep, rocky voice.
“Siddown.”
I sit immediately.
“What’s yuh name?” He still doesn’t look at me.
“Joey- Joe.”
“Joey what?”
“Joey Montaperto-“
“Montaperto- (he uses the Italian pronunciation) good… I thought you was a spic for a minute. You wanna job?
“Yeah, I- “
“Tommy Boy! (He yells), we need another dishwashuh?”
Tommy Boy comes back to the booth.
“Yeah, Pop, yeah. That other douche-bag walked out on us yesterday. I almost fuckin' broke his neck.”
Long silence.
“You like Frank Sinatra?”
“Um-yeah - yeah (I vigorously nod), my father listens to him all the time. He’s got every one of his albums.”
“What’s ya favorite song?”
I frantically search my memory. I mean, I didn’t really listen to Frank Sinatra! I’ve heard it all my life- but it isn’t my music. Finally, I blurt out,         Summer Wind! 
I hope I made the right choice. He finally looks up at me, and for a long time.
“Summer Wind, huh? Awright, sing the first couple of lines fuh me.”
I look at him for a minute- and then smile. He’s joking, right? I mean, he can’t be serious. Finally, Tommy Boy nudges me with his elbow.
“Sing.” He threatens.
I go back in my memory. I’d heard that song probably, like, 1000 times, but I can’t remember any of it now. Finally, I know I just got to wing it.

“The Summer Wind came blowing in
 From across the sea
It lingered there to touch your hair
      And come walk with me
  (I look at him to see if that’s good enough, but he waves at me to keep going.)
All summer long, we sang a song,
And then strode that golden sand
(Now, I’m getting into it. I start snapping my fingers)
Two sweethearts and the summer wind
Like painted kites, those days and nights
 Went flying by-
The world was new underneath the blue umbrella sky –“

“Awright! You come in tomorrow, after school. You get paid cash every week. Tommy Boy’ll show you around. I got only two rules- show up on time, and don’t steal from me. You steal from me - I’ll cut yuh fuckin’ balls off, and eat ‘em fuh dinner.”
“Capece?"
“Yeah,” echoed Tommy Boy.
When Tommy Boy and his brothers finally finish showing me around the kitchen, I ask him if I can use the bathroom.
“It’s downstairs,” he mumbles, in between long drags of his Marlboro. Then he looks at me with this weird look. I knew there was something crazy about his eyes, and now I realize what it is. They look like a dog’s eyes! They’re ice blue, like an Alaskan Huskies, and he has olive skin. It’s bizarre. It’s the kind of look, like, when a dog eyes you quizzically, but if you go near him, you don’t know if he’s going to bite your face off - or lick you.
“Hey, don’t be late tomorrow,” he grunts threateningly.
As I make my way downstairs to the bathroom, I can feel that pressure in my shoulders and neck that I needed to put on my best hard guy act. Now I want to let it out. The rush makes me feel like a ball in a pinball machine. I want to ricochet off the walls too. I want to light up the fuckin’ room. Ding! Ding! Ding! Free game!
When I get to the bathroom, I look under the stalls, to make sure nobody’s in there.
“Yeah! Holy shit! Yeah! Motherfucker! Motherfucker! You did it! Son of a bitch!” I get down on that cold white tile floor, and run off thirty push-ups, just like that. I get up all flushed and red, and the memories, the trapped, constricted feeling of oppression flush over me. Of not having any money to do anything, having to listen to my father’s badgering, and Jack the Barber’s nonsense. Everybody trying to impose their shit on me- it all comes flooding back, as I look at myself in the full-length mirror. Spontaneously, almost unconsciously, I morph into my boxing stance, and start shuffling.
“Overhand left-ooh- jab, jab, jab with the right- to the body- to the body-
You can’t hurt me- you can’t hurt me- straight left to the head- again- again- oh- he scores heavy! Ok, shuffle! Dance-dance-that’s right- float like a butterfly, sting like a bee! Right uppercut- left hook to the jaw- ugh- ugh- ugh! Vicious combination to the body! Oooh- he’s hurt, he’s hurt, he staggering- he’s going down! 10-9-8-7-6- he’s out- KO! Ho! Ho!”
I fall to my knees, my arms raised in victory. The Champion! Yes! I blow kisses to the crowd. The roar is deafening, as they chant my name. I pull out my pick from my back pocket, and it instantly becomes a microphone. Now, I am being interviewed by Howard Cosell.
“When did you know you had him, Champ?” I ask in my best Howard Cosell style impersonation.
“I knew - I knew - I had him in the tenth, Howard (I gasp between panting breaths, exhausted from the vicious bout) he had nothing left, he…”
All of a sudden Salvatore, one of the other brothers, walks through the door, looking at me like I’m a fuckin’ lunatic.
“Um… hey, Salvatore! What’s up? Just-just- combing my hair.”
I put the pick back in my pocket, and rush out of there, the glory of victory temporarily aborted.
When I walk outside, I’m strutting now, strutting like Rooster, the pimp from (the TV show) Baretta. This neighborhood, which only forty-five minutes before, had seemed so fucking foreboding, now I actually find it quite charming, almost quaint.
I breathe in the greasy air from the various Kentucky Fried Chicken and White Castles, intermingling with the fumes spewing from the Romerowski Brothers factory smoke stacks. Breathe it in deep, and now it’s kind of pleasant. Even refreshing. I just break out loud into Summer Wind, snapping my fingers, as I bop through the streets.
I pass by the three old black guys sitting on milk crates in front of Willie’s Barbershop, still in the exact same position as before, arguing loudly about which one of them had had sex with Josephine Baker in France, during WWII. All of a sudden, they stop in mid-sentence, when they see me coming by.
“What? What that crazy-ass fool be singin'?”
Sound like that got-damn Frank Sinatra shit! You know he jacked that shit from Duke!”
As I pass by them I smile, tip an imaginary cap, and say, “Top a’ the mornin’ to ya,” in my best Irish brogue.
They all look at each other, eyes wide open and pissed off.
“Hey! Hey! You- you- wanna get somebody kilt wit' that shit! Half-stepping fool!”
“Wiggling’ an’ jiggling like he done lost his got-damn mind!”
But nothing could faze me now. It’s like I’m walking through Disneyland.
As I come close to the end of my long, victorious journey, and getting near my house, I see my cousin, Skinny, come across the street walking their German Sheppard, Heidi, in front of his house. He has his baseball glove on, and is tossing a baseball in the air repeatedly. I can’t wait to tell him my whole story. I’m so overwhelmed with excitement that I run to catch up to him.
“Skinny! Skinny! Holy shit, man, you’re never going to believe what happened today! I got a job, man.”
Whap! Whap! He pounds the baseball loudly into his glove.
“At the Fox Hole! You know, that Mafia restaurant on the other side of town!”
Whap! Whap! Whap!
You should see this place man- the guy that owns it - has all these Frank Sinatra pictures all over the place and -
Whap! Whap! Whap!
My eyes keep watching the ball pound into his glove, and it’s so loud and annoying, I can’t even hear myself talk.
“Do you gotta do that, man?!” I finally yell, irritated.
“What?”
“With the baseball! I’m trying to tell you something.”
Whap! Whap! He starts looking towards Floral Street. Finally, I grab the ball out of his glove.
“Hey, gimme the ball!” he retorts.
He keeps lunging for it, as I hold it away from him.
“C’mon, man - I’m telling you about -"
“Oh my God! he yells - what happened?!"
He points to the street. I turn around quickly to look, and he grabs the ball from my hand.
“Dickweed!” We got a game around the corner with Turski and them! They’re waiting for me!"
"Yeah, but I’m trying to tell you-"
“Good, I’m glad you got it- tell me after the game!”
With that, he turns, walks up the front steps with Heidi, and shuts the door. I look down, and pick up a baseball card he must have dropped. Sparky Lyle. The door slam shut.
A stinging pain rushes through my heart so quickly and sharply, that I almost fall down. Like a line drive to heart.
I don’t exactly know why, but this job at the Fox Hole, is going to change everything, somehow. I don’t even know if I want it to happen, but I feel, suddenly, like a part of my life is over. Skinny and me had been inseparable for years, we shared everything - everything. But for the last couple of months, there’s been a gradual distance between us. All these visions and memories of me, Skinny and Ricky watching Creature Features, and eating Cocoa Puffs on Saturday morning. Endless baseball games on Floral Street. The clubhouse. Breaking into Daniel’s house. All these things flash through my mind. My emotions do an abrupt 180. Man, it is painful. I feel tears involuntarily forming in the corners of my eyes, even though I try to hold them back. I put the Sparky Lyle card in my pocket, and walk across the street to my house.
CHAPTER 13

          That next morning in school, I’m wandering down the hallways, all pumped up. I’m ten minutes late for Mr. Knapp’s English class, but I couldn’t care less. I’m giddy, my heart’s crammed with visions of Esperanza, and how I’m going to go up to the beauty salon, right after I get my first paycheck, or cash, or whatever, from The Fox Hole. I’m gonna buy some new black clothes, bring Esperanza my picture I drew of her, and I’m just going to impress the hell out of her. Man, I feel like literally anything is possible now! I am so ready! I’m   just walking around like this, totally wrapped up in my ambitions and fantasies, when all of a sudden a hard slap on my shoulder that almost bowls me over, blows me out of my daze.
My first impulse is to swing, but immediately, I hear a voice behind my ear.
“Yo, Strong!”
”Hey, Na-Na, man, what’s up?” 
I totally play off the pain, even though my shoulder is throbbing like hell.
“Yo Strong, come wit’ me, man,” he says slowly, still wearing that same menacing scowl, and his sharpened umbrella. He looks straight ahead, makes no eye contact, and keeps his hand clamped tightly on my shoulder, as he steers me down the hallway The deranged look on his face offers me no clue as to if this is a friendly gesture, or if he wants to mutilate me. We continue down the hall. Now, a single stomach-tightening thought explodes into my head.
Oh shit! Maybe…what if – what if - he found out somehow, that all my stories about going down on my babysitter when I was 12, and the ménage a tois, and all the other sordid sex stories…what if he found out they were all bullshit?! That my mustache had nothing to do with being strong?! Busted!
Oh my God! He knew I had made a fool out of him, and in front of Warbush, too! I’m sure he had murdered other people for far less. Frantically, I go through thousands of excuses and scenarios I might use, to extricate myself from this horror. I feel the sweat pouring down my forehead and chest. The halls are empty as we walk down them. We descend a flight of stairs, past Mr. Delroy’s print shop class, further down past Mr. Barche’s wood shop class, all the way till we arrive downstairs to the basement. Somehow, I have to get myself together; I can’t let him see me sweating and scared, even though I feel my legs start to buckle.
“Whassup, Na-Na - where we going?”
"Nothing, man,"
Past the janitor’s room, past even the boiler room - where nobody ever goes. The florescent lights flicker on and off, generating a constant eerie humming sound. It’s like some dank, evil laboratory. He turns me left into the darkest and most silent side of the basement, and we stop in front of a locker. His locker. How the hell does he get a locker down here? What did he do - strangle one of the janitors for it? He looks around for a minute or so, sniffing and rubbing his nose with his sleeve. Then his eyes focus on me. He looks me over real hard. My mind goes blank; I’m way past being able to think. It’s just overload. He opens his locker up, and reaching deep inside it, pulls out a manila envelope. I’m done. I’m sure it’s a gun, and he’s going to execute me right here, without even saying anything. Somehow, I kind of just let go. Just kind of leave my body, and resign myself to a brutal death. But as he unfolds it, I see there is no way it could be a gun, it isn’t bulky enough. Maybe it’s drugs? Maybe he wants me to run drugs? He very carefully unfolds it the rest of the way, and looks at me again. But this time it is different. There is a certain softening in his eyes, a bizarre mixture of a kind of vulnerability, anger, and suspicion. He hesitates a second, then he takes some papers out of the envelope, slowly handing them to me.
They’re drawings! Really intricate drawings - done in black and red ink. Things aren’t connecting in my mind yet. I’m somewhere between being numb, and throbbing. Why is he showing me these drawings? What the fuck is going on? Wasn’t he going to murder me, for lying to him? It takes like half a minute to realize that no - he isn’t going to kill me. An unbelievable wave of relief washes over me as I look at these drawings, and do another complete emotional turn around. I become hooked in, fascinated, totally into them. Amazing drawings. The first one shows a black woman and man in a dilapidated bedroom, both half-naked, on a broken down bed. The guy is rangy and muscular, and has his hand raised like he had just hit her, or is about to hit her. The woman cringing, her arm in front of her face in self- defense, blood running from her mouth. There’s a little boy at the doorway, standing there in a raggedy T-shirt and pants, which are way too big for him. Tears running down his cheeks. He holds a sharp piece of wood in his hand. But it’s the expressions on the faces of the people that are so life-like, so heart breaking. Full of expression. The rage and fear - but beautiful in its sheer savagery. Almost like it’s in 3D. Whoever had done this had totally captured it! Nailed the souls of these people, even though the style - the technique - is pretty rough.
Another one shows an older black woman, maybe a grandmother, big and chunky, with grey hair, on her knees on the street, rocking a dying teenager, his shirt covered with blood. She was screaming and crying, as two white policemen stand in the foreground, one with a drawn gun. The anguish on the grandmother’s face…man, it is so real. You could actually feel it. It goes on like this, drawing after drawing, street scenes, cops, pimps, and prostitutes. All so starkly brutal, yet so intricate, and detailed in their vividness. Then it hits me. He had drawn these! Holy shit! This guy - this maniac - is a freaking artist! This seems so impossible, but it’s right there in front of me. I’m stunned. I don’t know what to say to him.
"Na-Na…these are- fucking- great man - I –"
He doesn’t look at me, as I hand him back the drawings. I believe I see a sense of pride though. Seriousness, as he carefully and meticulously folds them back in the envelope.
“I’m…serious…man…I stammer. They’re – they’re - just fuckin’ unbelievable! What are you gonna do with them, man? I… mean - are you going to show them to…uh - Mr. Silverstein, or something?”
The anger and fierceness returns to his face with a lightening fury.  
"Naaah…that punk ass mo’fucka! He ain’t shit! Mo’fucka think he French, or some shit! Fancy ass bitch!”
CHAPTER 14

        I had already decided I am going to see Esperanza today. No doubt. I’m going to bring my portrait of her, too, make a present of it to her. But maybe even equally as important, I am finally going to the mythical Three Guys clothing store in Elizabeth. The ultimate place for the baddest, collection of ‘rags’ on the planet. At least according to what I can ascertain in snippets of the black kid’s conversations. I knew enough that if you don’t shop there for your clothes, you were ‘raggedy,’ man! You were corny. You gotta to be ‘clean,’ or you would be severely snapped on. I knew this place was somewhere around Broad Street, probably not too far from the PAL and Esperanza’s beauty shop.             So I’m ready for the g-h-e-t-t-o. In fact, I’m really starting to dig the buzz that I’m receiving from journeying to these exotic locales. I had just completed my first adventure-filled week of work as a dishwasher at The Fox Hole, and the resulting wad of cash that is my reward, is bulging proudly in my pocket. It’s amazing how closely manhood and money are tied together, I muse. It inspires me to dreams of lofty possibilities.
I bop purposefully down Broad Street, moving in the direction of where I believe Three Guys to be, all the while, visions of SuperFly, and pink and purple suited pimps wearing large Fedoras with plumes, roaming through my mind. I wonder if I would have to dodge machine gun fire to get into the store.
When I eventually do arrive at my destination, my anticipation takes a steep nosedive. Instead of stepping over dead bodies, and being accosted by ferocious drug dealers, the entrance to Three Guys turns out to be a shoddy, little brick face storefront! Tucked inside downstairs from Papa Bo’s Soul Food restaurant. I turn up my collar, and make my way down the rusty stairway, gliding into the small, cramped store, as yet another shock greets me. The atmosphere. What an atmosphere! It is downright mellow- even peaceful. Immediately, my shoulders involuntarily relax. Subdued, multi-colored lighting. A quixotic, sweet and sour type aroma permeates the air, reminding me of the ritual at High Mass, when a procession moved solemnly down the aisle. The Monsignor reciting prayers in some deep undecipherable Latin tongue, while swinging these golden decanters spewing a scented vapor. That’s what this smell reminds me of.
The soft, yet catchy music purring from the stereo, a music that is foreign to my ears, inspires a kind of calming hypnosis. All horns and clarinets it seems, as I subconsciously tap my feet to it. Ancient photos and posters, maybe from like the 40s or 50s of black musicians blowing horns, adorn the wall. Others appear to be African musicians in their native dress, beating different types of drums. The name, Baba Olatunji, is written on a number of them.
In the back of the store, I see three dudes standing together, two of them bopping their heads skywards and snapping their fingers softly, as the other plays a clarinet, or some type of horn. It seems like they’re floating along in some kind of mellow musical bliss. More so as the horn player hits certain notes, until gradually coming out of it, when he finishes playing.
"Sweet, my brother, sweet".
"My man, you play a truly tight horn. Nice."
 It seems really magical, the state they’re in. Finally, one of them notices me standing there, and they all stare at me for a few seconds. The youngest one of the group approaches me. A dude with a big Afro, and small, rectangular tinted glasses perched on his nose. He wears a long multi-color type of shirt that I later learn is called a ‘dashiki’, which was traditional African dress. To my surprise, he smiles warmly, extending his hand to shake.
"My brother, welcome to Three Guys. How can I be of service to you today?”
I try to emulate his relaxed cool.
"What's up? Yeah, man, I'm looking to maybe buy me a pair of, like, some happenin' Swedish knits…and a silk screen shirt too, man."
I feel a little awkward using the slang, but I push myself through it. He smiles again and turns, as he waves his hand to follow him.
"Come my brother, let me hip you to a world of happenin.” 
We walk to racks bursting with pants of dazzling colors, and as I browse through them for a few minutes, the feel good mood abruptly ceases. Thirty-five dollars! It seems they’re all thirty-five dollars and up! I can’t afford these! This is way more than I thought they would be! What am I gonna do now? I have to see Esperanza today, and I need to look good. Oh shit! The stirring in the bottom of my stomach returns with a vengeance.
The dude introduces himself as Bakir, and must have seen the panic on my face, because he puts his hand on my shoulder to reassure me.
“My brother, I have something here that will harmonize perfectly with your skin tone.” 
He pulls out a pair of gold Swedish knits from a rack further down, and a darker gold silk screen shirt, from a rack across from there. He is right - they are bad, they are cool. I strain to see the price tag, my heart beating away. Pants - thirteen dollars. Shirt - $10. Phew! I can deal.
“That all right, my man?” asks Bakir.
I nod with a smile.
      Swedish knits were the happenin’ style for the black kids. If you aren’t wearing them, you ain’t gonna get no play from the g’s. They (Swedish knits) are these shiny polyester bell bottoms, with white stitching down either side of the seam, while the inseam opens into flaps with a darker shade of the same color. Silk screen shirts are also polyester, with wide collars and flamboyant designs on them. These are definitely hip.
As I stand on the platform in front of the full-length mirror while he’s measuring my pants to be hemmed, the guy who had been playing the horn before, ambles over. Bakir asks me my name and introduces me to “The Professor”. They called him Professor, because as Bakir explains, “he has much knowledge. About jazz, about music, philosophy, religion, fashion, and especially-women”. The Professor chuckles, and lets out a slight laugh. He’s older, with some grey speckled in his beard, and wears this small - what I guess is an African hat. Kind of like a pillbox. He sports a long, white sort of Indian shirt, and exhibits gentle eyes, with an easy smile. He looks almost Chinese to me. Like a black Chinese guy. I had never met black guys who dressed, talked, or acted like this before. They seemed so different. Exotic in some kind of mystical way - I am thoroughly intrigued.
I feel easy with these guys, I’m curious, and instinctively, feel like I could talk to them. I hesitate, but then ask them about the music. I tell them it’s different from anything I’ve ever heard. I don’t know anything about it, but I’m digging it, man. Bakir’s eyes light up. He is totally and immediately impassioned, as he speaks about jazz.
“My brother, jazz is life. It is like the heartbeat of the soul; you can just feel it.”
He excuses himself for a minute as he finishes the measurements, and brings the pants in the back room for the tailor to hem them. When he returns, he carries with him a large book. The History of Jazz.
“My brother, Joe, let me lay some knowledge on you about the music of my people.”
He opens up the book, and starts explaining to me the roots of jazz, as he turns the pages crammed with pictures of some of the legends of the art. Joe ‘King’ Oliver, Louie Armstrong, Jellyroll Morton, Billie Holiday, Dizzy Gillespie, John Coltrane…the list goes on and on. After about ten minutes, The Professor comes over, and in his calm and even tone, further “schools me” about the artists and their music, as Bakir defers to him. He eloquently speaks of their struggles and hardships, of being black musicians in the white man’s world in the earlier part of this century. It is fascinating. The colorful characters and slang just totally floors me. It goes on for about half an hour or so, until my pants are ready. I had no idea what black people had done in the history of this country. There were black heroes that we had never heard or read about in history books, except for maybe Crispus Attucks, or George Washington Carver, who had done something or other with peanuts. I ask The Professor why none of these people were ever mentioned in our history books. He just shakes his head sadly and laments.
“They don’t want you to know, youngblood. The Man wants to keep that knowledge from you.”
I nod my head knowingly, even though now I’m not exactly sure who ‘The Man’ is. I had always thought that ‘The Man,’ was only the cops. But, as the conversation rolls on, it becomes quite apparent that he’s more. Much more. Perhaps even an evil conglomerate. A powerful organization, even more treacherous than the Mafia. One thing’s also for sure, without them coming right out and saying it, it’s obvious that ‘The Man,’ is always white. I’m absorbing this information like a Bounty paper towel, actually becoming dismayed when the tailor finishes up with my pants. I want this seminar to go on forever.
I tell Bakir that I want to wear the new threads now, because I’m going to see the most beautiful girl in the world.
They respond with a laughing nod, which I don’t know if they’re mocking me, like “yeah, right’, or, if it’s one of those “Oh yeah, I remember that,” boys club kind of laughs.
I feel I need to prove myself.
“No, I’m serious! She really is unbelievably beautiful.”
With that, I carefully pull out my drawing of Esperanza from the envelope I’ve been carrying with me.
“This is her.”
There is silence for a moment as they both look it over.
“You drew this?” They ask in unison.
“Yeah.” 
I’m not so cocky right now; I don’t know what they think of it.
“You have a gift, youngblood,” replies the Professor, as he continues to study it.
“This drawing shows much sensitivity, my man,” adds Bakir.
Now, I’m beaming with pride. These were men of wisdom. They knew art. They knew about this stuff. If they were commending me, I truly was an artist. As I strut into the changing room to don my new clothes, my heart fills with self-congratulations, and silent boasts. When I return to the floor, and step in front of the full-length mirror - I can’t stop staring at my image. Damn, I look happening! The gold does, indeed, blend with my skin tone, and brings out my features, just as Bakir had predicted. The first clothes I’ve ever bought for myself - and they’re perfect.
They both chuckle at my blatant vanity. Bakir thumps his heart lightly twice with his fist, as The Professor ducks into the backroom.
“Listen to your heart, my brother, let your heart speak to her,” he smiles, and winks.
The Professor returns from the back, with a book in his hand. The Prophet, by Kahil Gibran.
“I see that you’re a seeker, youngblood. He was an artist, too, and a poet, he says, pointing to the book cover. This is something to start you on your path.”
He hands me the book, kind of salutes me, and we shake hands in that Black Power way that I had recently learned. Then I’m off to get Esperanza.
I stride down the blocks, checking my look in every shop and car window I pass, like I’m a Greek god, or something. Like I’m Zeus. Just before I arrive at the beauty salon, I slip the gold earring on again, digging the way it shines against my gold ensemble. Yeah, I am bad. There she is, her butt facing me again. Wearing tight white pants, a snug pink top, and those amazing stiletto heels. Daamn! How could anyone look that good?! I almost spontaneously burst into tears, that’s how incredibly beautiful she is. My only focus at this moment, is exactly what’s going on there in the Tijeras de Oro. Nothing else matters. Not even air. Not even breathing, which I have to remind myself to do now. I also have to remind myself again, that everything I’ve done in the last few weeks was to get close to her. Snapping out of my lovesick trance, I manage to step into the shop. I’m immediately blown away by the contrast in energy and style, between here and Three Guys. It’s as if I’m stepping into a glam rock concert, with all the flashing lights, riotously loud music, and high-pitched gossip. I stealthily take a seat behind where Esperanza’s cutting hair, and am almost immediately recognized by Lydia, the beautician next to Esperanza.
“Esperaaaanza (she draws out her name teasingly), su Romeo está aquí, mami!”
         Instantly, it’s like the place goes wild with whistles. Esperanza looks up – surprised - and I am greatly relieved to see that dead look is gone. She is back to her old self, thank God. She turns to me, grins, shakes her head, and goes back to cutting. The razzing continues.
“Por cuando es la boda, mami?”
“Dime la fecha? Necesito vestido nuevo!”
It goes on like this for a while, as Esperanza laughs.
“Callanse- putas!” she retorts.
The kissing sounds grew louder.
A permanent smile spreads over my face. Even though I don’t know exactly what they’re saying, I got a pretty good idea of what’s going on.
Esperanza looks very amused.
“Hi papi, how you doing?”
 I love her voice, her intonations. I love everything about her.
“H-hi, Esperanza.”
“You look cute today, that’s a cute outfit. You look nice in gold, baby.”
“Thanks.” I clear my throat.
“You didn’t forget me yet, heh papi?”
“No…I…was…I got something for you, Esperanza.”
“What? Another gift, papi? Oh Dios mio! Ok, just wait till I finish up with my customer here, and I’ll take a cigarette break, ok?” 
I nod hopefully.
“Don’t worry, I promise I’ll talk to you this time.” She laughs.
“Speak with your heart, my brother, speak with your heart.” Bakir's words of advice reverberate through my head. God, I hope she likes my drawing. Keep cool. Keep positive.
In a few minutes, she’s done with her customer, and is grabbing her pocketbook from the counter.
“C’mon, baby, let’s go out on our cigarette…break.”
Again the room echoes with good-matured teasing.
“Oooh, buena suerte, Esperanza - cuidado!”
Esperanza laughs as she flips them the finger and sticks out her tongue, and we waltz out that door. Once we reach the alley on the side of the shop, she grabs a pack of Virginia Slims from her pocketbook, and expertly lights up the cigarette in one graceful motion.
Jeez- she even smokes sexy.
She points the pack at me and gestures.
“Um…no…I…I-uh-don’t smoke… Virginia Slims”
She smiles knowingly.
“Yeah, they be like girly cigarettes, right?” She makes a kind of mocking face.
I smile.
“O.k., ok, you busted me! I don’t smoke - at all.”
“You’re smart! They so bad for you. Mi tia, I mean, my Aunt Ruthie - she got throat cancer from that shit…she died.”
“How come you still smoke, then?”
“Honey, I do a lot of things I shouldn’t be doing.”
She winked. My knees almost buckle.
I can’t help but just fawn at her. Now I could finally understand why girls scream and cry when they see a big rock star at a concert. Especially like when girls would swoon and faint at the sight of The Beatles. Crazy. I remember John Lennon once said that The Beatles were bigger than Jesus Christ. That is what I feel about her.
She is bigger than Jesus Christ! But I mean, I can’t just scream or faint. That would be way too queer.
“Daammn, papi (she laughs) don’t just stand there and stare at me and shit!” she reaches out and touches my hand.
“What did you want to tell me?”
“Um...uh…I stammer.
 I couldn’t get my tongue to work. C’mon asshole, say something. This is your last chance. She’s waiting. I look at my envelope, and quickly hand it to her.
“What’s this?”
“It’s for you.”
“Oh, I love presents.”
She opens it and takes the drawing out. I ravenously scour her face for any reaction, while simultaneously praying to St. Peter and Saint Francis. She scans and scans it. C’mon, say something! Anything.
“Oh, papi! You drew this!?”
I nod hesitantly.
Oh, Dios mio- it is so beautiful! I can’t believe it. Oh, my God - I didn’t know you was an artist!
She comes over and kisses me right on the lips, and she lingers there for a brief moment!
“You be so sweet! How did you do this without no picture of me? You don’t got no pictures of me, right?”
“Um- no! I- I just kept picturing you in my mind… and I- just drew it.”
“Oh, you be so cute. This is the   bestest present anybody ever gave to me. I gotta show this to the girls- c’mon.”
She grabs me by the arm and rushes me through the door. She excitedly goes up to Lydia.
“Lydia- mira - look at what my little honey made for me! Ain’t that so beautiful?!”
“Oh, Dios mio! Oooh - el es tan dulce.” she gushes.
In a second, all the other ladies, and even their customers, are crowding around the drawing, and the cackling in Spanish reaches a crazy crescendo. It must go on for, like, five minutes. One of the ladies turns and points at me.
“Mira- Mira- cara roja!”
"Oh pobrecito!" comes the chorus. Esperanza comes over and hugs me.
“Oh, he’s embarrassed - he’s so cute, right?”
They’re all making such a fuss over me. I secretly love it. Then Esperanza kisses me again - on the lips! I just hope I’m not going to faint. She puts the drawing back tenderly in the envelope.
“I’m gonna get a frame for this, papi, and hang it right up in my bedroom.”
After the madness dies down a little, I want to make sure that I ask her what I came to ask her. I feel strong and proud.
“Esperanza? Could we go back outside again - just for a minute?” She smiles.
 “Ok.”
As soon as we hit outside, before I have a chance to freeze up again, I just blurt  it out.
“Esperanza - do you think we could go out sometime? To a movie or dinner?”
She touches my face, plays with my curls for a second, and clucks her tongue.
 Oh, papi, you be so sweet… but I think maybe you a little bit too young for me, you know? How old are you anyway? Like sixteen?”
“Seventeen!” I quickly reply. But I’m pretty sure she knows I’m lying.
“How old are you? Oops! I shouldn’t have asked that…so…”
“That’s all right, baby, but you know, a woman never tells her age.”
“Yeah…I’m sorry.”
“But I’m gonna let you know anyway, just ‘cuz you so cute. I’m twenty.”
That’s pretty much what I had thought.
“I-I don’t care if you're older than me, Esperanza! I got a good job now! I’m making good money. I’m working in an Italian restaurant. Real classy”.
She crinkles her nose again just like Elizabeth Montgomery on Bewitched, and giggles.
She keeps smiling - and looks at me for a few seconds right in the eye. I almost can’t take it, that way she looks at me. But I can’t look away either. Is this what it’s like to be in love?
“I don’t knoooow,” she draws it out. I don’t know if she’s playing with me, or not.
“Mira, hold up for a minute, I’ll be right back.”
She goes back into the shop, and comes out a few seconds later with a piece of paper, which she slips into my hand.
“Here’s my number, papi - I’m not home that much, I’m a busy girl, you know? But you could try, ok? We’ll see what happens.”
She finishes her cigarette, flicks it on the sidewalk, and stamps it out with her heel. Then she takes out a pack of gum from her pocket.
“You want some Chiclets?”
I take a stick.
“Mira, papi- I gotta get back to work now. Gimme a call, ok? Oh, yeah. I forgot, honey…whas' your name again?”
“Joe.”
“That’s right - Joey. O.K, Jose, I’ll talk wit' you later, all right?
With that she kisses me again, and walks inside. Damn! That’s three times she’s kissed me now! All on the lips too. Boy, am I in love.
       I don’t know what I do for the next few hours. I have no memory of it, but by the time I finally get home, it’s almost 6 o’clock. My whole family’s gathered at the dinner table, eating supper.
“Oooh- you are in troubllle!” cries out my sister Karen.
“Where the hell were you all day?” screams my mother.
We called around everywhere! Your cousins didn’t know, Daniel Webb hadn’t seen you, we even called The Fox Hole, to see if you were working. And what is that in your ear?”
Shit! I had completely forgotten about the hoop earring again.  
“Nothing.” I mutter as I pull it off and put it in my pocket.
“So? Where were you?” We worried all day!”
“I- I- went to (I stammer) -
“And what the hell kind of get up is that? Who are you supposed to be? Liberace, for crissakes? rants my father.
“Joey thinks he’s black, Daddy!” cries out Maryanne
“Yeah, he wants to be Shaft.” Chimes in Karen.
“No-Superfly!” Maryanne continues.
“I don’t know what the hell is going through that head of yours these days,” my father laments, shaking his head as he scans my outfit.
“You were supposed to clean out the garage and rake the backyard today", my mother continues.
“You better get your ass in gear, my friend. Now sit down and eat your dinner.” my father warns.
 “Yeah! Sit down and eat your dinner!” mocks Karen.
“Shut up - mustachio!” I yell.
“You shut up! Shaft!” she retorts
“All of youse shut up.” growls my father.
“I didn’t say anything- “
A slap to my head comes forth.
“Oww!!”
The dinner table had a way of knocking the momentum out of you.
   
         I have my gold outfit now- I am bad. And I’m going to swagger that way into school, wearing it today. Yet, I also feel kind of alone, a twinge of sadness overtakes me. I want to share this moment with somebody. I had always shared times like this with Skinny before, and it really pained me that this sort of distance had developed between us. I knew he kind of resented that I had pulled away lately, and was acting so “cool.” But I missed him. I wanted to make it up to him; I wanted it to be more like the old times. We hadn’t even been walking to school together lately like we had always done. I decided that this morning, I’m going to let him in on everything that’s been going on with me now. I’ll take the initiative. I walk across the street to his house to pick him up for school, and am both amazed and dismayed when Aunt Tina informs me that he had already gone. And it’s like ten minutes earlier than we usually leave! What the hell is going on? Maybe he’s walking with Daniel Webb? Yeah, that’s it. I figure if I hurry, I can probably catch them on the next block. I take a right down John Street, and break into a trot on Fourth Avenue. Ah, just as I thought! There he is about two blocks ahead of me, walking with somebody, although it doesn’t look like Daniel. As I gallop up the road to catch them, I can see now it’s definitely not Daniel. It’s a girl, and they’re both talking animatedly. As I get closer, I don’t want to appear all flushed and sweaty and anxious, especially not with my new rags. Remain cool at all times. I now bop up to them at a kind of casual pace, as if I just happened upon them by accident.
“Kyla McBride?”
What the hell was he doing walking with her? An instant shot of jealousy unexpectedly rages through me, as I try to cover up my grimace. Man, she looks cute! I haven’t seen her in a little while, and it seems she has now blossomed into full beauty.
“H-hey, Kyla - hey, Skinny… what’s up?”
 The situation, at least for me, seems painfully awkward.
I become a bit self-conscious of them just staring at me for a few seconds, as I look down at my gold outfit. It’s a look kind of between astonishment and confusion.
“Um-yeah…I-uh-just bought this at Three Guys the other day.” I struggle to regain some form of composure.
“Oh! That’s nice, Joey.” Kyla comments. Skinny nods his head.
The conversation is pretty stilted, as we all walk the rest of the way to school. Then Skinny walks her over to the ninth grade entrance door, disappearing inside.
And I was alone.
I fight myself to contain the angry bile bubbling up in my stomach. And the hurt. I mean, Skinny knows that I had really liked Kyla. Apparently, I still do. But why is it affecting me this way? I mean, I’m in love with Esperanza! I have new friends now – I’ve gotten past all that.
I walk into school, cloaked in an invisible shroud of dejection where my gold clothes should have been. Even though I notice people observing my new outfit, probably with admiration, my day is ruined.
CHAPTER 15

The Call. It all comes down to The Call. I really don´t know exactly when I should call Esperanza…I mean, what are the rules on that? I know that she knows, that I am desperately in love with her. She has to. Still, I don´t want to seem like some totally drooling ghoul. This would be either my Apocalypse (Now) or my Garden of Eden, and the margin for it going either way is thinner than the remainder of hair on my father’s head.  One slip-up, one awkward pause, prolonged silence, one stupid or misunderstood joke, and epic disaster looms. What is the protocol on calling a girl, anyway?  
Monday passes. Tuesday comes, but that is the night All In The Family and MASH, are on TV back-to-back! My favorite shows. I’m not missing them for nobody. 
So it comes down to Wednesday. Even I know that if I don’t call her by today, they’ll probably be packs of gold-tooth and matching chains mira-miras, just waiting for their opportunity to charm Esperanza.
All day in school, I am afflicted with a severe case of the nervous farts. Although I try my best to restrict this particular activity to walking quickly in the hall, hoping the black kids would blame it on some unsuspecting white kid.
When I arrive at The Fox Hole, in the afternoon, I try to wash away that feeling along with the dishes, but I know it is not to be. I tell Marc, the other dishwasher, this Greek kid burnout who always stinks of reefer and hash, that I need a major bathroom break.  Downing a few shots from the bottle of Pepto Bismo, Tommy Boy leaves on the shelf above the dishwasher, I march downstairs to the payphone to face my destiny. First, I go to the bathroom, splashing cold water on my face, as I stare in the mirror. Willing myself to go ahead, and do what I have to do.  I walk over to the urinal, even though I don’t really have to go, but it’s a good stalling tactic.
Just then, Philly, Tommy’s (the owner) youngest son, and a bit of a strange character, makes his usual entrance.  I find it rather odd, and also extremely creepy, that every time I go to the bathroom these days, Philly instantly appears a minute later. And   takes his leak exactly two urinals over from me. He does it again, of course, but now heads over to the mirror to admire himself, as he usually does.
Suddenly, he launches into this rendition of The Rolling Stones song, Angie, employing his ever-present hairbrush as a microphone.
“Angie, I need you”…
He sneaks a look at me, then executes this perfect Mick Jagger move. He thrusts forward his upper torso, wiggling his butt and high-stepping backwards, as he caresses his chest while tightly gripping the ‘mike’.
The spooky thing is, that he actually looks a lot like Mick, albeit a darker, Italian version of him. Tall and skinny, same gangly arms and legs - and especially the lips. No doubt he’s got the lips. He totally digs it when customers tell him he resembles Jagger, too.  
Even his voice is somewhat similar, which is really surprising, since he possesses the most irritatingly nasal, high-pitched cackle when he normally talks. He’s got to be practicing this stuff secretly in his bedroom, I bet. Because if he ever did it in front of his brothers - or especially his father - they would freaking pummel him.
Half reviled, because in some freaky way, I feel he’s directing it at me, and half enjoying the show, I finally have enough, and break over to the toilet stalls.  He better not follow me in here. My plan to just wait him out is rewarded a couple of moments later, as I hear Tommy Boy yelling for him to come back upstairs. There, now I can make my call.  
The phone booths around the corner are these wooden booths, where you can close the glass doors and have some real privacy. Which is excellent, because I’m going to need all the solitude I can get.  I dig into my pockets for the cherished slip of paper with Esperanza’s number on it…shit!  Where the hell is it?!  I frantically turn my pockets inside out, emptying all the other little pieces of paper, gum wrappers, receipts, and dollar bills, onto the seat in the booth. C’mon - this is bullshit! I’ve had that number in my pocket for the last three days! I don’t believe this!  I rifle through my papers and dollar bills maniacally, like an old West desperado panning for gold – sifting - sifting…ugh- there it is! Stuck in between the dollars.  Thank God!
Taking a minute to calm down, I begin the crucial dialing process...
Rrrring!  Rrrring!
Badump!
What the fuck-
Freaking Philly, banging on the door, pressing his big lips against the glass.
“What are ya doin’ Joey?” He screeches in that grating voice of his.
Rrrring…
“C’mon Philly, get outta here - I’m trying to make a call!”
Rrrring…
“Tommy Boy says he wants you up now! It’s gettin’ busy.”
“Yeah, yeah, I’ll be up in a minute”
“He says he wants you now, Joey!  He’s smacking his gum, loudly and deliberately.
“Hello?”  The voice on the other end inquires.
“Philly- will ya”-
“Who’s this?”
“Uh…uh”-
My concentration destroyed, I quickly slam the receiver down, and kick open the door, furiously.
“Philly, what the fuckin’ fuck is your fuckin’ problem?! Fuck!!”
I’m spitting out expletives, so livid I can’t even form sentences.
Philly’s freaked out now, starts backpedaling
 “It-it wasn’t me, Joey, its Tommy Boy!  He’s the one who told me to get ya!”
I storm past him and up the stairs, consumed by anger.
When I get out of work that night, several hours later, I’m still seething - at Philly, and at the world. As I walk home, my enraged thoughts shift to brooding meditations on the meaning of life. Just the tenuous nature of our existence here, the sheer fragility and randomness of events that happen to us. What if we had no control over anything? I mean, if Philly misses me by just one minute, or doesn’t see me in the stall?  I wind up making the call, and it goes well, and Esperanza and I wind up going on a date, and as a result of that, getting married?! That could change the course of my whole life!  That one action! Now I’m screwed! Finished. I slide deeper into existential despair, so that it’s almost painful for me to even continue walking. When suddenly – an epiphany?
“Why couldn’t I call Esperanza now? I mean, it’s only, like, 9:30. Is there any hard and fast Benjamin Franklin type rule about that? 
 “Early to bed and early to rise makes a man healthy, wealthy, and wise?”
No-no- there wasn’t! I could do it!
I lope home now, filled with an unshakeable confidence! Bursting through the back door and flashing past my parents, who are watching the Mary Tyler Moore, show on TV, their heads swivelling quickly, as I bound madly up the stairs.
“What the hell?! What is this - the Flying Wallenda Brothers, for crissakes?!” my father hollers.
“Joseph! Come here for a minute!” my mother calls out. I crash open their bedroom door, spring inside and pick up the phone. Freakin’ great – no dial tone!
“Ma! What happened to the phone?! I yell down, already in a panic.
“Joseph-listen...we…we…have something to tell you – come down –
“What?!” I begin to descend rapidly down the stairs, thoroughly annoyed.
“You ran up so fast we didn’t have a chance to tell you…your fish tank... your brother Paul -”
I immediately barrel up the stairs, and into my room, kicking the door open
“Oh, my God”…
Dead! Gone…all of them…my tropical fish. I had been raising them, breeding them, for about five years now. I had been awarded First Place with my neon guppies, at the 4-H Fair two years ago. Now…Bernie, my Kissing Gourami, Champ, my prized long tailed male guppy, Amazonia, my female Black Molly, who I have had for four years… Cal the Catfish…gone. The water is now a sickening mixture of milk, orange juice, and soggy, Cap’n Crunch cereal. The aquarium light has also been destroyed. I sit down on the edge of my bed – crushed, when a frothing rage whips up inside me.  I sprint into my little brother Paul’s room, where he’s been long asleep…it’s not like the first time he’s done something like this! But my fish had always somehow survived. Now this! I rain down G.I. Joe’s, Bee Says, his Etch-A-Sketch board, and any hard toy I can find. Bonking him repeatedly on the head, as he wakes up wailing.
“Paul! You stupid asshole!” I don’t care that he’s only five years old. I want revenge My father races up the stairs into Paul’s room, and envelopes me in a bear hug.
“Easy! Take it easy, my friend! He’s only -"
I break out of his grip, half scamper, half trip down the stairs, and out the back door. I’m defying the screams of my parents to get back here.
I run for a long while, through the darkened streets, screaming, sobbing, and breathing as hard as I can through tears, till I eventually wear myself out.  The trees cast threatening shadows like gnarly, foreboding hands of death against the street lights of the October night. Making me feel as if I’m wandering alone in some alien haunted forest.  Soon, my thoughts turn again to Esperanza, and the missed phone call.  What a horrendous night this has turned out to be! What was all this supposed to mean? As I observe the lightning and listen to the rumble of thunder that has invaded the night sky, it’s as if God is speaking to me directly. Telling me that my fish would not die in vain. No! I must call Esperanza right now, the divine intervention advises me, and dedicate it to the memory of my esteemed underwater companions!  I know where there is a payphone, and I rush to the site, brimming with a sudden surge of goodwill.  Cumberland Farms - the parking lot! Yes!
I approach my destination, aglow with desire, visualizing my magical perfect phone call.
Uh-oh.
          There in the parking lot, huddled together in a circle, and passing around a quart bottle of Pabst Blue Ribbon. Rambunctiously puffing on Marlboros. Four members of Finnegan's Gang, or at least what’s left of them. Jackie Miller, Eddie Brukowski, his brother Tommy, and Dave Zambowski, clad in their long ratty army coats. Jabbering drunkenly about the Monster Car Show at Raceway Park in Englishtown, this weekend.
These guys are a huge pain in the ass when they’re sober, and that much more when they’re shitfaced. Nonetheless, I advance towards them, determined to use that payphone.
“Hey Niggerhead, what are you doing out here this time of night?” yells Eddie Brukowski.
“Hey! Cotton Comes to Harlem!” chides Zambowski.
They’re all breaking up now, as they crack open another bottle of Pabst, and flick their cigarette butts my way.
Yeah, you guys are real talented, I think to myself.
“I gotta use the phone, guys.”
“Oh, Cotton’s gotta use the phone, guys! Who you gonna call - Christie Love?!”
“Ha-Ha-Hee-Hee-Hee”, now they continue cackling.
“We’re using the phone right now, Afro Sheen,” spits out Jackie Miller.
“Yeah, go use the phone on Soul Train, or something!” adds Brukowski.
I start pushing past them, but one of the clowns flicks a lit butt at me, catching me on the side of the face…
That’s it.  Patience gone. Rage in. I strike out, pushing Jackie Miller, who’s the closest one to me. He falls to the ground. The rest immediately pile on top of me, knocking me to the pavement, and pounding me in the back. A well placed kick from steel- tipped work boot sends a sharp pain through my ribs, knocking the wind out of me. A few more blows to the stomach ensue.
“Ok - ok, let him go guys! Stop! Eddie, quit it!” orders Jackie Miller.
“Get up, Montaperverto! You still wanna use the phone?!” He taunts further.
I stay on the ground for a few seconds, coughing and gasping for air.
“Yeah, I didn’t think so.”
“Next time, we’ll fucking cream you, man! Threatens Tommy Brukowski.
They all guffaw vengefully.
I get up on my knees, trying to regain my wind, and turn away, tramping off in apparent defeat. The next second, though, I grab a huge chunk of rock from the driveway, and hurl it at him with murderous intent.
“Whoa! Duck! Oh shit!”
It whizzes past their heads.
CRASH!
There goes the plate glass window of Cumberland Farms, shattered all over the parking lot. Jackie Miller and the boys all scram. Screams from inside the store as the customers scatter, ducking behind the sale rack of Lutz Potato Chips (probably expecting the Germans have attacked.)
Fat Jim Whitford dashes outside. The shrill voice of Mrs. Acker cries out:
 “Oh dear God, Fritz, it’s the end of the world!”  
“What in the name of Michael the Archangel?!” Fat Jim belts out in disbelief.  
Apparently, he had found religion, because a big wooden cross hangs from a leather cord around his neck.
The force of the throw had knocked me to the ground, bloodying my hand on the gravel. Before I can get up to bolt, Fat Jim quickly corrals me in a bear hug, and begins spewing verses at me.
“May the Lord cleanse your bedamned soul for what you’ve done!”
Unbelievably, a cop car cruises by at that exact moment. Fat Jim frantically flags him down.
“Officer! Officer!”
Customers pour out of the store. Mrs. Acker’s little dog, Fritz, scampers around in circles, yelping furiously.
I didn’t have to be a soothsayer to predict what’s going to happen next.  I give Fat Jim a mighty kick in the shin with the back of my foot, escaping from his grip. Scramble toward the back of Cumberland Farms, hurdling the chain link fence which separates it from Quigley’s Auto Repair. Deftly, I avoid the snarling fangs of Buck, the Vietnam trained-to-kill German Shepard, who is fortunately on a short chain.
The scream of the siren, and the screech of rubber on pavement ensue - the chase is on! Running through backyards, I hop the half-finished Berlin Wall-like fence being constructed by the Goulashes, the family of Slovakian refugees whose kids all resemble sparrows, for some reason. The cop’s got his lights on, in dogged pursuit. I try to clear the Maloney’s barbed-wire barrier but miss, opening up a jagged gash on my left thigh. Stumbling over the various bows and arrows, spears and targets scattered all over their backyard, I finally smack into a cannon from, like, The Civil War. Blood spurts like champagne as I collapse to the cold dirt. The cop car skids into the driveway, shining the spotlight in my face, as I try to cover up with my sweatshirt.
“Halt!” he commands from his bullhorn.
Halt?! I mean, c’mon, who am I? The freakin’ Fugitive?
Now though, the energy buzz really kicks in, and I know there’s no way this cop’s gonna get me.  Nobody in Roselle is more of an expert on the backyards and passageways around here, garnered from years of experience playing Star Trek with my cousins. I surge through a series of backyards - the MacGregor’s, the Parrishes, the Lusciouse’s. Juking and faking out the howling neighborhood dogs, like Mercury Morris in the open field. Front porch lights flick on; people come out to see what all the commotion is about.  The copper is still on my trail though, screeching and turning with what he probably thinks are clever maneuvers. It’s lovely chaos.  But now it’s the end of the backyards. I’m in the last one before the street. Columbo thinks he’s got me - boxed up in that yard.  Ha! What he doesn’t know is that I have an ace that he’s not even aware of – the forgotten passageway! A narrow, jagged strip that I think used to serve as some sort of drainage pipeline a long time ago. It’s back the other way, towards the Gumper’s backyard. It not only runs adjacent to all the backyards on both sides of the street, but it runs under the street also - leading to Amsterdam Avenue - and the parking lot of the Willowbrook Apartments. I don’t think even my cousins knew about it! That’s how I would always evade them in the Star Trek games, leaving them completely baffled. Overgrown with thick weeds, prickly bushes, and thorns, I belly crawl through the gauntlet of glass and rusted tin from decades of broken beer bottles and cans. It’s tearing up my clothes and arms. After about ten minutes of high intensity squirming, I emerge in the parking lot of the apartments. I hear the siren a couple of blocks away and smile. Burned that copper! I sit and rest in the shadows of the complex for a minute, very self-satisfied, counting my wounds. At the same time, as I’m reflecting on my victory, a pang of sadness arises.  Esperanza.  I never did get to call her tonight. Damnit! The thrill of my conquest turns bittersweet as I half-limp, half-walk down the alley, to the other side of the buildings.  Out of one of the windows, Peaceful Easy Feeling, by the Eagles, sweetly serenades me.  I stand there for a while, leaning against the side of the wall, taking it all in.  
“And I want to sleep with you in the desert tonight
With a million stars all around
Cause I got a peaceful, easy feeling
And I know you won’t let me down,
Cause I’m already standing on the ground…”
I sing along to it silently in that alley, as a soothing wind flows over me. And look at the clear, black sky to gaze at our own stars. And right there in front of me - is a payphone. What the hell is that doing here?  I’d never even noticed it before. Probably been broken since the 50s. Spontaneously, I pick up the receiver, and without even really thinking about it, call Esperanza’s number. I figure she won’t even be home. It rings several times, and I go to hang it up...
“Hola?”
“Hi-um-is Esperanza there?”
“Yeah…this is her- who’s this?”
“Oh-Esperanza- hi! It’s Joe. José!”
“Oh hi, papi! How you doing? You lucky, you caught me at home tonight.”
       “Yeah, that’s not the only thing I got lucky with – you wouldn’t believe what’s been going on tonight!”
I go on to relate to her the whole story of what’s happened to me this crazy evening. From Philly’s antics at The Fox Hole, to my brother, Paul, destroying my whole fish hobby, to my daring escape just now from the cops.
From there on, it becomes this magical experience. The perfect phone call.  Just like the one I had visualized before. I mean, I don’t know how it happens - but I am freakin great!  I’m hilarious. I’m charming. Every joke, every ad-lib, goes over flawlessly, even as I’m depositing dime after dime to keep the call going.  I did it - and we’re going out this Saturday!  Holy shit!
I practically skip all the way back home. Forgetting all about the cop chase, the wounds, and the blood soaking through my pants. None of it matters. I have such a peaceful, easy feeling. I approach my driveway, still floating in ecstasy.
“GOTCHA!” 
        An arm grabs me around my neck, another pulls my arms back, and I feel something cold and metallic being roughly thrust upon my wrists.
“Son, I reckon you’re about in more trouble than a cat in a roomful of broomsticks,” says a voice behind me with a deep Southern twang
BUSTED.
Officer Roccio. He must have been hiding behind the trees in front of my house. I knew him. Everybody did.  This clown. He grew up in Roselle.  Half Italian- half Irish.  A while back he goes off to North Carolina, and when he comes back about a year later, he suddenly has the thickest of Southern accents, wears a cowboy hat, and incessantly chews on a piece of grass. Or straw, or whatever it is. Then he joins the police force and thinks he’s McCloud.
Being dragged up my front steps in handcuffs, is a memory that now becomes seared into my consciousness. It isn’t that I broke the window that makes me feel horrible. It’s not even getting caught. It’s getting caught by this pseudo Conway Twitty that’s so embarrassing. I couldn’t be any more ashamed than, like, if I’d been busted wearing my sister’s dress at my father’s Friday night poker game in the living room with my uncles. Worse yet, is the reaction of my parents. My father, well, he’s beyond pissed, but the most soul devouring part by far, is the expression on my mother’s face. While my father may be furious, my mother’s face reads disappointment. Real and total severe disappointment. In me. Pure hurt.  Like she can’t even look at me. That kind of hurt. What a total skeeve I feel like! That look alone is much more devastating than the one-month grounding I receive as my punishment.
My father winds up having to pay for half the cost of replacing the window. Which is even more guilt inducing, since he’s still out of work, and can ill afford it.  Actually, he has to negotiate with the suits in management at Cumberland Farms, because Fat Jim, for all his newfound holiness, was really pushing to press charges - to punish me for my sins. So my father saves me from that ignomious fate. But to do so, he has to borrow money from my Uncle Richie now, to pay for it all. I know that’s a major blow to his ego, since he so fiercely prides himself on his self-sufficiency and independence.  Yeah, it’s a guilt fest, alright. Thank God they’re still allowing me to work at the Fox Hole though, otherwise it would probably be a death sentence. I still have to go to school, of course, but on the days I’m not working, I’m confined to my room. No phone calls, no visits, no TV - and that includes the weekends!  
In an attempt at some form of reparations, I vow to give my father $25 every week till I pay off the debt, but even that gesture does little to soothe my twisted conscience.   
Otherwise, that awful sense of doom infiltrates my guilt, as I realize I’ve utterly blown it with Esperanza.  There’s no way to explain this one away. I make several attempts to call her to try to explain, but each time, I hang up the phone ashamedly, before she can even answer. I mean, what the hell am I going to tell her? That I’m grounded? Gimme a freakin’ break.  
Me - standing Esperanza up!  What a sad joke. I lay there on my bed that Saturday, the first day of my solitary confinement, a beautiful crisp late October day outside. My room, which has always been my sanctuary, now looms instead as my mausoleum. I guess that Skinny and Ricky are out playing baseball or football on Floral Street, with Daniel Webb and Bobby Turski, and the guys. I can almost hear their shouts of excitement if I lie still and listen hard enough. That all seems like such a faraway time ago. Then I think about Skinny and Kyla McBride, and now anger intermingled with the melancholy. What are they doing, anyway? Are they really going out with each other? How could he do this to me? I wonder if all this stuff I had done …the boxing, the black clothes, The Fox Hole, and – especially - this pursuit of Esperanza. I mean, is it all really worth it?
Tears begin to roll down my face, as my eyes dart around the room in an attempt to evade the crushing swell of thoughts. My gaze finally resting on this statue, a bust of Napoleon, which is perched on the bookshelf atop my desk. I’ve always been kind of matter-of-factly aware of its presence, but never in any profound type of way.  Until now.
As I think back, though, it starts to freak me out. Napoleon has always been there! As long I can remember, even way back when we lived in Brooklyn! Always there in the same spot, on the shelf above my desk.  Why was it there - and where did it come from? What is the reason behind it?  Insidiously staring at me…unblinking in its smugness.
Conspiracy theories thunder through my head, forcing my heart to pound wildly. What does Napoleon mean? A Napoleon complex? Hmmm…yes-but-but-there must be more.  I mean, otherwise it could be just any bust! George Washington or Abraham Lincoln, or even Sammy Davis Jr., for that matter.  Why Napoleon specifically?
Ah!  Napoleon had met his Waterloo! Of course! An omen. Is this my Waterloo?
CHAPTER 16

The next week consists of moping around miserably. Whether it’s school, or work, or whatever, I’m just going through the motions. In art class, Silverstein is really pushing me to get working on the design for his mural. Trying to work with me on exercises incorporating techniques such as perspective, source of light, and a few other things that would be especially necessary for navigating this mural.  But I’ve just basically lost interest in that - and just about everything else, infuriating Silverstein. He threatens to remove me from the project and replace me with another student.
Days and nights pass, ensconced in my room, making half-hearted attempts at portraits of Esperanza. Perusing The Prophet, the book the Professor at Three Guys had bestowed upon me. Searching for wisdom, which only proves extremely unsatisfying - and listening to The John Sterling Sports Show, on WMCA (AM) radio.  It’s one of those radio call-in shows like Bob Grant has, except that instead of debating politics, these nuts call in - proposing inane trades. Like the Yankees sending back-up infielder Jerry Kenney, and reserve catcher John Ellis to the Baltimore Orioles for perennial All-Star first baseman Boog Powell. Then John Sterling freakin’ explodes! Yelling, calling them idiots and morons, and whatever other insult he could hurl. Freakin’ hilarious.  I take great comfort in other people getting embarrassed, too. And these guys are, like, in their 30s, or something. So, I figure there is still hope for me.

      I’m shuffling down the hall later in the week, consumed in self-pity, when all of a sudden, a few inches in front of my nose, the boys’ room door swings open violently. A huge cloud of aromatic reefer smoke pours out into the hallway. From behind the door, a large black umbrella with a murderously sharp point, is thrust forcefully right into the leg of Robert Hunter, who unfortunately, just happens to be passing by. He immediately goes down like a deer hit by buckshot, lying on the floor wincing in pain. This is followed by Na-Na Johnson emerging from the smoke, eyes ablaze, glowering over him.
“Get up, simple ass mo’fucka, ‘fore I really cut you!”
Hunter looks up at him with an expression of terror, usually reserved for one of those paintings depicting the victims from The Last Days of Pompeii. He limps to his feet, scurrying down the hall.
An inhuman sort of growl/laugh escapes from the twisted scowl, dredged up from deep inside the solar plexus somewhere. Now the offending umbrella begins to twirl wildly. Apparently, this is just another random attack for Na-Na, and one that is deeply satisfying. Everybody within a fifteen-foot radius scrambles, exposing only me, standing a foot away from him.
“Yo Strong!”
Uh-oh. I stand there frozen, not knowing quite what to expect at this moment.  He advances towards me; the maniacal glaze still evident in his eyes, clamps my shoulder, and without a sound, guides me towards the stairs. We descend one flight, and stop abruptly on the stairwell. Is this going to be the execution? He peeks guardedly around, up and down the steps. What now? I shiver to myself.
“Yo Strong, check this out, man,” he half whispers, eyeing me as if he is about to let me in on a terrifying state secret. 
My next shit, man, that I GOT to do…dig it - I gots to capture some mo’fucka, who is right about to kick it, y’ know what I’m saying?” He pauses, gauging my reaction.
I nod enthusiastically, although I have no real idea of what he’s even talking about.
“Yeah man, that point where the nigga - he jes' got capped, or cut, some shit like that, right. He know he be crossin’ over to the other side, an’ shit, but he right on that last mothafuckin’ breath. He be buggin’, y’ know what I’m sayin’? Cuz he know it comin,’ and that las’ expression on the nigga face, that las’ second befoe he dead, like he almost a ghost. Thass what I wanna get down on paper, man! Gots to capture that las’ mothafuckin’ second in ink, you dig it?”
He stops, again checks me out with a kind of peculiar, almost curious stance.
Seconds tick by as I let what he says sink in. Sink in to my core.
 “Damn! Oh shit, Na-Na…that’s - that’s intense, man.” I exhale.
“Solid.”
 He passes his gaze over me once again, apparently satisfied. 
“Check you later.” 
With that he puts the toothpick back in his mouth, pivots and bounds back up the stairs.
 That night as I lay in bed, I replay the scene in the stairwell with Na-Na over and over again, searching through a myriad of meanings. Why did he reveal that to me? Was it just that he was high - or is there something more to it?  It kind of haunts me, not so much what he said – chilling as that was- but the conviction, the intensity behind it.  It was the absolute need to “capture” that precise moment. Like his very life depended upon it. It was this passion that intrigued me, and energized me too. It shakes me out of the funk I’ve been languishing in all week, motivating me out of my hopelessness.
  I wasn’t giving up on this Esperanza thing! I decide right there, that I’m going to do whatever I need to do to get back into her picture. It’s going to take something big. Something monumental will be needed to impress her, I realize. That mural that Silverstein wants me to do. I want to do it with Esperanza as the centerpiece. Yes! A monument to her beauty that could be seen and shared by hundreds! A shrine dedicated just to her! Then, she would totally realize my devotion to her. This could work! All I have to do is pitch this with the same inspired zeal that Na-Na had displayed on that stairwell.  Brilliant!
            I march to Silverstein’s classroom in the morning, all giddy, flushed, and determined to present this concept as true art. A unique approach that will usher in a new era in art culture at Roselle High. He completely rejects it.
I explain in a variety of differently inspired angles, that it is still basically his project. Nothing has changed. We’ll still have all the tools of the artist’s trade depicted on the wall, just like he wants, except that Esperanza would represent the manifestation of all that! A showpiece to the beauty that all art ultimately strives to be! I mean, isn’t that what all art hopes to create in the end? Truth and beauty?  Or the truth in beauty?
The more I try to convince him, though, the ornerier he becomes, eventually eschewing all patience, decrying it as “totally inappropriate” and something akin to “subway graffiti”. Finally, he threatens to replace me with another student, Robert Zonkitis, if I don’t want to do the project the “right way.” Which actually means his way. Robert Zonkitis? To me, this is the ultimate insult! This kid is the biggest cornball imaginable. A real Herbert. He has no imagination, no vision. I mean, he still even carries a Star Wars lunchbox to school, for God sake!  The only reason Silverstein even considers him is because he has pretty good technique. Maybe a little better than mine, but mainly because he’d do anything Silverstein asks, since he’s such an ass-kisser. But he’s like a Salieri to my Mozart! Silverstein himself is still back in the 1950s or something, back in the old days of the school, when things were different. He still has this kind of bobby sox/malt-shop mentality. He has no intention, or wherewithal, to adapt to changing times. The more I realize how closed-minded and controlling he is about this, the angrier I become, finally shutting down completely and storming out. This is war!
As I storm through the hallways after class seething with vengeance, I plot my next step. This was going to go down, one way or another. I descend the stairs, and then another flight, and another, until finally arriving into the bowels of the school - the boiler room.
I gingerly step through the darkened steam, as I reach my destination. There sits Na-Na Johnson on a wooden bench, a study in concentration. Sharpening the point on his umbrella to a magnificent finish with what appears to be some type of contraption from the wood shop or mechanical drawing class.
“Yo, Na-Na…whassup?” I half-whisper tentatively, not wanting to disturb him.
He immediately jumps up into some sort of Kung Fu stance! His umbrella at the ready to defend, before recognizing me through the dim lighting.
“Damn, Strong! Why you gotta be creepin’ up on mofuckas like that, and shit? Damn…”
“S-sorry Na-Na- I didn’t mean to scare you-”
“Ain’t nobody ever scare my ass, man. Never!”
“Awright.” 
I don’t know if he is going to pounce on me, or what, so I just stand very still and calm. A few seconds of strained silence pass.
“Whassup, man - why you be down here?”
“Na, man…check this out.  Remember yesterday when you hipped me to your idea? Of how you wanted to capture that look on a dude’s face, when he’s just about to kick it?” He eyes me with a mixture of intense suspicion, and guarded interest.
“Yeah man, I dug that shit man! I mean, that’s –that’s the joint…check it out, man. I got an idea! I wanna do something with you…remember that drawing I made of Esperanza? My female?”
“Yeah, that be tight an’ shit, man-”
“Dig this, Na-Na…I wanna do this mural on the art class wall of her! Maybe full body, but check this out…I wanna mix it up… my thing, with your shit.”
He looks me over calmly.
“Solid.”
“But Silverstein, man, he don’t – he won’t - let me execute it, man! He don’t wanna listen to nothin’! Wants to do some corny-assed shit from, like, the 1950s an’ shit! Then he threatens me, man, says he’s gonna bring in one of his punk-ass boys to do it if I won’t…”
“Here’s the thing, man – it’s always like this! That’s why I’m fired the fuck up. It’s like, the Man, he always wants to repress shit, see? Whatever don’t fit in with his system – he wants to shut it down! Know what I’m saying?”
“Right, right.” 
Na-Na is becoming increasingly enthused.
“The Man wants everything to be safe, don’t disturb the status quo, keep the true artist down, keep the people down-”
I am suddenly possessed with the spirit of Nat Turner, as I launch into a diatribe with the fervor of a cross between Patrick Henry’s, Give me Liberty or Give me Death, and, like, The Gettysburg Address.
“It’s – it’s – check it out – it’s like the same way the White man has always oppressed the Black man!  Shackled him – because – because – he’s afraid! That’s right – afraid of the black man’s creativity! We can’t let him do it, man, we gotta stand up!” I pause for his reaction.
“Na-Na, man, if he – if Silverstein – won’t allow the artist to express himself…then fuck it! We take it! We break in and do it!”
I passionately bang on the lockers with my fist, finishing up with a flourish.
His eyes glisten with murderous resolve.  
“Yo, Strong – tomorrow night, man. We be steppin’ out! Port Elizabeth. Savoy Lounge. Always be some bugged out shit goin’ down there, man. Niggas always be getting’ capped, sliced…all kind a’ shit. Yo, take your pad, man! We gonna capture that shit!”
He smashes his umbrella against the lockers, setting off a metallic rumble throughout the cavernous boiler room.
That next night comes way too quickly for me. Even though I had been totally psyched about this whole thing yesterday, I realize now that I’d been caught up in my own revolutionary hysteria! I’ve had a whole day to reflect upon the ramifications of my actions. Holy shit!
First of all, what the hell was I talking about with that spontaneous call to arms? I mean, the stuff was just rolling off my tongue, but I had never even thought about it consciously before, to the best of my recollection. Port Elizabeth?  The Savoy Lounge?  With Na-Na Johnson?! From what I’d heard – and this was when I was at the PAL – those guys said they would never even set foot in the Port, that a “fool could get himself kilt over there.” And these were Gold Glove boxers! As for the Savoy Lounge, I had never even heard of it before. In fact, didn’t want to know anything about it now, either. Am I deranged? But, how can I possibly beg out of it now?  I am doomed.
The plan is that I meet Na-Na in front of the high school after I finish up work tonight. To make it even more treacherous, I have to go home first, because my father would surely be waiting up for me, as he always does.  Then, I’ll have to wait for my folks to fall asleep as I lay waiting in my room. Only then can I finally sneak out, wearing my coolest clothes.
Whoa. We figured on meeting around 11:30 PM. Apparently, the Savoy is hopping all night.
I wind up working longer than usual, and don’t even make it home until after eleven. There’s my father sitting on the living room couch, watching Mary Hartman! Mary Hartman! on TV.  Smoking a White Owl cigar, my Uncle Joey had left over a few days before.
My father always laughs when that show is on, which thankfully puts him in a good mood. We talk for a few minutes, and I make a point of telling him how totally exhausted I am. I trudge up the stairs heavily, yawning and sighing, hoping that he’ll take the hint and go to bed soon.
My patience is rewarded about fifteen minutes later. The familiar rhythm of his plodding steps on the notoriously creaky stairs, follows the equally squeaky shutting of his and my mother’s bedroom door. Within five minutes, I slip on my gold ensemble, grab my sketchbook, and am gently stealing down those stairs. Strategically avoiding the minefield of groans that would betray one misplaced step.
I’m late, and panic that Na-Na will be gone already, dismissing me as a punk. But when I arrive, breathlessly sucking wind on Sixth and Chestnut, there he is, casually leaning against a maroon ’73 Mercury Sedan, which matches his equally cool, full-length maroon leather coat.
“Yo Na-Na - what’s up? Sorry I’m- ”
“Aiight, Strong, let’s tip.”
He leisurely flicks the butt he had been dragging on, lights another Kool, and gives his ever-present umbrella one final twirl.
“Yo, that’s a bad ride you got, Na.”
“Aiight,” he nods.
We hop into the sedan, and I am immediately impressed that the seats are Corrrrrinthian Leather, the kind that Ricardo Montalban pitches on those Volare commercials. Corinthian Leather. The way he rolls those R’s kills me, man. Then I notice that Na-Na is starting the car not with a key, but with a contraption that looks suspiciously like some kind of wire. It takes a few seconds for it to set in.
Oh my God! We’re driving a stolen car! And I’m an accessory! Oh shit!
I almost yell it out, but quickly decide I’d better not. Jesus – not only am I going to this notorious Savoy Lounge place to ostensibly witness a murder - with Na-Na Johnson, no less - but we’re also driving a stolen car! Visions of me participating in the next televised documentary of Scared Straight flash through my mind.
I sit there on the Corinthian Leather, stiffer than a 47- year old virgin librarian on her honeymoon night. I look over at Na-Na, not knowing what to say. Apparently, this is as normal for him as, say, Ward Cleaver returning home from a day at the office. He plucks out a joint from his jacket pocket, sparking it up with his Kool, pulls it in deeply, and passes it over to me. What Na-Na doesn’t know is that I have never partaken of the good herb before. A virgin. In more ways than one.
I try to copy his nonchalant expertise, taking in a huge hit - and proceed to hack like a wounded seal for, like, the next five minutes. Tears are rolling down my cheeks like I’ve just watched, Born Free, or something.
“Damn, Strong, ain’t you never smoked this shit before?”
“Yeah, Na-Na, but – I protest between deep hacks – but…damn, this shit is potent, man!”
He nods knowingly.
“I ain’t never had shit like this before – whew!”
I can only hope that he believes my flagrant attempt at saving face.
He fishes out a pint bottle of NIGHTRAIN from his other pocket, and downs a big gulp. Then hands it over to me, keeping the steering wheel on cruise control, not using his hands at all.
I don’t know what type of liquor this is, but I eagerly down it in an attempt to extinguish the burning bush raging inside my chest. It goes down like a flammable concoction of pure rubbing alcohol, grape Kool Aid, and Vick’s cough medicine, and immediately sprays out of my nose. Na-Na gives me a look like I’m some kind of sexual deviant. In between the sneezing, wheezing, and tearing, I quickly take another long toke on the jay, then, throwing down a lethal gulp of the firewater, back and forth, in a manic effort to prove myself.  Suddenly, I start cracking up, Laughing, laughing, laughing, until my belly is sore.
Even Na-Na breaks a smile, which has to be a first, also, as we pass the twin vices between us.
“Man, you be buggin’ an’ shit,” he keeps repeating somewhat bemusedly, as I continue snorting NIGHTRAIN and smoke out of my nose and mouth. By the time we near The Savoy, I’ve completely forgotten what it is that I’m supposed to be afraid of in the first place.
We hop out of the ride, and Na-Na brandishes a brown leather cap, instructing me to put it on and wear the bill tilted heavily over to the side, overhanging the right part of my face.
“Yeah, now you cool.”
I start to wonder if I’m going to even get in tonight, never mind get served. I mean, I’m only fifteen and a half.
“Na – you sure I’m gonna get in tonight, man? I mean, I don’t have any I.D, or anything like that –“
“Yo – you wit’ me, man.”
Enough said.
As we’re bopping towards The Savoy, fog, the stench of the river pollution, dead fish, gasoline and diesel fuel exhaust envelopes our senses, and we finally come upon this crazy building set right off the docks. It looks like it used to be a White Castle, those greasy hamburger chains, where you could order a rat burger and fries for, like, twenty-nine cents. The color is a strange bluish-green, probably oxidized from the port air, like The Statue of Liberty.
James Brown blaring hard from the jukebox, pierces the silence of the chilly river breeze. We step inside, to find ourselves navigating through another cloud. This one of cigarette and reefer smoke, burning up my already ghoulishly bloodshot eyes. As I take off my glasses to rub the fumes out and then return them to my face, I believe we’ve somehow wandered onto the movie set of Cleopatra Jones. Only this is for real.
Pimps like the ones from, Starsky & Hutch, now strut right in front of me. Incredibly, they really are decked out in these outrageously colourful, bright orange and lime green gabardine suits. Wide-brimmed, plumed fedoras. Studded five-inch platform shoes. And a mouthful of gold, to match their blinding array of jewellery.
Holy Shit! I stand there for a minute, spellbound, the colors glowing in the dim light of the room. I strain to listen to the conversations over the steady bmmp-bmmp-bmmp of the music. Then my trance is shattered by the sharp sound of a cue ball smashing against a newly racked set of pool balls.
“Shit!  Mo’fucker singed my ass.”
Within minutes, I’m immersed in a carnival of sights and sounds, that amplifies the perception of my first-time stoned drunkenness.
Dice rolling. Knocking against the wall. Cards being expertly shuffled and dealt. Always followed by the most original curse words and swearing I have ever been exposed to. I soon realize it’s all about gambling. Gambling here is a skill, a livelihood, a game within a larger game.
Yeah.
Everyone seems to know Na-Na, and he introduces me around, always assuring them with - “He cool”, as they cast suspicious glances. This goes on for a while until he gets me my first order of ‘grog.’
The last thing I remember, is downing a can of Olde English 800, chasing it down with a shot of some kind of whiskey. Then, hearing Na-Na speaking with the largest, most muscular specimen I’ve ever seen, appropriately named ‘Hardcore’.
“It still be early, brother, shit definitely going down tonight.” He half whispers, assuredly.
Next thing I know, I’m in my bed, waking up to the morning sunlight flooding through my curtains. Still clad in my dishevelled golden ensemble under my covers! The manic activity of everybody getting ready for school must have blasted me out of my slumber, and it takes me a minute to figure out where I am. To say nothing of how I even got here. This confusion is accompanied by nausea, and a headache bigger than Hardcore. I feel horrible. My mother sticks her head in my bedroom door.
“Get up, Joseph, you’re going to be late for school! 
Within minutes, I convince her, or she realizes, that I am way too sick for that. I’m careful not to let her see that I’m fully dressed under the covers.
I take a peek at my sketchbook, mysteriously lying next to me. Opened up to a crudely drawn picture of some black man’s face contorted into a fierce grimace, head apparently on the floor.  That’s weird, I think to myself as I drift back to sleep. I lay in bed the whole rest of the day, and somehow, in between frantic dives to the toilet bowl, and falling in and out of consciousness, remember that Na-Na and me had decided we were going to break into the school tonight. And, for the next three nights, to get down this mural thing. I just hope I’m not dreaming. Or, indeed, having a nightmare. I’m far too incapacitated to go to work, which is fine with me, and I take a certain redemptive comfort in that it’s a rainy day – raw and chilly. The real autumn is absolutely barging in on our Indian summer now.
It calms me, along with periodic visits from my mother, with homemade vegetable soup and hot tea with honey. There is a nurturing, soothing feeling I haven’t experienced in a long while.
It goes on like this all day, falling asleep to a fantastic montage of mysterious, other worldly dreams, waking up, and back again. Until the piercing whistle from the southbound train at the Roselle Park station blows me into final awakening. I dazedly peek at my clock radio! Holy shit, its eleven o’clock in the night!  Whoa. It’s almost time to go. As if on cue, I hear my parents turn off the TV downstairs, and begin their treacherous, middle-aged ascent of the steps. Yawning, as their footsteps drag. They take their turns in the bathroom, and have their nightly whispering argument in which my father asks my mother where the clean towels are. Finally, they close the drama – and their door. I wait the requisite fifteen minutes for them to settle in, don my work clothes, and creep down the stairs.
The rain had stopped, but it’s damp and cold as a bitch. The instant I hit the street, doubts about what I’m going to be able to accomplish tonight begin swirling around my head, like the invoking winds blowing down the nape of my neck. I shudder and quickly zipper all the way up.
The warm, satisfied feeling that had enveloped me while I was lying in my bed, has now disappeared. I observe the vapor from my breath, and begin trudging down Third Avenue, a stabbing tinge of sadness, of being alone - separated - curls around me. I hesitate, gazing back at my house, and stop for a second.
How am I going to do this mural?!  I really have no idea of what I’m going to do! Panic sets in. Na-Na and I have never even talked about it, really. I mean, I made this big bravado speech and everything…what if I - we - get busted? How are we going to finish this in only three nights, anyway?! And, to be honest, I am still kind of afraid to be alone in a room with him for any extended period of time. Especially with nobody at all around. Maybe I should turn back now! I keep going, though, more scared of not showing up than anything else.
Na-Na is there as advertised, standing in front of Roselle High, toothpick in mouth. He’s twirling his umbrella, and thrusting it forward in the night air, as if stabbing imaginary people, I presume.
“Yo, champ.”
“Hey, whassup, Na-Na?”
“Damn, my man be fierce, an’ shit, last night.”
I smile, trying to play cool, but now my curiosity is really aroused.
“What the fuck happened last night, man?”  
He studies me for a few seconds, I guess trying to figure out if I’m kidding, or not. He shakes his head, chuckles, and clucks his tongue, then picks up this huge boom box and knapsack.
We head towards the parking lot, to the green fire exit door on the side. I look at Na-Na, wondering what his plans are, as he pulls out this tremendous set of keys from his coat pocket. Where he got them? Who knows? Feeling our way into the darkness of the hall, he flicks on his gold plated lighter. We bound stealthily up the stairwell, our footsteps echoing like Goliath into the empty midnight hour.  
The spooky glow of the shadows cast by Na-Na’s flame, infuse me with a strange type of giddiness. I’m imagining I’m in one of those, Adventures of Johnny Quest cartoons I used to watch on Saturday mornings. Exploring some ancient, forbidden underground temple in Egypt, or some crazy place like that. Suddenly, I get this uncontrollable impulse to yell out in that Indian kid, Hajji’s, accent.
“Johnny, Johnny! Race! Dr. Quest - look - it is the sacred jewel of the mythical Monkey God, Babaganush!”  One glance at Na-Na, though, and I resist that urge. Who was that kid Hajji anyway? And why was he always following around Dr. Quest, Johnny, and Race Banyon?
We march our way through the second floor corridor, till we finally reach the object of our illicit journey. Mr. Silverstein’s art classroom. Na-Na opens that door with another one from his magic set of keys, we switch on the lights - and it’s all right there in front of us, now. Gazing up at that wall above the closet in the back, the wonder of it all just stone hits me. This is to be the canvas that will fuel our revolutionary hunger. Whoa.
 Inexplicably, in the next second, pangs of fear and anxiety with all the force of a typhoon crash through me. Obliterating the exhilaration that had filled me on the way up here. Now, the wall seems to me a towering monolith of epic impossibility.  
This is gonna take, like, Michelangelo type of talent!  Who am I to even attempt to immortalize Esperanza like this? She is so beautiful. I don’t know if Na-Na reads the panic, expressing itself in the sudden paleness of my face.  Maybe he does.  Maybe he doesn’t. He sets up his boom box on one of the tables.  
“Yo, Strong, check it out, man.  This be Hawaiian, man - this be the shit for creatin’.” 
He torches up the monster spliff he’s got in his hand, takes in a couple of major hits, and passes it off to me. I grab it warily, remembering last night when I nearly hacked to death. Man, I’m already feeling super uncool right now, I don’t need to sink even further in esteem. I close my eyes and pull in a toke. Fuck it.  
“My special blend a’ herbs and spices.” Na-Na says, the smoke still cascading out of his mouth. 
To my great surprise, this stuff goes down easy. Nothing like last night. No burning my throat or chest this time.  No, this is a distinct and different flavor and feeling. We just sit there in the night silence, me and Na-Na. Handing off to each other, puffing totally mellow. No laughing. No coughing.
“Yo, Strong, what we was talking ‘bout? Les’ get to work, man.” With that, we break the tranquillity of the moment, and start busily setting up the two small ladders Silverstein’s got in the back of the room.
I climb up and perch myself on the top. Just me and that wall now. The wall is more wide than high; more so than I had figured it to be. Maybe Silverstein was right all along – maybe I don’t have a clear sense of perspective. No way can I do the portrait of Esperanza standing up, like I had imagined it.  I close my eyes now; just letting go, thoughts and various images drifting in and out of my consciousness. No concrete focus yet though, it’s all fluid. I feel the weight of the pencils and charcoal in my hands, as the minutes clock by. The strike of a match redirects my thoughts. I hear Na-Na climb off down his ladder, the click of a cassette tape being inserted into the boom box’s tape player follows. The whir of the mechanism as it starts up, and the smoke from a Kool wafts through the air, circling my nostrils. Igniting a new set of images, circulating through the screen of my memory. It transports me back to the smoke of Esperanza’s Virginia Slim, when we were standing outside in front of Tijeras de Oro, the day I finally had dragged up the courage to ask her out.  She gave me her number. That was the last time I saw her. The Dentyne gum she was chewing, the roar of the motors and black smoke, exploding from the tailpipes of the buses as they sped by.            That carries me back to the first day I ever saw her - a nasty, sopping boiler of a day, in late August.  Had to be at least 100 degrees. Relentless sun driving through the polluted haze. Even the flies buzzing you, from the nearby dog-shit on the curb, are dragging ass.  I see this insanely breath-taking girl in this Puerto Rican beauty salon, and I halt mid-step, staring in incredulousness. Daaaamn! Their air conditioner must be broken, because all the beautician ladies are plopped down on the chairs, the ones who don’t have customers. Flushed, fanning themselves furiously with takeout menus from the Kim Wah, the Chinese restaurant across the street.
There she is. Esperanza. Stretched out on one of the small sofa-like waiting chairs. Legs curled up a bit behind her, right arm propping up her head in a way that totally accentuates every curve. Effortlessly exhaling that Virginia Slim, watching the rings of smoke dissipate into the heavy mugginess. The thing is, the girl is not even sweating, she is so ice. How could anyone look so hot on such a miserable day?  A shiver, like downing a frozen Slurpee shakes me into another memory. A centrefold of Raquel Welch, in LOOK magazine last year. Lying in exactly the same position - except she’s wearing a full-length, white mink coat. Shit, I don’t know how many times I fawned devotedly over that picture. I still have it in my room, as a matter of fact. BAM! That’s what I would do! I would draw Esperanza in that same reclining position. Like a double tribute!
 I pick up my pencil, no way I’m gonna mess this up with charcoal. Slowly, I take it to the wall, struggling to keep this snapshot, this essence, in my mind and transfer it to this wall before it fades away, like déjà vu.
Hesitantly, I start putting down the preliminary lines, trying to get the proper shapes, the perspective. I was never great at drawing bodies before, not of this magnitude, this size, anyway. No, I am a face man. It’s daunting. I’m shaky. You know when you instinctively know that you have this really phenomenally great idea, but it’s almost kind of too overwhelming? This is it.  Please God, don’t let me fuck this up!    
So, I’m sketching now, tentatively, delicately. So afraid to blow it, yet so much wanting to express it. I’m in and out of the flow, trying in vain to nail that curve of the shoulder, over and over, but no matter what - it’s just not coming. Now frustrated and feeing thwarted, I’ve been vaguely aware of the music in the background. Until this voice - this AMAZING voice - jolts me out of my self-consciousness, forcing me to put down my pencil. I don’t know if it’s being magnified by the Hawaiian, or what, but her voice just freakin’ BLOWS ME AWAY. It is so real. She practically moans through this whole song, no words, but she puts it over with such a sense of heartbreak, of such genuine conviction and realness – that words just could not portray it. Beautiful. Piercing through some hazy level of my unconscious, the recognition of its truth lodges in my throat, and it is choking me up. I don’t want Na-Na to see me getting all emotional, so I try to hide it, while rhythmically swaying back and forth to the music on the ladder.  
Finally, I can’t repress myself any longer; I have to know who this is!
“Na, man, who is this singing?”
“Etta James, my man, Etta James.”
At that moment, it flashes through me.  Another secret door to black culture has just been opened to me, and that in some way it would change me forever. This transcends just black music! It’s deeper than that. Whatever it is - this is what I want my mural to be about! I know it, without even being able to put it into words.
Infiltrated. Seduced. Inspired. Listening. Listening. Listening. Etta James, man. I’d Rather Go Blind, Almost Persuaded, All I Could Do Was Cry. The songs just go on and on.
 All of a sudden, it just clicks! I’m able to go beyond my perceived limitations, elevate my game – my pencil begins gliding over the wall. Smooth, tranquil. Focused. Catching me by surprise, the morning sun peeking in through the classroom window, snaps me out of this trance.  I look up at the clock - 6:35 in the morning! Six hours had passed! We quickly pack up and I scamper home before my parents awaken. I sleep most of the rest of that whole day, still feigning sickness and receiving Florence Nightingale visits from my mother.
When I do awaken, I pore over The Prophet, for a spiritual passage of some type. Something that I can use to kind of sum up the idea of the Esperanza portrait. Something uplifting, as a testament to beauty and, like, eternity. The rest of my time is spent studying that Raquel Welsh centrefold, for artistic and… um…other purposes.  
Na-Na and I meet at the school again that night, me with my LOOK magazine in tow. We go through our herb ritual, he hips me to Al Green, another master of soul, on the boom box, and we get down to business. The business of transforming our creations into a full-scale reality. Me working off the Raquel picture to unleash my Esperanza, he on his scene.
It’s six in the morning again, and I extract myself from my labor of love, to come down to check out what I’ve done. A deep feeling of satisfaction runs through me. Not too bad. There are definitely flaws, no doubt, but I could see Esperanza up there. I had caught in pencil, in charcoal, a good deal of what I wanted to.
I exhale.
I amble over to Na-Na’s side of the room, where he, too, is taking a well-deserved break.
“Holy shit, Na-Na!”
My body goes cold – then frosty.
That face. I immediately recognize that face. It’s the one that was in my sketchbook the morning after the night at The Savoy. The one I have no recollection of. Except this one is way more vivid. Deadly vivid.
It’s not only that it’s that guy’s face, but his whole body is crumpled to the ground. With a pencil in his neck. Another guy, a pimp, apparently, is standing right over him. Victorious. Like a linebacker. Like Dick Butkus standing over a fallen running back, after he had just made a game saving stuff at the one-yard line. There’s another guy, too. Crouching next to him, who’s jeering at the guy on the ground, or maybe exhorting him to get back up. The thing is, the detail in the fallen guy’s face is freakin’ chilling.
He did it, Na-Na did. He had captured that netherworld look of a dude in the last couple of milliseconds of his life. As it’s ebbing away. Brutal.
Just as intense, is the almost blank, yet satanic smirk on the face of the pimp, who had apparently just offed him. He knew he had won, but it was almost like it didn’t matter, either.
Na-Na’s form was still kind of crude though, I think. Rough. I definitely have technique up on him. But the thing is, I think he might have totally just nailed that expression of the guy. The essence - maybe better than I have done with Esperanza. I feel both a sense of jealousy, and admiration, running through me at the same time. It’s hard to take your eyes off it. This is what happened that night at The Savoy. Whoa.  Spooky.
As I step back to take it all in, I’m struck by the contrast in our styles. His characters are smaller than my full-length portrait, kind of representative type art. Exaggerated features – bodies, muscles. Sort of tribal. African. The same style he had shown me in his sketches before, only even more pronounced now.  But the whole thing works, somehow. We pack up and leave…both feeling, I’m sure, like, we had definitely accomplished something here.  One more night to go.
The next night is our last one, and we’re back in the art room. Rummaging through his huge ring of keys again, he picks out a distinctive looking gold one, the smallest key in the pack, and heads over to Silverstein’s art closet. I’m puzzled, because I know that nobody has that key. Silverstein was the only one who had that, and he guarded it like Zell, the Nazi dentist from the movie, The Marathon Man, guarded his diamond stash. Maybe that’s what I’ll call Silverstein from now on - Zell.  Ha, yeah he’d like that. Zell.
Na-Na opens it up, the closet - and I can’t believe what I see! More colors than I could ever imagine. Some of which I had never seen or even heard of before. Bright colors.
Tangerine. Sky Blue. Burnt Auburn. Teal.  Bright pink, and that’s just to name a few.  Cans, and tubes and tubes of brand new paint. What the hell was Zell doing? Hoarding paint for his old age, or something?! This is ridiculous. I look over at Na-Na. He’s smiling like he’s just scored a pound of heroin. For free.  We set up everything, and hungrily divide up the paint, like we’re gangsters from those old, Superman TV shows, after a bank heist.
“Listen, Peanuts - one for you and one for me, see?”
We do our spliff thing, and I get up on that ladder feeling giddy and free, a myriad of fresh paint at my disposal.
Etta James is again wailing away in the background, and everything eventually just morphs into a sea of bright colors. It becomes almost psychedelic, the high from the ganja turning it all into a dreamy ambiance.
In my imagination, I’m one of those hipster artists from, like, the 1920s or 30s, wearing a beret, and hanging in the Cotton Club, or one of those funky speakeasies in Harlem. Great black musicians jamming, the energy wild, intense, and cutting edge. You feel, somehow, like you’re either watching history - or making it.
I don’t even know where all these images are coming from. Maybe from some of those old photos I saw in that jazz book the Professor was showing me a while back? All I do know is that I am so locked in. What had before just been outlines and forms, are now coming to life with depth and clarity. As I mix the array of paints, I find just the right shade for Esperanza’s skin tone
Again, we work through the whole night, and when dawn hits, we know we got to get out of here. It’s Monday morning, and the staff will soon be arriving. We finish up as best we can - mine all bright colors and flash, a testimony to love and beauty. Na-Na’s masterpiece recreating the darkness of that night, of that world. Violent, muted colors, with brilliant splashes of red creating a metaphorical contrast. Somehow, though, it meshes - the two pieces. The opposites say something, are connected in a sort of profound way. Although, it is far from perfect. I mean, I don’t think you can ever be totally satisfied, but I believe we both came away with a deep sense of achievement. We’ve created something meaningful in only about eighteen intense hours. Yeah.
I leaf through, The Prophet, which I had brought along with me this time, and I begin searching for something to jump out at me. Something that would tie up the significance of the whole thing. I find something interesting under the heading, Speak To Us of Beauty.
“Where shall you seek beauty, and how shall you find her, unless she herself be your Way and your Guide?
 And how shall you speak of her, except that she be the weaver of your speech?”
I ponder that for a few minutes, letting it soak in, and circulate through me. Alas, it doesn’t strike me in a way that really summarizes what I’m trying to say. It just doesn’t hit it. With dawn pouring in, I decide to put down the first words that pop into my head. It’s a phrase that comes from an Etta James tune, one that really touched me.
At Last, I Found a Dream That I Could Speak To.
Na-Na writes down:
By Whatever Means Necessary.
I don’t know where he gets that from, and have no inkling how much I will become connected to it later on.
“Hey Na, man, check it out - should we sign our names?”
He stares at me for a couple of seconds.
“I mean, we’ll be totally busted if we do.”
A defiant smirk crosses his face.
“Let’s do it.”
We sign, clean up the paint, I snap a few pictures with my mother’s Polaroid Instant Camera I had carried with me. Then we gas out of there, to get maybe an hour of sleep before I have to return. No way I’m going to miss this morning.
The next thing I know I’m being blasted out of bed by Cat Scratch Fever! Freakin’ Ted Nugent, man.  What are they doing playing that on WABC radio anyway?! Especially at that time in the morning?! I had just intended to lie there in bed for a little bit to rest my eyes. Figure I’ll be way too pumped up to sleep. Instead, I wind up drifting into this freakin’ coma, before Nugent rudely and loudly smashes me into wide-eyed consciousness.  
So now, I’m out of it. Groggy. Headache. Pissed.  Everything annoys me! But there’s no way I’m missing school today - not this day.  Just an hour ago, I was racing down the street against the sunrise, battling to get in before my father gets up. Full of excitement and pride and secrets.  Now, I’m trudging up the same street (3rd Avenue), the morning sun glowing in my face. It’s piercing my eyelids, which are stuck together by what feels like a ton of sand. The ruckus of the cars whizzing by, honking at the rush hour, sends painful shrieks up my spine. It’s all too much. Sensory overload. I just want to get back to my nice dream world.
I’m beginning to wonder if all this shit that happened this weekend…did it really go down? The Savoy? Probably witnessing a murder, while in a drug induced state? To say nothing of smoking ganja and drinking, for really the first time in my life?  Breaking into the school?  Creating a mural? Come to think of it - that’s a crime, man. That, and stealing Silverstein’s paints to put up a mural he doesn’t even want. I mean, realistically, the cops could even be at the school this very moment! Jeez.
I step warily into the school hallway - scoping the whole area. No cops, no FBI agents lurking around the doorways, brandishing handcuffs. So far. I breathe easy for a minute. I walk softly towards the art room, slowing way down to take a peek at what might be going on.  Good. Nobody in there yet.  Just Silverstein sitting at his desk, seemingly staring at the mural.  Wonder what he’s thinking? Sitting through that first period waiting for art class is torture.  Agony. It’s like waiting for that guillotine to come streaking down on my head. It’s inevitable. My thoughts then wander back to the French Revolution. I contemplate what those Frenchies might have been thinking about right before the blade descends…in half a second, your head would be rolling down the platform. Nasty. What would it be like to think in French, anyway? Would they be the same kind of thoughts English-speaking people had? Or would they be thinking about flamboulie, or pate, or whatever?
The bell for next period mercifully rings. Time to face my destiny. Again. As I shuffle half-hesitantly, half-anxiously, down the hall towards the art room, I hear this major commotion.  
What the hell is going on?  
I step it up, entering the art room to find this crowd of kids all gathered around the mural, gazing up at it in astonishment. Not only the kids that were regular students in the class, but all these other kids too, including a number of black kids, who I’m sure had never even set foot in there before.
 They’re all gawking at it like they’re witnessing The Immaculate Conception, or something. Completely puzzled about how this could have suddenly appeared over the weekend.
The black kids are screaming out to their friends in the corridor, to come in and check out “the brothers” up on the wall. And now the din is really growing raucous. They’re even more confused than the white kids about the whole thing, because they can’t figure out how some white boys could have possibly painted this.
Silverstein is glaring at me in this stern silence, obviously annoyed by all the buzz. He really dislikes it when the quiet routine of class is disturbed, and I know he wants to come down on me - hard.
“Alright, alright, everybody! This is a classroom, please!” He’s shouting, in that pinched nasal voice of his.
“Let’s all calm down now, and go to our classes - I’m sure you all have other assignments to attend to!  You can come back after school today if you want to see it, but let’s move on! C’mon! Let’s go! Vamoose!”
He’s trying to make himself heard over the mess, but nobody is listening. Now, he’s becoming extremely red.
The black kids continue bounding in, hollering about this monument to “their culture.” There had never been anything like this in the school before. No tributes to black folk, famous or otherwise. While there were plenty of paintings and portraits of people like George Washington, Jefferson, Lincoln, and Kennedy. This is a first, no matter how it’s gotten there, and they’re all vocal about that. Suddenly, from out of the chaos, a loud shriek rings out.
“Oh shit! Thass Duke in that mofucker! Thass my uncle!  Mofuckers done kilt my uncle!”
“Oooh, Bobby - thass true! That be D’s face an’ shit!” exclaims the distinctive voice of Chuckie Jefferson, who sounds just like a crow.
Abruptly, the mood turns from a spirited curiosity, to one of rapidly brewing violence. You could just feel the seething tension rising up. One by one, other confirmations loudly join in, till a chorus of echoes spreads through the room.
“Yo, they fragged Duke!”
“Sure ‘nuff! That be his face!”
“Yeah, Bobby, thass him.¨
      ” Oh shit!  Some mofucker gonna pay for that - big time!”
I don’t really understand what’s going on now, you never really know what would set the black kids off. I mean, was this guy Duke everybody’s uncle, or what?
The suddenly outnumbered white kids have even less of an idea of what’s going on. Only that they’re reluctantly involved in something that they want no part of. Their bulging eyes vainly scope about for an escape hatch.
The black kids are howling now, working themselves up into some kind of tribal frenzy, as they advance on the flustered honkies. Just as it appears inevitable that a riot is about to break -
“Yo, yo, hold up, y’all!  Hol’ up!  Says here Na-Na Johnson painted this!  Yo, look, check it out! That be his signature an’ shit!”
Haley Cummings, one of the calmer of the black kids, detects our John Hancock’s up there, and is pointing up at them. For a minute, everything halts.  People even stop breathing, as it seems we all go into a kind of suspended animation.
“Say what?”
“Na-Na? Na-Na Johnson?!”
“Yo Chigger, you mus’ be buggin, man! Ain’t no mo’fuckin’ Na-Na Johnson paint this shit!”
“Yeah! Nigger, please!”
“Nah brothers, check it out!  Check it out!”
“Oh shit, J.B! Thass what it say right here! Nigga be right!”
“Nah, dig it man, thass them white boys, tryin’ to be fuckin’ wit’ our heads and…”
“Homeboy - ain't no white boys could paint that shit!”
They return their stares over to the frozen white kids, who are even more bewildered now than before, as they huddle together, and try to retreat.
“Dig it, blood, that shit be just too fierce for no white boy to do”
The white kids agree heartily, some of them even nodding in agreement.
“Some other name be up here too…Joe Mon-t-aperto- Mon-t-aperto - who that be?!”
All the white kid’s eyes turn immediately in my direction, relieved to be shifting the burden over to me.
“That mo’ fucker?”  A few blurt out in unison.
“Yeah…its – it’s me…”
“Say whaaat?”
“I’m… um - Joe Montaperto (I tried to sound calm and steady). Yeah, Na-Na and me - we came in here over the weekend…we did this mural. But I don’t know nothin’ about that guy…I just painted that girl over there on the other side.”
Blank faces abound, as they try to make some sense of what I’m saying.
Then there’s a laugh, and another, and another. Now, the whole room combusts into a festival of merriment, palm slapping and congratulations.
“My man be a wild mofucka an’ shit!”
Yo, Na-Na, the man, G! Yeah, go ‘head wit it, brother!”
“Mmm-hmm! Dig that!” the chorus exploded.
The white kids peek at each other in strained silence, more in the dark than ever. In the space of about ninety seconds, the tension has now transformed into a kind of - celebration. Now the whiteys start laughing this sort of forced nervous laughter. Maybe, subconsciously hoping it would appease the black kids.
Silverstein, who’s been watching this whole drama in an apparent silent and simmering horror, now seizes the opportunity to assert his authority.
“Ok, alright - everybody’s had a good chance to admire the mural already, right?  So let’s all just move to our appointed rounds now, ok? If you want to come back again after school, fine, but (at this point he shoots me a nasty glance), it will be being replaced very shortly, for another project that had been previously planned for this class.”
I close my eyes. Oh no, Silverstein! What are you doing?!
An immediate hush, as the black kids stare at Silverstein aghast, then among each other. Stanley Hayward is the first to threaten.
“Yo, you best keep that shit up there, white man, less you want some fired up niggas ‘round here!”
That was the catalyst. Now everybody starts protesting and yelling, as the once-again angry mob turns on Silverstein, who it seems is just now realizing the full gravity of his idiocy.
WHAM! Somebody turns a desk over.
CRASH! The big table is overturned.
Now the whole place is getting smashed - and we know we’re fucking doomed. Noise, chaos, cussing and screaming ensue.
At that exact second, Mr. Rice, the principal, and Hoss, the security guard, come rushing in. They are quickly followed by this wiry, light-skinned black guy, someone I had never seen before.
Amidst all the madness in the room, he stands up in front, calmly puts up his hands, and in this intense, yet somehow soothing voice, says:
“My brothers, my brothers, cool out now, let’s cool out.  Tell me, what’s going on?”
Miraculously, the black kids just totally abort their rampage, as if some giant plug has just been pulled out of the video arcade.
Then a few seconds later, somebody puts the plug back in - they all start hollering and cussing again.  Some want to push on, and complete the destruction of the room. Others just want to destroy the cowering white kids.
“OK - which one of you intelligent brothers wants to represent?”
Rodney Slaughter strides forward, and points up at the mural.
“Yo, this was painted by a brother, for the brothers! For the black man’s culture. Black man ain’t got nothing in this school, man…they got paintings of all these white men, slave owners, all over this mothafucka! Dig, check it out, man, look around you…slave days be over, brother!”
A wave of cheers and anger surges out over the room.  
“Dig it, brother!  Right on!” Aiight Rodney!”
Michael Taylor steps up.
“Now, this white man wants to paint over our painting, wit’ mo shit for the white boys! Ain’t gonna happen this time, blood! Black man done had enough!
 Sho’nuff! adamant hollers back him up.
The mysterious yellow-skinned guy glances over at Mr. Rice, who quickly replies.
“Nobody is going to paint over that mural - nobody! You have my word on that. My promise. This is here to stay.”
“Word is bond my brothers. Now let’s everybody go back to our classes,” assures the mystery man.  
A tense minute follows. The black kids are collectively eyeing each other with measured glances. They’re probably trying to figure if they should trust this guy, trust again after many broken promises. In an instant, they start milling out in unison, hugging and slapping palms, joyous over their apparent victory. They’ve won the stand-off.
I can’t believe it, but on the way out, a few of them even pat me on the back and slap my shoulder, nodding approval of my work. Then they are gone. Just like that, it’s if the whole incident had never happened. The room is moribund. I scan the area. The white kids are wearing expressions like people who’d been aboard the Hindenburg, and had just, somehow, escaped with their lives.  
As they gaze up at the mural and back among each other, a sudden flash of insight pierces through my consciousness. Perhaps, it is that they’re actually more disturbed by the realization that it is Na-Na Johnson who’s created this mural. More than that they were just about to be trampled upon just now. I mean, Na-Na Johnson? To them, I guess, he’s just some crazy spook you have to watch out for in the hall. The one that stabbed you with his umbrella. They didn’t take him at all seriously, otherwise.  
Now, is there no sacred space left untouched? I just know they felt that. The art room had been the only place, the last bastion of art, civility and humanity, against the onslaught of the black kids. To think that a maniac such as Na-Na Johnson, had busted in this last pristine remaining territory was discouraging. What was probably even more disturbing to them (though I’m sure nobody would consciously admit it to themselves), was that not only had he trespassed into this sanctuary, but that he also had created something that far surpassed what they could even conceptualize. Let alone execute. They just kind of had to sit there in a kind of stunned, horrified resignation.  
I’m just standing there for a minute, all this insight bouncing around my brain, when the mysterious light-skin guy slips in. Without a sound, he yanks me out of the classroom by the shoulder, hustling me silently down the hall to the principal’s office.
When we get there, he firmly shuts the door behind us without actually slamming it, and then locks it. Mr. Rice is sitting behind his desk, not saying a word. Next, the mystery man quickly glances out the window, and then draws the shade. Uh-oh. This does not look good.
He agilely kicks out a chair from across the desk, and silently gestures for me to sit down. Pacing back and forth behind my chair, he is stroking his thin beard and mustache in a tightly controlled sort of way. Walking real lightly on the balls of his feet, he continues pacing. Wearing these rubber-soled brown canvas shoes, kind of like boat shoes. You couldn’t even hear his footsteps. This goes on for what feels like, a good five minutes.  
What the hell is going on here?  I peek over at Mr. Rice, searching his face for answers, but he just wears a real solemn look. At this point, I’m getting really spooked. Now, Silverstein comes crashing through the door, still steamed up and fire engine red. Finally, they all turn their attention on me. Silverstein starts screaming.
“How did you get that key to my art supply closet?  Nobody but me has that key!”
I stare at him innocently.
“You’re a sneak, Montaperto! Those paints were there for a special purpose!”
Light-skin still paces slowly, coiled up and ready to strike.  He turns to me, then Silverstein.
“Joshua, calm down. (He directs slowly and softly) We’re going to get to the bottom of this right now.”
 But Silverstein continues ranting.  
“I don’t even know who this Na-Na Johnson character is!  Do you know you could have gotten us all killed today?!
“Joshua, let me take care of this,” Light-skin cuts in.
“Joshua, please.” affirms Mr. Rice.
Light-skin stares right into my eyes.  He definitely has some sort of charisma, a mesmerizing effect. I want to turn away, but just can’t seem to force myself.
“My name is Mr. Contreau. I’m the new head of security here, and you’re going to tell me what I want to know, son.”
He’s not a big guy, this Contreau, but not a small guy, either. Lean and rangy. Muscular, but not weight-lifting muscular. He’s sinewier and chiselled, with veins popping out all over his arms and biceps. With this jutting jaw that leans forward when he saunters about, he reminds me of a specific animal. Something I had just seen the past Sunday night on that Wild Kingdom TV show. You know, with Marlon Perkins. It wasn’t a lion or a tiger… a jaguar, maybe?  No…ah!  A cheetah! This guy looks and moves exactly like a fucking cheetah. Yeah. He’s stalking me now, his yellow cheetah face flashing his cheetah teeth. Glaring at me with those ravenous cheetah eyes.
Deftly, he kicks another chair over from by the desk, and in one fluid motion spins it backwards, sits down and positions his face directly in front of mine. His stare is intense and unblinking.
“How did you and Johnson get into the school?”
You’re not gonna break me, you lousy flatfoot, I’m no squealer, see? That´s the first thought that comes to my mind, for some reason.
As he’s questioning me, I can’t get that cheetah image out of my memory.  The way it mutilated this antelope, sinking its fangs into its throat and shaking it, blood flowing everywhere.
“Don’t be eyeballing me son - just answer my question.”
He keeps repeating persistently, the pressure almost unbearable.
 “I – I didn’t know this was going to happen…I mean...if Mr. Silverstein hadn’t said he was going to paint over it, that whole thing would never have happened, it”-
“Montaperto, that should never have been up there in the first place! If you -”
Contreau puts up his hand, and Silverstein reluctantly clams up.  
“I’m going to ask you one more time son. You can answer me and save your future - or - you can face the consequences of a ruined life. Your choice. Now, how did you get into the school?”
On some level, I feel I’m going to be made an example of here. They have to have a sacrificial lamb to quiet down the black kids, right?  I mean, isn’t that why they hired Contreau in the first place?  Yeah, I am screwed.
There was no way out.
 “The door was open…we- uh-just walked –“
“The door was not open, son, don’t try to play me.” 
 “Well…that’s how we got in! I swear!”
I didn’t want to give up Na-Na. Either way, it’s a death sentence.
“It was my idea…Na-Na didn’t really have nothing to do with it…we didn’t mean for anything – we… just wanted to create something, like, important! And we thought Mr. Silverstein…maybe, maybe he wouldn’t let us, so – “
“How did you get the keys, son?”  His voice is growing more forceful and irritated now.
I feel like I’m in a POW camp in Vietnam, like I’m in the movie, The Deer Hunter, which I had just seen. The same kind of torture tactics. I envision him (Contreau) giving me a pistol, to play Russian roulette with.
“There were no keys…we - uh – “
“So you’re telling me you didn’t have the keys?
Contreau glares at me with his cheetah eyes for a minute, unblinkingly right in my face. I don’t know what more he wants from me.
“Is that what you’re telling me, then? That you didn’t have the keys?
“Yeah, that’s right, I didn’t have any keys…”
He smirks.
“Thank you, son…that’s all I needed to know.”
He goes over to Mr. Rice, and they huddle together in this whispering conference. Mr. Rice is repeatedly nodding yes. I feel extreme wetness under my arms, and look down to two huge sweat stains soaking my silk-screen shirt. I can start to smell the odor emanating from it now. Shit.
Contreau finally turns back to me.
“You stepped in shit, Montaperto. You’re not going to jail. No, you’re not even going to be expelled. Not even suspended. We’re going to let Mr. Silverstein here deal with you, in the way he thinks best.”
My heartbeat becomes almost regular immediately.
“But know this, son - I’m going to be watching you.”
He makes a gesture with his hand like a gun.  
“Mess up once.”
He pantomimes a shot to my head and smiles.
It isn’t a very friendly smile either, in my opinion.
Even though I’m heavily relieved, I’m also exceedingly suspicious. Why are they letting me off so easy? What kind of secret plot is going on here?
“Wh-what about Na-Na?”
“Don’t worry about Johnson, son, we’re gonna take care of him.
He chuckles, as he cracks his knuckles, one by one.
Oh yeah, don’t worry about that.”
I step slowly towards the door, half-expecting some kind of booby trap to befall me, but none does. I exit the interrogation room and breathe deeply - it’s a troubled breath, though. This whole thing was way too easy. I stumble uncomfortably through the hallways, awaiting the bell for my fifth period class. I begin to experience a cyclone of emotions, from distrust to queasiness, to a sense of being castrated by Contreau - without anaesthesia. Followed by the skeavy sensation of hundreds of lice crawling all over my body. I want to scrub myself in a steaming shower.  Fuck! I fucking ratted out Na-Na Johnson! Fear and sadness finally overtake the skeaviness.
CHAPTER 17

I make my way to the Fox Hole now after being out ‘sick’ for the last three days, actually feeling way more ill than I supposedly had been before. I walk in, and Tommy (the owner) is sitting at his usual table in the back of the restaurant, a half-empty bottle of Campari off to his side, the standard glass of Campari and soda in front of him, grumbling to himself, as he reads over the Newark Star Ledger. Heavy rings of smoke from his ever-present cigar linger lazily in the dim lighting, and My Way plays in the background, as usual. I figure he’s probably drunk (again), so I sneak past him, hoping to avoid having to sing My Way with him again. As he usually demands when he’s soused.
I tread lightly into the kitchen to find Tommy Boy there at the counter, violently chopping the heads off of the day’s fish. Ashes from the Marlboro dangling from his mouth drop down, mixing with the blood.  
“Nice of ya to show up,” he grunts, without even looking up at me.
“Where’s Marc?” I ask, referring to the other dishwasher.
“He’s not here.”
He motions with his head over to the sink area, where there’s a mountainous pile of those huge 20 gallon pots they cook the sauce in. All stacked up, stained with burnt, hardened tomato sauce. Great. This day is just getting better and better. I hate that job, man. You have to use these Brillo pads to scour that burnt shit out - only they aren’t even real Brillo pads. No, they’re these cheap, third-rate, pseudo Brillos that fall apart right in your hands, in only a few minutes. Even though you’re wearing these rubber dishwasher’s gloves, the fibers from these shitty pads go right through them, cutting up all your fingers.  Even worse than that though, is the heavy-duty detergent soap water that you’re scrubbing with. It seeps inside the gloves, and mixes with the acid from the tomato sauce, burning the fuck out of those cuts on your hands. Misery on top of nausea. To complete the torture, the sound and the sensation those quasi-Brillos make when they scrape against the metal of the pots, just completely freaks me out.  Nails raking the blackboard got nothing on this nightmare.
Salvatore, the other son, comes stomping up the stairs, carrying a few crates of tomatoes.
“You got a lot of fuckin’ work tonight, Joey.  Marc’s not comin' in.”
“Thanks, Salvatore.”
About the only good thing, is that Philly won’t be in to bother me tonight. So I take some comfort in that.
Hours pass by as I dutifully scrub pot after nasty pot. My thoughts begin drifting to Esperanza, and the mural, and how I had put my ass on the line just to impress her. It’s only when Tommy Sr. announces that we’re closing early, because of Halloween, do I snap out of my ruminations. Of course, that’s why we were so dead tonight! All the parents had probably been out trick-or-treating with their brats. Making sure there were no razor blades in the Snickers bars, or Candy-Corn drenched with Drano, or anything like that.
And here I am, scraping fuckin’ burnt tomato sauce off of fuckin' twenty gallon pots. Yeah, Happy Halloween! As I hit the street after work, I wonder what Esperanza is doing tonight, and who she’s doing it with. She probably has a bunch of parties to go to. I should go up there, man; I gotta get her to see this mural. Yeah.
 As I zip up my coat, I get a good look at my hands. Oh my God! Shit, they’re like the scariest costume out there! That tomato sauce and the detergent have totally fucked them up, even worse than usual. It burned right through those rubber gloves, man. Yeech. They look like something from the Creature Features, like, some mutant monster claws from a nuclear radiation accident.  Red, scaly, cracked and cut up, they are nasty! They had been getting like that for a while anyway, but this is catastrophic. No girl is ever going to want to hold these monstrosities. No way can I see Esperanza like this. I thrust them disgustedly back into my jacket pockets, and trudge down the dark, cold streets on my way back home.  Only a couple of hours ago, they had been teeming with boisterous little Supermen, Wonder Women, and Frankensteins. Now they are empty and silent. A frigid wind is blowing the remaining dead leaves back onto lawns that had just been raked. I do see some old guy trick or treating though, as Mr. French, the butler from the old TV sitcom Family Affair, strangely enough. I’m still not sure if it’s a costume, or if he just regularly enjoys dressing like Mr. French. As I continue on my journey homeward, grumbling to myself, I look skyward to note the rolls of toilet paper dangling from the depleted tree branches, illuminated by the solitary street light. The houses I pass are splattered with dried eggs, and their windows, as well as car windshields, are smeared with soap graffiti. I smile. Mischief Night. The night before Halloween, when you bombard all the houses and cars in the neighborhood.  What a great tradition!  I think back to last Halloween, which now seems like eons ago, when me, Ricky, and Skinny went Trick or Treating. Ricky, for some reason, had decided to dress up as Teddy Roosevelt. Teddy Roosevelt on San Juan Hill, when he was a member of the Rough Riders, to be precise. As if anyone would get that. He was very intricate in the way he prepared his costume, but almost every house we went to, the people thought he was supposed to be McCloud.  He spent the whole night trying to explain to everybody that, no, he was actually Teddy Roosevelt on San Juan Hill. Obviously, nobody knew what in the world he was talking about, and Skinny and I, of course, thought this was hilarious, as he grew more exasperated. We start busting on him, calling him McClod, until he gets so pissed he starts chasing us. But he can’t run anyway, and especially in those clod-hopper cowboy boots he’s wearing. So we’re falling all over each other, laughing, as we try to get away, carrying these heavy pillowcases of candy.
I start cracking up at the memory, laughing so hard to myself that I have to cover my mouth. It’s one of those times where you just can’t stop yourself.
“Joey?” A girl’s voice calls out, totally busting me.  I look up and peep right into the eyes of Snow White, smiling at me brightly. It’s like I am suddenly transported into some beautiful fairy tale.  Of course, it’s not actually Snow White - but Kyla McBride, in her costume. With my cousin Skinny, who’s supposed to be Spock, I think. For a minute, I’m breathless, speechless. I just cannot avert my gaze.  I mean, she’s more like Snow White than the real Snow White. I almost expect any minute now, a bunch of birds and forest animals to be gathering to dance around her. I have never seen a girl look so sweet, so pure. So wholesome.  
“What are you doing out here, laughing all by yourself?” she asks, still smiling.  
I try hard to regain my composure, my cool, as I ashamedly jam my hideous claws back into my pockets.  I smile, hoping she doesn’t notice.
“Yeah…I- uh- had to work tonight and I was - uh… just remembering last- 
“Aww, you had to work tonight, on Halloween?  Poor guy,” she coos with genuine sympathy. 
She hands me a piece of candy from her trick or treat bag. Me and Skinny exchange greetings (I respectfully call him Chris in front of Kyla) although there’s a bit of awkwardness. We haven’t really connected in a while, and our last significant exchange was that incident with the baseball.
I begin to recount the story of last year’s Halloween with me, him, and Ricky, though, and the laughs start to flow, melting away the tension.  As we continue bullshitting and joking, and cracking up for like the next half hour or so, a warm familiar feeling runs through me. Kind of like being in a time warp, where we’re all close and happy again. Very comforting.
I’m regaling them now with tales of my adventures with Na-Na. The experiences of going to the Savoy Lounge. And especially about breaking into the school those nights. Painting that mural, smoking pot, and listening to Etta James. I have them spellbound, wide-eyed; I’m in total control now, a master storyteller! Just like that time with Na-Na and Guy Warbush, relating tales of fictitious cunnilingus with my alleged babysitter.  
Kyla’s gazing at me like I’m a combination of James Bond and Eugene O’Neill, all rolled into one.  She just keeps going “Wow. Wow”, every time I finish a story. The cold night breeze accentuates the natural pinkish hue, giving her that real rosy-cheeked look. Wow.
I start dropping in stories about Esperanza, about how beautiful she is. How she’s an older woman, a beautician in Elizabeth, and how we’re supposed to be going out soon. All the while I’m searching Kyla’s blue eyes, her face, hoping to detect maybe a hint of jealousy, a bit of envy, but I don’t see anything. She just listens attentively, smiling, and even Skinny watches me admiringly. They seem genuinely happy for me, and with each other. Which, for some reason, makes me depressed. I realize that Kyla is the polar opposite of Esperanza; where the latter is sleek, sexy, hot, unpredictable, Kyla epitomizes the girl you go ice skating with, and then to the malt shop, or something.  
“Hey, Joey, you want to come to the movies with us all this weekend?”  she asks sweetly.  
“Who’s going?”
“Me, Chris, Katelin, Barbara, the Eichorns…there’s supposed to be a really good picture playing at Park Theater…”
“Um, yeah, maybe, I got to see what’s going’ on first…”
“Yeah, let us know, OK?”
We continue walking to my house, still gabbing and laughing, stopping at my front door to bode goodbye. I figure I’ll talk to Skinny now, catch up on what he’s been up to… but he says goodbye too, and starts walking Kyla home. As I watch them disappear down the block together, I stand there alone in front of my house, choking back feelings I don’t totally understand, stabbing pangs of remorse, maybe jealousy. I struggle to convince myself that I have an exciting life. I’m on the cutting edge, man, breaking all the rules, exploring new cultures…and that kind of a safe life would never work for me. I vow to myself that I have to go up to Esperanza; she’s got to see my mural.
CHAPTER 18

         I’m strolling through the Roselle High parking lot after school today, a kind of warm sunny day, uncharacteristically nice for November 1st.  Chugging down a can of Dr. Pepper, I’m mulling over the various conflicts and problems that have presented themselves in my life, the queasy feeling about basically betraying Na-Na to Contreau, the forbidden, puzzling pull over Kyla, and the determination that I have to go up to Elizabeth - and soon.
 Suddenly, a screeching white Cadillac lurches to a halt directly in front of me, jolting me out of my warring fantasies. It happens so quickly that I drop my can of soda, it hits the black asphalt like a fizzy grenade, rolling over and spraying carbonated foam everywhere. 
Shit. There’s nowhere to run.
The black tinted window slowly descends to an electric hum.
“Get in.”
Oh shit – this is it. I’m finished.
I reluctantly crawl in, and through the thick cloud of cigarette smoke I peer into the expressionless profile of Na-Na Johnson, ensconced at the steering wheel; Marvin Gaye’s, What’s Going On? playing on the radio.
As the electric window rises up again, he peels out of the driveway, a Kool clinging precariously to his bottom lip.  I involuntarily swallow the rest of the soda that remains lodged between my throat and esophagus. Another stolen car, too. Total silence.
“What’s up, Na-Na?”
I breathe heavily, fully aware that these may be my last breaths. We wail up Sixth Avenue, I don’t know where we’re headed, and, at this point, I don’t really want to know. I start blabbering at high speed.
“Na-Na, man, I was scoping for you yesterday. That dude - Contreau - he’s gunning for you, man. He was dogging you, he wants you out!  Dude was like “we got plans for him.” Serious. He was using these, like, Vietnam tactics on me too, yeah, and Silverstein.” 
“Yellow-tone Uncle Tom mo’fucka, he interrupts, nigga ain’t gonna do shit to me. Got something for that nigga.”
I relax a tiny bit now - at least the venom isn’t being directed at me. Not in this moment, anyway. He hands me a large piece of paper. It’s a drawing, one of his ink drawings, and in typical graphic Na-Na style. It depicts a scene in which this rabidly fierce black Doberman Pincher is springing in mid-air, teeth gleaming, ears pinned back, saliva spewing, going for the throat of this guy, who appears to be white. Except that he has Negro, kinky hair. A horrified, almost pleading expression dominates his face, which Na-Na has captured expertly. The outline of the school lies in the background, a sign that reads – BEWARE OF GOD – written in what seems to be dripping blood, is posted right next to the attacking dog.
“Give this to that yellow ass Tom. Tell him I know what time it is.”
He takes a long drag from his Kool.
“Where you tippin’ to now, Strong?”
“I gotta go to work at this restaurant, The Fox Hole…it’s near Linden”
“Aiight”.
He apparently has a pretty good idea of where it is, and a few minutes later we’re pulling up in front of The Fox Hole, in the big white stolen Cadillac.  
Philly’s out in front, sweeping the sidewalk.  I notice his sarcastic sneer as I pop out of the ride, clutching the rolled up drawing.  
“Check you later, Na-Na.”
“Aiight.”
As he skids away, Philly smiles widely.
“Who’s the gar in the fuckin’ Reverend Ike mobile, Joey? One of your coon friends?”  He shrieks.
Here we go. “Gar” is short for nig-gar, at least in Philly parlance.
“Not today Philly, awright?”
“That your pimp there, Joey, heh?”
Tommy Boy steps out the front door, smoking a cigarette.
“Hey Tommy Boy, ya know Joey’s a niggeh loveh? Yeah, he just pulled up here with his fuckin’ pimp!”
Tommy Boy laughs.
“What’s the matter, Philly, you jealous? You want me all for yourself?” I retort sharply.
“Ooo-ooh, cold!” Tommy Boy laughs.
Philly turns all red and deflated.
“Awright, niggeh loveh, get in there and wash them dishes now.” He responds with false bravado.  
“That’s weak Philly. You’re burned!  Just keep sweeping.”
CHAPTER 19

The next day I have off from The Fox Hole, thank God.  I’ve already decided that I’m going up to see Esperanza after school, no matter what, and whatever happens, happens. Fuck it. I hop on that bus with a mission. Farting, burping, the whole mess, people gawking at me, making disgusted faces. I don’t care. I have two Polaroid pictures of the mural that I had snapped with my mother’s camera the night, or morning actually, that we finished it, nestled securely in my pocket. I want Esperanza to see what I’ve done for her, the tribute of my love to her. She’s just gonna have to forgive me for inadvertently breaking our date a while back. There’s nothing I can do about the past. I hesitate timidly at the front window of the shop, as usual, trying to summon up the guts to go in, and do this thing. There she is at her chair, cutting hair, her back to me, this time clad in her winter garb. She displays no skin for the first time since I had initially seen her, but still, she’s unbelievably hot! Maybe even more so now. Off-white angora sweater, black leggings or tights (I don’t know which), and kick-ass ankle-length, high-heeled boots. Stop drooling, asshole.  
I skip inside, with apparently nobody noticing me. They’re all busy with their customers, and the meringue beat seems to be playing extra loud.  
I ease my way into one of the chairs, waiting for her to turn around, both anxious and dreading what her reaction might be. Oh no! Oh shit! Not again. I can’t fucking believe it. That look again. That same look as the other time I came up here, when she was on the phone and walked out. Her eye is drooping, the energy gone. Anger and resentment flash through me. She looks right through me, right over me, glazed, with no sign of cognizance.  
It reminds me - painfully - that this is the look that started me off on this whole campaign to ‘prove’ myself to her. The whole reason I even get the job at The Fox Hole, risked my ass to paint the mural, practically the total reason I’ve done everything I did. Maybe to prove to her, in some subconscious way, that I could rescue her. Or maybe rescue myself. My first impulse is to just get up, and walk out right now.  Another impulse is to scream at her. I suppress both. Who am I to say anything to her, anyway? A warm stream of sympathy, of empathy, suddenly melts into my heart, but still…I finally get up and go over to her chair.
“Hi, Esperanza…um - remember me?” I ask in my most hopeful, animated, and somewhat sarcastic tone.
She gazes at me blankly, lazily.
“Hey baby,” she drawls emotionlessly, at last.
An awkward silent pause follows.
“Uh…do you know who I am?” I feel stupid, exposed, like an eight-year old schoolboy at a MAMBLA (Man-Boy Love Association) convention.  
“Yeah, papi…I know who you be” she giggles slightly.
“Um-Esperanza, (I smile brightly now), I got something to…real important… to tell you... to show you”
“Yeah?”
“Do you think we could, like, go outside or something for a minute?”
She smiles laconically.
“Let me finish with this lady here, OK?”
“Te gusta, mami?”  She asks her customer.
“Si, pero un poco mas por este lado, ok?” She directs.
Esperanza finishes up in a few more minutes and kind of robotically dusts the chair off with a whisk broom.
“Mi voy a fumar!” she calls out to nobody in particular.
“C’mon, honey – let’s go.”
We’re both outside now, in the little alleyway next to the store, and she’s trying to light her cigarette, but in kind of this absent-minded way, with no particular focus. She’s fumbling with it, making attempt after attempt. I’m cringing now. It’s actually painful to watch. I mean, usually, I could watch her go through that motion all day, she’s so smooth and fluid and sexy. But now… it’s kind of just breaking my heart.  Finally, she succeeds in lighting it, and exhaling, watches the rings of smoke become one with the grey polluted air.  
She starts giggling.
          Frustrations seethes through my chest, building up like a broken pipe ready to blow steam! I want - I need - to get through to her, to connect on some level.  I want to bawl at the same time, a bewildering torrent of emotions rocks me. I’m in awe of her, still.
“What do you want to tell me, baby?”
I try to carefully measure my words, an attempt to reach out.
“Esperanza, remember when I made that drawing of you?”
She nods, exhaling skyward.
“Well – um - you liked that, right?”
She nods again.
“Yeah, of course, papi.”
“Ok, check this out…I made something for you that’s way better. Way bigger! It’s like - a monument…
I search her face for any type of reaction.
“The only thing is…it’s at my school… 
Do…you…think…you can…um…come to the school? With me?” She giggles, her eyes drooping.  I command myself to stay cool, stay focused.
“I’ll pick you up here… and we can go, ok?”
“Yeah baby, of course.” She finally responds.
“When do you want me to come up?”
“Come up…like, tomorrow, ok?”
“Tomorrow…you sure?”
“Yeah”
“Ok, I’m gonna come up tomorrow, right after school, alright?  Do you think you can get off around, like, 3:30?”
“Baby, I can do what I want.”
She flicks the butt of her smoked-up cigarette onto the concrete.
“I gotta get back now, papi, I see you tomorrow.”
She drifts away, like the smoke rings from her Virginia Slims, and back into the shop. I half-step down the street, a growing feeling of emptiness, pervading my soul.
______________________________
It’s second period in Silverstein’s art class now, the next morning, and my heart is heavy. I’m suddenly dissatisfied, disillusioned with my mural. I’m staring up at it. Noticing every imperfection, every mistake I made.
This is shit! She’s gonna hate this! I can’t show her this!  It takes all the strength I have to avoid a full-scale breakdown. I tell Silverstein I have to go to the bathroom, and then pace the halls frantically the next fifteen minutes, trying to breath.
       Three o’clock finally arrives, and I dash out of the school to catch the #59 up to Broad Street. We gotta get back here before 4 o’clock, when they lock the doors. On the ride up I’m anxious, wondering if she’ll even remember I was up there yesterday. If she even knew what was going on at all. I’m supposed to be at work at The Fox Hole by around 4. I’m really putting this whole job in jeopardy. I don’t even know what kind of a state she’s going to be in today.  I hop off on Broad Street at 3:22. We can still make it if everything goes right!
I burst into the shop, trying unsuccessfully to make it look like I’m laid back, ready for anything…
Now, she’s the old Esperanza again! The light is back in her eyes - she has life again! And she is so beautiful. I gaze at her hopefully. She smiles at me, and a glow comes up from my heart. It’s radiating onto my face, and now I’m tingling with anticipation.
“Gimme a minute, baby, and we’ll get out of here, OK?”
The other ladies beam at me, calling out greetings as I smile back, and wave. Esperanza slips on her short-waisted white leather jacket, delicately places her shades on top of her head, and grabs her purse. Every move is graceful again.
“Hasta manyaaana, chicas” she draws it out playfully.
We stride outside together, and I head towards the bus stop. She inexplicably sashays to the other corner.
Where is she going?
Then I realize - the parking lot. Uh-oh. I think that she thinks I have a car. Great. I sprint over to catch up to her, ready to apologize and grovel, and feel like a fool, but she keeps going.
“Esperanza – Esperanza - I don’t-”
We’re in the parking lot now, and she abruptly stops right in front of this white MG Midget Convertible. Brand new. Whoa.
It glistens in the fading sunlight, among all the beat up Dodge Darts and Chevy Impalas. She pulls keys out from her purse.
“This is your car?”
“You know there’s no way I be taking that damn bus, honey, mmm-mmm” -
“Oh my God.”
I mean, I’m definitely not one of those trade-school car freaks, or anything, but this ride is jamming.  Could I be any more in awe of her?
She offers me a stick of Dentyne.  
“You want a Chiclet?”
I don’t know why, but Puerto Ricans always call every kind of gum Chiclets, no matter if it’s Trident, Juicy Fruit, or indeed, Chiclets. I stuff it in my mouth, mainly to keep my jaw from being permanently dropped.
She lights up her ever present Virginia Slim, opens the door, pushes a button that brings the top down, and hops in.
“What are you waiting for, honey?”
She pulls her shades down over her eyes. It’s a nice sunny day for November 3rd.
        It’s a two seater with no other room - the Midget is. She grabs the clutch, peels out of the parking lot, and goes screeching down East Grand Avenue, like Mario Andretti. She’s messing with the radio knob, rifling through all these R&B and Spanish stations, until she hits on this acoustic guitar solo that plays on for, like, ten seconds.
“Oh shit! I love this song!” she cries out happily, cranking up the volume now.                        
“Whoa! That’s the Eagles new jam, I think.”
“I don’t know who this be, papi, I just love it!  Aaaay!”
I grin to myself, because, secretly, I really like the Eagles, also. We have something in common now, too. Yeah. The words break in now, and she starts singing along, but she’s getting all the words wrong, which usually really annoys me, but in this situation…

“There she stood in the doorway
With the mission bell
And I was thinking to myself
This could be heaven or this could be hell…”
“Yeah, Hotel California!” Woo! I cry out gleefully.
We’re cruising down East Grand Avenue in Elizabeth, the late day sun setting in our eyes, the cancerous breeze from the nearby Exxon Bayway refineries blowing through our hair - and it’s all perfect.
Suddenly, she’s Ali McGraw, and I’m Ryan O’Neal, and it’s Love Story, and we’re cruising down the Boulevard in Hollywood, the salty breeze off the Pacific Ocean cooling us off.  This is it. The defining moment of my life.
That whole ride to the school is magic, timeless…
I’ve never felt so - free!  The only thing I have to be conscious of, is to catch myself from permanently fawning over her, as I’m taking it all in.
When we get to the Roselle High parking lot, I leap out of the car, practically prancing my way up the stairs to the green door. Like that freaking leprechaun from those Lucky Charms, commercials. I peer up at the clock in one of the classrooms - it’s only 3:50. Excellent! We still got time. I excitedly go to pull open the door - LOCKED!  What the fuck?!  It can’t be, it’s not four o’clock yet!!
My blood goes frigid, my heart surges up, and nearly jumps out of my freaking throat. The good feeling, the pleasant trance, is smashed to pieces. God. I’ll look like a total asshole if I bring her all the way down here for nothing! BAM! BAM! BAM!  Frantically, desperately, I pound the door.
“Somebody open the door!!  Somebody open the door!!  It’s not four o’clock yet!!  It’s not four o’clock yet!!” I shriek, in a sustained blood curdling mania.
I keep banging like that for about a minute, until the bound of heavy footsteps come thumping down the stairs inside. The door crashes open, and the burly figure of Hoss, the security guard, fills up the doorway.  His eyes flash with rage.
“What the hell is wrong with you boy?! Are you crazy?!”  He rants in his deep southern drawl.
“Hoss – Hoss – listen - I gotta get in, man - please!  It’s real important!”
“I said the damn school is closed!!  
“But – but –“
“I don’t want to have to tell you again!”
Now, Esperanza appears before him, sashaying sexily up the steps.
Hoss’s eyes light way the fuck up. His attitude does an instant and complete 180, as he just gawks at Esperanza. He’s totally mesmerized.
After about thirty seconds, he regains his composure.
“Well, well now! Why didn’t you just say you had such a beautiful young lady with you, son? Now, that’s a horse of a different color.” he coos in his best Southern gentleman manner, opening the door, and practically bowing.  
A horse of a different color? What? Had Hoss just watched The Wizard of Oz, or something?
“Come in, come in - watch your step there now, Miss.”
He takes her hand as he leads her in.
“Archibald Dawkins at your service, ma’am, but you can call me Hoss.” He kisses her hand, as Esperanza steps into the building.
“Hi Hoss, I’m Esperanza,” she giggles flirtatiously.
“Miss Esperanza, if you don’t mind me saying so, may I declare that you are the finest young lady I have ever had the pleasure to lay my eyes upon.” Esperanza titters. I can’t believe she’s tittering at this bullshit.
“Oh, thank you, Hoss, that’s very nice of you.”
“Mmm-mmm, yes indeed”.
I have never heard Hoss say much of anything before, let alone get all fluffy like this.  
“We need to go up to the art room, Hoss, OK?” I cut into the hypnosis.
“Sure! Sure, not a problem, young man. Not a problem at all! Come on up.”
His eyes are laser-focused on Esperanza. We bounce up the stairs, Hoss following. His gaze is cemented on her ass, as he is whistling softly to himself.
        As we approach the art room, he detaches the ring of keys from his belt loop. Searching for the correct one, he never averts his eyes from Esperanza, a permanent smile creasing his face.
All my hopes, aspirations, and intentions are locked up in my breath, right before we enter. This is the proverbial moment of truth. He opens the door, we glide in, and he turns on the lights.
“Um…there it is, Esperanza,” I choke, as I point to the mural in the back. She looks up at it and stares, her face going completely blank. I’m panting, trying to figure out what she’s thinking.
“Do…do you like it?” I question hesitantly.
“Boy’s a fine artist, Miss Esperanza, a fine artist, yes indeed.” Hoss cuts in.
Suddenly, she just breaks out crying! I mean, really bawling, as she puts her hands up to her face. I stand there paralyzed. Confused, not knowing how to react, and not understanding anything.
“There, there, now, Miss Esperanza, it’s alright, it’s alright.”  Hoss offers her the handkerchief from his pocket, and puts his arm around her, comforting her! She melts into his chest, burying her head, weeping, as he continues to console her.
What the fuck?!  What the hell is going on here?!
“Es – Esperanza…what’s the matter?”
“Oh papi!” She pries herself away from Hoss’s arms, and now hugs me tightly, sniffling as she talks.
“Oh my God…nobody…nobody ever done anything like this for me before,” she sighs deeply, and begins kissing me all over my face.
“Oh, Dios mio, you are the sweetest thing…”
“You…you like it then?”
“Oh baby, I love it!”
         Now she kisses me right on the lips! Sticks her tongue in there, and we are frenching away, for, like, I don’t know, maybe five minutes! I feel like I’m going to faint, and have to make a tremendous effort to steady myself.  She recognizes it, and holds me tightly.
Hoss stands there in the background, probably stunned, definitely wishing he was me right now!  Now this is the best moment of my life.
“It is so beautiful, baby…thank you, thank you, thank you…”
She alternates from kissing me, to wiping her tears away with the handkerchief.
“I gotta give you another trim, papi,” she says as she gazes at me, running her fingers through my curls.
I barely remember the ride to The Fox Hole after that, except that we made a date for somewhere this Saturday. As I stumble in dazedly to work, I start singing the lyrics from Hotel California to myself.
“Her mind is Tiffany twisted
She got the Mercedes Benz
She got a lot of pretty, pretty boys she calls friends
How they dance in the courtyard, sweet summer sweat, some dance to remember, some dance to forget…”
I don’t remember much of the next day at school, either. With the exception being, that every time I pass Hoss in the hall, he looks at me admiringly, like I’m his hero, or something. And I chuckle.
“Awright now,” he keeps repeating.
So, today after school, I call Esperanza from The Fox Hole, brimming with confidence. There’s no interference from that annoying Philly this time, and the call flows free and easy. She tells me over and over again how much she loves the mural, and how she’s so touched by it! We’re going to the Liberty Theater in Elizabeth this Saturday, to see this new double feature, she says. She’s going to take care of everything. All I have to do is meet her at the shop.
Saturday arrives, and I realize I have to convince my father to let me go out tonight. Basically, I’m still grounded from the window breaking incident, and he knows I’m off from work today. So we’re out in the backyard raking up leaves, and talking about the Giants-Cowboys game coming up tomorrow. I come up with this story that a couple of the fellows are all going to the ‘big dance’ at Girls Catholic tonight, (there really was a dance, too), and they wanted me to come. There was this girl that I really like that’s going to be there, and it’s so important that I go.  I’m so thorough in my storytelling, that not only does my father consent to let me go, but actually gives me five dollars, and tells me to have a good time!
Holy shit! I really am a master storyteller, I think to myself. But, I would never tell him about Esperanza, it wouldn’t be what he wants to hear.
I change into my gold outfit, and apply some Jheri-Curl, into my hair to give it that wild, wet, curly look. Then I gaze at myself in the mirror.
I chuckle, remembering that Kyla had invited me to go to the movies at Park Theater tonight with that whole gang. Briefly, I fantasize about what it would be like, stepping in there with Esperanza. Man, I’d love to see the reactions on their faces. But I don’t think Esperanza would dig seeing Herbie the Love Bug, which is what is playing there.
When I arrive at the usual chaotic busyness that is the Tijeras de Oro, it’s nearly closing time. And Esperanza is finishing up with her last customer. She looks up at me, smiling broadly, and I think I detect a different kind of expression this time, almost, like… I’ve graduated. Or something akin to that in her eyes. Sort of like I’ve moved up a notch, become more esteemed.
“Muy guapo, papi…you look cute.”
“Thanks Esperanza.” I beam back.
As she puts on her coat and we get ready to make our exit, one of the ladies yells out – 
“Saltacuna!”
Now all the rest of the ladies are joining in with the same thing, whistling and giggling.  
“Saltacuna!  Saltacuna!”
Esperanza hides her face in her hands, cracking up, and sticks her tongue out at them through her fingers, as we leave.
“What does that mean - saltacuna?”  I ask, as we step outside.
“Nothing papi, you don’t want to know,” she’s still laughing.
“C’mon - is it bad? Tell me, c’mon…it’s bad, right?”  I persist.
“Ok, ok, calm down baby…it means…like, um, it means - robbing the cradle.  Cradle robber.”
“Oh.”  
“Satisfied now?” she asks, smiling.
We hop into her MG Midget, as the blustery night wind howls, and this time she keeps the top down.  Cruising through some fairly decrepit Elizabeth real estate, we head towards ‘El Barrio’, Spanish for ‘the neighbourhood,’ where she lives. We whiz down a few more blocks, and now it’s like we’ve entered freakin’ Puerto Rico, man! The posters, the signs, and billboards are all in Spanish, one featuring a super sexy Puerto Rican girl in a super sexy bikini, drink in hand, touting the sexiness of, Ronrico Rum. My eyes fixed on that for a while, even though the sexiest girl in the world is sitting right next to me. I wonder why it’s like that? It doesn’t matter if you’re with a beauty queen, you’re still going to look at another chick, almost no matter what she looks like. Strange. The requisite pulsating lights adorn every awning of every bodega on the street, as well as the rear windshields, and license plates of the jacked up Puerto Rican mobiles, speeding by, down the strip. Honking their horns to the tune of La Bamba, or whatever it was, and making kissing noises at Esperanza from the windows. I move closer to her now, as close as I could get.  
As I ponder this fascination with blinking lights, long forgotten memories of growing up in Brooklyn arise hazily from the corners of my mind.  Blistering July and August days, so humid there would literally be steam rising up from the black tar streets, hanging out on the front stoop, gasping for a drop of wind, or air. Then sure enough, Victor Menendez and his little brother Gee-Gee, who lived in the apartment next door, would break out the wrenches to open up the ‘Johnny pump’ out front. Instantly, there would be all of us, a bunch of happy kids, jumping around gratefully in the torrent of gushing water. The force of it almost knocking us over, until, inevitably, the Fire Department, would arrive to shut it down. Amidst, of course, groans and shouts from the crowd. The old Italians would always complain about the “spics”, but, hey, they were the ones sweating.  
The memories comfort me in a way, and I relax into them, the anxiety of being a stranger in an alien world, slowly dissipating. Turning off onto a deserted side street, we pull up into the driveway of a muted purple two-story house, which, although it could use a paint job, isn’t half-bad. In fact, this neighborhood seems almost suburban, I muse, as we get out of the car and head over to the front door.  Esperanza takes out this clump of keys from her pocketbook, and proceeds to open up a number of locks. We enter a darkened hallway, the strong smell of Mr. Clean, stinging my nostrils and watering up my eyes. We hop up the stairs until we reach another door, where this time, she unlocks, like, fifteen different locks. The door creaks open to a dimly lit room, and I immediately jump back. I’m startled by this, like, life-size Crucifix dominating the wall directly in front of me, and an equally life-like Jesus staring down from it. Blood pouring from his puncture wounds!  Holy shit, that looks too real! For a minute, I feel like I’m Pontius Pilate on Judgment Day. It’s so bizarre. Right below the cross is a kind of altar. An imposing figure of the Virgin Mary, rosary beads dangling from her outstretched hands, standing there. A row of prayer candle votives cast spooky shadows over the paintings and statues of various other saints. I gaze around the room tentatively. It’s cluttered with all types of religious paraphernalia. An involuntary shudder creeps over me.
      “Abuelita?”  
Esperanza calls out over the din of a Spanish soap opera, blasting from a TV somewhere in the darkness. I follow Esperanza blindly, as she picks her way through this obstacle course of relics crowding the room. Finally, she reaches a small black and white Zenith, which is definitely looking worse for the wear.
“Abuelita?” she repeats, as we come upon an oversized Gothic-type armchair, from who knows what time period. I do a double take, then a triple take. I am astonished to find this tiny, brown-skinned old lady…easily the most ancient looking person I have ever seen, settled into it. I mean, she could be Miss Jane Pittman’s grandmother. Her face looks like a baked potato that has been left in the refrigerator for a year. An oversized pair of magnifying glasses, grey shawl, faded print dress, and crusty old house slippers complete the ghastly outfit. I stare at her with a mix of horror and fascination. Mainly because I can’t tell if she is alive or not.  
“Abuelita - Esperanza bends down to speak louder into her ear - tenemos un huesped.”
There is a stirring, as the old woman starts to slowly look up from the TV set.
“Te presento el Joey,” she says, pronouncing her syllables very carefully, as she points to me. The old woman cranes her neck to look up, and suddenly, her eyes lock on me, followed by a kind of tremor that shakes her body.
“Jorge…Jorge”
“No, no abuelita – Joey. No es Jorge - el se llama Joey.”
I peek over at Esperanza questioningly.
“She thinks you’re her son. She’s old, you know.” 
I nod sympathetically.
“Joey, tienes hambre?” She creaks.
“No abuelita, el no habla Español… es Italiano.”
“Italiano?”
“Si, no habla Español, solo Ingles.”
“She don’t speak no English, papi. She watches her grandmother for a minute.
  “Mira, listen, I’m going to change, and wash up and shit, OK?  You could sit here and watch TV, or something. I’ll be out in like fifteen minutes, OK?”
Her bedroom door shuts closed, and now it’s just granny and me, who continues to be fixated on me, like she’s in some kind of fog.
I smile nervously as I peer around the room, scanning for anything that I can rest my eyes upon. There’s pictures on the wall of Esperanza when she’s maybe 13 or 14 years old, with a couple of other girls in a beauty contest.  She’s wearing a banner that reads, Miss Teen Puerto Rico, holding a bouquet of flowers, and crying.
God, she was always beautiful.
There’s other photos, too, fading black and whites, probably from the 50s. A good-looking guy in a Navy uniform. Right below that, there’s a beautiful woman who bears an amazing resemblance to Esperanza, only from another era.
“Jorge, tienes hambre?” I’m awakened from my spell by granny, who’s now smiling at me. I have no idea of what the hell she just said, but I nod my head yes enthusiastically, anyway.
“Ven, ven.”
With a mighty effort, she slowly, carefully raises herself up from the chair, using the equally gnarled wooden cane, resting on it for support. Finally, she’s just about half erect, all four-foot-seven of her, and commences to plod deliberately to the similarly cramped kitchen. I’m torn between being terrified that she might fall apart, and observing her in a sort of detached way. Almost like she was kind of a science experiment. With a wave of her hand, she motions for me to follow, and sit down at the kitchen table.
“Sientase, sientase, Jorge.”
She hobbles over to this monstrous iron pot on the stove, and lifts the top. The mysterious aroma of Puerto Rican food hurries out. Scooping out some of it, and shakily placing it on a plate, she sets down before me a mound of yellow rice and, as far as I can tell, some sort of boiled chicken gizzards.
I just smile and silently pray to myself that Esperanza will be out soon to rescue me.
“Come, Come,” she urges me to eat, and then begins to tell me a story of some kind.
I, of course, am pretending to understand her Spanish, nodding my head the whole time, as she goes on and on. In between, I’m picking around the rice, attempting to avoid the alleged chicken gizzards, which are totally grossing me out now.  
Granny appears to be searching her memory. She’s spinning this story, suddenly alive, and becoming very animated…then cackling uproariously, as she bangs her cane on the floor.
“Ha-ha-ha-ha-ho-ho-ho!!” I’m laughing along, slapping my knee. We’re having a grand old time, granny and me.
Finally, Esperanza emerges from her bedroom, in the process of putting one of her earrings in.
“What’s going on out here?” She asks, alarm tinging her voice.
Just when I think that she couldn’t possibly look any better - that nobody ever could - she takes it up another level. She’s wearing this black turtleneck mini dress, maybe its wool, I think? Black sheer stockings, and black stiletto velvet boots. Daaamn!
“Oh…uh – nothing! Just - uh - laughing with your grandmother, here.”
She smiles.
“She’s my great grandmother, honey.  You ready to go?”
I get up and thank granny, delighted to at last be escaping the prospect of the deadly chicken gizzards.
Esperanza pulls on her jacket, then bends down to talk to her great grandmother. They converse in Spanish for a minute. Esperanza gives her a kiss on the cheek, helps her back to her armchair - and we’re off.
We stop off first at Jack In The Box, for some tacos before the movie. It makes me feel proud to pay for it. I ask her about the pictures on the wall. She tells me the guy in the Navy uniform was her father, he left them when she was like four or five years old, and she doesn’t remember much about him. She had another sister, an older one, who died of bronchitis when she was nine years old, that her mother worked two jobs, cleaning toilets by day, and offices at night. Her great grandmother was 102 years old, and had outlived two husbands. And she was thirteen when she was, Miss Teen Puerto Rico, in San Juan, but nothing ever happened with it after that.  
I ask her why she doesn’t enter beauty pageants anymore, that she could definitely be Miss America. She smirks and says she doesn’t have time for that anymore, she’s got to make that money. And besides, only White girls ever get to be Miss America. By the time we finish eating, I feel more comfortable with her than I ever have before. I still don’t know what movie we’re going to see, though.
We get to the Liberty Theater, and there’s a double feature playing - Death Wish and Lipstick. Esperanza says she’s really looking forward to seeing Death Wish, and everybody’s been talking about it. Besides, she says she thinks Charles Bronson is so sexy. I go to get the tickets, while Esperanza stands off a little to the side.
“Can I see your ID?” asks the skeletal old black lady, at the ticket booth.
“Whadaya mean - ID?  Why do I need -”
“These movies are rated R, you got to be at least seventeen to get in here, unless you’re accompanied by a guardian.”
“Accompanied by a guardian?!  This is ridiculous. (I lower my voice) Of course I’m seventeen, I’m a senior at Roselle High.”
Well, I still got to see some ID.”
Panic starts to set in. I pull myself closer to her face, and lower my voice to a whisper.
“Please lady, gimme a break here; I’m on my first date with this girl - I -”
“I’m sorry, but it’s my job.”
“What’s the problem, honey?” Esperanza interrupts.
I - I forgot my ID,” I cut in, before the lady has a chance to say anything.
A slight scowl crosses Esperanza’s face. I immediately feel my johnson retract deep inside my tighty-whiteys.
We do get in, and I get the popcorn, trying to revive some vestige of my compromised manhood. But the embarrassment I just suffered there, feels like a mortal wound. As we sit at our seats during the coming attractions, I can’t even make myself look at her. She peeks at me with a sympathetic smile.  
“Don’t worry about it, papi.”
My johnson expands just a little bit, a tiny portion of relief spreading over me. About five or ten minutes into the movie, there’s this pretty brutal scene where these junkies break into Bronson’s NYC apartment, rape his daughter, and kill his wife. I look at Esperanza, who’s motionless - and emotionless - then mumbles something in Spanish under her breath.
Suddenly, a wave of intense fear, then nausea, breaks over me. Scenes of the rape I witnessed last year, of Butch Finnegan in the high school bathroom, race vengefully and unexpectedly through my psyche. Fuck! I can’t believe this! I’ve buried those thoughts way out of my consciousness for the past year, and now, suddenly, I’m replaying them?! Or rather, they’re being replayed for me. Against my will, with all the same stomach-numbing feelings and reactions accompanying them. I’m silently battling with myself to remain conscious; holding down what I’m sure is going to be a torrent of vomit.
I just want to reach out and put my arm around Esperanza, I want – need - somebody to hold me, but I can’t do it. Every time I just about build up the courage, the inclination to make the move, Bronson shoots another thug! Esperanza would be lurching forward, nearly spilling the popcorn to the floor, shouting:
“Yeah, get him! Get that motherfucker, papi!”
The second movie, Lipstick, is starring this supermodel, Margaux Hemingway, in her first featured role as - what else? A model that gets raped by her little sister’s music teacher. And then as the movie ends, she winds up blowing away the guy’s guts all over the parking lot with a shotgun! Just as he now attempts to rape the little sister.  
The lights go up and everybody in the theater cheers victoriously. After four hours of rape and revenge, though, I feel drained and emotionally spent.  Usually, violence doesn’t really affect me…why am I reacting this way?  What am I - a punk? A pussy?  A twinge of shame shadows over me as we walk silently to her car, and now driving quietly too. With only occasional peeks at each other, and quick (nervous on my part) smiles to break the spell. The gnawing sense that I have failed her in some way hounds me still, making me doubt that there has ever really been any chemistry at all. We cross over into Roselle, down First Avenue, heading to my house. Damn! I didn’t even get to kiss her tonight…and now I’m never going to see her again.
Suddenly, she clicks on her right blinker, and turns into the driveway of the Tasty Cake Outlet Factory. What is she doing? My house is about another mile and a half down the road. She continues on and pulls onto this back road. Hope Avenue. I’ve been to this Tasty Cake place a hundred times before, and I never even knew this Hope Avenue existed.
Rows of factories surrounded us, lining either side of the street.  She stops the car - and cuts the lights. A lone streetlight casts its glow in the otherwise stark blackness of the night. She gazes into my eyes with such an intimate intensity, that I have to turn away. I bow my head. She moves closer, puts her face right in front of mine.  
“Papi, how did you feel when that guy was raping Margaux Hemingway When he tied her up to the bedposts?”
Long silence.
“I – I don’t know…it was um – kind of-”
“Did you think she was beautiful?”
(Deep breath) “Yeah! I mean, of course -”
“Did it make you all hot inside?”
She puts her index finger on my lips.
“Shhh…”
Taking my face in her hands, she cradles it tenderly. Starts kissing me gently at first, softly pressing her beautiful lips against mine, then my nose. Then my face. Her tongue begins to explore my lips again and again, until she thrusts it inside my mouth, increasingly more aggressively, passionately.  
She’s leaning over me now, tenderly pushing me backwards. I surrender, almost paralyzed. I allow her to take the lead as she continues to press on. She grabs hold of my jacket, pulls it off, and begins unbuttoning my gold silkscreen shirt. She’s starting to breathe heavily now…I am too, but mostly out of fear and uncertainty. Now, I feel myself start to shake, then tremble. Tremors are everywhere. Running up and down my body, like, I’m being dipped in ice water. I can’t control it.
“Don’t worry, papi, it’s alright…be calm.”
She puts my hand on her tit.  She’s pressed against me now, moving and grinding, and making sounds like a baby sucking a pacifier. My leg jerks spastically, kicking the steering wheel. She’s on top of me now. I have my hands under her bra, and, boy, it is the most amazing thing - her nipples grow right in my hands! I begin kneading her breasts, like a kitten groping for its mother’s milk. She pulls her dress over her head and flings it backwards. She has my shirt off, running her nails around my nipples. She’s moaning. I’m grunting, caught between desire and terror. Her hands go down and now she’s rubbing Mr. Johnson. Oh, that feels good! Sweat, sweat, and more sweat. This is it. This is it! She pulls down my pants and throws them in the back. Garments are whizzing around like a dodge ball game. She puts my hand down her crotch - and I’m rubbing her black lace panties. Oh shit, I don’t know what to do!  She rubs her tits in my face. It’s a frenzy!  She guides my Johnson inside her.  
“Oh God, oh God!” I scream out.
CHAPTER 20

       The next day, Sunday, arises. As I wake up to a sunny late morning, it’s like I’m entranced in a soothingly sweet lucid dream.
Oh my God! Did it really happen last night? Had I truly become one in a magnificent, passionate embrace with - Esperanza?  I am possessed by happy demons. Infused with giddiness. As the day wears on, I am spontaneously bursting into insane song and dance routines like –
   “Wherever we go, whatever we do, we’re gonna do it together!” 
 I’m snapping my fingers. Doing pratfalls down the stairs into the living room, for God’s sake! Just out of control. That evening, as my sisters are helping my mother get dinner ready in the kitchen…for no apparent reason, I whimsically grab the broom from Maryanne, and go into this bizarre rendition of –
  “Do-re-mi” from Mary Poppins, and using this exaggeratedly theatrical voice. I’m doing pirouettes all over the kitchen, with the broom.
“Doe, a deer, a female deer, ray, a drop of golden sun; me, a name, I call myself, far, far, far to run…”
My mother is looking at me, half smiling, and half very alarmed.
“Ewww, get out of here - freak! Snaps Maryanne.
“What are you - mental?” chimes in Karen.
They are not smiling.  
But, nothing - nothing, can deter my cheerfulness. Today, I’m in a giving mood. I actually come to their aid, pushing past them, and carrying the baked ziti and sausages to the table!
“Pardon me, pardon me! Allow me, madam.”
“What is wrong with him tonight?!” They both look at me disgustedly.   
I begin to serve out portions to them, like a butler, like Mr. French, from Family Affair. Yeah, I’m Mr. French now, that’s who I am! The thought of it cracks me up, as I start speaking in that English butler kind of accent.  I’m quite amused with myself. My father, is now eyeing me suspiciously.
“He’s on something, ma! I bet he got a hold of some speed, or uppers, from his black drug dealer friends at school!”  acuses Maryanne.  
“I wouldn’t talk, not with all those drug addict skanks you hang out with! Joe Baretti! Heh, heh,” I retort in a sing-song voice.
“Joe Baretti?! He’s the sweetest guy in the world! He doesn’t even drink beer or – “
“Drug addict! Drug addict!” I chant.
“Don’t let me find out your smoking any of that funny stuff, or whatever,” my father warns me.
“God! Can’t somebody just be happy?” I complain.
“Not that happy, my friend. It’s not normal.”
“He’s not normal.”  Maryanne condemns.
I cluck my tongue and sigh.
“I’m not on anything, Wallace (that’s what I called him, for some reason). Jeez…I’m just in a good mood.”
“I’m just saying, I find out you’re doing any of that stuff, I’ll have your ass in a military school so damn fast” …his voice trails off, as he proceeds to cut his meat into precise two inch cubes.
“Damn! Can’t anybody just be happy around here?”
This whole scene reminds me of this Star Trek episode that really annoyed me. The Enterprise beams down McCoy, Spock, and a few of the crew to this planet, where an expedition team from like a hundred years ago, supposedly got stranded on. Figuring everybody would be long dead by now, they’re instead shocked to not only find them all alive, but they haven’t aged at all, either! And they’re ridiculously healthy, too - and happy! There’s these flowers on the planet that shoot these spores, and it keeps everybody happy, healthy, and young. They work just enough to sustain themselves, and the rest of the time they just have sex and fun. So the flowers shoot the Enterprise crew with the spores also, and pretty soon everybody just wants to have a good time. When Kirk finally beams down, he, for some reason, is annoyed that everybody is happy. Even Spock.  In fact, Spock is hanging upside down from a tree branch, laughing - and he has a girlfriend! Spock! He only mates like once every seven years, usually. Whoa. So Kirk beams back up to the Enterprise in a huff, and devises a way for the starship to emit this ultrasonic sound wave, that destroys all the flowers. And everybody’s miserable again. Except Kirk, who’s feeling good about it! I mean, why did Kirk have to ruin everything? Why couldn’t he just leave it be?  
Even later, when they all get back on board, Spock laments –
“For the first time in my life, I was happy.”  What a bummer.
Anyway, Kirk is like my father, I think, just trying to spoil my fun. It doesn’t matter, though. All I have to do is think back to last night with Esperanza, the way it was so tight in her MG Midget, and how my leg would involuntarily jerk, once accidentally kicking the radio button on to Van Morrison’s, Crazy Love! I mean, how perfect is that? How the windows were so fogged up from the contrast of the bitter cold outside, and the steamy heat inside. How Esperanza would make these noises that murmured from deep inside her breast…sounds I’ve never even heard from another human being before. That’s all I need to smile and create a warm, tingly feeling inside me! And nobody or nothing, can ever take that away!
The next couple of days go by, and I am just radiating this aura of joy and love - even in the hallways at school. It’s as if nothing can faze me.  Now, this must be what it is like to be in love. Even some of the black girls smile at me, as they pass me in the hall. Including Carol Simmons, who’s probably the most beautiful girl in 10th grade - black or white. Even when David White and the Orange Face brothers scowl at me as they bop down the hallway, calling me a “punk-ass-bitch,” it doesn’t matter. I just beam at them with compassion in my heart, and float on down the corridor. I feel saintly! Although, I am dying to tell somebody about the whole Esperanza experience. But who can I tell? Not Skinny or Ricky - they think I’ve been boffing her all along. Certainly not Na-Na. It’s just welling up inside me, ready to pop. Finally, I just have to spill it to somebody, and wind up telling Marc, my Greek stoner dishwashing partner, at The Fox Hole.
I’m surprised, because as I’m reciting to him the tale of my love fest, he keeps pressing me for every minute detail. He’s asking me very specific questions. After each verification, he says - “excellent!” Later, he presents me with a nice, thick spliff. As a congratulation gift to share with Esperanza.
The next day, when I come to school, the black kids are in an uproar. There’s some serious trouble brewing again. I find out that somebody has painted KKK in white, on Contreau’s black Camaro in the parking lot! The black kids are enraged that someone would have the nerve to pull something like that - right there in the parking lot. They are convinced that The Klan, is present somewhere among the white kids. And the black kids are out for revenge. The white kids, of course, are equally terrified of another Black uprising, and they keep their distance. Tensions are definitely high. I have a feeling I know who is responsible for this.  
I’m bursting inside to call Esperanza, though. I want so much just to hear her voice, even just the sound of her voice. She doesn’t even have to form any sentences - general mumbling will be enough. I want to share my joy, my feelings, my love with her, ‘cuz I know she’s feeling it, too! But I have to wait…I gotta be cool about this. That lasts for one more day. Compulsively, I make the call to her house, but the great grandma answers again, over the ever present din of the Spanish soap operas. Las Novellas. That goes nowhere.
The second and third time I call over the next couple of days, nobody answers. It just keeps ringing and ringing. Ok. No big deal, she’s probably just a little busy. Thursday arrives, I have a day off from The Fox Hole, and I cannot wait anymore, I miss her so much. I’m going to go surprise her at the shop. I’ll bring her up those Polaroids I took of the mural, the last night Na-Na and I were there, so she can show ‘em off to the ladies at the shop. Yeah, she’ll like that. I hop off the bus, and practically skip to the bodega at the corner of Broad Street, to buy some Peppermint Patties. Women love expensive chocolate. I head over to the Tijeras de Oro, all dreamy, romantic, and goose bumpy.
A little more than half a block away, and across the street, I spot her outside the shop. Conversing with a guy all dressed in purple, for some reason. I slow down a bit, not wanting to interrupt her, because this guy could be a customer, or something.  
As I get a little closer though, I can see the conversation is becoming more animated. More heated. She’s yelling at him, but I can’t hear or understand what she’s saying…and now he’s screaming back, gesturing wildly with his hands. Suddenly, she slaps the dude right in the face!  Holy shit! What the hell is going on?! In a split second, she’s flailing away at him, kicking, cussing – then, he grabs her arms, blocking her kicks with his legs. She’s struggling, crying, and shouting. I’m going to kill this motherfucker!!  I don’t care who he is. I charge up the street, bristling with fury - but the freaking traffic light turns red now. Damn! It’s rush hour. There’s a crazy, frenetic onslaught of buses and trucks rumbling by me, temporarily blockading my view. C’mon, light – change! I get a slight reprieve, as I briefly spy them again through the barrage of vehicles. He has her face in his hands, forcing his lips upon her! No fucking way! I dart out into the middle of the freeway-like avenue, intent on beating the shit out of him and rescuing my girl. Trucks and taxis lock their brakes, screeching to avoid smashing me into pulp! I duck and juke in and out, between them. She’s squirming madly, trying to fight off his macho advances, as he grabs her by the waist. I’m flushed with rage - a bus swerves, just missing me, as he slams down on his horn. Adrenaline speeds through me, making me feel as I can fly right over all the traffic. Beeping - beeping.  All of a sudden, she surrenders her struggle. Gives in. Embracing him, as she throws her arms around his shoulders. Caressing him desperately. They absorb each other, kissing passionately, ferociously. I stop right there. Paralyzed. A tractor-trailer rumbles in front of me, shaking the ground like a freight train. Black toxic exhaust spews from a hundred tail pipes, surrounding me with an impenetrable filthy cloud, choking me, gagging me.  
“Mericone!”
“Huevon!  Puto!”
“Pendejo!  Get the fuck out of the street, asshole!”
The curses, the screams, the screeches, and the horns are beeping in a myriad of varying tones and pitches. All coagulating into a kind of horrific, chaotic, opera of madness.
The next thing I see, is Esperanza and this purple guy retreat into his silver Cadillac, and roar off down the avenue.  Two hours later, I plod into my living room, dragging my feet heavily on the floor. Dinnertime. My mother and sisters scurrying around in the frenetic ballet that is preparation for the nightly ritual of dinner.
“Pick your feet up when you walk, will ya, for crissakes?” my father yells out from the dining room table, even though he can’t see me. The sound of feet dragging was just one of the litanies of noises that irritated my father. Living with him is like playing the game, Operation. You never know which move or noise will strike a nerve, and make him buzz.  My mother, a large serving dish of meatloaf in her hands, halts in mid-stride.
“Oh my God Joseph, what is wrong with you?”
My eyes downcast, I don’t - or rather - can’t respond.
“I got the bent fork again! Every goddamn night we go through this!”  my father bellows.
“You look like a ghost! Are you sick?” my mother continues.
She places the meatloaf down on the table, feels my forehead, first with her hand, then with her cheek.
“You don’t have a fever - but you’re so clammy ...what’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
If she only knew what the problem really is! If she only knew about Esperanza. But, there’s no way I can ever tell her, or any of them, about that. I plop down at my position at the table, trying to summon up the will to pick up the serving spoon from the bowl of mash potatoes. My sisters and little brother compete in a frantic grab for the biggest piece of meatloaf, a job usually reserved for me. They sense a weakness in me tonight. Opportunity beckons. Eventually, I manage to slop some mashed potatoes onto my plate. My mother continues to peek over at me, concern revealed in the position of her eyebrows.
“Joseph, are you sure you’re alright?”
A half-assed squeak, somehow, escapes from my mouth. Kind of, like, The Tin Man, when Dorothy has to oil his jaw.
For a minute, it becomes silent, all activity ceases, as my sisters scrutinize me. Their plates are full now. Apparently, I’m the next victim of the feeding frenzy.
“Oh my God, he is so on drugs, Mom! The other day, he was like dancing around with the broom and everything, right, and now look - he can’t even keep his head up! Oh my God, that’s like the classic symptoms of a drug addict.”
“Yeah, we just saw this video in health class the other day, about these drug addicts just like that. They get hyped up on speed, and then gotta come down on, like, Quaaludes, or something,” Chimes in Karen.
“OK doctors, just mind your own business, alright.” My mother defends me.
“What kind of horse’s ass would you have to be to go down that road?” my father grumbles, shooting a glance at me.
“Alright, can we all just eat dinner now like a normal family? Thank you.” Mom pleads stressfully.
I force down a couple of gulps of mashed potatoes, but I can’t eat, and I’m in no mood to be dissected tonight, either. I ask to be excused from the table, go up to my room and crash land on my bed.
Flash! Flash! Flash! Like those giant flashbulb cameras newspaper reporters used in the 1930s. Shots (images) relentlessly invade the darkness. Even though my eyes are closed.
Purple. The purple jacket. A velvet purple jacket. Flash. Scenes from, Death Wish. When they raped Charles Bronson’s wife. Perfectly tailored purple jacket. Flash! Me and Esperanza, making it in her car that night. Flash! Violet shirt. A light shade of violet, unbuttoned down past his chest. A myriad of gold chains dangling from his neck. Medallions, and a crucifix. Flash! The rape scene with Margaux Hemingway, in Lipstick.  Flash! Purple shoes.  Suede. This guy’s walking around with his jacket open, shirt unbuttoned all the way the hell down. It’s November. It’s fucking thirty-eight degrees, man! Asshole.
More ruminating. Then the really horrifying, deep down truth of the matter assaults me. This guy is so fucking good-looking! I mean, like Omar Sharif/Warren Beatty handsome. I’m no homo - but this guy is like the male Esperanza. Regular rules don’t apply to these kinds of people. They’re like another species. That’s what’s really eating at my intestines. Plus, he’s probably Puerto Rican, too, from the look of him. Another strike against me.  Kind of tall. Pencil mustache. Perfectly coifed curly/wavy hair, with the curl strategically dipped below one eye. His scarf, it was apricot.  No, wait a minute, that’s Warren Beatty in You’re So Vain.  
How could she do this to me? I thought we were in love! She even took me to her house! I thought everything was going to be like, great, from here on in. Maybe there really is no such thing as love. Maybe it really is all just bullshit.
The next week slogs by at school.  Sadness and despair ebb and flow, intermingling with anger and nihilism.  David White and the Orange Face brothers, swagger by me repeatedly, swearing and glowering. Na-Na hasn’t been in school for a while, and these jackals instinctively feel something is amiss. Circling me ravenously. Just waiting for the opportunity to pounce, and exact revenge. The longer Na-Na is away, the hungrier they become. Pining for the time when they don’t have to answer to his retribution.
It doesn’t get any better at night either. Still nobody to talk to, as I lay there in the silent darkness. No answers. Again. Seeking any kind of solace, I turn to the book, The Prophet. Again.
I flip through it, hoping against cynicism to glean a second chance at wisdom. Mostly, it’s this blabbering from this guy who comes down from a mountain and addresses these apparent retards from this village called Ophalese. And, they keep dogging him with a bunch of just inane questions.  I’m about to kick it (the book) to the proverbial curb, when one passage catches my eye, ‘Speak to Us of Beauty’.
“All these things you have said of beauty. Yet in truth, you spoke not of her but of needs unsatisfied.
And beauty is not a need but an ecstasy.  It is not a mouth thirsting nor an empty hand stretched forth.
But rather a heart inflamed and a soul enchanted.
It is not the image you would see nor the song you would hear.
But rather an image you see though you close your eyes and a song you hear though you shut your ears.”
Something about this hits me as beautiful. The truth. Or at least part of it. I close my eyes, conflicted. Feeling vaguely bad. Or sad. I brush it off as nothing more but the usual flowery philosophy that you can’t translate to apply in the real world.
It does, however, lead me to reminiscing about that meeting with the Professor, when I bought my gold ensemble. How fascinated I was by their world, and the way they used that jazz jive, like calling guys “cats”. Yeah, maybe I just need to buy some new clothes! Maybe that’ll make me feel better!
So that Thursday, I decide to hop the #59 bus to Elizabeth, making sure I steer clear of Tijeras de Oro, and Esperanza. I walk sullenly into the store, worrying that they might not even remember me. Immediate relief follows, although I’m not sure exactly why. All I do know is that my internal mayhem melts away. Into the aroma of the bitter orange-myrrh incense floating through me. And the soothing sounds of the mellow jazz, playing in the background. I breathe deeply, allowing it to soak into my pores, and enjoy gazing at the old posters. And photos of the great Jazz and African musicians on the walls...it reminds me of those moments of ecstasy I felt listening to Etta James, while I painted the mural. I recognize Bakir (the younger of the two), rapping with a couple of customers in the back, as he displays some “rags” for them.  I’m in no hurry, I just stand around, digging the ambience. After a while the customers duck into the fitting rooms with the clothes, and Bakir approaches me.  
“Remember me?” 
I smile hopefully, and his face lights up, as he shakes my hand vigorously.  
“My man! The artist, right?  What’s happenin’, baby?”
We start conversing, and I let loose about all the shit I’ve been up to since my last visit. Na-Na, the break-in we pulled at the school. The resulting mural, our trip to The Savoy Lounge…
“Say what? The Savoy? No you ditn’t! No you ditn’t. You telling me - you was actually over at The Savoy?”
“Yeah, I swear to-”
“Daaamn, brother!  Ain’t nobody ‘round this way be goin’ over to The Savoy Lounge! Not even them hard-headed cats…you got to be buggin’!”
His voice (pitch) gets higher with each sentence, and we both start breaking up.
“Yeah, man, and there was this cat over there got stabbed in the neck with a pencil, and Na-Na painted it and…”
“Maaan! You trippin!”
The customers reappear from the fitting rooms.
“Hold up, man,” he says to me as he heads over to them, Professor should be back here in a minute.”
A minute later (as promised), the Professor emerges from outside. He’s shaking off the cold, and carrying a take-out container of steaming hot soup. He halts in mid-stride, quizzically scanning my face for a second, then breaks into a huge grin.
“Professor!”  I beam, extending my hand.
“Hey, what’s up youngblood?” We slap palms.
“How’s them females been treating you?”
I hesitate for a few seconds, embarrassed.
“Well…that’s-uh - kinda been my problem these days…lately…I was, um, hoping…you…could lay some knowledge on me about that.”
He chuckles.
“Alright, alright, one subject the Professor always has time for, is imparting wisdom on the mysteries of the ladies. Mmm-hmm, always time for that. Step into my office, son.”
We walk back to this tiny office cramped with jazz memorabilia, books and clothes. He squeezes into the chair behind his desk and I sink into the old chair in front of it.
“So, what’s up, young man?”
Suddenly, I’m just blabbing. I mean, it’s like I’m in some kind of crazy confessional booth. I’m spilling out months of frustration and excitement, at a manic pace. Professor sits there, first blowing on, and then stoically lapping, the cream of mushroom soup up with his spoon. At least I think its cream of mushroom soup, as I observe it collecting on his beard. And he’s vigilantly swabbing at it with his napkin.  He’s quiet, sometimes nodding in acknowledgement, other times arching his eyebrows in surprise.
 I pour out the stories, the details about Esperanza, and how she seduced me in her car that night. Then how I saw her kissing the guy in purple. I could feel the heaviness push its way up my body, and well up in my tear ducts. Moistness clings there, fighting to make its presence felt, and I do not want to get emotional in front of the Professor. Very uncool. I steady myself, hoping he doesn’t notice, and continue onward. He smiles gently.
“My young brother, let me school you here for a minute, ok?”
I nod, eager to lap up this morsel of forthcoming wisdom.
 The female mentality…well, my man (he chuckles), they got a whole other rhythm going on there…and it can change like that. (he snaps his fingers) We fellas…well, we might not understand it, sometimes. We might get confused, y’know? But, ultimately, you got to respect the lady.” 
“But…but – Professor… what do you think I should do? I -
Let me lay it on you this way, young man…it’s like jazz. It’s like playing the horn. Sometimes you’re blowing, and it just doesn’t feel right – so you got to make some adjustments, dig? Sometimes, you got to take charge of the horn, so to speak. Now there’s other times when the horn just leads you, takes you where you want to go, dig? Then all of sudden, you hit that high note – BAM! Out of nowhere. That’s when it’s bliss. It’s all about understanding how to play that flow.”
Silence for a moment as I struggle to take it all in, trying to make sense of it all. A fleeting second of insight follows. Whoa.
       “You’re right, Professor … I   think I know what I have to do.”
 “There you go, my man.”
       “Another thing you could do, youngblood. You could buy yourself your own purple ensemble right now, we have some clean rags up here, you know? Fight purple with purple…catch what I’m sayin’?”
He smiles.
“Excellent idea, Professor! I’ll do that.”
As I get up to shake his hand, he notices the copy of The Prophet he gave me. I’ve been absent-mindedly fiddling around with it, while we’ve been rapping.  
“How’s that going for you?  You’ve been able to dig what it’s laying down?”
I’m embarrassed again, but ashamed to admit it. I go on to explain that I’ve been really frustrated by all this spiritual stuff.
“I don’t know, maybe I’m just, like, spiritually dense, or something…I mean, I’m just not getting it, it’s not getting through. Like it’s too flowery, too mysterious. I let out a deep sigh. I need something I can, like, apply – to everyday life, you know? Make a break through…philosophy of some type of action. Something I can change with…”
Professor looks at me for a few seconds like he’s sizing me up. Then, he turns around in his swivel chair, and starts fishing around behind him.
“I think I have something here that may be of some interest to you, youngblood.”
He pulls out a paperback book and hands it to me. The Autobiography of Malcolm X.
“You ever hear of Malcolm X?”
“I – I’ve heard of him, but -” I stammer.
“Courageous brother, a man of the highest honor and integrity. Pulled himself up from extremely humble beginnings to become one of the great leaders of the Black Revolutionary movement of the 60s. Then shot down by The Man for his beliefs.”
“Wow.”
“This is a powerful book, son. This is one of those books that inspire, that could change your life.”
He goes on to talk more about this Malcolm X, and the animation, the passion in his voice, grows with each passing minute.
I sit there fascinated. Spellbound.
After he’s finished “schoolin me,” I bounce back onto the store floor. Now fired up and enthusiastic, I purchase myself a happenin’ pair of matching purple Swedish knits, and shirt.
That next morning as I begin to open my eyes, the Professor’s words reverberate in that murky semi-conscious zone, which bridges the dream world and the so-called lucid reality.
“Play that horn, man.” I whisper into the ether, suddenly sitting up in my bed, and shedding the comforter that embraces my body.  
My voice is hoarse, that mucusy type of voice you have when you just wake up. But I’m instantly charged up now with a vivid sense of clarity. Of purpose. I lurch to my closet, pull out the new purple ensemble, puff up my hair, and blast out of the house like a fucking nuclear warhead.  
Outside, the sky is striking. Blows me away. It’s as if God just commanded the angels to break out that shipment of cosmic ultra-ultra- blue we just got in, and spray paint the entire kingdom. Every crumbling brown leaf that remains shivering on the withered branches, just sparkles in contrast. The bus rolls into putrid downtown Elizabeth…even Kleins, that gloomy, archaic department store on the corner of Broad Street, with the E missing from its storefront block lettering, appears downright luminous.
I bound into Tijeras de Oro, which is pulsating with its usual blend of laughter, salsa, and gossip. This time though, I sniff out something new and pleasant - the aroma of freshly brewed morning coffee. It’s now competing with the assorted nasal palette of ammonia, hair spray, and perfume.   
Huh, apparently somebody acquired a Mr. Coffee.  
I slither my way through the throng of chattering, Café Bustelo drinking ladies, over to Esperanza’s chair. She’s working on some fake blond middle-aged woman, and that’s where this fiesta of the senses - crashes. Abruptly. Damnit! That look. Again. Hazy. Out of it.
For the first time since I had initially met Esperanza, I seriously allow myself the conviction that maybe, this isn’t going to go away any time soon. Maybe she has a real problem. Pity for her overcomes me - which is weird to feel for somebody you worship.  
“Hi,” she smiles, through subdued droopy eyelids. Well, at least, it’s not as bad as last time, I tell myself hopefully. At least she recognizes me.
“Hi,” I respond.
“Oooh, I like that purple on you honey, it’s gorgeous.”
Yeah, I bet you do, I bet you like purple, I brood to myself, spitefully.
The fake blond says something to her in Spanish, a somewhat irritated tone ringing in her voice, as she points to her hair. Esperanza responds soothingly in Spanish, focusing all her attention on her.  
I’m again struck by the contrast in Esperanza’s lacklustre demeanor compared to her usual larger-than-life vivaciousness. It’s kinda the difference between like, James Brown performing on stage, and say, James Taylor.
When it seems the crisis is resolved, I whisper in her ear, asking if she’ll have a minute soon to go outside and talk.  She’s busy right now, she says, but maybe in 15-20 minutes she can take a cigarette break. I say ok, and go back outside to breathe in the day.  Purchasing some Chiclets, I begin ponder the upcoming showdown. I get back, we go outside, and she gives me a kiss on the lips before she lights up her cigarette.
“So, where you been, baby?” She twinkles her eyes like she does, and I start to melt and buckle. But, somehow I manage to hold on.
“I be wondering, where my little papi at?” she says through an exhale of smoke.
The Eagles song, Lying Eyes, suddenly races through my head.
“I been around, you know, working, keeping busy…
I’m being as nonchalant and cavalier as possible, as I continue chewing my gum. I’m trying to figure out what tack I could take, to confront her about this guy in purple.
“I called a couple of times, but nobody answered.”
“Oh yeah, my abuelita’s been sick this week, poor thing, she been in bed and everything. So she, like, couldn’t get up for the phone, or nothing.”
Smoke-smoke-puff-puff-exhale-gum-chewing-chew-chew. Nobody says anything for a minute or so, until she turns to me, almost like she suddenly remembers that I’m still standing next to her. I’m studying her face, searching for my ‘in’.
“So…what did you want to talk to me about, baby?” she smiles provocatively.
 “Um…y’know, Esperanza, that Saturday night, y’ know, when we went out…and then we were in the car together? Y’know, that was kind of – great.”
She pinches my cheek.
“Oh, you so cute. Yeah, that was fun for me too.”
I feel myself quickly succumbing to her beauty, to her charm, once again. I fight the urge to collapse, to just give in. This time, I got to stand my ground.
 “Um…so, like, yeah, so like last week -Thursday? I’m coming up to see you, right, and I’m, like, across the street down there, and then - I see you with this guy…you’re both standing here? He’s, like, wearing all purple (sigh)? First, you’re all, like, yelling at him, and shit - and then you slap him and -
“Oh, honey - that’s Hector,” she says matter-of-factly.
“Who…what…what was going on? I mean…”
“Oh, we was having a little argument and shit, that’s all.”
“I mean, but…like - who is he, this guy Hector?”
“I know Hector for a looong time baby, from around the barrio.”
“But…but - who is he? Like, your boyfriend, or something?”
She lets out a long drag of smoke.
“You could say that…like, yeah - we got, like, a history together”
“But… but - how come (gulp) you never, like…told me?”
She looks at me now as if for the first time, she realizes what I’m talking about. A mix between surprise - and like she’s trying to suppress a smile, or a laugh.
“Oh…papi…you…thought…you thought – we was like boyfriend and girlfriend, or something?”
I look at her silently. I feel the flush, the crimson, the embarrassment, rise up into my face.
“Oh, baby…I’m so sorry! I didn’t know you –“
 She tries to pull me towards her, tries to caress me, but I move away.
“But – we – we…you took me to your house…we like - did it - in your car?!”
I’m hoarse now, almost yelling.
“Baby, I do like you! You’re so sweet! You painted that mural of me, and that’s, like, the sweetest thing anybody ever did for me…so I wanted to give you a present. Like a fantasy, y know? Hector, y’ know, we been like, together…like knowing each other, for a long time-”
“He’s your dealer too? (I snap) He get you your-”
“What?!”
         You’re…on…doing…something Esperanza! Why…why do you do that to yourself? You’re so…so beautiful!  You could…you could – do – be anything you want.”
“You don’t know what it’s like in the barrio, papi. It’s different than where you come from. He-he helps me…he helps me – you don’t know… you too young…you too young!”
 I turn around.
She continues to talk, and then yell, as I walk away, but I can’t hear her. I don’t want to hear her. The whole world is a blank.
 I know if I had stayed one more   minute- one more second-I was going to break down. Bug out big time.  Just keep walking. Storming down the street, I’m blistering. Blustering. God!! These fucking people staring at me.  What the hell are you looking at?! Get the fuck outta my way! I don’t yell, but I’m looking for someone to just bump me. Just let them make eye contact, even. Shame. Intense, profound shame.
Epic shame. Alienation. I don’t want to be part of this human race, anyway.  Somehow, I make it down to Warnanco Park.  Just get to the wooded part. Get to the wooded part - and you’ll be all right. You can exhale. Throw up. Whatever. I sit there on the ground, on the crunchy dead leaves, with my purple pants, my purple shirt, and my black coat. I feel every bit of meaning, every shred of identity, every sense of who I think I am, has been sucked out of me. Like I’m a human Slurpee, and the only thing that’s left is the misted concoction of super-sweet chemicals at the bottom of the plastic Big Gulp cup.  
She was going to laugh at me! Why don’t you just lop my fuckin’ johnson right off, huh? It would be less painful. The ultimate castration. Who am I now, anyway?  I can’t go back to who I was, or what I was, before I met Esperanza – because I have no idea of who that person even was. Like I never existed before I met her. I’m unformed. Like a fetus. I lie down in that fetal position on the cold hard ground, on top of the brown crunchy dead leaves.
Blurry, gloomy days pass me by.  My routine becomes dominated by the whole panorama of suffering and longing that is apparently the human condition. Every night I come home from The Fox Hole, and laconically wait for my parents to go up to bed. Prowl silently up the attic stairs to my sister’s bedroom, where they’re dead asleep, and snatch Maryanne’s Eagles album, Desperado. Listen intently to Desperado, and Tequila Sunrise, in the darkness of the living room. Maybe twenty-times, maybe twenty-five. I don’t know. Night after night. I want more from those songs. I need more. I need answers. Every night, I hope tonight is the night it all becomes clear to me. Then I haul it back up to the attic, placing it exactly the same way I found it. I would never admit to liking the Eagles to my sisters, of course. No way. To them, I trash the Eagles. White hillbilly music, I call it. Totally uncool. Nor would I admit it to anybody else – except Esperanza, and only because  she loves their song, Hotel California. Nothing much alleviates the violent B&E (breaking and entering) of my soul, though.
I buy a spliff from my stoner dishwashing partner, Marc, at The Fox Hole. He’s known to have the most excellent stuff this side of the Yukon. First time I ever actually buy a joint, but fuck it! If it makes me feel better, then it’s worth it. Tonight, I smoke it up walking home through the desolate streets, and now again in the morning on the way to school, too. I don’t want to smoke with anybody, or talk to anyone, either. The next day I go to buy another joint, but Marc say’s this one’s on the house. Says he can get me some killer Jamaican, and some serious hash, too.  I tell him I’ll think about it.  
So, I’m on my way home after work, and I’m kinda stoned already, because me and Marc sparked up while we were doing the dishes. Then we drank a couple of Heinekens we stole from the basement, and now I toke up again. The wind is whipping up something fierce tonight, battering the creaky tree branches into a howling frenzy.  I’m puffing - deep, hearty tokes of that comforting Hawaiian, stokes up a nice warm fire inside my chest. Going down smooth, too, not like last night when I was choking my ass off. The mind starts to wander now, it wants to meander along on its own little road trip. Suddenly, the branches become sinister shelters. Behind any tree trunk could be a debaucherous villain -laying in ambush mode…waiting…waiting…
Goosebumps rise up and down my arms and neck. I can feel the presence of pure evil lurking nearby, so I surround my neck with my upturned collar, hoping to fend off the upcoming barbarianism.  
Steady.  Steady. Stay sharp, I try to reason with the mind, but the mind doesn’t want to hear any of that.  Onward I traipse, caution in every footstep. I step haltingly, cautiously into the icy night, paranoid that any footprint forward may be my last. What’s that noise? Uh oh. It could be anyone – anything - crouching behind that looming oak tree.  Maybe even Mr. Sulu. Mr. Sulu from Star Trek?! Oh shit. Ha-ha-heh. Mr. Fucking Sulu!  Maybe he’ll Kung Fu me to the neck - Haang-Yaaa! I can’t stop laughing now - freakin’ hilarious, can’t breathe…oh, what a fucking high! I gotta get some munchies-munchies! Three Musketeers bar. Gotta get one…no-fuck that! Three – three - four - Three Musketeers bars!  Massive craving. I turn down Third Avenue…must have Three –
Cumberland Farms! Yeah! Fat Jim -here I come! Whoa! As I enter the store, Fat Jim is immersed in the Bible, the wooden cross on his leather necklace prominently hanging on his white polyester short-sleeved shirt.
“Hiya Jim!” I greet him with a totally mental grin. I haven’t been here since the window shattering incident. Fat Jim grimaces in a very un-Christian-like manner.
I’m way too stoned to keep a straight face, and I’m giggling dementedly. He frowns, scowls, and goes back to his Bible, but my focus is on those Three Musketeers bars. I could afford to buy a couple, but I just want to fuck with Fat Jim. I want to pocket them. I pace down the aisles now, picking up Aunt Jemima’s Buckwheat Pancake Mix, and a jar of Marshmallow Fluff. I’m scrutinizing the ingredients as if they are of great interest to me. Waiting for my chance.  He spies my every move, one eye on the Bible, the other on me. As if on cue now, Mrs. Acker wobbles chaotically into the store, pulled mercilessly by her yapping little dog, Fritz.  
“Oh dear Jesus, thank God you’re still open. I never thought I was going to make it! She gasps and wheezes.
“Phew…just let me catch my breath…”
“Fritz, for the love of God, will you stop that infernal barking! I need a jar of mayonnaise – Hellmann’s - Mr. Jim…”
I see my opportunity. Fritz is racing around in circles, his leash getting caught on everything near him. I head back to the refrigerator with my other items, and pull out a quart of Cumberland Farms Grade A milk, laboring my way back to the counter, my arms full. Suddenly, my legs become ‘accidentally’ tangled up in Fritz’s leash. I careen back and forth like a drunken circus clown on stilts, juggling the quart of milk like it’s some lethal game of hackey-sack. Fritz whirls around in frenzied circles, and finally, I smash into the candy bar rack. The milk, pancake mix, and a cache of Snickers bars, Clark bars, and the coveted Three Musketeers bars, all fly into a sort of slow motion orbit. Fat Jim’s and Mrs. Acker’s eyes light up. The milk pirouettes through the atmosphere, finally plummeting to the floor with a loud SPLAT! Spraying everyone and everything in its circumference, I roll around on the floor, collecting as many Three Musketeers bars as I can, while stuffing them into my pockets.
Curses. Squeals. Yelps. Fritz furiously shaking the liquid from his tiny body.
A livid, milk-drenched Fat Jim shakes his fist angrily at me, as I get up and prance out the door, contented with my acquisitions.  
“Be gone, ye heathenish perpetrator of the condemned!”
“Ye heathenish perpetrator of the condemned?”
Fat Jim has obviously overdosed on that Bible. I roar with laughter at that scene all the way home, the picture of Fat Jim and his glasses covered with milk. Ah, that Three Musketeers bar tastes good! Yeah.
The next night, I decide to buy that dime bag of Jamaican from Marc, and I pass the next few timeless days and nights, toking up by myself. I like this feeling. I mean, I really like this feeling. The solitude, too. I realize I also enjoy fucking with people, just like I did with Fat Jim that other night. It’s fun! I want to do more of it. Forget Esperanza. The hell with trying to understand freakin’ spirituality. This is my new religion - smoking up and fucking with people.
 “Hey Marc, I want that hash, man.” I declare a few nights later, through the steam of the dishwasher.  Marc halts in mid-scrub and looks at me proudly, as if I had just taken it up another level, or something.
“Yeah, dude - excellent choice!
            Excellent!”
Marc has been philosophizing about its grandeur for, like, a week now, touting the miraculous benefits it beholds.
“Dude…this is, like, going to totally obliterate your perception of this reality, man, it’s-”
“I’m ready man.”
“Yeah…check it out man” he says as he pulls out a chunk of neatly wrapped aluminum foil from his army jacket pocket. This is what the Navajo Indians used, man. They’d, like, ingest this in their rituals, right, and then, like, totally go off into these other dimensions, man! They’d be turning into, like, wolves, and eagles, and shit…flying away, and coming back with these visions and prophecies and -
“Whoa! That’s bugged out, man” 
I whisper in a kind of semi-belief.
I hand over twenty-five dollars for the privilege of turning into a bird. As a present, he even throws in an authentic ceramic hash pipe.
“Dude, he confides to me in a tone of reverence usually reserved only for Jethro Tull. 
This shit is fuckin’ sacred, man.”
He must be right too. Although I remember very little of that first experiment with hash, I do recall this overwhelming need to save the soul of Jack the Barber, for some reason. Then later going up to his shop, and trying to drink a bottle of his Wild Root hair tonic.



















CHAPTER 21

Before I know it, Thanksgiving is upon us.  Just like that. Even though I usually pretty much dig the holidays, I am just not into it this year. Don’t want to mix with people now. Don’t feel like making small talk with the SWAT team of something like one-hundred-and-twenty ravenous, loud relatives. Aunts, uncles, grandmothers and cousins are about to descend on the house. A bunch of them are making the annual journey here from the hallowed ancestral grounds of Brooklyn, for the feast. Mostly, I guess, I’m just not up to fending off the inevitable artillery of questions and barbs regarding my somewhat shaggy afro, my glasses, and especially, my clothes. My purple pants and purple silk screen shirt, particularly, seems to really provoke white people. My father, for one, despises that ensemble.
“You look like one of those goddamned fruits from The Ice Capades, for crissakes, prancing around here in that get up.”
My sisters are calling me “Rooster,” in reference to the black pimp character from Baretta.  
Thanksgiving arrives anyway, despite my foreboding. All the siblings and cousins wind up sitting at one long table in the living room, as usual. It reminds me of the painting of The Last Supper I saw at Esperanza’s house. The heavy-duty adults occupy two other tables in the dining room.
I remain sullen, until about the time tales from the old days begin circulating around the table. Then I just can’t help but join in on the guffawing and the fun, and pretty soon my mood lightens up considerably. It’s like somebody turns on a cosmic switch, and everything is brighter. I’m in my element now - I’m in the storytelling spotlight. I go into the one about the time that me, Ricky, and Skinny somehow convince Daniel Webb to let us make a dummy using his best Sunday clothes, and one of his mother’s Styrofoam wig-heads.  While me and Ricky are laying it down on the curb to scare the shit out of cars and passer-byes, Skinny sneaks up to the payphone and calls the cops. Like, five minutes later, the cops pull up - we scatter - and they load the dummy into their trunk and drive away. With Daniel’s pants legs hanging out!
Man, the look on his face when he has to tell his mother! Oh shit, now that is funny… especially when she has to go down to the police station to reclaim the clothes! He gets a few raps on the head. We’re all howling, everybody taking turns recounting their stories, although we’re always interrupting each other with forgotten details. I’m secretly sneaking red wine from the adult’s table into my glass of Coke, and everything is a belly laugh.  Man, I love those belly laughs. The feast part is finishing up, night has already fallen, and we all agree to embark on our most recent tradition (the second year) of getting together with the McBride sisters. All of us, my sisters, my cousins - everybody - to go see a movie at Park Theater. I’m buzzed pretty good now, and the idea of seeing Kyla again has me all perked up. I dash up to my room, and pluck a joint from my Sucrets box of secret stash. It’s ulterior motive time.
One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest, is playing tonight, and we’re all chatty and boisterous. All anxious to see it, as we frolic over to the theater. Kyla, as usual, looks so angelically cute that I can’t restrain myself from constantly glancing over at her, even though she’s holding hands with Chris (Skinny). When we all stampede into the Park, we take up a whole row, and I cleverly position myself so that I get a seat next to Kyla. Again fully realizing that she will be sitting with Skinny. But that red wine buzz is really kicking in now.
Next, my own movie appears, running through the private screen of my mind. In this movie the scenes are just as vivid and colorful, as I view myself sneaking back to Kyla’s house after Skinny drops her off and leaves. When it’s all clear, I move stealthily over to her window.
“Kyla…Kyla” I whisper loudly.
She pulls open her curtain and opens her window.
“Joey? What are you doing out there?” She whispers.
“I wanna talk to you.”
“Now?!  About what?”
“Come on out.”
“I can’t - it’s too late”
“C’mon, I got something I want to show you.”
“What?”
“Just come out, ok? Please …” I coax.
She smiles, closes the window, and a minute later she appears outside, a dark navy blue parka over her night gown. Vapor is streaming into the frigid night air, as she breathes.
“What do you want to show me?”
I reach into my pocket and pull out the spliff.
“Marijuana? Joey, you know I don’t do that!”
“Shhh” I whisper.
“Don’t worry, it’s alright - just try one drag, ok?  I promise nothing bad is gonna happen.”
I spark up, take a hit, and after much hesitation on her part, I finally convince her to try. I am so enjoying this, my own movie.
In the theater, in reality, Kyla laughs out loud at a funny scene in the actual movie, turning over to glance at me. I catch her eye, smile, and try to hold her glance for a while. A warm confidence floods over me, and I return to my movie…she takes a hit from my jay, then another, and passes it back to me. Anticipation, desire building in me, I take her hand. I relax more into my seat, dreamy smile occupying my face. A soothing sense of peace and innocence washing over my insides. I don’t know exactly how long this feeling continues, until I’m startled out of my tranquillity -
“Oh no!  Oh no!” cries and gasps from the audience resound throughout the theatre. My eyes quickly readjust to the big screen in front of me.
Billy Bibbit, the young stutterer, has just killed himself. Cut his wrists. Blood running everywhere.
McMurphy (Jack Nicholson) is stunned. Then he just goes mental, choking the hell out of the Big Nurse who’s the cause of all this. Nurse Ratchet.
I turn over to Kyla, tears flood down her cheeks.  Sobbing, burying her head deep into Chris’s sweater. He holds her, comforting her, caressing her gently, and gives her a little kiss, while whispering into her ear. Their hands clench, interlocking tightly. The emptiness inside me rumbles back like a bowling ball. My fantasy ebbs, flickers…extinguishes.
          Its two o’clock in the morning now. I’m still standing outside in front of Kyla’s house, shivering in the frigid darkness. Everybody else, Skinny, Ricky, my sisters - they’ve all long gone home.  I spark up the spliff again, the one that (I dreamed) is supposed to bring Kyla and me together, on that special trip. I take a hit and put it out again. I’ve been repeating this same motion for the last hour and a half. Sparking up, greedily, frantically inhaling two or three tokes, coughing, spitting, and putting it out. Sitting on the curb, getting up, pacing the frozen tar, back to sitting on the curb again.  Again and again. Nothing. It’s not giving me nothing. The comfort, the carefree feeling I crave, never comes back to me. Only paranoia, fear, and anxiety reign. I look down at the tiny roach that remains of my jay, a reminder of what I feel like - a tiny roach.  And I don’t even have my roach clip with me. It also reminds me that just as the roach signifies the end of a joint, it also signifies the end of a part of my life. Both of the girls I have totally idolized, of whom I’ve somehow attached a significant aspect and meaning of life to, have basically rejected me. That is the cold, raw truth of the matter. Then I realize that this also is just an illusion. My illusion. Kyla made her choice a while ago. And she chose Skinny. I wonder if maybe the main reason that I idolize Kyla is, because, on some level, I know (or feel) that being with her will give me a kind of legitimacy?  Or, at least, maybe a sort of warmer, more comfortable, and safer path? A type of My Three Sons life, that I alternately despise and desire. As opposed to the other road that I might be embarking on. The Esperanza road. The Na-Na road. The artist road. Free-falling, chaotic, open, unknown, and potentially terrifying. And, even though it appears that we all   had such a great time tonight at the Park Theater…like it was old times, actually, I’m more cut-off from my family, my cousins, than ever before. Because, really, I’d been kind of using them. Plotting against my own cousin, Skinny, to get at Kyla. The paranoia makes me even more paranoid. Now I’m feeling paranoid about being paranoid.
Holy Shit!
This isn’t paranoia. This is lucidity. Total fucking lucidity. Hard insight. And this realization seeps into the marrow of my bones, seeps in like a bitter cough medicine that clears away the congestion. It shakes me, terrifies me, till I don’t want to leave that curb, that street. I don’t want to go home, and face the fact that I’m nowhere, floating between two worlds.
CHAPTER 22

Of course, you know when I wake up the next morning, it all just seems like a nightmare, that flash of insight. And for the next few days, I can convince myself of that, as I buy another dime bag, and a little hash from Marc. I meander down the school hall, inattentive and dull over these next few days. Suddenly, from around the corner, a fist plunges into my forehead. I react instinctively, firing a punch back, but my reaction time, slowed by the fog of the weed, badly misses my target as he runs off, his laughter echoing through the hall. David White.  Motherfucker. Those hyenas are just itching to get me.  A welt grows on my forehead.
The next day, I come back to school a little warier now. A crowd is gathered in the hall around the words Uncle Tom, spray painted in huge red letters covering the span of about eight or nine lockers, across from Contreau’s office. Black kids and white kids are both puzzled, fearful, and angry. Na-Na Johnson and Contreau are still waging their own little private war, I think to myself. I don’t even get off on it anymore – too preoccupied with my own stuff. Besides, Na-Na is too smart, too stubborn, to get caught.
Later that day, walking down Chestnut Street on my way to work, I notice a black sedan following me, cruising along slowly. First, I try to make believe I’m ignoring it, clenching my fists in my coat pockets. I’m getting ready to defend and attack, as I pick up my pace. It’s David White and the Orange Face brothers, and their boys. I just know it is.  I cross the street ahead of me; the sedan pulls up alongside me.
I’m not going to run – fuck them! The window rolls down.
“Strong.”
“Holy Shit! Na-Na! Where you been? I haven’t-”
“Step in”
He’s puffing on some ganja. Sly and The Family Stone is playing on the radio, through a fog of aromatic smoke.  He offers it to me, and I take a drag.
“Them mo’fuckas been fuckin’ wit you?”
“Punk-ass David White snuck me in the head yesterday, then runs away like a bitch.”
He’s silent for a moment, as he ingests the fumes deep into his chest cavity, and holds.
“Aiight.”
“So where you been, man? I scoped out that shit you painted on the lockers today.”
He lets out a slight laugh with the exhalation of smoke.
“Contreau still doggin’ you, huh?”
“Yellow mo’fucka can’t do shit to me, ain’t got proof of a mothafuckin’ thang.”
I smile, enjoying the contact high.
“Yeah, he think he slick an’ shit – he don’t know who I am.”
We pass the spliff back and forth another time.
“Nigga think he back in the CIA or FBI, or some shit. like I don’t know what up wit’ his game.”
“Yeah, what’s up with that shit, Na?”
“Nigga think he gonna play me - me against your ass. They don’t do shit to you, calculatin’ I be buggin’ cuz you bitched me out. I come in lookin’ for payback…man, that nigga be illin’.
Divide and conquer shit, the White man be playin’ that same technique since back in the day…how he shackled them strong young African brothas and sistas. Turn niggas against each other. Plant hate in their minds. This mo’fucka ain’t nuthin’ but a Uncle Tom, pimpin’ for the white man. Kissin’ they ass like he be their house nigga… he don’t know. I got something fierce fo’ that nigga, somethin’ extra fierce!”
“What you gonna do, Na?”
No response. We drive around a few minutes in silence, take another toke each before he drops me off in front of The Fox Hole.  
“Yo, gonna hook you up wit’ my man, Malik, Strong. He a righteous Muslim brotha. Later.”
Of course, Philly is in front of the store again. He smirks and goes into his Mick Jagger impersonation again, this time singing Brown Sugar, using the broom as a mike. I don’t pay him no mind. I’m deep in the swirl of my own thoughts. Something gets switched on. Na-Na’s words strike something heavy in me.  
Making my way home from work that night, Na-Na’s words are still tossing around in my head, like sneakers tumbling in the dryer. 
 It’s not only his words, really. It’s something more. A sadness. Actually, a foreboding begins descending upon me now. Something is going to happen. I’ve had this feeling before. This kind of intuition. Thick, murky, and vague, it takes over my whole body.  Whatever it is, or going to be - it gives me the shakes - as I navigate the isolation of the frigid, dimly lit streets.  
Ten after one in the morning.  Can’t sleep. In my bed flipping from one position, then gyrating into another, in crazy, restless mode. Kicking away against the impenetrability of the covers my mother has tucked in ridiculously tight again, at the end of the bed.  Damn! Why does she always have to do that?  I can’t move! It’s like she’s in the Army, or something. She probably flips a quarter on the bed after she’s made it, too, to make sure it’s perfect. Bet you. My father would always tell stories about when he was in the Army, how the sergeant would come into the barracks to inspect things, and he’d flip a quarter on your bed. If the quarter didn’t bounce back up, it meant the sheets and covers weren’t tight enough, and he’d make you do it again. And you had to do 50 push-ups, too.  She always listened to my father. I just hope he hasn’t made her do 50 push-ups, also.
God, I would hate the Army. I would never join up, even if they drafted me. I’d definitely go to Canada or Mexico, or wherever. Especially after hearing the stories from a couple of guys around the neighborhood, who had served in Vietnam. Guys who came back all fucked up. Mentally. Physically. Missing limbs, fingers.  For no good reason, either.  
They would tell me how these sergeants would totally humiliate you, right in front of everybody in the platoon. And then, you’d have to, like, pledge you would die for these same assholes on the battlefield!
Fuck that, man. No way. I’d always hated that hierarchical type of shit. I remember, I even quit the Cub Scouts because of that. No, actually – I got kicked out of the Cub Scouts. By my Aunt Tina, no less. Yeah, she was the den mother for our Pack 51. I didn’t want to do those stupid Twelve Achievements in the Cub Scouts Handbook that you had to complete before you could graduate to - ooh - the Webelos.
I did do a few of the achievements anyway, though. I tied those eight different knots. I built a campfire and stuff like that, until I got to the one, the ninth achievement, I think, where you have to build a bird house. That was it. No freakin’ way! Now, why would I want to build a fucking bird house?  What was the point? I wouldn’t do it.  So, she kicked me out. My Aunt Tina.
I remember Gerald Schoenfeld (from our pack) told everybody in our 6th grade class that I refused to build the birdhouse – and it was, like, the big scandal of the year.
I pretty much hated organizations, in the first place. Especially, like, The Junior Achievement Club, where you had to make hangars, for some reason. Now, my mind just lurches forward in a sea of free association. Each more agitating than the next.
The Church. Sears. Yeah, I really despise Sears. Especially those damn catalogues. I remember a few years ago, Sears had this big parade in town, to celebrate the grand opening of their Super Shopping Center, in what used to be part of Smith’s Woods. Marching bands, cheerleaders, banners – even clowns. Clowns. They were the worst. I never did understand why they were supposed to be funny, anyway.  I mean, what, just because they wore a lot of make-up and big shoes? They were supposed to be, like, hilarious?  
I have aunts who wear too much make-up, and big shoes, too. I seriously don’t remember anybody laughing uproariously, when they walk down the street.
Anyway, the whole town turns out to celebrate this moronic parade. Everybody. There are these pretty girls up on the floats, waving, blowing kisses, and tossing ‘complimentary gifts’ out to the crowd. Cheap shit, like, Hershey’s Kisses, and Lifesavers. And stuff like little soaps.  God, you should   see these ninnies diving and scurrying all over the street, like it’s a freakin’ gold rush, or something! What, they can’t just go the store, and spend a freakin’ nickel for their own Hershey’s Kisses?
The worst part of all this, to me at least, is that apparently nobody cares that Sears had destroyed the remaining bit of the beautiful Smith Woods, the last woods around for many miles. Just so they can open up another one of their junky shopping centers.
I swear, it doesn’t matter if you have a parade for dropping bombs on people, or inventing a new flavor of toothpaste. Just as long as you have marching bands, clowns, and Hershey’s Kisses! People will always come out to cheer.
I’m really on a roll now, my mind bursting in a cynical diatribe. What annoys me even more than the whole parade nonsense is, that afterwards, Sears keeps sending their freakin’ catalogues to our house! With those private-school-type Hardy Boy looking motherfuckers they have modelling the clothes. Man, that burns me! These guys standing around pointing to each other’s pants admiringly, and tittering smugly, like they’re at some kind of exclusive, Aryan Youth Tea Party.
“Gosh, Chad, those sure are some really nifty Sears khakis you have there.”
I endured years of wearing Sears Tough Skins, and, I can assure you, not once did I have as much fun wearing them as these cornballs did.
I’m all hyped up now. Agitation in overdrive. No way I’m gonna sleep tonight. Turn on the lights. Pacing. Pacing. Pacing. I feel like breaking into somebody’s house right now…a bunch of people’s houses…smashing some fucking windows…
My eyes are darting wildly around the room, searching for something to occupy them. Or maybe to enflame those eyes even more. Finally, they converge on my nightstand table. The copy of The Autobiography of Malcolm X, the Professor had lent me a couple of weeks ago. I grab it maniacally, start flipping through the pages. Briskly at first, then browsing, then finally….reading…reading…reading…reading…
Next thing I know, I look at my clock radio - and it’s almost 5:30 in the freaking morning. Holy shit!  I was so into it, I had no concept that four hours have passed by, just like that. This Malcolm X, man, he was the shit! This guy comes from intense poverty. His father is murdered by white men when he’s just a kid His mother is eventually taken away to a mental institution. He goes from a detention home in Mason, Michigan, to his half-sister Ella’s place in Boston. In a short while there, he finds himself right in the eye of the happening black culture of the time. All by the time he’s about fifteen years old! Basically around the same age as me.
I’m totally entranced by his description of the lindy-hopping that went down into the wee hours of the morning at Boston’s Roseland Ballroom.  How black folks would just go wild into a frenzy on the floor. Sweating, soaking wet, the crowd cheering you on, then pounding your back, gleefully, as you got swept off the floor, exhausted.  
Famous big bands of the era, wailing. Lionel Hampton, Duke Ellington, Count Basie…man, that’s living!
I had always felt self-conscious and awkward when I saw the black kids showing off new dance moves to each other in the hall. I want to dance. I don’t want to be stiff! The white kids don’t care, they’re just content to sit in circles at their parties. Passing around a joint, and nodding their heads to Lynard Skynard and Judas Priest. But I want to let loose! I want to just fly, man! And in the back of my mind, someday I know I will.
He goes on to tell about how he practically becomes a legend in Roxbury, (the black ghetto of Boston), when he gets picked up by this fine white woman, a blonde he calls Sophia, which was like totally forbidden in those days. She had her own car, a convertible, and her own cash. Which she was spending on him, and pretty soon, he’s parading her all over the black clubs and bars in Roxbury. All the big time hustlers and gamblers were salivating over her, and he says he felt like all eyes were on him when they were out together. And he’s still only sixteen! I know that feeling - that’s how it is when I am around Esperanza.
I fall asleep for about an hour and a half, before I have to wake up for school again and I’m only on page seventy-two - the book is four-hundred and sixty-six pages long. I can’t wait to get at it again!
 For the next few days, it’s like I’m not even living my life. I’m not Joey Montaperto, in Roselle at this moment in this world anymore. Instead, I find myself cruising along on this odyssey, this journey with Malcolm X, our lives somehow oddly intertwined. Every opportunity I get to sneak away and satiate myself with this adventurous addiction, I grab it. I’m poring over every passage, sometimes three or four times, intent on slurping up each morsel of flavor, and bathing in the particular mood of those words.
He becomes known as Red, or “Detroit Red,” because of his reddish toned skin, and his bright red ‘conk’, which is what they called this process of using lye, to burn their hair straight, to make it look like a white man’s hair.
But my favorite part, no doubt, was the way he described how he got out of the draft in 1943, for WWII. The prevailing consensus among the young ghetto dudes was:
  “Whitey owns everything. He wants us to go and bleed for him? Let him fight.” Which of course, I totally agree with, in the first place. So I love it when he said he went down to the draft board totally bugging out, wearing his wildest zoot suit, frizzing up his red conk and talking a mile a minute with ghetto slang, like, “Crazy-o, daddy-o, get me movin’.” 
He said a lot of the prospective white inductees in the draft room looked at him with that vinegary, ‘worst kind of nigger look’. Freakin’ hilarious.  Anyway, he finally convinces the Army psychiatrist to 4F him, which is the rejection card for the physically/mentally incompetent, when he comes into the room all jumpy. He’s peeping under doors, and tells the guy he wants to get sent down South so he can organize the Negro soldiers, steal some guns, and kill them some ‘crackers’.
Now my admiration grows for him by the minute.
CHAPTER 23

          It’s the start of the Christmas season now. In our house, that’s always signified by the annual TV broadcast of Rudolf the Red Nosed Reindeer, which usually came on around the first few days of December. On this particularly freezing night, we’re all gathered ‘round together in the living room to watch it. My mother brings out the pan of freshly-made ‘Scotcharoos’, a holiday treat she makes (bakes), which consists of Rice Krispies and peanut butter. With a chocolate topping that’s cooled in the fridge after it comes out of the oven.
We all descend upon it like weasels, trying to angle for the biggest piece as she cuts it up, and parcels it out. After we grab what we can, my sisters huddle together on the carpeted floor, a blanket and comforter wrapped around them.
“I don’t know why you girls gotta cram under those blankets, for crissakes, I got the kerosene heater going full blast.”
“It’s freezing in here, Daddy!”
“Whaddaya mean - freezing?  I just cranked the goddamn thing up, for”-
“It’s cold in here, Joe. My mother acknowledges.
“I don’t understand it,” he gets up, and puts his hand under the windowsill of the porch windows.
“Oh, for Christ sake! I don’t believe this! Joan, come here, put your hand under that.”
“What?”
“This! Feel the goddamn draft coming through here!”
With that, he takes his wallet from his back pocket, pulls out some bills, and starts throwing them towards the offending window.
“I’m just throwing away money here, that’s what I’m doing.  I might just as well be doing this, for crying out loud!”
“Jim, (that was his nickname for me, for no apparent reason), tomorrow, we gotta get our asses out there and put up some new plastic over these windows! Jeez and crackers, what a shame, I -”
“Awright, Wallace, alright.” (that was my nickname for him, also for no apparent reason), I groan.
As we wait for the 7 o’clock news to finish, so we can watch Rudolf, a story comes on about these draft dodgers who had fled to Canada to escape the Vietnam War. And now, they want a pardon to return to the country.
“You goddamn bastards! A pardon?! You’re lucky they don’t string ya up by your throats, for crissakes, deserting the country like that.”
“Joe, please. It’s Christmas time,” my mother pleads, soothingly.
“I’m sorry, I can’t help it, Joannie, you know how I feel about these kinds of things”. 
He continues bristling, shouting as he shook his fist at the TV. Now usually, I don’t dare open my mouth about this subject. One thing we don’t talk about in this house is the war. Or Richard Milhouse Nixon. Who is, like, a sacred cow here. But this time, inspired by Malcolm X, I feel compelled to make a comment.
“I wouldn’t go fight for Whitey, either, I would have done the same thing they did.”  I blurt out.
Complete silence follows, as all activity suddenly comes to a perilous halt. My father peers at me intently.
“Whaddaya mean - Whitey? We live in a free country, my friend. When you live in a free country, you have an obligation to protect it.”
“What free country? What about Darryl Thompson?”
“Who the hell is Darryl Thompson?”
“The black kid who lived up Third Avenue, used to deliver the Star Ledger to us. He went over there and got his leg blown off! Now he can’t get a job and nobody’s helping him, or-”
“It’s a shame, it’s true…it’s unfortunate. But that’s the price you pay when you live in a free country, my friend.”
I stare straight ahead at the TV.
“Well, I still wouldn’t go - no way.”
Good! Go to Canada then, for crissakes. Better yet, go see how you like it in Russia! Go ahead, nobody’s stopping you.”
“Guys, please! Can we just watch Rudolf, and be a normal family?” my mother interjects.                          
CHAPTER 24

I continue to read The Autobiography of Malcolm X, growing more and more fascinated by the day. He eventually leaves Boston for the soul of all black culture and music in this country. Harlem, New York City. At the time, it was the most happenin’ place around, not only for black people, but also for hordes of downtown white people. Coming to soak up that hip Negro atmosphere.
Working at the famous Small’s Paradise (Club), partying with legends the like of Billy Holiday, Lionel Hampton, and Fletcher Henderson, to name a few. Wearing wild shark-skin zoot suits, and knob-toed Florsheims at speakeasies, and after-hours clubs. He eventually hooks up with hustlers and ex-cons, with great, colorful names like West Indian Archie, Few Clothes, Jumpsteady, and Sammy the Pimp. He becomes a hustler himself, and the amazing tales he tells of his adventures totally captures my imagination. I want a shark skin zoot suit! I want to go to Harlem! I make up my mind right there that after I graduate, I’m heading back to New York!
___________________________
Today, I’m walking through the hallway in school on my way to Mr. Silverman’s art class, when totally unexpectedly, this guy comes right up to me.
“Your name is Joe?”
“Yeah”.
“Na-Na informed me of your situation. Normally, I wouldn’t be making an offer such as this to an individual of your complexion, but Na-Na tells me you’re cool. And he is my brother, so I will honor my commitment to him. I got your back. As Salaam Alaikum. May peace be with you, brother.”
He shakes my hand.
“You’re Malik – right?”
“That’s correct.”
“What’s happening with Na-Na?  Is he coming back to –“
“I’m not at liberty to say.”
With that, he strides off down the hall.
Whoa. What a trip. I don’t know much about this guy except that he’s a boxer. And last year, he was called “Rabbit”. That was his nickname. Gone is all the black slang, jive and the bop he displayed last year, too.  Instead, this year, I see him carrying around a bunch of mysterious looking books, and reading whenever he has a chance. Now he enunciates every syllable, carries himself with a kind of air of dignity. Like he’s tapped into a certain type of knowledge. Again, I’m totally intrigued.
I haven’t seen Na-Na around lately. In fact, he hasn’t made himself visible in the school since the mural incident. I know he’s still messing with Contreau’s head, though. Apparently, this is the kind of challenge he thrives on. They’re having their own private little war, Na-Na and Contreau. He   does certain things to show Contreau he can still get in the school whenever he really wants to. A mind game to show him that he, (Contreau), isn’t as safe and smart as he thinks he is. Just the other day, he left a noose hanging from the door of Contreau’s office, and you could tell Contreau was angry and frustrated. Although, he tried not to show his hand in the game of strategy. Meanwhile, the black kids believe the white kids are stirring up some Klan type activities somehow, and you can just sense trouble brewing again. Which, of course, is exactly what Na-Na wants.
        I’m practically inhaling the pages of Malcolm X now, reading them over and over again. The nightlife, drugs, and hustles finally catch up to him, and he gets sentenced to ten years in jail.  He’s so evil-tempered, that even the other inmates call him “Satan.” He eventually does this complete turnaround though, transfiguring himself into the most zealous reader in the prison library. Studying everything from the Bible, to the great philosophers of both the East and the West, to the histories of various ancient civilizations.  From a guy who was so strung-out when he enters the joint, barely able to read and write, he takes advantage of his incarceration to read in-depth on subjects as diverse as the structure of language, and the scientific works on genetics – even becoming the star of the prison debating team! He also becomes acquainted with, and then joins, the Nation of Islam, at the time a relatively small Black movement.
After he gets paroled, he rises up the ranks to become the most dynamic and charismatic preacher the Nation of Islam has had to date. Helping the Honorable Elijah Muhammad, the Nation’s founder and spiritual leader, to build his religious organization from an insignificant cult, to a national force.  
At this point, I am so thoroughly spellbound by the story that I can barely think of anything else.
Man, this Elijah Muhammad was laying down some heavy stuff. He really blasted Christianity, and its role in keeping the Black man down. He claimed that Islam was the natural (true) religion of the Black man, who was actually the Original Man. Descendants of great civilizations and cultures in Africa, who flourished while the White man was still living in caves in Europe.  He goes on to say that the Black man had been brainwashed by these so-called white Christians for hundreds of years. This after he had pillaged Africa, and kidnapped millions of black men, women, and children to work, and be tortured as slaves. The devil White man had convinced the Black man that he had no history. Cutting them off from any knowledge of their own language, religion, family structure, and past culture. He did so, until the Black man in America was the only race of people on the Earth, who had no knowledge of his true identity.  
The White slave master then injected his own Christian religion into the so-called ‘Negro.’ Teaching him to worship an alien God, having the same blond hair, white skin, and blue eyes, as the slave master. Again, the Black man became the only race on Earth taught to pray to a God who didn’t even look like their own kind! He then preached that he should look for his pie-in-the-sky, his heaven in the hereafter, while the White slave master enjoyed his heaven right here on Earth.
Whoa, this was deep. Massive brainwashing of the black man that was still basically going on to this day! A cascade of emotions converges on me - anger, embarrassment, and shame - for how the White man has brutalized the Black race, and, in fact, all non-white people for hundreds of years. I can almost understand now, the rage and ruthlessness David White and the Orange Face brothers must have experienced, when they raped Butch Finnegan in the bathroom that time. Almost. I also feel pained as I read on about how the Christian religion used the Cross as a symbol to rape and exploit the lands of non-white people all over the world for centuries. It sheds some clarity on my own vague feelings that the whole Catholic Church has always seemed somehow hypocritical, and superfluous to me.
But I also feel conflicted. I don’t want to be characterized as a white devil. I have nothing in common with those kinds of people! And besides, my family didn’t even come to this country until, like, the 1930s, or something.
_______________________________
It seems like I’m being bombarded with a barrage of Christmas whiteness on a daily basis. Whiteness everywhere!  Or maybe it’s just that I’m more aware of it this year than ever before? Christmas carols play relentlessly, at every point. At work, home, in the stores - everywhere!!
I’m Dreaming of a White Christmas.
May all your Christmases be White.
I mean, why couldn’t they ever sing about Black Christmases?
Chestnuts roasting on an open fire…
I mean, who actually roasts chestnuts on an open fire, anyway?! Maybe those Hardy Boy looking punks who model in the Sears catalogues - maybe they do. Or probably the corny Holdens, who used to live next door to us.
But that’s it.
Then those painfully white Christmas specials keep appearing.  The King Family Christmas. Ultra-corny dancing, and carolling!
Who was the King Family, anyway?  And how do they manage to get a Christmas special every year? You never hear about them the whole rest of the year, then suddenly, they’re right on your television once the holiday season begins. What do they do the rest of the year?
The one that really makes me finally snap, though, is The Osmond Family Christmas Special.  I mean, as if Donny and Marie aren’t putrid enough, now they’ve unleashed their utterly untalented, butterballish little brother, Jimmy Osmond.  He’s out there trying to sing and dance. And everybody is applauding!
“Look at the little guy go! He’s a pistol, huh?  my father offers.
“The kid’s hot stuff, isn’t he?” chimes in my mother, admiringly. 
Ugh! I really want to throw up. I have no choice but to speak up now.
“No wonder black people started rioting in the 60s! Having to watch all this whiteness on TV for twenty years would make anybody want to burn down a city!”
“They make up only ten percent of the population, my friend, give us a break here, huh?” My father responds.
“Not in this part of the country! It’s probably, like, at least, thirty, or maybe even thirty-five percent, I bet!” I counter.
“Go up to your room then, if you don’t want to watch it, but don’t spoil Christmas for the rest of us!” My mother cuts in.
“Yeah, SuperFly! Why don’t you just, like, go to the movies in Newark, or something? Go see Blacula!” pipes up Maryanne.
“Alright, that’s enough,” warn both parents simultaneously.  
“Anything is better than this junk!”  I slip in the last word as I head up the stairs.  
“Listen, I don’t know what the hell bug you have up your ass with all this black stuff, my friend. But you better put a cork in it real soon, I’ll tell you that.”  my father finishes.
CHAPTER 25

“We didn’t land on Plymouth Rock, my brothers and sisters, Plymouth Rock landed on us.”
That was one of the more memorable quotes from Malcolm X, as he began to draw huge crowds for the speeches he was giving. He had now become the most fervent and outspoken disciple of the Honorable Elijah Muhammad, and the Nation of Islam.
He got white people going and reacting like no other black radical ever had before. He was now making radio and TV appearances regularly, in panel discussions and debates to defend the philosophy of the Nation and Mr. Muhammad. He was debating hand-picked scholars from prestigious universities and some of the “house and yard” Negroes, as he called them. They had been blasting Mr. Muhammad and the Nation as “demagogues,” hate teachers, Black racists, and “Black supremacists”.
The quality that I most admire about this guy, though, was his unrelenting and defiant dedication to telling the raw, brutal truth, as he felt it to be. And let the chips fall where they may. Another thing I really like, is that he doesn’t only go off on the White man. He also bristled at the modern day Uncle Toms, whom he called, “Uncle Thomas’s,” PhD’s.
He said these modern day “Uncle Thomas’s,” who sometimes spoke with a Yale or Harvard accent, was a “professional Negro.” Meaning that his profession is being a Negro for the White man.
I love it.
Malcolm X becomes so big, so rapidly, that as reported by the New York Times, he is the second most sought after speaker at colleges and universities in the country. Second only behind Barry Goldwater! He had spoken, at this point, at well over 50 universities, with names as important as Brown, Harvard, Yale, Columbia, and Princeton. As well as being reported on by magazines such as Time, Newsweek, Life, and Look.  
And the dude had only an eighth grade education!
_______________________________ 

The bell for 4th period rang about two minutes ago, but I’m huddled in the corner of the stairwell. I’m frantically trying to finish off the last paragraph in this chapter of Malcolm X, before I have to bolt off to Mr. Knapp’s English class. Suddenly, the door to the parking lot shoots open, startling me out of my addiction.
“Daaamn, it be cold as a mo’fucka out there today! Shit!”
“Hell yeah! The hawk be out fierce, an’ shit!”
The smell of cheap weed and dollar a pint bottle liquor precedes their entrance. Uh oh. David White and the Orange Face brothers.
“Oh shit! Oh shit! Look what we got here, man!”
Nasty stoned laughter follows, as they immediately circle me.
“Yo, what you be reading,” doctor?” demands David White, as he swipes at the book, trying to knock it from my hand.
“The Autobiography of Malcolm X?! Say what?!”
“Yo, yo, yo, check it out! This white mo’fucka be buggin’ man! Be readin’ Malcolm X, an’ shit!”
Vicious, jeering, mocking laughter and catcalls follow for at least the next minute, as they fall over each other, slapping palms and stamping their feet. Finally, David White gets right in my face again.
“Simple-ass white boy! Malcolm hated you white devils! Man, he woulda capped yo’ cracker ass –“
“I’m Sicilian.” I blurt out indignantly.
“Say what?”
“I’m Sicilian, not a cracker.”
He glares at me with the utmost contempt possible.
“Maaan, I don’t give a fuck what religion you be! You ain’t black, mo’fucka! Gimme that book!”
He tries to grab it, and we get into a tug of war, but I’m holding onto it with a Kung Fu death grip. The Orange Face brothers jump in, elbowing and kneeing me all over my body. But this is my book.
“Yo, jack him up, David!” they’re screaming. I tuck it into my body, protecting it like Larry Csonka on third and one.
“Hey, hey! Y’all leave him be, now! Get outta there! A deep Southern drawl barks out, from the top of the stairs.
“Ah, Hoss, man!” cries out David White.
“Y’all heard me! Move on out now, y’all hear!”
“Why you gotta be sidin’ wit’ this white boy, Hoss?!”
“Y’all want me to call Contreau over here? He retorts, pulling his walkie-talkie from his belt.
David White and the brothers retreat, but he shoots me a heinous, bloodshot glance first.
“This ain’t over, bitch! This ain’t over! Yo’ white ass is dead!”
_______________________________

Later that night, it’s freezing and storming outside, and a slow one at, The Fox Hole. I sit there by the dishwasher, bathing in the warmth of the rising steam, ravenously devouring the last few chapters of The Autobiography of Malcolm X.
Marc is outside on a smoke (pot) break, and I’m oblivious to the movements going on around me.  All of a sudden, Philly comes bounding up the basement steps, passes in front of me, and stops. Loud, cackling laughter follows.  
“Malcolm X?! Are you fuckin’ kiddin’ me, Joey?!  That fuckin’ gar?!  You’re even more of a niggeh loveh than I thought! Hiya, niggeh loveh! Ha-ha-heh, I gotta tell Tommy Boy about this…”
I sigh and try to ignore him, pretending I’m not even hearing him. But he just keeps it up the whole night. He won’t quit.
“Niggeh loveh!  Niggeh loveh!  Fuckin’ Malcolm X! King of the spooks!”
Finally, after about two straight hours of this nonsense, I’ve reached a boiling point.
“Philly, you say that one more time, I swear, I’m gonna punch you right in the face.”
“Niggeh loveh!”
BAM!
I hit him so hard in the chest that he falls backward. Practically leaving his feet, he stumbles over the small refrigerator that holds the containers of milk and butter behind him. The refrigerator goes down, toppling the small Christmas nativity scene perched on top of it. The door opens, the small pitchers of milk, and pats of butter, spilling out all over the floor. Theresa, one of the waitresses, is carrying a huge tray piled up with soup and entrees. She slips on the milk and butter underfoot. The tray crashes to the floor in a terrible clatter, the noise sounding as if the whole kitchen has been bombed.  
Tommy comes rumbling in, red faced and enraged.
“What the fuck is goin’ on in here?!”
Philly, on the floor, covered in milk, points at me.
“It’s Joey, Pop, he pushed me into the refrigerator!”
Tommy’s eyes narrow as he comes at me, ready to engulf me in a grip of death. My eyes grow wide as a coke fiend. I try to protest, but nothing comes out.
Instead, he veers off over to Philly on the floor, puts his hands around his neck, and starts choking him!
“Philly, how many times I gotta tell ya not to fuck with the employees?!”
“Pop! Pop! I didn’t! I didn’t!” Philly gasps, between chokes.
Whew!

        Man, the moral codes practiced by the Black Muslims were unbelievably strict and intense. Any fornication was absolutely forbidden in the Nation of Islam (except between a man and wife). Any eating of the filthy pork, or other injurious or unhealthy foods, any use of tobacco, alcohol, or narcotics, also was forbidden. No Black Muslim could dance, gamble, date, attend movies or sports, take long vacations, or sleep any more than health required!
 There could be no lying, stealing, or insubordination to civil authority, except on the grounds of religious obligation. Any domestic quarrelling, and discourtesy, especially to women, was not allowed. If violated, one would be subject to suspension, isolation, or even expulsion by Mr. Muhammad.
Holy shit - that was harsh! How could anybody follow all those rules without going insane? I mean, I want to be spiritual, but…
And yet Malcolm X embraced all this - even after being a drug addict, and a prisoner. This guy was fucking amazing, man. Yet, I’m drawn to some of the aspects of the religion, especially the dietary restrictions they practiced. I had already started eliminating sugar from my diet, so I wouldn’t get fat again.  
Another thing I dig is the prayer routine. Waking up at sunrise, facing the East while lining up in robes on prayer rugs, so you would be in unison with the rest of the 725 million brothers and sisters in the Muslim world.
When they rose they would greet each other softly and pleasantly with As Salaam Alaikum (Arabic for “Peace be unto you”) Wa - Alaikum Salaam (“and unto you peace”) was the reply.
And they performed what they called the ‘ablutions’, which was like a cleansing or purification of the body, in the bathroom.
I mean, compare that with the madness and chaos that goes on in my house in the morning. With seven screaming people trying to cram into one bathroom. So this whole thing kind of resonates with me, because it’s something you could apply.
CHAPTER 26

        So, Christmas finally arrives at the Montaperto residence, and the hordes of relatives from Brooklyn and everywhere else descend upon the house, in the usual tradition of the holiday. We’re all sitting at our respective tables again - me, my sisters, and my cousins in the living room, the adults in the dining room. I’m sullen, stewing in my own alienation to all the merriment going on around me. Christmas seems nothing but fake and superficial to me now.  
In the other room, I can hear my Aunt Lucille’s loud voice talking about how the kids are so spoiled today. Nobody remembers anymore, that Christmas is supposed to be about the celebration of the birth of Christ, the baby Jesus. Not getting all caught up in this exhausting rush of running around, and buying presents.
My Uncle Johnny agrees, adding something like when they were kids, they were lucky if they got a pair of socks, and a piece of cardboard to play with. All the adults concurred, nodding their heads and chuckling.
“Jesus was Black, you know.  He was a Hebrew, and the original Hebrews were Black!” I interject suddenly.
Instantly, it becomes like the movie, The Andromeda Strain. Everyone sits motionless, eyeing me with an incredulous look of sacrilege and discomfort. My father shoots a glance at me, that is the strangest combination of embarrassment and disappointment that I’ve ever seen.
        “Jesus was not black, J-Rod! Just look at any painting of him and you’ll see,” my sister Maryanne cries in defense
         “That’s because they were painted by a White man, retard!” I volley back.
“You’ll have to excuse my son, everybody. He’s been a bit of an asshole lately.” my father confirms acidly.
“Is everybody ready for some coffee and cannoli’s?” my mother inquires with an emphatic cheerfulness as she heads to the kitchen. Immediately, there follows a huge rustle and clanking of cups and plates, mixed with nervous laughter, as my aunts rush up to help her.
_______________________________
       
     When I finally finish reading The Autobiography of Malcolm X, I sit there on my bed. Limp. Exhausted. It’s as if I have been on this incredible journey with him. As if I had lived it myself. And a part of me can’t believe it’s over.  It just seems so - final.  I feel like I had been right there with him, at the Audubon Ballroom in Harlem, the night he was assassinated. Almost as if the spray of bullets that had pierced his cheek and chest, had pummelled me, too!  I’m limp - kind of grief stricken. Even though I know, logically, that this all came down, like, eleven years ago. Man, but what a ride!  
        The events that led up to his assassination are perhaps the most remarkable aspects of the whole story. After all his preaching for the Nation of Islam, and all his dedication to the cause. Helping to build the organization from the ground up, he winds up breaking with them when he discovers that Elijah Muhammad, whom he worshipped and would have gladly given his life for, has actually been a hypocrite. He had fathered several children out of wedlock with various young sisters from the Nation, and had banished them if they spoke up.  
To Malcolm, this was untenable. The height of hypocrisy, because others had been banned for much less. Totally disillusioned, his whole foundation shaken, he decides he must seek out the ‘true’ (or Orthodox) Islam, and embarks on a pilgrimage to Mecca, the Muslim Holy Land.  
Once he arrives there, he is shocked to see Muslims from the blackest black, to the whitest white. Of all different nationalities, worshipping together, eating together. Total harmony.
This causes him to change his whole attitude and philosophy to the White man. Which, of course, is in direct conflict with the teachings of Elijah Muhammad.  So in a way, he is openly defying him, or so it is perceived by members of the Nation. He starts up his own organization, and, for a while, speaks tirelessly for the cause, amidst death threats from the Black Muslims. He’s becoming too important, so they’re trying to off him. The FBI, the CIA, they’re trying to off him, too, and finally in the end it winds up probably being a collaboration (conspiracy?) among all of them. They bring him down, followed by a major cover-up.
Wow. That’s all I can think. In a sense, I’m also secretly relieved that Malcolm, at the end, discovers ‘true Islam.’ Because as hard as I may try, there is no way I could ever be a Black Muslim.
But now…there’s a chance. Maybe I could do it.  I figure if this guy, Malcolm X, has the guts to go through all that - then, the least I can do is go to Mecca. The more I ponder it over the next couple of days, the more excited about it I become. Yes! I could do this! I would do it! Things are getting unbearable around here anyway - I’m just gonna do this.
So, by the time I go back to school after the Christmas break, I am psyched. I decide I’m going to talk about all this to Malik, him being a Muslim, and all. But instead of some enlightening conversation about it, Malik goes, like, all cold and uncomfortable on me. Turns out, he’s a follower of Elijah Muhammad, and the Nation of Islam. In fact, he’s now starting to train for The Fruit of Islam, the Nation’s vaunted security force. I guess that explains the dark black suit and bow tie he’s wearing. They still totally believe in black separatism - and what’s more - they consider Malcolm X to have been a major traitor.
I feel like a complete asshole for even bringing up the subject, and I’m totally bummed out.
I know there’s only one person I can go to about this now.  The next day, I hop on the #59 to Elizabeth, fantasizing that me and all the characters on this bus are Muhrim, or pilgrims on our holy voyage to Mecca.  Their mingled shouts of jive and Spanish become instead calls of “Labbayka!  Labbayka!” (Here I come, oh Lord) expressing their intention to perform the ‘Hajj’ – or journey. And I’m not even high.
Allah Akbar.
I burst into Three Guys, so excited to talk to the Professor, that I can barely spit the words out about my intention to make the trip to Mecca.
He laughs quietly as he holds up his hands.  
“Hold up, hold up there, youngblood. Let’s not get on the bus just yet. Take a breath, my brother, that’s a long ride”.
I breathlessly recount the events since my last visit here, after I had first seen Esperanza with Hector.  How I fell into a haze of drugs and debauchery, even coveting my cousin’s girlfriend, until finally finding my salvation in the form of The Autobiography of Malcolm X. I thank him for helping me discover my spiritual path, when he gave me that book.  
He’s still smiling when he gestures for me to follow him into his tiny office. I park my ass on the swivel chair, as he fishes around on the bookshelf behind the desk, thoughtfully skimming through several books before finally handing me one. Islam, edited by John Alden Williams.
I hold that book as if it is religion itself. We talk for maybe like half an hour, as he calmly explains several points to me.
“Read this carefully, young man, let it percolate in your mind a little, you know what I’m saying to you? Come back in around two weeks, we’ll talk about it some more, ok?”
I nod my head vigorously.
Next time you come up, I’ll try to have some of that original footage of Brother Malcolm preaching, that I was telling you about. Let me tell you, youngblood, now that is something to see.”
As I dazedly get up to leave, he pulls out of a large envelope in his drawer, a blown-up photo of Malcolm X, and hands it to me.
“Mecca is a long road, young brother, but you’ve heard that saying before…?
The first step on a journey”…
CHAPTER 27

          In the Name of God, The      Merciful, The Compassionate.
 Praise be to God, The Lord of The Worlds, The Merciful One, The
The Compassionate One, Master of The Day of Doom.                                               
Thee Alone we serve, to Thee alone we cry for help.
Guide us in the straight path
The path of them Thou hast blessed.
Not of those with whom Thou art angry.
Nor of those who go astray.

For almost two months now, I’ve been reciting this prayer every morning. It is the Fattiha, ‘The Lord’s Prayer of Islam’, which is the opening sura of the Qu’ran - The Word of God. The Muslim Holy Book.
During this time, I’ve been in a kind of state of spiritual ecstasy. Bliss. Every day, studying the Qur’an, and other Islam books, praying, prostrating. I even have my own authentic Muslim prayer rug, thanks to the Professor. The Professor…man, he’s like my spiritual mentor. Every week I go up there to Three Guys, and we have these amazing conversations about Islam - and life.
The guy is so calm and patient when he explains this stuff to me that I just eagerly hang on to every syllable.  For the first time in my life, I don’t feel all anxious and confused, I don’t feel like a dope about the subject of spirituality. And meanwhile, I become so inspired by the intense energy that just crackles from the original footage of Malcolm X speaking, that I decide to create my own monument to him. I begin to paint a portrait of him in Siverstein’s art class. Just as with the mural I did of Esperanza, it’s like my pencil, my paintbrush is being led - guided. Like I’m just following it. Silverstein’s not bothering with me much, so I have free reign to just create, and it soon becomes a sensation with the two black kids, Otis Sinclair and Reggie Snipes, who have transferred to the class after that mural incident. They’re digging it, man, telling all their friends about it, stopping me in the hall to introduce me to all these other black kids. When they ask me about the painting, and about Malcolm X, I just reply: 
“All praise is due to Allah”.
They bug out. They can’t believe I know about Islam and Malcolm X. This is unfathomable to them, and pretty soon, I’m becoming like a celebrity among the black kids. I even begin greeting them with -
“Wa  Salaam  Alaikum”.  
Cheryl Simmons is smiling at me regularly now, and I mean, she’s like the flyest girl in the school – black or white.
“She’s a brick house, she mighty-mighty and she letting it all hang out – uh” -as Lionel Richie and The Commodores sing.  
But I’m intent on practicing the Muslim precepts, so I kind of keep my distance, you know?
_______________________________
        One morning I’m walking down the stairwell with a couple of these new friends on our way to art class. We’re discussing subjects like Malcolm, and racism and art, when we notice these flashing lights through the hall window from the parking lot. Looks like police lights.  We’re like, “Oh shit!” and bolt outside to see what’s up.
It is a cop car. Noxious fumes of gasoline waft through the air. Actually, it’s more than wafting, it’s like a whole freakin’ gasoline station has blown up, or something. There’s two beefy, red-faced cops, with Contreau hovering right next to them. They got somebody face down on the wet blacktop, handcuffed behind his back. They’re kicking him, roughing him up, even though they don’t need to. The guy is not even struggling. Then we observe Contreau coming over to give the guy one final vengeful kick in the ribs. Except he slips on the rain-slicked pavement, and ends up kicking him in the ear.  Oww!  Damn. Then the fat-assed cops haul him up.  I look at the guy’s face.
Oh shit - it’s Na-Na! He’s bleeding from the mouth, the nose, the forehead, all swollen up. I dash over to the cops.
“What are you doing, man?!  Hold up on him – he’s not doing nothin’!” I scream maniacally.
I spot a soaked packed of matches lying about a foot away from Contreau’s ’73 black Camaro. Maybe they’re soaked by rain. Or maybe it is gasoline. Now I see what’s happening. Otis and Reggie follow behind me, sprinting and yelling at the cops.
“Police brutality! Yo, that’s police brutality, man!”
“Yo, leave the brother alone, pig! He ain’t doin’ shit to y’ all!”
First, Contreau pushes me back roughly.
“Don’t get involved son, or you’ll be next!”
He glares over at the other two, a look of contempt and disgust in his eye.
“Y’all get back to your classes - now! This ain’t no business of y’all!”
We keep protesting, agitating, but he stares us down, shouts us down. The cops start dragging Na-Na to the car.
“Na-Na!”  
I go up to him, but no words will come out.  He looks at me – a half smile/half snarl emerging from his busted up lips.
“Stay strong, man.”
I spy his umbrella on the ground, pick it up and hand it to him, putting it under his handcuffed right arm. The coppers push his head down, throw him into the back seat, then peel out on the gravel, screeching away.
Somehow, I just know that it’s the last time I’ll ever see Na-Na Johnson alive.
_______________________________

That scene with Na-Na really disturbs me, haunts me, tormenting me for the next couple of nights, as I try to force myself to sleep. This guy had saved my life earlier in the year. We had become friends, sharing an unspoken connection, especially when it came to art. We understood what it was about, way more than any of those corny art class geeks ever would.  Na-Na, he lived by his own rules, man - and he did it right in your face, too. Defiant. Just like Malcolm. I don’t exactly agree that you have to stab people with your umbrella. Or kill them - but I have to admire and respect his independence. The more I mull this over, I begin to feel a gripping churning in my stomach, like I had backed down from Contreau once again. A sense of fakeness, of fraudulence about myself, permeates my consciousness. All through this period of studying, praying and prostrating, I’ve been completely hiding it from my mother, my father, my whole family. I didn’t want any negativity around me to try to distort what I’ve been doing, to crash my beliefs, so I just keep quiet.
  The thing is, ironically enough, that makes them even more suspicious. What you have to understand about Italian families is that they have no frame of reference for silence. They need loudness. Of any kind.  Fighting, crying, farting - whatever. Otherwise, they get real tense and insane, especially my father. He already had that deeply ingrained Sicilian distrust, inherited from centuries of ancestors burying their gold in the mountains somewhere, to keep it away from the prince, or whoever.  So every dinner, as I would silently give praise to Allah before eating, I’d catch him giving me one of those real lemon-face looks, as he watches me. He wants to yell at something, but he just couldn’t figure out what it is yet. Between that and performing my ablutions in the morning, with my sisters banging on the bathroom door, shrieking for me to get the hell out of there, you can imagine the tension in the house.  Especially when I refused to engage in any fights or yelling.
It’s hard to be a good Muslim in this house.
So tonight, I make a conscious decision to stand up for my beliefs, my convictions. This is it. Dinner time. Tonight, it’s Italian sausage and green peppers, mashed potatoes, and corn.  
I plop the mashed potatoes onto my plate, following with the corn. I silently bless my food, and just as quietly begin eating. After a few minutes, I can feel the discomfort around the table.
“Joseph, why aren’t you eating the sausage and peppers? inquires my mother.
I chew my potatoes and corn slowly and deliberately.
“I no longer consume the filthy pork.”
“Filthy?! What are you talking about? I just bought this sausage fresh today from Pathmark!”  
I speak stoically.
“Muhammad the Prophet decrees that the filthy swine, who rolls around in mud and its own excrement, eating garbage itself - is injurious to the health when consumed.”
“Who the hell is Muhammad the Prophet?!” she demands.
“He is the Messenger of Allah, the bringer of The Word to-”
A hand crashes down loudly on the table.
“That’s it! That’s it! I’ve had enough of this garbage! You’re gonna eat that goddamned sausage right now!” my father yells out.
“The laws of Halal forbid-”
“Ewww! What a sicko!”  Maryanne cuts in.
“Oh, my God - he is such a retard!”  Karen adds.
“You’re eating that sausage, my friend, you hear me?!  Right now.” my father continues.
He furiously slams down the plate of sausage and peppers in front of me.
“Joseph – Joey – c’mon… this is ridiculous, just eat the sausage - please…” interjects my mother, in a more soothing voice.
I continue to sit there in silent protest.
My father’s fingers tightly clench and unclench his fork, in some kind of manic, internal rhythm.
“You’re walking on thin ice right now, my friend. Don’t let it crack on you.” my father spits out, through clenched teeth.
All eyes dart from my father’s fork to his rapidly contracting face - and then back to me. Silence.  
“Just eat it, weirdo!” Maryanne finally pleads.
“Joey, c’mon! Just eat the sausage!”  Karen cries out.
Their faces are wincing with anticipation. My father is hunched over his plate, muscles practically twitching.
“Allah Akbar!”  I quickly rise from my chair and stride defiantly towards the stairs.
“Get your ass back here!  Get back here! Now!”
CHAPTER 28

        The next day, I skulk back home after school, fully aware that I’m going to have to face the consequences of my actions last night. No doubt about that. The only question is the severity.  
The house is uncharacteristically silent. A sinister tranquillity, I would say. I tread warily toward the dining room. I feel like the dope in the horror films, who feels compelled to tiptoe toward the closed door to the next room, for some reason. And everybody in the movie theater is yelling -
“No!  Don’t do it!”
Father Michelli is seated at the dining room table, solemnly sipping a cup of tea. Holy Shit! What the heck is Father Michelli doing here? Actually, its Monsignor Michelli now. They promoted him to Monsignor over at Assumption Church about a month ago. I didn’t know Monsignors even made house calls.  The Bible, and a couple of other books lay next to him on the table. My parents are also seated at the table, the same somber looks across their faces. A spread of Italian pastries and demitasse coffee set out before them. This has to be major. I wonder if I’m being sold to the Church as an apprentice, like they did in Germany in the 15th century.
“Hello Joseph, how are you today?” The Monsignor asks gently.
I’m too stunned and suspicious to even speak. He offers me an Italian pastry.
“No thanks – I – um - don’t eat sugar anymore.”
“You see, Monsignor, this is what I’m talking about!” my father points out.
“Shhh,” quiets my mother.
Complete stillness for a minute, as we all look each other over.
“Your parents and I have agreed it would be a good idea for us to have a little chat together, Joseph. Let’s go out to the front porch, where we can be comfortable.”
I’m sure I’m walking into an exorcism.
For a while we just talk, me and the Monsignor, about things in general.  He asks me how I’m doing in school, about my art work, about my friends, how I like working at The Fox Hole.  He is very pleasant and amiable, I’ll give him that; no fire and brimstone, although I’m still not revealing much.
“I would like to read you a couple of psalms from the Bible right now, and you tell me what you think about them, what they mean to you, ok?”
At first I’m listening, but soon his voice trails off, becoming a distant drone, like a High Mass in Latin, which I never understood anyway - and I start to drift off. He gently recaptures my attention, continues to read, and…it happens again.
“Joseph.”
‘Huh? Um…oh, I’m sorry, Father - I mean Monsignor. I’m just, like, real tired all of a sudden.”
He looks at me for a minute, then smiles compassionately.
“I understand, Joseph. Don’t worry, your parents just want what’s best for you. They want to see you do well. I’m here only as a guide, to answer any questions you may have along the path, ok?”
He tussles my hair, bookmarks a couple of places in the Bible, and the other books he would like me to read, and gets ready to leave, amidst a barrage of thank yous from my parents.
“He’s a good kid, don’t worry. He’ll be alright.” I hear him say as he walks out the front door.
My parents and I go back to the dining room and sit down, the grave expressions still intact.
“Jim, your mother and I have been talking”
Uh oh - I hate when they talk.
My father goes on to lay out the “Master Plan”, the new ground rules they’re implementing.
First, I am to quit my job at The Fox Hole, within the next week, since it’s taking up so much of my time. Second, I’ll be going back to catechism classes five days a week from now on, every day after school. As well as going to the long Mass every Sunday – that is mandatory. Third, they are going to do everything in their power to enroll me in Roselle Catholic. Or, perhaps even a military school!
“We’ve been too soft on you kids, too lenient and this is what happens.  You get confused, lose your way, get caught up under bad influences,” my father continues.
I don’t bother arguing or ranting or throwing a tantrum, because I know it will do no good.  A weary resignation overcomes me, and I know that somehow, I am going to have to leave here. I also find it quite ironic that Maryanne is the one with all the skank drug addict boyfriends she’s doing God knows what with - and I’m here, just trying to follow Malcolm’s principles and Islam. Just trying to purify myself, and I’m the one getting punished.
_______________________________
         The next day, I’m meandering through the school halls, totally self-absorbed in the calculations of my own master plan that would liberate me.  Various black kids call out to me, as has now become the norm. I flash an absent-minded smile and a half-hearted Wa-Salaam-Alaikum, as I sleepwalk past.
“Yo! Yo!  Hey man!”
This time I don’t even bother to look up.
“Wa-Salaam-Alaikum, brother.”
BAM!  WHAM!  SMACK!  WAP!
A ferocious barrage of fists is unleashed upon my face.
My glasses fly off, as my lenses roll round the hallway, in a tinkling melody.
“Shut the fuck up, pussy ass!” BAM!  
“You ain’t no brother, mothafucka!” 
BOP!
 “Don’t be playin’ like you a Muslim, an’ shit!”  POP!
  “Na-Na ain’t here no mo’ to save yo ass - white boy! Shit be changin’ round here now!”  
I peek up from the floor through hands dripping in blood, from the repeated hammering to my nose, eyes and lips. David White and the Orange Face Brothers swagger victoriously down the hall, the echoes of palm slapping skin, mingled with vengeful laughter cascading through the hallway.
           A black eye.  A purple face. Six stitches in my grotesquely inflated lips to go along with my grotesquely deflated pride. Lenses cracked. My parents are mortified. Puzzled and outraged as to how something of this violent a nature could be perpetrated again at the school. Where the hell is all this supposed beefed-up security? I don’t want to talk about it with my parents. Not with them. Not with anybody. I just want to lay up in my room. Burning. Burning. Shaking. Payback time is definitely coming, motherfuckers! That’s all I know.  
Gotta get back to the gym. To the ring.  I’ve gotten too soft.  I want, no, I need that vengeance so fiercely, that I’m ready to ditch my whole practice of Islam. Crash all peaceful principles. Boy, life can change up on you in a minute. Allah, why have you abandoned me?
For the next couple of days, a cavalcade of visitors stream in to check on my condition. Ricky, Skinny, Kyla McBride, aunts, uncles, all drop in.  Even Marc from The Fox Hole, stops by. They had heard about it over there, and he says, Tommy, the owner, wants to know if I want to “make an example” of those niggers.
 “Nobody fucks with Sicilians, especially niggers.”
 I think about it, but, nah, the last thing I want to do now is to incite a race riot. That’s the opposite of what I want. No, I’m going to keep on studying Islam. Praying and practicing. I’m going to hang my portrait of Malcolm up in my room, too.  Nobody’s going to stop me. The phone rings.  My mother yells up for me to get it – they’re watching a Lawrence Welk special on TV.  I get up.
“Hello?”
“Hi…is Joey there?”
“Yeah, this is him”
“You don’t know who this is?”
A long pause.
“Oh my God…Esperanza?”
“Hi papi…how you been doing?”
Her voice sounds sweet, yet subdued, like she’s been crying or is holding back tears.
“Esperanza…oh my God…how did you get my number?!”
“I called your restaurant. I remembered you worked there, and they gave me your number.”
Suddenly, an avalanche of feelings come flooding back…my whole body warming up like my father’s kerosene heater.  I can barely breathe.
“Wow. I…”
“You still mad at me papi?”
“No.”
Every negative feeling I’ve ever had about her completely melts away.
“You not going to hang up on me now, are you?” She tries to laugh, but it’s like she’s laughing through tears.
“Wha-what happened?”
“I’ll tell you about it…mira, baby, you think you could meet me tonight?”
“Tonight?  Now?  I mean”-
“Please papi, it’s real important.”
“How can”-
“I’ll pick you up in front of your house, ok?  I’ll just beep.”
  Ok, ok, but...Esperanza, could you just wait till, like, after eleven?  Then I’ll meet you outside, ok?”
“Ok.”
Shock, anger, warmth, and passion all flow uncontrollably through my body. Even though I haven’t seen or heard anything from her in well over four months, I instantly forgive her.
At precisely 11:05 my parents shut their bedroom door. In five minutes, I’m dressed and on the front steps of the house. Seconds later, the white MG Midget pulls up. My heart’s doing flips between anticipation and desire, as I walk toward it and open the door.
We gaze at each other for a second, giggle nervously, and then both spontaneously tear up.
“Oh baby, what happened to your cute little face?”
“Oh my God, what happened to your beautiful face?”
We both speak out at the same time. She has a black eye, also, and some swelling around her eye. She tries to cover it with make-up, but…we both kind of fall into each other’s arms.
“You first, baby.”
I briefly tell her of my incident, impatiently urging her to tell me what’s happened to her.
“It was Hector - we had another fight.”
She nervously lights up a Virginia Slim, and goes on to tell me all about her and Hector. For the first time, she confides in me, opening up. How he had introduced her to heroin, giving her that taste for it, but also has a way of monitoring, of controlling it, before it becomes a full-blown addiction. Just enough to always leave her craving, needing. It’s all about power for him, power over her, and finally, he’s become violent. She wants to get away from him now, but he says she is his - he owns her.
Trembling, clutching fury of a kind I have never experienced before, runs through my blood.
“I’m gonna get my bat.”
I have a Harmon Killebrew model Louisville Slugger in my room, seemingly reserved for an occasion just like this.  Esperanza pulls at my coat, as I struggle to get out of the car.
“Don’t be silly, papi - he’ll kill you. He’s a fucking psychopath! You don’t got no chance. We don’t need to do nothin’.”
I open my mouth to protest, but she puts her arms around me and kisses my lips. She starts peeling my clothes off as I frantically reciprocate. What now ensues reduces that first night of lovemaking to something like a game of spin-the-bottle. Senses in me are awakened, titillated, that I don’t know I even possess. This is enlightenment.  Afterwards, I just lay there, quivering in some kind of divine revelation.
It’s two o’clock in the morning now. She says she has plans, and will I meet her tomorrow night?
Anytime.  Anywhere.  Anyway.
Tomorrow night comes. She has a bottle of wine we share.
 Another night of smoldering, ridiculous, incomprehensible pleasure.  It’s almost unfair.  
“Papi, I want to go to Miami.”
“What?”
“Yeah, baby. I got an aunt down there. It’s beautiful. I want to start a whole new life, y’ know? Will you come with me?”
I am so flattered, so dazzled, so utterly in love, that nothing can deter me.
“When do we leave?”
She smiles, shrieks, and kisses me fully.
“In a few days. But mira, listen, check this out…  I got some dope that Hector don’t know about, he don’t know I got it. Some heroin, some hash, some coke…we could sell it.”
“Alright, let’s do it.”
“It be worth like around three thousand - that would be enough to get us started, y’know?” Mira, if you could sell it?”
“Me? But - but Esperanza…I don’t know shit about dealing - can’t you…”
“Baby, Hector got connections everywhere in the barrio, he knows everybody! He would bust me in a minute… he would kill me!”
“Ok, I’ll do it.” I reply, after a second of contemplation.
Secretly, I am terrified, but I go to bed that night in a sensual, dreamlike mist. My body is actually tingling, contemplating our lives together. Me and Esperanza in Miami. Forever. Allah Ahkbar.
The next couple of days are a combination of passion, lovemaking, planning, and packing. I know I can count on Marc at The Fox Hole to buy up the heroin, but he swears it’s only worth $700 - tops. I wind up selling the other stuff on the sly, to some of the black kids in school I think might be interested. The best I can fetch for it though, is only $800, as hard as I try to push it. $1500 total. Damn. I worry that Esperanza might think I failed her, will look at me in a diminished way. I hear David White and the Orange Face Brothers have been expelled, and I’m extremely pleased about that. I definitely feel conflicted about the whole drug business and drinking wine with Esperanza, versus my study of Islamic principles. But, it’s overridden by my excitement, my desire, and my love for her. This is everything I could have dreamed of. I tell her about my involvement with Islam, how I’m really into it. She doesn’t seem impressed at all.
“Hector’s all into Che Guevara and shit, but he still an asshole.”
I tell Tommy, the owner, that I’m moving unexpectedly to Miami in a few days. I’m sorry I can’t give him more notice, but…I think he might really freak out, but instead he shocks me by wishing me good luck, and throwing me an extra $150 in cash along with my pay! Whoa. I buy a switchblade I figure I might need on the road, and pack up a duffel bag.  
At last, the big night is upon us. We planned that she’d meet me around the corner, on Floral Street at 11:30 pm, and we would drive off from there. Up in my room I write a note to my parents, telling them I love them, not to worry about me, and I will call them soon. I put the note on the dining room table.
As I stand on the corner of Floral Street with my duffle bag at my feet, I stare up at the crystal clear black sky, dotted with sparkling stars. I breathe in that fresh, slightly chilly spring air, and take in the sight of the first buds sprouting on the trees. It must be a full moon tonight - everything is so bright. It’s early April, my 16th birthday is only a couple weeks away, and I’m starting a new life. Butterflies, pangs of guilt, and euphoria, collide with memories of me, and Ricky and Skinny, playing Star Trek games right on this very block, running through the secret passageway across the street. The snowball fights on the way to school, that would have us arriving an hour late. Buying that necklace for Kyla McBride some years back, and her rejecting it. It’s the last time I will see Roselle like this, and it is definitely kind of bittersweet. I’m reminded of how many things Malcolm had done by the time he was 16 years old, and a flash of inspiration comes over me. Sun. Beaches. Esperanza in a bikini. My new life.
It is 11:45 and she still hasn’t shown up, but I’m not really worried. Probably has a lot of packing to do. I know from experience that it takes a lot more time for girls to get ready.
Finally, I spot a pair of headlights cruising down the street. Yeah, it’s the MG Midget. I pick up my duffle bag…but my spirits do a sharp descent, as the car rolls up to a halt in front of me. What the fuck? Esperanza is in the passenger seat. She appears lifeless, like Jack Nicholson was after they gave him that lobotomy in One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest.  
The electric window hums down.
“Esperanza!  Esperanza!” I yell, but she just continues to stare straight ahead. I now recognize the sneering face peeking at me from behind the steering wheel.
“Hola, muchacho.”
Hector. The guy in purple. He has a miniature bottle of Jack Daniels in his hand, which he throws down in one shot.
“Put away your bathing suit, amigo, you ain’t going to be needing it for a long time.” He cackles.
“Maybe I see you at the Jersey Shore this summer, no?” Another guffaw.
“What the fuck did you do to her?” I finally yell out, emerging from my shock with rage. He just sneers at me, downing another miniature bottle of Jack Daniels, and tosses it on the floor. 
He opens the door and purposefully strides over to me.
I brace myself, trying to channel my fear and anger. Quicker than you can blink, he slashes me across my face with a car radio antenna that he has in his hands, knocking off my glasses.  It’s so fast I don’t even see it. As I put my hands to my face, he slashes me again around the head, opening up another cut.
[bookmark: _GoBack]“Where’s my shit, mericone?”
I fall to the ground in agony, holding my face.
 “I said - where’s my shit?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, fuckin’ asshole!”
He goes to hit me in the face with the antenna again, but I block it with my arm. It hits me in the funny bone, vibrations jolting me all the way up to my head.
“I want my shit, motherfucker.”
I know what he’s talking about - the drugs Esperanza said we could sell.
“I don’t have anything - jerkoff!’
WHACK!
I try to kick him in the balls from my position on the ground, but he deflects it.
“I’ll kill you right now, boy!”
He pulls me up by my collar, starts ripping through my pockets and clothes, but finds nothing there. Finally, he tears through my duffle bag, clothes flying everywhere. The envelope. He locates the freakin’ envelope, with the money in it. Damn.
He rips it open and starts laughing.
“Fifteen hundred dollars? Sorry-assed motherfucker…”
Mira, I’m going to do you a favor, mericone. I’m gonna let you live tonight. But hear me, muchacho! You ever get mixed up in my business again, try to take what’s mine, I’ll kill you in ways you can’t even think of.”
He slams me with his forearm against my jaw, and throws me down again. Then hops back into the car and gasses off. That’s the last time I ever see Esperanza, too.
I bend down to throw-up on the curb, blood flowing freely from my swelling face. Boy, this is becoming a habit. I pull out a towel from my duffle bag and put it to my face, the white cotton instantly turning crimson.
I stagger around the streets for a little while, in a state of shock, before the inevitable pierces through the pain in my soul. I have to go back home. I stumble in the back door, and run the hot water in the kitchen sink. Splashing it over my face, dunking my head under the stream, my blood is mixing with water as it washes down the drain. As I dry myself off, I hear Frank Sinatra playing faintly from the living room.  Summer Breeze. What the fuck?
My father enters the kitchen.
 “Jesus Christ!  What happened to you again?”
I’m thinking he’s going to say something about me getting my ass kicked again, but he starts wiping my face with the towel. I try to hold back the tears.
 “Jeez, what a mess. We’re going to have to get to the hospital.”
Suddenly, my father hugs me.
I try to smile at first, but my head collapses onto his chest. I bury my face in his shirt, and burst into tears.  I can’t stop. Deep, long sobs. I don’t remember the last time I cry like this in front of my father.
We talk and talk on that whole ride to the hospital, I tell him about Esperanza, about Na-Na, about boxing at the PAL, about a lot of things.
We’re still talking.
7
438
439
