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        “When I first met John Phillips, his real talent was obscured by meeting the immediate demands of a wire service. But fish gotta swim and real writers gotta write. Phillips’s debut collection of short stories, Dress Whites, was worth the wait. Not since Hemingway’s ‘Twenty Grand’ and Algren’s ‘A Bottle of Milk for Mother’ have I realized how much power is in the mastery of a short story. With Phillips it is the people—a woman becomes a war widow at age 23, a returning Vietnam vet turns to the brutal world of boxing to fund the search for his missing daughter left behind in Vietnam, the occupants of a run-down Vegas hotel battle their private demons. It’s not fancy. It’s not pretty. It’s a journey through the dark end of real life, where people battle for a second chance. It makes you want more.”
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        These stories are dedicated to the tens of thousands of parents, wives, brothers, sisters, children, and friends forced to carry incredible losses for the rest of their lives because of the Vietnam War. Personally, I think of Doug Ford, a school friend, and Nick Lia, a fellow Staten Islander, both Marines wanting to make a difference in the world and paying the ultimate price for it.

      

        

      
        It’s mind boggling to think of the 58,220 lost Americans and impossible to comprehend the estimated two to three million Vietnamese innocent women, children, and men, slaughtered in their own country for just being there.

      

        

      
        Finally, a debt is owed by all of us to those journalists, writers, courageous veterans, and even those too few politicians who finally told the truth about old men sending young men to die for very wrong reasons.
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      “Why? Tell me why,” Nicky’s mother asked him and spun her head to catch a waiter’s eye. Acknowledged, she pointed to her empty gin and tonic glass, then swiveled to lock back onto his eyes, a look between quizzical and accusing.

      “Really, Nicky, I’m serious. Tell me why? You have options. Try to get into the National Guard for one. We’ll figure a way for you to stay out of it. The Marines? Vietnam? Why?”

      The Trocadero family—Nicky, his younger brother, Bobby, mother, and father—sat in a red Naugahyde booth at Jackie “Jackie Pink” Marino’s restaurant on one of their fancy nights out every couple of months. It was pink all over at Jackie’s—pink tablecloths, napkins, ties, blouses, pink roses at the host’s stand. He picked up the nickname from his laughing friends after the camera lenses he thought were going to fall off the truck turned out to be three gross of pink napkins and tablecloths. He figured the deed had already been done, so he’d make the best of it.

      In a flash of red fingernails, their mother pulled the breadbasket over and unwrapped the pink napkin covering Jackie’s famous garlic bread.

      “Canada. Italy even,” she said, tearing a piece of bread from the loaf. “Remember my second cousin, Gina? She married a man from Palermo. She’s always writing that you should come over for a long visit so you can see where you originally came from.”

      He leaned over his plate toward her. “Stop, Mom. Stop! I’m from here and I’m no draft dodger. I live here, I gotta stand up for my country! I don’t wanna be just another guy on a street corner. I wanna do something special, something that matters!”

      She covered the rim of her gin and tonic glass as she squeezed the lime.

      “There’re lots of ways to do that, baby,” she said. “You don’t have to shoot someone or get shot to be special. And—don’t roll your eyes—you’re already special and you’ll always be special.”

      He shrugged.

      “Mom, I know you mean it, but mothers are supposed to say that. We need to show ’em what’s what, that we help people, you know, live the way they want. Self-determination and all. Like us.”

      “You know, Nicky,” she said, lifting a gold cross from her neck to lay over her shimmering green blouse, “not everybody wants to be like us. Not everyone wants to live the way we do. There are millions of people who like their lives just the way they are. And not all people respect us or even like us.”

      The Old Man slapped the table.

      “That’s just Commie speak, Marie. Everyone dreams of coming to America. For good reason. Don’t twist what your son’s saying! That’s not what he’s talking about. He’s talking about the right to vote—freedom to say what we want to whoever we want. They all want what we have. You should know that.”

      “I should know that?” she said, narrowing her eyes. Then louder: “I should know that? I know what they want me to know so I won’t know what’s really going on. I know what I know, Mike, not what they want me to know.”

      She wrenched off a piece of bread with her side teeth.

      Bobby paused in sucking up the last of his soda through a straw.

      He turned to the Old Man. “So when’re we gonna go to Yankee Stadium? And we can go into the dugout, like you took Nicky. You said we would. You promised.”

      The Old Man reached over to the antipasto plate in the middle of the table and speared a slice of prosciutto. “I dunno. I don’t have the connection I used to, now that Jimbo Riley gave up the hot dogs.”

      “Why’d he do that? He gets to see all the games and all,” Bobby said, sticking two fingers into his glass, pulling up an ice cube and slipping it into his mouth.

      “His knees and back were starting to go, all those games up and down the stairs, carrying dogs. Rough on your body. Take care of your body, Bobby. You only get one.”

      He reached for the antipasto dish again and raked an artichoke heart and three small mozzarella balls onto his plate. Their mother shook her head, sending long black curls fluttering, and dismissed their conversation with a backhand slap in the air.

      “Seriously, Nicky, think about it,” his mother said. “Really think about it. They’re shooting real bullets.”

      “And they’re killing our guys with real bullets, Mom,” Nicky said, pushing farther back against the booth and sitting straighter. “I’m not an idiot kid anymore, you know.”

      “C’mon, you two. Give it a rest,” the Old Man said.

      “Give it a rest?” she said, raising her drink to her lips. She lowered her glass and put it down hard and off center, sloshing some of it onto the pink tablecloth. “We’re talking about your son risking his life! And for what?

      “Seriously, Nicky, think about it, really think about it,” she said, blotting the spilled drink with her napkin. “This isn’t a game with toy guns in the woods. Boys—young men—are being killed. Legs and arms blown off!”

      “And we gotta stop that,” he said, brushing the palm of his hand against the front of his dark crewcut that stood straight up—a tic of his when he was anxious. “Ma, we’re the biggest country in the world. We can’t let them get away with it. We gotta show ’em what’s what.”

      Jackie himself, tall and lithe with a river-boat gambler’s narrow mustache and sideburns down to mid cheek, delivered a fresh basket of bread, a new sour on the rocks for the Old Man, sodas for Bobby and Nicky, another G&T for their mother. He took away the depleted glasses. The Old Man motioned for Jackie to give him back his glass and plucked out two cherries. When the boys were young, the Old Man would give them a cherry each from his sour. Now, for the first time in a long time he dangled cherries for each boy to take one. Grinning, they did.

      Hanging on the wall over the booth was a large, framed movie poster from Roman Holiday—Cary Grant sitting behind a laughing Audrey Hepburn, steering a red Vespa as they careened through Rome—a jaunty, cartoonish, off-kilter Colosseum in the background.

      “You know, Jackie,” the Old Man said, tipping his glass at the poster, “I always wanted to see the Colosseum. See where gladiators had to fight for their lives and Caesar giving thumbs up or down, deciding if the loser should live or die, depending on if he put up a good fight. Those fights. Real mano-a-mano! A real test of what they had.”

      “What’s ‘ma no ma no’?” Bobby asked.

      “It’s one-on-one, you against the other guy,” the Old Man said, churning his fists. “It’s who’s the toughest. You get to show everyone. You get to strut your stuff, big time. Like our guys in Vietnam—Marines, anyway.”

      Their mother glared at him, controlling herself.

      “You know, Jackie,” the Old Man said, sipping his drink, then smacking his lips and tilting his head in satisfaction, “not many people know it but we—the movies, really—got it all wrong about the thumb thing. Thumbs up actually meant kill the loser and send him to heaven and thumbs down was to keep him alive on earth.”

      Jackie pushed out his bottom lip, nodding, educated. Their mother rolled her eyes.

      “Baby, you sound like a politician when you talk about wanting to go to Vietnam, you have to⁠—”

      “But that doesn’t mean I’m wrong, Mom!” Nicky said, staring at his mother and brushing his crewcut. “I mean, we get a say in it all—like we’re doing now—’cause we vote for who we want. They don’t,” he said, gently putting his hands on the table and lacing his fingers. “And if we don’t stand up now, those people will get to be told how to live with no say about how they want to, you know? Who knows what’ll happen to all of us if the Commies win.”

      “Oh, the domino effect?” she said with a snort. “If the communists take Vietnam, it won’t be long before they’ll be surfing Malibu? C’mon, Nicky. Listen to what they’re really saying and why. And what you’re saying.”

      She flicked her hair back from her cheek and sat up straighter.

      “Nicky,” she said, giving up proper posture to plant her elbows on the table, jutting her head toward him and holding up the jagged piece of bread. “It’s a made-up war, made up by politicians and generals,” she said, hammering the air with the bread (Bam!), “to make money (Bam!) and names for themselves.” (Bam! Bam!)

      Nicky drew his head back and turned over his hands in exasperation. “Ma, that’s over the top, don’tcha think?”

      “Over the top?” she said, pausing as she held up her drink. “Think about it, Nicky. What do generals train for? What do they think about their whole lives? War! (Bam!) That’s what they do. They do war.” (Bam!)

      She paused to take a sip, put down her glass, and stared at him.

      “And to do what they like to do they have to curry favor with politicians and their money people and rile everyone up to go to war.”

      She picked up another piece of bread.

      “War is good for business. (Bam!) It’s all propaganda. (Bam!) You know, tell a lie often enough and people believe it. Viet Cong in Santa Barbara? Christ!” (Bam!)

      “That’s not⁠—”

      “I’m not finished,” she said, staring hard at Nicky. “And for the generals to do what they like to do, they have to be in cahoots with politicians, like D’Alessandro and their money people in Washington and rile everyone up to go to war.” (Bam!)

      “Where do you come off saying that?” the Old Man said, slathering butter on a piece of soft bread he always asked for instead of the famous garlic bread Jackie’s mother makes. He raised his head slightly from pushing a pile of manicotti onto his fork with a piece of bread to glower at their mother.

      “All of a sudden you’re an expert about it all?” he said. “You know more than the President or Vic, down in Washington looking out for us? You think he couldn’t spot a hustle?”

      “Little snot-nosed Vic? He couldn’t find his rear end if it didn’t have a dollar bill stuck on it. C’mon, Mike.”

      She grabbed the pepper mill, tightening her lips as she twisted its neck.

      “How’d he get that big house on Todt Hill? Kickbacks on contracts!” she said, twisting the grater. “That’s how! Government contracts. Contracts handed out by those generals and politicians who love war.”

      “He’s a good guy, Marie. He sponsors three teams in the American Legion league. And he ran that dinner for little Joey Gregorio after his accident and built a ramp for his wheelchair and all.”

      “Yeah, the dinner was at his cousin’s restaurant. How much did he kick back to Vic? Vic never did anything for anybody without a buck in it for himself.”

      She slowly shook her head at her husband, sadness to it.

      “C’mon, Mike. He’s just another smiling fraud. Why do you get taken in by these types? Everything about him and his family is an act. The same old act.”

      She raised her hand with her forefinger extended upward—a teacher signaling students to take notes. “Case in point: that monument to Korea veterans on Manor Road with his father’s name on it, like he was a hero. Real hero. My mother knew him. He was a fat Navy clerk in Washington who died during the war of a heart attack in bed with some chippy.” She tossed her salad, mixing in the layer of pepper flakes from the pile she’d made. “A fraudster begets a fraudster.”

      The Old Man looked around and waved his hand to shush her. “Marie, you don’t know that about the contracts and Vic,” he said quietly. “So tell me, how do you think you know so much about Vic’s business?”

      “You told me about the contracts after you drank up everything at the Knights, the night you got inducted,” she said, spearing a stalk of asparagus with her fork. “Of course you don’t remember. Besides, it doesn’t take a genius to figure out his angles or Vietnam and how stupid it all is. History, anyone? You should know that, Nicky.”

      “Marie, he’s a grown man, for Chrissake,” the Old Man said through a mouthful of manicotti, sitting up straight, wiping his mouth, quickly chewing, and holding up his forefinger for her to pause until he swallowed.

      Their mother drew an imaginary zipper across her lips, folded her arms and smirked.

      After swallowing hard, the Old Man said, “Nicky’s not stupid! Marie. He’s getting a college degree in May! He’s gotta make his own decisions, his own mistakes. Besides, it’s the right thing to do. For generations, men have been standing tall for their country.”

      Bobby chewed another ice cube and reached for the breadbasket.

      “Is Clay, uh, I mean Ali, better than Marciano was or Joe Louis?” he asked through the ice. “He’s always saying he’s the greatest.”

      “Don’t talk with your mouth full,” the Old Man said. “He’s just a loudmouth, doesn’t know his place. Definitely not a credit to his race, yelling all that stuff, changing his name to something foreign and all.”

      Their mother waved away their conversation.

      “Oh,” she said, raising her eyebrows to the Old Man, “your son has to make his own mistakes? Yes, like what job he wants. What car to buy or girl to marry. No! We’re talking about life and death mistakes. Boys come back in coffins, for Chrissake!”

      She paused as she raised her glass.

      “You know, it’s easy, real easy, Mike, to dream of your son being a war hero when you’re sitting in a La-Z-Boy. You missed your hero-boy chance with your deaf ear. Give it up! You don’t get to be a war hero if your son is.”

      The old man slammed the table with his fist, shaking dishes, knives, and forks. Jackie and a waiter rushed from the other side of the room to see what was wrong.

      “That’s it! I’m outta here,” the Old Man said, throwing his pink napkin onto the pink tablecloth. “You can’t resist running that smart-ass mouth of yours. Never could. Never will.”

      The Old Man stomped out of the room. Just past the bar, he quickly about-faced, marched back. went to Jackie, wiggling a cork on a champagne bottle at a table on the other side of the room, and put a ten dollar bill on the table.

      “Please get them a cab. I’ll settle the tab tomorrow.”

      He strode out of the room again. As he passed her, a woman sitting with a man looked up at him and shook her head. The man smiled, head down, twirling spaghetti around his fork.

      Bobby took the last piece of garlic bread, and Nicky reached over for a piece of soft bread in front of the Old Man’s plate. Bobby dipped his hard garlic bread into the extra sauce on the side that the old man had ordered.

      He brought it over to him, dribbling sauce on the way. He was left with only a faint stain of sauce on the bread’s hard crust.

      “This is how you do it, dummy,” Nicky said. He bobbed the last piece of the Old Man’s soft bread up and down in the sauce, brought it over to his plate, stuck his head over the plate, and sucked in the gravy-logged bread.

      Their mother slowly shook her head, pushed her plate to the center of the table, took a long swig of her G&T, and looked for a waiter.
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      It was the first time Nicky had actually suggested to his little brother that they go anywhere in Nicky’s red Oldsmobile convertible with the loud pipes. Usually, Nicky’s mother would have to insist he pick up his brother after school to take him to the dentist or somewhere else Nicky, a college senior now, didn’t want to go.

      But there Bobby was in the Olds at Nicky’s invitation, riding shotgun, his arm meticulously casual, dangling over the edge of the door. They were going to the green-and-white bandstand on Manor Road for Fourth of July ceremonies to remember Staten Island’s war dead.

      Bobby had turned up the radio—The Mamas & the Papas’ “California Dreamin’”—to signal their arrival as they cruised past the park. Nicky made a U-turn to grab a spot across the street where he could keep an eye on the Olds, its white top tucked and snapped into the well behind the back seats. The bandstand was set in the center of the park, bordered by waist-high hedges and forsythia, dull green again until next spring when they’d glow daisy-yellow, drawing people to the park for a few weeks anyway.

      It was a typical July day for Staten Island, hot-breath ripples of air slicking necks and backs of the forty or so people gathered in front of the bandstand. To the right, four Marines stood at attention in front of the obelisk, maybe ten feet tall, topped by a copy of the headless Winged Victory, commissioned by the local chapter of The Daughters of the American Revolution. Four more Marines stood at parade rest in front of the hedges, their rifles upright on the ground in front of them, held by stiff arms ending in white gloves.

      It was the first time Nicky and Bobby had seen soldiers with real rifles up close. A stylized bronze scroll with raised letters—oxidized now to algae-green—showed the names of Staten Islanders killed in WWI. On another side were the dead in WWII; a third plaque named dead Korean War soldiers. The fourth scroll was blank.

      U.S. Representative Victor D’Alessandro, secreted behind the dark windows of a black Lincoln Continental, arrived after the Marine Honor Guard had been waiting for fifteen minutes in 93 degrees. He emerged, wearing a light blue summer suit, crisp white shirt, and a red-white-and-blue tie. He made a show of plucking a white handkerchief from an inside pocket, shaking it open, surveying the crowd, and dabbing at his dry face.

      The Marines wore high-peaked white caps with black brims, navy blue tunics embossed with red-and-gold chevrons, navy pants with scarlet stripes, and white belts, brass buttons and belt buckles glinting in the noon sun.

      “Man, they look cool, huh?” Nicky said to Bobby. “Look at that guy with all those stripes on his sleeves and the rows of medals. A Marine lifer! Got a neck like Godzilla. Imagine the stories he could tell. Cool! Very, very cool!”

      One Marine held a U.S flag, its staff supported by white straps over his shoulder and around his waist, ending in a heart-shaped white cup just above his groin. Next to him a Marine held aloft the Marine Corps banner the same way, perspiration running down the sides of his face, a bead of sweat hanging from the end of his nose.

      The bugler blew “Taps.” Mrs. Henry had made Bobby’s class look up the words.

      
        
        Day is done, gone the sun,

        From the hills, from the lake,

        From the skies.

        All is well, safely rest,

        God is nigh.

      

      

      At a barked command, the Marines standing in front of the hedges brought their rifles in front of their chests. At “ready” they clicked—kind of scary, Bobby would say later—rounds into their rifles’ chambers. Another command had them aiming into the air and then the order to fire. At the sound of the first shots, birds that had been roosting in the bandstand’s rafters exploded from under the roof, furiously making their getaway.
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      Bobby heard the muffler before he saw Nicky, wearing the Dress Whites of a brand-new Marine Corps Second Lieutenant, ease his red Oldsmobile convertible into the curb between the two chestnut trees that were foul-ball markers when they’d played stickball against the steps.

      Tara, tiny in a pale blue summer sweater over a pink blouse, sat thigh-close to Nicky. The Olds’s white top was carefully snapped into place behind the rear seats. The late-afternoon sun popped the edge of a taillight ruby red.

      Nicky loved the Olds with a passion. He’d bought it with money he’d made working the graveyard shift at the gypsum plant his college sophomore and junior summers, supplementing his pay by loading Tommy’s truck twice a week at 3 a.m. with gypsum boards Nicky had stashed behind the loud machine nobody wanted to go near.

      “Free money. Who’s to know?” Nicky told Bobby. “I mean they’re polluting the river big time, dumping hunks of broken gypsum boards into it every night. So why not?”

      Nicky revved the engine, teasing out one more growl. He got out and stood in the street next to the driver’s door in the shade of the trees. He tugged down his white tunic and carefully reset his billowed white cap, tilting its glossy black brim low on his forehead. He walked around the car to the passenger’s side, looked up at Bobby, and grinned. He opened the car door for Tara. She swiveled from the seat, legs firmly together beneath her short, white, pleated skirt, and stepped onto the curb.

      Holding hands, they walked up the path—Nicky, shoulders erect, narrow waist, solid pecs, his officer’s gold bars on his collars, the Corps globe and anchor emblems and brass belt buckle sparkling just so.

      Years later when Bobby could joke about any of it, he’d admit that when he first saw Nicky in that uniform, white down even to his shoes, he thought of the pictures of old-time milkmen he’d seen in the ancient Life magazines the Old Man collected. Bobby never got around to teasing Nicky about looking like a dweeby milkman.

      Tara’s skirt stopped just above her knees and was whiter even than Nicky’s Dress Whites. She wore pale-blue flats, matching her sweater. Walking up the path to the house, she tugged Nicky’s hand to slow him as she looked down to avoid tripping on uneven flagstones the Old Man had said for years he should fix before someone fell and sued him.

      At the bottom of the steps, Nicky freed his hand from Tara’s and climbed them two at a time ahead of her. At the top, he widened his grin, saluted Bobby and hugged him for the first time ever. Their father and mother stood in the doorway waiting for their hugs, their mother blinking quickly several times.

      Nicky snapped off a salute for the Old Man, who hugged him even harder than he had after Nicky’d juked his way off tackle to score the winning touchdown against New Dorp on Thanksgiving Day four years earlier.

      “Nicholas Trocadero, Second Lieutenant, United States Marine Corps! You’ve done us proud! Really proud!” his father said, breaking off the hug to hold his son at arm’s length to scan him. He released Nicky with a slap on his shoulder. Nicky turned and hugged his mother, who clung to him before Nicky pulled away to turn to Tara.

      She walked up the steps and stood beside Nicky. Bobby’s eyes roamed to her small breasts nudging her blouse and to her skirt, its pleats hugging muscled thighs—he knew from watching her jump at basketball and football games in a short red-and-white cheerleader’s skirt. A pink headband cinched her dark hair, gathering it into a crest before cascading down her neck. Her nose was close to but not classically aquiline—nostrils slightly flared, as if in the first stage of stimulation that could be good or bad. Her chin hinted at a cleft. The parents stood aside to let her through the doorway but she lingered on the landing.

      “Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Trocadero. Hi, Bobby. Doesn’t your big brother look cool? You know, he polishes his brass every day. Look at that belt buckle—it’s so shiny, almost as shiny as this!” she said, her voice approaching a squeal as she brought her left hand up to her face, twisting it so the small diamond ring and gold wedding band next to it caught the fading sun.

      The Old Man, who’d put on his new tan polo shirt, with white stitching around the collar and sleeves that displayed impressive biceps, stepped down from the doorway toward Tara.

      “C’mere, you,” he said, enveloping her in a bear hug. “Welcome to the family.”

      “When? How? Why now? Oh, Nicky. I didn’t see that coming. Why didn’t you tell us?” their mother said, staring at Nicky. “You never said anything in your letters that this might happen.”

      “We didn’t want to wait and we didn’t want to spoil the surprise, Mom. I thought Tara should decide when word got out.”

      Their mother pursed her lips, spun away, and walked into the house. The Old Man ushered Nicky and Tara through the foyer into the living room. Bobby trailed in his bell-bottomed dungarees and tie-dyed T-shirt the Old Man never failed to shake his head at. The Old Man motioned for Nicky and Tara to sit on the rose-dappled loveseat facing the fireplace and plopped onto his La-Z-Boy.

      “So. Here we are, celebrating a new adventure and a great addition to the family,” the Old Man said with a broad smile. Bobby sat facing them in his grandmother’s maroon Victorian wingchair that hardly anyone ever sat in. The Old Man always said he bet the chair would be worth something someday and winced whenever anyone sat in it.

      “Wait! Wait! Wait a minute! Just a minute. I gotta get this down for posterity,” the Old Man said.

      He lowered the fold-up desktop of the secretary he’d won in a bowling tournament in Buffalo and picked up his new Polaroid camera. He told Nicky and Tara to stand close to each other. Nicky put his arm around Tara’s waist and she snuggled into him.

      “A momentous occasion! For the ages! Get ready! At the count of ninety-three,” the Old Man said, grinning, delivering the same line whenever he took a picture.

      The flash fired and a piece of white paper disgorged from the camera’s lip. The Old Man put it on the secretary’s dropped lid and stood watch over it. After about a minute, he smiled. “Got it!” He slid a tiny brush out of a tube and ran a coating of a transparent film across the photo they said would keep the picture from fading over the years. He didn’t show it to anyone and put it in a drawer on top of a stack of other pictures.

      A tea kettle whistled from the kitchen, and a dinner bell rang.

      “Let’s go into the dining room. Your mother said something about tea earlier—high tea now with our new princess in the family.”

      Tara blushed and smiled. Nicky smiled. Bobby got up from his chair, and they went into the dining room. Nicky and Tara sat on one side of the table, opposite Bobby, and the Old Man sat at an end opposite their mother’s chair.

      Their mother, in navy slacks and cream blouse tied at her waist, bumped open the kitchen’s swinging door with her hips and backed into the room. She carried a tray with a teapot, cups and saucers, bottles of Coke, and glasses with ice cubes. She set a cup and saucer in front of Tara and distributed the Cokes and glasses to the Old Man and the boys. She went back into the kitchen and came out with a plate of chocolate chip cookies and put them in the middle of the table.

      “The Olds runs great,” Nicky told his father. “Tommy started it once a week when I was gone. A real friend. Kept it in his garage and parked his own car on the street the whole time.”

      The Old Man leaned on his elbows toward Nicky. “I always liked that kid. His father, not so much. Big-shot cop always has his hand out.”

      “Thanks, Bobby, for polishing her up. Turtle wax, right?” Nicky said, pulling up his collar, raising the Marine Corps emblems.

      “Yeah. You said you’d only use that on her. Really shines her up.”

      “Sure does. And those white walls look cherry—nice job.”

      Tara put down her cup and fluffed her dark hair, down to her neck. “Nicky proposed on the phone from Quantico and said he didn’t want to wait.” Tara sat up straighter and put her left hand flat onto the table, the diamond catching a flicker of light from the chandelier. “So I went down, and we got married in a Marine chapel a day after his graduation parade.” She gazed at Nicky, then turned to their mother. “Your son is sooooo romantic. We’re going to the Poconos for a mini honeymoon. We’ll have a proper one when he gets home. He’ll be a captain by then.”

      Their mother stared at Nicky.

      “Maybe more than that,” the Old Man said, pouring Coke into his glass. “Johnson just sent in something like a hundred thousand more men—lotsa them Marines—to teach those little Commie bastards who’s boss. Great chance for Nicky to show his stuff.”

      “I thought you had to work today,” Bobby said to Tara, as he snatched two cookies from the plate. “Another teachers’ day off?”

      “I took a sick day. I thought we all should be together as a family now,” she said, glancing at her ring. “What about you, Bobby? Hooky?”

      “I got the afternoon off when I told coach Nicky was coming home. He said to say hi, Nicky, and that you should come by to say hello.”

      Tara told Bobby she’d met Flora Whalen, a teacher at her school. “Her brother, Johnny, was in your class, wasn’t he? Sad, he was killed by a truck. Did you know him, Bobby?”

      “A little.”

      “Flora said she’s saved his yellow pencils to remember him by. So sad to not get a full life.”

      “Are you still going to keep up your writing, Nicky?” their mother said. She topped off her cup and passed the pot to Tara.

      “You know,” their mother said after sipping her tea and gently putting the delicate, yellow-flowered cup that had been her mother’s onto the saucer, “I loved your descriptions of the boys in your barracks. That ignorant boy from Arkansas who made the anti-Semitic remark to your friend stands out in my memory, and the way you stood up for him. And the detail about the other boy from Iowa never having been on an escalator before—how you described his legs ‘wet noodling’ and his accent brought him to life. I could see him so clearly. Please keep writing, Nicky.”

      “Nicky wrote wonderful love letters to me, Mrs. Trocadero,” Tara said, putting her hand on top of Nicky’s. “I’ll treasure them forever.”

      “I think I will,” Nicky said, withdrawing his hand from under Tara’s and brushing phantom crumbs from his tunic. “If I have time. A kind of diary, I guess.”

      “A diary? Sounds kinda girly, Ace,” the Old Man said.

      “Writing and expressing yourself is not girly,” their mother said, pausing her cup in front of her mouth, staring at the Old Man over the rim. She put down the cup without taking a sip. “Anyone who knows anything knows that.”

      The Old Man held a stare on their mother, slowly shook his head and lifted his shoulders in a mini shrug.

      “Well, even if it is girly, you’ll have earned the right to write about it.”

      Tara tilted her cup with sunflowers circling it and sipped the last of her tea.

      “We should go, Nicky, to meet Richie and Susie. This has been lovely, Mrs. T. I look forward to doing it again,” she said with a perfectly decorous smile. She dabbed her lips with a paper napkin, folded it, and slipped it under her plate.

      The family stood on the landing, watching Nicky and Tara amble down the walkway, swinging clasped hands, her white skirt sashaying its pleats.

      Bobby held the Old Man’s camera. Nicky opened the car door for Tara. She dipped into the seat sideways and pivoted to bring her legs into the car without revealing too much—but enough—thigh. She wiggled back into her seat and turned to wave goodbye to Bobby, the Old Man, and their mother, bunched together on the landing.

      She draped a gauzy, pale-pink kerchief speckled with navy polka dots over her hair and tied it beneath her chin just like Audrey Hepburn might have in Breakfast at Tiffany’s, so much her all-time favorite movie that she’d even read the book.

      The sun flared over the top of the hill behind them, rimming the back of the car and their heads in a lopsided halo. Nicky started the engine, setting off the muffler. Tara tugged her sweater tightly around her shoulders. The Olds eased away from the curb, the muffler growing louder as Nicky shifted.

      Bobby pressed the shutter button and paper oozed from the camera. He left it dangling as it developed. After Nicky and Tara disappeared around the corner, the picture had finished exposing itself and Bobby gently tore it from the camera.

      The Olds had turned a dull orange along with the taillights, and the halo was gone.

      The Old Man told Bobby later that the camera was only good for closeups, not for distance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FLYING THE STOOP

          

        

      

    

    
      Seven-year-old Cousin Eduardo wanted to impress his mother’s new boyfriend—the one who would toss him a candy bar or a quarter on his way up the stoop to visit her and tell him to stay outside until he came out.

      Afterward, there might be another quarter or maybe even a walk together to Benito’s over on 116th Street for a Good Humor ice cream sandwich, Cousin Eduardo looking around to see if his friends saw him with his new compañero. He’d tell them the boyfriend said they’d go to the park to play catch when the field dried up.

      Cousin Eduardo sat on the top step, waiting for the boyfriend to come up the block. He’d tied to his neck one of his mother’s red satin sheets he knew would be in the hamper Saturday mornings after her Friday nights for herself, she’d say, when he had to stay at his aunt’s place. He saw the boyfriend swaggering up the street, wearing a white guayabera shirt over bright blue slacks, a thin black mustache and a tan, straw fedora, its brim turned up.

      “Mira! Mira!” Cousin Eduardo shouted as the boyfriend turned to come up the stoop. Cousin Eduardo jumped, reaching for the sky.

      He broke his arm, cracked a rib, chipped two teeth, and bloodied his nose.

      Cousin Eduardo wouldn’t let anyone but the boyfriend sign his cast. It was a big, bragging signature—all loops and swirls that Cousin Eduardo had outlined in “red violet” from a 24-pack Crayola box the boyfriend had given him for his birthday when he first started coming around.

      The day before Cousin Eduardo was to have his cast cut off, the boyfriend moved back to The Dominican with his wife.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE-CARD MONTE

          

        

      

    

    
      “This hustle is old time. Older than fuckin’ Jesus,” Manny told his son and Cousin Eduardo when they reached the top of the steps coming up from the 4 train at Union Square. Each of the boys carried two large cardboard boxes.

      They were on the east side of the park and headed west. It was one of the first warm days of spring and packs of students from nearby schools—NYU, The New School, Parsons, FIT—were hanging out on the fringes of the small park along with “bridge and tunnel” guys from New Jersey and Queens, pretending they were students and looking to score drugs and girls. Along the path through the park, they were perched on the backs of benches and railings and sunbathing on small plots of grass. A guitar player leaned against the base of a statue of a triumphant George Washington, towering over the park atop a fierce-looking king-of-the-herd horse in mid prance.

      Young women were out in bikini tops. Others stood, hips cocked, watching a tall, skinny guy, wearing a red, green, and yellow fool’s cap, dangling tiny, tinkling bells and juggling long-necked bowling pins. A guitar player stood in the shadow of big, bad George and his horse trying to rough-sing “Blowin’ in the Wind” like Dylan. A guy sitting on a bench was slapping bongo drums set between his legs, a lone dollar bill in his tip jar. Another was acapella-riffing Vietnam protest songs—one about old men “sending young men not their sons to die in the sun.”

      Card tables were set up on the sidewalk on the south end of the park, displaying incense, T-shirts in a full-range of psychedelic colors (several with Che Guevara’s likeness screened on the front), beaded wristbands, and necklaces. About ten feet in front of a table devoted to bongs, a young blonde woman, eyes closed, head back to the sun, twirled like a ballerina, her long hair swishing around her face.

      “Lookit,” Manny said loudly, as if Carlos and Cousin Eduardo hadn’t noticed, “alla them white girls, no bras, tetas hanging loose, bouncing like little lemons.”

      Two girls sitting on a bench looked at each other as if they’d spotted a cockroach. The one in frayed denim shorts and a Kelly-green bikini top shot him a middle finger, its nail flashing matching green.

      Manny grinned at her. She countered with the middle finger of her other hand, jabbing both into the air like pistons.

      “You know, I been thinkin’,” Manny said, louder for the girls’ benefit. “How come do skinny white girls have tiny tetas and Spanish mamacitas, even if they’re skinny, they got real big melons? I mean, grande! Grande! Gotta find out why. Maybe ask Santiago. He did almost a year at community college.

      “And lookit all them college gringos,” Manny said, pointing with his head. “No rent to make and nothin’—nothin’ to worry about. Not even worried the Federales are coming for them and gonna send ’em to that Chink place. As long as their papis pay to keep ’em in college, the draft board’s gotta leave ’em alone. Law says so. A course, that don’t do nothin’ for us.”

      “Tio, I saw on the TV gringos fighting down Wall Street,” Cousin Eduardo said. “They were yelling to stop the war. It was kinda funny—guys in hard hats punching other guys carrying signs. No one knew how to punch. Not like Carlos.”

      “You got that right, C.E. That’s because I taught him how to punch. Me!”

      “One a the signs,” Cousin Eduardo said with a grin, “was, ‘Bombing for peace is like fucking for virginity.’”

      “Now that’s funny, you think about it,” Manny said. “And don’t forget the ones that say, ‘Make Love, not War.’ I can feel that one.”

      They crossed the cobblestone side street bordering the west side of the park.

      “Si, I’m doing this hustle to get us by. But don’t forget what I am. I train boxers, not fighters—boxers. I taught you, Carlito. Me. I know how to teach,” he said, standing up straighter and pointing his thumb at himself. “They say I got no schoolin’ for a real job, but I know things they don’t see. I give you things you ain’t gonna forget ’cause I put them in your bones—takin’ a punch and givin’ a punch. You know, knowing how to do that is what life’s about in and outta the ring.”

      He grinned.

      “And tetas and culos, a course.”

      “Papi, lookit that one waiting for the bus,” Carlos said. “She’s got big ones!”

      Manny acknowledged with a nod. “I took those stupid toy animals outta your crib and put boxing gloves in it. Your mami cried, but she stopped when I made her know my son would be a man, not a maricon, like her brother. Remember when you got suspended for hitting that pendejo teacher in the cojones? Remember? I took you two to Little San Juan to celebrate. You sittin’ at the bar all grown up for your first drinks, at, what? Twelve? Remember? I took you.”
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