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            A good many things go around in the dark besides Santa Claus  
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ONE The Last Round 
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Eddie sat slumped in his corner, staring at his opponent across a boxing ring flooded with bright, merciless light. In the smoky, malevolent universe surrounding the ring the bleachers rumbled as the crowd out there in the dark, hungry for more fighting, stomped their feet, whistled and cheered, and drowned out the sound of the downpour drumming on the roof of the high school gym. 

He was exhausted. His legs kept shaking and his head kept pounding. Voices out of the darkness urged his opponent on. Across the ring Brian Rollins danced out of his corner and waved his gloves. His face, the kind girls liked to call “foxy,” was barely marked. Rolly said in today’s Asbury Park Evening Press—with a handsome smirk for the photographer—that tonight he would take the championship away from Eddie, his first step toward the day he would win a gold medal boxing for America in the Olympics. Nobody had bothered to interview Eddie, though, and that insult, plus Rolly’s boasting, had propelled him into this fight really pissed off. Now, anger was all he had left to keep him going until the final bell.  

Eddie gripped the ropes and slowly pulled his battered body up on his feet. It had never been a problem, controlling his emotions in a fight, but tonight the crowd’s disloyalty and hostility made him wonder what the hell was wrong. This was his high school, his gym and his home crowd, and they were cheering for this college-prep pretty boy from Point Beach to take him out. Okay, he was an outcast during the school day—his classmates stuck him with the nickname Eddie “Time Bomb” Bonneville—but they’d always cheered him on as their boxing champion. He didn’t exactly have a fan club; hell, he didn’t even have any friends in his senior class at Brick Township High School. His classmates weren’t the kind of kids to use a fancy word like ‘aloof,’ but he didn’t try to fit into any crowd, and they noticed that. In the lunchroom he sat at the corner table with the One Percenters, the rock musicians, hippies, special ed kids and other misfits who couldn’t sit anywhere else. He was not a bully who picked on people, just a moody, truculent loner, and a little too eager to kick ass when provoked. 

Even the outcasts at his lunch table knew not to antagonize him, especially about his love for Ivy Porter, the state Senator’s daughter, a reckless, promiscuous girl whose exploits regularly put Eddie in awkward situations. One wrong look from a guy who’d been with Ivy was all it took for Eddie to punch his lights out. Whether he was climbing into the ring for one of his fights, strolling through the school hallways with his arm around his girlfriend, or just getting out of bed in the morning, his whole life he’d always felt like it was Eddie Bonneville against the world. 

Tonight as the crowd chanted Time Bomb, Time Bomb in the early rounds he’d stalked Rolly and pounded him without mercy. He’d worn Rolly down but he couldn’t break his spirit, and Rolly put up a tough defense that caused Eddie the first real damage he’d ever suffered as a boxer. Then, two rounds ago, Rolly suddenly buried him under a flurry of punches he hadn’t seen coming. Backing away, he tripped over his own feet but it looked like Rolly knocked him on his ass for a four count, and the crowd leaped up and adopted Rolly as their new hero. Eddie dragged himself up off the canvas as his own classmates laughed and yelled for his blood. He bobbed and weaved, he did the Ali Shuffle, he made Rolly chase him, but Rolly cornered him and threw hard punches to wild cheers before he could clinch or break free and the next round was worse yet. Now with the last round about to begin, Eddie bit down harder on his mouthpiece. Quit worrying about this shit, he told himself, or you’ll lose this fight. He was the 1967 Jersey Shore Conference Middleweight Boxing Champion, and as he and Rolly came to center ring and touched gloves and the bell clanged, in one round he would either still be champion or a 17 year-old loser. 

He tried to defend himself, struggling against the numbness in his arms and legs, but his battered muscles were dead. Rolly set his feet and swung at him. A hard jab stung his aching head and he stumbled and nearly fell down again and the crowd erupted. Rol-ly! Rol-ly! He got his feet back under him and backpedaled, but he couldn’t stay outside Rolly’s reach. He blocked Rolly’s punches with his forearms and elbows, then managed to pin his arms in a clinch and dance him around, hoping to run out the clock. Squirming like mad to break out of the clinch, Rolly brought his knee up into Eddie’s groin protector so hard his toes almost left the canvas. 

His knees buckled and he fell back on the ropes. The lights over the ring exploded in his head. Applause and laughter roared in his ears so loud they buzzed like cheap loudspeakers. The first rush of pain was unbearable, but he wound the top rope around his arms and ordered himself, Take it! and hung on. The ref, a short round old guy with oily gray curls, yelled in Rolly’s face and pushed him back to his corner. In the bleachers the crowd stomped and chanted, Rol-ly! Rol-ly! Eddie’s balls throbbed so painfully in their aluminum cup that his knees shook and his guts went watery. The canvas under his feet swayed and lurched like the deck of a ship in a storm and in a moment he was going to vomit. Oh no God, not here. The ref appeared in front of him, worried. Eddie shook his head and waved him away. 

Rolly walked over and spread his gloves apologetically. Hey, sorry man, it just happened. Eddie heaved back and slung himself off the ropes and butted heads and almost knocked Rolly off his feet. An awful Oh! swept in out of the bleachers at the spray of blood and sweat. Rolly stumbled sideways across the ring, his pretty face contorted in horror as blood from a forehead cut trickled down his face. The crowd booed and cursed Eddie, who mimicked and mocked Rolly. Hey man, I’m sorry too, but now we’re even. 

The ref grabbed his shoulders and shouted in his ear, “One more foul and I’ll end this right now!” Eddie sneered, yeah sure, and jerked himself free. He jeered at the crowd. Who do you people think you’re laughing at? Down in the first row he saw his father, looking worried, and Ivy, shaking her fist and yelling her head off, a lost voice in the howling crowd. He prowled the ring trying to feel out the damage. With every step he ached and his knees shook, but he willed himself to stay on his feet and finish the fight like a man. 

Wiping blood off his face, Rolly stalked over to him, took an angry wild swing, missed, and left Eddie an opening. He landed a desperate left jab to Rolly’s face, the first effective punch he’d thrown in several rounds. Rolly’s head rocked back. His eyes were unfocused, but his fists came up. Eddie boxed right into him. Left jab, left jab, right cross, Rolly’s head whipped back and forth to the smack of leather gloves on flesh. He refused to go down. Disappointed voices rose out of the dark bleachers: Rolly! Take him! You can do it! C’mon Rolly! 

The next moment happened in a blur. Rolly staggered back, resigned, and his gloves dropped to his waist. Eddie body-slammed him back into the ropes. Both of them slid chest to chest in each other’s blood and sweat. He hammered uppercuts into Rolly’s belly, trying to punch a hole right through him. The crowd fell into a stunned silence at the ferocity of his attack, then a woman’s voice rose in a thin scream out of the dark: For God’s sake stop this! Stop it now! Up from the bleachers a chorus of rough men’s voices broke, booing and cursing Eddie, yelling to the ref to stop the fight. Finally the ref waved his hands and the timekeeper clanged the bell. Eddie kept punching. The ref seized his shoulders. He turned and backhanded the ref to the temple, knocking him off his feet, and the crowd gasped like they’d been hit and everybody in the place stood up and gaped. 

Eddie spun around, swung from the heels, and landed a crushing punch that nearly tore Rolly’s head off. Rolly bounced off the ropes and hit the canvas face first, out cold. Eddie staggered into center ring, spit out his mouthpiece, raised his gloves and sneered at the crowd he couldn’t see. He could only hear their silence. 

The ref scrambled off the canvas screaming, “You little bastard!” 

The ref grabbed him by the neck and Eddie let him shove him into his corner. The crowd applauded, then started cursing and booing. Eddie climbed up on his corner stool and raised his fists into a shower of paper cups and trash and a roar of outrage that swelled to the rafters. In his reverie, he shouted back, “Fuck you! Fuck all of you! I win!” The ref went down on his knees beside Rolly’s body. He turned him over and looked into his eyes, then fell back screaming for the ring doctor. 

Eddie slumped down on his stool, the rough canvas turnbuckle pads scratching his neck and back. He ignored the howling mob around him. Trash thrown from the crowd hit him on the head, back and shoulders. Ivy was yelling at the people around her. He saw his father say something to Georgie Malloy and Uncle Marcel. His father looked right at Eddie and shook his head, then got up and started walking toward the exit. Eddie shrugged it off before he could feel much of anything. He was still champion, so tonight the old man could go fuck himself, too. His corner attendants raised their sponges but he waved them away, waiting for the announcement of his victory. 

The ring filled fast with people. Through a forest of legs, he saw ambulance techs in white coats frantically working over Rolly, applying an oxygen mask, the doctor’s stethoscope skidding around on Rolly’s chest. Rolly’s corner attendants went down on their knees and screamed at him, trying to wake him up. The referee pulled them away from Rolly and a stretcher was slid into the ring. The doctor pumped Rolly’s chest up and down. Eddie wanted to yell, He kicked me in the balls, for God’s sake! He felt tears run down his cheeks and sting in the cuts around his mouth. He put his gloves over his ears and he couldn’t stop cursing. 

––––––––
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The ref ordered Eddie out of the ring. Ivy climbed up and pushed his corner attendants out of the way, wrapped him in his robe, and helped him down the steps and through the crowd. People moved aside and stared slack-jawed as she led him, dazed and blood-spattered, out of the gym and down the hall to the boy’s locker room. Through the pounding in his head he heard the murmurs: Holy Christ... fuckin’ animal... coulda killed him. 

Finally they were alone, in an empty cinder block room with a cold tile floor that reeked of ammonia and a weak fluorescent light that tinged everything blue. He spat blood in a sink, groaned and gritted his teeth. He slowly straddled a bench, leaning back off his bruised groin, gasping with the pain. He hurt so bad down there he was afraid the damage would be permanent.

Ivy stripped off her black leather motorcycle jacket and tossed it on top of a row of lockers.

“Can you find out what happened to Rolly?” he said. His voice was a tired croak. “Can you find out if he’s all right?” 

Outside, angry voices yelled for him to come out and fists pounded on the door. A sneering man with a blonde crew cut pushed the door open. He was wearing a red team jacket from Point Pleasant Beach, Rolly’s school. 

“You can’t hide in here!” 

Ivy whirled around. She shoved the man back outside. “Get the fuck out of here, man!” She kicked the door closed, and snapped the lock. 

Eddie held his gloves over his ears. The angry voices and pounding fists wouldn’t stop. He had hoped to hide himself away in the locker room, but now he was trapped. 

Ivy sank her fingers into her thick black hair and combed it behind her ears. She knelt beside him, in her usual black tee shirt and jeans and black Frye boots. Her face, pretty in a fine, delicate way, was tensed in worry. 

She touched his shoulder gently. “My love?” 

He took a deep breath and he shuddered. “Call me that more often, willya? I like the way it sounds.” 

“Usually, I just prefer—Eddie,” she said, her voice soft the way he liked it. “An Eddie’s like a riptide, it can pull you right out to sea if you’re not careful.”

That brought him to the verge of tears again but he choked it. 

“How they hangin,’ champ?” 

He coughed and winced, and shook his head. 

“Oooff! You poor thing.”

“I’ll live. I may not reproduce.” 

“Don’t say that! We want everything in good working order, ‘specially down there.” She peeled the sweaty robe off his body. They heated the locker room during school hours only, and the damp cold made him shiver.  

He rubbed his gloved hands over his crew cut and they came away with blood on them. He gasped at his reflection in the mirror, a face out of a horror movie. Well, he wasn’t some pretty boy to begin with. After they iced his swollen cheeks and fixed his broken nose, twisted between deep-set worried eyes, he might come out of this still looking okay. Right now he looked awful, his cheeks and forehead streaked with blood and blood all over his gloves, shoulders and chest. God, what happened to him? What the hell did he do? An angry curse broke from him, and he pivoted and punched a bloody dent in a steel locker door. 

“Hey champ!” Ivy snapped, calling a mad dog to heel. “It’s over, all right?” 

“I’m worried about what I did to Rolly.” He bit the knotted laces of his gloves. “I gotta know what’s happening.” 

“We’ll deal with that later.” She pulled her hair back and twisted it in a knot and pinned it behind her head. “Sit still.” She wet a towel in hot water and wrung it out and straddled the bench in front of him. “This is gonna hurt.” She draped the steaming towel over him and rubbed his neck and head gently, turning the towel pink. The wet heat felt good but he winced when she touched his nose and hot tears ran from his eyes. 

“Oh man, your poor nose,” Ivy said, washing and wringing the blood out of the towel. “All right, straighten your spine. Chin down. Breathe through your mouth, down into your belly. Nice and deep. Good, hauugghh, let it out. Right, good. Keep doing that. You’re gonna be all right. It’s over. You won.” 

“Nobody said so.” 

“I’m sure things were just too crazy out there. Right now, this bummer is officially over. Let’s just get out of here.” She wiped the blood off his chest. “Good night to put behind us.” 

Keys jingled. The lock snapped back and the door opened. Outside, the angry voices got louder. 

“Don’t let them in here!” Ivy yelled. 

The boxing coach, Gary Janazewski, a popular gym teacher known as Mister Jan, shut the door and locked it. Mister Jan had taken him under his wing when Eddie was a 14 year-old sandlot brawler and helped him develop into a skilled amateur boxer. Mister Jan would tell him how to handle what happened tonight. A thirtyish redhead in a stadium coat and penny loafers, with a freckled, soft face and evasive pale blue eyes, he was clearly unhappy to find Ivy with his boxer. 

“You shouldn’t be in here, Ivy,” he said. 

“I’m not leaving.” 

“It’s the boy’s locker room.” 

“I’m not leaving.” 

“Get out of the way. Let me see him.” 

Ivy moved to the bench behind Eddie, toweling the blood off his shoulders. The coach sat facing him, biting his lower lip and shaking his head. 

“Hello, Eddie.” 

“Is Rolly gonna be all right?” 

“They don’t know yet.” 

He held up his bloody gloves. “Get ‘em off me, please?” 

“You were fouled. Are you—”

“No. I’m hurt.” His voice broke. “Get these damn things off me.” 

Mister Jan went to the phys ed teacher’s office and came back with a small steel scissors from the first aid kit. He cut the laces and pulled off the gloves. He grimaced at the blood on his hands, and wiped his fingers on Ivy’s towel.

“My God, Eddie,” the coach said quietly. “What did you think you were doing out there?”

“Winning.” 

Mister Jan’s incredulous look made Eddie shiver worse than the cold room, and it made Ivy angry. “Hey man,” she said, “did you hear those animals cheer when he got hit below the belt?” 

Ignoring her, the coach cut into the thick white tape around Eddie’s fists. 

“I couldn’t stop hitting him,” Eddy said, mystified by himself. “I wanted to kill him.” 

“The police are outside,” Mister Jan said. “The ref filed a complaint.”

“For what?” 

“Assault and battery.” 

“Son of a bitch –” 

“All right, take it easy. I would’ve never let you box tonight if I knew you couldn’t handle your temper.” 

“I’d like to see you take a knee in the balls, to applause, and handle your temper.” 

“Okay, okay. Look, I trained you to win. I didn’t train you to–” The look in Eddie’s eye stopped the coach cold. 

“Didn’t train me to what? You didn’t train me to beat the hell out of other guys?” 

“Not like that.” 

“You never complained when I was winning trophies.” 

“That wasn’t boxing out there. That was everything we’ve worked to get you away from.” 

“I got hurt!” To be criticized like this was unfair. “Things just happened! Nobody trained Rolly to kick me in the balls, either, but that’s what he did. Why don’t you ask him?”

“Everybody thinks that foul was an accident.” 

He pulled at the cut tape around his fist, working it off. “Look, I’m beat to shit, and I, I need time to think.” 

Tenderly, Ivy kissed the back of his neck. “Everything’s gonna be all right.” 

“I need help figuring this out,” he said to Mister Jan. A helpless plea, and he wished he hadn’t said it, but there it was. He wanted to cry, he wanted Mister Jan to put his arms around him and tell him everything would be all right, but instead his coach just stared. 

Ivy rubbed his shoulders. “Into the shower, champ. Clean up and let’s get you to the hospital to fix that nose.” 

“Listen Eddie.” The coach took a deep breath. “I told the police I would bring you out.” 

He glanced in the mirror at Ivy behind him. She heard it, too. The coach was not here to help him. He was here to cover his own ass, and to make life easy for the police by walking Eddie out to the handcuffs. Just like that, it was all over. After three years of working and training together, the coach was acting like he didn’t know him. He could see it now, Mister Jan on the witness stand, his face bland and innocent. I never trained him to kill anybody, don’t blame me. Unable to look him in the eye, like now, and selling him out. 

“I’ll get my father to cool this out with the police,” Ivy said to the coach. “So why don’t you just leave us alone, so I can help him?” 

“I don’t care who your father is. You’re a student, I’m a teacher, and I’m telling you to shut up.” 

“Don’t talk to her like that,” Eddie said. 

“Eddie needs help, sir.” Ivy had a way of telling people Fuck you without actually saying it. “You’re not helping.” 

While his girlfriend and coach glared at each other, Eddie staggered to his feet. He leaned over, held the sides of the sink and saw stars, drank from the tap and spat bloody water. 

“Don’t wait for me,” Eddie said. He took a towel off the shelf and wet it in the sink and finished wiping himself off. “I’ll turn myself in to the police when I’m cleaned up.” 

“This is serious, Eddie, as serious as it gets,” the coach said. 

“You think I don’t know that? I told you, something happened to me. He fouled me and I just, lost it.” 

“I don’t believe this shit.” Ivy threw the bloody towel in the corner. 

“You didn’t have to dump the ref on his tail feathers.” Mister Jan’s insulted voice made it sound like Eddie’s unsportsmanlike conduct had embarrassed the whole school. “By the way, they’re gonna take away your championship—” 

“No—” That was a kick in a place much more sensitive than his groin. “You gotta say something to them, that isn’t fair—” 

“Fair? You beat Rolly so bad he might die. That’s what you ought to be thinking about.” 

“Hey man!” Ivy was ready to punch the coach out. Eddie raised a hand to calm her. He’d already pulled back, into a lonely place inside where nothing could get to him. He opened the locker, took his Lucky Strikes from his shirt pocket, and lit one. 

“You think about it too, coach. But don’t worry.” He savored the smoke in his lungs and the taste of his own words, bitter as the tobacco flake he spit off the tip of his tongue. “I hear you. Loud and clear. What happened tonight wasn’t your fault. Your job’s safe. Nobody’s gonna blame you.” 

The coach stood up. He went to the door, stopped, and put his hands in his coat pockets, waiting. 

“Go tell ‘em I’ll be out when I’m ready.” 

“Look at his face,” Ivy said. “Why didn’t you bring the doctor to see him?” 

“He went with the ambulance to the hospital.” 

“In case you didn’t notice, Rolly isn’t the only one who took a beating tonight.” 

The coach hesitated, his eyes darted away. “Look, Eddie—” 

“You were sure on my side when I was winning championships,” Eddie said, unable to keep his voice steady, “and making you look good.” 

“Oh, come on—” 

“Get the fuck out of here.” He couldn’t believe he had trusted this man. When would he learn?

“Hey Bonneville,” Mister Jan said. “I’m the teacher, you’re the student, show the proper respect.” 

Slowly, Eddie crossed the room until they were face to face. 

“Eddie—no...” Ivy said. “He’s not worth it.” 

Mister Jan started to speak, and obviously thought it was wiser, or safer, to shut up. 

“I said, get the fuck out of here... sir.” 

He backed away, ripped the tape off his hand, and flipped it to Mister Jan, who never took his hands out of his coat pockets. The tape bounced off the stadium coat and fell on the concrete floor, still molded in the shape of his fist. 

––––––––
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When he came out of the locker room the newspaper photographers took his picture as the state troopers led him away in handcuffs. At the State Police barracks on Hooper Avenue, he was booked and fingerprinted and mug shots were taken. He was released after his father, a Township Committeeman in Brick, called the municipal court judge, who called the commandant of the barracks. 

Ivy drove him to Point Pleasant Hospital, where an emergency room doctor cleaned and bandaged and splinted his nose. They wouldn’t tell him if Rolly was okay and he wanted to stay, but Ivy refused. “No way, man. Haven’t you had enough bad karma for one night?” 

The rain had stopped and the sky had cleared and Ivy’s white ‘67 Corvair splashed through pools of water standing in the streets. He wasn’t ready to go home and face his father, so she drove up to the Point Pleasant boardwalk where they could hang out for awhile. Once they got away from the sounds of the pinball addicts wrestling with their ringing machines in the arcades and the Friday night band in the Riptide Bar blasting out “Knock On Wood,” the boardwalk overlooking Jenkinson’s Beach got nice and quiet and deserted. It was a mild autumn night but you could feel the winter cold coming. A fireplace was burning in one of the houses along the boardwalk and there was wood smoke in the air. The boards underfoot, worn from decades of walkers, were rain darkened, and you could smell salt and iodine from the heavy, foamy surf pounding the beach. Out to sea it was all black except for the lights on a fishing boat slowly making for the inlet.  

She tried to talk to him but he had nothing to say. After a few minutes, she gave up. They walked all the way to the north end of Jenkinson’s beach and climbed up on the Manasquan River inlet jetty—“going to The Rocks,” the local kids called it. Balancing atop the granite boulders, they kicked the sand off their shoes, then hopped from stone to stone out toward the sea. The water lapped below, smelling of motor oil and fish, and a floating empty can clunked on a rock. 

At the end of the jetty was the concrete base of a rusty tower that held up a flashing green light marking the inlet for boats coming off the sea for the fishery docks or the marinas upriver. They sat on the concrete and leaned against the tower, the waves crunching against the rocks below. On one side of the jetty a cabin cruiser rode the back of a wave rolling into the inlet, while on the other side breakers made long lines of white surf down the long beach in the moonlight. Gulls soared through the mist over the swells, their cries sharp against the steady tolling of a buoy bell. The cold of the ocean was all around them, but cuddling together and smoking cigarettes made them warm. 

She spit on a Dunkin’ Donuts napkin and wiped dried blood from under his nose, carefully avoiding the splint and bandage in the middle of his face and the tape across his cheeks. 

“What’s goin’ on in that crazy head of yours?” she said. 

“I’m okay,” he said. Actually, he felt like he’d awakened from a nightmare whose details were too shocking to remember. 

“Look champ, whatever happens, it’s not gonna be your whole life—” 

“Oh yeah?” 

“You deal with it, you move on—”

“Look. He fouled me. It was probably an accident,” he said. “But I was really trying to kill him, y’know? And while I was doing it—” He shook his head. He couldn’t even tell Ivy how good it had felt, beating Rolly senseless. He shuddered. “I gotta figure this out before it’s too late—if it isn’t already. That same thing gets ahold of me again–” He held out his hands and flexed them. “I could do it again to somebody. Easily. I almost killed a kid tonight, and for what? I didn’t even get the title.” 

“ ‘You’re an angry guy, Eddie Bonneville’,” Ivy said in his ear, quoting a poem she wrote to him when they were 16, “ ‘and you live in an angry fog/ a bad-mouthed, big-balled, big-hearted junkyard dog.’ Which is why I love you.” He looked at her. She laughed at his bandaged, battered face. He moved in closer. 

––––––––
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He nearly went out of his mind that night worrying about Rolly, but he finally fell asleep. Saturday morning he woke up late, stiff and aching all over. He laid in bed until he heard his father leave the house, then went downstairs for breakfast. Over coffee and a cigarette in the kitchen, his mother, grimacing at the sight of his injured nose, told him his father had come home last night and said nothing about the fight, but called Rolly’s parents in the morning to apologize.

“And how’s Rolly?” 

“Not good.”  

On a cold sunny afternoon, bundled in his coat on the front porch, he opened the Asbury Park Evening Press and saw that his life would never be the same. The headline on the front page below the fold said ‘Teen Boxer Hovers Near Death,’ with a photo of Rolly face down on the canvas and a blood-spattered Eddie looming over him. The story said Rolly had fouled Eddie ‘below the belt’ but it described in detail how Eddie knocked down the referee and inflicted a ‘savage’ beating on his opponent even after the final bell. In a story on the jump page headlined ‘High School Boxing Champ Stripped of Title’ with the picture of Eddie being arrested, the chairman of the Shore Conference board said Eddie’s championship was revoked due to extreme unsportsmanlike conduct. The referee was quoted saying Eddie had been out of control, and the story quoted anonymous officials at his high school who called Eddie an emotionally disturbed youth who had often been disciplined for fighting. A court date would be set for a hearing for his assault and battery on the referee. 

From that day on, he was called Eddie ‘Time Bomb’ Bonneville in every news story that kept a death watch on Rolly. You’re an angry guy, Eddie Bonneville. Ivy knew it, and in her own weird way she loved him, but everybody else thought he was a psycho. He even began to wonder about that himself. He had fought eleven fights as a respected student boxer; but last night, before he knew what was happening to him, he had become something else, and he’d nearly killed another kid. In one fight, his reputation fell from champion high school athlete to dangerous thug. 

The pride he once took from winning fights now seemed absurd, even sick. Within a few days came a longing to make amends for more than just his last disastrous fight. He wanted to apologize to everyone he’d ever hurt. Maybe they’d never forgive him; in fact, he could scarcely forgive himself. But he wanted to try. When he pictured a different life for himself, repenting for his violent ways, seeking forgiveness and treating others and himself with compassion, he was so overcome with relief he wept, sitting on the porch of his parents house with cars passing by. A life so clear and unburdened would be like being born again. Inflicting pain on anyone again was unthinkable. When he said that at his juvenile court hearing, the judge ordered him to undergo counseling before his case came to trial.

––––––––
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Once a week for the next year he drove up to see a psychiatrist with an office on Deal Lake in Asbury Park. Somebody, probably his wimp probation officer or his high school guidance counselor, had told the shrink he was violent and emotionally disturbed and had a history of fighting with other kids. 

“So Edward, any episodes of anger this week?” The shrink, old, gray and well fed, lived in a big house that smelled like fried fish. 

“I don’t know what you mean,” he said. 

“We’ve talked about this,” the shrink said with an edge of impatience. 

“You mean like, the hostility you asked me about last week? Or the rage from the week before? If I can’t figure out what you’re talking about, how can I ever get better?” 

“How do you feel right now?” 

He felt tricked by the doctor, that’s how he fuckin’ felt. This always happened. But he wanted to get better, so he groped for an honest answer. “I feel like a disease carrier, and I have to be careful not to infect anybody else.” 

“We’ll come back to that idea. Stay with your feelings.” 

He endured these counseling sessions because he was hoping to find out something about himself. Why was he so angry? Why was beating the crap out of another kid in a dirty lot after school always so satisfying? Why did he prefer to be a loner, joining no clubs or teams or groups of friends, proud of being feared and avoided? There was something wrong with him, but he got nothing but mind games from the psychiatrist, so his own nature remained no more than a guess to him, and the counseling only worsened his confusion. 

But he wanted to get better, so he tried. He told the psychiatrist that Martin Luther King’s assassination in April caused a nasty argument with his father because, shocked and indignant after his father went on a tirade about the riots that followed the killing, he called his father a racist who cared more about white people’s property than the murder of black people’s hopes. And in June, he and his father almost had a fistfight after Robert Kennedy was killed. His father—a lifelong Republican who’d proudly introduced 5-year-old Eddie to Vice President Nixon when he campaigned in the 1956 Big Sea Day Parade in Point Pleasant—had infuriated him by saying that Kennedy had brought it on himself, going out and getting everybody all excited, promising to cut and run in Vietnam, making America look weak. When Eddie argued back, his father tossed Eddie and his typewriter out of the house, leading him to rent an efficiency apartment down at the beach in a house owned by the lawyer who was handling his assault case. 

“How do you feel about your mother and father?” the shrink asked when he told him about being kicked out of the house. “I notice you rarely mention them.” 

A deep, unexpected embarrassment came over Eddie and it was impossible to say much. 

“I don’t know. Uh, my mother, she’s a quiet, gentle soul, and my father, he’s a right wing Republican, uh, reactionary.” 

“Those are opinions,” the shrink said, “not feelings.” 

––––––––
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When Rolly came out of his coma he left the hospital with brain damage caused by oxygen starvation from the knockout. Against the wishes of both their parents Eddie helped him with his recovery. That winter, even though they went to school in different towns, he set out to become Rolly’s friend and caretaker. He took him to football and basketball games at Point Beach, ignoring the stares from people shocked to see them together, and afterward he and Rolly would hit the O–B Diner or the Candy Kitchen downtown to rehash the game. 

At first Rolly barely tolerated Eddie’s attempts at friendship and said it was only because he felt guilty over his mad dog moment in the ring. But Eddie remained a steadfast friend, and after awhile he earned Rolly’s trust. Eddie saw first hand that the fight had changed Rolly’s life for the worse. Before, Rolly had been class president and a three letter jock. His senior year athletics were supposed to have won him a sports scholarship to a good college. But Rolly never recovered from the beating well enough to play sports again, and was often desolate because he missed it so much. Eddie listened to Rolly’s despair, reckoning he had a responsibility not to avoid the pain he’d caused. 

They’d go see a movie then take it apart afterward. Sometimes they’d just drive around—there was nothing to do at the Shore in the winter—and talk for hours. Rolly was getting into trouble more and more, at school, with his parents, with the police, but all he could talk about was how he was being persecuted. Once a Straight-A student, Eagle Scout and a leader in the Jaycees, he turned into a lout and a trouble maker, a girl beater, a garbage-head who liked to show off and take more drugs than anybody else, and a car thief, until a municipal court judge gave him the choice between prison or enlisting in the military. Rolly’s father began pressuring him to do his duty and join the Army, just like Eddie’s father was pressuring him. But Rolly really listened to his father, so he was torn in a way that Eddie wasn’t. 

One time he and Ivy double dated with Rolly and Ivy’s friend Carol to The Upstage in Asbury Park, but Rolly showed up late, high on speed or something, and goofed on whatever anyone said or did all night like an obnoxious brat. By then their friendship had become Eddie trying to rescue Rolly from himself. Rolly’s giggling skid into delinquency, his pending assault case, these were reminders to do no further harm. 

––––––––
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On the green and golden late summer afternoon of his 18th birthday, September 24, 1968, he drove down to Toms River to register for the Draft. Stopped by the red light at Hooper Avenue and Washington Street, the car windows open, he was momentarily distracted from thinking about what he was about to do by the beauty of the day. Stirred by a cool breeze, the leaves atop the tall oak trees dappled the sunlight across the emerald lawn and the front of the red brick white-pillared county courthouse. A lawn mower droned somewhere in the distance. From his car radio came a melody, the theme from “A Summer Place” by Percy Faith and Orchestra, a big hit record on the radio when he’d been a kid. The song made him sad, like he’d lost something, but he couldn’t say exactly what. 

He parked near the courthouse, and tried to calm himself by meditating. On one of his last visits to Ivy up at NYU, she took him to a Zen meditation class at a place in Greenwich Village, thinking it might do him some good. He practiced the meditation each morning and evening. If it was doing him much good he hadn’t noticed it yet. But the practice wasn’t like a religion, all solemn and frightening like the Catholic Church, and it did make him a little calmer, so he kept doing it. He sat in the lotus position and simply observed his breathing and thoughts. His mental turbulence was supposed to settle like sediment in a still pond, but it hardly ever did. Despite weeks of faithful practice, he still could not quiet the angry, muttering voice inside. 

He entered the Draft Board office carrying his mood like a ticking bomb in a paper bag. The place was nothing but the intake valve on a huge meat grinder, the first step on the military assembly line producing soldiers for the war in Vietnam. The small office was in a rear corner of the courthouse building and still furnished in World War II era gray filing cabinets and steel desks and chairs. He was sure the only thing that ever changed in this office was the presidential portrait on the wall. Today, Lyndon B. Johnson was hanging beneath the Stars and Stripes, though not for long, since he hadn’t run for reelection, and not by his neck, as Eddie felt he deserved. 

He checked out the other boys in the room waiting to register. Two hippies in jeans, flannels and fatigue jackets whispered and snickered anxiously. A surly greaser with his hair slicked back, wearing a sharkskin gray suit and skinny tie, perched on the edge of his seat, a tough guy ready for action, chewing gum and talking to no one. Two buttoned-down college prep guys stared into space with their arms crossed and muttered from the sides of their mouths. A short guy with matted blonde surfer hair, in a seersucker anorak and baggy shorts and sandals, rocked in his chair, humming tunelessly to himself. 

The board secretary was at least a century old, thin and dry as a stick. He could just imagine how strange he must have appeared to her. He walked up to her desk, his hands in the pockets of his scuffed leather coat. He brushed his shoulder-length dark brown hair back off his face. His slightly bent nose didn’t go with the beatific smile he had assigned to his lips once he decided he was a pacifist, to signal to the world his benevolent spirit. He kept repeating to himself: peace, serenity, good will. 

But his deep-set eyes, the sadness and intelligence concentrated there, said none of that. He didn’t dress to impress, either: battered desert boots, faded jeans and a few old sweaters he bought cheap out at the Englishtown Auction, where he could throw together a whole season’s clothes for less than twenty dollars. 

“I’m Edward Bonneville,” he said. 

The quiet murmur in the room stopped. He knew why. They all recognized his name and they knew what it meant. There was no way to escape the unwelcome attention he attracted. 

“All right Edward,” the board secretary said in a thin, quavering voice, “here’s your paperwork. Sit right over there and fill it out, please.” 

He took a deep breath and said, “I’d like to register as a Conscientious Objector. Can I have the paperwork for that, please?” 

Her rimless glasses enlarged her eyes and made her look startled. “You’re a—what did you say?” 

“I’d like to register as a Conscientious Objector.” 

The Secretary picked up the phone. “Mr. Mason? Can you come out here, please?” Her hand trembled as she handed Eddie his papers. “You still have to fill these out.” 

He sat and did as he was told. He could feel the other boys staring. That’s him. He ignored them. The Board chairman, Aubrey Mason, a beefy, rough looking customer who owned a stationery store on Main Street in downtown Toms River, walked in, conferred in whispers with the secretary, and peered at him. 

“You’re a...what?” Mason demanded. 

Filling in his paperwork, Eddie said, “For the third time—I’d like to register as a Conscientious Objector, sir.” 

The secretary looked bewildered. “I’ve been here since 1942. We’ve never had one of these.” Unfriendly laughter from the other boys.

“Just show up for the bus, wise guy,” Mason said as he ran a hand over his steel gray crew cut. “Six a.m. out in front of the courthouse. You get up to AFEES Newark, take your problem to the Army psychiatrist.” 

“That means you’re coming with me, right? Because you’re my problem.” 

Mason stopped short and stared. “What’d you say?”

“You want to put a gun in my hands and order me to kill people. I’ve got a problem with that.” 

The greaser sitting behind him scoffed. “What do you think we should fight the communists with, asshole? Peace and love?” 

“Watch your language, there’s a lady in the room,” Eddie said. 

“What’s wrong with peace and love, asshole?” one of the hippies said from across the room. 

“Guys! The language! C’mon!” He turned and looked the greaser in the eye. “I think you should give this a lot more thought.” He had a pleasant flash of himself leaning over and smacking the greaser’s face. Just a thought, but it must’ve registered, because the guy’s eyes wavered and he started chewing his lower lip. 

“You’re Committeeman Bonneville’s boy?” Mason said. “That was you?”

“What was me?” 

“The boxer—” 

“Yeah. That was me. Do you really want to put a gun in my hands?” Eddie got up and laid his paperwork on the secretary’s desk. “I’m not a fighter anymore. I’ve embraced peace and nonviolence.” 

One of the college prep guys snickered to his buddy, and to the room. “Oh wow, the new Mahatma.” 

“Hey,” Eddie said to the room at large, “we’ve got another deep thinker over there.” Suppose, he thought, I break you into little pieces, jerk off? Easy boy, he told himself. This is nothing, this is nothing at all. “Can I have the C.O. paperwork, please?” 

The greaser just couldn’t shut up. “Y’know, other guys’re risking their lives in Vietnam to keep your hippie ass free.” The two hippies sitting behind him rolled their eyes. “Just ‘cause you hate this country—”

“Cool it, greaseball,” Eddie muttered. “Or you’re gonna get your hair mussed.” The guy tried to look tough, but when the others snickered at him he turned red. 

Mason stared at Eddie. “Son, have you thought about the possible consequences of doing this?” 

“You mean I may not get to run for President some day?” The surfer threw his head back and hooted, and defiantly rocked in his seat, chanting in a whisper, “Hey hey LBJ, how many kids didya kill to-day?” 

“No,” Mason said. “It means somebody else might have to die in your place. Maybe one of these boys right in this room here.” 

“I don’t want to see anybody die,” he said. He looked around. Nobody said thank you. 

“Maybe you should think about this,” Mr. Mason said. 

“Sir, all I’m asking is to register this way, which I have a legal right to do. I didn’t come here looking for trouble.” 

The secretary said she would mail him the C.O. paperwork, so he left. 

––––––––
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He weaved his way through a crowd of jurors shuffling out the courthouse door. The warm sunshine and birds singing didn’t do shit for his mood. Mr. Mason had tried to make him look foolish, guilt-tripping him with that bullshit about somebody else dying in his place, with all the belligerence and confusion typical of those who still believed in that useless war. Which did they want him to do, anyway, die for his country, or make Vietnamese die for theirs? The war was also being fought over every dinner table in America and it was tearing the country apart. On television each night there was news footage of chaos and death in the jungle, of coffins rolling off planes, of flinty-eyed politicians in Washington making speeches about defending freedom, national honor and duty, about defeating a global menace. But the waste and futility of the war, escalated years ago for reasons nobody could remember anymore, had turned principles like honor and duty into obscenities. Any fool could see Vietnam was a dead end, a wrong turn, and soldiers were getting killed because politicians did nothing but talk and avoid making the hard decisions that might cost them their comfortable jobs in Washington. The greaser had it all wrong. He didn’t hate his country. He hated the handful of men who stupidly got his country into this war and now stubbornly refused to end it. 

Besides, no speeches by the president or anyone else could gloss over the fact that if he did his patriotic duty, somebody would die. He wasn’t afraid of losing his life, it hadn’t been such a great life up until then, anyway. But he wanted no part of killing or harming anybody else. Today he almost got into a fight over filling out his Draft paperwork. What would he be like with an M16 in his hands? 

He slid behind the wheel of his pride and joy, a sky blue 1963 Chevy Impala Super Sport coupe parked on Washington Street outside the courthouse. He lit a Lucky Strike. He sat back and stared up the street. 

––––––––
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On that same street, one month earlier, in a warm gray haze at dawn’s early light, 18 year-old boys say goodbye to their families and climb aboard an Army drab green school bus. Family scenes: kisses, hugs, tears, manly handshakes. Parked up the block, Eddie sits behind the wheel, watching. The dashboard clock says ten minutes before six. 

Rolly and his family drive past in a silver Cadillac Sedan de Ville, park across the street from the bus, and get out. Rolly looks up the street and sees Eddie’s car and waves. Joe Rollins, his father, turns and also sees Eddie, and tries to herd Rolly to the bus, but Rolly brushes him off. A look passes between Rolly and his father almost audibly: Hey man, lay off! 

Rolly walks up the street and gets into Eddie’s car, grabs his shoulder, shakes him roughly and laughs like Woody Woodpecker until Eddie pushes him away—their standard greeting. 

With a big grin, Rolly looks out the windshield, wide-eyed, geared up, humming and squirming and fidgeting, symptoms of the brain damage Eddie inflicted in the ring. Eddie can’t believe this moment has come. 

“I couldn’t let you leave without saying goodbye and good luck.” 

“I am gung ho to the max, dude,” Rolly says. “Ready for the main show. Ready to kick some serious gook ass.” 

Calmly, Eddie says, “I ought to knock you out again and dump you in Canada.” 

Rolly laughs hilariously. “Nah, I’ll be back stateside before you know it, man. We’ll buy ourselves a fast car, hit the road, and really live like writers.” 

“Two years.” 

“Hey, c’mon, man,” Rolly groans. “After all the fights at home lately, Vietnam’ll be a friggin’ picnic. Fuck, over there, when I steal a car, I can probably get away with it, right? Not like this shitty little place.” He punches Eddie’s arm. “Fuck all the 15 year-old chicks I want. Right? Maybe I’ll steal me a rickshaw for a joy ride.” He falls into a giggling jag that Eddie hates because it makes Rolly sound like a lunatic. 

He tries one last time to get through to him. “You don’t have to do this, you know. I may never see you again. You may never see me again. Did you think of that?” 

Rolly squirms, and his voice becomes a tired whine. “Well, what the fuck do you want me to do, man? The judge said, either I join the Marines or go to jail for grand theft auto. I’d go nuts if I had to sit in jail tryin’ to make conversation with niggers and stupid white trash for the next two years.”

“Don’t talk that way, c’mon—” 

“So I’m gonna make the best of this.” He pumps his fist with a big grin. “Gonna go out and see war, man, see what the world’s really made of, really get a look at the human condition in all its fucked up glory, y’know?” 

“Try and make it back in one piece, okay?” 

“I’ll make it back.” Rolly looks at him with a slow defiant smirk. “So don’t sweat it. Okay?” 

He shrugs. “Yeah.” 

It happens in seconds. Rolly leans in and kisses him, a big kiss on the lips. 

“Okay, brother? You happy now?” 

Eddie pushes him away, his face burning red. Happy? 

“I love you, Edsel,” Rolly says, staring out the windshield with his goofy grin again. “In spite of everything. It’s not a queer thing, I just—love you. Okay?” 

“I–” He wants to say, Oh god, what’d I do to you? I’m gonna be worried sick until you get home. But Rolly would probably laugh at him. Having that for his last memory would be unbearable. “I love you too, man. Be careful. And write.” Rolly sits back, chuckling, babbling under his breath. One last four-handed handshake. Rolly gets out and strolls away. Before he reaches the bus, he starts skipping, turns once and flashes Eddie a ‘V’ with his fingers—for peace. 

––––––––
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Another kiss goodbye—Ivy left town that same day to begin life as a freshman at college up in New York. The day after Nixon was elected president, a judge sentenced Eddie to probation already served for hitting the referee, since he’d stayed out of trouble in the year since the fight. Eddie had no money to continue his education, so he went to work and started saving for school. He showed his high school newspaper clippings to a cool editor named Frank Devlin and got himself hired by the Ocean County Daily Independent, a weekday tabloid with a readership of around forty thousand, working as a part time reporter covering municipal court and night meetings of local boards of this or that. By Christmas he was a full time reporter making seventy five dollars a week and putting a lot of mileage on the Impala. 

––––––––
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He got his first mail from Rolly at the end of February 1969, a Polaroid and letter from a place called Cam Ranh Bay. In the picture, Rolly was in green fatigues and holding a rifle, a cigarette between his grinning lips. 

“Edsel, 

Been on a troop transport plane forever. Finally here. It’s steam bath hot. They say it gets worse. Can’t wait to get worked into the scene. Really amazing to be part of such a huge operation. Hope I can hold up my end.

Rollins.” 

He wrote back immediately, a diatribe on the insanity of the war. But he realized Rolly would read it and think that he was passing judgment on him, so he tore it up. He tried again, writing about his life, and got a good comical, sarcastic rant going. Then he read it over and saw it wasn’t funny at all, just lonely and unhappy. How trivial his complaints would be to a guy in the middle of a war! He stuck those pages in his journal. He finally fell back on writing what everyone probably wrote: do your job, keep your head down, don’t get killed and come home soon. Not very creative. But that was all he could come up with, and he wanted to reply fast and not make Rolly wait while he wrote some friggin’ masterpiece. A letter from home, even a few lines, had to make a soldier feel better, even if only for a few minutes. After he finished writing, he drove over to the post office in Point Pleasant Beach and put the letter in the mail. 

––––––––
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TWO Christmas Eve in My Hometown 

––––––––
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Driving to the newsroom for his four o’clock shift, the highway was a black and white movie in the silvery light from a winter sky. A few miles south of Toms River he turned off Route 9 at the Forum Diner and into the parking lot of a shopping center whose rusty, unlit neon sign read “Bargainland! Nothing But Discounts!” 

He was already in his usual blue Christmas mood, so he was glad the winter dusk fell fast and he saw very little of Bargainland by daylight. Built in the 1950s beside a cedar creek whose waters the shopping center had long polluted, Bargainland no longer attracted attention, even from motorists who stopped into the Forum. The row of stores behind the diner started with a cut-rate grocery that had replaced an A&P, followed by a series of white-washed windows where the Bargainland department store had gone bust years ago, then a dry cleaners, a pet store, a barber shop, a drug store, a beauty parlor, a head shop called Planet Beachwood, a carpet store, a coin laundry, the newsroom of the Ocean County Daily Independent, Emil’s newspaper and tobacco store, and a deep narrow coffee shop called Groucho’s. 

At the end, an oasis of Italian-American pride, Castellucci’s Lounge, set itself apart from its shabby neighbors with white stucco walls, an ornate lintel over the front window and shrubs flanking the entrance. A black awning over the sidewalk proclaimed in white flowing script, Sophisticated Dining and Entertainment which, by local standards, was true.  

Dry snowflakes blew around, suspended in the air, as Eddie hurried across the parking lot, making his daily approach to the newsroom by way of Emil’s for a pack of Lucky Strike, then Groucho’s for two plain donuts and a large black coffee. 

In the Independent’s front window hung a Lucite reproduction of the newspaper’s jazzy black and blue masthead. Inside at the reception desk, opposite a sun-faded vinyl sofa and dried-out potted palm, the editor-in-chief’s daughter, Bailey Devlin, a 25 year-old blonde angel squeezed into a tight blue dress, poured her suffering heart out to a caller and ignored the mad buzzing of her switchboard. She put the caller on hold, waved for Eddie to stop, and handed him a thick stack of phone messages. 

“When you read those, just imagine what hell it was to write ‘em all down,” she said, slapping them in his hand. “Not just the things they said. The anger, the hatred! I’ve been bombarded with this shit all day.” 

“Sorry, Bay” he said, glancing through the messages. “People shouldn’t unload on you like this.” 

“Well—” She softened slightly. “If they were for anybody but you, I wouldn’t bother.” Wiggling her finger at the messages: “You better be careful, young man.” 

He’d like to flirt, but he was more interested in the messages. They were from Independent readers responding to his column this week titled “Hell No, I Won’t Go.” Since he’d registered for the Draft over a year ago he’d refused to comply with several orders from the county Draft Board to submit to a physical to determine his military service classification. He and his lawyer patiently answered the letters insisting it would be more appropriate for the board to hold his Conscientious Objector hearing first. After his Draft lottery number, 195, was drawn on December 1, the board scheduled the hearing for December 29, this coming Monday. 

As a warning to the Draft Board, and as encouragement to himself before the hearing, Eddie wrote a column vowing that he would not allow himself to be drafted by the government and trained to kill. The government’s power to draft men into uniform, he said, was a blank check that must be cancelled, because it made reckless military adventures like Vietnam virtually inevitable. War was a tragic breakdown in civilization, and violence was a curse, carried, in particular, by men. He, Eddie Bonneville, disgraced high school boxing champion, had seen the damage his own capacity for violence and brutality could cause, and had dedicated his life to nonviolence, justice and peace. He urged his readers to imagine a better world, in which people practiced mutual respect, tolerance and brotherly love. 

Almost nobody agreed with him. Some of the messages mocked his pacifism, saying he’d lost his nerve after his “psycho” episode in the boxing ring, and called him a coward. Many demanded the Independent fire him for treason. What in the world was wrong with people, he wondered, that they preferred war to peace? He had expected people to disagree with him, but not this. Writing that column, he’d been a fighter again—a fighter for peace. He didn’t understand why people put so much passion into contempt. 

He grabbed a copy of today’s Independent from the stack on the reception desk and pushed through the door. 

––––––––
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The other reporters were already at work, four desks on each side of the newsroom, a deep, narrow space with dirty white walls and old, scuffed furniture. The usual fog of cigarette smoke hung under the glaring fluorescent light. He lit his first Lucky Strike, his regular defense against the vinegary stench of the chemicals from the photo offset plate room and the acrid odor of ink from the printing press that would soon be drumming away in the rear of the building. 

In the middle of the newsroom the night editor, Lindy Martin, sat in the slot of the U shaped copy desk, a Marlboro burning in one hand while she red-penciled copy with the other. Twice his age, pear-shaped in denim jeans and work shirt, and potato-faced with a fright wig of coppery hair, she offered her usual droll, affectionate greeting. 

“Well, Ocean County’s Number One Communist Pinko Menace has arrived.” She slapped edited pages into the Out basket for the typesetters in the Composing Room, sat back grinning in her chair, and took a large gulp of coffee. 

He brandished his messages. “Fan mail.” 

“Yeah. I read a few.” 

“Some of these are really gross.” 

“I like the one calling you a traitor who should be hung from a lamppost, preferably in Moscow.” 

“For refusing to do harm to others,” he said. “Unbelievable.”

“Hey, I suggest you read ‘em, have a good laugh, and put the scariest one over your desk as a reminder: you wanna play in the free marketplace of ideas, you’re gonna get hate mail.” She stood up with her coffee cup to get a refill from the urn in the kitchen. “By the way, Frank was here at four o’clock, looking for you. He went out, but he wants you to stay right here until he gets back.” 

Uh oh. “Was he pissed off?” 

She shrugged. “You know how he is.” 

Oh, man. What trouble was he in with Frank now? He headed toward his desk in the back corner of the newsroom, his anxiety growing, and stopped to say hello to Norm Crane, the senior reporter, who was gathering up his keys and cigarettes and stuffing his notebook into a jacket pocket. Tall and handsome, Crane would have fit right into a 1940s tabloid crime scene photo, as a detective or gangster, not as reporter. Silently, Eddie handed him his messages. 

As he popped a Pall Mall in the corner of his tight grin, Crane took a sour glance at the fistful of messages and handed them back. “What’s on tap for next week, kid? You know who you’re going to piss off next?” He liked to encourage Eddie to cause trouble. 

“Next week, the power of meditation to calm disorder and promote brotherly love.” They laughed, as they had many nights, writing up the disorder and foolishness of the world against deadline, Eddie sneaking puffs on a reefer out back by the dumpsters and Crane sipping Fleischmann’s from a pint he kept under the county phone directory in his bottom desk drawer.

“Well, Merry Christmas anyway,” he said, and pulled on his overcoat. “You back here Christmas night for Friday’s paper?” 

“‘Fraid so.” 

“See ya then.” 

“Hey Norm, was Frank out here looking for me?” Maybe Crane had heard something and could give him a warning. 

Crane laughed at the back of his throat. “Fuck Frank Devlin. If he had half a brain he’d be dangerous. Just keep givin’ ‘em all the hotfoot.” He punched Eddie’s shoulder. “Catch you later.” 

He got the usual greetings from his colleagues in the other departments. Joe Scardini, the rotund sports editor, nodded as he held the phone to his ear with his shoulder and juggled a foot long submarine sandwich in his hands, talking and eating over a sheet of waxed paper covering his desk. With a disapproving glance at this balancing act as she typed, Hildy Gotbaum, the real estate and business writer, cocked a heavily penciled eyebrow at him as he breezed past. Bobbi Ann Nelson, the police reporter, perched on the corner of her desk in a tight red shift with her matchstick legs crossed, whispering in the ear of a tall handsome State Trooper in a blue and gold uniform and making him chuckle. “From what I hear,” the courthouse reporter, J. Paul Jackson, had once drawled to him, “Bobbi Ann doesn’t cover the police news so much as straddle it.” Mister Jackson wiggled his fingers and sat staring through his huge brown eyeglasses at the copy in his typewriter, his bald pate shining and his bow tie just-so, a Chesterfield in a black ebony holder clenched in his teeth. Eddie had once amused himself by taking one of Jackson’s columns on county politics and circling the clichés, and when he was finished the only words not circled were conjunctions and prepositions. He gave each of his colleagues a quick hello and went straight to his desk to fortify himself for the expected clash with his editor. 

What a way to start the day. What the hell was up with Frank now? Frank said admiring things about the writing in Eddie’s high school newspaper clippings when he hired him, and Eddie had done his best to model himself after Frank, professionally if not personally. Frank was the law at the Independent, and Eddie worked hard for his approval. If anything was wrong between them it was agony waiting to find out about it. Sometimes his stories and columns were controversial, but didn’t that help sell papers? By now, wasn’t he part of the Independent family? Why the hell did Frank order him to stay right here? Crane had it right, fuck Frank Devlin. Let Frank come to him this afternoon, a man had work to do. 

The top of his desk was buried under piles of back copies of the Asbury Park Evening Press and the Ocean County Daily Observer, the weekly Lakewood Daily Times, Tuckerton Beacon, Point Pleasant Beach Leader, and a Toms River shopper called The Reporter, as well as stacks of cheap beige newsprint cut into letter-sized sheets for typing copy. On a metal return at a right angle against the wall was an ancient Underwood, stripped of its top casing to make fixing its frequent ribbon jams easier. Behind him in a small closet the AP and UPI teletype machines clattered. When he talked to people on the phone they heard the teletypes tap-tap-tapping in the background, which he thought was a cool touch. 

He sighed at the pile of work waiting in his In box. Ignoring it, he opened the file of clippings labeled “Eddie Bonneville’s Greatest Hits.” What stories could he wave in Frank’s face to show that if he fired him he’d be foolishly depriving himself of an enterprising, aggressive reporter? His first assignment at the Independent, given, he suspected, to see if he could really write, had been a twelve part series called “1968: The Year That Was,” a review of the biggest stories in Ocean County that year. They included coverage of the Shore’s first big drug raid, Jersey Devil sightings, septic pollution in the Metedeconk River so drastic that fumes had peeled the paint off several houses, and an interview with a carpet store owner and local John Birch Society president who had run for the Township Committee in Brick on the George Wallace ticket. Over the summer, he’d added coverage from the Atlantic City Pop Festival in July and the Woodstock festival in August and a weekend long jazz festival at the Garden State Arts Center. He’d come home glowing from Woodstock only to plunge into a sleepless, manic week covering an ugly race riot in Lakewood that ruined his rock festival-inspired benevolence, but gave him another nice pile of clippings. That fall, he wrote stories about the October anti-Vietnam war moratorium in Ocean County and on-the-scene coverage of the November march on Washington D.C., including a story about what it was like to be tear gassed. Not bad for a 19 year-old reporter’s first year as a professional journalist, whether Frank thought so or not. 

How about his big story from a few weeks ago? Prosecutor Admits to Secret Grand Jury, Calls Matty Esposito Shore Rackets Boss. His story revealing the investigation of Esposito, a local hotel owner and labor leader, had scooped everybody else. Were any of the other reporters in the newsroom, love ‘em though he did, getting that kind of scoop? Certainly his weekly column, which attracted youthful readers to the Independent, counted for something? He put the “Hell No I Won’t Go” clipping in the file with the angry responses. Maybe Frank had a weed up his ass because people got so angry about that piece. Sometimes it was all too easy to fantasize scenes in which Frank unjustly and capriciously fired him, treating him as if he didn’t even deserve an explanation. But would Frank really fire him over a few angry letters, even the ones that called him a traitor? One of them screamed YOU ARE NOT A REAL AMERICAN! He taped it on the bulletin board over his typewriter. 

He pulled the top off his steaming coffee, grabbed a donut, and scanned today’s edition. The Independent had positioned itself as an aggressive alternative to the sober, broadsheet Asbury Park Evening Press and the slapdash, tabloid Observer. But Christmas week was always slow for news. A man and woman who had disappeared after leaving Castellucci’s Lounge one night a year ago were still missing. Troop C of the State Police in Brick Township had arrested two 18 year-old youths for intent to sell marijuana. A drug and alcohol rehab facility planned for an old hotel in Lakehurst was causing a roar of protest from the neighbors and was unlikely to go forward. Three motor vehicle accidents in one day on icy roads in Lakewood had sent three people to Paul Kimball Hospital with minor injuries. The Point Pleasant Borough Council debated whether to close the Lovelandtown Bridge, a rickety wooden structure spanning a canal that quivered beneath your wheels when you drove over it. There were good odds for a white Christmas. 

Spread across most of page three was his thirty day update on the disappearance of his friend Kenny Rosenfeld, the organizer of a movement to put a stop to home building in Ocean County. After Rosenfeld went missing, he’d run down every lead and rumor no matter how flimsy, but he got nowhere. He’d haunted the county detective bureau but they were stymied, too. Rosenfeld was simply gone. He clipped the story to an earlier piece with a picture of Rosenfeld: Development Foe Disappears, Police Without Clues, by Edward Bonneville, who also had no clue. 

Kenny Rosenfeld’s disappearance was troubling. If anything bad had happened to Rosenfeld he was afraid he was partly to blame. He was a story Eddie had broken exclusively and done some of his best writing on. Rosenfeld had formed a group that called for a moratorium on new home building to slow down the population explosion in Ocean, the fastest growing county in America. In townships overflowing with new children with North Jersey accents, the cost of building schools and providing them with an education had sent taxes skyrocketing. Giving publicity to Rosenfeld and his anti-development movement had gotten Frank a lot of complaints from local business owners and big developers, but Eddie kept writing about Rosenfeld because he’d overheard Frank say the moratorium movement was viewed as a potential threat by the county Republican machine. And Eddie liked Rosenfeld, a hyper L.A. Jew and local community college professor of history who was popular with his students. He looked like a college student himself: long curly black hair and a floppy Fu Manchu moustache, partial to Mickey Mouse T-shirts and bell bottomed jeans and sneakers, and a gliding, slinky way of walking, like a character out of an R. Crumb cartoon. He was politically radical, energetic, and fearless, the kind of guy who would challenge the power structure no matter where he lived. They had just become friends, reporter and subject, eating together, talking on the phone, trading information, when Rosenfeld and his car vanished without a trace one night in November. 
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