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Suburban LA - Oaks High - Present Day

An open-top Jeep Wrangler squealed around the corner into the Oaks High School parking lot. Two boys, students at Oaks, bailed out quickly and ran full throttle into the crowded halls of the school, leaving the jeep haphazardly parked on the far side of the lot.

Oaks High Main Hallway

All-American High School Senior, Michael Tulli III, "Trey,” tall, athletic, and conservative, an honor roll student, and a gifted, dedicated jock, looks the part in his team jacket. Trey maneuvered his way to his locker through the crowded halls of Oaks High like he did every school day morning. A Varsity Athlete, and the team's star Quarterback, he was a high school hero.

It felt good to be popular, Trey thought as he confidently returned high fives, fist bumps, and the occasional female hug while winding his way through the dense morning mass of humanity in the halls before first period. Trey was demonstrably well-liked by all for his confidence, down-to-earth demeanor, and lack of airs

Lately, however, his fellow students' affections were an affirmation of support to help him through the dark times after the recent death of his mother. Trey had barely managed to keep his game face on through the painful ordeal of her passing. His mom’s sudden death was a deep and emotional wound, slow to heal.

Oaks High, parking lot

Chasing closely behind the boys in the open top Jeep, a new black Cadillac luxury SUV, chasing the Jeep, screeched into the parking lot and stopped abruptly behind them. Two inner city “gangsta’s,” the occupants of the SUV, ran from their vehicle, into the school, chasing the two boys from the Jeep.

Oaks High Lockers

Trey is joined at the lockers by his two besties: Eric, a fellow athlete and teammate, and Marty, another teammate, who doubles as the biggest cut-up of the entire senior class. The boys are known by all, on and off the field, as “The Three Amigos.” Marty never lets up on the seemingly endless white boy beats he constantly makes up, from minute to minute.

“Hey man. Trey, mah man, what's up, dawg?” 

Marty gestured, stepped, and mouthed his latest "beat.”

“Only two more weeks til we grad u ate...then it's off with my homies to San Dee ago State. Then it's E, Trey, and Marty, that's me and the San Diego ladies in bi kee nees. Got the grades, got the juice, so we're going to State and cut LA loose. "

“Jeez Marty, you’re a spaz,” Eric said, “Your brain is starting to melt, dude. You've been listening to too much rap music.”

Marty answers facetiously, and "whitely" urban.

“It's not rap, my man. It's hip hop. Check out the timelines on the web. Hip Hop has been around a while. It's the ‘pulse of contemporary American youth,’ Dawg.” 

The three close friends shuffle books and papers from lockers into backpacks as they speak,

“Youth Shmooth.” Trey Said, “There's a lot of 'gangsta' owned Record Companies keeping your urban Brothers in business. My Dad wrote a whole piece about it for some magazine.” He talked about the seed money and where it comes from. He called the rap labels “washing machines for corner boys...” ‘Dawg!’” Trey mocked.

Oaks High - Crowded Halls

The two clean-cut Oaks boys from the Jeep abruptly emerged from the hallway crowd on the run, closely pursued by the “gangsta’s who were gaining ground.

At their lockers, Eric elbowed Trey. “By ‘Urban Brothers,’ you mean like those characters,” Eric said, nodding toward the pursuers.

The inner-city boys were gaining in their pursuit. They caught up with their prey as they passed “The Amigos” lockers, and a scuffle broke out.

An Asian boy, Tommy Fong, and his friend, the Jeep’s occupants, are knocked to the ground on the run, and immediately pounced upon by the two inner city boys.

“Hey, it's Tommy Fong,” Eric Shouted, “Who are those guys? They don’t go to school here.”

In the scuffle, a hand reaches into a "gangsta’s" waistband. 

Marty’s instincts kick in, and he starts to make a move to help his friend Tommy.

Trey shouted, “Marty, don’t!” and pinned Marty against the lockers.

“We can't let Tommy get his ass beat!” Marty yelled emphatically.

For a brief moment, Eric looked on in shock.

A shot rang out, and Marty broke free.

Eric bolted after him.

Then, a second shot rang out...
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A late-model Luxury car, a rental, Michael Tulli Senior at the wheel, cruised slowly past a decaying shopping center in a rundown but once-thriving middle-class suburban neighborhood of tract houses. Trey stared blankly out the passenger seat window.

Michael picked up the thread of their conversation.

“...I don't know why it wasn't you or me. God knows, your mother was the better person. Your Mom had a way of dealing with all the crap and still showing her love. She always said you and I were a lot alike. Just like me and my Dad. I wish you could have known him. And your Great Grandmother, and all the other characters I grew up knowing...”

Trey interrupted.

“Sometimes I feel like I do know them. You're always talking about them.”

“...mostly though,” Michael continued, “I wish we could have given you the family life your mother and I planned on, the life I had as a kid growing up in this neighborhood... Am I that obnoxious?” Michael said as an afterthought.

“Sometimes,” Trey said teasing, lightening up the mood.

“Really! You don’t mind if I continue the tour though, right?” Michael said, going with the mood change.

“You're driving,” Trey said.

Michael turned off the main drag onto a post-WWII suburban tract house street that had also seen better days. 

“Lotus Drive?” Trey said, reading the street sign. “What’s so special about Lotus Drive?”

“It’s the street I grew up on,” Michael said.

Michael slowly cruised the first block searching for signs of his youth and attaching names to each house. 

“Let's see...” Michael said aloud, “That was Tommy Sopka's house, George Yusko, the Portale's... was it Joey? What was his sister's name? Martha? Marsha?” He said aloud, sentimentally. “Oh God, I forgot about the Monopoly games in the garage...”

Michael drove on and continued putting names to each house, names of the friends that once lived there.

“Hmm..., Dan Perskowitz, Richard Yanush... The Canasta games! Tony Franco and his sister, the Bobby Soxer with the poodle skirt, every Saturday night at the Gracemount canteen, dancing the jitterbug.

At the end of the block, Michael braked for the stop sign. Continuing slowly, he said somberly to Trey, “Maguire...Kenny Maguire. He had a friend named Lashinski, Larry Lashinski. In second grade, he moved here from the Polish neighborhood. Dan called him, ‘Maguire's pet rat’.” Michael chuckled to himself. 

“How do you remember all this stuff?” Trey said. “It must have been a hundred years ago.”

“Ha!...You do have a sense of humor. I was starting to wonder.” Michael said, poking at Trey, pretending to tickle him.

Trey slapped his hand away playfully, laughing

“Easy, old timer.. You don't know who you’re messing with.”

“You really have a sense of humor...You do,” Michael teased.

Michael slowed to a crawl, then stopped in front of the second house on the second block. The house needed a paint job, and weeds had overgrown the once lush flower beds. A rough-looking mixed group of white and black inner city type boys was shooting hoops against a backboard loosely tacked to the garage. Michael pointed in their direction.

“That's the house I grew up in. 16905 Lotus Drive.”

The ball escaped a player, and the boy chased it down the driveway and into the street in front of Michael's Car. Michael braked hard to avoid hitting him. 

The boy retrieved the ball and gave Michael an openly hostile look. Trey, still a bit traumatized after losing his friends, checked the lock on his door.

“It's okay, son,” Michael assured him.

Michael stared at the house for a few minutes more, letting the memories flood in, then drove on. At the end of the third block, he turned right. The mixture of old and new-style houses made it evident that the cross street was, at one time, a farm road. 

“Forest Ave,” Trey read from the sign.

Michael turned left, drove about a half-mile, then stopped at the entrance to an Industrial Park near the end of the old farm road. "BIG CREEK INDUSTRIAL PARK - PROPERTY OF STANDARD OIL,” Michael read aloud from the sign.

“Where did that road come from? What happened to all the trees? And the berry bushes? And Lost Meadow.” Michael said, sadly.

Michael drove down the Industrial Road and stopped at a cul-de-sac, a high point in the road overlooking a deep ravine with a wide spot in the polluted creek below that formed a natural pool. Across the creek, high atop a shale cliff, a pile of dirty oil drums is stacked outside a dingy warehouse. A murky brown liquid pours from a drain pipe and cascades down the cliff into the water below. 

“Dad... what are we doing here? This place is shit.” Trey said.

“This used to be a paradise for kids,” Michael answered nostalgically. He sighed, shrugged, and drove on.

A time-worn but well-maintained Parochial School and Catholic Church dominated the slight rise in the rolling terrain fronted by a mown grass half-acre expanse of lawn. The location elevated the church's image by placing it above grade level in the landscape. Michael rolled slowly up the long drive past the rectory to a short driveway that gently veered off to the right at a slightly higher grade overlooking an asphalt-covered playground from a somewhat higher elevation. A posted sign made it clear that the playground doubled as a spillover parking lot for the church. Michael stopped at the turnoff, and He and Trey exited the car. Trey hung back as Michael walked a few steps from the car, paused, and scanned the playground. Michael’s gaze crossed the many years in his mind, drifted farther into the past, and he was instantly consumed by memories. “Saint Henry's playground,” Michael said softly to himself, “I went from second through fifth grade here. I played on this playground every day.” 

Michael gazed trance-like at the empty playground. Childhood memories flooded over him, whisking him back to another time.
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Saint Henry’s Playground - Nineteen Fifties.

Twelve-year-old Michael Tulli wore his brown hair in a close-cropped crew-cut. His white dress shirt, string tie, and dress pants were within the accepted uniform dress code at Saint Henry’s. 

Michael strolled casually onto a noisy, animated, bustling playground that was alive with the high energy of children at play. 

A group of girls played Hopscotch while other girls gathered nearby in groups, talking, primping, and giggling at secrets and shared moments. Several groups of boys ran and chased each other across the playground. A group of younger boys chased girls just to hear them shriek as they ran away.. 

Another small group of older boys was pitching pennies against a curb. The ringleader, Kenny Maguire, leaned out of the group, grabbed Michael by the arm, and shouted.

“Hey Tulli, you got any cash?”

“Nah, I'm not any good at gambling,” Michael answered, and wriggled away. 

“C'mon, give me some cash,” Maguire persisted, “ I can double your money.”

“I can't, Kenny, I'm saving up for a tent,” Michael answered timidly.

“Ahhh, ya chicken !”

A frustrated Kenny pushed Michael away.

“G'won get outta here.”

Yet another group of boys was shooting marbles in a chalk circle on the ground. Michael watched for a while, then pulled a bag of marbles from his pocket and watched from the fringe. A kid on the playground walked over to Michael, “Hey Mike, you wanna get in the game?”

“I was thinking about it,” Michael replied. “You got anything to trade?”

“I got some Cat's Eyes.” You?

Michael parted the drawstrings on his marble pouch and reached into the bag.

“I got a couple of ball bearings.”

“Wow, you got ball bearings?” The kid said.

Michael pulled out two large ball bearings and held them out in the palm of his hand.

“Cool, boulders too!” the kid said. “How much do you want for one?”

“Aw, I guess a couple of Cat-eyes, for each boulder, would do it.” Michael Offered.

“That’s Great! “ The kid said, “Maguire wants five cat-eyes for one Ball Bearing.”

“Nah, I got plenty,” Michael said, “my dad gets them from work. They throw them out.”

The kid hands over several cat-eyes. Michael gives him two ball bearings.

“Good deal, Michael, thanks!”

With the trade completed, they sat on the curb to stash their loot.

“What are you gonna do this summer?” The kid asked.

“I don’t know. Baseball, maybe.” Michael answered, “You?”

“Nothin much. My cousin is going camping at Big Creek”.

“What's Big Creek?” Michael asked.

“You've never heard of Big Creek?” The kid said. “It's this cool place with a stream, a swimming hole, a waterfall, and cliffs. It’s at the bottom of a big hill with trees and meadows, blackberries grow all over the place, and strawberries too. You can eat them right off the bush. It's really cool there. Not too many kids our age know about it.

Michael was intrigued and perked up at the prospect of an adventure.

“You ever been there?”

“No, but my cousin has.” The kid said. “He heard about it from some public school kids.”

“How do you get there?” Michael asked.

“A couple of older kids know the way. I heard my cousin and his friends talking, though," he said mysteriously.

“The trail begins at the end of the old farm road...”

A bell rang, interrupting the conversation, and the kids began to line up for their return to class. 

“...but if you take the wrong fork,” the kid said, “you could get lost, or fall off a cliff.”

A Nun motioned for the kid to get in line. As the kid walked away, a second bell rang.

Saint Henry’s, Sister Therese’s Classroom.

Sister Therese, a Roman Catholic Dominican Nun, with wire rim glasses and traditional black and white vestments, prowled the class, tapping a pointer against her hand as she pontificated. Then, she spoke softly, with reverence.

“God is everywhere.”

Sister Therese paced and panned the room as she spoke. She stopped and looked over Michael's shoulder. He quickly snapped out of a daydream and fidgeted in his seat. 

“..and God is in everything.” Sister Therese said, “But most of all, God is in our hearts. You must always listen for that little voice coming from deep within your heart.... “

Michael began to drift away again, to exotic places with ancient towns, pyramids, and far away lands where exotic wild animals roamed freely across the plains and in the jungle. Then, Michael turned his head slowly toward the opaque classroom windows which were handcuffs for the mind. But Michael’s mind saw beyond mere blurry glass. Who needs  clear windows when everything is inside your head, behind your open eyes? 

Michael could be anything he wanted to be; the trail boss of a cattle drive to Montana, a Civil War Yankee Cavalry officer, or a decorated soldier.

Sister Therese's voice faded up from the background, barely a whisper at first.

“...The little voice, God’s voice, is always there to guide you, like a beacon in the black of night.”

The bell’s ringing pulled Michael completely out of his daydream. 

“As today is the last day of school,” Sister announced, “There is no homework. I wish you all an enjoyable summer. Go with God, and pray for world peace... The first two rows may stand.”

The first two rows stood. 

“You're dismissed.” Sister Therese said.

The first two rows stood and filed out of the room in an orderly manner, followed by the next two rows and then the rest.

The Halls Of Saint Henry’s

The Class files out like soldiers in regimental lines. Other classes leave their rooms in the same manner. Column after column of quiet, orderly, well-behaved kids marched like soldiers to the exits.

Saint Henry’s Main Entrance 

The school doors opened simultaneously and kids exploded out of the school wildly like buckshot from a cannon. They ran from every possible exit to buses and waiting parents' cars. One kid had turned on a transistor radio, and the song "Summertime, Summertime" by The Jamies, was blasting out.

In the midst of pandemonium, Michael Tulli coolly exited the school and scanned the horizon. The kid from the playground raced past him. Without stopping, the kid turned and yelled back.
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