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Beginnings

Once upon a time, at ten, I could ruin an entire weekend by chasing a rubber hockey puck up and down a frozen pond. Such a happy, brainless pursuit, involving hours of joyously unregulated chaos. No rules, whistles, referees or adults, just a mad scrum of rosy-cheeked hockey rats, some wearing youth league jerseys and plastic helmets, most just in their street clothes. To the casual observer, there was no direction or purpose to that wild explosion of energy. Just a mad riot of skimming, huffing, sliding, yelling, sometimes a college ringer or two to tip the odds. 

The unifying principle was the mock-combat of childhood. The object was to get the most goals, a pleasant fiction, because nobody was really keeping score. The game was simple: push, slide, slap, bounce or deflect the puck into the  ‘net’, usually a pair of discarded galoshes, spaced six feet apart, an imaginary rectangle of agreed upon real estate guarded by the only skateless kid on the ice. 

Imagine a hundred seven-year-olds, galloping in mad circles, like a panicked flock of barn swallows, galloping up and down a grassy playing field the size of a city block, in frantic pursuit of a single soccer ball. That’s pond hockey. No pads, no clock, no coach, and barely a beginning or end. The game would begin when the first player laced up his skates and pushed out onto the chipped, slushy ice, dribbling a puck in a solitary game of keep-away. A second kid would lace up, push off from the snowy bank, etc., until a rough quorum was established, usually more than five but less than twenty. 

It all ended at dusk. That’s when the puck became invisible and head injuries, or frostbite, a real danger. Sometimes a parent would flick on the headlights and light up the ice, but typically the game was done when it got too murky to see the puck. That’s when the rink changed back into a pond. When the last holdout skater, winded and weary, finally coasted to shore, collapsed onto a snowbank, unlaced his sweaty blades and headed for home. 

I was usually that last kid. There was one particular evening. Bone-weary from endless wind-sprints up and down the ice, fat snowflakes had begun to drop from the darkening sky. It was about a mile from pond to home. We lived on the bottom floor of a weary triple-decker, one of many remembered. We lived on a quiet dead-end street of mostly Irish and Italian Catholic families. Tonight, my mother would be in the kitchen, defrosting dinner. Dad in his chair, puffing on a briar pipe, an old habit from his war years sitting in pubs while serving with the Royal Air Force in England. I always loved that woodsy smell. Prince Albert in a can. 

They’d be glancing at the time, wondering where I’d gotten myself to. 

But I’d made a dumb decision. Instead of unlacing, I’d walk the frozen mile home in my skates.  

The snow fell thicker and thicker. Getting colder now. I could feel it now in my toes, and that mile seemed to move further and further away. Impetuous boy, shambling along, clank, clank, clank, barely making out the next two feet in front of him. 

Finally, the first yellow streetlight hove into view, weakly illuminating the narrow forested path back to civilization. 

Clank, clank, clank. 

I had made it. 

***
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SOMETIMES I THINK ABOUT Earnest Shackleton, suffering through his own endless miles, embarking on an impossible rescue mission to save his crew. Their loyal sled dogs were already eaten, and starvation was very real. After a year on the frozen sea, and the Endurance finally breaking up and sinking, they’d been lucky to make it to Elephant Island. But they were only halfway to salvation. It was up to Sir Earnest to sail a small open lifeboat, braving impossible odds, towering swells, driving salt spray that cut the skin like a filleting knife. He had to navigate to the nearest pinprick of civilization, a greasy, tenuous whaling outpost built by madmen, and he did all this using only a hand compass and a sextant. After he’d finally made shore, the real struggles began. Crossing miles of frozen tundra, like a vast moonscape, deadly, bottomless crevasses, glacial upcropping’s the size of locomotives. Then one final challenge, laboriously scaling, hand over hand, up the nearly vertical cliffs of craggy rock, dressed only in woolen trousers and hobnail boots. 

At ten, I was no Shackleton, hobbled in my frozen skates, but with the blizzard and the cold and that endless journey home, I’d learned my lesson. 
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One
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‘I’ll go to the south of Sicily in the winter, and paint memories of Arles-I’ll buy a piano and Mozart me that-I’ll write long sad tales about people in the legend of my life-This part is my part of the movie, let’s hear yours.’  

Jack Kerouac

***
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MAY, 1971. 

They don’t want me, I told my mother, barely containing my eighteen-year-old giddiness. On a pay phone, calling collect. Remember when that was a thing?  At the New Haven station, waiting for the next train, the New York and New Haven local, back to Hartford, O grimy little city of my birth.

It was barely a month after high school wheezed to an inglorious end. I hadn’t even bothered to pick up my diploma. Then the letter from the draft board. This was being eighteen in America. The speed of the government blows your mind. By your social security number alone, they’ll find you.  

I was a D-minus student, and that was kind. School was a colossal fail. A guidance counselor described me as an underachiever. So here I was, barely graduated, no college ahead, no wife, no baby, no legally defensible argument against joining a pointless war in the rice paddy hellscape of Southeast Asia. 

Today’s kids would have a hard time getting the sudden terror of a single piece of paper in the mail. It was all so shockingly random. The United States Selective Service held an actual lottery, just like bingo, and out popped your number. 

High meant alive,  low meant dead. 

My number was twelve. 

***
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MY SISTER’S YOUNG HUSBAND, not yet twenty-two, had gotten the same letter. He was freshly married, with a newborn daughter. But the suits in Washington had gotten wind that he’d  dropped out of a Vermont military school, was growing his buzz cut into a ponytail, happily trying out a new life as a free-style hippie artiste. That earned him prime draft bait ranking. 

A friend told him, Bulk up. Nothing but Hostess Twinkies and pasta and gallons of water for a month, you’ll add twenty pounds. The Army doesn’t want a fat, married dad of a bouncing baby.  

He did exactly that. Huzzah and miracles, it worked. 

***
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THE DRAFT BOARD SENT me a one-way train ticket to New Haven, Connecticut. It was a city I knew well. My mostly Jewish hockey team had played a few games against a few of the high schools down there. Not to brag, but we did pretty good against the bigger Catholic boys. 

At the train station, on the phone, I could hear my mother lightly breathing. It was hard to hear her though the echoing din of the train station.

What do you mean, she finally asked, they don’t want you? 

***
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EMILY, MY MOTHER, WAS on the hard side of forty. A Nixon girl, she’d voted for Tricky Dick’s bloody foreign policy, voted for napalm and dismemberment and dead American kids, which made zero sense. I really don’t think she tracked the subtleties of her decision. An Army nurse’s aide in the Big War, she’d seen a lot blood and pain. But Nixon was a Democrat. She’d always voted Democrat. He just wasn’t a Roosevelt Democrat, who ended her war and rebuilt the broken nation with great populist empathy for the working man. 

Nixon had reinserted America into a pointlessly unwinnable conflict in Viet Nam. His pitch was about the 1950s boogieman, Communism. He fooled just enough voters to get reelected, despite the peace marches, the Kent State massacre, the body bags. 

My mother knew in her heart what time it was in America. Each night after dinner, our family sat in front of the big RCA black-and-white TV, listening to Walter Cronkite’s grim retelling of body counts and carpet bombings. Walter was the king of gravitas. He always ended his broadcasts in the same sonorous, no-fooling way. 

And that’s the way it is, he told America,....and then the date. 

My mother knew about losing a brother and about the heartbreak of a Gold Star family’s tears. But remarkably, she remained steadfastly a Nixon girl. The political tide was already turning hard left. Huge protests took over the streets, led mostly by college students. Pretty soon came the last flight out of Hanoi.  But still she sided with the suckers, choking on the kneejerk nationalism of Joe McCarthy’s Commie leftists and the Yellow Peril and how Russian spies were hiding in our national closet. 

That was the weird rah-rah patriotism of 1971. 

***
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THE DRAFT BOARD WAS located in the grim government edifice of the New Haven Federal Building. Hundreds of dazed Connecticut kids, all colors and shapes and demographics, wandering around in our underwear, clutching official papers, searching for this cubicle or that office. If only I’d waited until 1954 to get born. The draft ended in ’72. One more year and it would be over. 

According to the United States Army... 

Out of the corner of my eye, an ancient prostitute walked by, heroin-thin and whiskey-wobbly, parading an emaciated basket of bones past the shoeshine stand. I watched her lewd and lascivious booty wiggle, hoping for a late-morning hustle, until a bored transit cop finally wandered over, and told her to take her skinny ass outside. 

A row of old Italian gents, getting their shoes touched up for the day, sat perched in a row high on a platform of wooden chairs. They stared down at the afros the shine boys, neighborhood kids hungry for tips. Their quick black hands were furious blurs of solid motion, brush and polish, brush and polish, and the suit and tie gents snapped open their morning papers, dignified as a funeral cortege.  

What? 

My mother’s risen voice. 

What did you say?

It was a bad connection. The train would be leaving soon. I had no idea which track. Somewhere outside an ambulance made a Doppler-whooping dash to save somebody’s unlucky life.

I had to yell. 

I said....the army... doesn’t...want me. They said I’m unfit for military service.

Silence. 

The station’s public address system crackled. 

Eleven fifteen....Track Number Six....local....for....Hartford...stops in Meriden, Wallingford, New Britain. Allllll....Ah....Bawd! 

I really have to go, I heard myself a second time. 

Just before lowering the receiver down, my mother’s fierce, disembodied promise, 

Don’t worry, she said.

We’ll get a lawyer. We can fight this.  

***
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HOURS OF WAITING, ALL in a jittery row, waiting for the official poke and prod, the endless yip-yip barking of Army inquisitionists. We came from all over the state, a homogenous scrum of nerved-up draftees, half-naked in our Fruit of the Looms. 

I’m on to you, you bastards, I’d thought, meaning all those political meanies in Washington. Nixon’s dirty war hawks, mostly  Republicans, perfectly okay with killing off an entire generation with their putrid little ‘police action.’ 

Such a waste. All to save Nixon’s stupid pride.  

And to think my mother voted for this.

***
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THE LINE MOVED A FOOT, and the next inductee entered a cubicle. There was plenty to be nervous about. I was an athlete, a long-distance bike rider, legs of cord steel, perfect body mass index, heart and lungs of a lion, and good urinary flow. With my low number I’d be one of the first to go, shipped out on Monday, by Wednesday squinting down the barrel of an M16. Or standing like a frozen statue, watching a fiery plume of napalm light up the jungle. 

My parents simply didn’t get it. To them war was a gauzy memory, tiny patriotic chess pieces on a distant battlefield. Their war was John Wayne and Audie Murphy, it was Betty Grable and Bob Hope, handsome soldier boys wolfing donuts in the USO and dancing to the melodies of the Glenn Miller Orchestra. Their war was about Hitler, done and done, charbroiled in his Berlin bunker with his blonde mistress, three blond dogs, and a platoon of blonde bodyguards. 

War was the stars and stripes, fluttering high on a hill. 

War was about willingly sacrificing their only son. 

***
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THE HALLWAYS OF THE Federal Building, dusty and dim, could have been my father’s old New Jersey school, Grover Cleveland High, long demolished.  

Sad government buildings doing sad government business. 

Beside me, another Hartford kid, Puerto Rican, about my age, his fierce cocoa warrior’s face, beautiful and worried. He had a square of bloody gauze taped to the side his head, like Van Gogh in Arles. 

He whispered that he’d punctured his left eardrum. 

I stared at the bandage.

No fucking way, he swore, meaning the war, all this draft board insanity. He swore again, a little crazier. 

I must have said something back. Cocking his head, he apologized for not hearing too good on the left side. 

No fucking way. He said one last time. 

The kid to my left offered some unsolicited advice. 

When you take the written test, just write all the wrong answers. 

That seemed less painful than an icepick in the ear. 

This was all very Alice’s Restaurant, the record album I played constantly at home, Arlo Guthrie’s talking blues song about his experiences with the draft board of his own small, New York town in the Berkshires. I’d actually figured out how to play the song’s infectiously repetitive, fingerstyle roll that repeated for over ten minutes until its paradoxical chorus.   

You can get anything you want, at Alice’s Restaurant...You just walk right in, it’s around the back, just a half a mile from the railroad track. 

But today wasn’t halfway funny, or cute, or a record you could turn off. Nobody would be writing clever folk songs about the New Haven Federal Building. This was a darkly no fooling moment. It was the death song of children sent off to a meaningless war, anonymously picked by a stupid lottery, designed by cruelly faceless bureaucrats. 

The line slowly nudged us forward, like dumb cattle to the killing floor. 

***
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IN THE FIRST CUBICLE, I was handed a piece of paper. It had my birthdate and name, stamped with official government markings at the top. This was the basic Military Psych Eval, to assess a candidate’s mental ability to survive the unpredictable chaos of war. Most importantly, it’s used to reassure command that the candidate was at least stable enough to follow basic orders. It’s not a difficult test, if passing is the objective. My objective was to fail spectacularly. What I didn’t know, it’s virtually impossible to fail a psych eval. All they want to know is are you competent enough to kill another human being. 

A soldier with a clipboard explained it was a timed test, usually ten minutes or less. He handed me a #2 pencil and pointed to a scarred, wooden desk. 

I stared down at the paper. 

Tests are not my strong suit.

Question 1: Before I do anything, I carefully consider the possible consequences. Answer: Agree, Neutral, or Disagree. 

Question 2: How many hours of sleep do you need per night to function? Answer: 8, 10, 3, or 6. 

Question 3: Have you ever attempted suicide? Answer: Yes, No. 

Question 4: In general, I trust my fellow man. Answer, Agree, Neutral, Disagree.

***
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TEN MINUTES LATER, back in line. A young man in civilian clothes with a clipboard asked my name, then gestured to follow him down the hall into another cubicle. We sat facing one another in hard-backed government chairs. After staring a few seconds at my Psych Eval, he let out a deep sigh, signed his name, then reached for a second piece of paper. After writing something on that, he passed it over. 

I was feeling ridiculous, sitting there in my underwear. 

The man was watching me as I read. 

Finally he explained,

I shouldn’t be telling you this, but I’m a conscious objector. I burned my draft card last winter. Lots of guys on campus were doing it. Some went to Canada, but that’s not my thing. 

Nodding at the paper in my hand, he said, It was either two years of alternative service, doing this, or Leavenworth. 

He offered me a secret smile. 

I try to help when I can.

A half hour later, tumbling down the dirty granite steps of the New Haven Federal Building, I emerged into a cloudless, blue-sky morning. The air never smelled so sweet. Sucking in a deep lungful of astringent New Haven smog, it tasted like freedom. 

On the train, passing Bridgeport, I reread the document he’d given me. It was pure military jargon, but clear as glass. I was now officially, miraculously adjudged Unfit for Military Service. 

That young passivist shrink had taken one look at my clumsily self-sabotaged Psych Eval, then, in his one small act of resistance, signed off on my 4F deferment. 

It was admissible in any court in the land: 

...is deemed ineligible to serve due to mental health conditions that significantly impairs his ability to fulfill military duties or pose a risk to themselves or others.  

What were the odds? Another man, a hardcore, war-loving man, would have seen through my little draft-dodging scheme, made me take the test over, bumped me down the line. 

And Next stop, Viet Nam, as Country Joe McDonald sang at Woodstock to a half a million soul-clapping, war-resisting American kids. 

I thought about my mother, and whatever waited at home. I knew she loved her son, but we were always going to be from different times. 

My shame was not marching off to die. 

That’s a question for history. Why the so-called Greatest Generation, Archie Bunker flag-waver types who glorified death and suffering, condemned their children, the baby boomers who challenged America’s fixation with endless wars, as somehow traitorous and un-American. 

All I knew was that my odds for early death or dismemberment were now greatly diminished. 

Call it cowardice, if you like. 

Fuck you, America.  

Maybe it was as simple as I’d just been saved for other things. 

Time, in its infinite wisdom, would tell. But redemption was surely afoot that morning. I was now legally free to die in my own time, hit by a bus or cancer at eighty. Some of those kids in the hall would never make it back, or return so broken, inside or out, that none of it mattered anyway. 

In the cosmic lottery, I had just won the golden ticket.

***
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CLICKITY CLACK. 

Still a half hour from the Hartford station. I had no money for a sandwich from the club car. No one would be there to meet me, so I  just leaned back, closed my eyes, and listened to the blue song of the driving wheels. 
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Two 
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‘Happiness consists in realizing it is all a great strange dream.’

On The Road   

***

[image: ]


MY FATHER WORKED AT an enormous aircraft factory in East Hartford, across the Connecticut River. It was the same job he’d always had while I was growing 

up, because he needed something steady, with benefits. Selling art on the weekends would never be enough to support his family. I don’t think I ever really appreciated how much he sacrificed for his family. But he was always consistently cheerful, a genial, forward-looking sort of  person, even when bad shit happened. My impression was that he enjoyed his job at the  factory, or at least made the best of it. Now I know he stuffed his dreams down deep. It never occurred to me then how much he secretly yearned for the artist’s life. 

After high school, , he got me a job at the same factory. Pratt and Whitney was a global conglomerate, a purely American invention that had won the war against Hitler. Even though we were now losing the war in Viet Nam, the Pentagon paid the industrial military complex ungodly sums to build all sorts of deadly fighting machines. 

One of Pratt and Whitney’s divisions made elevators. Another made helicopters. In 1969, it even went to the moon. For Apollo 11 it designed the LEM, or Lunar Excursion Module, an ingeniously futuristic contrivance. It was a heady time for the once-modest tool and die manufactory across the Connecticut River.

***
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I WAS ASSIGNED TO THE Deburring Department, working on commercial jet engine parts, gigantic turbine discs cast from titanium. The third shift went from midnight to 8 am, and completely destroyed my teenage circadian rhythms. But the pay was insane, almost fifteen dollars an hour, when the national minimum wage was stuck at $1.60. 

I still remember the empty bus ride each night to work, heading down the deserted highway and over the crumbly Charter Oak Bridge toward the industrial farmlands of East Hartford. 

Most of my co-workers were immigrant women. Polish and Italian and German and Irish and Russian and god knows who else, their hair tucked beneath OSHA-mandated babushkas. The only men on the floor were the foreman and a pissed-off little guy in the tool cage who dispensed supplies. 

Each night we were handed our equipment; big rolls of #150 grit emery paper, assorted metal files, clunky electric grinders, like antique Dremel tools, for getting deep into the tight spots. The job was childishly simple, like putting together an IKEA bookshelf. But to my undiagnosed ADHD, the howling of a thousand chimpanzees, the simple  job of smoothing rough edges of machined engine parts, requiring the barest of focus and repetition, could be a grueling mental torture test just to get through the shift. 

The department was part of the original cavernous factory built in 1860. Each night was a symphony of quietly rasping sounds, the murmur of  a dozen foreign conversations, a hundred hands painstakingly rounding over the giant turbine discs, until each milled edge was softened to a precise 3/16th radius. The discs were going into JT9D turbines, the first jet engines used in commercial airliners. Each one had to be perfect. The tiniest burr or dimple or deformity, and people could die. At the beginning of our shift, we were handed simple specification sheets, detailing what part and what radius was required. 

Since I was the new kid, I got a lot of maternal smiles from the older women. There was one raven-haired Mexican girl around my age, but she rarely raised her eyes from the bench. 

Sometimes on the bus I daydreamed about her. 

I dreamed a lot of things that summer.

*** 
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WITH MY FIRST PAYCHECK, I moved out, and rented the first actual place of my own. It was a tiny apartment in the filthy heart of the city. My sister and her little family lived across the hall.  We were up two flights of grimy stairs, guarded by an occasional nodding junkie, a jumble of hypos and beer empties and lighters and spoons and narrow strips of bike tire for cinching shattered veins. 

On the ground floor, a Spanish music store, El Disco De Oro, the Gold Record. Tinny loudspeakers relentlessly blaring over the sidewalk an unrelenting fusillade of Spanish dancehall music. It was a sonic bouillabaisse of the stop and go traffic, the angry glass-pack roar of the Comanchero gang choppers, the comical twenty-battery boomboxes high on the shoulders of the cool-strolling black kids, the shrill 24/7 whoop-whoop urgency of ambulances racing for the emergency room. 

I never minded the dirt and the poverty, the nodding junkies and the crime. The constant dangers of the urban Serengeti never scared me. It was just all brand new. At eighteen, I had a real job, ready cash in my pocket, and my own four walls. 

Life was, if not good, then at least very, very interesting. 

One day, a stray ginger cat strolled through an open window into the apartment. An angry cloud of Puerto Rican expletives wafted through the floorboards. The poor, mewing creature had tried the open windows downstairs, but apparently the Latin mind is hard-wired with a fierce cultural repugnance of cats. I fed the miserable creature for a couple of days, then one day it was gone, left the same way it had come in. 

***
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HERE THE STORY GETS complicated. 

Two hundred miles away, my dying grandmother was moved to a nursing home. All the usual familial drama. My father, who had always had a complicated relationship with his mother, found himself suddenly in charge of the old lady’s measly estate, which consisted mostly of an insignificant, worn-down bungalow on an insignificant, worn-down street in the insignificant, worn-down town of Rumson, New Jersey. Its only claim to fame was being next door to Asbury Park, Bruce Springsteen’s hometown. A lot of Mafia made guys ended up building mansion there. 

But in 1971, it was still a crappy, nowhere stain on the map. 

My father, horrified by the monthly costs of nursing home care, came up with Plan B. He decided to sell his mother’s miniature house, use the proceeds to buy another miniature house. He’d always dreamed about living on Nantucket Island, 26 miles at sea, He saw it as the perfect place to launch his professional art career. The plan was confounded by a litany of intricate, moving parts. He had thirty days to find a new home, thirty days to shuttle his failing mother by ambulance all the way from New Jersey to Massachusetts, all without going broke or insane. 

It was a surreal time. My parents had already given up the family apartment in the suburbs which, meant...wait for it....

Drum roll please. 

They needed a place to live for a month. Since I had an apartment, they figured that maybe, pretty please, they could bunk in with me. It would be all very temporary? Of course I said yes. A child always wants to please his parents, the people who gave him life, who fed him, kept him from running into traffic.  

I was inspired to give them a nice home for the month. I refinished the floors, I bought two gallons of Sherwin-Williams beige and painted the cracked plaster walls, I even found a decent Persian carpet from a downtown junk emporium. Then I dragged a bed-frame and a box spring up the stairs, filled the kitchen drawer with forks and spoons from the Woolworth’s store. 

Imagine doing this at eighteen. 

It was all very surreal. To have the archetypal family roles suddenly reversed reminded me of that old Blood, Sweat, and Tears album, Child is Father to the Man. 

Somehow we made it through the month. 

***
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ONE AFTERNOON, I HEARD a soft tap on the door. My first visitor. It was Barbie, the blonde-haired girl I’d had a wicked crush on since the fifth grade. We’d  ridden together on the school bus, that’s how long ago.. She always carried a violin case, which added to the allure of mystery and sophistication. 

Now eighteen, Barbie wanted to someday dance professionally. She knew my sister, who’d told her where I lived. 

Standing there, holding the door open, I fell into the fever dream of an eighteen-year-old’s virginal imagination. All I could think to say was an idiotic question. 

Are you hungry?  

Walking together down the dirty boulevard to an Italian bakery, we bought a loaf of warm bread, then from next door a bottle of cheap wine. This was before the indignity of underage alcohol carding, before cigarettes came with a Surgeon General’s warning. The old man in the liquor store could care less if I was eighteen or eighty. 

The times were like that. 

I told Barbie the entire crazy tale, about my midnight job at the aircraft factory, about my dying grandmother, about my artist parents who needed a temporary crash pad and were going to be staying with me. She laughed at that one. I hadn’t spoken with her in how many years? After our school bus days, Barbie and I went on to different high schools. She to Conard, blood rival to Hall, where I went. It was only by the hard shape of school districts, the random geography of a few blocks east or west, that kept us apart. 

I just kept talking, babbling out whatever my little heartsick brain could dream up. 

It was just so great to finally see her again. I’d always imagined we would get married, have a few interesting-looking kids, be wildly in love until death do us part.  

But, in actuality, I hardly knew her. 

Barbie and I sat there on the floor of the apartment in the afternoon’s golden gloaming, our backs pressed against the fresh-painted plaster, quietly sipping from fruit jars and nibbling bread from our palms. Such a sweetly innocent, fleeting moment in time. To be finally alone with the yellow-haired girl who’d stolen my fifth grade heart.

***
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I WAS NEVER BLESSED with an actual girlfriend in high school. I could have, maybe, possibly, being the rough, tough hockey captain or whatever. I might have had my pick of all those long-legged cheerleaders at the games, bright-faced young things who leapt high and pom-pom-razzled after each goal, screaming top-lung in school colors, cheer-chanted as pucks slithered and soared into nets, as their falling heroes shook the Plexiglas. 

Yeah, I might have found young love halfway between the frozen ponds of childhood and the slow dance of the senior prom. 

But none of them would be Barbie. 

***
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THE SUMMER OF ’71. A blistering heat-wave had arrived in late July. Came the pulsing salsa from the gold record store below, came the booze-fueled marriage brawls, came the junkies nodding on the stairs.  

All kinds of sounds drifted through those floorboards.

Finally, Barbie said she had to go. We drank a toast to the last drop, just as the dying sun cast purple shadows onto the glassine eyes of the insurance high-rises. Next to a shallow bend in the river, it glinted off the golden towers of Samuel Colt’s old brick gun factory.

This was goodbye. Moving close for our first, and perhaps only hug, I inhaled the wild perfume of Barbie, the morning’s soap on her skin, the shampoo lavender in her hair. She whispered something I couldn’t quite make out. 

It was hard to tell for all that racket of the avenue.

Walking to the bus stop, she took my arm. A little tipsy now, her rose cheeks were bright-shined from the wine.

I didn’t want it to end.

She and I, always on different trains, off to somewhere else.

Waiting for the bus, she told me she was headed to an arts college in some distant state. New York? Something about a scholarship. 

I wasn’t really listening. I was already missing her, missing thoughts of her, grieving for all those places we’d never share. 

Great, I gushed. That’s really amazing. 

I heard myself saying those actual words. 

Idiot boy, hoping for a kiss.   

Barbie never asked about me, or where I was going in the fall. Perhaps she imagined I would live forever in this fresh-painted ghetto apartment. I would always be there, with the junkies and the senioritis and the stink of black beans and rice in the kitchens below, for just about forever and ever. 

I thought maybe I’d see her again. 

Life, the ancients knew, is a wheel.

It goes round and round.

Goodbye, sweet girl, I whispered, as she climbed onto that crowded Farmington Avenue bus, headed back to the suburbs.
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Three
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‘There was nowhere to go but everywhere, so just keep on rolling under the stars.’ 

On The Road 

***
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I WON’T TELL YOU ABOUT my last night at the factory. I won’t tell you how I was nearly killed, when a frozen turbine disc, the size of a Toyota, shook loose and tumbled free of its hoisting straps, fresh from the vat of liquid nitrogen they called the ‘cold-test tank.’ The metal  monster took a hard bounce, landed less than a foot away from my dirty high-tops. I won’t tell you any of that. Or how I waited until the next  morning, eight am, still shaking from that near-death miss, when that shift whistle blew. Not that I officially quit. I just grabbed my lunch box and headed for the gate, past the yawning guards, merging with the river of jabbering humanity, headed for the bus.

I decided to walk. The bus would be crowded with other third-shift factory workers and the early-morning domestics, black women in starched gray uniforms, tight jerry-curled coifs, and clunky black housekeeper shoes. Sitting all in a serious row facing straight ahead, like the faithful at a gospel meeting, heading over the bridge to clean and cook and genuflect for all those fussy white women in the monied suburbs. 

I must have walked for five miles until I caught another west-bound bus. I was teaching myself the chromatic harmonica, carried around a shiny Hohner blues harp in the key of E. How righteous those trilling echoes sounded, strolling alone beneath the highway overpass. How joyous I felt that morning, to never have to deburr a damned turbine disc ever again, no matter how many blood dollars they paid me. 

I won’t tell you any of that. 

***
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IT ALL REALLY BEGINS with the distance between Hartford, Connecticut and Hyannis, Massachusetts. One hundred and fifty nine miles of hard pedaling, as the crow flies, straddling my British Racing Green Raleigh. 

The bike had ten speeds, but that was laughable. It was never really built for speed, or racing. The thing was dead weight, like ship’s ballast, as if somebody had welded together a pile of truck axles, bolted on a pair of handlebars, and painted it green.

It was made for Sunday picnics at its very best. 

Sometimes I had to hop off and push just to make the steeper inclines, and there were a lot of between Connecticut and Cape Cod. Amazingly, that bicycle and I had chewed up literally thousands of miles together, once going all the way to Montreal and back. 

I dearly loved that clunky old racer. Over the rear fender I’d hung a pair of hand-made canvas panniers, brimmed as a pack mule with foodstuffs, bedding, tools and books and all the sundry miscellanies an escaping boy might need. 

The trip took us early two days. Huffing mile after grueling mile, my sweat-drenched legs pistoning madly as steam valves, without even a Texaco road map, I fought my way to the Cape, fought the hills and coasted down dales. I fought the highways and fought the byways, piercing that deadly toaster oven of a New England heatwave that sometimes topped a hundred degrees. 

How hot was it? It was the kind of scorcher that once buckled Chicago draft nags in the Gilded Age. It was the heat of a hundred city neighborhoods, black and brown kids, pint-sized vandals cracking open tenement hydrants and dancing the happy boogaloo through the stolen jet streams just to stay cool. 

In some earlier summer, I would be beaching with my family, body-surfing happy wavelets over and over again until my father finally marched to the tidal verge, cupped his hands together and megaphoned out to me, ‘TIME TO GO!’

That’s how hot it was.

***
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I LEFT WITH TWO HUNDRED dollars and the vaguest of plans. See a girl I had liked from high school. The journey felt somehow  preordained and Quixotic. Maybe it was the books I was reading or the music I was hearing. 

I did not yet know if I was in love with her.

Perhaps it was just the idea of movement that kept me moving.

*** 
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CAPE COD, AFTER AN exhausting struggle up and down the blue highways of three states, was a shimmering oasis. 

The first week was simple. Rolling in off the road I built a crude jungle bivouac in the woods. Camping there a week, in the briar weeds and the sumac, unbothered by permission, hidden in the shrubby periphery of a drive-in theatre, long demolished. Today, this would be called homelessness, and the cops and social workers would get involved. 

But back then? It was all about the trip, man!

***
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I SOON FOUND SOMEPLACE legit to live. But in those first days and nights there was something exhilarating about stealth camping, lost in the wild and untamed underbrush, even if it was next door to a busy drive-in theatre. It felt like Thoreau, who escaped to the nearest wilderness just a few miles from his mother’s home cooking. 

Munching on a peanut butter sandwich, tucked safe into my sleeping bag, I fell asleep each night to a booming soundtrack. Billy Pilgrim floated from a hundred tinny speakers. The movie was an adaptation of Slaughterhouse Five, by Cape Cod novelist Kurt Vonnegut, who lived right across the street from my uncle. Kurt was a deeply traumatized World War Two Air Force veteran who’d seen the bombing of Dresden from an Allied bomber thirty thousand feet in the sky. It was a lovely German city, famous for its dinner ware, but not its munitions plants, of which there were none. 

It was estimated that twenty-five thousand civilians died in that air raid, mostly burned alive in the firestorm. Later, Kurt became a cynical iconoclast, monumentally anti-war in his darkly comic novels. 
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