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“You needn’t be afraid he’ll leave you this time.” 
“Home,” he mocked gently.  
“Yes, what else but home?  
It all depends on what you mean by home.  
Of course he’s nothing to us, any more  
Than was the hound that came a stranger to us  
Out of the woods, worn out upon the trail.”

 



“Home is the place where, when you have to go there,  
They have to take you in.” 
“I should have called it  
Something you somehow haven’t to deserve.”

 



—ROBERT FROST, from

“The Death of the Hired Man” (1915)
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Afterwards, they went to college.

 



That happens all the time—no startling triumph because we build homes for kids to grow up safe and nurtured, and help them to make their way in the world from there.

But our home was accidental, from random circumstance, at first without expectation. Nine of us, in what became the great adventure of our lives, lurched and wobbled as an improvised family to the moment each of the boys did have the opportunity to make a life mostly free of the burdens he’d been born into.

Parenting, for Leslie and me, became a joyous, trying, rewarding, often uncomfortable and messy process in which we found new ways to make mistakes almost daily. Other parents, anyone parenting, knows the same. Nutritionists, educators, counselors might despair at our inadequacies. Yet along the way, without preamble or forewarning, often after some calamity on a baseball field, on the street, at school or around the kitchen table, we were graced by a transcendent moment, a miracle not on Thirty-fourth Street but one lifting itself up from the accidental mix of our lives; New York’s public housing projects on the Lower East Side and a penthouse.

 



Ripton has grown to be the biggest of us, enormous and strong. We hadn’t expected him to be. He sat with Ricky at the kitchen table on Ricky’s first night home from finishing his first semester at a  community college in Pittsburgh. The two, practicing manhood, were smoking Cohiba Extra Vigorosos, gifts from a friend.

Ripton would hear from his favorite college in spring, but he’d been accepted that afternoon to another near-favorite choice. That school, lovely to Leslie and me, was in North Carolina, fine for learning and in good enough baseball country. Ripton would be graduating high school from Brooklyn Friends and going to college. He hoped to be a baseball walk-on wherever he went. The same with rugby or football.

“Those Tompkins Square games, when we was kids, that was the best time of my life, man,” Ricky told Ripton.

“I’m not gonna argue with you about that,” Ripton answered.

The two of them thought between puffs, young men behaving like old troupers.

“That summer, too, in Stuyvesant with Jeff; we rocked people,” Ripton started again. “I felt sorry for kids. I hit two or three home runs, a 600 batting average. It wasn’t fair to have you and me on the same team.”

Ricky nodded. He tapped the half inch of ash away to ember. “You remember when I struck out almost the whole team? Like, no one got a hit?”

“You were amazing.”

“But everythin I hit, I kept pullin. All summer.”

“You never were a hitter.”

 



I drove Carlos up to Stamford, Connecticut, to meet Bobby Valentine (a hero to the boys in our extended family). After he left home, Carlos played two seasons in Missouri, one poorly and one well. He was recruited on a full ride to a four-year college in St. Louis, but came home because he thought the coach was biased against Latinos. He decided it wasn’t worth attending class if he wasn’t playing ball, because that’s what he was out there for. He moved back in, depressed, uninterested in ball and other things. His sadness grew more acute at draft time, when too many of his summer ball teammates were given that big chance, but not him. Then the St. Louis  team he’d left, where he was to have been a leader, made it to the College World Series.

I told Carlos he had to play baseball. He said he was finished. I explained that he was depressed. He explained that he was as good as those teammates who’d been drafted, and certainly not worse. “You don’t want to look back when you’re forty and think maybe you’d have been drafted the next year, but you quit,” I said.

“I didn’t want to be forty, lookin back thinkin I should’a played,” Carlos explained to Bobby Valentine as we sat in the waiting area of his training center. He and Carlos were breathless from batting practice, Valentine dressed in a black tee, CHIBA LOTTE MARINES, JAPAN SERIES CHAMPIONS, OCTOBER 2005 in English across the front.

To qualify for Queens College, Carlos had to make up for a semester of failed courses by attending Borough of Manhattan Community College for one semester and then a winter session; he took six courses and got five As and one B. Other than phys. ed, he’d never before earned an A. Leslie did the reading for each class. She and Carlos lived at the table; together they made sure he got the grades he needed. He was accepted at Queens College and became a captain of the baseball team.

Carlos was keeping the door open.

 



Kindu completed Morrisville, was accepted to the four-year undergraduate program at SUNY Farmingdale and moved home. He played center field at Morrisville, was a team leader and made the baseball team at his new school. But he also made dean’s list his last semester at Morrisville, an extraordinary accomplishment, and decided to pass on playing baseball thereafter to focus on his grades and future. He wants to work in the management of the game after he earns his bachelor’s degree.

 



Phil transferred from Borough of Manhattan Community College to join Will and Juan at Mohawk Valley, Upstate, but none of them stayed long. Angie, Will’s girlfriend, became pregnant two or three semesters into Mohawk Valley. Though Leslie and I argued that his  best route to support his daughter was to stay there and earn his degree, Will decided to come home, finish an associates degree at BMCC en route to a bachelor’s somewhere, and raise the daughter he and Angie would have. He moved in with us for the first semester, till Kaylee was born and he went back to his mother’s.

 



Juan left Mohawk Valley almost when Will did. We started paying for a few classes at BMCC, because he had to raise his grades to re-qualify for financial aid a second time. He did well, started another semester of classes to improve his grades further and, with Will, disappeared the Wednesday after Thanksgiving 2006.

It took a week before we discovered that they were in boot camp in the Naval Training Center in Great Lakes, Illinois. They’d joined the navy to pay expenses, to help care for Kaylee, to get money for college later. The Iraq war was on and I told them they’d end up in it. They told me the navy wasn’t fighting there. I showed them a newspaper article about USN soldiers being sent into combat.

Their navy recruiter was slicker, more relentless and smarter than I. Will thought he was joining the military as a fireman, Juan as a guard; the recruiter called the Monday after Thanksgiving and told them that to serve at a Virginia base together they had to sign new papers and leave that Wednesday. So they did, arriving in Great Lakes to be told they’d signed on anew as corpsmen. That meant nothing to them until the commanding officer told the eight hundred gathered boys that they were enlisted medical specialists. Ninety-nine percent of them would be attached to marine units doing combat tours in Iraq.

Neither Will nor Juan wanted to die there. They called me repeatedly; I phoned our US congresswoman and the base commander of the Naval Service Training Command in Great Lakes, accomplished nothing, but both boys were home for New Year’s of their own accord.

Since then, Will has been working at a gym for the past two years. He’s studying to be a personal trainer and plans after that to return to college full time.

Juan’s been working at a restaurant. He’s taking two courses each semester at BMCC and trying to figure a way back into a full-time student life.

Phil stayed one semester at Mohawk Valley after the other two bigger boys came home. Then he also left, started at BMCC, quit with the story of dental school in the Dominican Republic, became a union construction worker, quit to take courses part time at BMCC and is being . . . Phil. He’s bright. He’ll land on his feet.

All the boys will.

 



Morgan, too, is in high school at Brooklyn Friends. He and Ripton played on the varsity baseball team together last spring. Morgan’s fast. He has a great arm and great balance. He’ll play left and center fields. He still skates and skateboards. He has a poet’s heart.

Leslie is still a partner in her medical practice. She’s still calm and centered, much more than the rest of us.

Mr. Jenkins is still fine. He’s a little fatter, a little slower. He and I are alike that way. We both have a little arthritis, too.

Our story, then, is about an accidental family navigating its way through our slice of America. It starts on a baseball field in the Lower East Side. Ripton brought us there. “Some baseball is the fate of us all,” Robert Frost wrote. Then, “I’m never more at home in America than at a baseball game, be it in park or in sandlot.” This book is about a home we made after a baseball game.






CHAPTER ONE

THE SANDLOT

June 1998

 



 



 



 



 



 



Ripton led us into the park to play baseball on a Saturday afternoon in the middle of June in the summer of 1998. We’d spent that morning in the primary colors jungle gym in Tompkins Square, much as we had weekends since the park reopened, regardless of season, except for hard rain or when it was covered in snow. Ripton, seven, and Morgan, two and a half years younger, were growing up on the slides, swings, hanging bridges and bars.

Nine months after Ripton was born, in the cool of an early June morning, Tompkins Square Park had been cordoned off then occupied by hundreds of police on horseback, marching in riot gear, in troop carriers and protected by the force’s few tanks. More than two hundred homeless were routed onto the streets as their shanty homes were crushed into Department of Sanitation garbage trucks. In our community’s mind, expelling the homeless blends with the riots two years earlier when people gathered in the park to protest gentrification as the police hid their names and badge numbers with tape and bloodied artists and community activists, pounding some unconscious.

We watched from the top terrace of our home across the street, in the Christodora, and from the building stoop.

When Tompkins Square reopened a year after the expulsions, the city had put thought and money into the children’s playground. The park had been a place people with young children avoided. “Works, works” men assailed passersby hoping to sell needles and syringes. Heroin and crack came from a myriad of dealers. Men with gauzed looks from lifetimes with alcohol, bloated faces and blackened hands shared bottles of Thunderbird and Wild Irish Rose in brown paper bags. “There’s always ten drops at the bottom of a bottle,” one said in a sandpaper voice to another as I passed by one morning.

The new playground was an urban refuge surrounded by a wrought-iron fence with gates wide enough for carriages and children on bikes with training wheels. The neighborhood was in the midst of a wrenching gentrification—Leslie and I were among the newly arrived very-middle-class parents pushing young ones on tire swings and running with them through mist jets on the hottest days.

But, a few weeks from eight, Ripton had enough of the jungle gym playground. He wanted us to walk home, get his new baseball glove. The pickup game was in a section of the park left untouched by the planners. Ripton had noticed boys playing baseball there from morning till evening on a blacktop field across from the playground, along the Ninth Street pathway.

Leslie, Ripton, Morgan and I turned through the gate in the chain-link fence and walked along the right field foul line towards a line of benches. The boy at bat hit a bloop towards left field and the third baseman, a tall Black kid neither thin nor fat, hustled after it. He was one of the oldest and it seemed the tallest boy playing. The ball bounced fair past the base, rolled across the foul line, then hit and stopped at the base of the chain-link fence paralleling the third base line and Tenth Street. The tall kid got to the ball and made a two-bounce throw to second base. The runner slid feet-first across the infield skim coat of concrete.

“Safe!” the runner bounced up screaming. “Out, out,” the second baseman hollered. The tall kid from third base ran, arms flailing, wailing towards second base. Players from both sides rushed into the fray.

We stood near the benches. The tall kid reached second base, players giving way till he was pushing chest to chest against another boy, whom I recognized from the neighborhood, shorter, a few years older, a young light-skinned Puerto Rican probably in his early twenties, broader. “Nigga safe,” the older one shouted, “you couldn’ta seen.”

“Fuck no,” the tall kid bellowed, “out!”

Other players watched. The tall kid lifted both arms, a supplication, exasperation. He looked at us across the infield. “Mister! Mister!” he yelled, “Kid was out, rah?”

I watched him, then the young man, then the others. “I didn’t see,” I yelled back. “Lady?” the third base kid looked to Leslie. “You saw?”

Leslie shook her head.

“You blind, that nigga OUT,” the tall kid swung his glove over his head and slammed it to the cement at the feet of the older one. But somehow a decision was made—seemed to come into existence as much as made—that the batter was safe. Tempers and flamboyance disappeared, players walked back to where they’d been, the next batter hit a single, the runner from second scored, then he and his teammates shook a little strut. We’d walked into a tied game at the bottom of the last inning. The defense abandoned the field and kids from both teams pooled around home plate. The tall kid and the young man started to pick sides. Ripton, without a word from us, walked into the mix.

Most of the boys standing at home were eleven or twelve, a few were in their mid to later teens, a few were Ripton’s age. The bigger boys, faster, stronger, certainly better, were picked quickly, before the captains hovered at the edge of Ripton’s group.

“The White nigga,” the older one pointed to Ripton, choosing him before any of the other boys who seemed his age. Ripton was tall. His team took the field and Ripton wanted to play first base. He owned a first baseman’s mitt and saw no reason not to expect he’d play the position he wanted.

“Yo, dogs,” the older captain yelled, stopping at the “X” painted to mark the pitcher’s spot, tossing the ball up and down in his right hand.

Ripton didn’t realize he was being called to. Another boy intending to play first, older and bigger, stood beside him.

“Yo, White nigga,” the captain called again, impatient. Ripton realized he was being spoken to.

“Take right,” the captain commanded, pointing his gloved hand to the hinterland.

Ripton hesitated; he didn’t want to take right.

“Yo, nigga, right field,” the kid beside him hissed. “You stuuupid?”

Ripton didn’t move. “I want to play first,” he answered.

“It’s mine, nigga. I play first,” the older kid told him.

“Right field, dogs,” the captain commanded, wagging his glove again that way.

Ripton’s shoulders drooped, and he started away from the painted base then stopped, his face flashing to indignant. Right field is the great emptiness in children’s baseball, the place for unknown and bad players; balls are rarely hit there.

The Tompkins Square infield was a skim coat of concrete across blacktop. The X-marked diamond was grayish blue and two citrus-wedge-shaped pieces of base path between first and third were Mets orange. The outfield was blacktop. Left field ended in a string of basketball half courts filled with Black and Latino youths, like the baseball players, but older. Center field ended in a few more half courts running into an American elm, a century and a half of grandeur, its canopy catching any balls hit that way; center field, for the home run hitter, didn’t exist.

Clear of basketball half courts and trees, the right field fence was nearest to home plate. The ballpark belonged to natural lefties and good switch hitters, all the more because skateboarders and inline skaters had taken over right field as if baseball didn’t exist. The clack and fall of boards, nose manuals and olies accompanied fly balls and base hits.

Leslie and I were the only parents watching the game, the only ones guarding a child. The other adults were Polish-speaking destitutes, all of us sitting on the park benches backed against the chain-link fence along the first and third base lines. The men were the  park’s newest poor, bearing the same blackened hands, puffed and veined faces, sweating and unshaven. Flies settled on the newspaper Leslie was reading. Their bellies were Day-Glo green and it took me a little time to follow the path of their buzzing to a swarm on the ground in back of the bench we sat on, a green blanket undulating on a pile of human excrement—probably why the men around us had left this bench open. They were swapping brown paper bags with bottlenecks barely visible, paying no attention to us. We started to smell the urine then.

The boy at bat, a round-faced Latino kid, hit the ball slowly back towards Ripton’s captain, who scooped and threw it to the boy on first two steps before the runner reached base.

“Out!” the captain shouted again, blowing on his raised index finger as if cooling a revolver.

“Didn’t touch!” the runner hopped up and down pointing at the white box painted onto the skim coat, crazed, dervish, to the first baseman and anyone else who’d hear.

“I tagged you, idiot!” the first baseman argued.

The batter had closely cropped hair, almost shaved, an eleven- or twelve-year-old cherub wiggling his foot onto the white paint of the base against the foot of the boy playing there—who pushed back.

“Nigga Phil,” another boy practicing swings without a bat groused loudly, amused, to his teammates. He was shorter than cherub-faced Phil, his skin lighter, also eleven or twelve years old. His face was longer, black hair knit in tight geometric designs against his scalp, hanging free in narrow lines to near his shoulders. He jogged broad shouldered to first, hugging an arm across the batter’s back, “Phil, son, nigga got you by two steps.”

Phil smiled and pirouetted away from the base, walking to his friends at home.

Leslie and I moved to a bench farther from the men. “Mommy,” Ripton called to Leslie from right field, then “Mommy!” again because she hadn’t looked up from her newspaper. “I’m bored,” he shouted, no longer paying attention to the pitcher in mid-windup. “I’m bored,” Ripton said again.

“Are you hungry, Sweetie?” Leslie asked.

“Can I have a Gatorade?”

“What color?”

“Red.”

“What do you want to eat?”

“Skittles.”

“Anything else?”

“Chips.”

Leslie walked to the deli across Avenue A.

The taller, younger captain lined a hit to first base—the first baseman caught it. The next batter popped up to the second baseman and Ripton survived his first half inning. Some of his teammates dropped their gloves when the third out was made, and started trotting home. Others handed their gloves to the boys replacing them at their positions or to a buddy. The kid playing first base for the other team trotted up to Ripton, blocked him and held out his hand. Ripton stopped, uncomprehending that half the boys didn’t have baseball gloves. A useable glove wasn’t cheap and a special one like his first baseman’s, a Rawlings, cost far too much. “Give it,” the kid, older than our son, finally said.

Leslie was still across the street. Ripton didn’t look to me. I hoped he’d hold his own.

Then Ripton looked.

“Nigga, give it,” the older kid repeated, wagging his receiving hand. Then he looked at me with nearly the same expression as Ripton’s. I reached for the glove I’d brought, an aging and mediocre utility mitt, and handed it to him. Ripton would come to learn the ways of the game.
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We first learned about Ripton when his mother was seven months pregnant, visited a doctor’s office and decided to place him. Leslie and I had been looking to adopt for almost a year. We picked his name while pouring over a Vermont state map. I’d grown up there. Robert Frost, the poet laureate of my youth, had been from Ripton.

Our Ripton was born on September 1, 1990. His birth parents changed their minds about adoption and took him home the next day. We gave away the baby belongings that had quickly filled our apartment; clothes, a crib, bassinet, high chair, infant formula, bottles, medicines, toys and storybooks. Leslie was inconsolable. I knew we’d find another child, and if a boy, we could name him Ripton, but that we shouldn’t. There wasn’t an interchangeability. We hadn’t experienced a death, that a child who was going to be our son was alive, but felt a deep hollowness from his disappearance. I wanted to be his father.

Our adoption lawyer called a week later. “Do you still want to be parents?” she asked Leslie, telling us that the baby’s parents—in our talk he’d been “the baby” though we’d picked “Ripton”—had called to ask.

“We do,” Leslie answered.

In that case, our lawyer went on, she and the parents had scheduled a time later that day to bring the baby to her office. They’d sign the adoption papers and she’d call us afterwards to come get our son.

Leslie cancelled her patients and I cancelled meetings.

The lawyer called a little later and told Leslie that the baby’s parents had changed their minds—they were keeping their son.

She called the next morning, asking if we still wanted the baby. She’d set up a new time for the parents to bring him to her office.

We did want him.

They called and cancelled a while later.

The back and forth went on for a week until Leslie decided she couldn’t take the pressure. We needed to get on with our lives. We’d find another child. She wanted me to call the lawyer and tell her our decision. I called and asked the lawyer to contact me instead of Leslie if the parents changed their minds again.

Our lawyer called a couple of days later. She asked and I told her we wanted this boy. She called a few hours later—the baby was in her office. She’d reviewed the adoption papers with his parents, answered their questions and they’d left to walk in Central Park to decide finally if they would sign. She believed they would. They’d be  back in an hour. “He’s healthy and happy, everything’ll be fine,” our lawyer said.

I waited the hour, then more as the baby’s parents decided whether their son might be ours. The lawyer called and said the parents had come back from the park, hugged their son, signed the papers and left. I could not imagine what they felt: they had conceived this boy, lived the miracle of the mother’s body changing, felt the baby’s heartbeat, the first kick and many others, delivered him healthy into the world and signed papers giving up the right to be his parents. They hugged him, of course they hugged him, and cried.

“We need to pick up our son,” I told Leslie on the phone.

He was wearing a baby blue jump suit. We signed papers; I don’t remember. I held him in the backseat while Leslie drove home through Central Park. We bought formula, bottles and diapers at the drugstore on the corner. We rang Leslie’s parents’ front doorbell and showed our son to Leslie’s mother, Ria—we lived across the hall from them. It was early evening and she invited us to dinner.

We spread a bath towel on the floor by the side of our bed that night, nestled Ripton on it and covered him with a dishtowel. His breathing was loud and nasal. That’s the way it has stayed.
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“Thanks, Mister,” the kid playing first base reached for my glove.

Before he took it, Ripton shouted, “Here,” and flung his Rawlings on the ground beside the kid.

Who scooped it up. I walked back to the bench, Ripton to home plate, where his teammates had gathered and the older captain stood scheming over the batting order. He designated Ripton in the seven slot. Ripton was thrilled; seven was his favorite number.

The first batter got on base with a single through the gap in the second baseline. The second batter swung at an outside pitch and missed. He lunged at another and hit it foul. “You suck,” the boy with the braided hair and broad shoulders playing shortstop shouted to the batter. “You gonna strike out, Will,” the shortstop taunted him.

Will, almost thirteen years old, didn’t show if he noticed the heckling. He let the next pitch pass and the next, both outside. The shortstop kept silent. The captain’s next pitch was fine. Will lined it to a space between shortstop and third baseman but the shortstop ranged fast to his left, backhanded the ball and gunned it to first. The kid with Ripton’s Rawlings “FOR THE PROFESSIONAL PLAYER” did his job but Will, fast, narrowly beat the throw.

A young kid, Ripton’s age and even a little taller, batted third. His skin was a dark mahogany and geometric braids lined his scalp then hung to his shoulders, like the shortstop’s but not as tight. He swung at the first pitch in the way young boys do—impatiently—popped it foul but his swing was sweet and beautiful. He swung at the next pitch and got only a little of it. The ball rolled towards the shortstop; it looked like an easy play. The shortstop charged and the batter with the sweet swing was slow in that way of boys tall for their age, with muscles not yet honed to bone. The shortstop pulled the ball from his glove and rifled a throw to the first baseman, faster than the last. The first baseman froze, made no effort and the ball hissed past and rebounded off the high bar of the chain-link fence. “Run!” Jason and the other boys at home screamed. “FuuCK!” the shortstop bellowed, his face in rage. “Run, Ricky!” the kids at home plate yelled and the batter launched himself off first, his arms pumping and braids lurching, a Tex Avery contradiction of thrashing arms, face in determination and long legs striding in slow motion. The ball flew where only the right fielder had a chance, but as he ran he collided with a skateboarder engrossed in a kick flip. The two fell and the skateboard kept rolling with the whirl of ball bearings and wheels across blacktop. The ball bounced and rolled farther outfield. “Bastard,” the skateboarder shouted. “Get it! Get it!” the shortstop shouted at the right fielder, floundering for the ball around the trunk of an American elm in center field. “Run, Ricky!” Ripton and his teammates shouted. The shortstop sprinted for the braided boy, caught and tagged him out—a run batted in and two away.

“Carlos, yo Carlos, sorry dogs,” the first baseman yelled across to the shortstop.

Who lost his scowl. “S’okay, nigga,” Carlos, twelve years old, yelled back. “We got these niggas, we got ’em,” showing the ball in his hand. Smiling. While the tall kid was captain likely on account of age, Carlos was clearly the strength of this team. He had presence.

The older captain walked to the plate. He tapped the bat around the circumference of home in a jerking way. He turned on the first pitch, jerking that too into a foul off third. He batted stiff in every way the young kid Ricky was smooth.

Leslie walked back carrying two black plastic grocery bags, one sagging and the other puffed full. She took them to Ripton, who was behind the fenced-off dugout benches near to the swarming flies and his teammates, listening to Will, wonderstruck. Leslie handed him a red Gatorade from one bag and reached into the other for Skittles and bags of nacho chips. Ripton gulped the Gatorade, tilting it back like a television commercial. He ripped at the snacks. Will said something, Ripton took another drink at the Gatorade then handed it over. Will drank, handed it to another boy, then another and the drink was gone and then the snacks. The older captain was still at bat.

This part of the park did have a water fountain, at the end of the benches along the third base line. The indigent men washed themselves at it, and ran water through their hair, dripping down their faces and necks. Some brushed their teeth, rinsed, spat back into the fountain, scrubbed their hands and drank.

None of the boys went to the fountain for a drink.

“Ripton’s still thirsty,” Leslie walked back and told me.

“He shared everything,” I said approvingly. “The kids were thirsty.”

I assumed those boys didn’t have more than a little money for the store, assumed most of them were from nearby public housing, then thought I was being presumptive, then thought I was probably right. Ripton was the only white kid in the game. He went to a private Jewish day school on the Upper West Side where everyone was white except the janitors. Unlike the ballplayers, none of the kids at his school lacked money for snacks.

I bought bottles of water, Coca-Cola and Gatorade, bags of potato, corn and plantain chips, cartons of cookies at the bodega across Avenue B. The proprietors the past several years had been East Asians newer to New York. These are the small neighborhood groceries that used to cover their windows side to side, top to bottom with boxes of cereals and laundry detergent, stacked rolls of toilet paper and other nonperishables, sight blocked because drugs were dealt inside. But the stores had changed with the transition of our neighborhood; the newer proprietors tried to make a go of it with open windows, though they still had a limited range of foods, very little that wasn’t fried or sweetened and wrapped or bottled in plastic, nothing fresh save for blackened plantains and withered tomatoes.

“Ten cents each,” the man at the cash register looked down on me, counting out the twenty plastic cups I’d asked for.

The tall captain was at bat again when I walked, bags in hand, back into the park. The game stopped as boys from both teams came to home plate, leaned and sat against the backstop and some on the benches. “Thanks, Mister,” a few kids said one way or another. Most ate and drank, dropped their plastic cups and empty chip bags to the blacktop around home plate and went back to the game. The captain hit a ball over the right field fence with enough arc to hit someone in the playground. Boys chased after it, Ripton with them, but they came back empty handed. Ripton walked to us, asked for one of the baseballs we’d brought and took it to his captain, milling at home plate with most of the others.

“Sir, can I use that glove?” Will, the boy Carlos had tried to intimidate at bat, walked over and asked before play began again, pointing to my glove on the bench, holding up the one he had, its webbing shredded, stitching ripped and a crease line where a pocket should have been.

I gave it to him.

“Yo, son, what’s your name?” the older captain asked Ripton when they passed each other at the inning’s end. Extra baseballs were scarce.

Ripton told him.

“Ripken,” the captain repeated. Our son was still in right field the next inning, but he was Ripken out there. The game ended when the heat came off the day, before dusk but into dinnertime. Boys gathered around home plate to pick up their tees and backpacks. Ripton came to us. Will walked over with my glove, put it down on the bench while looking at the ground. “Thank you,” he said softly.

“You want to come over?” Ripton asked. “I have Nintendo.”

“Dogs, I don’t know,” Will hesitated, perhaps because a seven-year-old asked him, perhaps because parents sat there, perhaps he had other things to do.

Ricky brought the baseball. “Thanks, Ripken,” he said, handing it over.

“You want to come and play Nintendo?” Ripton asked Ricky.

“Sure,” Ricky answered. “Where you at?”

“Over there,” Ripton pointed across center field, past the half courts and chain-link fence to the other side of Tompkins Square, to the one tall building coming through the canopy of American elms.

“That big one?”

“Yeah,” Ripton answered.

Ten boys started home with us, Will among them. We asked the two youngest if they should let their parents know they were coming. “It’s okay,” Ricky answered for them both.






CHAPTER TWO

THE ROCK

July and August 1998

 



 



 



 



 



 



We served orange juice and milk until we ran out of both and I went down to the corner grocer for more. We heated frozen macaroni and cheese, bagel bites, chicken fingers and pizza in the microwave until we ran out of these. Then we ordered takeout from the Chinese restaurant down the block.

Most of the boys were in the TV room, down the hall past the kitchen from the front door, watching Ripton and taking short turns at Mario Brothers 64. Ripton had been encouraging Mario, Mario’s video brother, Luigi, and their dinosaur horse, Yoshi, through kingdoms in quest of saving the imprisoned Princess Peach since he was three or four years old, starting by watching my then business partner play while sitting on his knee.

When other players lost, Ripton took back his controller and tried to play a game or more before allowing another boy a chance, except for Will, whom he kept handing the controller to. “Jump,” he coached. “Spin.”

“It’s time to go home,” Leslie announced at nine o’clock. She started to bed early, by 8:30 or 8:45 on a regular night, loving to bathe,  read and sleep. We had a claw-foot tub in the top terrace’s greenhouse, eighteen floors up in a neighborhood of low-rise nineteenth-century tenements; the military had used the terrace during World War II to scan the East River for U-boats. She read the New York Times in the bath and in bed afterwards. Our bedroom was the old water tower.

“Already?” Ripton pleaded.

I felt a cascade of eyes. “It’s late, Sweetie,” I answered, and asked the boys to take their cups, silverware and dishes to the sink. They filed out silently; as boisterous and free as they’d been on the baseball field, the boys avoided looking at Leslie and me now. There were no handshakes or thank-yous except to Ripton as he held open the front door. Some of the boys sat on the hallway carpet, others leaned against the walls, as they laced up their sneakers. I wondered and smiled at the idea of our next-door neighbor, a gangly quantitative hedge fund manager with the means but no interest in a rich man’s life Uptown, far neater than us, coming out of his apartment then.

“Ripken, you comin to Tompkins in the morning?” Ricky asked. Snow-filled woods at night, stone fences, Robert Frost’s rural New England poetry was meaningless to these boys. But Cal Ripken was a legend.

“Yeah,” Ripton answered.

Then I realized we were sending two young children onto nighttime streets alone. “Guys, hold on for them,” I said to the others.

Ricky and the other boy walked back in but reluctantly, as if I were going to reprimand. “You should call your parents. Is it okay for you to walk home alone?”

“Yeah,” both boys answered.

“I think you should call.”

“I don’t have to,” Ricky insisted for himself and the other boy.

“Just to make sure,” I urged, “you should call.”

The other boy did, and handed the phone to Ricky after he finished. Who also spoke to someone in Spanish. “She’s good,” he said.

“Your mother?”

“Yeah. I can go.”

Then our home was normal, from twelve boys to two.

Ripton screamed at a moment in Mario. I turned off the faucet, wanting to listen to Ripton cooing encouragement to the controller and characters. Morgan played with his GI Joes. The elevator bell rang in the hallway, probably our neighbor coming home. The Con Edison electric plant along the East River began to hiss. I went to the window to watch steam escape from a cooling tower. I looked a few blocks north to the concrete towers of Campos then to Haven Plaza, public housing projects where some of the boys who’d been here lived. Our worlds barely touched. We passed in the park, were momentarily side by side at the corner store.
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Leslie grew up with her mother’s mantra that a child can’t take care of itself but an adult can; meaning that Leslie’s children received her absolute attention, getting and doing much as they wanted and adults were on the sideline. My parents let their children know their relationship came first, my brother and I there but as supporting cast. Leslie and I have circulated into, through, back into and out of hard marital times. I acquiesced to Leslie’s lead in raising our boys, initially unaware of doing so but eventually resenting my dismissal. When I disagreed about one or another aspect of parenting, Leslie countered with expertise. The space around her computer and the floor beside our bed was stacked with books and magazines about adoption, the developmental stages children pass through and sensory integration dysfunction—most prominently Carol Kranowitz’s  The Out-of-Sync Child.

As a toddler, Ripton took a test determining he had sensory integration issues, a condition causing difficulty processing sense information. He wouldn’t keep his hands off the heads and necks of his classmates. He was disgusted by the smell of bananas, basil and other scents. He had trouble moderating his voice, sitting still and with small motor skills. We started taking him to an occupational  therapist, who also spoke with his toddler program teachers and rebuilt his physical school environment—we supplied a beanbag chair for him to squirm in, equipped his pencils with squishy gadgets that let him hold them more easily and made other professional accommodations.

Ripton had serial “best friends” rather than children he bonded with for more than a couple of weeks or play dates. We invited his Heschel School classmates and their families for Saturday night dinners but were only once invited in return. So, in the park, I didn’t have the heart, and I’m sure Leslie didn’t, to suggest a limit on the number of boys coming to our house.

Ripton didn’t know it was unusual to invite a crowd home, kids who didn’t look like him, spoke and dressed differently, lived under different circumstances. He didn’t have the language for race. “That brown boy,” he’d said of another in the jungle gym the week before he brought us to the baseball game.
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The next morning we took more baseballs and our gloves back to the field. The same boys were there. “What up? What up, nigga?” the boys softly grazed clenched fists, lightly tapped open palms and wiggled fingers against each other greeting Ripton, who slipped into the game. He joined a team with the older captain, Ricky and Will, and this time with Carlos.

The lead jockeyed and only changed when each team sent up its older boys, who swaggered like upperclassmen.

I happened to look up while Carlos came to bat that second day and paid attention to his first swing, grazing a ball but beautiful. I watched a second pitch, nestling his feet into what would be the batter’s box, focusing on the tall captain readying, holding his bat back rocking at the wrists, hands cocked and loose then sliding fast through the batting zone sure, level and strong. Carlos showed more than an inkling of possibility. I didn’t dare dream. That would be silly. I didn’t know the boy. But I did. He stood in a stadium, waiting  for the next pitch. Kicking his feet into the batter’s box. Sensing what had to come.

Leslie and I walked to the store together and bought bottles of juice and water, plastic cups and bags of peanuts, potato and plantain chips when the first game ended. We brought back four boxes of pizza from Nino’s across the street. The older captain gave Ripton an inning at first base after the food. It became too dark to play and boys asked Ripton if they could visit after the game. Ripton made sure Will was coming, who convinced Philippe to also come, the boy who’d tried to trick his way onto first the day before. I watched Carlos flick and clasp hands, tickle fingers and tap shoulders goodbye with the two captains, then with Will and Philippe. Younger boys came to him for the same. Then he walked out of the park without a baseball glove or company.

The boys who came home were mostly the same, more familiar this time, less formal, louder.

“Carlos—” I started with Will then stopped. “The shortstop—” and stopped again.

“What about him?” Will answered softly, watching me, fidgeting that I was speaking with him.

“He’s intense.”

“He’s a beast, that’s what.” Then more confidently, “He can’t lose. You see that.”

“Who?” Philippe heard us. He was smiling bigger than a cherub, more evil, sweetly, probably knowing.

“Carlos, nigga! Who else?” Will answered.

“A beast,” Philippe flashed his look from Will to me, not breaking the smile.

“A beast,” Will repeated, warming to the telling. He, Philippe, Carlos and Juan, another boy from the game, always quiet and who’d not yet visited, were best friends at PS 56, Corlears Junior High School, Will explained.

Leslie made sure the boys left earlier; our children had camp the next morning. Leslie took them each morning except Tuesdays, my day. Otherwise, I was out of the house at 5:40 a.m. Ripton and Morgan  went to camp at Friends Seminary, a Quaker meetinghouse a few blocks from home. They were happy there. We were happy that it was an accepting place. The Quaker beliefs in simplicity and peacefulness attracted us.

“Ripton doesn’t want to go to camp,” Leslie called me at 8:00 a.m.

“What’s wrong?”

“He wants to play baseball with his friends.”

“And?”

Leslie lowered her voice, Ripton must have been nearby. “I think we should let him stay home.”

That was our dance—contesting what our children wanted. I believed what they asked for and what they received shouldn’t always be the same. Starburst candies for breakfast, ice cream for dinner, as many fishing rods and reels as Ripton wanted. He had wanted us to enroll him and his brother in the Friends camp before summer began—I believed he and we should honor that commitment, a part of how we would teach, and he would learn, responsibility.

“Can Jonny come?” I heard myself ask. Jonny McGovern was our babysitter, hired a year and a half earlier, when we had to fire the woman who’d been taking care of our children and Ripton wanted a male replacement. Jonny worked long hours the first year, but now he picked our boys up from camp or school and spent a couple of hours with them before Leslie or I came home. If Jonny couldn’t help, I knew from Leslie’s voice that she’d want to cancel her patients, at least the morning ones, and she’d ask me to come home early.

“He’s free,” Leslie said.

“But, Les—we paid for the camp,” I pushed myself to say, “because Ripton wanted to go. He should play baseball after camp.”

“Then you talk to him,” she was impatient, handing the phone over.

“Hello?” Ripton’s voice was soft.

“Hi, Sweetie.”

“Hi, Daddy.”

“Mommy says you want to stay home?”

“I’m not feeling good,” he drew these words out.

“Oh? What’s wrong?”

“I’m just not feeling so good.”

“I’m sorry. Mommy says Jonny can come. But you should stay inside today, okay?, if you’re sick.”

“What if I feel better?”

“If you feel better, how about going to camp and playing baseball afterward? If you feel sick, Mommy or I can come get you.”

“But maybe they won’t be there.”

“Who?” I lost him.

“My friends.”

“Sweetie, they play every day. You can invite kids home again for supper.”

After camp, Jonny took our boys to the park. “I have a problem,” Jonny said to Leslie before he went home. “Those kids scream gay slurs all the time. ‘Fuck you, faggot,’ ‘You gay.’” Jonny was the Gay Pimp in The Wrong Fag to Fuck With, a cabaret show he’d written and had been directing since graduating acting school a couple of years earlier. He was nearly six and a half feet tall and muscled in an Abercrombie & Fitch sort of way. “Hypercharismatic,” one theater review described him.

During the next few weeks Ripton’s passion for baseball never slacked. Morgan played a few innings some days, the older boys indulged him, but he liked just as well to ride his new bicycle in unhurried loops around the edges of the field. Morgan, whose normally straw-blond hair by mid-summer had bleached to translucence, did build constant relationships and as the days of baseball turned into more he argued strongly for returning to the jungle gyms and his friends there. Leslie and I started to split our oversight. When only one of us could be in the park, we made sure Will watched over Ripton.

A dozen or so boys kept coming to our home, the kids changing to include Carlos and Juan after Will’s and Philippe’s invitation. Jonny became fixed on convincing us that these older boys, in particular, were using Ripton. “It’s not like you think,” he said. “They talk  back to me. They’re not nice to Ripton when you’re not around. You don’t see.” They wanted our baseballs and gloves, he explained, the food and drinks we took to the games. They wanted the home we had, the video games, televisions, computers, stereo, food, drink and the space of our apartment.

Of course they wanted these things. Boys came hungry and thirsty the first time, knowing of but never playing with Nintendo, telling us they didn’t have computers at home. We gradually heard their stories, of larger and extended families in public housing, crowded homes. They hinted at sometimes going hungry. It would be fantasy to think the boys wouldn’t be influenced by what we had, or that the boys a few or more years older than Ripton would be coming principally as friends. Ripton took to calling Will “Posada,” after the Yankees’ young catcher, whom he resembled with close-set eyes, a long face and Romanesque nose. Will addressed Leslie and me gently, always with deference, and Ripton grew increasingly attached to him. They were comfortable particularly when they sat on the sofa beside each other taking turns with the controller, lost in the story, colors and sounds of Mario Brothers and Donkey Kong.

“Ollrrot,” Will whispered when I asked how he was or for his help with something.

“Ollrrot,” Ripton whispered when I asked how he was or for his help with something.

Ria and Mike, Leslie’s proper parents, asked if they could come on a Sunday and watch Ripton and Morgan play baseball in the park; Ripton had been telling his grandmother—who was “Ria” at her insistence—about the game and his new best friends. We agreed that I’d barbeque on the terrace afterwards, a king mackerel the wholesale monger allowed me to pick from his back refrigerated room for the blackness of its eyes and the strength of its flesh. I made hamburgers and hotdogs for the boys.

“Are you comfortable with those children?” Ria asked Leslie the next day, on a phone call thanking her daughter for dinner. “Are they Ripton’s friends? They’re quite a bit older, aren’t they? Do you think  it’s good for Morgan? Do you know their families? It was a little noisy.”

It had been very noisy. Leslie’s parents had not liked what they’d seen any more than my parents would have. My father demanded order and quiet.

Ricky’s mother, a smiling, shorter and thickset woman wearing a flowered housedress in shades of brown and tan, came to watch part of one game on a Saturday afternoon, sitting on a nearby bench. We smiled back and forth, trying to understand each other between Spanish and English, stuck between those smiles with nods, pointing to our children, the others and our home. “Gracias,” she said a few times. No other parents, aunts, uncles or older siblings ever came. The dangers of city life, the reality of kidnapped children, black and white pictures posted on the sides of milk cartons, a possibility we addressed by making certain Ripton and Morgan were watched, didn’t carry over to the others.

The World Wrestling Foundation crept deeper into our lives, Ripton insisting we allow him to stay up later some nights to watch his favorite matches on TV; then that we should buy a poster of The Rock, his favorite character, which he and Will taped to the wall beside our dining room table, then that he needed a life size cardboard cutout of The Rock, which he and Will stood beside the pullout sofa Ripton shared with Morgan on the second floor. Then Ripton needed The Undertaker, an even larger life size man in a black wife-beater pulled tight across a bulging chest, a bad-guy black leather jacket draped to his knees, full beard, greased and curling hair to his shoulders topped by a black flat-brimmed Stetson Royal Flush, ready to haunt any sheriff in white.

“Undertaker’s stuuupid,” Carlos said, a few boys sitting on the pullout sofa bed between the cardboard cutouts, pulling at the frayed webbing of my baseball glove. “He and Stone Cold beating Kane and Mankind, then loosin, that was stuuupid.”

“He was champion,” Ripton defended.

“Nigga, the tombstone pile driver’s stuuupid. You know that. The People’s Elbow, that shit is hot.”

“They’re both good,” Ripton said.

“Yo, Carlos, you be The Rock, I’ll be The Undertaker,” Will said, and the two started to wrestle between the bed and bookcase, their heads slapping close to metal and wood.

“Guys, guys! Someone’s gonna get hurt. Go down to the living room,” I said, putting a book back onto the shelves, my way to keep on eye on them. They hurried downstairs and started to wrestle.

“I’m The Rock,” Will called in the living room a few days later.

“No, dogs! I’m The Rock,” Carlos disagreed. “You’re Triple H.”

“I’m Stone Cold,” Ripton tried to be in the fight. “It’s me and Will’s turn,” he said.

“Yo, nigga, it’s my turn, you Stone Cold last night,” Carlos protested. He was right and Ripton backed down. “Will, nigga, you The Rock this morning,” Carlos persisted. The boys had taken over the living room for this game, warring across the floor as Mankind, The Rock, The Undertaker, Triple H and the others. They watched a differently named match on TV each night; Hell in a Cell, Raw, the Survivor Series.

“Fuck you, faggot, I weren’t,” Will complained.

“Stop the gay comments,” I reprimanded.

“Sorry, Mike,” Will said softly.

“It’s my turn. You The Rock—” Carlos tried.

“You stuuupid. Phil was, you whack,” Will pushed, his voice back to loud.


“You tight, nigga. Tight tight,” Carlos crouched, squinted, stepped towards Will jabbing his finger, taunting but smiling; a snarling dog wagging its tail.

“Tight you tight, nigga, tight,” Ripton mimed Carlos, agitating, too loud.

“Shut up, faggot!” Will yelled at Ripton.

“Remember what I said,” I shouted from the other room.

It was a short time before Ripton convinced Leslie to buy the WWF’s Smackdown authentic championship belt. I wasn’t told until it arrived in the mail because the belt cost more than I could  stomach. Its center was a heavy metal medallion, oblong and coated to shimmering gold, the middle a baby blue earth held aloft by a kneeling Atlas. Cherry red lettering arched above the world, WWF  and Smackdown, surrounded by eagle’s wings. Two smaller medallions flanked the center, tapering to ends studded with eight shining gold-colored metal button snaps. Open, the belt was a fat, enormous wristwatch and band to be held aloft the instant of victory. The boys knew how to use it.

Astonishingly, our downstairs neighbor never complained. The cement floor had to reverberate with the boys’ poundings. Ripton was buying Official WWF CDs and we let the mob turn the stereo volume to explosion. The vaulted space of the living room seemed to quiver and ripple, my ribs throbbed, an involuntary sounding board to bass, and the boys worked themselves to frenzy. They lined the edges of the room, Philippe strobing the lights. Will and Carlos pulled off their shirts. Carlos reached for a pair of Ripton’s aviator glasses on the table beneath the mezzanine, next to The Rock poster taped to the wall. The floor undulated.


Livin’ easy, lovin’ free  
Season ticket on a one-way ride  
Asking nothing, leave me be  
Taking everything in my stride . . .



SummerSlam 1998’s theme song, AC/DC ripping metal.

Will swigged water from a clear plastic bottle. Carlos pranced, ducked and weaved, flexing his muscles and throwing the aviator glasses onto the sofa. He hoisted his right eyebrow, squinted his left eye and cradled his chin in his right hand, cocking his head. Then he jumped onto our ottoman screaming, “Do you smell what The Rock is cooking?” The boys cheered, knowing the script, mimicking The Rock.

Will clenched both fists above his head, flexed his pecs and biceps with the strobe of Phil’s lights and blasted out a firm and fine spray of water—Triple H’s way.


And I’m going down, all the way down  
I’m on the highway to hell . . .



beating his chest to the lights, to AC/DC.

The two boys circled each other in the way of wrestlers, looking for a weakness. Forget that the WWF is scripted, that its heroes and heels are picked for TV appreciation, each slam to the canvas a practiced pirouette with a partner. Our own Triple H and The Rock circled. Will lunged at Carlos and handfuls of boys shouted death and destruction, Ripton and Morgan a part of them. Carlos let himself be thrown to the cushions and the boys screamed even louder. Carlos sprung loose, tripped Will, rolled on top and pinned Triple H.

Ripton, the referee, ran into the imaginary ring holding the American Eagle championship belt, the second to have arrived, costing more than a full week’s gross salary for someone earning minimum wage.

“Off, nigga!” Will shouted, beyond play, but Carlos held him down. “Fuck off,” struggling, “Triple H was supposed to win.”

“I don’t want to lose,” Carlos answered, but let Will up.

“We agreed.”

“I don’t lose.”

“Let’s both win,” Will said. “Ricky, Dakota, you be Stone Cold and Mankind, run into the ring and steal the belt, we’ll fight you off then share.”

Ricky and Dakota, the right fielder who’d crashed into the skateboarder, were four or five years younger than Will and Carlos, the same age as Ripton.

“Jump from there,” Ripton pointed to the mezzanine knee wall, fifteen feet up. “We’ll pile the cushions, and the dogs.” He meant the cushions and pillows from the sofas and chairs, and three enormous stuffed dogs piled on top of each other beneath the spiral staircase. The dogs were trophies from an adoption carnival, where Ria was the high bidder three years running because Ripton insisted on having them.

The boys stripped cushions off the sofa and chairs then piled the stuffed dogs on these. Ricky and Dakota climbed the spiral stairs to the mezzanine and perched themselves on the knee wall while boys adjusted the cushions where they thought their friends would fall. Ricky launched himself, screamed and landed, the boys cheered and Dakota hesitated. Another young boy climbed and jumped, then Morgan, then boy after boy including Dakota until the WWF was forgotten for the moment and the knee wall covered in hand and heel prints. They decided to try frog splashes and body slams from up there.

Ripton and Morgan’s summer camp ended the first week of August. We asked Jonny to start coming in time for Leslie, and for me on Tuesdays, to leave for work. He agreed and arrived, hardly hiding his disdain with the newly constant companions. In the park, the boys offended him, but their after-game visits in our home were completely intolerable. All the more on rainy mornings, wet for baseball, when the doorman called from the lobby by nine-thirty if not earlier with any of Will, Philippe, Carlos, Juan, Ricky, Dakota, Junito or others there asking if Ripton were home and if they could come up and play. Jonny took our children shopping, mostly when Ripton tired with one video game and wanted to see what else he could play, or when an important game was being released. But with baseball and the school year starting at the end of August our boys wanted, and Leslie suggested, Jonny shop with them for equipment and clothes. Ripton wanted Will and Philippe along. The bigger boys knew which soft core baseballs were best. They knew which stores sold the best clothes—Ripton no longer wanted to wear Kmart, Gap or Lands’ End. He wanted to look like the other kids in the park, the boys coming to our home.

The shopping crew came from one trip with new clothes and two pairs of the latest Michael Jordan leaping man sneakers. The design and release date of Nike’s next in the line of Air Jordans was near to the Yankees and the World Wrestling Foundation as a topic of passion among the boys.

Will and Ripton sat on the sofa playing Mario that evening, other boys walking in and out to watch but not asking to join in, spending time in front of the TV and near me in the kitchen as I sat on the exercise bike while the Yankees played. Will wore an ash blue oversized tee, a mustard tiger springing across its front and wrapping around his shoulder and sleeve, a smaller sky blue tiger across his chest with ROCAWEAR and then DENIM SPECIALISTS stacked below. Ripton wore an oversized black tee decorated across his chest by a rhinoceros armed with an automatic weapon walking beside a small monkey bearing a red flag of the ecko unltd. rhino brand, the flag fluttering on expedition. Will and Ripton wore similar jeans hanging to below the bands of their patterned boxers, yellow stitching along the seams of denim, the large red tag of “mecca usa since one day” sewed onto the back hip.

“You gay, nigga,” Philippe shouted at Will.

“You stuuupid,” Will shouted just as loudly.

“Homo,” Phil taunted.

I got off the bike and walked into the TV room. Will was working the controller, Phil facing him. “What are you guys talking about?” I asked.

“He’s retarded,” Phil answered. “He can’t play,” broadening his smile.

“You wanna try?” Will asked, not pausing from jumps and spins.

“Look at that, you’re retarded,” Phil said as Mario was crushed beneath a roaming mushroom.

“You’re a faggot, you play,” Will held out the controller to Phil as Ripton reached for his turn.

“Stop the gay comments,” I said. “We don’t want it in our house.”

“Sorry, Mike,” the two answered.

Will handed the controller to Ripton, then, “But Mike, it’s against the Bible to be gay. I know what you and Leslie say, but it is.”

I imagined Will was reciting Father Julio, the priest he’d grown up with, Church doctrine, his mother and friends.

“Jonny’s a good person, that’s all that matters, not hurting anyone,” I said.

“Yo, Mike, he’s a nice guy and all, but that’s fucked up,” Philippe said. “Being gay, it’s wrong, that’s it, that’s it. It’s not natural.”

“It’s a sin,” Will kept his conviction.

“We don’t believe that, Will,” I answered. “Leslie’s partners, some of the doctors in her office, they’re gay, and friends of ours. In this house, no ‘nigga’ and no ‘gay’ this-or-that. It’s no different than racism. I don’t want to hear it. It’s no different than people in a store picking on you because you’re Spanish, because they don’t like Spics.”

“It is different, Mike, it’s a sin,” Will argued.

“There are people who legitimated slavery by saying Black people weren’t as human as Whites, and who look down on Latinos for the same reason.”

“That’s stuuupid,” Philippe said.

“It’s not the same, because it’s not right,” Will insisted.

I left the room.

Slowly, in small part, the WWF lost a bit of hegemony to the “gun game,” hide-and-go-seek shootouts with plastic M-16s, Kalashnikovs, UZIs, rocket-propelled grenade launchers, Lugers, 22-caliber Colts, Day-Glo futuristic water weapons, broken reproductions of pirates’ pistols and one Springfield load-and-lock Mauser action World War I rifle. The game was all players and no audience save Leslie and me. It demanded devastation. One side, half the boys, died for the others to win; not to mention deaths on the winning side. The boys no longer limited themselves to a ring of pillows and stuffed dogs and hurling themselves from furniture and our mezzanine. They claimed the whole apartment.

They liked best to play in the dark. Philippe taped a flashlight to the barrel of an M16 when he was on the seeking side. Morgan imitated the idea, strapping a red laser pointer to the barrel of the air-pump rifle. A boy saw a point on his body and knew he was dead.

Philippe, a captain, picked Will, Ripton, Dakota and Morgan, who started as a mascot but, lithe and quick, held his own. In our family of oblong faces, Morgan’s was round, freckles and alabaster skin, blond hair spilling from two cowlicks across his head. His eyes were hazel. He was on the moderate size for his age and disarmingly solid.  He started jumping from chairs and tables soon after he learned to walk, landing on two feet. He progressed to standing on the wide wing chair dressed in a Batman costume, cowling and cape, jumped a handstand onto the ottoman and finished his flip into the stuffed dogs and sofa cushions on the floor, a model for the knee wall launches. In social grace and wisdom, Morgan was not the younger brother.

The other team ran off and the hunters counted to sixty. Leslie and I were instructed not to open the refrigerator because the light might betray a soldier. Nor to open the coat closet door, which was triggered to a lightbulb. Nor to turn on the televisions or computers. We sat in the dark. I mumbled about the absurdity and Leslie countered with the “quality time” of being with our children, even if they were pretending to shoot us.

We called our bedroom, the old water tower, off-limits. We also forbid children to go out on the terraces, afraid of their falling. The top terrace, at the level of the greenhouse where Leslie bathed, was a half floor below that bedroom. Kids in the gun game hid behind the door into the greenhouse, listening for soldiers climbing the stairs, trying to time a kill. It was hard for a seeker to keep silent carrying a weapon climbing a long, steep and winding stair in the dark.

Boys hid in Leslie’s claw-foot bathtub, kneeling, eyes accustomed to the city’s night of dusk, gun barrels pointed toward the door, waiting for the enemy to turn the corner. The advantage stood with the hunted.

The middle level of our apartment, below the greenhouse and top terrace, was a warren of hiding places. Two rooms, each half a greenhouse, opened onto a long terrace facing mostly east, across the East River and into Brooklyn. The five major bridges accessing Manhattan—the Triborough, Queensborough, Williamsburg, Brooklyn, Manhattan spans—glittered north to south at night. The sun rose over Brooklyn, red up from a skyline still of tenements, forsaken factories and warehouses turned to condominiums, church steeples the tallest sights into the skyline, what Whitman saw.

The larger room on the middle level, originally our living room before we bought the adjoining apartment, turned into Ripton and Morgan’s bedroom when we pulled out the sofa—they were young enough to need to be within our hearing at night. Disheveled comforters, blankets, sheets and pillows provided gun game cover for hiding either in bed or underneath. The smaller room had closets starting seven feet up. Whole teams of boys fit inside these aerial caves, hoping for a rear attack. A bathroom off the hallway ended in a secret shower. A smaller bathroom, doubling as my clothes closet, offered more cover. I’d said this room was off-limits to no effect whatsoever.

“Bam!Bam!” two bams overlapped.

“You dead!” Carlos cried.

“YOU dead!” Ripton cried back.

“You dead, Juan,” Will shouted.

“You stupid!” Juan hollered back. “I been dead, Ripton kilt me.”

The stairway lights turned on. The boys were coming back, plastic guns banging into walls, automatic weapons firing. Then they appeared, soldiers slipping into camp after battle, kids who’d watched more than one Vietnam War movie; bandoliers, an armory of weapons.

We microwaved food and passed out cups of orange juice and water. A break in the hostilities.

“Yo, Ripton, you always gonna be at Heschel?” Will asked.

“They stop in eighth grade,” Ripton answered.

“They don’t got high school?” Carlos asked.

“That’s a Jewish school, rah?” Phil asked.

“Yeah,” Ripton answered. He was starting second grade, already his fifth year there.

We’d picked Ripton and Morgan’s school in part because its namesake, Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, a scholar at the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York, taught the sanctity of compassion. Asked why he marched with Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. from Selma to Montgomery, Rabbi Heschel answered, “When I march in Selma, my feet are praying.”

“Ya niggas have-ta wear those round hats?” Phil smiled, patting his head.

“Yeah,” Ripton responded, “but we wear baseball hats.”

“In school?” Will asked.

“Sure,” Morgan answered. He was going into kindergarten, his third year at Heschel. “And kids have Yankee kipas, Mets kipas—”

“‘Key’ what?” Phil asked.

“You like that school? Carlos asked.

“Yeah,” Morgan said.

“I hate it,” Ripton answered.

“Your dad says it’s deep,” Carlos said. Heschel was on the Upper West Side, I thought too far from our house.

“Yo, like, what are Jews, really?” Carlos asked. “Do you believe in God?”

“Sure,” Ripton answered. Morgan’s brow sank, one side deeper than the other, hazel eyes retreating for a moment, confusion.

“Are you White? I don’t understand. You’re White, but a different race, rah?” Carlos tried to figure an understanding.

“Dogs, you’all don’t believe in Jesus, so you can’t believe in God,” Will was certain.

“Are you Israelis, is that the same?” Phil asked.

“We don’t believe in Jesus,” Ripton explained.

“We’re not Israeli,” Morgan answered, “but my Grandfather Mike has a house in Israel.”

“You have to believe in Jesus to go to heaven,” Will insisted. “Or—”

“Shut up, nigga,” Carlos was firm.

“You do,” Will persisted.

“Are your real parents Jewish?” Phil asked.

“My mom was Christian,” Morgan answered. He was curious about why and how he’d come to be with us, who his birthparents were, wanting to know as much about his mother as we knew.

Ripton was silent. The boys waited for him. “You, Ripton?” Will finally asked.

“My dad was Jewish,” Ripton halted, “and my mom was Italian.” That was near all he knew. Where Morgan sometimes called himself “Brock” after his birthmother’s surname and kept a photograph of her with two daughters and a son on her knees, his half siblings, Ripton asked no questions and had no mementos. He avoided talking about his adoption. Then more smoothly, “When I go to Heschel, I’m Jewish, but when I come home, I’m a kid. I don’t like it there. It’s rich kids.”

Carlos looked at the rifle he was holding, then aimed it at Mario on the TV screen. “Ya hear about Robinson?” he asked. Robinson was another of the kids on a baseball team with the older boys in an East River league. He didn’t often come to Tompkins Square, but I’d met him, a tall pitcher, sweet natured and from the same projects as Carlos and Juan.
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