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— Chicago Sun-Times
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—Newport News Daily Press (VA)

“A moving memoir of growing up in the tenements of New York City … also the record of an astonishing spiritual journey.”

—Modern Maturity

“In this life-affirming reminiscence, the author thanks, through beautiful words, his mother for all her sacrifice.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Captivating … a funny but heartbreaking picture … a ‘song’ that’s worth singing.”
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“A clear, wry, entertaining voice.”

—Roanoke Timed (VA)

“The deftly told saga of what led Dennis Smith up to the big red doors of his now-famous Engine Co. 82.”

— Tom Wolfe, author of A Man in Full
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—Kirkus Reviews

“A soft look at a tough world … simply and lovingly told … a meaningful book.”

—William Kennedy, author of Ironweed

“Tough, tender … heartfelt … genuine and memorable.”
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“Readers will have a hard time putting this down … highly recommended.”

—Library Journal

“Clear, vivid, evocative.… The portrait of Dennis’s mother, Mary, is at once unaffected and complex. An honest and admirable book.”

—Thomas Flanagan, author of The Year of the French

“Moving.… Smith’s good-natured storytelling makes this book worthwhile.”

— Greensboro News & Record (NC)

“Told with elegant simplicity … another resonating memoir from the club of New York Irishmen called the Nine First Fridays, of whom Frank McCourt and Dennis Smith are stars.”

—Thomas Keneally, author of Schindler’s List

“Tough … inspiring.”

—Firehouse magazine
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book is not a novel.

The persons, places, and situations are real, and the dialogue is reconstructed as best as I can remember it actually occurring. I have changed just a few of the names because I am sensitive to the right of privacy within families.


For my brother Bill

with love and admiration

and for Carlin and Henry Patrick

the coming generation


Prologue

Sitting with my brother in the first pew of Queen of Angels Church I can hear the beeping horns and speeding cars and trucks on Queens Boulevard, and I wish it were quieter. I look around the church and into the faces of my five children and my brother’s four, searching for some sign of grief. Do they miss her? I keep asking myself.

Do they know anything about her?

There are no flags or draperies on her casket, no brass or silver ornaments. Just a small bouquet of mixed flowers sitting on top, about where her folded hands would be. The casket looks strong and modest, words that apply to her like colors on a drab canvas.

These sons and daughters and nieces and nephews of mine have had privileged upbringings and little has been missed for the wanting. But they are the grandchildren of a tough New York life. I study them now as the priest goes through the Mass, all of them young adults, each with a life of his or her own, each with a unique set of problems and confrontations, needs and desires. Sure, they loved her, but I wonder if any of them have found time in their busy and complicated lives to touch themselves with her life, to be anointed with a memory that might protect them or help them or make them more complete.

Why didn’t I think of it beforehand? There will never be another opportunity like this. I could have written something, the priest could have introduced an oration. But she wouldn’t have approved of that kind of singling out, even at the funeral. No, keep it modest, she would advise. Remember that railroad tracks are plain and ordinary, but they’ll get you where you’re going.

Still, I want them to remember this moment, for it should be a monument moment.

The priest is at the communion, and I go to the altar.

“I want to say something,” I whisper.

The priest is shocked out of the usual.

“Who are you?” he asks.

The children are lined up behind to receive.

“Their father,” I say, gesturing toward them.

I stand to the side until the communion is finished, but the priest goes past me as if I am invisible. He busies himself at the altar, paying me no mind, but I stand my ground. I’ll have my say in or out of his agenda.

Finally, he looks up to the small group, and says, “A family member wants to say something.”

I look at the small casket enveloping what has become no more than ninety pounds of skin and bones. There is not a cough or a sneeze or a shuffle in the church. The traffic sounds have momentarily disappeared, and it is perfectly quiet. “Just one thing,” I say, “that I want to ask you to think about as we’re all gathered here trying to commemorate a life. The true epitaph is not the message epitomizing a person that is etched into a headstone, but the memory that resides in the swelling of the heart. Each of you might have hundreds of memories, but you have to make sure you find the right one, the one that speeds the blood. Sometimes, you have to search long and deep within yourself to find that particular memory, and when you find it you’ll know, for this is the epitaph that will stand your test of time. So I ask you to remember Mary like this, and like anything in your life that is worthwhile, there is no time like now to start.”


Chapter One

I am seven years old and I know the difference between right and wrong.

It’s been my job for more than a month to take the erasers out to the school yard at ten minutes to three each day and clap them against the brick wall so they’ll be nice and clean for Sister Maureen in the morning. But today, when we were standing for our afternoon prayers, Peter Shalleski knuckled me in the back of the head. We were in the middle of the Hail Holy Queen. It’s too bad that Sister Maureen didn’t see that. She only saw that I took Shalleski’s ear right after O Clement O Loving O Sweet Virgin Mary and twisted it so that it nearly came off. I should have bopped him right there in front of everyone, in the middle of the Hail Holy Queen, but I know he is tougher than anyone in the class, and I know as sure as Charlie McCarthy has a wooden head that Shalleski is going to get even with me later for the twisted ear.

I don’t care.

My head is hurting from where he knuckled me, but I know it is going to hurt even more as Sister is about to give me a whack with the pointer across the back of my pants. I wish I had corduroy pants instead of these thin gabardines. Here I am standing on the bare wood-slat floor, eyes closed, biting my teeth together as hard as they will go, my hands flat against the chalky blackboard, leaning over for all the class to see, as the thin pointer comes swishing down and goes shwitt across my shiny pants.

The sting goes through my body as I knew it would. I want to scream out, but I can’t. None of the boys ever screams out, even if Sister gives three whacks, which is the most she gives. It is like it has been all thought out and in some rule book tucked in a corner somewhere in the sacristy of the church. The girls never get it, and even if they did it wouldn’t hurt so much, because there is so much material in their blue uniform dresses.

I can feel the sting now as it is running up and down my body and all the way across my face, and I feel my face becoming red as I turn to the class and try to straighten up.

“Sit in the back of the class until three o’clock,” Sister said.

“But what about the erasers?”

“Never mind the erasers. There’ll be no more erasers for you.”

It is the first job I ever had, the first time I am doing something the others do not do, something different. She gave me the job because my marks led the class on the vocabulary tests, and to lose it now because Sister didn’t see Shalleski slide a knuckle across the back of my head makes me want to cry.

But I know you can’t cry in front of a whole class of boys and girls. It would be like screaming out when Sister whacked you with the pointer. They would start to call you Phil the Faucet, or blubber baby, or some stupid thing, and take out their snotty handkerchiefs every time you passed them in the hallway.

And so I just raise my voice a little bit.

“Shalleski hit me first, Sister, and I don’t see why I should get punished because of what Shalleski did.”

“Don’t raise your voice to me, young man,” Sister scolded.

Mommy is always saying this, too, calling me “young man” in a voice that means being a young man is not so good, and that it gets you in trouble. Maybe Mommy and Sister are related, long-lost cousins or something.

Sister waits for a few seconds before she answers me.

“If Shalleski jumped off the Brooklyn Bridge, would you?”

“So?”

“So next time don’t hit back. Turn the other cheek. Think about what Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount, and pray for anyone who you think is mean.”

I am not so sure about this turn-the-other-cheek thing, because I know Shalleski, and, just as I am praying for him, you know what Shalleski will do? Shalleski will clout the other cheek, too.


Chapter Two

I think about telling my mother all the way up the four flights of stairs at 337 East 56th Street. I count the gum blotches on the twelve marble steps of each flight to keep from crying. No one ever told me about how to keep from crying, but I figured out that if you just thought about something else, concentrated on it, the tears wouldn’t come. Thirty-one gum blobs, each a square inch or so, mopped over a couple of hundred times so that the edge of the gum looks like it’s blended into the marble.

There is an O’Dwyer for Mayor sticker on the windowpane at the fourth-floor landing, and I begin to peel it off. I want to wait for another while before I see my mother, to relax a little. I always tell her everything, and I want to get it right about Sister Maureen, about being put up in the front of the class and getting it with the pointer. I can feel my eyes begin to get tight, and I stretch them wide open.

One of the doors at the front opens and Mr. Gentile comes out to walk his dog. There are two apartments in the front, richer people than us, because they have a view of the street, and everybody knows the apartments cost more to rent, probably more than thirty dollars a month. Mr. Gentile must have money in the bank, because he talks to himself and never smiles. Mommy told me that people with money in the bank never smile and they talk to themselves. The dog barks, and Mr. Gentile raises his hand toward me, and I flinch backward.

“Leave that alone before I give you one.”

I feel stupid and embarrassed to let him make me flinch like that. I want to curse at him, but I know that I will meet him again in the hall and, like Shalleski, he will want to get even. So I run the length of the long dark corridor back to apartment 26.

“Goddamn kid,” I hear him say as he pulls the dog down the stairs.


Chapter Three

Mr. Gentile cursed at me.”

“Don’t pay any attention to him.”

She pours a bit of Karo syrup onto a piece of white bread and places it in front of me. The table has a piece of red linoleum across the top, and the linoleum is cracked and splitting apart. The wood below is rotting out.

“Why shouldn’t I pay attention to him?”

I am now picking at the linoleum.

“He’s just one of those guineas who don’t know nothing,” Mommy says as she slaps my hand away from the linoleum.

“Sister Maureen must be a guinea, then.”

“Why do you say that? What happened?”

Mommy can always tell when something is a little off, not quite right.

I again begin to feel a tug of the skin around my eyes, and I want to stretch my eyes out to get rid of the tug, and so I begin to make the dreaded face as I tell Mommy the story, pulling my chin down and stretching my eyes upward. It feels good. It gets rid of the tug.

“Stop making faces.”

I do it again because I can’t help it, and my mother reaches for the strap. I freeze, because I know I can’t run. The three rooms are each not more than eight feet long, and the kitchen is about five. Not much space to run.

“Mommy, no.”

The strap comes across my shoulder, stinging. But I don’t flinch. Flinching from Mommy is like running. It gets you nowhere.

The strap is a piece of belt an inch wide and a little more than a foot long. It has a slit at the end which opens to fit over the back rung of the kitchen chair.

The faces are hard to control if I think about them, and so I put all my energy into the story about Shalleski, but before I can get through it I begin to feel the tears building up in my eyes, and my nose begins to run. I don’t want to cry. I am not supposed to cry about such things, but I can now feel the tears on my cheeks. I put my head on the table and let my shoulders heave up and down.

“It is so unfair, so mean of her to take the erasers away from me.”

“She was right to punish you,” Mommy answers. “Stop the crying, alligator tears. Sister Maureen was right.”

“She wasn’t. And, anyway, I don’t know what alligator tears are, except that they’re phony, and I’m not being phony.”

“Don’t correct me. You have no control. You have to learn to control yourself or you’ll never get out of trouble.”


Chapter Four

Ilove the way Mommy always finds a way to the back end of a situation. If there is something on her mind, and she does not know how to speak it head-on, she goes around it to get where she wants to be. And so she begins to tell a story that I suppose is about Sister Maureen, but I know she isn’t going to mention her by name.

“When you were fourteen months old—this was just before your father went to the hospital—you were sitting in your stroller. Your father was holding Billy in his arms. You leaned forward and the stroller tipped over, and as you fell you put your little arm out to block your fall. Well, your little hand went out, and the stroller handle hit your little thumb, and then your little thumbnail just popped off your finger.”

I want to tell her that since I was just a baby my arm and my hand and my thumb and my thumbnail would have had to be little.

“Oh, how you howled, even after we bandaged it all up. You must have howled for three days. I felt so bad, because I guess I just wasn’t paying attention, but it does show you how you have to watch out for yourself in this world, and don’t ever rely on someone taking care of you. So if you lost the eraser job, there is not much you can do but find some other way that might bring you the joy and satisfaction that came from the erasers. You have to take care of yourself, Dennis.”

She is a pretty woman, Mommy is. I know because the guys on the street sometimes whistle to tease her. The sun is bouncing off the window box where we keep the milk in winter so that we do not have to buy ice to keep the milk cold. And her teeth are sparkling as she speaks. She reminds me of the pictures the nuns are always showing us of the saints and the Virgin and the Divine Trinity, where their heads are always in halos and shining, except for the Holy Ghost, who looks like a bird, and God, who looks like Moses. She wraps her arms around me now. She is always wrapping her arms around me and kissing me on the head.

Her voice sounds as if she is singing.

“I just let my eye wander for a moment, and there you were on the ground. Your own mother let you down. And now you have to find something to replace the erasers.”

“Are there any bottles?”

“Look under the tub, and I think you’ll find some. But change your shirt first.”

“What’s wrong with my shirt?”

She is always making me into a quick-change artist.

“Look at the collar. It’s dirty. Just remember that you’ll always think about yourself the way you feel you’re dressed. Do you feel dirty?”

“No.”

“Well, you should feel dirty, because you don’t have a clean shirt on.”

“If I’m dressed like a circus clown, I’ll feel like a circus clown?”

“Yes.”

“If I have big fireman’s boots on, I’ll feel like a fireman?”

“Maybe you need more than boots, because the boots alone might make you feel like a fisherman, but right now I want you to feel like a young man who is going out in the streets with a clean shirt.”

I want to ask her how I would feel if I was wearing Sue Flanagan’s clothes, because I would do anything to be that close to Sue Flanagan, but I know that she’ll just say that I’m being silly, and that Sue Flanagan is ten years older and I shouldn’t be thinking about her. But it’s like the faces. I can’t help it.

The bathtub is in the kitchen, next to the kitchen sink, and is topped by a shiny metal cover. It is too high for me to get into, and I have to use a kitchen chair to step into it when I have to take a bath. Taking a bath is something I have to do, like saying night prayers or doing homework. Sometimes Billy is doing homework at the kitchen table when I am taking a bath, and I flick water onto his page, which is always a mistake. If there was no place to run in the apartment, there was really no place to run in the bathtub, and he would give me knuckles until my mother came from the living room and reached for the belt. I don’t mind the belt so much when it stops Billy from giving me knuckles.

I study the three Rheingold bottles. They are in the shadow under the tub, and I can barely see them. They are worth six cents, but they are also pretty risky, I know. I can’t just pick them up, and so I put my hand in toward the bottles slowly, carefully, and shake one. I make as much noise as I possibly can, hoping that if there are any roaches there they will scurry away. I take the bottles out from under the tub, one by one, by the neck and with two fingers, and lay them side by side on the floor, rolling them over and over to make certain they are clear of the roaches.

Mommy told me that the builders put the roaches in the walls when they built the place because they had a grudge against the Irish and the Italians. There are fifty roaches in the walls for every one you see, and sometimes I think, when I am lying on the top bunk at night, that the walls are shaking with all the roaches running around behind the plaster. There are more roaches in my building than there are fish in all the five oceans, and I think that I could get used to just about anything, but I can never get used to roaches. Some nights I just can’t go to sleep thinking about the shaking walls.

Taking back the empties before my brother gets to them is always a special treat, and six cents is a penny more than we put in the collection basket at church. The sacrifice, my mother calls the collection. It could take a half hour at Abbie’s candy store on First Avenue to spend six cents, because it isn’t easy to decide between the candy corn, the dots on the sheet, the banana marshmallows, the juju fruits, the caps that I can bang with a rock on the pavement. All two-for-a-penny treats, and you have to fight through a crowd to get to them, for the boys in the neighborhood are always trying to create excitement in Abbie’s so that the old Jew doesn’t see them stuffing their pockets. The bottles are a chance-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and they come two or three times a week if my brother doesn’t get to them first. They are like an allowance. Anyway, the only kind of allowance I have.

But the bottles do not come without the risk. I once put an empty to my mouth and had to spit out a cockroach. If you do that once, you will never do it again, and so I turn the bottles upside down over the sink to drain them and then shove them into a paper bag.

At Rossi’s grocery I wait in line until Mrs. O’Bannon gets her roast pork sandwich, the guinea hero I dream about. Almost a foot long and oozing from the sides with mayonnaise sprayed with salt and pepper and topped with lettuce leaves, the roast pork is the most expensive one you can get at Rossi’s, except for the roast beef at sixty cents. We hardly ever get sandwiches, and when we do, it’s just salami or cheese, but I had the roast pork guinea hero once when Mr. Dempsey from the delicatessen on First Avenue gave me a half dollar for sweeping up, and Mommy said I could keep all of it.

The nickel and the penny chime together in my hand as I walk down the First Avenue hill in the shadow of St. John the Evangelist Church. My church. The traffic light changes as I am about to cross 55th Street, and I have to wait for a few moments for the cars to pass through from Sutton Place. I look next to me, at the twelve steps of the church, and decide to pay my Uncle Tommy a visit. A navigator, he went down with six others in a B-29. In a fog. In Bayonne, New Jersey, searching for an airport on their return from Germany. He had been on forty missions in the war, and so St. John’s put a plaque up just for him in the back of the church.

Forty missions in Germany and lost in Bayonne. My Uncle Pat says it is like winning the Kentucky Derby and then getting killed by your horse in the stall.

I genuflect at the back end of the center aisle and eye the red sanctuary lamp which signifies that Christ is present in the tabernacle. It is burning at the side of the altar. He was always there, I found out from Sister Maureen, except for the time between the three hours’ devotion on Good Friday and the first Mass on Easter Sunday, and I think that they would save a lot of candles if they just burned the red lamp when he wasn’t there.

The church is huge and beautiful, with paintings on the ceiling from one end to the other, and great big columns going down either side, maybe twenty or more of them. I walk up to the shrine of the Immaculate Conception at the small altar to the right and kneel before it. I always do this because the Virgin, her hands spread far apart, smiles at me in return for any kind of a request. She lived for requests and applications, Mommy says.

I know that I have to say a prayer, and so I begin the Hail Mary. I know all my prayers. Even the Hail Holy Queen, which took a long time to put into memory. The Hail Mary is easy, and you get to say a lot of them because that is what the priest always gives you for penance when you go to confession. Five Hail Marys and two Our Fathers is what I always get.

Confession is great, because if you did anything wrong you can just say it in confession and then forget about it. You don’t have to carry it around with you like a bag of bad apples over your shoulder.

I look up at the Immaculate Heart of Mary and wait for her to smile.

“Hail Mary, full of grace! The Lord is with thee, blessed art thou amongst women, and blessed is the fruit of thy wound, Jesus.”

I always think about this wound of Jesus, and what wound it is, and what kind of fruit they are talking about. I suppose it is the bloody gaping hole in his side where the soldiers put in a big spear, and I am thinking that the fruit might be bananas and oranges because I don’t think they grow apples in Bethlehem, which is the neighborhood Jesus comes from.

Today I ask the Immaculate Conception to make my father better, and she says she will and smiles at me. She doesn’t actually talk but gives me a message. I always close my eyes and think that I am swimming in the bottom of a deep well, and looking up I see just a small circle of light in the middle of the blackness, and there in the light is the Blessed Virgin.

Maybe, too, you can make sure that Uncle Tommy is in good shape up there. That he doesn’t need much.

Now it is time for the deal. What am I going to do in return for any favors? Last time I promised to wash the kitchen floor for Mommy, and so now I look up at the Virgin and promise to wear a clean shirt whenever I can remember. She seems to think that is a square deal, and so she smiles at me.

I return to the back of the church, which is really the front, and pass the big plaques with the names of all the St. John’s men who were in the wars. The first one and the Second World War. Uncle Tommy has his own plaque, a small one.

I never knew him, my Uncle Tommy, never even saw a picture of him, but whenever I look at his plaque, I invent his face, and I put words in his mouth, just like I do with my father. Sometimes I put my father and Uncle Tommy together in a room, and they always argue about what ball game they want to take me to, for I think my father likes DiMaggio and the Yankee Stadium and Uncle Tommy likes Pee Wee Reese and Ebbets Field.

And so I stand before the plaque and talk for a few minutes to my dead uncle, kiss my fingers, and touch the cold bronze of his name. Just next to him is the heavy wrought-iron poor box screwed to the wall, and I separate the penny from the nickel. For a second, I hold the penny up like an offering, and then I reluctantly drop it into the poor box and bless myself with the sign of the cross. I do not want to give the penny up, but I picture my mother saying that if you forget the poor of the world, the world will someday forget you. It is what I remember each time I pass the poor box. So there is no choice.

That is two rolls of caps, the poor-box sacrifice, but I still have the nickel for Abbie’s candy store, and a nickel will go a long way.

On the church steps, though, holding tight onto the black-painted handrail, I stop to think about the poor. Where were they? I don’t know any poor except those in Ireland that my grandfather talks about. He lives with my Aunt Kitty in Sunnyside, and he is always talking. I can hardly make out what he is saying, what with his brogue.

“D’poor wuz dare, a always be dare. Dey was ten o’ us ind a room an’ dare was a lot less meat dare den dare wuz some music and a bit a da song.”

He sounds like this, and he is always talking about music and being poor.

“You’re not poor if you don’t miss a meal, Pop,” my mother tells him.

Uncle Tommy would have laughed at that if he heard it. And my father.

There’s a family of coloreds that lives down on 54th Street, the only ones in the neighborhood. The father is the super there, and they don’t look like they’re as poor as colored people are supposed to be. They are all pretty fat. Like Mommy says, they don’t look like they miss many meals. But their clothes are always dirty, and they go to public school.

There are so many things I don’t know, like when people are poor and when they’re not, or what this decimal point is that Sister Maureen keeps talking about, or why my father can’t get better and come home.

And then there are so many other questions, like what is the story about the front of the church? Here I am standing on the steps of the church, and I know that, without an argument, this is the front of the church, but as soon as I walk into the church I am in the back of the church and have to walk all the way down the center aisle if I want to be in the front of the church again. So I guess there are two fronts of the church, but only one back.


Chapter Five

C’mon already,” Abbie is saying, “there are things to do instead of waiting for you to make up your mind. What’s your name?”

“Moniker,” I say, because I might be seven but I know it means a different name. My Uncle Tracy always says that his name is Tracy, but his moniker is Your Lord Worship Tracy.

“Monica is a girl’s name,” Abbie says. “What’s your name?”

Abbie is always rushing you. If you have the nickel for an egg cream, he stands in front of you until you drink it, saying, “C’mon already.” And he always asks your name, so that if he catches you stealing, he can tell the cops if you squirm out of his grip. A lot of the guys in the neighborhood steal every time they go into Abbie’s.

“Just an old Jew,” the guys say, “that gots lots of dough. He’ll never miss a little candy.”

I guess everybody thinks that stealing candy from Abbie is like stealing a pair of leather gloves from Bloomingdale’s or a million dollars from the Rockefellers. There is a lot more where it came from, money and stuff, or Abbie’s candy, and it will never be missed.

So it’s probably a venial sin, and you’ll get a few Hail Marys in confession, and it will be over.

But if you steal a nickel from an old widow woman that’s on pension, you are sure to go to hell. Because that kind of sin is worse. No one ever said why.

Mommy says that if you steal from somebody one day, the next day you’ll lie to somebody else, and your life will be worth nothing, because nobody loves a liar. If you’re a liar, you’ll never have a true friend, and what’s the point of being alive if you don’t have true friends?

I have red wagon wheels in one pocket, and licorice in the other, and a bagful of Good & Plenty. It is like a miracle what a few beer bottles will do. Abbie is now helping someone who wants an egg cream, and I could put a hundred wagon wheels in my pocket. But I guess Abbie paid for that candy, and if everyone stole some, Abbie would wonder what he paid for when he looks at the empty tray.

Kips Bay Boys Club is just around the corner on 52nd Street, and I am going there to have a game of Ping-Pong, and maybe pool if the big boys ever left a table free. Near the corner, I see Peter Shalleski and his brother Harry, who is my brother Billy’s age. I know that I should put my Good & Plenty in a pocket as soon as I see Shalleski, but he is on me before I can take another step, punching like he was wound by a twisted rubber band. The bag of miniature white and pink logs goes out of my hand, and the candy spills everywhere, across the sidewalk, into the gutter, all over First Avenue. I am so mad that Shalleski does this. I want to fight back, but Shalleski has me by my shirt collar, screaming about his twisted ear, and how I got him into trouble with Sister Maureen.

What is the matter with me? I am frozen with something. I am not afraid. It’s a kind of mixed-up feeling. I’m getting smashed and I can’t help thinking that Shalleski shouldn’t be doing this. Why does Shalleski have to punch and knuckle people all the time?

Shalleski is just a little bigger than me, not much. I could dodge him, and floor him with a roundhouse on the blind side, like I heard on the radio at the Joe Louis fight. Why don’t I know how to hit him, instead of just putting my hands up to protect myself?

Shalleski is yelling with every punch. “Take that, you sonofabitch,” he is saying.

Stop, stop, stop, I am thinking as I press my arms into my face.

Finally, Shalleski stops, I guess because I am not fighting back.

No one says anything, not another word. The two brothers just walk away, and I look at my candy all over the ground.

Could I kiss it up to God? Is there any of it that isn’t too dirty to pick up? No, I am thinking. I don’t want it because it’s now dirty like the devil’s ashes. Shalleski did that, and someday I will make him pay for it.

Both my ears hurt, and I feel the blood at my nose. I put my fingers to the top of my lip. It’s not dripping too much, and so I throw my head back as I walk down 52nd Street.

Archie is standing at the top of the stairs at Kips. He is always there if he isn’t playing dodgeball in the lower gym.

“Where’s your club card?” Archie asks.

“Come on, Archie,” I say, “you know me.”

“Doesn’t matter if I’m your brother or something, you have to have the card.”

I have the black “midgets’ card,” the youngest age group. Midgets can just go to the lower gym to play school yard games, but the intermediates, like Billy, can use their gray card to play full-court basketball on the third floor.

I know that Billy will be in the upper gym. He’s always playing basketball, or baseball, or reading. Mommy goes to the library every week to get the books, and Billy always reads them.

I have lived with Billy all my lifetime, and when you live with someone, you don’t think a lot about them. They are just there like the kitchen sink. But, recently, I’ve been thinking that Billy has been pretty good with me, making sure I learn things that he has found out, like how to play rummy.

A few weeks ago he took me to Kips to teach me how to play Ping-Pong. We were hanging around 56th Street, doing nothing, and he just grabbed me by the neck, and like that we walked to Kips. All the while he was telling me that to get good at any sport where there is a ball, you just have to keep your eye on it, maybe just a little bit of your eye, but never take your eye off the ball completely for even half a second because someone was sure to do something just right then that you don’t expect.

Since he took me to Kips for that Ping-Pong game, I have been playing as much as I can, and now I am getting pretty good at it.

Maybe, I am thinking now, he can do the same for boxing.

There is a lot of noise in the locker room because some of the boys are having a towel fight, snapping the towels at their crotches. I run past them to the gym and see Billy taking a foul shot.

“What are you doing after the game?” I call to him.

“I don’t know,” he yells back. “Going home?”

“Could you take a little bit of time with me?”

“What do you want? Ping-Pong?”

“To learn how to fight.”

Billy looks at me like I am asking him for a loan of twenty dollars. He stops shooting the ball and comes over to me.

“You don’t learn how to fight,” he says at the sideline. “You just do it.”

“No,” I answer, “I gotta learn, ‘cause I fell outta the stroller and lost my thumbnail, and I have to beat the brains outta Peter Shalleski. I have to plan it.”

“What?” my brother says, a little confused. “Meet me in the weight room after the game.”

The weight room is below the swimming pool and has a punching bag hanging by a chain from the ceiling and a few pairs of old boxing gloves around the room. There is also a pair of black punching bag gloves on the floor, three sizes too big for me, but I put them on and begin to punch the bag.

As I punch away I am beginning to remember the dancing lessons in the church basement, just before the Christmas Pageant. They made me dance with Peggy Sheehy. Or, maybe they made Peggy Sheehy dance with me. I remember the rules of dancing that the nuns taught us. Keep your head up straight, your chin out. Don’t stiffen your knees, keep them buckled just a bit. Bring your shoulders back. Control the change of your weight from one foot to the other.

Maybe these rules are connected to boxing, I think. Maybe a good fight is like a good dance.

I am now bouncing around, jabbing at the punching bag, keeping my head straight and my knees buckled a little, and I am making it swing with each jab. Then I weave and bob, up and down, always throwing the jabs. Hit the bag, hit the bag, hit Shalleski the ratski. Swing the roundhouse. Keep the chin up.

Billy comes into the room and watches me some.

“You’re doing pretty good,” he says.

“Yeah, I know.”

“You want to box?” He begins to pick up a pair of gloves.

I don’t want to fight with my brother, even if the gloves are ten times bigger than my fists.

“No,” I say, taking one last hard punch at the bag, pleased that I beat the bag to a pulp. “Let’s go home.”


Chapter Six

Billy puts his arm around my shoulder as we walk up Second Avenue, past Gasnik’s Hardware, past Moe’s Diner, past the newsstand. He’s only nine, but he knows how to do everything. He’s the basketball champ, the baseball champ, and he’s never in fights, because nobody wants to tangle with somebody that moves as fast as Billy. And he is always good with lessons, no matter if it’s history or boxing. “Just don’t take any crap from people,” he is saying. “Shalleski may give you some lumps every time, but he’ll begin to respect you.”

“I don’t want his respect,” I say, trying to walk in step with my brother. “I just want him to stop bothering me and maybe kick the crap outta him. Like kick the can.”

Billy laughs.

“Maybe you hafta get madder,” he says. “Maybe you’re not mad enough to hurt him.”

“I could kill him.”

“You could? Paddy Gilligan has a zip gun.”

That was something I didn’t think about. Not only could I say I could kill Shalleski, but I really could kill him. I only had to talk Paddy Gilligan into loanding me his zip gun. But there is a problem. Paddy Gilligan is the toughest guy in St. John’s, and he is in the eighth grade, and he would never talk to me.

“Maybe I just wanna break his nose, give him a nose like Dick Tracy.”

We walk past Speece’s drugstore and over the Second Avenue cobblestone at 55th Street where they didn’t finish the new street paving. We turn at 56th Street, and when we pass the Hotel Sutton, we cross to the other side of the street. It is late in the afternoon, but we had just put the clocks forward and it is still light.

It is only at the stoop that my brother takes his arm from around my shoulder. He takes a good look at me and gives me a small smack at the back of my head, and laughs. I guess he sees the dried blood at the end of my nose, but he doesn’t mention it.

A few women are sitting there, newspapers shoved under them to protect their skirts. One is drinking out of a cardboard container of beer which she got at Billy’s Bar and Grill on the corner. It is the only place in the neighborhood that still sells beer in containers. This is Sue Flanagan’s mother. Sue Flanagan is sitting there, too. I love her, even though she is ten years older than me and in nursing school. She always pretends to want to kiss me, and she laughs when she squeezes me. She doesn’t know that I love her. Usually, I like to pretend that I don’t like to be squeezed, because I know that makes her squeeze me harder and longer, but now I just want to get home. If there is any blood showing on me, I don’t want her to see it, and so I whiz by before she catches my eye.

My mother sees the blood before I get a chance to wash it off. She is dishing out the tripe. The tripe is like the inside of a dead sponge, and she puts it beside a few carrots and peas. It looks limp, like it died just a minute ago. I hate the tripe, because it is like eating the cardboard from inside my shoe. It smells like that, too.

“What’s with the bloody nose?” Mommy asks.

“Dodgeball at Kips,” I say, sitting down.

I know I am risking all my future friends by lying, but she will strap me for sure if she finds out I was fighting in the street, even if you could call protecting yourself fighting.

“Go wash your face.”

I go to the sink in the middle of the kitchen and open the medicine cabinet above it. I take the soap from the shelf and wash the blood from under my nose as Mommy continues to talk.

“Don’t they have people there to make sure you don’t get hurt?”

“Archie was there.”

“Archie is always there,” my brother pipes in.

“What does Archie do?”

“He hits you with the dodgeball,” I answer.

“He just plays the game,” Billy says. “Archie is the greatest.”

The tripe is making me sick. This happened before, and it made me sick then, too. About a month ago.

“I can’t eat this, Mommy,” I say. Billy kicks me under the table.

“Eat it and shut up,” Mommy says, dishing out some peas.

“Isn’t peanut butter and jelly good enough?” I say. “I like that.”

“Sure, it’s like eating sugar. You need the vitamins of this, so I don’t want to hear another word about it.”

When Mommy says she doesn’t want to hear another word, she means it, and so I don’t know what to do. I can’t eat this tripe, but I know I can’t say anything again. I feel like crawling up in my bed and closing my eyes. I know I have to think of something to take my mind off the tripe.

“Tell me about Daddy in the hospital.”

I notice my brother squirm a little in his chair.

“Daddy is fine,” Mommy says.

“When did you see him?”

“I saw him last week when you went to Aunt Kitty’s to play with your cousins.”

“You didn’t tell me.”

“I forgot.”

“Why can’t I go?”

“I told you a million times that they don’t let kids in.”

“Not even a son?”

“No, not even a son.”

The tripe was getting cold. I knew it would be even worse if it got cold, if that’s possible.

“Tell me again about the accident,” I say.

“C’mon. Just eat your dinner.”

“How did he fall off of the truck?”

“He just fell, is all.”

“So why are his legs so bad?”

“Because he can’t move them is why. You’re not touching anything.”

“So why can’t he use crutches or a chair with wheels or something?”

“They don’t want him to,” Mommy says, getting upset with me. “And you are going to be in trouble, young man, if you don’t begin to put your fork in.”

I notice Billy cutting the tripe into teeny pieces and mashing it into his peas before he puts it into his mouth. He doesn’t say anything. He never says anything when we are talking about Daddy.

“Mommy,” I say, “if we didn’t put the nickel into the sacrifice box on Sunday, would we have enough money to buy different food?”

This makes her mad, I could see, for she reaches for the strap behind her.

She puts the strap across her lap.

“I don’t want to hear another word.”

I am getting sick from the smell of the tripe, and I feel the tugging at the corner of my eyes. So I stretch my eyes upward and my chin down, and before I know it the strap has gone across my neck.

“Stop the faces and put the fork in.”

The sting at the side of the neck feels like it is glowing, like the saints glow in the picture books. I want to curse and I want to cry, but to keep my mind off everything, I begin to cut the tripe into bitsy pieces and mash it into the peas and the carrots. I make little balls the color of green and orange and a kind of tan that looks like an old baseball glove. And I hold my breath so that it hurts more than the sting at my neck, and I chew one of the balls as quickly as I can before I blow up, and I swallow.

It works. If I hold my breath long enough.

My brother even knows how to eat the tripe without getting into trouble.

“Run the water for a bath,” Mommy says.

I look at Billy, who is putting his plate in the sink. He disappears into the bedroom.

“Run the water for a bath.”

There is no one but me and Mommy in the kitchen.

“I can’t get the tub top off,” I say.

“You did it before, so just run the water.”

I don’t want to take the tub top off because I know there will be the roaches there, standing upside down under the tub top. Sometimes there are ten or twenty of them and I am afraid that one of them will get on my arm, or worse, into my shirt. I could get Paddy Gilligan’s zip gun and kill myself if one of them got into my shirt.

I pretend to try to take the top off the tub.

“It’s too heavy, Mommy.”

“For goodness’ sake. Billy, get in here.”

When my brother comes into the kitchen, I go into the bedroom. I don’t want to see Billy open the tub top, because I know the roaches don’t scare him the way they do me, and he could pick one up and throw it at me. Billy just does things without complaining, that’s what everybody says, and he gets all hundreds on his tests.

Aunt Anna came over one day not long ago to have tea with Mommy, and Mommy was telling her about Billy getting such good grades and all. Mommy had Billy and me in new shirts sitting there in the kitchen with Aunt Anna, because Aunt Anna is the manager at the Wanamaker’s store on 42nd Street. She is my mother’s aunt, really, and the only rich person in our family. I know she is rich, because Mommy says so, and she lives in a house in Queens where you have to wait for the buzzer to buzz you in, and the floors are made of marble.

Mommy told us to be on our best behavior, and to be especially nice to Aunt Anna, because she said she was going to pay for Billy to go to camp this summer, some special camp where they read a lot of books and play tennis. No one on 56th Street plays tennis.

This is the first time I have ever seen Aunt Anna at our house. Billy and I are happy to be with her because she has brought us a box of chocolates, the kind where you don’t know what it is until you bite into it, and we are just chewing away as Mommy gives her a cup of tea. Aunt Anna is sitting next to the icebox, and her arm is just a couple of inches away from it, and as she thanks Mommy for the tea, I can see just behind her that a small roach is walking slowly up the green enamel side of the icebox.

I get suddenly afraid, as afraid as if someone has broken into the house with a gun and is going to mow us all down. This is so terrible, so unlucky for Mommy.

Oh, Mommy, I am thinking, what will happen to us all if Aunt Anna hates roaches the way I hate roaches and sees that roach and begins to scream? Oh, Mommy, isn’t there some way we can get that roach to turn around and go back where he came from? Oh, Mommy, why do these things happen to us, why aren’t we living in a house where they have to buzz the buzzer to let you in?

Aunt Anna is just talking away as the roach gets higher and higher on the side of the icebox. I can see that Mommy and Billy now have their eyes on the roach, too, and Mommy is trying to smile, and I know she is hoping that Billy doesn’t get up to give it a good swat, and that she is praying that the roach will change its mind. But the roach just stays on its course, and it will soon be high enough and over enough so that Aunt Anna will be sure to see it, and she will run out of the house and we’ll never see Aunt Anna again in our lives.

“You know, boys,” Mommy says, “I think that Aunt Anna will be more comfortable sitting in the living room, so why don’t you go in there and fluff up the pillows on the couch for her?”

I am so glad to get out of the kitchen, and I go right to the couch. I have never before fluffed up the pillows on the couch because they are hard pillows and have springs pushing up on the tops, but I try to fluff them up as Mommy asked, and Mommy finally comes in and gives me a kiss on the side of the cheek and tells us that we can change clothes and go out now.

Oh, Mommy, I am thinking as I button my flannel shirt and open the kitchen door, watching the roach now planted on the top of the icebox, I wish I didn’t have to leave you alone to worry about things like Aunt Anna seeing roaches in our house.

I am now sitting on the windowsill waiting for the water to get high enough to get into the tub. It is dark, because the room is so small and the window is at a corner of the courtyard where there is hardly any light. The room is just large enough for the small bunk beds and a four-drawer dresser edging the window. There are some pants and jackets hung on the back of the door on a nail. It is a crowded room, and I have to squeeze between the bunk beds and the wall to get to the dresser and the windowsill. Suddenly, I hear a great thump, like somebody threw an elephant from the roof. And then I hear a great scream coming from the apartment next door.

The window in our bedroom cannot be opened, because it has been painted over a hundred times, and so I run into the kitchen.

“It’s the guineas again,” Mommy says.

I look out of the kitchen window into the back courtyard, and I see Mrs. Giambetta next door at her window screaming her head off. My mother looks over my shoulder and then pulls me away from the window.

But just before she does I can see crazy Mario sprawled and splattered across the yard concrete five stories below. Crazy Mario is Mrs. Giambetta’s son.

“Just stay away from the window.”

“I want to see,” Billy says.

“There’s nothing to see,” Mommy says, blocking Billy’s path to the window. “Go take a bath.”

“Crazy Mario jumped outta the window,” I say to Billy.

“Shut up, and take a bath, both of you.”

Mommy turns away from us. It looks like she is looking for the strap, but I can see her shoulders going up and down, and her body vibrating like the radiator when the steam comes up. She goes into her room and she tries to shut the door, but it can’t shut because there is no closet in Mommy’s room and all the clothes are hung on the back of the door and the doorknob.

I go in and see her on the bed. She is thin, and the bed takes up almost all of the room. The bed looks so much bigger than she is. Her face is pressed against a pink spread, and she is crying. I never knew she cared about crazy Mario.

“I’m sorry, Mommy,” I say to her.

She turns to me and catches her breath. Her eyes are so pretty, and it makes me sad to see them so red and swollen.

“Oh,” she says, trying to smile, “it doesn’t have anything to do with you. Tenement tears, you know? It’s just that everything is so hard for everybody … especially mothers… Poor Mrs. Giambetta.”

“She’s still screaming, Mommy. Do you hear her?”

Mommy gets up and sits on the side of the bed. There is just enough room for her legs to fit between the wall and the bed. “Sure,” she says, “I hear her. I just wish we could move out of midtown, maybe to a housing project in Queens, or maybe back to Brooklyn.”

It seems she is talking to me, but not talking to me, because she is looking out the window at the fire escape and the back of the buildings on 57th Street.

She takes a deep breath and looks at me. She smiles, and gets up and pats my fanny. “If I could only get off this welfare, we could get a better place. Someday.”

I never think much about being on the welfare, because Mommy told us to never tell anyone about it. I know she doesn’t like it, though. She keeps saying if only me and Billy were older, she could leave us at home and go out and get a real job instead of running to all these Sutton Place apartments to do the cleaning and then hide the money from the welfare. The welfare is like some disease that you can’t talk about, and I guess it’s something you don’t really want.

“Why don’t you like the welfare, Mommy?” I ask as we move into the living room.

She chuckles a little. “You know how in the morning,” she says, “when you try to pour the sugar in buckets on top of your farina?”

“Yeah,” I say, “and you always grab the sugar bowl and take it off the table.”

“Well,” she says, “welfare is like a bowl of sugar. It makes things taste better, but it can make you fat in the long run, and if you’re fat it’s hard to move around.”

“Can it kill you?”

“Kill is pretty final, Dennis. New York City has been good to us with the welfare, and God knows where we would be without it. It’s just, if you can get away without any sugar in your life, then you’re better off. But you never know about anything. Mrs. Giambetta was never on welfare and look what is happening in her family.”

“Poor Mario is dead, huh?” I ask.

“I guess so,” Mommy says. “I never knew him, except I saw him sitting on the stoop like he was hypnotized.”

That’s why they call him crazy Mario, I am thinking as I lie in the top bunk, thinking about the day. He just sat around staring at the cracks in the sidewalk. He made no response if you talked to him, even if you said “Excuse me” when you passed him in the hall or if you held the vestibule door for him. He was old enough to be in college, but, I am thinking, if all he does is stare at the sidewalks, he probably doesn’t know how to read. I wonder what he stared at in his apartment. Did he have a certain part of the wallpaper that he liked more than the other? I knew they had wallpaper because I saw it once when I passed down the hall and their door was open, a million little flowers. Wallpaper was expensive, like a phonograph or one of those big radios that got Chicago, and you didn’t have such things unless somebody gave them to you. I wondered what it was like to have no life at all, and to have wallpaper and just stare out in front of you like some statue, and to have no voice to say nothing to no one. It’s like being dead, not talking to anyone, or not knowing if anyone was around you. And Mario is probably better off being dead, but I wonder where he is. Up or down? Heaven or hell? Did he do a lot of sinning behind those eyes that just stared out? Did he see Sue Flanagan’s thighs when she crossed her legs on the stoop? That would give him a sin. And now he is dead, plopped like a pancake in my backyard, and I hope he is in heaven because in heaven your eyes are opened and you see everything, and Mario could have his voice back and he could say hello to everybody. But can you go to heaven if you jump out the window? I wonder who can answer that for me.


Chapter Seven

We are in a big hall, a Democratic club up on Third Avenue and 59th Street. When the trains aren’t going by outside on the Third Avenue El, we can hear the fiddle music. I am counting, seven, seven, seven, and then three and three. This is an Irish reel, and it is not so hard to do, but there are so many kids in the room we are tripping over each other. The music never stops. It just goes on and on, the fiddle player at the front of the room with a cigarette curving out of his mouth looking out of the window as he plays, watching the trains go by, or seeing who is walking into Bloomingdale’s across the street.

I hate it here, everyone crowded in this big room, sweating, jumping up and down like we were crushing grapes. I could be at Kips Bay in the swimming pool, but I am here because of my grandfather.

Mommy takes me here twice a month—Billy, too—to learn how to do the dances of the old country. The old country is not my old country. America is my old country. I’ve been in this country for seven years, since the day I was born in the Jewish hospital in the town of Bedford-Stuyvesant in the state of Brooklyn, and so it is old to me.

Mr. Mulvehill is doing the teaching, and he just goes on and on like the fiddle player, counting the numbers aloud like a cash register taking a bagful of pennies, “… and a one two three four five six seven and a one two three four five six seven and a …” He goes on and on until he yells at somebody for not listening to the music, but I wonder what a miracle it would be to hear the music over the screeching of the trains on the Third Avenue El and Mr. Mulvehill’s countless numbers.

The lessons are free, and that is why Mommy drags us up here. We used to go in the back room of Breffney’s Bar on 58th Street, but the crowd of kids got too big and they had to move it to this place. Some Irish society, I don’t know which one, pays Mr. Mulvehill to teach us the reels and the jigs and the Stack of Barley and the Siege of Venice, which I think is a place in Italy that I guess the Irish captured in a war. The Irish have wars the way the French have girlfriends, my grandfather says, a new one every week or so. I don’t understand my grandfather very much, because he comes from Cork, which besides being the top of a bottle is also a town in Ireland where they talk so fast that they say ten words for every one of ours. I am guessing that the fact that my grandfather came from Cork is the reason we have to do the dances of the old country. Why couldn’t my grandfather come from some nice place like Mexico, so that instead of learning the dances we could learn how to take a nap after lunch?

Mr. Mulvehill gives other lessons for money, but there are not too many kids in those classes. Those that go to the paid classes are mostly girls. I don’t know why we have to come here for our free lessons, except that Mommy has told us that in America the Irish have to keep their dances and their songs, or they will be in danger of getting the jobs in the banks and becoming milquetoasts, which is a toast as white as milk and a complete failure as toast. And, anyway, there’s not much for free in our neighborhood except for Saturday confessions at church and the Ping-Pong game at Kips Bay Boys Club.

Mr. Mulvehill calls everyone “you dare,” and then he ends every sentence with “got it?”

I have my count going pretty good, and I can see between my hops and three steps that Mr. Mulvehill is coming over to me. Oh-oh, I am thinking, because Mr. Mulvehill hardly has anything good to say except a yell.

“You dare,” he says to me, “listen to the music dare, an’ keep your eyes dare on your nose an’ keep your head straight dare, got it? An’ hands down like fists glued against your sides, got it?”

“Yes, Mr. Mulvehill,” I say, bopping away from him in my sevens.

He says this to everyone, but I don’t know why I should let him yell at me like this. I think everybody in the room is looking at me, and I think he should yell at somebody else, because I have all my sevens and threes memorized. The kick steps are coming in another month, and we’re going to have to remember much more than the sevens and threes, and Mr. Mulvehill will just go on yelling at everybody, anyway.

The music breaks and I look around for my mother through the crowd of forty or so kids who are still bopping up and down just for the fun of it.

Mommy is sitting on a wooden seat at the side wall, and I go over to her.

“Get back in line,” she says. I can hardly hear her in the clack of the bopping kids.

“I am tired of dancing, Mommy.”

“You are not tired.”

“I am, and I don’t like it.”

“Dancing is good for you, it makes you stand up straight.”

“You told me that milk is good for my teeth, too, but how come I get so many toothaches? And don’t say it’s growing pains.”

“Don’t argue with me, Dennis, until you gain another hundred pounds.”

I guess she means that I can argue with her when I get bigger, but somehow I know that she won’t let me argue with her even if I’m in high school.

I go back to the line when the music starts, and I start counting my sevens. How long, I am thinking, before I can argue with my mother, before I will be able to not do something that I don’t want to do? Some kids have been coming here for years, from kindergarten all the way up to the eighth grade. So many dances to know, and so many numbers to count. And I’ll be here, too, until I’m an old man. All because of my grandfather.

Billy took an old wooden liquor box and made a stable for Christmas. Mommy put a bunch of straw in it and a few figures she bought at the five-and-ten, and we made a little Christ child out of some cotton and a piece of old sheet. She bought a baby Jesus with the other figures, but the one we made looked like the real McCoy and not like a doll. Billy cut a hole in the back of the box for a tree light, and when it was all lit up, it looked like there really was a baby God in the stable.

There were lots of good gifts under the tree: flannel shirts, pajamas, socks, a football game that runs on batteries, a bunch of coloring books, and a paint box with watercolors, made in occupied Japan.

Now it’s two days after Christmas, and we still don’t have the batteries for the football, and Mommy gives us the money to buy them at the candy store across the street next to the Hotel Sutton.

Billy is racing me down the stairs two by two to go to the candy store, and when we get to the vestibule, something happens that is so different from anything I have ever seen that I can only think about what fun I am going to have.

All we can see before us is a wall of white. The snow is up and over the stoop and almost up to the top of the front door, tons and tons of snow. It must have come down from the sky like a falling mountain, even bigger than the Alps. I am now wishing and wishing, feeling my eyes getting bigger and bigger, that I got a sled for Christmas instead of the electric football. What fun we could have today with a sled. Maybe someone on the block has one and will let us take a ride.

A bunch of neighbors are in the hall and talking about how everything is closed for the day: banks, grocery stores, churches, everything.

We run up and tell Mommy that the candy store is closed and that there is the biggest amount of snow on the ground that ever fell. But Mommy doesn’t seem so happy. In fact, she looks sad and disappointed.

“I saw the snow on the windowsill,” she says, “but I didn’t think it was this bad, and I have to go to Mr. Austin’s.”

“But,” Billy says, “everything’s closed.”

“Mr. Austin isn’t closed, and he wants me there today.”

“The snow is higher than the door,” I say.

“You guys will have to come with me,” Mommy says. “I just have to get there.”

“No, Mommy, we have to play in the snow.”

“Later, maybe,” Mommy says, “but you’ll have to come with me.”

Now Billy is making a path with a shovel he borrowed from Mr. Bopp, the super. People all over the block are digging away to make pathways, and there is a big path in the middle of the street, with snow so high on both sides that you think you’re in a tunnel without a roof.

We reach the middle path, and we make our way down to Sutton Place, and then Billy and I have to dig our way out of the middle path and into one of the buildings on York Avenue, where we meet a doorman who is digging a path of his own.

Mommy talks to him for a minute, and he tells her that she can’t go into the main entrance.

“I’m sorry, lady,” I hear him say, “but the rules are the rules.”

It is a warm day, and there is no smoke coming out from anyone’s mouth when they talk.

We make our way in the middle path again and go around to 57th Street. There we have to dig out of the middle path again with the shovel and our hands, Mommy and me acting like steam shovels scooping up the snow, until we get to the iron gates of the service entrance. The service elevator man takes us up to the tenth floor, the four of us crowded into the elevator with a big burlap bag of garbage.

Mr. Austin has a marble floor when you go into his apartment, and he tells Mommy that the marble floor has a lot of stains on it and that it has to be clean for a party he is having tonight.

“Who will ever come out in this snow?” Mommy says, and she laughs a little.

Mr. Austin doesn’t think this is so funny, and he sort of scolds Mommy.

“Well,” he says, “whoever comes will walk on a clean floor, anyway.”

Billy looks at me, and I know that he wants to hit Mr. Austin over the head with the shovel. Mommy brings us into the kitchen, where we sit on the windowsill and watch her fill a pail with soap and water. We don’t say anything as we watch her because we know that she is embarrassed. I feel pretty bad that she is upset.

“Okay,” she says finally as she throws a brush into the pail, “so he is not a very nice man, but we need the money. I can’t wait around for sunny days to get some work, you know.”


Chapter Eight

Billy is ten years old, and he shouldn’t have done it. I am putting my tie on, getting ready for school, and Mommy has been going through Billy’s homework book, checking his lessons, and she has just seen what he has written on a back page. And she is yelling at the top of her lungs.

“This is so disgusting,” Mommy is saying, “and you should know better than to say this. To write this vile thing. Filthy, gutter mouth. How did you get to be so repulsive? Your father would never use language like this, and your grandfather, either.”

I hear Billy running, and Mommy is running after him. She has a wooden hanger in her hand.

“Your grandfather is a gentleman, and he cares about keeping his mouth as clean as his shirt. But you …”

Billy is now through the kitchen. I hate it when Mommy goes on and on like this. She gets something in her mind and it is there forever, and she never gets off it.

“You,” she is yelling, “you make me sick.”

Billy runs into our little room and jumps into a corner of the bottom bunk bed, trying to hide. Mommy is right behind him.

“Detestable piece of work,” she yells. “I’ll fix you, young man.”

She is now swinging the wooden hanger, and the hanger goes off Billy’s leg and it breaks in half, but Mommy is still swinging, and the broken part of the wood goes into Billy’s leg, and Billy’s skin rips and he is bleeding all over the bottom bunk, and Billy yells, but just once.

I run out into the kitchen, and I see Billy’s notebook open on the top of the kitchen table, and I pick it up and read the words. I can see why Billy should have known better, for he is ten years old, and should know that if you have to write, in large block letters, PAULIE FRYDE IS AN ASS-SUCKING FAGGOT, you should write it on a piece of paper that isn’t in a notebook where your mother can read it.

Mommy comes into the kitchen, and I drop the book, and she opens the medicine cabinet above the kitchen sink and pulls out a box of Band-Aids. But there is only one Band-Aid, and Billy will need a much bigger bandage to stop the bleeding, and so Mommy takes a kitchen towel and tears it in half and runs back into Billy, who is as silent as a lamb under a shady tree.

Billy limps a little, but it is not too bad, and Mommy says that the cut won’t need any stitches. She taped the kitchen towel around his leg, and we are going off to school now. Mommy is at the door, and she has Billy’s homework book in her hand. Her bright green eyes are all watery. She kisses Billy and gives him the book.

“Tear that page out,” Mommy says, “and throw it in the garbage under the front stairs.”

“All right, Mommy,” Billy answers.

“And we won’t talk about it again.”

“All right, Mommy.”

Billy has to walk down the stairs one step at a time, and as we limp down together he makes me promise that I won’t tell anyone at school what happened, I guess because Paulie Fryde will have a good laugh if he found out that Billy got beat because he wrote that Paulie Fryde was a faggot.

I promise, easily, because there is no way I would ever tell anyone, anyway.

St. John’s school yard, just across from us on 56th Street, is filled with running and shouting children, the girls all in blue jumpers and white blouses, the boys in white shirts and blue ties. Billy and I get there just as Sister Regina, the principal, rings the big brass handbell. It is almost like watching a movie go into slow motion to see what happens when Sister Regina rings the bell, for all the running and shouting stops immediately and everyone walks quietly to their class line and gets lined up, like boxes on a drugstore shelf.
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