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Preface




  At dinner with friends a few years ago, the conversation turned to the subject of childhood memories. Most of the accounts had to do with joyful events, family outings, and holidays. Occasional stories about the loss of a grandparent or a pet were the exceptions. When it was my turn, I blurted out the first thing that came to mind.




  “I didn’t crap for nearly two years once,” I declared.




  “Now that’s a heartwarming recollection,” quipped someone.




  “It’s true,” I responded, adding that when you don’t eat . . .




  “So you’re saying that you were starved as a child?” interrupted the wife of a colleague.




  “And you were kept in a windowless basement, right?” said her husband with a playful smirk.




  “Just the opposite,” I replied. “I was free to roam the wide-open spaces and go pretty much where I wanted. The problem was meals were often few and far between.”




  “And this was because? . . . ”




  Before long I was recounting life on the road with my father, including the fact that, despite my now being an academic of some distinction, I hardly ever attended school, missing some grades entirely and never reaching beyond the first weeks of high school.




  “God, our childhoods were so boringly normal compared to yours,” observed one friend.




  “Don’t complain,” I answered. “Normal is pretty good when you’re a kid.”




  That night sleep was slow in coming and when it did it was anything but restful. My dreams retraced the highways my father and I wandered in vain pursuit of our utopias.




  Who was it that said a normal childhood is one not worth living? I’d like to tell that person a story.




  In the third-class seat sat the journeying boy.




  —THOMAS HARDY




  The Next Better Place




  
PART I


  ALBANY TO PITTSBURGH


  (472 Miles) 





  
The Giveaway





  IT IS 1959. My mother and father talk while I pilot my scooter along the cement paths that surround the New York State Capitol. Rising from the cracks in the pavement are puffy white dandelion balls, atomic bomb mushroom clouds, which I run over as part of my search-and-destroy mission to save the planet. It is late spring and the flowers and trees are in full dress. I am about to be transferred to the care of my father, and my mother is justifiably reluctant to consummate the exchange.




  This is the second try, and as before she makes my father promise that I will be properly fed and sheltered.




  “I wouldn’t be doing this if it wasn’t so hard to make ends meet, you know. On my waitress pay I can hardly feed the girls, and the apartment is so small. Besides, he wants to be with you,” she says, and pain and guilt are mingled in her defeated expression.




  The girls she refers to are my sisters, both slightly younger than me.




  My mother lights a pencil-length Pall Mall off the tip of my father’s half-spent Camel. Her fingers are bony and long, spiderlike, and they tremble when she is nervous. They are trembling now. When I breeze by on my scooter, my parents smile and wave solicitously. I may be eleven but I know the score. Boys should be with their father, and girls should be with their mother. A natural symmetry. I don’t mind. In fact I love my father, even though I know he’s kind of a bum. Besides, I am bored with the dull routine of life with my mother and sisters. Schoolwork and bed before sunset are just a couple of things I am not crazy about. Her obsession with cleanliness is another. So this is really my choice.




  “You want to be with him, don’t you?” observes my mother. Her frustration with my obvious lack of enthusiasm for the home life she works so hard to create is increasingly apparent. I seek the life of adventure, and with my father each day is certain to be different.




  When I get within earshot I hear my mother’s strained voice laying out the ground rules. For the first time she strikes me as almost pretty enough to be in the movies, but like me she is too skinny to have a real chance at stardom, I think. Movie actors have sculpted muscles and hourglass figures—qualities we lack. In truth I have more physical deficiencies than she does. A big nose and funny-shaped head are not assets in Hollywood. Still, despite all these marks against me, I figure that being in the movies some day is not an impossibility, especially since I am certain that I possess a talent for showbiz, as my father calls it.




  “Don’t drink! If you start hitting the bottle again, I’ll take him back. Bars are no place for a child. He needs to have a bath once a week and his clothes and underwear need to be washed. School is important. Make sure he goes every day. If there’s a problem, just bring him back, okay?”




  My father nods in agreement, although I know my mother’s words are lost on him. She knows this too but clings to the hope that he will do right by me—for once own up to his responsibility and in doing so relieve her of the terrible burden she has borne since marrying him. He has never been any help to her or the kids because of his constant drinking, she is quick to tell anyone with a sympathetic ear.




  “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of the kid. For Christ’s sake, he’s my son, too,” says my father, feigning indignation by shaking his head and exhaling a glob of smoke from his broad nostrils.




  “I wouldn’t be doing this if I could afford to feed all three and give him someplace to sleep besides the sofa. He’s too old to sleep in with his sisters. It wouldn’t be right,” says my mother, as if she were speaking to some invisible jury. “I swear to God, if you start boozing, I’ll come and get him and that will be the end of it. You’ll never have him again. Really, don’t try anything. I’ll call the cops. I mean it.”




  “Oh, pipe down, will you? You’re not going to call anyone. You’re full of crap! Jesus, I said I’d take care of him and I will! My back was killing me before. That’s why I took a drink. To relieve the pain. It hasn’t been right since the jeep accident. I got pills now. Let’s not make a damn federal case out of it,” responds my father as he lights a fresh cigarette with the stub of another.




  My father’s now almost mythical account of his army-related accident involves a jeep flipping over in the Aleutian Islands during World War II. This fabled mishap is responsible for his recurring back problems, he contends. My mother is skeptical about his whole account and at times tells him so.




  “You weren’t in the war. You never left the country. You typed supply reports at Fort Devens in Massachusetts. Remember? That’s what you told me once.”




  “Like hell I did! What do you know about it? You think you have all the details?” he counters, pulling his cherished discharge from his wallet and waving it in her face. “You think they just give these away for the hell of it? You have to earn an honorable discharge.”




  I am intrigued by another of my father’s physical abnormalities. His right-hand index finger—another casualty of his alleged army accident—is slightly misshapen and on top of that it is turning yellow. Weeks earlier when I asked him why it had changed color, he explained that it meant he would soon find a suitcase full of saw-bucks. When I inquired as to why it hadn’t turned green instead, he shrugged his shoulders, lifted his left leg, and farted loudly.




  In the old days in Paris a man became a cabaret star because he could string farts together into a patriotic tune, kind of like “Yankee Doodle Dandy,” but in froggy, my father likes to say. Whenever I envision this, it makes me laugh, sometimes hysterically. So far my father’s been able to do up to four notes of “Blue Gardenia,” one of his favorite Nat King Cole songs.




  My mother calls out to me as I’m about to eradicate another row of radioactive weeds secretly planted by the Commies. It is time to conclude the deal and make our official farewells. She kisses me on the cheek and I rocket away as quickly as I can. Something inside causes me to withhold affection from her, and this will not change until we are both much older and I am a lot wiser. For much of our relationship there will be a point beyond which I will not go with her. A hug but not a kiss. An exchange of verbal affection that leaves her unfulfilled and wanting because I will not return her gestures of love. Maybe it is because I feel she is giving me away.




  The huge weeping willow trees on the capitol lawn are absolutely still. Their drooping limbs remind me of the hanging cattle rustlers I saw in an episode of Wagon Train.




  “Head ’em out,” I whisper as my mother extends her sinewy arm in my direction.




  “Love you, Michael!” she blurts out, nearly choking on a gulp of wind that has suddenly swooped down like a winged predator from the cold gray parapets of the capitol edifice and into her gaping mouth.




  “Love yo—!”




  
Hitting the Road





  IT HAS BEEN TWO YEARS since my parents divorced. I know this because when my mother is angry at my father or about her life in general, which is most of the time, she often says that she should have divorced him long before that. In fact she says she never should have married him in the first place, adding that you do stupid things when you’re young and naive.




  “At nineteen what do you know about people like him? I was a dumb little virgin, for heaven’s sake!” she mutters while scrubbing clothes against a washboard in the kitchen sink, which is held upright by two rusted and bowed metal columns that stand at perilous angles to one another on a faded and stained linoleum floor. I think of them as firehouse poles or escape ramps for the cockroaches that climb from the mysterious recesses of the drain.




  My father blames her for their failed relationship, claiming that his drinking wasn’t the real problem but never saying what the real problem was. His bitterness over the divorce is never more apparent than when he is tipping the bottle. But now he has sworn to stay sober because of me. We have plans. For months we have talked about going to California, a place so beautiful, according to my father, that it makes Albany look like a piece of used toilet paper. He has never actually been there himself, but he knows people who have and they rave about it, he reports. So the West beckons, and I am dizzy with anticipation. Visions of rugged, snowcapped mountains, sunbaked deserts, famous movie stars, and towering palm trees fill my daydreams. I want to be there more than anything. My need to go is consuming me.




  My father has a few things to take care of before we leave, he says, so I occupy my days running my scooter through the busy downtown streets near the rooming house where we are staying. To my delight but not surprise, my father has not pressed the issue of school, although he tells me to stay close by so that I won’t be spotted by the truant officer. My mother knows nothing about our plans to leave Albany and I wonder how severely she will react when she finds out that we are gone. Will she have regrets for giving up her eldest child and only son? Do mothers care more about their female children? Will she really get the police after us to get me back? These are questions that are never too far from my thoughts.




  It has been a year since my first abbreviated stay with my father, which ended when my mother caught sight of him coming out of a bar around the corner from the DeWitt Clinton Hotel, his occasional employer. He contends that she was spying on him and jumped to the wrong conclusion. He wasn’t drinking, he protests, but simply looking for a friend from work, another bellhop. I know better too.




  That night I am back in the damp basement flat on Hudson Avenue with my mother and two sisters, and it is at least a month before he is able to get back into the semigood graces of the woman he refers to as “that goddamn hardheaded mick” when he is unhappy with her. His language for her father, whom he hates and fears, is more choice. My grandpa Mac, short for McKenna, has threatened to beat the malarkey out of my father if he catches him drunk around us, and his reputation as a two-fisted brawler in his hometown adds considerable weight to his threat.




  “Daddy will come up to Albany and straighten you out, mister,” I recall my mother telling my father on more than one occasion to warn him off another round with the bottle.




  “Straighten me out? Bullshit! He’s the biggest friggin’ drunken harp in Hartford,” is my father’s standard reply. “Don’t tell me about that son of a bitch. You forget that he was such a lush that you and your sister ended up in an orphanage.”




  I have a vague memory of visiting my grandfather in a VA hospital when I was very young, and years later when I bring it up to my father he says, “The dumb bastard was in there drying out. Nearly killed himself drinking rubbing alcohol and Sterno.”




  Now on our first evening together my father cooks us Campbell’s pork and beans on a single-burner hot plate and we discuss our planned trek to California, where he has a pal who works at a motel in a place called Encino and is certain to find a job for him.




  “There’s always work in the hotel racket,” he says, adding, “I’ll be glad to get out of this stinking jerk burg. Nothing but lousy luck for me here. I want to get as far away from the East Coast as I can. Leave all the crap behind. The farther the better, believe me.”




  Bitterness transforms his expression.




  A couple of days later we are ready to hit the road, as my father puts it. We board a Greyhound bus to New York City after successfully eluding the rooming-house landlord, to whom my father owes back rent. Our departure means leaving behind my beloved scooter, salvaged from a junk pile in an alley behind the DeWitt Clinton. My father spotted it during a smoke break in his bellhop job and he and his buddy tightened a few screws, unbent the handlebars, scraped off some rust and grime, and hosed it down to get it presentable and in working order. After that he hauled it to my mother’s flat, where I was staying at the time, and presented it to me with great fanfare as my sisters looked on with awe and envy. They were seldom recipients of attention let alone gifts from my father. I felt sorry for them but was pleased to be the chosen one.




  Nothing in my life has meant as much to me as this recycled scooter. It gave me mechanized movement, a means to reach limits far beyond what my feet could provide. I was thrilled by the speed it could achieve and the ground it could cover. In my active imagination, the small rubber wheels took me to faraway, beautiful places. Yet when the time came, I was more than willing to suffer the loss of my prized vehicle for the greater pleasures of a legitimate longdistance voyage.




  At the Port Authority Bus Terminal in New York we are approached by a drunk clutching his crotch who asks my father directions to the “pissery,” and it dawns on me that he is asking for the location of the bathroom. I adopt the term until my father warns me against using it, although I can’t imagine that it is worse than the term my father mostly uses—the crapper.




  “It’s a swear word, so don’t use it. I don’t want you picking up language like that, okay?”




  I agree but file it away for future use when he is not within earshot. The enormity of the bus station thrills me but the sensation is extinguished when my father tells me that we’re too short of cash to catch the next bus. But this won’t be a problem, he promises, because he has an old friend in town who can help out. He’s not quite sure of his address, so he looks in a phone book that hangs from a cord at the end of a group of telephone booths.




  “Not far from here. An easy walk,” he announces.




  Out on the street, the skyscrapers capture my attention.




  “Some place,” my father says proprietarily. “It’s changed, though, since I was a kid. Not such a great burg anymore. Too bad.”




  I can see by the look in his grayish yellow eyes that for an instant he has been transported back to when it was a better place. He was born in a part of Harlem that was a middle-class white neighborhood in the early decades of the century.




  “City has gone to the dogs.” He is back and staring disdainfully at a JOHN F. KENNEDY FOR PRESIDENT poster attached to the wall of what appears to be an abandoned building.




  He hates JFK because he is Irish, like my grandpa, and because Kennedy senior was a rum-running mick who bought his son’s elections and whatever else he wanted, he claims.




  “Without all their dirty money they couldn’t get elected dog-catcher. Nixon came from poor parents, who couldn’t afford to buy their kids into Harvard. They were decent people. Not crooks,” contends my father, shaking his head indignantly.




  To me Kennedy looks like a movie star, so I like him no matter what my father says. I have never seen a person with such white teeth, and maybe that is the real reason why my father hates him, because his own choppers are almost all rotted away and he has stained false ones for the top of his mouth.




  “Come on, let’s go to the square. You’ll like that.”




  We join the fast-moving crowd as it defies the flashing DON’T WALK sign on the opposite side of the street. When we’re about halfway across, a cab driver leans on his horn and shouts at us to move our fat asses, and my father thumbs his nose at him. That gesture nearly gets us run over. The sour smell of car exhaust is joined by a more pleasant odor coming from an umbrellaed hot dog cart that we nearly collide with while trying to escape the bumper of the Checker taxi.




  “Son of a bitch!” shouts my father at the cab as it barrels away.




  No one else seems quite as perturbed by the attempted homicide as he does. In fact I’m struck by the nonchalance of our fellow pedestrians, who also had to leap for their lives.




  “Prick,” grumbles my father under his breath as he tugs me deeper into the cement canyon that leads to his fabled square, a place that he has spoken about with considerable enthusiasm and longing for as long as I can remember.




  
Street Scenes





  MY MOTHER HAS A TOASTER, but only one of its coils works, so our toast is always soft and cool on one side. It is better than the toast made on a tiny hot plate in my father’s room back in Albany. It cooks unevenly and catches fire occasionally. When this happens, my father chucks the toast into the nearby sink and stamps out the flame with a dirty dish towel. This upsets me, since we usually pee in the sink during the night because the communal bathroom is at the far end of an unlit hallway.




  “It’s all right,” he assures me while scraping off the singed areas and applying some colorless oleomargarine to what remains.




  “Eat it,” he orders. “It’s better than nothing.”




  I’m not sure it is, but I do as he says. By the time we reach the periphery of the square, I am totally ravenous. The incinerated toast I swallowed for breakfast has completely left me.




  “I’m starving,” I complain, rubbing my growling stomach.




  “So what’s new?” says my father, checking his pockets.




  After digging around a minute, he comes up with a couple of wrinkled dollar bills and some change. We stop at a hot dog stand that looks identical to the one we nearly banged into and I load my narrow bun with everything that is available until the mound I form is close to toppling.




  “You ain’t gonna taste da dog unner all dat crap, kid,” comments the vendor as he hands my father a cup of coffee. That is his lunch. That and a Camel cigarette.




  People stream by in thick columns, oblivious to our presence. One of these zombielike passersby bumps my father’s arm as he is about to take a sip of his coffee, and the contents of the paper cup splatter onto his shirt. This sets him off, but before he has a chance to single out the culprit and give him a tongue-lashing, the assailant has melted back into the stream of bodies.




  “Son of a bitch,” growls my father, whose cigarette also falls victim to the crash.




  His attempt to relight it fails, and this fans his anger. The cigarette is drenched beyond redemption and he heaves it to the ground. He mutters a few more profanities as he fetches another from his pack and lights it up. A long drag has the immediate effect of improving his mood.




  “How’s the hot dog?” he asks, and I offer him the last bite. “You eat it,” he says with a wink, and we move toward the great square.




  As we walk along he dabs at the splattered coffee marks on his shirt and asks if I can see the stains. When I nod that I can, he curses all New Yorkers and flicks the tiny remains of his lit cigarette into a trash can. His clothing is something he cares about, especially since he has only one other outfit.




  “I hope the whole fucking city burns down,” he grumbles, and then directs my attention to a mammoth smoking billboard that blows perfect rings.




  “So what do you think?” he says, sweeping his hand grandly from left to right. “Times Square. It’s something, huh?”




  There are more signs and neon lights than I have ever seen in one place, and they have a hypnotic effect on me. My father is halfway down the block before I realize it, and I run to catch up to him.




  “Stay with me,” instructs my father. “You get lost here, I’ll never find you.”




  We join a crowd that has gathered at the window of an Italian restaurant. Beyond the glass a man in a white apron and tall, puffy chef’s hat is kneading a large mound of spongy dough. We are not sure why the crowd has formed to observe this mundane scene until the man tosses the stretched dough toward the ceiling and it lands on the counter in the form of an air-filled dome. The crowd laughs at this and becomes nearly uproarious when the pizza man pinches a small nipple into the top of the bulbous and quivering mound.




  I am slow to catch on until a teenager with a carefully sculpted duck’s-ass haircut next to me says, “Like to find a broad with a tit that big,” while cupping his hands against his black leather jacket.




  A few members of the crowd overhear him and snicker. My father signals for us to move away. There is a sheepish grin on his face and I make a point of letting him know that I am aware of the joke by cupping my hands across my chest like the teenager.




  “Don’t be smart,” he warns, slapping at my hands, and we leave the spectacle behind.




  Our next stop is a drugstore just around the corner. My father needs a pack of butts and I request a roll of Necco wafers. There is just enough money left to cover this purchase, and I sense that his old pal is crucial to our plans to reach California. As I wait for him in the entranceway, a tiny woman wrapped from head to foot in a soiled and tattered shawl approaches me and says that her son is the president of the United States. When I say, “Eisenhower?” she looks at me like I am a total idiot.




  “No, Lincoln . . . Abraham Lincoln,” she shouts, and wanders away in utter disgust.




  When I report the encounter to my father, he says in a matter-of-fact manner that everybody in New York thinks they are either famous or related to somebody who is. I chew on this observation and a chocolate Necco wafer as we begin our movement up the rungs of Manhattan’s teeming streets.




  
Twelve Steps





  THE SO-CALLED EASY WALK to my father’s friend’s place turns out to be a considerable journey. I count forty-seven blocks, and the old man (that is how I think of him at times like these) is huffing and puffing. His new pack of cigarettes is half emptied along the way, and when he exhales smoke it is accompanied by a whirring sound that puts me in mind of the air-raid sirens in movies about the bombing of London. When I tell him this, he claims it has nothing to do with his smoking. That it’s a combination of bronchitis and asthma and I should learn to be more sensitive to what ails him. Baloney, I think, but I don’t say so.




  We take a right off Broadway at Eighty-eighth Street and find the Oxford Arms Hotel and Apartments a half block later. It is twelve stories high—I carefully note the number of floors—and it has a faded brown awning extending over its entrance. I am impressed and my father’s expression indicates he is too.




  We pass through a revolving door, which I speed up in an attempt to catch the heels of my father’s shoes. He shoots me a “cut the crap” look as we enter a sparsely furnished lobby housing two anemic-looking potted palms. At the far end, in a room behind a wall of glass, a dozen or so men are intently listening to a speaker, who stands behind a podium bearing a crest of crossed sabers. Even from our distant vantage point it is apparent that the speaker is emaciated and unsteady. He stabs at his brow with a plaid handkerchief and at one point leans so far to one side that he seems about to crash to the floor. Someone quickly takes up a position a few feet behind him as if ready to catch him should he tip over. A sign to the left of the door leading into the room says TWELVE-STEP MEETING—WELCOME.




  At the hotel desk, a colored man, who to me is the spitting image of Nat King Cole, greets us. My father tells him we are here to see his friend Ray Scanlon.




  “He be right behind you, sir,” the desk clerk responds, pointing a long finger that reminds me of a White Owl cigar toward a heavy-set figure approaching us from the direction of the meeting room.




  “Curt, you ole bastard!” Ray shouts. “You mean you’re still alive? Jesus, I thought the devil would’ve claimed your nasty ass by now.”




  My father is obviously pleased by his friend’s enthusiastic greeting. They shake hands vigorously and launch into a conversation about life over the past several years. I return my attention to the frail-looking speaker in the twelve-step room, who has just completed his talk and is smiling tentatively and nodding at the applauding audience. Moving toward the room, I can discern a distinct lack of color in his narrow face and eyes so deeply set in their sockets that I wonder if he sees everything as if from the dark depths of a cave.




  “Michael, come meet Mr. Scanlon,” says my father, and I return to his side.




  “Ray . . . call me Ray, buddy,” he says, and takes my skinny fingers into his meaty fist and playfully swings my arm in circles as if it were a rubber band.




  “Well, the kid lucked out, Curt. Got his mom’s good looks and not your ugly puss. Wouldn’t have wished that beak on my mother-in-law. So you’re Mikey, eh? You’re a pretty tough lookin’ little guy.”




  Ray’s warm and robust manner appeals to me immediately, and I like him because he teases my father without really putting him down.




  “Curt, you’re just in time for a little AA reinforcement,” he says, nodding in the direction of the meeting still under way. “So how long you been on the wagon, pal?”




  My father lies, saying that he has been without a drink going on three years. In reality it has been less than three months, and that is something of a record for him.




  The memory of his most recent bout with the bottle is still all too vivid to me: He is stumbling down the steps that lead to my mother’s basement apartment. She instructs my sisters and me to remain perfectly still until he leaves, because she is not about to open the door and deal with him, especially now that they are officially divorced.




  We huddle behind the door and listen while he pounds on it and shouts for my mother to let him in. He uses lots of swear words and threatens to kick the door down, adding that he will also kick my mother’s bony Irish ass when he gets in. Eventually he gives up and leaves, or so we think. When my mother believes the coast is clear she opens the door, only to discover that he is sprawled out on the steps. With the help of her friend Peggy Phelps, who lives on the floor above, she manages to get him to his feet and back onto the sidewalk, where he wanders off in his alcohol-induced stupor.




  A couple of days later he returns, but this time he appears sober or close to it. My mother is not interested in his apologies and tells him so through the opening in the chained door. Despite his dramatic pleas that he be allowed to visit with me and my sisters, she refuses to let him into the apartment.




  “You think I’m going to let you in after all the threats you made the other day? Besides, I don’t want the kids to see you like this. You’re pathetic. Look at you. You’re shaking like a spastic. They’re just babies. Is this the way you want them to see their father? Don’t you know what you’ve done to this family already? You’ve ruined things. You’ve always just thought of yourself. Not us. Never, never us. Just leave.”




  With these words she closes the door in his face. Tears well up in her vast green eyes, and they run down my cheeks in torrents. My sisters are whimpering as they back themselves into a dark corner of the living room. There they remain until my mother assures them that everything is all right, and then and only then do they emerge from their sanctuary like frightened lambs treading cautiously lest they arouse a sleeping bogeyman. Sadness overwhelms me when I think of my father standing dejected on the other side of the door. This image makes me cry all over again. If I had the power to make things better, I would in an instant. But I am powerless against his raging thirst.




  
Gert’s Loss





  “SO WHAT BRINGS YOU to the city?” asks Ray.




  My father explains that the hotel racket, as he calls it, in Albany is flat on its ass, so we’re heading to the West Coast, where he has a good lead on a job. But right now dough is low, he says, and he wonders if Ray can help out.




  Ray says he will do what he can but that things are not great for him either, not since the death of his daughter last year. After that, he says, his wife became pretty weird, and he has been too distracted by the situation to put in the hours he needs to make a decent living. Managing the Oxford Arms has been difficult in his current state of mind, he says, and his expression loses its animation.




  “Poor Gert. She’s been off her lid. Strange as hell. Not that it wasn’t hard on me. I was crushed and still am. Katy was the light of my life. When she died it seemed like everything kind of went dark. We did everything together. The pain is still there, believe me, but I’m trying to get on with things. Gert’s just thrown in the towel.”




  My father conveys his sympathies, and Ray suggests that he do some things at the Oxford to make a few bucks. He agrees, and I am not too happy because this means a delay in our travel plans. I just want to get going again, to board a bus west. There is no offer of cash from Ray, so our wheels are locked in place for the time being. Shit! I scream to myself, wishing the whole world could hear me.




  “Just a few days, then we’ll have enough dough to get a ticket,” my father assures me later, but his words do little to raise my spirits.




  Ray tells my father that he can bunk in a small room off the lobby that is usually used to store luggage and things, while I stay with him and his wife. I am not at all pleased with this arrangement and give my father a look that says so. He is not happy with it either but signals me to keep my mouth shut. All the warning alarms are sounding inside my head. This is not good. Not good at all.




  “It’ll probably be nice for Gert to have a kid around,” observes Ray, who then tells my father about an AA meeting that evening in what he calls the Sobriety Lounge.




  “We got meetings every day, sometimes two,” points out Ray, and my father says, “Great,” but I know he’s really thinking something else, as he does not have much use for AA.




  Ray nods in the direction of the glassed-in room, whose current occupants are huddled around a table piled with white mugs and a coffee urn, and then he introduces us to Leland, his desk clerk, whom he instructs to show my father to his accommodations. Leland is humming “Nature Boy,” and when I look at him he flashes me a smile that reveals a large dark gap between his gleaming front teeth. Ray and I head to the elevator that will take us to his apartment, and it feels like the long walk to the electric chair.




  “Don’t be a nuisance,” says my father as we move in opposite directions.




  “Hey, if he is, I’ll give him a good one,” jokes Ray, holding his clenched fist above my head.




  Inside the elevator, Ray asks if I have ever been to Coney Island, and I tell him no. He says it has rides that make even grown-ups soil their pants, and he wants to know if I want to go. I am keen on the idea and tell him so. The last time I was at an amusement park was with my father when I was nine years old. He was drinking and I managed to talk him into riding the roller coaster with me. When the ride ended, he was not feeling too well and threw up all over his recently purchased Hush Puppies. For the balance of the day he tried in vain to get all of the puke off his shoes while cursing me for getting him to go on the ride in the first place. The incident seemed to me to be a form of retribution for his alcohol abuse, and I was secretly pleased that he got what he deserved. Maybe he would stop drinking if he got sick from it, I thought.




  “These Hush Puppies are new. Now look at them. They ought to close down that goddamn ride,” he complained, digging vomit particles out from his treasured shoes with the tip of his Ace comb.




  “It’s the beer,” I countered, to which he responded by chucking the befouled comb at me.




  The elevator stops at the eleventh floor and we enter a carpeted hallway. At the far end an elderly woman is forcing a box into an opening in the wall. When Ray catches sight of her, he comments to me that she puts things into the incinerator that would not burn if they were dropped into an active volcano. He says that he would like to stuff her down the chute and would if the old bag was not so punctual with her rent money.




  On the door to his apartment, a wide black ribbon hangs under a sign that says THE SCANLONS. This gives me the shivers and I am filled with trepidation as we enter. I think of my father in his cozy storage room miles beneath me as I am escorted into the lair of a crazy woman.




  
Unwelcome Guest





  MRS. SCANLON GLARES AT ME. There is a look in her eyes that says she’ll get me if it’s the last thing she ever does. Her black hair is wound tightly into a large cone atop her head, which makes her appear all the more threatening and evil. For a moment Ray says nothing, as if calculating his next move. The living room is dark except for the flickering glow emanating from a silent television screen. Ray removes his hand from my shoulder and moves to his wife’s side. There they stand looking at me, and I wonder if the ghost of their daughter will hate me too for being there.




  “He looks a little like Katy, doesn’t he, Gert?” says Ray in a conciliatory tone.




  Mrs. Scanlon shoots him a look of ferocious contempt and stomps away. Ray shrugs his shoulders and exhales loudly as if he has been holding his breath.




  “Mikey is going to stay with us for a while,” he announces as his wife slams the door to the room she has entered.




  Ray points out that she is not herself and then says I can stay in Katy’s room. The idea fills me with absolute dread. I cannot imagine sleeping in a dead person’s bed. It would be like nestling in the arms of a corpse or being cuddled by something cold and vile. Ray rejects my offer to bunk on the couch and leads me to his daughter’s room. On the way to this tomb I begin to plot my escape. I will slip out later and get my father. We can get help someplace else, I reason. To hell with this arrangement.




  The bedroom is as dark as a crypt and I sense the little dead girl’s presence, but when the light is turned on it seems much less foreboding. There are brightly colored stuffed animals piled on the bed and in a rocking chair that is covered with a patchwork quilt. The curtains and rug are a welcoming sunshine yellow. I figure that it might be safe to stay in the room as long as the light remains on. As soon as I am left alone, I plan to push the dresser in front of the closet door because my instincts tell me that Katy is in there waiting to exact her revenge on me for trespassing.




  “She loved this thing,” says Ray, lifting a Hula-Hoop and placing it over my head and around my waist. “Got it a few months before she passed on. Could keep it going for a long time, but toward the end she didn’t have the energy. How about you? Any good at it?” he asks, but before I can answer he lets the hoop drop to the floor and moves away.




  The longer we are in the room the more solemn he becomes. When his gloom hits bottom he abruptly turns and heads to the door, leaving me standing in front of a picture of his deceased daughter. I cannot detect any similarity in our looks, other than the fact that we both have thick brown hair, and lips that have too much red in them, at least to my liking. Grown-ups have commented about my ruby-colored lips, saying they look like they belong on a girl. It angers and upsets me when I hear this, so when I remember to do it, I pinch my lips together to draw the blood from them. For a second or so after I do this I look more masculine, I think.




  “There’s some good bologna and milk in the icebox. Help yourself,” advises Ray at the door. He tells me to make myself at home and to hit the hay soon because I will need my rest for tomorrow when we go to Coney Island.




  “You can’t be groggy on the Parachute Drop if you want to stay alive,” he warns.




  On his way out of the apartment, he encounters his wife. There is a heated exchange and I can hear most of what is said. Mrs. Scanlon wants to know why he has brought me to their apartment. She calls me a dirty little orphan and demands that I be removed from the premises straightaway. She says Ray has no right putting some disgusting street urchin in their beloved daughter’s room, that by doing so he is violating her memory. I resolve to vanish in the middle of the night.




  The argument continues unabated for several minutes. Mrs. Scanlon does most of the talking. Finally Ray promises that I will be gone in a day or two, but this does little to appease his wife. As a further concession he tells her that I will sleep on the living room couch, which is fine by me and was my idea in the first place. This seems to have a positive effect on Mrs. Scanlon. When he returns to his daughter’s bedroom, his face is flushed as if he has been hanging from his feet.




  “Hey, buddy, sorry about all the racket. How about camping out on the couch tonight? You can watch TV until you fall asleep. We leave it on all the time these days. There are some good westerns on tonight,” he says, attempting to conceal the anger and embarrassment he is feeling.




  He fetches a blanket and pillow from a hall closet and tells me to use the blue guest towel in the bathroom, not the yellow ones, which belong to Katy. He says he will see me after the AA meeting and tells me to live it up and not worry about Gert, who will come around, he says. The fear I felt at the prospect of sleeping in the dead girl’s bed is supplanted by the fear of being left alone in the apartment with Mrs. Scanlon. Will she come after me as soon as her husband leaves? Is she insane? Did she kill her own daughter? A monster begins to take shape in my distressed mind.




  Ray cannot be sold on the idea of my accompanying him to the Sobriety Lounge, so as soon as he departs I take up a position on the couch that gives me a clear view of the door behind which Mrs. Scanlon patiently awaits the right moment to avenge my unwanted presence.




  For as long as I can, I alternate my gaze between the door and the figures on the television screen, who ride their quick palominos across the landscape of my dreams.




  
Apparitions





  “COWBOYS DON’T DIE . . . only Indians,” declares my youngest sister, Pamela.




  She looks like a miniature Dale Evans in her rhinestone blouse, leather jodhpurs, and white Stetson hat. We are leaning against the fence in a corral filled with magnificent black horses. They are wild, unbroken. The dream of motion is in their eyes, as it is in mine, and I can tell they desperately want to run free, to escape the world of humans. The wind stirs the dust and for a moment the horses are lost in a brown vortex. The frantic sound of their hooves is the only evidence of their existence. When the air settles I see my sister astride the largest and fiercest of the ebony stallions. I am filled with a combination of envy and horror.




  My mother screeches an incomprehensible string of words from inside the barn as the animal carrying my sister jumps over the fence. Her small body is catapulted into the air and returns to earth behind a large cluster of sagebrush. I dash over to where I estimate she has landed, and when I get there my sister and father are lighting Camel cigarettes. My father asks if I want a butt, and they both begin to laugh wildly. I wake up full of confused anger.




  The apartment is dark, but someone is in the kitchen making a considerable amount of noise. As I slowly survey my surroundings, I see Mrs. Scanlon sitting motionless across the room. Her eyes are fixed on me. My heart starts to pound and I feel small, warm droplets slip from my bladder into my undershorts. At any moment I expect her to fly across the room like a vampire bat and seize me, ripping at my gullet until a geyser of blood gushes from it. Before I can decide on a course of action, she dabs at the corner of her eyes with a tissue and retreats to her room, gently closing the door behind her.




  Ray emerges from the kitchen with an apron wrapped around his thick midsection. He asks if I’m going to sleep all day and waves for me to join him in the kitchen, where I am introduced to a steaming pile of pancakes and a pitcher of orange juice.




  “You’re awfully scrawny. Bet you don’t weigh much more than Katy did, and she was a little feather. But you’re a guy and need some meat on those bones. Don’t your old man feed you?” he asks, loading my plate.




  I ask Ray about my father and am told that he has been put to work to raise the money we need to continue our passage west. This pleases me, and the dark clouds are momentarily pushed aside. The urgency that I feel to get to that golden destination has not diminished. If anything it has increased. It occupies the largest place in my thoughts and it is all I really care about now. My mother and sisters exist in there somewhere, but aside from in my dreams, they are inconsequential shadows on the sun-drenched plains of my westbound fixation.
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