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The bell rung and I left my Chemistry final behind. A few of my classmates called my name down the hallway, probably wanting to know how I did. I studied the best I could given the last few days. Home was not an option with Mama and Pappa around at night talking and laughing and Enzo always interrupting by pointing at something funny on the television or coming into my room to hang out. A few times I snuck off to the library and studied until they closed. But even there my goal seemed impossible. I had four other finals to pass in order to graduate at Abraham Lincoln High School. 


Through the maddening crowd of students talking, laughing, and rushing about to go home for the day or arrive on time for some sporting practice or club meeting, I stopped at my locker, picked out the books I needed for my American History 2 final tomorrow, tucked them under my arm, and slammed the door. The crowd behind me a little thinner, more manageable, I made my way to the stairs and ran down them.


Outside, the humid heat mixed with the ocean salt pressed against my skin and again made me wish I had cut my dark long hair short for the summer. Cars parked in the street and lot played the latest pop and rock ‘n’ roll music as I walked down the stone steps and crept up on the statue of Lincoln who protected us from bad education. He wasn’t doing a good job but the administration said differently. 


As I crossed the lawn to the sidewalk, intending to catch an air conditioned bus to the boardwalk, a pair of screams caught my attention. Two grease heads in polos and jeans stood in front of a cherry red convertible parked on Ocean. The hood was up and the engine was running so loud I barely heard what they were saying to each other. Clearly one was upset with the other and the other wasn’t going to take it. Kids stopped to watch. I hugged my books and felt a chill run down my back.  


Then it happened. The angrier guy pulled his fist back and...


...knuckles crack across my face...turning my head...I gasp in pain...a molar loosens...blood fills my mouth...a fist plows into my stomach...folding me in half...he pushes me...


“Carmella?”


Someone grabbed my shoulder. I leaned into them, let them move me away, farther from the fight. I glanced up into their concerned face. Britney Himes. She smiled even though her eyes were worried, both of her hands on my shoulders. I held my books to my chest and breathed deep.


“You okay?” she asked. “You looked like you were...” She shrugged. “I don’t know. Like you were going to drop or something.”


No. Not drop. I hadn’t dropped yet. I just experience the pain of one idiot punching another. Maybe if someone was depressed or in sorrow I would feel that too. It had never been so overwhelming that I would faint. 


I took a deep breath and said, “I’m fine.”


Britney smirked. 


“Something you wanna tell me? Or something you wanna share?”


I laughed. Drugs? Pregnant? Lately I wished my life was so simple.


“No.”


I glanced over at the fight. Or no fight. It was done. A few people nursed the loser on the sidewalk. The winner closed the hood of the car, hopped in the driver’s seat, and drove off.


“White trash,” Britney said, then smiled at me. “No offense.”


“None taken,” I said. “I agree.”


“You going home?” she asked. “I was going to meet Barbara and Trish at the Rickman. Some post final pig-out.”


“Ohhh, I can’t.”


“Your brother?”


“If I don’t bring him home, he won’t come home,” I said. “Then I have to study for tomorrow.”


“For a girl with no college plans, you sure do study a lot.”


“Hey,” I said. “I might go one day.”


“Right. Save the money.”


“Or marry rich,” I said, kissing her dark brown cheek.


Britney laughed.


“Shit, girl. If it were only that easy.”


I smiled, waved, and ran off to catch the bus down the street.
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I saw one down there. A nice blue claw. Maybe. The water was deep at that point of the pier. That morning I did not get a good spot but, as the day went on and as the others left, I moved further down where I had a feeling they would be hopping. Or should I say crawling? I brought Mama’s leftover chicken bones that had scraps of meat still on them. I was sure she would miss them right away. Even though there was not a lot of meat on them she probably wanted to save the bits of flesh for stuffing or soup. But if I caught just one more crab then we could all eat like kings and queens tonight. I would even clean the nasty buggers. 


Yep. Now I saw him inching his way to my cage.


Well, not really. The water was too deep. I did not have that kind of power that might be on The Twilight Zone. Although that would be cool and make crabbing easier. Waiting was not a problem. The day was humid and hot but the breeze was strong. I wore my cut-off jeans, white t-shirt, and Dodger’s hat. The other crabbers brought their transistors with them to play talk radio and the Spanish music stations. I ignored their speakers and picked up an AM station in my head that played negro songs and even some of my favorites. Some Gladys Knight, The Mar-Keys, and even a few by the Marvelettes. Being out in the open, away from the buildings and the wires and the antennas, the signals were strong, blocking out everyone’s radio and talking. It was peaceful. Just me and the crabs. No worries about people pointing at me for making weird noises or rocking back and forth or flapping my hands. Nothing to be self-conscious about as long as I stared at the water and imagined those crabs dragging closer to the chunk of chicken in the trap.


Someone hopped up on the rail, making me straighten up. Little Frankie Welker. The thirteen-year-old smiled wide, looking a few years younger. The wind tousled his dark hair, rippled his baggy white dress school shirt, and pulled his tie as if it were going to drag him off the pier.


“Hey hey, Enzo,” he said. “I’ve been screaming your name way back at the boardwalk and you don’t move.”


I nodded and shrugged, concentrating on his voice through the music. I stepped around, trying to break away from the wavelength.


“Off in your own world again, huh?” he asked.


I started to rock a bit, which probably appeared as a yes.


“School was such a mess today. I’ll be so glad when it’s over,” Frankie said, dropping his school books next to my cooler. “You are so lucky you don’t have to deal with it.”


Luck had nothing to do with it. My parents sent me to school, and I did okay in kindergarten but when I went into first grade I developed a temper. I did not like when people touched me. Especially when they took my hands and tried to show me how to do something. I bit and slapped them. The teachers and the parents of the kids didn’t want me there. So Mama and Pappa kept me home. Mama and Carmella taught me at home. I learned to read and write and do math without feeling like I was stupid, often copying Carmella’s homework since we were the same age. I continued to learn but some days it was hard to feel smart when so many people considered me dumb because I had not said a word my whole life.


“I am so looking forward to the summer,” Frankie said. “I tell you about this job I got lined up?”


I peeked over the rail to check on my trap. Seemed the same. Frankie opened my cooler to check out my catch. Three blue claws with bands around them crawled over each other with little water.


“Cool,” he said. “Yeah. So this guy is looking for help at his house in Manhattan Beach. He’s really old, see? So he needs help with cleaning, cooking, dressing, maybe some small repairs. Shopping. Stuff like that. So you’re not going to see me around for two months. Pays a lot of money.”


I held my thumb up and smiled. Frankie’s family had been going rough the last few years since his dad lost his job on the subway. He was caught falling asleep while operating the car twice. Since then he could not find anything and with a spot on his employment record like that...it might be a while before he would. 


Frankie smiled back, showing off how proud he was to be the man of the house for the moment.


The string tugged. We both brought our attention to the trap and pulled it up slowly. Inside the metal triangle was another beautiful blue clawed crab.


“Oh, man,” Frankie said. “You have got to give me that one. She is special.”


I flinched and shook my head. Frankie, also a crabber, took hold of the crustacean and removed it from the trap so I could wrap the bands around the claws. I then placed it in the cooler with the others. 


I picked up the plastic bag of chicken bait and held it out to Frankie, raising my brows in question.


“No, I don’t feel like running home and back. You keep it,” he said. “Thanks, though.”


I made an eating motion and pointed to the crabs. No way I was going to bring the scraps home to Mama. It was too little for anything. Frankie and I kneeled around the open cooler and fed the crabs their last meal.


A moment later someone ruffled my curly black hair.


“Hey, guys,” Carmella said. “What you up to?”


I smiled up at my twin sister and pointed to the crabs.


“We’re giving these fine dining experiences their last meal,” Frankie said.


Carmella bent down and inspected the crabs. 


“Mmm, Mama is gonna love these.”


I stood up and brushed the sand off my knees. Guys on the pier were checking out my sister. I threw them dirty looks. Some turned away. Some smiled, not at all intimidated. Some were just neighborhood guys who knew who we were and nodded, meaning no disrespect. I packed up the trap and supplies into Poppa’s old surplus bag. 


Frankie picked up the cooler. 


“Mind if I help you two?”


“Not in a rush to get home today?” Carmella asked.


Frankie shrugged.


“I think dad is home now...”


I adjusted the bag on my back and stepped forward...


...static filled my ears...ALL UNITS TO 1278 NEPTUNE AVENUE, ROBBERY IN PROGRESS...THAT MUTHERFUCKER HAS TO BE KIDDING...THE CROWN ROUND GROUND INTO THE FOUND...laughter...FOUR ALARM FIRE OUTSIDE ORIENTAL AVENUE JUST AT LANGHAM STREET HOLY SHIT YOU’RE NOT GOING TO BELIEVE IT...static...NO DO NOT BRING THEM HERE CONEY ISLAND CAN NOT HANDLE ANYMORE BRING THEM TO VETERANS OR KINGS...


“Enzo?” Carmella asked.


Her concerned dark eyes looked onto mine. Unlike Frankie who waited with his arms crossed and a little impatient, she knew what was happening in my head. 


“Ready?” she asked and smiled.


I nodded and stared at my feet. They were still there and ready to take me home. I took her hand and we walked down the pier. Frankie paced at my other side. The three of us went home.
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The boardwalk grew busier this time a year. Soon July and the tourists from Jersey and New York state would be flocking in. Most likely I’d find a job for the summer. Maybe Mr. Kern’s Merri-Go-Round again but after that I’d search something more permanent to bring more money into the house. Maybe even find a job for Enzo. The last one he had was unloading and stocking at a Wonderland toy store in Brighton Beach. He was pretty good at it for a month until some of the other men who worked there made fun of him for not talking, making weird noises, and rocking around whenever he sat still. Enzo flew off into a rage and beat two of them up, sending them both to the hospital with broken ribs and arms. He was lucky not to go to jail after my parents talked the men out of pressing charges.


He’s far from a monster. As we walked through the streets to go home he made sure that all the lights were green for us to cross or held us back behind the curb until it changed. Even when Frankie acted his age and dared to step off the curb,Enzo pulled the kid back by his shirt and scuffed him on the back of the head. One day Enzo would make a good daddy or even an uncle. He was definitely a good brother. 


Our apartment building was on 20th Street between Neptune and Mermaid. A huge brick and concrete structure from WWI. As usual this time of year the old women of the building wearing house dresses and waving their oriental fans sat out on their chairs. The Italian ones spoke in their native tongues to Enzo and me. We both knew Italian. Mama and Poppa still spoke it sometimes even though they were both born in this country. They taught it to me and I taught it to Enzo so he didn’t feel lost in the house. 


Frankie, a third generation American, waited on the side, holding the cooler with both hands and looked up to the cloud thick sky. Enzo nodded and shook his head as I spoke to the Italian old women about how our parents and grandparents were doing. They gushed about how beautiful I was and how handsome Enzo was. Of course we only talked about our grandparents on my father’s side who lived in Queens. My Mama’s father died long ago and we never talked about Nonna Daria.


Frankie loudly cleared his throat. I pointed him out to the old women and said in Italian, “We must go. I have to change his diaper.”


Enzo and the women laughed.


Frankie stiffened and asked, “What’s so funny?”


As we walked through the glass doors of the building I said, “ I told them how I keep turning you down for a date.”


“Yeah, that is pretty stupid of you,” he said.


In the wide elevator, he pressed the button for his floor first. All was quiet except for Enzo grunting and shuffling. When the doors open, Frankie, leaving the cooler of crabs behind, stepped out. Enzo followed him.


“No, man,” Frankie said, holding his hand up. “You don’t have to walk me to the door. My sister and mom should be home by now.”


Enzo nodded, stepped back inside. 


“Promise you’ll come upstairs if things get...you know,” I said.


Sadness crossed his face. Frankie nodded, waved, and walked down the fluorescent-lit hallway to his apartment. The doors closed and the car brought us up to our floor.


When we entered our apartment, the television was playing the late afternoon news. Mama came in from the kitchen as she always did to greet us. She wore an old pair of jeans and an old shirt with her long, slightly curly dark hair up in a scarf, which was the sign for laundry day. She dried her hands with a kitchen towel and threw Enzo a dirty expression.


“Did my good daughter bring home a thief from school?” Mama asked.


Enzo blew out a laugh that sounded like a choking seal. We didn’t find it unusual and Mama surely didn’t find it funny.


I placed my books on the table by the door and kissed her cheek.


“Hi, Mama,” I said. “How was your day?”


“Back-breaking. I got a basket of laundry left to hang on the line.”


We only had enough money to wash our clothes in the machines downstairs.


“I’m sure Enzo will be glad to put it out for you.”


Enzo moaned and stepped back and forth, nodding.


Mama crossed her arms.


“You got anything to show for stealing my chicken bones?” she asked. “I was going to use the meat for turkey stuffing this weekend. A surprise for your father.”


“Show her, Enzo.”


He whipped off the lid, picked up the cooler, and shoved the opening in her face. Mama flinched back in disgust. 


“Oh, God,” she screeched. “They’re still alive.”


“I don’t think you can eat them if they’re dead for long,” I said. “Something about them injecting poison through their body. I don’t know. Enzo’s the expert.”


Mama’s face softened as she peered closer.


“They seem meaty.”


Enzo nodded and moaned.


She grabbed him by the hair and pulled him closer.


“You save me some for me and I’ll forget about it,” she said. “Maybe your Poppa will like crab meat stuffing with his turkey.”


Enzo smiled. Mama kissed his head and whispered, “I love you, my sweet bambino.” She then spanked his butt. “Now go hang those clothes before shelling those crabs.”
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She left the stunk of death in the basement apartment and walked down the tunnel alley to the stairs that led up to 6th Street. Once the humid night hit her, Pamela Cremins took out a small bottle of perfume and dabbed her neck and wrists. Not too much. Just enough. The sixteen-year-old black girl in tight blue shorts, platform shoes, and halter, walked up the street and waited for the bus. She figured she would try Gravesend tonight. The name seemed fitting.


While riding the bus she ignored the men and boys who checked her out and vied for her attention. She knew she was all that and on any other day, before she met the old man, she would have given them the time of day and collected their money. But she wasn’t in that kind of business no more. Now she stared out the window at the lit stores and the people walking down the sidewalks and prepared herself for another kind of character. In a way it was sort of the same.  She still had to push her soul down deep but she didn’t have some narcissistic jerk pumping away between her legs who promised that he would pull out and not get her pregnant.


Pamela stuck to the North side of Gravesend, bought a vanilla ice cream cone and glanced around. She slowly wandered the busy blocks and spotted a lot of what the old man wanted but they were always accompanied by a parent who held on to them by the hand or was tracked by a careful eye.


“I don’t know why you want me out at night looking for them,” she once said to him. “Makes sense for me to go out during the day.”


“No,” the runty old man said. “During the day they’ll be noticed. If a kid doesn’t come home for dinner then the parents call the police. A child out alone at night, or even out with friends, is a child a parent doesn’t notice. At least not for a while. Be patient. School is almost over. They’ll come out.”


Pamela hoped so.


At ten o’clock she grabbed a slice and a can of orange soda at the street counter of the pizza parlor and sat down on the bus stop bench. About halfway through the slice, she noticed a white boy around nine years old or so staring at her while talking on the pay phone. Or at least it looked like he was talking, more like listening. His eyes broke off hers and checked out her legs. Pamela smiled and went back to her food.


When she heard the kid hang up the phone, she glanced back over to him. He readjusted the green denim pack on his back. He wore freshly pressed jeans, a flannel shirt with ripped off sleeves and a grease-stained red cap. Pamela had seen the type before. Fresh off the bus from another state. Most likely picked up by a chicken hawk by the end of the night.


Pamela sipped her soda and glanced at him again. Their eyes connected and they exchanged smiles. The boy eased over and sat on the bench next to her, one body space between them.


“Hey,” Pamela said.


“Hi,” the boy said.


“You hungry?”


The boy nodded fast, eyes down in shame.


“Stay here.” Pamela, done with her slice, threw her trash in the garbage. She bought another one and a cola, sat back down, and passed it to him. “Here.”


“Really?” he asked. “I don’t have any money.”


“It’s cool. You don’t have to pay me back. My good deed.”


The boy smiled and took the food. He ripped into the slice, almost taking half into his little mouth. Pamela grinned as he finished the pizza in three bites.


“Damn,” she said. “I hope you don’t eat pussy that fast.”


The boy’s eyes widened. He smiled behind the cola can.


“You cute when you get all embarrassed,” Pamela said. “Shit, you cute all the time. What’s your name white boy?”


“Jimmy.”


“Where you from?”


“North Carolina.”


“Bet you spent all your money on a bus ticket here.”


“No,” he said. “I stole it from my dad.” He laughed. “But that’s okay. He’s an asshole. He beat my mom. Me too, a little. She didn’t do anything to stop it. So...I don’t know.” He shrugged, blushing with embarrassment. “I always wanted to go to New York.”


“But Brooklyn?”


“You’re in Brooklyn. Why did you come here?”


Pamela opened her mouth to answer. She realized it had been five years since she came to Manhattan with her mother. Just a few years older than Jimmy. Her sweet dear junkie mother who sold her so she could buy the fire to shoot into her arm. But after a year or so, Pamela got tired of working for her mother and wanted to keep her own money. So she left and came to Brooklyn.


“To find you,” Pamela said.
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In my room, on the bed with my back against the wall and my thick history book on my lap, I tried to keep my eyes on the words and my brain focused. Directly across from me was a large wooden dresser with a mirror. Small bottles of perfumes, some make-up, and a little jewelry box that I’d scrounged up last year. I was not much for prettying myself up. What money that fell into my hand, I saved. What beauty products I needed, if I couldn’t buy it, I borrowed from Britney. The space between the dresser and the bed was the length of my leg. Some nights I lay with my head to the wall and rested my feet on the dresser. Uncomfortable, yes, but why not? It strengthened my stomach.


The one open window over the drained radiator on my left and the metal fan on the floor cooled me off. Tonight could be a good one. A night where I don’t wake up sweating through my pajamas.


A soft knock at the threshold drew my attention. The plastic accordion door that replaced the old wooden one opened and Mama, also dressed for bed in her cotton nightgown covered in a bathrobe, popped her head in.


“Still up, huh?” she asked.


I nodded, my face too heavy to show any emotion.


She closed the door behind her, said, “My poor bambina,” and sat down beside me. “You study too hard. You want me to make you anything?”


I squeezed her hand and smiled.


“No, Mama. I’m almost done,” I said. “Just want to finish a few more pages.”


“Good.” She nodded and glanced down at the book. “I’m so proud of you. I was never able to finish high school.”


“I know. Poppa, too.”


“Yes. So just for making it this far we’re very very proud.”


“I’m proud of myself.”


“You’re still thinking about college?”


“All the time,” I said.


Mama sighed and tightened her hand around mine. I could feel her guilt soaking into my skin. I wanted to tell her that she didn’t have to feel guilty. I didn’t hold her and Poppa responsible for sending me to college. I knew they couldn’t afford it. He worked as a janitor for the public schools. Now that Enzo was older, she took some part-time work but only for short periods. Mama worried about him home alone or walking the streets. Especially since he was so prone to rages like at the Wonderland store. But even without Enzo in the way and if they were both working regularly, I don’t think they could afford full-time tuition. I would still have to work. I would still need assistance. 


True, I could have applied for city college which would have been free but the schools didn’t offer any art majors. Mama and Poppa didn’t understand why I would want to major in art. Many times it was like speaking a foreign language to them.


“Did you come in here for something?” I asked.


“Yes, I did.” She looked up into my eyes and made that serious face she reserved for breaking news about a death in the family. “It’s about Nonna Daria.”


I dog-eared the page of my textbook and placed it on the side. Mama took both of my hands. Our eyes focused on anywhere but our own.


“She’s very sick,” Mama said. “Her doctors ran some tests on her and found a tumor in her brain.” Her voice trembled, barely forming the last few words.


“Oh, Mama. I’m so sorry.”


I pulled her close and rested her head on my shoulder. She shuddered a bit but didn’t break down to cry. From what little Mama told me about Nonna, I figured she was done crying about her. Since she was born the woman spent very little time in her life. Her father, Nonno Mario, raised her. Nonna was like Enzo in that she couldn’t talk. I had no idea if she heard radio waves in her head too or felt other people’s pain like me. I never asked Mama, never dared. They had no idea that Enzo and I were like that. After all the craziness she experienced with Nonna we didn’t want her to worry or cry about us. 


Throughout our childhood Mama sometimes slipped little stories about how Nonna Daria disappeared for days or weeks at a time. Or how she burst into these rages. She once smashed up the kitchen or living room of their apartment. She even destroyed a market because the butcher couldn’t understand her order. Mama never saw Nonna do the damage. Only heard it or heard about it. Mama said that Nonno Mario never got upset but she knew he was frustrated and worried. After all, he loved her. 


Then there were the strangers. Mama mentioned how they came by to see Nonna for private conversations or take her away for trips. Mama was always sent to her room or out to play. Even Nonno was asked to leave. And he never argued to stay. He always understood, Mama said.


As soon as Mama turned sixteen she was able to find steady work and save enough money. She and a friend shared a nice apartment. A year later she met my father. Another year after that they got married. 


I never met Nonno Mario. He died from heart disease before I was born. Memories of Nonna Daria were few. Maybe she came around more when I was a baby. When Nonna was admitted into The Brooklyn Hospital Center for schizophrenia ten years ago I was never pushed into seeing her. Mama went maybe once a month and the day after a major holiday. Mama never gave up the actual holiday for us.


So, yes. As sad as she was and even though the woman was still her mother, I imagine she shed all of her tears by now.  


Mama straightened and patted my hand.


“Thank you, bambina,” she said.


“How serious is it? Can they operate?”


She sniffled and said: 


“No. It’s too deep in her brain and it has spread to wide.”


“She’s dying.”


“Yes.”


Sadness overwhelmed me for a woman I hardly knew. Strange.


“I would like you and Enzo to do something for me,” Mama said. “She wants to see you.”


“Nonna? I didn’t think she knew we were alive?”


Mama chuckled. 


“She does. She came to your baptism. She even held you and Enzo when the priest blessed you.”


“Oh.”


“After that...You know how she was.” She inhaled. “She asked to see you. The doctors predict she only has a few months left.”


“A few months?”


“They found it late. Erratic behavior in Nonna is nothing new. I guess...I don’t know. But even if they did find it early, they don’t think they could have done anything to help.”


“Why does she want to see us?” I asked.


Mama smiled.


“You’re her only grandchildren. Why wouldn’t she?”


I shrugged.


“Okay. I guess this Saturday.”


“Good. I’ll tell Enzo tomorrow.”


Mama stood, opened the accordion door, and walked through.


“You know, you look a lot like her,” she said. “I have pictures in our storage downstairs. I’ll show you one day.” She smiled and closed the door.


I eased down on the bed and pulled the sheet over to cover the chill, hoping the hereditary looks didn’t bring schizophrenia.
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Chapter 6
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Pamela Cremins stood from the bench and stretched. Her arms up to the sky, her tight dark belly and the bottom of her purple bra exposed, and her muscular legs out for Jimmy. The boy peeked at them, then looked away in embarrassment. But Pamela knew he was hooked.


“I gotta get going now, Little Jimmy,” she said. “Got places to be at.”


He locked on her dark eyes, revealing a bit of desperation.


“Where you off to?”


“Oh, nowhere special right off,” she said. “See if any of my friends pop up. Maybe I’ll meet a new friend like you.”


“What do you do with new friends?” he asked, fingers picking at the bag on his lap.


“I hang out with them,” she said. “We get to know each other. Real well.”


“Well, why can’t we hang out?”


“Weren’t you just on the phone before?” she asked. “Don’t you have to be somewhere?”


Jimmy frowned and shook his head. 


“No. I was...I wasn’t calling anyone here.”


Pamela nodded. He was probably calling home to see if anyone was missing him. She once did the same and her mother picked up. Pamela bit her lip in anticipation, praying to God that her mother would say, “Pammy, that you? Come home, sweet paddy cake. I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.” But no. Instead she said, “Nigga, that you? You better get your ass over here with that shit before I tell Sweet Cross who really swindled him out of that grand.”


“Yeah, you can come with me,” Pamela said.


Jimmy smiled wide, stood, and slung his bag on his back. Together they walked around the streets of Gravesend, sticking to the businesses and out of the residentials. Many threw them the curious eye. The men cat-called Pamela, wanting a date, her attention, or her price. The women were either disgusted at Pamela for being with Little Jimmy or curious what Little Jimmy had for snagging such a number as Pamela.


“Are you a prostitute?” Jimmy asked.


Pamela stopped at a corner in front of an electronics shop so bright it made half the block seem like daytime. She pressed her hand to the traffic light, folded over, and laughed.


“What?” Jimmy asked, looking around and blushing at the people watching as they went by or hung out by parked cars or smoked cigarettes in front of stores and bars.


“I wish you were as direct with your hands as you were with your words,” Pamela said.


“What do you mean?”


Pamela straightened and slinked over to him. A foot taller in her platforms, she smiled down at him, lifted his chin with her manicured fingers, and lightly kissed his lips. The traffic, voices, people, everything faded away. 


“Don’t you like me?” She peeked down below his belt. “Part of you likes me.”


“I like you but...you’re much older than me.”


“Inexperienced, huh?” She nodded. “You’re in a different world now. Different rules. You grow up real fast out here. You understand?”


He shrugged, then nodded.


“But I like you. You cool, Little Jimmy.”


“I like you too,” he said.


“I was a prostitute. Not no more,” she said. “I do other kinds of work now. I got my own place. No one feeds off me.”


“People going to feed off me?”


“I’m not going to lie to you,” she said. “They are.”


“I figured that.”


“But not tonight,” she said. “I promise. We can go back to my place. Have some fun.”


Pamela kissed him again, took him by the hand, and then led him to the bus stop.


**
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Back in Brighton Beach, Pamela led Jimmy off the bus and down the block. Still walking funny from when Pamela’s hands massaged over his jeans and under his bag, the boy now held the bag in front of him as he tried to keep pace with her long strides. At the late hour, the street was quiet with only one or two people hanging out on the stoops. Pamela’s building appeared barren.


“It’s this one here,” she said.


She pointed to it and moved past the entrance. Jimmy slowed at the steps and watched her, confused. She stopped at the alley tunnel further down.


“C’mon, Little Jimmy,” she said. “I’m in the basement apartment.”


“Oh, cool.”


Jimmy approached and Pamela clopped down the steps. Lit by bare bulbs, the passage was narrow and the roof low. They passed two rusty metal doors and stopped at one that read Super Apt. 


“Kinda creepy down here,” he said.


“Isn’t it?” Pamela said. “I can never get used to it. But the rent is cheap since it’s the basement.”


“Are you the super?”


“No. My roommate is.” Pamela moved closer and kissed his neck. “Mmm been wanting to do that all night. Your sweat taste good.”


“I-I really like you, Pamela,” he whispered.


“I really like you.”


Jimmy turned to the tunnel entrance. Someone walked down the street and didn’t stop.


“We should go inside, right?” he asked.


She kissed him, lightly, and moved her hands up and down his chest.


“We will,” she said. “I feel so...the creepiness is making me so...mmm...”


Pamela licked his neck and pulled his shirt up, exposing his skinny torso. Jimmy scanned around like a frightened cat, eyes wide, mouth open. Her lips puckered against his sweaty white skin, moving down to his waist.


“Close your eyes,” she whispered.


He did. His belt opened. Then his pants.


“Daddy finger, daddy finger where are you...” a whispery male voice sang.


Panicked, Jimmy looked down. Pamela pulled his jeans to his knees, oblivious to the foreign voice. He turned to the alley entrance. No one there.


“Here I am here, here I am, how do you do...”


Jimmy glanced at his other side. In the shadows, an old man with a thick gray mustache wearing a white sleeveless t-shirt. He smashed a hammer into Jimmy’s face. The boy’s nose broke open and his head slammed against the wall. Pamela jumped back, landed on her butt, and propped her hands behind her. Jimmy slid to the floor. His body unconscious and still. 


The old man dropped his arm, the heavy hammer threatening to pull it out of the socket. His other arm yanked a handkerchief from his slacks and wiped the sweat off his tired face.


“He’s a good one, girl,” he said. “You did good.”


“Yeah,” she said, focusing on the mouth of the tunnel.


“Help me bring him in and then you can be on your way.”


Pamela stood, straightened her clothes, and tried not to turn her eyes on Jimmy. The old man opened the Super’s door and the stench of death wafted out. 


“You got my money ready this time?” she asked.


The old man picked Jimmy up from under his shoulders and glanced at Pamela.


“Yeah, I got your money.”


“Cash?”


“You fucking kidding me?” he growled. “You think I’m going to write you a check? C’mon and help hold open the door.”
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