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    To Mary




     




    who outclassed me by about a million miles or more...




     


  




  

    The Fall Guy




    If the ship begins to roll, call the Mate,




    If the cook runs out of coal, call the Mate




    If the Old Man goes to bed, if you see a squall ahead,




    If you need the sounding lead, call the Mate.




    ***




    If the running lights are out, call the Mate,




    If your latitude’s in doubt, call the Mate




    If the wind begins to howl, if the sailors start to growl,




    If the whistle chord gets foul, call the Mate.




    ***




    If you’re coming into port, call the Mate,




    If the midnight lunch runs short, call the Mate,




    If the cargo starts to shift, if the workboat goes adrift,




    If the fog begins to lift, call the Mate.




    ***




    If you want to drop the hook, call the Mate,




    If you’re looking for the cook, call the Mate,




    If you run a light abeam, if the Chief can’t give you steam,




    If the messboy has no cream, call the Mate.




    ***




    If you need the crew on deck, call the Mate,




    If the gangplank is a wreck, call the Mate,




    If the captain’s on the blink, if a drunk falls in the drink,




    If you don’t have time to think, call the Mate.




    ***




    If the boxes won’t defrost, call the Mate,




    If the chartroom key is lost, call the Mate,




    If the thermostats won’t work, and the reefer’s gone berserk,




    If the nightmate’s got a quirk, call the Mate.




    ***




    Yes, that’s who the fall guy is;




    All the petty griefs are his,




    That poor old bird never gets a pleasant word,




    That’s why I thank the Lord I’m just a Third.




    ***




    (Anonymous Kings Point Alumnus)


  




  

    Chapter 1




    April 1964 – April 1968




     




    If you didn’t have any demerits outstanding, if your grades were up to par and if you passed inspection like a good plebe, you could be allowed by the graces of the upper class and academic board to go and work outside the Academy walls and earn yourself ten bucks or so on Saturdays. Mowing lawns mostly, some gardening here and there, a little house fixing for little old ladies in houses that were way too big for them but left to them by their husbands who had croaked while they lived on and on refusing to give up the domain, some garage work, or in Case’s case, toting bales and bolts of cloth in Eugene Stein’s warehouse in Little Neck – a stone’s throw from the Academy but nevertheless far enough for Eugene’s sexy little Italian secretary to come and pick him up outside Vickery Gate.




    Her name was Rosanne Rossellini and when she sat behind the wheel of Eugene’s Lincoln, she looked like a ten year old child, not even able to look over the rim of the steering wheel and barely able to drive the sleek black hearse because her feet couldn’t reach the pedals. Case had to crouch in the front seat while she almost had to drive standing up. But she was anything but a child; curves in all the right places, a beautifully sculpted face with a fine nose, coal black eyes and long, black naturally wavy hair. She always wore blouses that drew Case’s eyes like a magnet to her inviting cleavage, and miniskirts that made him want to put his hands between her well formed, muscular but very feminine thighs. He would dream of Rosanne on the nights that he returned from working in Eugene’s warehouse, sometimes beating off underneath the covers after lights out when he was sure that his roommate was fast asleep and he could hear him snoring.




    But Rosanne was twenty four and Case was only nineteen – she was an ‘older woman’ in his eyes, an unreachable goal, a woman of the world, experienced, gone through many lovers no doubt with a face and a figure like that, and certainly not interested in what must seem like a naïve plebe in her eyes, a boy who had barely shed the pimpled marks of adolescence. This almost forbidden attraction was mutual Case sensed, and he treated Rosanne from the first day that he saw her with all the respect he could muster while trying to avoid staring at her blouse and fighting the urge to reach for her crotch underneath her always tightly drawn miniskirt. He didn’t know if she had similar feelings for him, as their conversations were always superficial, courteous toward one another, light. Never did they divulge anything about themselves, their past, likes or dislikes, did they have a girl or boyfriend or anything of the sort.




    He did ask her out once, about three weeks after they met, that is, three weeks after she picked him up and dropped him off at the main gate of the Academy every Saturday. It was a disaster and he knew then that it wasn’t the age difference between them that had prevented them from exploring the minds and bodies of each other – it was the enormous difference in height.




    They went to dinner in a classy restaurant in Great Neck on a Saturday night – she drove her own car then and picked him up at Vickery Gate again because cadets weren’t allowed to have cars. It was a metallic blue Corvette with standard gear shift that she still couldn’t handle after three years of driving it, and in which Case could barely wrangle himself. And it was the first time he actually walked alongside her, because in all the time that he had seen her he had only seen her half standing behind the wheel of Eugene’s black Lincoln or sitting at her desk high up behind the glass wall of the office, while he was toting bales in the warehouse.




    They entered the restaurant and he could hear the guests seated at the tables snickering as they walked past. He felt like he was taking his little sister out to dinner – Case in his dress blues and she half his size, holding his hand and walking beside him, dressed in a very tightly fitting shimmering silvery dress even shorter than the miniskirts she always wore and which she constantly had to pull down because it worked its way up her ass as she walked. He hadn’t felt so humiliated and conscious of his height since his junior year in high school and he was sure she felt the same way albeit for her own diminutive posture.




    They ate, they talked superficially and they kept praising the dishes that were put in front of them. Case paid the bill and they left again. He told her that he had to get up very early on the following morning because he had watch duty and would she please drop him off at the gate. He noticed a relief in her voice when she said that she too had to get up early because she had to go and visit her folks in Connecticut. She raced back to the Academy, thanked Case for a wonderful evening and a great meal and gave him a peck on the forehead like a mother would with her nine year old son.




     




    Case first met Eugene Stein in the spring of 1964, about four months before he would leave on his sea year. It was during the first year at the Academy after he had passed the first six months of humiliation and degradation which sifted the men from the boys. Eugene was Jewish, middle aged, short but not too short, overweight, slightly bald, a large nose, shifty little black eyes and a sense of humor that took some getting used to, but was unsurpassed once Case understood it. Eugene immediately took a liking to Case, perhaps because he was a businessman and saw the potential of cheap cadet labor who would be willing to work his ass off for six hours just to earn enough beer money so he could blow it all at Maurice’s that same night, or maybe because he just liked him.




    He was an importer of exclusive textiles. Truckloads of bolts of expensive cloth from Ireland, France, England, Egypt, India and Australia were dumped on the receiving bays of his warehouse during the week and it was Case’s job to put all these bolts in proper sections in the racks; mostly by forklift truck but sometimes by hand. Wholesalers would also come to his warehouse during the week, examine the bolts, feel the texture of the cloth, take notes, make comments and withdraw to Eugene’s office to shake hands with Eugene to close their deals and ogle at Rosanne, Eugene’s secretary. It was also Case’s job to take the same bolts of cloth that he had stored the week before in their proper places and take them out again, laying them on the loading bay in lots so that the wholesaler’s trucks could come and take the loads away during the following week. It was grueling work but rewarding, inasmuch as he indeed earned ten or sometimes twelve bucks in one afternoon which he invariably blew that very same night in Maurice’s. And he had to drink fast because plebes had to be back on Academy grounds by ten o’clock sharp if they didn’t have special permission to stay out later if they were on a date or a special event. In any case, Maurice was off limits for plebes after ten on Saturdays; dates, special events, weekend liberty passes or not.




    It was during a slack time one Saturday that he learned of Eugene’s special penchant – he wasn’t a heavy drinker but he collected whisky. Every imaginable brand was in his collection of booze – a rack he had constructed on the back wall of his warehouse reaching from floor to ceiling and at least thirty feet long, filled with bottles of Scotch and Bourbon from all over the world graced the shelves of this rack which was locked off by heavy steel mesh grated doors as if they were priceless artifacts in a museum, which in fact some of them were. It was at this time also that Case learned that The MacAllan was one of the most expensive Scotch whisky’s in the world, with the acme of that brand being the distillate of 1926 and particularly the one of 1940, just before the war started and all the distilleries in Scotland were barred from producing another drop of whisky in the name of ‘war effort’, although Case and Eugene couldn’t possibly think of a reason why stopping the distillation of such a noble drink would contribute to that cause.




    He had twenty four bottles of the 1940 MacAllan in his collection and for a reason known only to himself he broke one open, invited Rosanne to join them and poured each of them a drink in a heavy lead crystal tumbler. They tasted the drink of the gods as he put it that Saturday afternoon during a break, they tasted another and then he abruptly put the cap back on and placed the drink of the gods back behind the steel mesh doors of his vast whisky emporium. He asked Case later that afternoon if he could bring another cadet with him for the next couple of Saturdays because he’d made some good deals lately and there was a lot of cloth to be moved.




    Most of his classmates were indisposed and unavailable; they had to work off their demerits or were desperately seeking excuses to go out and do anything but manual labor. Mowing lawns was fine, toting bales and pulling loads was for jackasses.




    He found a second classman – Jim Carnegie, who once rescued him during a plebe beat five months earlier – and he was glad he could repay him by offering him some weekend work. But he had mixed emotions when he caught Jim two weeks later in Eugene’s warehouse in a dark corner near the thirty foot long rack of whisky bottles nailing Rosanne. Both of them were lying on a rolled out bolt of dark English tweed, entwined in each other’s arms, breathing hot and heavy while Jim’s hand was doing what Case had always wanted to do. Her blouse was unbuttoned exposing her voluptuous breasts and rock hard nipples, while his pants were down to his knees and she was groping with both her hands in his BVD’s trying desperately to release the beast within.




    They didn’t see him and he didn’t stick around to see what he knew would eventually happen.




    He was nineteen; Jim was two years older. He was six feet six and three quarters inches, Jim was five feet six and had a year at sea behind him. Rosanne was twenty four, sexy, hot to trot, versed in the game of love and five feet one in her high heels. It was a match made in heaven for those two – at least that Saturday afternoon on a bolt of expensive English Tweed. Rosanne and Case were a mismatch from day one. He felt like he did in high school, awkward, gawky, and an absolute fool for having taken her out weeks before, knowing he had grossly overreached himself.




    He went to Eugene, told him he wasn’t feeling well, collected his ten bucks and started walking to the Academy. Eugene came after him in his black Lincoln and drove him the rest of the way.




    “Didn’t like what you saw?” he asked after an embarrassing period of silence.




    “What do you mean?” Case asked him.




    “I saw it too you know – Rosanne getting laid by Jim – I know you like Rosanne, she told me about the date you had, you two just didn’t match up.”




    “I know Mr Stein, I know – I just feel so … I don’t know how.”




    “Young?”




    “That’s close enough,” Case said, “I still have a lot to learn I guess.”




    “Don’t worry about that too much – you will. You know what the worst part of it is?”




    “No, what?”




    “They’re screwing on my twelve dollars a yard Tweed! How do you like that? I’ll have to cut off at least six yards from that bolt. I’ll take it out of Rosanne’s pay.”




    He laughed when he said it, Case laughed with him but he knew that he wouldn’t.




    When he dropped Case off at the gate he gave him a hundred bucks. Case was flabbergasted and asked him what this was for.




    “I’m gonna hire myself a fifty year old ugly eunuch to tote them bales and pull them loads – one who can keep his hands off Rosanne anyway – she’s a good kid and I don’t want to lose her yet. You cadets are good workers, strong and cheap to boot, but horny as hell and that’s understandable, being caged up in that Academy of yours. Rosanne is my protégé you know – I have no children and she knows the business like no other. She’s got a set of brains in her head that’ll get her places in this world. She found ways of saving me a bundle of cash – not entirely kosher, but it works –she knows the ropes and all the ins and outs already and she’s only twenty four. Must be the Italian blood in her. I’m gonna make her a partner after a couple of years – give her a chance to buy me out later on.”




    Case looked at him for a full minute before answering.




    “So this is good-bye I suppose,” he finally said, “and this is sort of a severance pay.”




    “You might say that. It wouldn’t be a workable situation anymore don’t you think? You’re leaving on your sea year assignment in a month or so, and with a sexy little bitch like Rosanne around and having seen what you saw, you’d only be frustrated as hell for the next couple of weeks anyway. So yeah, it is severance pay.”




    “Well, thanks Mr Stein, I really mean that – and you’re right, it wouldn’t work anymore. Say good bye to Rosanne for me.”




    “I will Case, I will. Send me a postcard once in a while when you’re off on one of your many trips.”




    Case said he would, stepped out of the car and went back to his battalion.




    But he never sent him a card, nor did he have any contact with him again until he called him nearly five and a half years later from Colombo proposing the deal of a lifetime.




     




    Someone retched in the hall. Case could hear the poor sucker stumble and fall, utter a stream of wails and curses, get up again and feel his way to his room. By the sounds outside the door, he knew that it must be well past midnight when the lights in the main halls of the Doghouse would be out except some dimly it emergency lights at either ends at the stairwells. He could just make out the time on the luminous dial of his alarm clock – two a.m. – ‘Christ’, he thought, ‘I’ve been trying to get to sleep for three hours’.




    He’d been in the Doghouse for well over a week now but under the circumstances it was all he could afford. A hundred dollars eked out of his now totally depleted savings account at the Seamen’s Bank for Savings, plus the few bucks his mother gave him before he left home would have to do for another two weeks until he could return to the Academy. Steamship office assignment they called it – it amounted to nothing more than going to the offices of an American steamship company in full uniform, along with one or two of his classmates who were unfortunate enough to have picked the same billet and listen to a succession of individuals telling the exciting story of how they slaved at shifting paper from one pile to another, answer telephone calls from equally bored individuals at the other end of the line, or make remarks to one another about the miniskirt so and so’s secretary was wearing today.




    He was assigned to U.S. Lines, one of the most prestigious shipping companies in the nation; their flagship the S.S. United States having won the blue ribbon for the fastest Atlantic crossing by a passenger liner some years ago and their freighters plowing the North Atlantic from New York to all ports of call in Western Europe.




    The office assignment was part of the Academy curriculum for the first class year and it was something that had to be done and suffered through. The report on this assignment and the subsequent report of the office mentors on his performance and enthusiasm all contributed to his overall academic standing. Most of the cadets however saw this as an extension of their summer leave – three weeks in the City – be it New York, Boston, New Orleans, San Francisco, Seattle or wherever the Academy saw it practical and fit to assign them after taking personal and practical preferences into consideration. For him and for most of his classmates it was a necessary evil and a free lunch every day aboard one of the ships of the company he was assigned to – they always had one or two in port.




    A hundred bucks! More than enough for a month – especially when he was used to living on the ten bucks a week he made doing odd jobs on weekends during the years he’d been in Kings Point. A hundred bucks! Live it up – this is prime time; September nineteen sixty six, splurge!




    He splurged and took a room at the Soldiers, Sailors and Airmen’s Club on Lexington Avenue.




    Even though the Academy had arranged for free lodging for cadets at the Seamen’s Church Institute, he chose to go to the Soldiers, Sailors and Airmen’s Club – for a hundred and some bucks he could afford a little luxury. Besides, it was a lot closer to the U.S. Lines offices and he could sack in a little each morning, saving him the hassle of the uptown subway traffic at seven AM every day. But for a dollar and a quarter a night he couldn’t expect the luxury that he had assumed would become him by paying for a room instead of free boarding at the Doghouse.




    Clean sheets and towels was the only positive thing that could be said for the room. For the rest it was a cramped space of no more than six by ten feet, further stuffed with a plain wardrobe, a washstand with a cracked mirror and faucets that were loose in their fittings and rattled when he opened either one, a small desk and chair and a murky window overlooking Lexington Avenue. Trying to get to sleep there was a feat in itself. Shutting the window in this insufferable summer heat would soon devoid the room of breathable air, but leaving the window open invited flies and mosquitoes.




    And then there was the noise. The din of the never ceasing traffic, the sirens of fire trucks, police or ambulances fighting their way through the congested streets of New York and passers by shouting their woes into the night.




    On the first day at the U.S. Lines office, he was met by the receptionist – a queer doubling as Boy Friday who was always so glad to see cadets from Kings Point in their lovely uniforms come and visit the offices. He was ever so glad to show him around and introduce him to the proper people – all of them friends of his and all of them queer – until Case’s mentor, a tall grey haired man with heavy horn rimmed glasses that were so big as to hide half his face rescued him from being shown off to the entire complement of queers in the office.




    At six feet eight inches, slender, twenty one years old and looking it still, Case would have been a prize catch for a queer – a certain amount of innocence radiated from his face – the innocence of youth that attracts queers and dirty old men. A rather large nose was the only feature that stuck out of an otherwise normal, somewhat ruddy face. At least “ruddy” is what it said in his continuous discharge book. Ruddy; what a word! The clerk at the US Coast guard who filled in the information in the blanks probably guessed his complexion from the black and white photograph stapled in it – he indeed looked like an American Indian with a crew cut on there.




    Stitch was at the office too. His real name is Richard Bostitch, but everyone called him Stitch. Stitch was a classmate and nearly as tall as he was, except that’s where the similarity ended. Stitch was blond, blue-eyed, had a generally washed out look about him that characterizes fair haired and light skinned people. But he was just as slender, skinny even, with large, wide ears protruding from his head. He looked ridiculous in his dress khakis that he had chosen to wear on his first day at the office, the brim of his hat seemed to be perched on top of his head like a ten inch lid precariously balanced on the six inch opening of a jug.




    Stitch followed the book always, never deviated from the norm, did what he was told, had a proper upbringing in New England somewhere, respected his parents and teachers in grade and high school, went to Sunday school and later to church on Sundays, followed orders from his superiors when he entered the Academy as a plebe, even if it meant that he had to brush out the heads with a toothbrush if a second classman such as that little prick Badoux got it in his sadistic little pea-sized brain to assign such duties. He would probably sail the required three year stint after he graduated, find a boring job somewhere after that, marry an average looking woman, have the proverbial average two point something kids and live in New Jersey in an average house till he’s seventy six point something years old. It was no surprise therefore that he lived in the Doghouse, just as the Academy had suggested to everyone on steamship office assignment in New York.




    After having gone through the motions of the first day at the office, which actually was a foraging expedition for a free lunch aboard the S.S. American Challenger docked alongside the pier just outside the office building, and ogling the mini-skirted long-legged secretaries, Stitch suggested they go to the Doghouse. He’d met some people there and they could all go out someplace in the neighborhood and have a meal and a Schlitz or two.




     




    He awoke in the Soldiers Sailors and Airmen’s Club the following morning at nine with a splitting headache, twenty dollars lighter and absolutely no idea how he got home the night before, only vaguely remembering a place called the Blarney Rose buried somewhere in the canyons of lower Manhattan, faces of two men in their mid twenties sitting on either side of a rough wooden table strewn with overflowing ashtrays, tin plates with half eaten pastrami sandwiches, empty beer glasses and peanut shells, and all of them spinning the incoherent yarns that only drunks can spin, with Stitch at the head of the table donned in his dungarees, smoking thick cigars, telling tall tales spiked with four-letter words and downing pitchers of Schlitz as if he was the old man of the sea himself.




    One fifth of his fortune shot in the first night. A couple of days later where the visits to the U.S. Lines office became shorter and shorter till some days were only lunch visits to whichever ship was in port and a courtesy tour by one of the mates, and where the get-togethers with Stitch and his friends became longer and longer and the funds had dwindled to less than fifty dollars, he checked out of the Soldiers Sailors and Airmen’s Club, picked up his duffel bag and guitar case and took the subway downtown to check into the Doghouse on South Street. Free board thanks to the Academy, but he had to pay for his own meals. Fifty dollars for ten days, that’s a fin a day less subway fare to and from U.S. Lines – he would have to hoof it from the forty-second street exit to the pier then, leaves four dollars and seventy cents a day for meals. Should be enough, he thought.




    He’d never stayed in the Doghouse before, having heard enough about it to steer clear of it. However, his dwindling funds made him swallow his pride, pick up his duffel bag and take the subway from Lexington Avenue to the South Street exit. A brownstone Rococo building dominated the scene. It reminded him of the old passenger terminal of the Holland America Line in Rotterdam, small windows in neat rows but with ornately carved frames and windowsills and with the black grime of years encrusted on the façades. A lighthouse light was propped on top of one of the roof corners as an afterthought and gave it its identity and a more nautical tint. This then was the Seamen’s Church Institute, or better known to one and all as the Doghouse; home away from home for seamen in between ships, or a place to stay for ex-seamen hanging around looking for old shipmates, or hopeless alcoholics who couldn’t ship out anymore on medical grounds. They were Ordinary Seamen, Able Bodied seamen, bosuns, deck hands, day men, oilers, wipers and stewards – salt of the sea and backbone of the Merchant Marine. And Kings Point cadets on steamship office assignment in New York during the first weeks of September.




    Wooden benches lined the small park in front of it; wino’s populated the park and occupied many of them. A distinct smell of cheap rot-gut wine permeated the air and became stronger as he approached the entrance, but once inside, the smell of strong disinfectant almost knocked him off his feet. Despite this cover-up he could still smell faint whiffs of urine, sweat, stale beer and cigarette smoke. Judging from the clientèle in the lobby it was no surprise. Like zombies they were; about ten disheveled men sat, stood, walked, lounged, staggered or swayed their way around or just leaned on the nearest thing to them, saying nothing, staring at nothing with an occasional grunt or a loud scraping of a throat indicating that they were still alive. The receptionist was no exception. He handed Case a key after he had shown him his Z-card and written his name and number down in a dog-eared log book. Not a word was spoken or even exchanged. The zombie nodded his head in the direction of the elevator across the lobby as an indication that Case had to go there for further instructions, which he did like a zombie as he sauntered across the hall to an open elevator door. The oppressing summer heat and the typical stench that all old buildings seem to ooze were enough to make anyone lethargic.




    A zombie in the elevator slowly came to life, clanged the cage doors shut and yanked the heavy brass lever hard right. It seemed to take forever to reach the tenth floor and even longer to adjust the cage so that the doors could be opened. He nodded towards a direction down the hall, dragged the duffel bag out of the elevator cage and handed Case the strap. He disappeared again into his domain and shut the doors behind him.




    It was a room with a view. It overlooked Battery Park, the buildings on the Battery, the Staten Island ferry landing and all of New York harbor from as far South as Staten Island and Verrazano Narrows, to the Statue of Liberty and the docks across the Hudson in Hoboken and Weehawken, New Jersey beyond it to the West. The Verrazano Narrows Bridge was still under construction and all that he could see of it were the two pylons and the connecting cables in a sagging arch between them. One bridge deck had been completed a year earlier but it looked so disproportionately thin compared to the rest that the suspension wires looked like the loose hanging bead strings of a fly-curtain.




    To the North and only about a block from the Doghouse was an enormous excavation pit. Hardhats could be seen everywhere, machinery was digging and drilling in a cavern so deep that he couldn’t even see it from his vantage point on the tenth floor. The sounds of building and construction which indeed form the permanent audio backdrop of the City were coming from the pit and contributed to the lower Manhattan picture of continuous hyper activity and economic growth. Site of the New World Trade Center it said on the signs.




    A frayed chord with a fixture and a bare light bulb seemed to be the only source of illumination in the room. There was no washbasin. He tossed his duffel bag into the over sized wardrobe and didn’t even bother to unpack it or hang out his dress-blues which were becoming a drag to carry around because he would only wear them for a few hours per day when he went to the U.S. Lines office. The rest of the time he wore his dungarees, the look and smell of which by now were blending in nicely with the atmosphere he had just come into. A sagging mattress on a rusty frame served as a bed. A roughly folded pile with a blanket, sheets, a pillow and a towel was placed on a rickety chair next to the bed. A ripped window shade, nondescript linoleum tiling, swirling dust balls on the floor and cog webs in every corner of the ceiling completed the inventory.




    The room was directly above the building entrance and underneath his window he could make out the winos, banded together in cliques or sleeping on a bench under an old newspaper. Empty bottles lay scattered here and there and people moved aimlessly in and out of the Doghouse.




    The Staten Island Ferry was just coming into her slip – cars started to move. Two uniformed seamen were taking down the flag at the Battery Station Coast Guard building – Evening Colors. Boats, ships, tugs and barges moved in all directions in the harbor. A string of garbage scows with a cloud of seagulls over it was slowly being pulled by a tug out of port to dump its daily load of debris from this vast metropolis on the edge of the continental shelf in the hopes that it would disappear forever beneath the waves – like sweeping dust under the rug but then on a grander scale.




     




    Three days later he was down to his last twenty five bucks. Fifteen had gone towards the purchase of two tickets to the Broadway show “Fiddler on the Roof” for Friday night. With any luck his mother would have sent him a care package along with some money at Katie’s address, along with a card for his twenty second birthday. If not, it would mean belt tightening until he could return to the Academy where he wasn’t supposed to show up until two weeks later on a Monday at morning roll call – 0800 sharp.




    Katie was a girl he’d met during his second class year. Totally knocked over he was by this demure little girl of sixteen. His classmates accused him of robbing the cradle, but he didn’t care – Katie was his first, his last, his one and only and there was nothing in the world he wouldn’t do or get for her. She was a petite brunette, light as a feather and with the face of an angel. The product of a red haired green eyed hot tempered Irish mother named Maureen and an equally hot tempered pseudo Italian father with the name of Hector Kovacs, who belied his Hungarian roots by continually faking an Italian accent. More than once Case was witness to spectacular fireworks in Katie’s house when there was a clash of these two characters. The fact that Maureen’s mother lived in the house didn’t help matters any, although Case couldn’t possibly see how a sweet old lady like Mère could possibly be the catalyst to these explosions.




    Stitch was in equal dire straits but one of his drinking buddies had told him where he could get soup, bread and spaghetti every night for free. Some outfit organized these handouts for the winos, bums and wretches that populated lower Manhattan at night and Stitch and Case were grateful for the information and the organization organizing these food lines. The man also told him also that he wouldn’t be caught dead in one of those food lines. Before he himself was down and out enough to stoop that low, he shipped out on as an Ordinary on a Victory ship going to Viet-Nam. His other buddy had more luck and took a job as AB on a C3 to the East coast of South America. With a simple “See you around sometime, mates” they had picked up their duffel bags and left for greener water almost on the same day.




    The lady ladling out the food in the soup line looked a little surprised to see two clean-shaven and apparently healthy young men mixing with the likes of Doghouse zombies and derelicts that slept on gratings and park benches, but she filled their plates with heaps of spaghetti, watery tomato sauce and an ever so tiny meatball without any questions. Another, much older woman named Eva - Marie doled out thick slices of course, brown rye bread. From her they learned that their Blarney Rose buddies were practically part of the household in the Doghouse and all the flop houses in lower Manhattan




    “Homeless they are boys, homeless.”




    “They got a feeder and a home now, Eva- Marie. They found themselves a ship and shipped out.” Case informed her.




    “Hell, they’ll be back after a while. They’ll sail across half the world but they always come back here.”




    “The things you find out when you don’t have a gun …” Stitch said, quoting a line from an old Gunsmoke episode. He quoted this line whenever a situation called for it. Like now.




    Long wooden tables and benches filled the old hall of a building that had long been written off and was probably overdue to be razed. A much larger hall in the back was the shelter portion with what must have seemed like hundred beds, where the homeless and desolate could have a place to sleep for the night if they so chose, although in this summer heat most of them preferred to sleep outside on their own private park bench.




    Meals were eaten in silence, each individual staying individual by maintaining as much distance between themselves as possible with only the smacking and slurping sounds occasionally disturbed by a “salt”, “ketchup”, indicating a need for these by a smacker or slurper. Stitch and Case were the exception in that they sat opposite one another and had subdued conversations on how best to finish off the office assignment report with the least amount of effort, which runs they would like to sail on once they graduated and which of the office secretaries they’d really like to nail if they had a chance. They concluded that their chances with the secretaries were zero; all the best chicks were either spoken for or were banging their bosses. The leftovers were dogs.




    Living two lives on the edge of despair and abject poverty wasn’t at all easy – reporting to the US Lines office in the morning in full uniform and living the life of a bum in dungarees in the evenings. In the morning Case saw some of the same men from the soup and spaghetti shelter again. Their gagging, coughing, spitting and gargling sounds reverberating in the washrooms which graced every corner of the giant square which the halls formed on each but the first floor of the Doghouse. They would spit blobs of slimy sputum into the washstand, more often than not missing it completely, and they’d blow their snot with a forceful shot out of one of their nostrils while holding the other one closed. Teeth, insofar as they had these, were brushed with a frayed toothbrush that he wouldn’t even have used to clean underneath the ridge of the toilet seat during his plebe year, even if that little prick Badoux had ordered him to, and they shaved their three day stubble with rusty razors down to a one-day stubble – the blade simply couldn’t pull it anymore after weeks of use. Fingers were used instead of combs and brushes and clean underwear was something out of a distant past for the most desolate amongst them, the stains in front and back of their shorts betraying days if not weeks of continuous wear. T- shirts or tank shirts which once must have been white were sweat stained and the same drab grey as the once white stucco walls in the washrooms and halls. The smell in the washrooms at seven AM was as could be expected after visits during the night from drunks puking into or next to the toilet bowls, urinals stuffed with toilet paper so they wouldn’t flush anymore which didn’t stop anybody from pissing into them so that they overflowed and left big puddles of urine and water under them. They might just have well have pissed against the wall.




    But poverty broadens horizons and Case washed, shaved and showered along with the Doghouse crowd just as he would as if he were in the locker room after a game of basketball.




    The evenings in the Doghouse amongst the doling seamen, the bums, the zombies, the emaciated and worn out, homeless vagrants, the winos and other dregs of society, were most educational – if nothing else than to have shown them the other side of life which, despite their dire financial status, they knew they would only be living briefly. The subconscious knowledge that they were not destined for an existence of despair like these poor bastards gave them the confidence and courage to sustain the temporary discomforts of the Doghouse lodgings and the soup and spaghetti lines.




     




    A lady in distress in Lower Manhattan, a good looking one at that, about twenty three or twenty four, one with a new Pontiac convertible but with a flat tire, offered Case five bucks one evening for having changed it for her. He refused the five bucks and sent her on her way with some ridiculous chivalrous greeting saying that it was his pleasure to change the tire for her. It wasn’t. It was hot outside, the setting sun was still burning on his back, and the jack was not secured properly so that it gave way as soon as he tried to loosen the nuts on the wheel, nearly crushing him as the car crashed back on the asphalt. One of the nuts bounced out of the hubcap in which he had tossed it, and rolled in a storm drain, he broke two nails of his right hand so that he was now sure that he couldn’t play his guitar for a couple of weeks at least until they grew back to proper playing length, and he ripped a hole in his dungaree shirt. As soon as she had driven off with a last warning that she’d have to drive slowly and carefully and go to the garage first thing in the morning to get the lost wheel nut replaced, he let off a stream of curses, directed at himself for being such a sap, a weakling, a pushover for a nice figure, long legs, a cute face, big eyes, a Colgate smile and the soft, pleading voice that all women seem to be born with to convince suckers like him to do their dirty work for them. He was just offered a fortune and he let it drive away. Asshole!




    But in a way was glad he did what he did – his good deed for the day so to speak.




    He told Stitch about it later during dinner at the soup and spaghetti shelter and Stitch agreed with him.




    The bit about his being an asshole that is.




     




    Karin Brown graduated from Marymount College in the top ten of her class. Small wonder because she also was valedictorian of her high school back in Yonkers where she lived with her mother, a dominating woman prone to fits of outrage at the drop of a hat for the most insignificant things that upset her life and with whom she had a love – hate relationship. Love because she was her mother, and hate because she interfered with her life to the point of trying to gain total control of it. Her father had left when she was ten, after he and her mother had a horrendous row which was the culmination of a seemingly endless series of arguments that had dominated her conscious life. Other than a special delivery package on her birthday and at Christmas time, and a card saying that he loved her and always thought of her, she hadn’t heard of him or seen him since.




    She was sure that if she saw him now, she would hate him for not having made any attempt to contact her or attend the major milestones in her life. She couldn’t blame him for running away, but she blamed him for leaving her with her dominating and frequently fulminating, selfish and jealous mother, who was constantly breathing down her neck but conspicuously absent during these same major milestones. Her mother wasn’t at her high school graduation because she had gone for a week to Las Vegas with one of her flings, and the graduation from Marymount fell on the same date as a convention she just had to attend with her boss at the City Bank branch in Yonkers where she worked.




    Karin was glad when she finished Marymount; toyed with the idea of going for her Masters in Business Administration at the downtown campus of NYU but abandoned the idea soon after she landed a job as secretary to the Managing Director of T.J. Stevenson & Co., an impressive title for an impressive sounding company, but as it turned out, she was just a typing clerk and gofer in a dingy little office on the fifth floor of the Maritime building on Broad Street working for a middle aged, horny, cigar smoking dirty old man named Davenport.




    But the pay was good and the hours were reasonable; Davenport was lenient with her working hours allowing her to come in late and leave early as she saw fit. She was a trinket he could show off whenever he had visitors, having her fetch coffee, tea, cigarettes, water or whatever for the ship officers who were sent here from the union hall and were to be dispatched to the company’s ships lying in New York, Norfolk, New Orleans or ports on the West Coast.




    Her canny sense of observation had led her to make the necessary arrangements to secure her position – she bought three piece suits, tight fitting blouses and sweaters, miniskirts, glossy pantyhose and expensive high heeled shoes. It pleased her boss and his stream of visitors immensely to see this smart and sexy eye catcher fetch them gallons of coffee, see her type out their names and particulars on quadruple carbon forms in the ancient Olympia typewriter while they stood behind her stirring their coffee and looking down her blouse which she had buttoned up just high enough to leave a lot to the imagination.




    Horny but harmless, she thought, and she soon discovered the law of the jungle that is downtown New York; it wasn’t brains that got you anywhere, but good looks, big tits, a nice ass, long legs, sexy tight fitting clothes, high heels and a bright smile.




    And these assets got her a free tire change on the way home from work one night. A young man, good looking, tall and obviously a Navy man from the looks of it, dressed in dungarees with his name stenciled just above the left shirt pocket came to her rescue after she noticed that she had a flat tire on her brand new Pontiac convertible. She was stranded on South Street with traffic whizzing by her, but he came out of nowhere, put the car on the curb, changed the tire and sent her on her way. She flashed her smile and offered to pay him five bucks for his trouble, but he refused.




    She knew he would.




    She never gave the incident a second thought until she went out to lunch several days later on one of the mysterious errands that Davenport sent her on, meeting a man called Ross – ‘don’t ask me for his last name Karin,’ was Davenport’s message to her as he sent her on her way on this drop-off – to share a hot dog with him in a nearby snack bar. The only thing she had to do was to give him an envelope – inconspicuously and preferably under the table while they were eating as were Ross’ instructions when he finally arrived out of breath at the designated place. They exchanged the usual courtesies, she slipped him the envelope, they ate their hot dog, drank their Coke and Ross was off again as fast as he had come, leaving her sitting on her Formica table smoking the cigarette which she had just lit.




    A young man in dungarees came into the snack bar, ordered a hamburger from the fat man behind the counter, counted out his change as if he had just emptied his piggy bank and paid for his meal. No drink. From the way he had just counted out his money she thought he probably couldn’t afford it. He looked around to see where he could sit, found all the tables occupied and finally came to her table, asking her if he could sit down.




    “Sure, I’ll just smoke my cigarette and then I’ll leave,” she said as she motioned him to sit down opposite her.




    He sat down and began wolfing down his hamburger as if he hadn’t eaten in a week.




    “Hungry?” she asked after having observed him for a minute.




    “You might say that,” the young man answered just after he’d taken a big bite out of his hamburger, “my name is Richard Bostich, but everyone calls me Stitch.”




    “Corina,” she said, “no last name.”




    She had used Corina again; like she did in college. Karin was so common, so everyday like. Corina was so much more sophisticated, so continental and debonair – at least that was what one of her boyfriends had told her on their first date during her freshman year. She dumped the boyfriend but kept the name and called herself Corina from then on.




    Karin Brown was her Jungle name – couldn’t very well change that on all the employment application and tax forms or all the other official forms that she had to fill in and sign after she entered the jungle from the safe haven of the Marymount campus.




    “All right, Corina with no last name, what is a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?” Stitch asked, laughing as he spoke this corny line.




    “I work nearby, for a shipping magnate – very big company,” she lied. “Are you in the Navy?”




    “No, cadet, Kings Point – ever hear of it?”




    “Oh sure, I went to a tea-dance once at your Academy when I was a freshman – nice little place.”




    “Nice little place? It’s a federal Academy you know.” Stitch said; he was clearly insulted.




    “I didn’t mean to be degrading – it’s just that when I went there I just saw the inside of one of the halls – a bit austere if you ask me. The guys I met were on their toes and cringing from their upper classmen like dogs that were constantly being beaten, and when I asked them how they liked it, everyone said that it sucked.”




    “That’s because you met the plebes who were in their indoctrination period – cooped up inside the Academy walls for four months and all the rules and hazing they had to go through during that time – sure they said it sucks; I said it too when I was a plebe, but once they become upper classmen and outside the Academy walls they sing a different tune.”




    “Like you’re doing now I take it?”




    “Yes.”




    “So what’s a nice upstanding cadet doing in a place like this on a normal weekday sunny September afternoon in downtown New York when he should be attending classes or marching around in his nice uniform on the Kings Point campus?”




    “Steamship office assignment – a three week stint in U.S. Lines’ offices trying to get a grasp of what’s behind the romance of sailing.”




    “But their offices are way up town.”




    “I know – I’ve seen it all in one week. We’re staying in the Doghouse here around the corner – me and a classmate of mine – free room, no board and we’re running low on funds but we can’t report back to the Academy in another week or so.”




    “Doghouse?”




    “Seamen’s Church Institute – that building over there with the lighthouse on top.” Stitch said, pointing out of the window towards the Doghouse.




    “Is your classmate as tall as you are?” Corina asked, suddenly remembering the same dungaree outfit she had seen a few days ago on the young man changing her tire.




    “Yes, slightly taller even, why?”




    “I just wondered, he may be the one that changed my tire a couple of days ago – I offered him some money, but he refused.”




    “Small world – yes, it was him, because he told me about it – that he changed a tire for a beautiful lady in distress and she had offered to pay him five bucks. He thought himself a sap, falling for a flashy smile and a cute face, and I called him an asshole for refusing to take the payment - sorry.” Stitch apologized for this last remark.




    “No matter, I’ve heard worse.”




    They talked some more until Corina noticed the time and left in a hurry back to her dark and stuffy little office. But not before Stitch had arranged to meet her the same time tomorrow right here at this table. She said she couldn’t guarantee it but she would try. He knew she was lying and was just making a polite getaway. He decided not to mention anything to Case about his chance meeting with the beautiful lady in distress that he had helped out a couple of days before. He went back the next day with some money he bummed from the Doghouse chaplain.




    She was there.




     




    Stitch had found a new funding victim for them. An Episcopalian chaplain named Flanagan who was permanently attached to the Doghouse as counselor and spiritual guide for its tenants, of which they formed a part of the complement. He was a relatively young man, late thirties, tall, handsome, well built with broad shoulders, small waist, a dark complexion caused by years of exposure to the elements and a permanent shadow of a very heavy beard. He had listened to the plight of both of the cadets which they exaggerated immensely for extra pity points and he’d loaned them five bucks each but made them sign a promissory note for that amount. He also let them use the gym on the top floor of the Doghouse which was available for a small fee for all tenants but rarely used by them. He also gave them another address where instead of spaghetti and soup they could get a regular meal with meat, potatoes and vegetables for nothing if they mentioned his name, but they couldn’t stay there for longer than it took to eat the meal – they needed the room afterwards to convert it to a shelter. This was a welcome change from the daily evening fare because they were at the point where the spaghetti with the rubbery meatballs was coming out of their ears.




    Riches beyond belief! Five bucks! It provided the necessary funds for subway tokens so that they didn’t have to jump the turnstiles every time. They could even down a Schlitz at the Blarney or buy a hot dog with ketchup and relish once in a while at the hot dog stand in Battery Park. And of course for Case, phone calls to Katie in Roslyn Heights, so he wouldn’t have to go through ten or fifteen attempts of fucking the phone – a trick he used at the Academy to call anywhere in the country for nothing: put a nickel in the slot and as it fell, hit the return button as hard and as fast as possible and the line would open. This didn’t work every time, you had to make at least five attempts and hit the button at the proper moment and with the right amount of English. The phones at the Academy were well worn and honed to the point that some of them worked even at first try, but the ones at the Doghouse were tight and stiff, the machined edges of the works inside the coin return were sharp because the tenants didn’t know about it, so that every time he made a call, he had to try it at least a dozen times before it caught and he got the dial tone and his nickel back at the same time.




    The prospect of taking Katie out on Friday night, the fact that he had a fin in his pocket and the change in daily fare made the rest of the week in the Doghouse bearable almost to the point that he was oblivious to the appalling conditions, and he actually started to appreciate life again.




     




    He sat on one of the benches in front of the Doghouse early in the evening, staring into the distance watching the sun set over the warehouses in Hoboken. Ships sailed to and fro on the Hudson River, but the images didn’t register. He sipped absentmindedly from a can of Schlitz he had bought somewhere along the way here from Katie’s house. A wino lay next to him covered under yesterday’s edition of the Daily News, occasionally stirring as an indication that he was alive, but Case really didn’t notice him at all for the longest time.




    He thought about Katie, the Broadway show, the utter joys of those precious moments at the bottom of the stairs in her house when they returned from the City late last night and he was feeling her up, the clock ticking in the hall and Katie coming to him in the middle of the night, her sneaking into the room, the even fewer moments of foreplay as they lay in bed together, and then the total let-down when the light was turned on as Hector stuck his head in the door, saw the both of them entwined in each other’s arms, writhing on top of the bedspread, naked as the day they were born. Hector told his daughter ever so calmly to go back to her own room. He might as well have said “and don’t forget to brush your teeth” for all the indifference it seemed to be to him at the time. Katie cried softly, gathered up her nighty and quickly scurried to her own room covering herself as best she could. Case felt sorry for her but didn’t have any time for consolation. It was all he could do to step into his BVD’s as Hector grabbed the dress blues hanging on a clothes hanger on a hook on the door, his hat, shoes and socks; opened the window and threw the lot one by one out into the front yard. He hissed something in Hungarian, regained his composure and told Case in a subdued voice to get his ass out of the house as fast as he could without waking up the rest of the household, or he would single handedly toss him out of the window as well. He ran all the way from Katie’s house to the Long Island Railroad station barefooted and in his skivvies with his clothing balled up in both his arms. It was cold out at three in the morning but he didn’t feel it at all. Only when he reached the station did he stop to dress himself. The incident only confirmed Hector’s already firm belief that ‘all cadets from Kings Point are animals’. He was ousted – tossed out – Persona non Grata and no longer welcome in chez Kovacs – that much was clear.




    ‘And Hector knew about the Doghouse’, Case continued his train of thought, ‘he’s no fool. He probably checked up on my phony story about the Merchant Marine Officers Club at the Brooklyn Navy yard where I supposedly stayed during my office assignment’. Maureen and Katie had swallowed it hook, line a sinker when they asked where he was staying during his office assignment, but Hector didn’t trust it and kept pestering him with pointed questions. Shit, the Brooklyn Navy Yard was due to be closed soon if it wasn’t closed already – Uncle Sam was writing off a bunch of naval bases and the Brooklyn Navy Yard was one of them – so what would a Merchant Marine Officers Club be doing on a dead base? He must have called the Academy on some pretext to find out where I was staying – that would have been the simplest thing to do, and I wouldn’t put it past him to have done that. A quick trip downtown would have confirmed his suspicions and he wouldn’t even have had to go into the place to know what he had always suspected: all Kings Point cadets are animals’.




    He took a last sip from his can of Schlitz, bent the can without any effort and threw it into the patch of grass in front of him. He hated Hector.




     




    “What’s up Mate?” a voice croaked next to him. The wino had awakened and had thrown his edition of the Daily News on the ground. “You’ve been sitting here for over an hour staring at the setting sun. It’s not going any faster by looking at it, you know.”




    ”I know, just lost in a train of thoughts”, Case answered.




    “Woman trouble?” the wino asked.




    “What else?”




    “Things could be worse, you know. I ran a ship aground on the beach in Puerto Rico.”




    “How the fuck did you manage to do that?”




    “Didn’t do it myself of course, but me being the captain I had to take the rap.”




    “Were you drunk?”




    “Never touched a drop for nigh on sixteen years now. By the way, are you a mate or what?” the wino continued.




    “Cadet – Kings Point”




    “So what the hell are you doing here?”




    He told him, limiting the facts to his first class steamship office assignment and his stay at the Doghouse.




    ”You living in the Doghouse as well?” Case asked.




    “Yeah, out of necessity – I got fired from my last jaunt because of this Puerto Rico incident which wasn’t at all as bad as the big time admiralty lawyers described it in the hearing. I registered at the union hall for a first mate’s job or even a master’s job. I’ll have a reasonable chance of getting that if I wait long enough to let the number mature – shipping is good now, you know, so it shouldn’t be too long before I can ship out again.”




    “What outfit did you sail with?” Case asked, totally disinterested.




    “Ellis”




    “Never heard of it”




    His name was Aristides Gianlopoulos, but everyone called him “The Greek” he said, which didn’t surprise Case at all. Looking at him you’d never suspect that he was or had been a ship’s captain. Working khakis that hadn’t seen a washing machine or much less an iron in weeks, no tie, worn out brown shoes with holes in the soles, no socks, and a web belt that was wrapped almost twice around his waist. He was short, thin to the point of looking emaciated, had a very large hawks beak nose which made Case’s nose look like a modest little button in comparison, deep set almost black eyes shaded by bushy black eyebrows that touched in the middle right above the bridge of his nose, and a thick head of black hair that seemed to have no natural lay to it, sticking out in all directions and clearly not having seen a barber’s scissors in months. He hadn’t shaved in a couple of days and it looked as though he’d spent most of his time during this past week on this very same bench which they both now occupied.




    The Greek talked incessantly about himself, the ships he’d mastered, the years he slaved and worked for Ellis’s Steamship Company, the ingratitude they had shown him by dumping him like a sack of shit only because some stoned drunken goof ball of a third mate ran the ship on a beach in the middle of the night. ‘Nothing a couple of tugs at high tide the following day couldn’t take care of’, but Ellis claimed considerable negligence and loss of time and consequential damage and all that…. He went on and on and on.




    Case didn’t hear him anymore; he was again lost in his train of thoughts.




    He got up and left without saying a word to the Greek who was merrily continuing to spout his life’s story and didn’t seem to notice his leaving at all.




    ‘Fucking self-righteous asshole’, Case thought as he sauntered off back to the Doghouse.




    Katie was slipping through his fingers and he knew it.




     




    The Greek joined Stitch and Case in the soup and spaghetti line for a couple of days, rattling his mouth off and never missing the opportunity to mention his disappointment in Ellis’s Steamship Company for firing a loyal employee for such a trifle as running a ship aground on a sandy beach for a couple of hours. He also befriended the Doghouse chaplain and gave him the same captain-without-a-ship sob-story that he had given the two cadets, and bent his ear to the point that whenever they threatened to meet one another, Flanagan would have something urgent to do or was just on the point of leaving somewhere. In between visits to the union hall on Washington Street the Greek passed the time playing ping-pong with whomever was available, or went up to the gym on the top floor of the Doghouse since the chaplain gave him the same privileges as Case and Brian just to be rid of him.




    But wonders never cease, and he caught a chief-mate’s job on a C2 rust bucket leaving for Viet-Nam on Friday, the last day of the steamship office assignment.




    “The S.S. Flower Power, owned and operated by the T.J. Stevenson & Co Steamship Company.” he shouted, waving his assignment at the two cadets. He was as excited as a kid who’d just passed his driver’s exam.




    “Never heard of it.” Case and Stitch said in unison.




    “Where are you picking her up, Greek?” Stitch asked him




    “Newport News. She’s in dry dock getting fixed up for the trip – used to be a Lykes Lines ship you know.”




    Case said nothing and stepped up to receive his portion of soup, spaghetti and this time two meatballs and some grated cheese on top of it and even some butter on the coarse brown bread that Eva – Marie doled out.




    The Greek sat apart from them and immediately started yapping to his neighbor, who grunted approvingly at whatever he was telling him, but never replied to anything. From Eva – Marie Case knew that the man sitting next to the Greek was totally deaf on one ear, the one that the Greek was telling his tale in at the table. This was typical of the audience the Greek so desperately wanted for himself - a good listener with an occasional grunt of approval and no interruptions.




    Case went up to the Greek after the meal, and wished him well in his new job.




    “Thanks mate – I’ll pack my bag and be outa here tomorrow morning early – see you around sometime.”




    “Yeah, Greek, see you around sometime.” Case said absentmindedly. But the Greek didn’t hear him anymore; he was continuing to bend the deaf ear of his neighbor with the story of his life. He walked back to the Doghouse, stopping along the way to watch the excavation going on at the site of the World Trade Center.




    He spent his last change on a can of Schlitz, borrowed a church key from one of the zombies who carried one on a lanyard around his neck, opened it and sat and drank his beer on a park bench watching the sun set and the boats go by, his mind empty, his belly full thanks to those who looked after the drunks and lost souls of New York. He had gone to the US Lines office that morning, said his good byes to the office personnel who were glad to see him go but wished him well nevertheless and had spent the afternoon on the very same bench he was now finishing his can of Schlitz, writing the last paragraphs of the conclusion of his report.




    He bent the can and threw it in the grass. He wouldn’t see the Greek again until three years later.




     




    Saturday; a week after he was forced to make his getaway from Chez Kovacs in the middle of the night. He had awakened early, shat, showered and shaved by eight o’clock and prepared himself for a busy day of doing nothing. He had become a zombie like the rest of the crowd here, aimless and without purpose, wandering in and out of the Doghouse for no reason other than to escape the summer heat. He scrounged some change off Stitch, who still had a dollar left and used it to buy some bagels with cream cheese at a stand on Bleeker Street. A nickel was all that he found after rummaging through all his pockets of all his uniforms and dungarees and this would have to do as his entire fortune; this would have to see him through the rest of the day and tomorrow when he would return to the Academy. How he would get to Penn Station and subsequently to Great Neck and from there to Kings Point was something he tried not to think about, and actually that was the least of his worries. The biggest worry at the moment was what to do with his one and only nickel, because he figured he might as well go for broke.




    Then it dawned on him as he looked out of his window later that afternoon. The one and only thing that you could do nowadays with a nickel and get the most for your money is to take a ride on the Staten Island Ferry. One way that is. For the return trip you’d have to hide in the men’s room till it was underway again, and then you’d have had the very best value for your money – ‘top of the bill, mate – never get a better deal anywhere’, he told himself.




    He entered through the turnstiles and enjoyed the view all the way to Staten Island, the fresh sea breeze blowing the cobwebs out of his head and making him long to go to sea again, to leave all this behind him and make it disappear into blissful oblivion.




    A well proportioned and very beautiful Puerto Rican girl of about nineteen, obviously escaping the oppression of her west side neighborhood for a day, made the same trip, to and from Staten Island. She was eying him all the way and by the time they docked back on the South Street ferry landing, he had extracted a name and address from her and arranged for a date that night, knowing full well that he didn’t have a nickel to his name anymore and couldn’t possibly make good his promise of a night on the town. She was most likely a cheap little hooker on her day off, but he dismissed that thought. The very act of the chase and the kill made him feel good even if she was a floozy. He walked her to the subway station; both of them jumped the turnstile and he told her in his best high school Spanish that he’d call her at seven. They were the only two passengers on the platform and their voices echoed against the grimy wall tiles. Even small talk while waiting for the subway was awkward. He watched the drab colored train lumber into the station and screech to a halt.




    “Rubio, Rubio, Rubio,” he said aloud as the coaches flashed past and he read the name of some obscure uptown Puerto Rican upstart who had scratched this name on just about every subway car Case had seen that whole summer. She smiled, said something to him that he didn’t understand and stepped into the open sliding doors. She waved hesitantly, he waved back, but too late for her to have seen it since the doors had slid shut with a bang and the train was gathering speed again as if it had just made a useless pit stop at this deserted station. “Rubio, Rubio, Rubio….” he said to himself again as the wagons flashed past him.




    “Fuck Rubio!”




    Walking back to the Doghouse, he threw her name and address in a trash can on the way and went to pack his duffel bag – more like stuffing all his laundry into it rather than packing, because his last set of dungarees were the only thing he still had which were clean and which he was wearing that day.




    He had his last meal at the meat and potatoes hall and read the last chapter of the cock novel he was reading on the park bench in front of the Doghouse until it was so dark that he couldn’t see anything anymore. Then he turned in for his last night, vowing to himself that he’d never come back to this dump again. He turned in at eleven but woke up at around two AM from a stream of curses outside his room. Someone had slipped on a pool of vomit and fallen against his door. He told whoever it was to keep the fucking noise down, turned around, snickered and sank back into a dreamless sleep.




     




    Ross Devereaux was an all American boy who was a star football player in high school, got recruited by an athletic scout from Syracuse University, was given a scholarship there as long as he played football for them and was successful at it, which he was, and subsequently graduated from that fine institution in the late fifties. Athletic he was, smart he was not. But as it goes with All American boys after a successful college football career but not quite successful enough to qualify for any of the pro-football teams, there are any number of friends and alumni from their prestigious alma mater in upstate New York who would be glad to help an all star quarterback on the road to success in the business world. Such an alumnus was Barry Dewitt who hired him as his assistant for a position as chief supervisor working for the U.S. Treasury Department at the U.S. Customs House in downtown New York. And as it goes with all American boys who were once star football players but who eventually find out that their athletic prowess plus a plug nickel will get them a ride on the New York Subway but very little else, Ross discovered quite soon after he accepted his position as gofer for Barry, that despite his mingling with the in-crowd during lunchtimes in the financial district, he wasn’t going to make his all American dream come true unless something happened or crossed his path that would drastically supplement his income to the required level of realization of this dream.




    And such a thing happened only a very frustrating and fruitless year and a half later. Fate – or was it divine intervention? – stepped in and triggered a fatal heart attack in Barry Dewitt. Seniority, familiarity with the job and accumulated brownie points did the rest and Ross became the next head of the Customs and Excise section of the U.S. Treasury Department in the U.S. Customs House in downtown New York. His income nearly doubled, he got an office with his name on the door, a secretary who was probably born on the same day that the cornerstone of the building was laid and he got access to files, names, cases and projects that Barry had always carefully kept hidden from him, leading him to believe that Barry was leading a double life or doing something on the side that couldn’t bear to see the light of day.




    He met a girl, a gold digger, the type that frequented the bars and lunchrooms in the financial district hoping to snag a prize catch during her lunchtime while slaving away during the rest of the day in a typing pool in some obscure insurance office, charmed the pants off her, married her and bought a split level house in Port Washington, Long Island, on the Sound near the harbor. A membership in a country club, a speedboat with twin Mercury engines, a shiny new Buick for the wife completed the picture of the American Dream: Eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow never comes.




    It all went fine for a while, but then the American Reality started to catch up with him. Tiny cracks at first, then bigger ones and at more frequent intervals. Bills were left unpaid, arguments with his wife, mounting aggravation against his wife’s toy poodle that kept snapping at his ankles all the time and little Ross Junior, his totally spoiled two year old who did very little else than whine, moan and throw tantrums if he didn’t get what he wanted. The line of credit from his bank was stretched to the limit; the mortgage payments were barely able to be met and American Express had already given him notice that they would block the card if he couldn’t manage to bring it up to a positive balance within thirty days. But when in dire straits, salvation is always near.




    The names in the files Barry left him proved priceless sources of supplementary income. Importers and exporters who were used to dealing with Barry Dewitt, were reticent at first, submitting their forms, getting them approved or rejected, paying their bills as required and generally doing their business strictly by the book, something that Ross painstakingly adhered to since he inherited this job not hindered by any knowledge or professional expertise and sensing that he was the epitome of the Peter Principle, balancing on the edge or even overreaching his capability.




    As all things go, experience and routine breed a certain amount of slack and a year after Ross had taken over Barry’s position, Eugene Stein, an importer of fine textiles invited him to dinner one evening at his home in Little Neck Long Island to talk and mainly complain about the heavy import duties that were levied on Egyptian cotton, French silk, Irish linen or English Tweed. Eugene imported tons of textiles each week and paid huge amounts in import duties, which he of course had to pass on to the price of cloth which he sold to wholesalers all over the country, driving up the cost of clothing and fueling the monster of inflation.




    But Ross was in a position to do something about those heavy import duties by turning a blind eye or approving imports at a much lower tariff than listed. This would help the American Economy and maintain the epic of the American Dream that keeps the country rolling. Of course this wouldn’t go unrewarded, Eugene hastened to add after having poured Ross his fifth shot of a very expensive single malt Scotch, and Eugene realized as no other that bills had to be paid, cars had to be kept running and above all, wives had to be kept happy.




    Ross took the bait, had a new friend and a more or less steady source of supplementary income that was passed to him by Eugene’s very attractive little Italian secretary Rosanne in a plain brown envelope every Friday afternoon during a quick hamburger or hot dog lunch at a cafeteria on Whitehall Street.




    The grapevine that had been dormant for over a year was now revitalized once Eugene spread the word through his contacts, confirming that Barry’s successor had learned well from his master and all it took was an occasional dinner, putting up with his wife’s boring parties and equally boring conversation and paying him some grease money during lunch in some off color joint in lower Manhattan once a week. Pittance compared to the huge savings he realized for the importers and a far cry from the amounts his predecessor charged for his services. All went well for a year, with payoffs occurring almost every day in a different cafeteria every time from different contacts and each time by an attractive blond, brunette or red head sharing a sloppy Joe, hot dog or hamburger with Ross while making small talk and slipping him an envelope of very welcome cash at some time during the sober meal.




    But even this turned out to be a drag and Ross began to regard these midday interludes as an infringement on his precious time, all of which he needed desperately to alter forms, look for ways to hide his private little business from his ancient secretary and at the same time maintain a straight face by doing his daily above board routine. Besides, his secretary had more than once complained about his long lunches and the rumor in the halls of the U.S. Customs building were rapidly building up as several people had spotted him with other women during their lunch periods, all of them attractive and all of them considerably younger than Ross’ now thirty four years.




    ‘Ross was having a little nooky on the side’, according to the gossip, ‘not just a common fling, but regular lunchtime romps. He must have money they figured – why otherwise would these attractive young women fall for a has-been college athlete whose once masculine and muscular appearance was now beginning to show signs of sagging and aging.




    Again the Divine had foreseen this by having the ancient secretary reach her retirement age just at the time that Ross had taken a fancy for a runner of one of his less regular contacts – a man named Dave Davenport, owner and president of the T.J. Stevenson Co. with an office in the Maritime building on Broad Street.




    Karin Brown was her name – a very attractive brunette; built like a brick shit house, stacked in the right place, extremely keen, a head for details and from what he noticed, a near photographic memory. She was clearly his superior in intellect, knew the purpose of her mission and kept up the appearance of being one of two colleagues having a quickie lunch in a nameless cafeteria.




    He phoned Davenport a week before his own secretary was to leave on retirement and struck a deal with him. Karin was to start working for him within two days, Davenport was to look for another secretary and Ross would take care of his next little request free of charge if it wasn’t too risky or complicated. And this way Davenport was happy because he got something for nothing – except a little hassle of finding a new secretary ‘but they,’ Ross argued, ‘were a dime a dozen’. Karin would be happy because she would take a considerable jump in income, and Ross was extremely happy because he now had someone he could trust and do his lunchtime running for him right here in the financial district, going straight to the sources. Besides, she was a looker and who knows what fate might have in store for him – she might turn out to be a welcome change in the dregs of his fading love life.




    Karin was twenty two, he knew that much – whether she was attached or was seeing someone she had never divulged.




     




    Two weeks after Karin started working for Ross, she moved into an apartment on 48th street. Small, but clean, well kept, close to Times Square, the throbbing heart of the City and what was more important, her first step toward independence from her domineering mother. She had occasional dates with Stitch, but because he was graduating early, the academics kept him bound to the Academy most of the time, besides, the prospect of him shipping out immediately after his graduation and being away for weeks at a time didn’t exactly appeal to her. But she liked him and didn’t have the heart to dump him like she had dumped most of her boyfriends while she was in college and the occasional flings she had before she met him.




    He had an innocence about him that appealed to her – treated her with respect rather than a lust object. He had taken her to his parents’ house in Connecticut during the Christmas holidays, a welcome change to her usual Christmas holidays which she had always spent alone with her mother with the two of them going to church on Christmas Eve and going to a buffet supper afterwards at the home of one of her mother’s co-workers. She would invariably be accosted by some sleaze which her mother had conveniently arranged to come as well. They were mostly rich, spoiled, always much older than she was, more often than not divorced or about to be, and blessed with one or two children, a hefty alimony and constantly griping and bitching about their ex while at the same time spinning a yarn to get her into the sack as fast as they could.




    Stitch was different. He was like Wally Cleaver in the Leave it to Beaver show – easy going, single, no pretense about the future by spouting unreachable goals and his sole ambition in life did not consist of trying to get into her pants; rather, he treated her like a lady, respectful and courteous. ‘A rub-off from those tea dances probably’, she thought.




    And his parents were the epitome of the fifties – a doting mother who slaved in the kitchen preparing a fantastic Christmas dinner, a father who smoked a pipe and walked around the house in his plaid slippers. She thought of it often afterwards; the warmth, the Christmas Spirit, the tree, the trimmings, the music and the ideal setting of their home in their quarter acre lot in the suburbs of Ipswitch, awakening on Christmas Day in the guest room, looking out of the window and seeing a pure, white, quiet and peaceful world with thick snowflakes floating down ensuring the perfect serenity of that moment.




    It was this that prevented her from dumping him unceremoniously in view of the dim prospects that he had. She knew she had to dump him, but couldn’t bring herself to tell him that it was over between them.




    A Dear John letter would have been an alternative, but that went against her principles – it was too easy, too impersonal, too direct, and it would devastate him she knew.




    But until the time came that she would give him the word, she kept in touch with him and received him in her apartment on weekends whenever he had liberty. Besides, despite his Wally Cleaver image he was great in bed – as if the animal within him was released whenever they made love, wild, passionate, hot. The boyfriends in her past were hopeless amateurs compared to Stitch. She told him once after a particularly wild night, smoking their cigarette while still gasping for breath after the tryst, that it was the best fuck she had ever had. He got angry then – ‘You make it all sound so cheap after having made love like we just did’, he told her. He got so worked up that she was genuinely afraid that he would grab her by the neck and choke her. But he pinned her down on the bed again and went for round two – an even wilder ride than the one they had just finished and one that taxed both their stamina to the limits. Ever since then it had become a magic word between them. Whenever the time and the mood was right, he would make his advances, they would get undressed, literally tearing the clothes off each other’s bodies and scattering them around, do the minimum of foreplay and when he had entered her she would yell ‘fuck me, you animal’ as loud as she could, triggering a wild and wonderful trip that seemed to increase in intensity from the ones before. The sex, the utter exhaustion, the relaxing smoke, the drinks that they shared afterwards while he softly stroked and fondled her naked body telling her she was beauty personified were unparalleled. It was all this too that prevented her from dumping him.




    Stitch went to sea in February , only a week after his graduation, sailing as a third mate on one of Isthmian Lines’ ships on a charter voyage to Saigon, with thirteen thousand tons of ammunition out of Port Chicago. He didn’t return for two months and she had to admit to herself that she missed him despite her every intention of telling him after his return that their relationship wouldn’t last.




    But the relationship held because Stitch had an out – a nightmate card that assured him a more or less steady job while still being able to live in New York and be near her. She gave him an ultimatum: ‘Sail and you’re out of my life; stay and we’ll skip the light fantastic together’.




    Stitch didn’t hesitate a second




    “We’ll skip the light fantastic.”




    She couldn’t believe the ecstatic feeling when he agreed to her demand. Was she in love with him she wondered? This lanky jug-eared plain looking conservative prude? Could this be what it was? Impossible!




    “Do you mean that? Are you really serious?” She asked with a tone of disbelief, “Yes, I mean it because I love you,” he said.




    It wasn’t what she expected, but it turned out to be exactly the thing she had wanted to hear.




    “Fuck me, you animal!”




    The neighbors had something to talk about for weeks afterwards that night.




    He moved into her apartment the following day.




     




     


  




  

    Chapter 2




    April 1968- June 1968




     




    “Helen, thy beauty is to me,




    Like those Nicean barks of yore




    That gently o’er a perfumed sea,




    The weary, way worn wanderer bore,




    To his own native shore.”




     




    Brian closed the book and scratched his bright red beard lining his round face. He adjusted his stocky frame on the bed, coughed and painstakingly repeated the lines ten times to himself to see if he could remember them. ‘ “Nicean”, what a fucking word,’ he thought, ‘Poe must have been a faggot. I don’t even know what the hell it means – who uses such a word anyway, why couldn’t he just say : “Helen, baby, you’re a sight for sore eyes.”’




    ‘Must look it up sometime – just imagine she’ll ask me what the hell “Nicean” means, as if she didn’t know, silly bitch’. Big on poetry she was, very well read and she could recite any sonnet from Shakespeare – “just try me”, she had said. He tried.




    “Number five”, he said.




    “What do you mean ‘number five’?” Helen asked.




    “Just that, number five, you said you could recite any sonnet from Shakespeare, so I asked you to recite number five.”




    And Helen started to recite a Shakespeare sonnet which obviously was sonnet number five.




    “Oh, all right, all right; I believe you, I’m not such a Shakespeare fan, I’m more an Edgar Allan Poe buff.” he lied.




    Edgar Allan Poe was the only poet that he remembered from his English literature classes, and the one poem he remembered his teacher ever analyzing in front of the class was the one about the Raven – he liked that: “Quoth the Raven – nevermore.” All others he’d forgotten as soon as he had walked out of the classroom.




    Helen was his latest flame. He had met her at Kennedy Airport while waiting for his flight to Boston which, a girl in an over friendly voice announced over the P.A. system, would be delayed for another hour and a half.




    It was a mystery to him what she was doing at this hour in the Eastern Airlines terminal – probably seeing her boyfriend off, a pilot or some sort of hotshot on Wall Street, but he didn’t exactly care. Se was finishing her Pink Lady and before she could get up and walk off, he placed another one in front of her saying: “As long as I have to wait for another hour and a half, we might as well have another drink, what say you?”




    His glib Boston Irish tongue, charming wit, two Glen Moran double malt scotches and three Pink Ladies made short work of Helen, and in no time at all he had arranged a date for that Saturday night. She had told him that she majored in English literature at Marymount College and was crazy about poetry.




    “So am I.” he lied again.




    Brian was extremely well read too, but his choice of reading material differed enormously from that of Helen; the book with poems of Edgar Allan Poe he had just bought being the sole item of any literary value amongst the scores of paperbacks strewn around his room.




    Cocknovels he called them. It was the most impressive collection of five and dime Westerns, detective stories and trashy sex books in a radius of at least a mile from the Doghouse. This complete lack of literary insight was more than compensated for by the phenomenal speed at which he devoured these rags and it didn’t take long before the pile of books spilled from under his bed and on to the floor. The spillage was occasionally dumped into the wardrobe closet amidst smelly Beethoven and Bach sweatshirts, socks and sneakers.




    He read the poem about Helen another ten times, then shut the book and paced up and down reciting it aloud five times to himself. Just to see if he could remember it, and practicing that stupid word ‘Nicean’ without twisting it to “Nice’un.” He was satisfied that he could, promised himself that he’d learn it by rote every day till he could recite it flawlessly and threw the book in the bottom of the wardrobe where it would undoubtedly gather dust and be eaten my moths or cockroaches along with the other paperbacks thrown there.




    He fished out a reasonably clean pair of jeans, smelled each of the two pair of sneakers to see which ones were the least offensive; pulled out a Beethoven sweatshirt and lay them all on the unmade bed, ready to put them on after he had taken a shower.




    He’d been in Boston for two days, was at odds with his parents by the third, and flew back to New York to go back to his room at the Doghouse, where he hadn’t even bothered to check out, because he fully expected that this would happen. It had happened many times before and it would happen again, but he felt obligated to visit his folks now and then; that he had words with them every time was absolutely no bother to him – he’d forget about it the minute he stepped out of the cab that had driven him to Logan Airport, and he was sure that his parents had forgotten what the argument was about the minute he called them from New York to tell them that he’d arrived safely and that he loved them and looked forward to seeing them again next time.




    Withdrawing a thousand dollars from his savings account was another reason he had gone to Boston this time because his funds were running low and a thousand bucks would see him through another month in the City at least.




    ‘Fifteen fucking bucks a night’, he thought, ‘what a goddamned rip-off. How dared they ask this for a night in the Doghouse’.




    True, the New Doghouse was a sight better than the old one which was razed last year, but it was still the Doghouse and no reason to boost their rates five hundred percent just because they got a new building.




     




    If the streets were made of mud, there would have been a well worn path between Water Street, where the New Doghouse was now located, to Washington Street, where the union hall was housed; a path which Brian had trodden every day since he’d taken up lodgings at the Doghouse waiting for a ship to take him to Australia. But whenever one came up on the board, it would be scooped up immediately by a killer card with a six or eight month old number on it, a card he couldn’t possibly outbid with his three month old number. He’d take a night mate job occasionally whenever he ran low on money. This way he could also let his active card mature some more.




    From the first call at nine to the last call at four, Brian played pool in the room above the union hall, becoming quite adept at it while at the same time becoming a piece of the furniture that seemed to belong to the premises in the International Organization of Masters, Mates and Pilots on Washington Street. Certainly a fixture of this union headquarters was an immensely fat man with a cigar clenched between his yellow teeth, permanently engulfed in a thick cloud of blue cigar smoke and wearing a drab grey suit that looked greasy enough to boil soup from. He sat in a dark corner of the room above the union hall with three of his other goons dressed in similar attire around a card table playing poker all day long, day in, day out, five days a week, never saying anything except the mandatory cries and grunts that card sharks make. His card buddies occasionally got up, went down to the hall during the calls or to take a leak, but he just sat there, concentrating on his card game, sipping stale beer and never leaving his seat. As if he were glued to his chair. He didn’t even get up to take piss – that amazed Brian to no end. ‘These were the union officers - doing the thing union officers do best,’ Brian thought.




    At least Brian went to the hall below every hour when the calls were made, to listen to Harry the dispatcher announce the jobs over the PA system.




    Brian was in the room above the hall one morning and had already gone through two calls. He was chalking up his cue for yet another game of pool with Zimmerman, a first class prick from the class of ’64 who had been a cadet battalion officer when Brian was a plebe.




    Zimmerman used to put the fear of God into plebes by his mere presence and attitude. He had cut off a small corner off a twenty dollar bill and placed it on top of the frame containing his cadet officer appointment and hung it on the wall of his room so that it looked like a twenty dollar bill was tucked behind it. Plebes were assigned to clean the first class officers’ rooms while the first classmen were at breakfast at 0700 hours. They were required to wait until the officers returned from their breakfast so that their rooms could be inspected. Most of the cadet officers were lenient and glad that they themselves were spared the tedious task of tidying up their rooms, but Zimmerman used to go around the room with white gloves and check for dust everywhere, including places where you’d never expect, like behind the desk drawers, underneath the washbasin or on top of the light fixture that you couldn’t reach when you stood on top of the desk, even if you were over six feet tall. Zimmerman’s inspection would take at least ten minutes and as with all inspections, the plebe had to stand at rigid attention while the inspection was in progress, answering Zimmerman’s comments and questions with short, terse answers followed by a loud ‘Sir’, or ‘Yes, Sir!’ or ‘No, Sir!’ or whatever the appropriate answer would be. More often than not he’d come up with a dirty glove and have an excuse to stick you and put you on the mast list with a raft of demerits.




    And if the corner of the twenty dollar bill had moved or fallen from the frame, he’d know that you had tried to peek behind the frame and pinch the twenty dollar bill which you thought to be behind it. Then he’d stick you good, dreaming up some sort of accusation short of murder and mayhem, give you a speech about the honor code and threaten you with reporting you to the superintendent and recommending you for expulsion from the Academy. He always took great pleasure in this procedure.




    All plebes were warned about this after the first two unlucky bastards got stuck, but when Brian got the Zimmerman assignment later on that year he had forgotten this warning and the first thing he did was to snatch the corner of the bill, hold it in his hand, look at the sliver of paper in utter disbelief and then yell ‘ Shit, shit, shit…’.as he remembered the warning. He spent the rest of the allotted cleaning time trying to place the sliver back on the top of the frame, which he couldn’t manage because it seemed to be a trick that only Zimmerman had mastered. He racked up an impressive stack of demerits that morning, and spent the next four Saturdays and Sundays working them off by raking leaves and painting dinghies on the wharf at the rate of one an hour.




    Zimmerman hadn’t changed much since the five years he’d been out of the Academy, still had that mean look on his face, the thin lips drawn together and even tighter now that he was playing pool, because everything he ever undertook was taken to the extreme. He didn’t have much hair while he was at the Academy and what little he had then was now gone – bald as one of the balls he was now trying to sink in the upper right hand pocket of the pool table.




    Brian recognized him the moment he walked in the door of the union hall, but Zimmerman appeared not to recognize Brian at all. Small wonder, because Brian had grown a full beard and mustache and gained about twenty pounds since his graduation two years ago. Besides, Brian figured, ‘this guy wouldn’t remember an insignificant plebe from five years back; people to him were nonentities that momentarily passed through the lifeline of His Greatness – he’d have stuck his own mother with a list of demerits as long as his arm if he had a chance back then.




    Brian introduced himself as Brian but thought it wiser not to mention his last name, and invited him for a game of pool after the nine o ‘clock call - first game for nothing, just to get the feel of the expertise of his opponent.




    Zimmerman was clearly a rookie.




    The game he was just starting was now for real, twenty bucks a game with an open end till at least five o ‘clock. Brian was determined to take revenge – even if it was five years later and revenge would be sweet he promised himself. He was now already sixty bucks ahead.




     




    Case dragged himself up the concrete steps leading from the union hall up to the room above; He had just signed off the S.S. Ranger, dumped his cash from the payoff of over five thousand dollars in his account at the Seamen’s Bank for Savings, placed his guitar case in a locker at the Port Authority Terminal and had gone straight to the union hall to see what numbers Harry was calling off – after all, his offshore card had matured at least five months since he had taken the second mate’s job on the Ranger on his night mate card. He was dressed in his working khakis. A dilapidated hat that would have given him oodles of demerits way back when was propped carelessly on the back of his head. He dragged a heavy duffel bag around with him containing his entire life’s possessions, and in his right hand, index finger clamped on the lid to prevent it from accidentally opening, a wooden case with a brass handle containing the most prize possession of a second mate and the tool of his trade, his sextant.




    The pool game stopped for a minute when he entered the room, as it always did to see what the cat dragged in every time and also to view the prospective opposition they could expect from bidding on the available jobs. Despite his hair having grown to shoulder length and sprouting tufts in all directions, a mustache like a walrus and a tan like that of a Mexican field worker, Zimmerman recognized him immediately. Sometimes being extremely tall has its disadvantages.




    “Hi…ehh …Devries isn’t it?” Zimmerman asked.




    “Yes, and it’s Case – I never knew your first name, but how could I not remember Zimmerman?” Case said, stepping up to Zimmerman with his right hand outstretched so they could shake.




    “It’s ‘mister’”, Zimmerman said sarcastically not making any move to return the courtesy.




    “Well, fuck you, Zimmerman!” Case said after he saw that he was dead serious and had no intention of giving him his first name or shaking his hand. For a minute it looked as though Zimmerman was surprised at this remark and that he half expected Case to snap to attention, make a slight bow, click his heels and say: “How do you do, sir, it’s a pleasure to see you.”




    “Fuck you too, Devries”, he said weakly and started to resume his game. It was then that Case recognized Brian.




    “Hi Brian, how’ve you been?” he asked and shook his hand.




    “Oh, all right, here and there, mostly here and I’m now playing pool with this fucking asshole trying to get back at him for sticking me back then.” Case knew exactly what he meant.




    “And all my other classmates that were unlucky enough to get stuck cleaning his cage in first battalion” he continued, “especially Stitch, because he got stuck by this cocksucker so many fucking times that he spent his entire plebe year inside the Academy walls working off his Zimmerman demerits, whether it was cleaning his room or getting pulled out of ranks during morning colors or just passing him at any time during the day or night, he’d always find something to stick Stitch for, I felt sorry for the bastard. And now I can’t continue to clean him out because he didn’t recognize me but now he does thanks to you.”




    “Sorry”




    “Forget it”




    “You two classmates or something?” Zimmerman asked. “So what’s your last name?” he asked Brian.




    “It’s O’ Malley, and my first name is ‘mister’ to you from now on, just like that of my mate here” Brian replied, pointing to Case.




    Zimmerman laid the cue stick on the table having no intention to continue the game and just having heard that it was Brian’s intention to clean him out he demanded his sixty bucks back.




    “Get hosed, asshole.” Brian said pocketing the money that was put on the edge of the table and increasing his take to a total of eighty dollars.




    “On second thought, “he said, “you want your money back?”




    “Yes.”




    Brian pulled a single twenty dollar bill back out of his pocket, went to the card table and grabbed a pair of scissors hanging on a string on the wall close to it, cut off a small corner and tossed that to Zimmerman.




    Surprisingly enough Zimmerman stooped to pick it up, probably hoping to get the rest of the bill, and while he was bent down Brian cut the rest of the twenty dollar bill to shreds dropping them onto the floor like snowflakes, yelling: “that one is for me, and these are for Stitch, and these are for Johnson…”and he yelled about five or six other names of classmates he could remember having had the misfortune of having passed through the lifeline of His Greatness.




    Zimmerman got on his hands and knees to pick up all the pieces.




    “Crawl, you bastard, crawl…” Brian said with a sadistic smile on his face, and with a well placed kick on his butt he sent him sprawling on the floor between the remainder of the confetti that was once a twenty dollar bill.




    Zimmerman scooped up the rest of the pieces, got up, put the wad of paper in his pocket, made a feeble attempt to regain his composure, then turned around and went downstairs without a word.




    “And I’ll hound you for the rest of your miserable goddamned pea-pickin’ life, you motherfucker!” Brian yelled after him as Zimmerman disappeared down the stairwell.




    A round of applause came from the card table.




    “That was some performance, young man.” The fat man with the cigar spoke.




    He spoke!




    It was the first time Brian had ever heard him speak or stir for that matter, although his cigar didn’t leave his mouth.




    “I don’t know what that was all about, but it was pretty good.” he chuckled, “here, have one on me,” and out of nowhere the fat man produced a frosty bottle of Pabst Blue Ribbon.




    “Thank you, kind sir.” Brian said, making a slight bow and roughly explaining the background of this episode to the goons at the card table and whoever else was in the room at that time.




    “Ah, that felt good,” Brian said to Case after taking a generous swig from the bottle. “And for the life of me I never knew why that pair of scissors was hanging there all the time I’ve been here, but now I know…clearly a case of divine intervention – all part of the Big Plan. Let’s have a game, shall we?”




    “Sure enough, mate.” Case replied. “What are the stakes?”




    “Aw, shit, we’ll do it for love.” Brian said, quoting the countless whores he’d convinced all through his sea year that he was a cherry boy and didn’t have any money. Whores were only too eager to do a cherry boy, especially one with red hair and funny accent that sounded half British and half American.




    “Okay, we’ll do it for love” Case countered.




    They talked as they played, or rather; they talked as Brian sank one ball after another during his first run at the table. He’d had a lot of time in this poolroom, Case could see that and he was sorry that he had interrupted his clean out operation with Zimmerman.




    But then again, he wouldn’t have missed the resultant performance for the world, because he too, had a secret satisfaction in seeing Brian get his pound of flesh from that half – assed Kraut.




    “Been here long?” Case asked.




    “Nigh on four months now, give or take.”




    “Where are you staying?”




    “Doghouse, where else? And you?”




    “No place yet, I’ll guess I’ll try the Doghouse again. Haven’t been there since my steamship office assignment and I swore I’d never go back there again – what a goddamned dump that place is – seemed to me a team of perpetually drunk architects designed that around two hundred years ago, there isn’t a straight run in the place; even the rats get lost in there, especially the first two floors.”




    “Shit, Devries, where the fuck have you been? They leveled the place last year and built a new one. Nice one, too – clean sheets and everything and elevators with buttons that light up just by the heat of your hand.”




    “No shit?”




    “I shit you not. They charge you fifteen bucks a night for staying there though.”




    “What?? What a fucking highway robbery – it used to be three bucks a night around the time I stayed there, but then the Academy footed the bill.” Case exclaimed.




    At four o’clock they decided to go down to the hall for the last call of the day. Men in all sorts of garb sat in the hall as if they were in the waiting room of a railway station, all waiting for the train to take them to anywhere. Most of them looked bored and had been in the hall for the greater part of the day, reading the Daily News, a vintage magazine or even the New York Times. It was a drab affair, unpainted cement walls, bulletin boards with all kinds of union blurbs about pension plans, medical plans, reminders to pay your monthly dues or when the next union meeting would be held and if you were in port to be sure not to miss it. There wasn’t a single window in the place and the only source of illumination was the glare of a dozen neon lights that were hung with steel wiring coming from somewhere between a maze of piping and cabling mounted on the overhead.




    Harry the dispatcher opened the window of his office facing the waiting crowd. He was a little old Jewish man with a big nose with a pair of enormous horn rimmed glasses balanced on the end of it so that it looked like they would fall off at any moment. He had that keenness of mind, a sharp tongue and the distinct sense of humor that characterizes little old Jewish men. As he always did, he blew into the microphone to test the PA system and began his spiel as he did several times a day at precisely the stipulated times that these calls would be made, rattling off the listed jobs as if he were an auctioneer, which, in effect he was.




    “Alllllll right!” Harry began after he had rattled off the night mate jobs, “got an offshore job here as permanent third on the Newcastle Victory, located Port Chicago, California, going to Viet – Nam, uniform working khakis, sailing Friday, report aboard tomorrow at noon, pick up your plane ticket at the airport. Group one, lemme hear your numbers please……”




    No bids from the floor.




    “Group two, lemme hear your numbers please…” Again no one bid or even dared to cough for fear that Harry would mistake that for a bid.




    “Shit, I sailed on that rust bucket” Case whispered to Brian, “same run – Port Chicago to Saigon. Mostly ammo, tanks and a couple of PT boats on deck.




    “Hold it down there in the back of the room – I got the floor.” Harry yelled over the PA.




    The job went to a group three number, a man in his early twenties just out of school – not Kings Point as far as Case could gather by the way he had tucked his shirt – more a Fort Schuyler man.




    “Poor sucker,” said Brian when he was gone.




    “Yeah, let’s get the fuck out of here.”




     




    Since Case hadn’t a clue where the New Doghouse was, much less what it looked like, he let Brian guide him and when they entered, Brian gave him the Cook’s tour of the place.




    He was impressed. Clean, functional and it even smelled new even though it was already a year old. No more benches in front of it where winos could hang out, even the gratings next to the building were free of debris from leftover lairs of vagrants and the buttons in the elevator did indeed light up just by the heat of your fingers before you even touched them. The zombie at the reception was replaced by a prim looking old woman named Mrs Franklin standing behind an immaculately kept front desk. No one knew her first name or whether she was even married or not, but every one that passed her greeted her as Mrs Franklin. She looked ancient and thin, wrinkled but with a sharp nose and piercing brown eyes that didn’t miss a thing. No one could pass or she would call you back to either sign in or identify yourself that you were a guest at her Seamen’s Church Institute, and if you had no business being there, she looked to be spry enough to throw you out herself despite her diminutive stature.




    “And she keeps track of your room rent to the day,” said Brian after he introduced Case after he had signed in and received his room key, “don’t you, Mrs Franklin?”




    “That’s right, young man.” she said without an inkling of humor in her crackling voice.




    The recreation area was located on the third floor – a TV, a pool table, a small stage with a dance floor in front of it, stage lights dangling from the overhead and a disco ball suspended right above the dance area. In the corner next to the windows was a snack bar where a very hefty colored woman in her mid – thirties with enormous breasts and an equally impressive derrière was tending bar, serving hot dogs drenched with wet sauerkraut and a generous glob of ketchup and Heineken Export in green bottles.




    “Martha, Case; Case, Martha.” was Brian’s simple introduction.




    “Hiya, Case.” Martha shrieked in a very high pitched voice. “Wow, you’re tall, how’s the weather up there?” she giggled, shaking her impressive front in the process.




    “Fine, Martha, pleased to meet you.” Case replied. He had heard that remark so many times before that it didn’t bother him anymore like it did when he was fifteen or so, when he used to cringe every time someone made that crack.




    “Is there a chaplain here called Father Flanagan?” he asked Martha.




    “Yes, there is, but he’s on retreat somewhere upstate – why, you know him?” she screeched.




    “Yes, from a couple of years back when the Doghouse, eh…I mean the Institute was housed in the old building on South Street.”




    They sipped their Heineken Export out of a plastic glass and munched their hot dog covered with overcooked sauerkraut and went to the pool table, only to find it occupied by two seamen totally engrossed in a game and in each other’s sea stories.




    They had apparently just met and their stories flew across the pool table in loud voices so that not only their opponent could hear it, but also anyone that was within ten feet of them. One was a full-blooded Cherokee in his mid thirties, heavy set, rather tall and with a livid scar running from ear to ear on top of his skull, which he continually tried to hide from view by throwing his head back and letting his hair fall over it, which held about two seconds before it fell back over his ears and exposed the relatively fresh scar as soon as he bent down to cue up.




    He had been living in the Doghouse for the past three months on a Maintenance and Cure settlement he had received from a shipping company because he had suffered a broken skull almost half a year ago. According to him, he fell off a gangway in Recife when he returned to the ship one night, totally bombed out of his mind, smack onto the concrete pier. The surgeons at the Staten Island Hospital had to pry his skull open in order to put his brains back, because half of them had spilled onto the dock when he fell off the gangway. They had to scrape them off the pier, wrap them in a newspaper and fly them back to the States close to the warmest spot on his body so as not to let them get cold. It was decided that this was in his crotch, so he was the only one in the world that literally had his brains between his legs. The shipmate assigned to accompany him to the States and to the hospital, referred to him as Broken Skull because he could never remember his Cherokee name, and also filled in the admittance forms as such. When Broken Skull regained consciousness after about a week or so he heard everyone call him Broken Skull and since then he referred to himself as such. He still knew that he was a Cherokee but he didn’t have a clue as to what his real name was but Broken Skull suited him fine, so he left it at that.




    His opponent, a blond curly headed man in his mid – twenties and who Broken Skull referred to as Jailbird, suggested that Broken Skull’s brains were probably preserved all the way from Recife to Staten Island by all the alcohol in them and had nothing to do with temperature loss. He firmly believed the story of the brains only because he told even bigger lies.




    Jailbird sported a black eye that was now in a stage that it appeared yellow and purple. He came to the Doghouse to play pool mostly but slept here too once in a great while if he didn’t have a chick to take to his apartment or if he had drunk too many of Big Martha’s Heineken Exports. He took great pride in the fact that he was the only person in the world with an apartment on Wall Street – a loft with a single little window that faced uptown. “Chicks really love it, man.” he would say over and over again, although Case doubted that any chick in her right mind would be impressed by being dragged by the likes of Jailbird to a dingy rat and cockroach infested loft on Wall Street, which in daytime is teeming with men and women dressed in design suits and haute couture, but in the middle of the night is deserted save for winos and tramps that seem to crawl out of the crags of the downtown Manhattan jungle as soon as the sun sets.




    According to Jailbird there wasn’t a jail on the eastern seaboard that he hadn’t been in, he knew all the cops in the precincts of lower Manhattan and they all knew him. The nature of his crimes was always the same – drunk and disorderly conduct, disturbing the peace, aggravated assault, insulting a cop or destroying a pizza joint if he thought the pizza man screwed him out of a nickel’s change.




    Case and Brian didn’t feel like taking up a game themselves when Jailbird and Broken Skull had finished, so the four of them wandered to the other side of the recreation area to the tables in Big Martha’s corner where Brian bought them all a round of Heineken Export. Mrs Franklin was there and had just put up a sandwich board at the entrance probably announcing the next dance, or dog show as Brian called it.




    “Hiya, bitch.” Was Jailbird’s greeting to Mrs Franklin.




    “Young man…”Mrs Franklin started to say, but when she saw who it was, stopped at once and went back to what she was intending to do; write invitations to mysterious guests which were listed in a big red book that lay in front of her on one of the tables. A stack of cards and envelopes lay next to her on her left.




    The sign she had just lettered was facing the outside and Brian stepped out of the recreation – room to see what it said:




     




    DANCE FRIDAY NIGHT




    Featuring




    RUDY (THE KING) FISHER




    And his




    BAND OF RENOWN




    Doors open 2000 hours




    Seamen Must Wear Ties




     




    He sat down again and told them that there would be a dog show Friday night. Broken Skull and Jailbird continued to exchange sea stories until the credibility level reached such proportions that Case and Brian laughed politely when it was called for, interjected a tale of their own if it was appropriate, but otherwise played with their plastic glasses which Big Martha replenished without their asking, but for which they were all grateful. She was undoubtedly so impressed by the stories of Jailbird and Broken Skull that she kept filling everyone’s glasses just to prevent them all from leaving.




    “Have you ever studied the way men play with their glasses?” Case asked Brian while he was gazing out of the window to the never ceasing lines of traffic moving on the long since completed Verrazano Narrows Bridge. The verbal dueling between Jailbird and Broken Skull was reduced to almost civil conversation, but the subject matter of their sea stories was now such that it didn’t interest either of them anymore. Big Martha however was milling about in the neighborhood of their table, wiping off imaginary spills from empty tables adjacent to theirs.




    “What do you mean?” Brian asked.




    “Well, married men twist their beer glasses round and round, while single men cradle it with their hand and move their hand up and down the glass, like you’re doing now with yours.”




    “So married men are screwing, and the singles are jacking off?”




    “Yes, that’s right, it’s a Freudian thing; you should notice that next time you’re in a bar or anywhere, you can always tell which guys are married and which guys are single – bartenders know that and barflies certainly know that. One of them told me once, that’s how I know.”




    “No shit?”




    “I shit you not.”




    They both looked out the window and said nothing for a while, just listening to the background noise of Broken Skull telling about the time he was in Peru getting picked up by the local cops, that it took five of them to restrain him and work him into the jeep, and the old man himself had to bail him out. And Jailbird’s escape from the hoosegow in some one horse town in Virginia using the classic file in a cake trick that some chick had arranged for him.




    All of a sudden Brian shouted something.




    “Hey, you’re right, “he said, and I didn’t even have any intention of noticing it at all, I was just listening to these guys absentmindedly and you were miles away somewhere and then I saw that we we’re both jacking off our glasses, you see that?”




    “I told you so.” said Case turning his attention to the plastic glasses in front of them, and indeed he was still moving his hand up and down the plastic cup as if he were gently stroking his imaginary penis.




     




    Friday Night at the New Doghouse. Mrs Franklin had outdone herself again as she did every month when she organized these social events. The lights were dimmed, a bright spotlight was trained on the disco ball above the dance floor and the entire recreation area was decorated with garlands and here and there a colored balloon. Rudy (The King) Fisher was busy on the stage setting up his instruments and testing the microphone while the bass guitarist was booming away on the lower strings of his instrument in an attempt to tune it, but no one could hear the difference in the pitch and he probably was banging away on his guitar just to impress the crowd drifting in and to see how far he could turn up the volume on the amplifier before people started complaining. The rest of the Band of Renown was still back stage doing something that performers do before they have to come up – touch up their make-up, see if their costumes are right, take a piss or have a smoke.




    A crowd of seamen, all wearing ties, were milling in front of the closed doors of the recreation area, and waiting for Big Martha to open them at eight o’clock sharp. A few women undoubtedly extracted from Mrs Franklin’s big red book and probably regulars to these dog shows, scurried in and out of the ladies room as girls are prone to do at the most inconvenient times. Just as Big Martha opened the doors, Mrs Franklin had spotted a seaman without a tie and elbowed her way through the milling crowd to go chew him out for improper attire – she had already taken a tie from the pile of spares which she kept in the lectern near the entrance so that he at least could put that around his neck and he could still come into the recreation hall properly dressed. Jailbird in turn spotted Mrs Franklin and quickly assessed the situation, seeing this as an excellent opportunity to dash after her before she reached her victim. He goosed the poor woman so that she ran into the ladies room and didn’t come out again until more than a half hour later. The man without a tie greeted Jailbird by way of touching his eyebrow. Jailbird stuck up his thumb in response and went back to join Broken Skull at the table they had just claimed as their turf, strategically located near the entrance so that they could see all the girls coming in and going out of the room and pass judgment accordingly.




    “Hiya, cunt,” was Broken Skull’s standard greeting to women who appealed to him. Those who didn’t were greeted with a grunt of disapproval or a sound as if he were going to barf. None of them responded to the call or to the insult and at best turned their heads and walked off in a huff, pretending not to have heard the remark or the revolting sound and busying themselves with their make-up or spontaneously talking to some other woman in their vicinity.




    Brian and Case sat at the table with Broken Skull and Jailbird, smoking L & M’s, the only brand that Martha had in stock. They also eyed the chicks, or dogs as Brian called them, across the room, evaluating them silently and pointing out a particularly bad or good looking one by mere eye contact or a nod of their head in the direction where the chick was sitting playing with her glass filled with soda pop, water or the all time women favorite: a Snow-White: Seven-Up mixed with beer in equal proportions. Despite the fact that the first drinks for the women were on the house, they were remarkably slow in drinking it, probably because they had been to these dances before and expected to have to wait a long time before anyone of their dance partners would be inclined to treat them to a next round, which Brian had told Case earlier, would be the more serious stuff like a cocktail or a glass of champagne.




    Rudy (the King) Fisher had been grinding out a corny Lawrence Welk repertoire and a Mitch Miller favorite on his accordion for about twenty minutes without anyone even attempting to make a move towards the other side of the room for a dance partner. Women were still gathered on one side of the room, seamen on the other, eying one another inasmuch as they could see each other with the subdued lighting and through the thick haze of tobacco smoke from all the cigarettes, cigars, cigarillos and stogies that were lit on both sides of the room.




    But things started to change when the music gathered speed with the first bars of a polka. This was more Broken Skull’s music. A few seamen got up enough courage to saunter over to the other side of the room and take their first pick from the collection of dogs gathered there, leading them onto the dance floor and moving with the beat of the music in a manner that was more a remnant of the Twist rather than something even remotely resembling a polka, but no one seemed to notice that, least of all the women, who were at least glad to have been picked and almost assured of a source for their next free drink. Broken Skull began to fidget in his chair and stretched out his legs to get a more comfortable position and gain a better view of the pickings. A woman who was just returning to her seat with a Snow White in one hand and a beer in the other for her and her table mate happened to pass by his table at the time and tripped over his outstretched leg. Whether she thought that he had done this intentionally or not, will never be known, but she crashed to the floor, and landed spread-eagle and face down. She’d certainly have broken her nose if it hadn’t been for the bag of potato chips she still had clenched between her teeth. The glasses shot from her hands and splashed their contents on the forest of legs on the dance floor, but other than a few shrieks and a few remarks to the tune of ‘Why the fuck don’t you watch where you’re going’, the incident passed.




    Not so for Broken Skull.




    He shot out of his chair, mumbled an apology and practically pulled the poor woman up by her pony tail to an upright position. Taking advantage of the situation he took her in a bear – hug and dragged her across the floor amongst the milling crowd doing their unusual steps to Rudy (the King) Fisher’s polka, sweeping her back and forth as if she were a floor mop. The more she struggled to get free, the tighter Broken Skull pulled her to him to the point where she was barely able to breathe, much less scream. He finally let go when the polka was finished and Rudy (the King) Fisher gave a final ‘whew’ through his microphone, wiping the beads of sweat off his forehead and dabbing his little squinty eyes with the kerchief he pulled out of his vest pocket. The woman scurried to her seat without a word, glad to be freed of the clutches of this wild Indian, while Broken Skull swaggered back to his, grinning from ear to ear and throwing back his black hair with a single violent shake of his head so as to cover the scar across his skull.




    “That was good, man” he said as he sat down, “ Hey Big M. , a round of Heineken for me and my friends here!” he shouted to Big Martha making a rotating motioning with his hand to indicate himself, Jailbird, Case and Brian. Martha was remarkably fast in responding by bringing four of the green bottles and a fresh set of plastic glasses.




    No sooner had she set them all down or a mountain of a man, completely bald save for a bushy ring of wiry hair on the base of his head and a huge set of sideburns stormed over to Broken Skull’s table and slugged him in the face without as much as an introduction or a ‘how – do – you – do’. Blood spurted from Broken Skull’s lip and seeped through his fingers with which he covered his face in a reflex. Case wasn’t sure, but he thought that the man had come from the table where Broken Skull’s dance partner had fled to.




    Jailbird didn’t hesitate a moment, picked up his fresh bottle of beer and smashed it on the man’s head. Luckily it didn’t break or it could have turned out to be a blood bath. The ensuing melee escalated from bad to worse. As things go in these brawls, everyone got involved, including Case and Brian. Case received a blow on his jaw, but managed to smash a chair on his assailant that sent him flying across the room. Brian got involved with two seamen; one was holding him while the other was working him over by punching him in the ribs and the gut as if he were a punching bag. Case managed to free Brian of both by punching out the one that was holding him and kicking the other one smack in the balls that sent him reeling to the floor doubled over with the excruciating pain that a kick in the balls always causes.




    Despite Rudy (the King) Fisher’s valiant efforts by reverting to the trick of playing the ‘Star Spangled Banner’ and singing the first two lines over and over again because he obviously didn’t know any more words, the fight only intensified and blows tended to be dealt to the beat of the music. Rudy drew his conclusions by hastily packing his instruments and advising the rest of the band members to do the same.




    It was too late. Someone had already fisted onto the bass guitar and was using it as a battle ax on the dance floor, its owner trying desperately to reach it and screaming at the top of his voice that it had cost three thousand dollars. A seaman landed in the middle of the drum set, destroying a snare drum and bending the cymbals. The drummer hastily snatched the base drum and the remainder of his set out of reach, and practically threw them behind the curtains back stage. The amplifier and speaker set succumbed under loud protest and electronic squeals to the flood of fists, legs, feet, elbows and complete bodies that inundated the dance floor and was now engulfing the stage like a violent tidal wave. Women ran and squealed like stuck pigs as fast as their high heels would allow them to the exit and the safe haven of the ladies room or down the stairs and away from this den of iniquity, probably swearing to themselves that they would never, ever again set foot in this godforsaken place for as long as they lived. A promise they knew they wouldn’t keep, because they’d most likely return the following month for yet another dance when Mrs Franklin’s handwritten invitation would again fall on their doormat.




    “Hey, babe, you’re missing all the fun!” Jailbird yelled as he saw Mrs Franklin run out of the ladies room where she had been hiding ever since she had been goosed, and was now forced out of with the sudden inrush of overwrought and frightened women. Jailbird was having the time of his life, tossing empty Heineken bottles into the crowd, slugging seamen trying to escape the fight and pushing them back into the battlefield. Blood was seeping out of his nose, someone smacked him on the other eye which was now almost closed and it was a wonder how he could still see, his ear was turning purple and would soon start to swell to the size of a cauliflower and occasionally he’d stroke his chin to soothe his jaw where he’d received a massive blow.




    The wail of sirens outside and the pounding of hobnailed boots on the stairs leading to the recreation area was the magic touch that ended the free for all in record time. By the time the cops stormed in with their nightsticks drawn, the company of men sat at their hastily straightened tables and chairs, and sat watching their arrival amidst a carpet of empty Heineken export bottles, plastic glasses everywhere, garlands pulled from the ceiling, a bass guitar broken in three pieces held together by its strings, bloodstains, two or three chairs or what was left of them, shoes and bits of clothing while the broken disco ball was still spinning slowly around casting eerie spots of light around the room.




    Ten minutes later Jailbird was arguing with the cops. They had recognized him immediately and picked him out as the instigator of this ‘disturbance’ as they called it, while Mrs Franklin stood behind him sniffling and crying and confirming all the accusations directed at Jailbird. Case and Brian were forcibly evicted by two cops and by two of the seamen Case recognized later as their adversaries during the fight. They had already given their statement to the cops and had pointed the accusing finger to Broken Skull, Jailbird, Case and Brian as having started the whole thing. Case and Brian were ordered to vacate the premises and the two ratfinks were only too glad to assist them in gathering their books, clothing, duffel bags and assorted loose items, bundle them all up in sheets and toss them out on the street. Case carried his sextant case himself.




    No charges were pressed, no statements were asked from them, but the both of them were told to get out of the Doghouse and not come back.




    Jailbird had insulted the cops when he was giving his statement, something he would have been better not to, because he was taken downstairs and stuffed in a patrol car without any further ado. At least he knew where he would be spending the night. Broken Skull was missing one of his front teeth and had apparently suffered another broken skull because he was bleeding profusely from the gash on his head, but his brains hadn’t spilled out this time. The two medics who apparently came with the cops as standard procedure, called for the assistance of two cops to hold him down while they strapped him to the stretcher and placed him on the gurney. He was still fighting and kicking and trying to loosen his straps when they wheeled him off to patch him up at the nearest hospital.




    Big Martha came down the elevator and inspected Case and Brian sitting in the lobby of the Doghouse amidst their belongings.




    Brian made some wise crack to her about having no place to go and looked at her sheepishly, in the hopes that she might come up with a solution.




    And she did, but he didn’t believe her when she told him she’d take him to a shelter in Brooklyn but that he’d have to wait until she got her car because it was parked several blocks uptown in what she called a safe place.




    “So where are you gonna stay?” Case asked him, since he didn’t believe that Martha would return either.




    He said that he would hail a cab to take him and his gear up to the New York Port Authority building, or Grand Central Station – “at least you can crash there with a lot of shit and nobody would notice or bother you – or maybe he’d go to the YMCA on 14th street.”




    “So where are you going?” Brian asked Case, “if you’re coming along, I’ll have to get two cabs to stow all this shit.”




    “Hell, I just signed off and dumped a wad in my account – think I’ll go to the Statler Hilton on 7th Ave, near Penn Station and I’ll see what happens.”




    “Shit, Devries, you don’t waste any time do you? Going from one extreme to the other – Statler Hilton no less – you better get yourself fixed up otherwise they’ll throw you out before you can even set foot in the lobby.”




    He was right. Case went to the men’s room at the end of the lobby and inspected his face. A gash above the left eyebrow, bruised knuckles, a fat lip, cuts and bruises on his chin and forehead and his short – sleeved Hawaiian print shirt he had put on for the occasion ripped open, not a button left to button and the pocket torn clean off.




    “Shit, you’re right, watch my stuff will you?” he yelled at Brian as he dashed out and back into the washroom, after having rummaged through his duffel bag and taken out a small first aid kit containing the bare essentials.




    Case emerged a few minutes later.




    “It’ll pass…”said Brian, crooking his head to the side as if he were inspecting a paint job in his room or judging a beauty contest.




    Martha showed up in a vintage Buick and Case helped Brian load his gear into it. He looked at Case over his shoulder with a glint in his eye and followed her in the car.




    “See you in the union hall sometime, Devries”, he yelled at Case through the open window as Martha drove off in the dark. One of her headlights was busted and the muffler was shot because it sounded like a Sherman tank when she pulled out.




    “Yeah, see you around sometime, mate.”




    Eleven o‘clock. Six bells and all’s well he thought as he looked at his watch. Luckily it hadn’t suffered too much from the fight, and no one had swiped it because this too had cost him a small fortune – a Rolex Oyster Perpetual. It could suffer a few scuffs for that money.




    He put the strap of his duffel bag over his shoulder, picked up his sextant case and sauntered off to the South Street subway station from where he took the 7th Ave. train uptown to the 34th Street station.




     




    Brian had charmed Big Martha into taking him to her apartment. He’d snowed her with his sob story of having no place to go, that he was an orphan since early child-hood, that he had no money to his name, that he couldn’t find a job because shipping was so bad and the only home he ever had was the Doghouse and now he’d been kicked out only because he was the first one the cops fisted onto when they entered the building – clearly a case of being at the wrong place at the wrong time. Martha believed him, or wanted to, or felt sorry for him, or whatever, but she believed him and drove up to her apartment hidden in a maze of streets off Flatbush Avenue in Brooklyn. Leaving the belongings in the car they walked up three flights of stairs of an old brownstone building and entered a three-room apartment that defied the imagination. The living area was filled with two enormous bright red overstuffed couches with white doilies on all the headrests, the rough wooden floors were covered with cheap worn down fake Persian carpets with fringes on the edges and the curtains were a heavy bright green velvet. Stuffed animals were everywhere, as were trinkets and statuettes of the sort you inherit from your grandmother and ask yourself what in God’s name you’re gonna do with all that shit.




    It was as garish as Brian had expected, judging from Martha’s taste for bright colors and shiny objects. The bedroom was dominated by a single four poster brass bed, neatly made with a thick, heavy mattress, three huge pillows on the head end and a brown woolen bedspread with tassels all around it lay half spread over the bottom end.
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