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			Praise for  New Jersey Me

			“Gritty and loud, raucous and real, but still somehow hushed and holy—like a love story told in the blacklight room at the back of a Spencer’s.”

			—Ben Loory, author of Stories for Nighttime and Some for the Day

			“New Jersey Me is, like Ferguson’s poetry, funny and heartsick, breathless and bent. An inspired debut novel and a wonderfully twisted love song to wounded souls in dead suburbs in forgotten corners of America.”

			—Brad Listi, author of Attention. Deficit. Disorder.

			“In New Jersey Me, the lyrical new novel from Rich Ferguson, there is a roll call of icons and time-and-place markers: Mary Kay cosmetics, Count Chocula, TV dinner trays and cars long since rusted to nothing. Springsteen and Bruce Lee posters preside over the room, mind, and heart of Mark, the wounded and wandering young man at the novel's center. Ghosts abound in this novel, in the form of the men Mark wishes he was—the Bruces—and the men he fears ever becoming—his ferocious cop father, the piggish bully Terry, the disease-riddled father of his secretive best friend Jimmy. Mark roll calls the iconic into existence whenever he faces down the bleakness of his present life, anchoring himself lest he fades to nothing. In prose as furious and rhythmic as freely flowing poetry, Ferguson pinballs his characters between the intractable poles of their lives—death-dealing power plants, drugs, abandoning mothers, futile jobs, and futureless friends—and dares them to find their way out. And you root for them to make it, which is no small feat. It's a tough, raw, and ultimately compelling piece of writing, and it matters that it's found its way into your hands. A must-read.”

			—David Rocklin, author of The Luminist

			“The perfect mating of poetic noir and a carny barker’s banter. Ferguson’s unique vision sounds the death toll of the American suburban dream as it slowly overdoses in the back seat of a smoldering Chevy Vega. Fiction doesn’t get any better than this, and if did, it’d be illegal.”

			—Patrick O’Neil, author of Gun, Needle, Spoon

			“Those of us fortunate enough to have seen the legendary spoken word artist Rich Ferguson perform are familiar with his mastery of the language. I’m happy to report that in New Jersey Me, Ferguson’s soaring debut, that mastery is on full display, and in the service of a killer story that has all the cool, soulful flavor of an epic Springsteen deep cut, a “Rosalita” in novel form. (And if you’re from Jersey, like I am, you know that praise doesn’t get any higher than that).”

			—Greg Olear, author of Fathermucker and Totally Killer

			“Rich Ferguson’s New Jersey Me is an incredibly powerful debut. Ferguson creates a world unlike any you have ever read. This is raw, powerfully moving, darkly funny, and original. The full throttle prose is lapidary in its precision, and unique in its execution. A stunning novel.”

			—Rob Roberge, author of Liar

			“If you’ve seen him perform it’s no surprise, but for those not lucky enough to have witnessed LA spoken word legend Ferguson in action, his debut novel New Jersey Me delivers the literary version of a manic burst of joyful optimism in what can sometimes be an unfriendly and complicated world. His endearingly eccentric characters lovingly display the humanity all around us, while the story, almost secondary to these beautiful people he’s created and allowed us to know, mimics the internal chaos with which we all struggle—and catches the reader off-guard by offering peace in such chaos.”

			—Lenore Zion, psychologist and author of Stupid Children 
and My Dead Pets are Interesting

			“New Jersey Me is a gripping novel full of heartbreak, awkward sex, and violence. The underlying heart and humor will keep the reader utterly engrossed. Ferguson’s prose is lyrical and gripping. One of the best coming-of-age novels I have ever read. A fantastic debut novel from an amazing veteran poet.”

			—Tony DuShane, author of Confessions of a Teenage Jesus Jerk

			“A novel rife with Ferguson's sharp, verbal gymnastics that'll keep you locked in and hungry for more as you're driven brilliantly through a beautiful tale of lost souls.”

			—Adrian Todd Zuniga, founder of Literary Death Match

			“Richard Ferguson is wonderful—his book is playful, grand, and disturbing. His words flow like a new Cadillac driving down Killer Highway 9—“Decked out in a pearl-white blouse, fuchsia skirt, silver high-heeled pumps, and still sporting the remnants of a tan from her last Mary Kay–sponsored vacation to the Bahamas, all she said was: ‘Well? What do you think?’” I think it’s brilliant.”

			—Jack Grisham, author of An American Demon and Untamed

			“An unforgettable, wild romp through one boy’s coming-of-age. But it isn’t only fun and games, for behind the chimp, the Mary Kay Cosmetics, the two Bruces (Lee and Springsteen), the coffins, the bongs, the booze, and the girl with one leg is a whole lot of tenderness, heart, and soul.”

			—Jessica Anya Blau, author of The Trouble with Lexie

			“Like one long double live Springsteen LP—if Springsteen had suddenly gone gonzo grammatical magician singing about one-legged lovers and kidnapped chimps, Joan Jett strippers and Mary Kay Cadillacs, the taste of Count Chocula and cigarettes…Ferguson's debut novel burns with big-hearted life.”

			—Jamie Blaine, author of Midnight Jesus

			“A weary mother leaves her goodbye note by the vodka bottle and bails in pink suede pumps with a Vicodin in one hand and suitcase in the other. Her young son Mark buzzes with adolescent grief that only teens who downed SpaghettiOs, Ozzy Osbourne, and David Lee Roth records in equal parts can understand. While Mark’s mother dreamt of dumpier pastures three towns away, our sharp protagonist hurls defiantly towards loserville. In New Jersey Me, you don’t want to be anyplace else. Ferguson’s easy prose is a sly ride from the flirty Charlie perfumed Cotton Candy girls at the local circus to a motherless place of anxious rage fueled by sadness. Ferguson captures what Joan Didion refers to as “The loneliness of the abandoned of whatever age.” For, in New Jersey Me, we are left looking for clues of how you lose someone: in the old man’s recliner, in the lazy umbrella’s of a mother’s Beach at Cannes print, in a one-legged girl’s heart, in the remnants of puke in the white shag carpet, or in the way she silently stepped out the door."

			—Antonia Crane, author of Spent

			“In the tradition of Michael Chabon’s The Mysteries of Pittsburgh, David Mitchell’s Black Swan Green, and the best parts of JK Rowling’s The Casual Vacancy, this remarkable first novel from poet Rich Ferguson is in one sense a classic coming-of-age, finding yourself story in which a young man plagued by soul-crushing small town ennui and a pervasive sense that his family are not really his people struggles to both embrace and transcend his own roots. Being a poet, Ferguson makes full use of his unflinching lyricist’s voice to create a stylized, symbol-rich imagining of this literary archetype as an evocative and darkly witty portrait, perfect in its imperfections, not only of a dysfunctional adolescence but also of a specific time and place in American culture—the hopeful, hardscrabble, self-medicating New Jersey that gave the world Born to Run.”

			—Shana Nys Dambrot, art critic and curator

			“Anyone who’s ever grown up, had parents, been in love, loved rock and roll, done drugs, not done drugs, heard voices, spoken in tongues, driven too fast, puked too long, heard two hearts beat as one, seen shooting stars over an open road on the way to find themselves will love this first novel by poet and musician Rich Ferguson. I read the entire book with a smile on my face. It reminded me of some of the best novels I read when I was his protagonist’s age, masterpieces by Tom Robbins, Ken Kesey, Ishmael Reed, William Kotzwinkle, and Kurt Vonnegut.

			It’s an earworm of a novel, nesting in your head when you put it down and then singing to you like a siren until you pick it up again. A masterfully painted portrait of coming-of-age in eighties America, of dysfunctional domestic derangement, teenage rage, rabid restlessness, sweet adolescent strangeness. And love. Hopelessly hopeful, soulful, and life-altering love. When I read Rich’s prose I feel like a new language has been invented just for me. Like the best I’ve ever read, I was sorry to see it end but grateful it’ll live with me ’til I die. He paints with his prose in varying styles and from an infinite color palate as your mind’s eye draws across his pages: abstract expressionism, Impressionism, cubism, surrealism, photo-realism, lyrical abstraction. They all meld and become vividly accessible, crystal clear in their detail, drawn with a drummer’s unerring sense of rhythm and time, as Modern Fergusonism. New Jersey Me belongs in the libraries, museums, and concert halls of every seeker’s ever-expanding mind and heart.”

			—James Morrison, actor and singer/songwriter

			“Ferguson’s poetic prose takes us on a magical ride through adolescence, specifically the time when all you could dream about was leaving home, even if you didn’t have the wherewithal to do so.”

			—Jodyne L. Speyer, author of Dump ’Em

			“If you want to read a searing account of a hero’s reckoning with a devastating childhood and subsequent redemptive wrenching from a hellish American hamlet, this is not your book. This is no Bastard Out of Carolina, it’s more like Accident Awash in Blackwater—the narrator’s hometown near the New Jersey shore. The hero is not one and his tale of growing up in a drab, industrially polluted town with a somewhat neglectful mom and abusive dad is neither brutal nor harrowing enough to be redemptive, but rather ordinary and even laughable. New Jersey Me is a paean to the everymen and women who live lives, not of quiet desperation but of grumbled quasi-shittiness. How do you strike out from a place that isn’t quite there anymore, surrounded by people whose chronic mantra is to get out? How do you leave parents who never fully embraced or abandoned you? If Huck Finn had to exchange the Mississippi for a nuclear facility’s runoff creek and his BFF Tom Sawyer was a sexually ambiguous basement-dwelling Italian kid with a passion for bongs, Tolkien, and Stevie Nicks, what adventures would they have? Rich Ferguson delivers the answers and then some with down-home wit, plainspoken insight, and a goofy, revelatory lyricism rendered true poetry by its earthbound origins in the armpit of America. This is a vision quest where epiphanies can only be glimpsed from one eye of dilapidated seaside Lucy the Elephant, over an ocean facing the wrong, backward-looking direction, or hinted at, on a littered rainy shoreline with the sun sinking behind America’s western promise, walled off by a wasteland of postindustrial detritus. It’s about insisting on staying in a place that has already deserted you, where you wish you were stuck but are merely adrift. It is the protagonist’s gentle but persistent demand that beauty be accounted for and love confessed to that ultimately sees us through; his story eclipses the hero’s journey and gives us instead a real boy’s passage into actual, fumbling adulthood, all of it to a red hot soundtrack that includes The Clash, Black Sabbath, Nazareth, R.E.M., and of course, The Boss himself."

			—Heather Woodbury, playwright and performer

			“It isn’t often someone can take on New Jersey with the kind of aplomb worthy of the Boss himself; the impressionistic, secondhand accounts of the place are every bit as legion as jokes about neighborhoods correlating to exits on its famed Turnpike. Which makes what Rich Ferguson has done, in his boldly-titled New Jersey Me, nothing short of a near-miracle: put bluntly, this is as authentic, as lived-in an account, as pitch-perfect a rendering of the Garden State’s special brand of denizens as exists. So dust off your vinyl copy of The Wild, The Innocent, and the E Street Shuffle, crack open a cold one, and enjoy Ferguson’s lovely, street-lyrical prose. I sure as hell did!”

			—David Kukoff, author of Children of the Canyon 
and Los Angeles in the 1970s

			“After meeting the stoners, misfits, and pill poppers who inhabit the radioactive, ghost-haunted pages of Ferguson’s debut, you’ll never listen to Bruce Springsteen the same way again.” 

			—Jim Ruland, author of Forest of Fortune
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			This book is for those who've escaped, or those fighting to free themselves from their own Blackwater. 

		

	
		
			“In those days, there was neither here nor now, only there and the time it would take to reach it.”  —Marvin Bell

		

	
		
			“Talk about a dream, try to make it real.”  —Bruce Springsteen
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			Chapter 1

			Thursday, May 31st, 1990

			Jimmy and I drifted through the circus crowd on a magic carpet combo of weed, brews, Jimmy’s mom’s codeine cough medicine, and the downers I’d swiped from my mom’s medicine cabinet. All around us laughter and merry-go-round sounds filled the air with a lively music. Lion roars and trumpeting elephants made us feel like we’d been dropped into an episode of Wild Kingdom. Stuffed animals were being won, hot dogs and cotton candy consumed. High school girls—with their deliriously sweet scent of Charlie perfume and Double-Bubble bubble gum—hung out by arcade games, flashing teasing looks, taunting us to bet our last quarter to win them the latest Ozzy Osbourne or David Lee Roth record.

			“Not bad,” Jimmy mumbled through a mouthful of caramel corn. I agreed.

			For a week out of every year, the Wilbur Brothers Family Circus transformed our little town from its drab and dreary self into a dizzy freefall down an Alice In Wonderland–style rabbit hole. Contortionists, human cannonballs, and fire breathers had us grinning like we were spun on laughing gas. The Zipper spun us until we didn’t know which way was up. Bumper cars allowed us to ram head-on into friends, enemies, and strangers. So what if most of the animals looked like petting zoo rejects, and the workers like ex-cons ready to kick our asses? Even a ride on the Ferris wheel could lift us high into the sky, temporarily taking us out of Blackwater. 

			That’s all I’d ever wanted—to escape my shithole South Jersey town any way I could. I’d tried sex, drugs, and music. All had helped me break out in some way or another. That evening at the circus, I had no idea that my greatest escape was only weeks away.

			Jimmy and I continued floating through the circus crowd, occasionally brushing elbows or bumping into the usual assortment of townies: muscle-teed thugs and Springsteen wannabes, off-duty cops and dull-eyed strippers, the radiated and medicated. It felt like we were all engaged in a strange dance orchestrated by the merry-go-round’s eerie, sickly-sweet calliope music that my weed, codeine, and pill-jangled brain had morphed into beat-heavy, psychedelic space rock. Around and round we went, where we stopped—who knew, who cared? For those few moments, gone were all my past problems: the car crash, the kidnapping, and the rest. Saved Me. Sky High on My Blackwater Ferris Wheel Me. 

			Jimmy and I continued drifting through the crowd. We ended up in a dirt lot behind the big top. Carnies rushed by, tending to rides, food stands, preparing animals for performances. A stringy-haired, pimple-faced girl approached us, gave us the once over. My Etch-a-Sketch scribbled mess of dirty-blond hair, ripped jeans, Who The Kids Are Alright T-shirt, along with Jimmy’s dark, sleepy eyes, equally ripped jeans, and ratty Fleetwood Mac Rumors tee had us looking less like male-model material, and more like rock roadies in training. 

			The circus girl asked what we were up to.

			Luckily, I was present enough to point toward the wooded area beyond the circus. “We’re outta here,” I said. “It’s Miller time.”

			The girl nodded an approving cool then hurried off. 

			Jimmy and I passed exhausted, mud-covered elephants. Bears, lions, and tigers huddled into cages so small they could hardly move. A few bore visible whip marks. The sight of so many animals peering at us through their prison bars, flashing tragic eyes as we passed, undazed some of our drug haze. 

			“Hey,” I said. “Check it out.”

			There was a lone cage behind an empty trailer. Inside that cage, atop a skimpy bed of piss-fouled hay, sat a chimp—dusty, unkempt. Was missing some hair on his arms and head, and across his chest. Was about the size of Lancelot Link, that secret agent chimp I’d seen on TV as a kid. He stared at us with big droopy brown eyes—eyes a lot like Jimmy’s—and stuck a hairy hand through his cage bars. 

			I brightened slightly. “Looks like he likes us,” I told Jimmy. 

			At that moment, we knew squat about primates; we were just taking a wild guess about its sex. But over the next couple days, after plowing through some Jane Goodall books we’d borrowed from the Ocean County Library, and talking to a friend of Jimmy’s dad—the local vet, Doc Morton—we’d learn the chimp was indeed a male, about three years old, and surprisingly well-adjusted given what he’d gone through. 

			When Jimmy and I reached for the chimp’s hand, he exhibited very little fear. Barely whimpered, only briefly made a pouty face. 

			Jimmy handed the chimp some of his salty, sugary caramel corn. The chimp bobbed his head, grunted, begged for more.

			The more Jimmy and I fed him, the more he warmed up to us. He groomed Jimmy’s arm, my arm.

			“We should give him a name,” I said.

			In considering that one, Jimmy’s face scrunched up like a crumpled beer can. It was only when he uncrushed himself that he said: “Mr. Jeepers.”

			I repeated the name a few times aloud. Those four syllables danced between tongue and teeth. Felt and sounded like a circus in my mouth. “Sounds good,” I said.

			Once we’d handed over all the caramel corn to Mr. Jeepers, Jimmy said: “What now?”

			I eyed a tire iron leaning against another trailer’s back tire. Then I glanced around—not a carnie, human cannonball, or contortionist in sight. “Let’s take him,” I said.

			Those words flew in the face of the pet jinx Jimmy and I had repeatedly experienced when we were younger. No matter what types of pets we’d owned, no matter how well we’d cared for them, they’d always wound up belly up.

			Looking more at Mr. Jeepers than me, Jimmy said: “You sure about that?” 

			I told him absolutely. Said it had been years since either of us had owned a pet. Surely we must’ve grown out of that phase. Besides, I added, jinx or no jinx we could give the chimp a way better home than these skeevy circus people. Then I grabbed the tire iron. The crowd noises and circus music were so loud I couldn't even hear the cage lock pop. 

			Once I opened the door, Mr. Jeepers just stood there, wobbling slightly on his feet, and looking at us all loose-lipped. There was, however, a moment where his brow furrowed, his lips pulled back, baring teeth. At the time, I thought it meant he was pissed. But later, after going through a chimp behavior book, I’d realize it meant he was scared shitless. “Maybe we should sing to him,” I whispered. I woozily crooned Steve Miller’s “Jungle Love.” 

			Jimmy joined in. 

			By the time we hit the chorus we had Mr. Jeepers smacking his hands against the floor of his cage, and spitting the occasional Bronx cheer through his lips.

			“Now,” I said.

			We each grabbed a hairy arm, hoisted the chimp from his cage. Upright, he was a little over two feet. Around twenty-seven pounds I’d later learn—slightly less than a flat tire. At the time Jimmy and I were foolish enough to believe all chimps were like the trained, docile ones we’d seen on TV. We’d soon read how chimps were naturally territorial, stronger than humans comparable to their size. Given our wasted state at the circus, Mr. Jeepers could’ve easily inflicted some serious wounds. But that night, and for all our time together, the chimp remained chill. 

			I grabbed Mr. Jeepers’ hand. While wrinkled and leathery in appearance, it was soft to the touch. Jimmy grasped Mr. Jeepers’ other hand. With unsteady voices we warbled through “Jungleland,” “Welcome to the Jungle,” “Bungle in the Jungle,” “Telegram Sam,” “The Lion Sleeps Tonight”—any song we could think of that had the word jungle in the lyrics as we stumbled along, not sure of where we were going, just knowing we had to stay clear of the main roads.

			We bolted along side streets dotted with vacant lots and shotgun-blasted stop signs, cars propped up on cinder blocks on dirt lawns and shabby trailer homes where no lights shined through the windows at any hour of the day. We roared past oak trees riddled by gypsy moths and dilapidated shacks where beer-guzzling Pineys lounged in easy chairs, completely mesmerized by alcohol and the TV’s dull blue flicker. 

			We continued running. Breath panting. Shoes and bare feet slapping against road.

			Whenever Mr. Jeepers needed a rest, Jimmy or I would carry him in our arms. Whenever we heard a barking dog or squealing tires, the chimp would briefly hoot, holler, and latch his arms tighter around our necks. Between all our singing and gasps for air, Jimmy and I assured Mr. Jeepers everything would be okay.

			Through the streets we continued running.

			The warm and clear, pine-scented air, riddled with cricket chirps and bullfrog grunts, felt good against my face. Mosquitoes buzzed the dark like tiny winged torpedoes. From inside one of those trailer homes we passed, a radio cranked Tom Petty’s “Refugee.” Just like all those evening sounds and smells, I felt completely electric and alive. 

			The three of us paused to rest in the alley behind my work—the Rainbow Casket Company, which was owned by one of my old man’s drinking buddies, Mr. Delaney. In that dreary alley, Jimmy, Mr. Jeepers, and I were blanketed mainly in shadows. Only a thin sliver of moon grinned down on us. 

			Jimmy let go of the chimp’s hand so he could inspect a wadded-up Kleenex someone had tossed out in the alley. Mr. Jeepers brought that tissue to his nose, then extended it toward the night sky. He repeated the gesture, as if he were not only trying to blow his own nose, but a ghost’s nose. As he did so, I flashed on all those caskets filling the Rainbow showroom. Especially my nemesis: the child-sized Heaven-Sent. How I’d managed to spend so much time around that casket, and all the others, without slitting my wrists, was a complete mystery to me. I gave the chimp’s hand a squeeze. He glanced up at me, mimicked that squeeze. 

			“Here’s the deal,” I told Jimmy. “We’ll have to keep Mr. Jeepers at your place.”

			“What about all the stuffed animals?” Jimmy asked. “Think that might freak him out?”

			I shrugged. “Not as much as a pissed-off cop.” 

			We continued our singing and running through the streets, only now in the direction of Jimmy’s. As we did so, I told Jimmy that for Mr. Jeepers’ food and upkeep we’d need to kick in cash from our jobs, in addition to selling all our crappy footwear to Mad Man Milligan—a crazy local that, for years, had been buying our old socks.

			“Speaking of which,” I said. “Let’s make a pit stop.”

			◆ ◆ ◆

			We ended up in a dirt lot across from Mad Man’s squat shoebox of a shack, located in a wooded area dotted with other ramshackle homes, alongside the town’s Third Lake. 

			About Blackwater’s three lakes.

			The First Lake was a summer Siberia. It’s where all the overweight, zit-faced, and socially awkward orchestra and glee club geeks got stuck. Also the moms and their little runts. Every year they’d all end up with pink eye and hellacious earaches from so much rancid bacteria in the water.

			The Second Lake was a step up. There you’d get better looking people. JC Penney catalog model types. Wholesome boys and girls with clear skin and all their teeth. Every so often you’d get a wild card—a bikini-clad tourist girl from out of town who didn’t know the scene. 

			But the Third Lake: not only was that where Mad Man lived, but it was also the place where the slutty ex-cheerleaders, washed-up jocks, and guys like Jimmy and me hung out. Our common bond: booze and drugs. Every summer—in our weed, pill, and JD haze—we’d strut around like the beautiful Venice Beach–bronzed gods and goddesses we’d seen on TV and in the movies. 

			Dotting the Third Lake’s perimeter that evening were souped-up muscle cars—Camaros, Mustangs, Pontiac GTOs—where equally muscled and tattooed dudes, along with their halter-topped and bikini-bottomed sweethearts, were either leaning against vehicles, downing brews and listening to stereos blasting classic rock, or huddled inside, making out—windows fogged.

			Since Jimmy and I had already sweated and sung out most of our drug haze from running through the streets with Mr. Jeepers, I was relatively clear-headed when I called out the title of an old Clash song: “Julie’s Been Working for the Drug Squad.” That was our signal to inform Mad Man we were ready to do business. 

			Burly as Gentle Ben, he ambled out of his shack. Highlighted in the streetlight glow was his face: pockmarked as the bullet-blasted road signs lining the highway. There was also his Flock of Seagulls sweep of dyed blond hair, Magnum, P.I.–style Hawaiian shirt, Sex Pistols–style ripped and safety-pinned jeans, and Doc Marten boots. 

			“Well if it ain’t The Really Wild Show meets Blackwater,” Mad Man said, eyeing Jimmy and me, then focusing on Mr. Jeepers. “What have you gents done now?” 

			“We stole him from the circus,” I said. 

			“Yeah,” Jimmy tailgated. “He’s our monkey, Mr. Jeepers.”

			Mad Man shook his head. “If you’re gonna keep him as a pet, Bucko, you better get it straight. He’s a chimp, not a monkey.” With a meaty hand, he clapped Jimmy on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. Lots of people make that mistake.” Then Mad Man flashed a smile that accentuated the lines around his eyes—eyes as blue as the ribbon on Pabst Blue Ribbon beer. He looked at me. “How’s it hanging, Spicoli?”

			Jeff Spicoli: Sean Penn’s character from Fast Times at Ridgemont High. For years, Mad Man had said that my shaggy dirty-blond hair and spaced-out grin reminded him of that Southern California stoner.

			I motioned toward Mr. Jeepers, then said: “Looks like we might need to reestablish sock detail.”

			“Anything to help out a fellow primate,” said Mad Man. Whether due to instinct, or because he’d watched tons of nature shows, he seemed to have a natural rapport with the chimp. He knelt down, gently extended a hand. Even though that hand, along with the rest of Mad Man, reeked of spray paint, he must’ve had some strong, subliminal pheromones giving off positive vibes. Mr. Jeepers jerked free of Jimmy’s grasp, lazily extended his hand in a begging gesture toward Mad Man.

			Mad Man let Mr. Jeepers latch onto his hand, then said: “He seems pretty cool right now. Probably a little drugged. But you better be careful.” He warned us that while chimps were in the same family as us—the great apes—and that they were social creatures, and shared 96 percent of our DNA, they could still be easily angered. 

			I was foolish enough to say that we had everything under control. Everything would be okay. Said Mr. Jeepers especially liked it when we sang to him. Then I added: “You know how music soothes the savage beast and all.”

			This time, Mad Man clapped me on the shoulder. “Actually, Spicoli, the phrase is ‘music has charms to soothe a savage breast.’”

			“Whatever,” I said. “Shakespeare, right?” I’d paid enough attention in high-school English to learn that he’d penned most every cool and noteworthy phrase.

			“Ehhh,” said Mad Man, sounding like a game show buzzer. “It’s actually from The Mourning Bride written by William Congreve.” 

			◆ ◆ ◆

			Once through the door of Jimmy’s place, we were slammed by the usual olfactory stew of Ben Gay, Lysol, and stale cigarette smoke. Jimmy had grown immune to it all. As for me, while I’d hung out with him for over ten years, the stench still made my eyes water, my nose scrunch up like a piece of tossed litter. It had a similar effect on Mr. Jeepers. He alternately rubbed his nose, and swatted at the air as if trying to make those smells go away.

			Jimmy gathered the chimp into his arms and led him through the vestibule where an assortment of his dad’s bowling trophies and Korean War memorabilia lined the walls. Mr. Jeepers hooted softly and smacked his lips as he touched the gold-plated bowling trophy tops, along with the framed war certificates: US Army Korean Service and the Silver Star. 

			Upon entering the living room, however, the chimp got quiet. Surrounding him was an odd assortment of stuffed animals—a sleek gray fox, a huge striped bass, a ten-point buck head, a lumbering black bear, and more—all orders that customers had never picked up from Jimmy’s dad’s taxidermy business. 

			We let Mr. Jeepers roam through that quiet jungle. He did this slightly wobbly three-legged walk toward the stuffed fox. He got in its face, carefully observing its marble eyes and snarled expression. Ran a finger along the fine muscle detail Jimmy’s dad had built into the animal’s legs and back. Mr. Jeepers picked at its fur, sniffed it, licked it, murmured in its stiff raised ear.

			I motioned toward the empty reclining chair. 

			Jimmy and I thought it odd. His dad was hardly ever gone. Normally, he would’ve been sitting in that recliner, watching the tube or admiring his animals. Since we’d been worrying about his health, we scoured the house. Jimmy’s mom was snoring like an asthmatic muffler in her bedroom, but no Mr. Gigliotti. At least his portable oxygen tank was also gone, so that was a relief. After we’d fed Mr. Jeepers some apple juice and celery sticks from the fridge, we carefully led him down to his new room. 

			Jimmy’s basement room was a toxic waste dump, but in a good way. 

			Three pot plants—Larry, Moe, and Curly—sat atop an old pool table, a constant sixer of Rolling Rock by a crappy Sears turntable, some of Jimmy’s mom’s sickly-sweet codeine cough medicine beneath his pillow, and the latest killer batch of homegrown was stashed inside the sleeve of his Tubes album, featuring the song “White Punks on Dope.” It was all right there: everything we needed to make the walls throb, the music shimmer, and the rest of the world—no matter how tragic or mundane—seem like one long, laugh-your-ass-off episode of The Three Stooges.

			Unlike those upstairs smells, the basement smells were altogether different: old bong water and Nag Champa laced with a tinge of musty basement puddles. Those smells never really bothered me. The same could be said for Mr. Jeepers. He jerked free of Jimmy’s grip, extended that hand, grabbed at the air—like he wanted to bottle those smells, take them with him everywhere.

			Jimmy sparked up a fresh stick of incense. Then he sparked up Rhiannon. That was the old dented dryer by his bed. Jimmy never used the puke-green appliance for drying clothes. He’d just turn her on for her warm, soothing white-noise song. While he did that, I cued up Pink Floyd’s Animals on the crappy Sears. “Pigs on the Wing (Part One)” scratched through the speakers.

			With our downstairs soundtrack established, Jimmy rushed back upstairs to search for his dad. I gave Mr. Jeepers a quick tour of his new home. The chimp sniffed and picked at everything: Rhiannon; the pot plants; the grow lights—two, sixty-watt bulbs clamped to busted microphone stands; the old pool table with the felt all fucked up from places where pool cue tips had repeatedly dug into it; the oddball poster collection slapped up onto cinderblock walls; the BB-cracked window looking out onto a grim, gravel lawn; the ceramic gnome whose pointy hat doubled as a coat rack; and the tower of plastic milk crates filled with a various assortment of family photos, bongs, and board games. Mr. Jeepers even explored a portion of the basement just out of reach of bare-bulb light. The spot was cold, shadowy, cobwebby. Jimmy and I rarely hung out there. We called it The Dark Side of the Moon. That’s where his parents stored stacks of water-stained boxes stuffed with family junk, moth-bitten clothes, rusted tools, and banged-up kitchenware.

			When the tour was complete, Mr. Jeepers and I plopped down on the concrete floor right by Rhiannon. At first, the chimp was freaked by her warm white-noise hum. He’d touch the pulsating appliance with a craggy finger, then pull away. Touch, pull away. Eventually, the chimp chilled out. He groomed himself—licked his fur, picked out bits of circus dirt and debris; the whole time his jaws worked, making chewing, clicking sounds. Once done, he leaned against Rhiannon, got still and quiet. Had an elbow propped atop his knee, chin resting in hand. He was a spitting image of Rodin’s bronze sculpture—only much smaller and hairier. The chimp sat there, all dozy eyed, staring straight ahead. 

			I couldn’t tell whether he was missing someone or something, wondering what to do next, or perhaps still under the effects of some mild circus tranq. I mirrored Mr. Jeepers’ pose, doing my best to remain as still and quiet as possible. 

			The chimp sniffed the air between us, puckered his lips. Gradually, his dozy eyes opened into a more natural and enlivened expression. His mouth eased into a slack wide grin, bottom teeth barely showing. Later I’d learn that was his expression for Play. At the time, however, I had no idea what he was trying to tell me. I did my best to mirror his look.

			He panted, hooted. Slapped a hand against Rhiannon.

			I panted, hooted, slapped a hand against Rhiannon, too. 

			Mr. Jeepers’ eyes grew as wide as the eyes on one of those wind-up, cymbal-crashing monkeys. He sprang to standing and wobbled through the room, a combination of knuckle-walking and hulking along upright. 

			Around that time, Jimmy returned to the basement. He didn’t have to say a word. His wadded-up facial expression translated into: No pops.

			I did my best to take his mind off the situation. I had him join me in imitating Mr. Jeepers as he roamed through the basement. The three of us bounced up and down on Jimmy’s smooshy-springed lumpy bed, played Twister. We even rolled around on that basement floor littered with musty puddles, dust bunnies, and black smudges from where Jimmy and I had squashed out joints too tiny to smoke anymore. 

			After what must’ve been hours of play, Jimmy, Mr. Jeepers, and I collapsed onto the ratty sofa. The chimp crawled into my lap. A faint whiff of mud, circus hay, and clear night air still clung to him. He was all huge ears, bulging mouth, fleshy belly, and soft, dark hair. Had a nose so alert, seemed it could sniff in the entire world at once. His bright brown eyes were perched beneath a massive brow. Beneath those eyes, an intricate webbing of wrinkles. Those age-old eyes looked right into mine. Then he reached for my hand. Later, I’d learn how chimps were far less aggressive than humans in resolving disputes. Rarely would they go to bed mad. Just a touch could chill them out. Once Mr. Jeepers cleaned bits of trash from my hair, then stroked my arm with a weathered hand, I felt a sense of peace I hadn’t in some time. 

			Forget all the death, odd shadows, cryptic Ouija board messages, and pet jinxes I’d experienced in the past. I drew Mr. Jeepers close. He puckered his thin pink lips into a kiss, gave me a hug. That’s when I noticed morning light spilling through the BB-cracked window. I glanced over at Jimmy, who’d just awoken from a brief sleep. “So,” I said. “What now?” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Back in 1975—long before that night at the circus, long before my twentieth year alive—I didn’t have Mr. Jeepers or anyone else to help chill me out. There was just Six-Year-Old Me surrounded by what felt like a very haunted Jersey. There was the Jersey Devil—the legendary flying biped with hooves, a forked tail, and blood-curdling scream—that roamed the Pine Barrens. There was also Blackwater’s huge, scarred white oak, Satan’s Tree. Over a hundred years ago people had been hanged from it. But when I lived there, all I saw, every day, were the newly posted photos, along with the weathered notes, wreaths, and crosses left by the heartbroken parents, friends, and siblings of victims that had crashed their cars into that tree.

			There were also the ghosts. Jersey was full of ghosts—the Atco Ghost, the Parkway Phantom of Exit 82, the Ghost Boy on Clinton Road, and the Ghost of Annie on Annie’s Road. But those ghosts weren’t like the one closer to home. My mom would eventually become my ghost. Not literally. She didn’t die. But she always seemed to be there and not there whenever we were together.

			My ghost story first began that one Saturday morning in ’75. It was spring. A bright blast of sunlight shone through the front living room windows, turning my mom golden as I watched her take part in one of her favorite rituals: housecleaning. Dusting, Pledging the furniture surfaces, arranging and rearranging her Hummel figurines. When she wasn’t looking, I bit into a celery stick from her Bloody Mary sitting atop the driftwood coffee table, a cork coaster beneath it. That celery stick: a tangy burst of bad medicine. I dipped it back into the drink. Took another bite. And another. It sent a shock through me. Made my eyes go high beam, body rubberbandy. Then all at once, everything eased into a peaceful, giddy glow. That glow: the equivalent of what Mom would experience after downing a couple drinks. There’d be more music in her voice. She’d hold me close, kiss me repeatedly on the cheek, tell me how much she loved me. 

			I’d never accuse Mom of turning me into the partier I’d later become. Even if she’d grounded me right then, I still would’ve found my way back to the bottle. But she never saw a thing. She was too busy singing along with Olivia Newton-John’s “Have You Never Been Mellow” blaring over the living room stereo, and gliding through that room, the roaring vacuum cleaner her dance partner.

			I swiped another bite of celery. Even took a sip of her drink. The smear of her red lipstick on the glass tasted waxy like birthday candles, but sweet—the perfect chaser for that bitter shock of vodka. Next thing I knew, I was dancing through the living room, and everything spun. The ceiling. The Windsor Cherry grandfather clock with the astrological blue moon phase hovering above the twelve. The display shelf holding Mom’s Hummels. 

			Everything shimmered, blurred. Gone my parents fighting. Gone my only-child loneliness. Merry-Go-Round Me continued spinning. The white shag carpet spun. The hickory liquor cabinet spun. I called out to Mom. Told her I loved her. Twisting, glittering Mom asked if I was okay. I told her yeah. Everything was fine.

			That’s when all my spinning dropped me to the floor, and the sparkly room went black. 

			From that moment on, well into my teens, it felt like all I did was stumble from one dark moment in life to the next: Getting My Lights Punched Out Dark. Partying Till I Couldn’t See Straight Dark. Maybe that’s why I never really got those clues Mom had been leaving along the way.

			The first clues: starting when I was thirteen, Mom began spending more time away from home. Beds unmade. Dishes unwashed. At the time, I figured she was just working her usual Mary Kay overtime, or having a blast joyriding in the big pink Caddy she’d recently been awarded for being top-selling regional sales director. 

			Next: her suppers were often late. And when they were on time, meals were off—lukewarm TV dinners, Tater Tots, or cold pizza as the main course. 

			I didn’t pick up on that either. I could go for days living on little more than the good times and the occasional brew I’d share with Jimmy. 

			As for my old man, he was another story. Like always, when dinner wasn’t sitting in front of him, piping hot, promptly at seven, he’d holler. 

			When I was little, Mom would just retreat into her dark bedroom to cry and pray. But that had changed, too. For years, she’d busted her ass, working her way through the Mary Kay ranks of Independent Beauty Consultant to Senior Consultant, then on to Team Leader, Future Sales Director, Sales Director In Qualification, and finally Sales Director. The grueling process had made her an armed and armored Wonder Woman. Whenever she was home, she’d stand her ground and fight my old man.

			Still another clue I didn’t completely get: I rarely heard my parents argue anymore. Back in those days, I’d lock myself in my room and blast my bedroom stereo. I used to refer to my music as my sonic walls, the way that sound would rise all around me—thunderous drums, thumping bass, wailing guitars. Whether it was the Clash singing “Should I Stay or Should I Go,” or Springsteen sending me hopeful greetings from Asbury Park—“I strolled all alone through a fallout zone / came out with my soul untouched”—my music shielded me from the outside world.

			The last clue, and perhaps the trickiest: Mom’s hugs came less frequently. That clue was the hardest to detect, as she’d never been big on physical displays of affection. But on those rare occasions when she’d expressed those emotions, she could never hold me long enough or close enough. So unlike my grandmother, where I’d be gathered into thick arms and pulled so close that I was no longer outside, but in. 

			Some months after I turned fifteen came that dreaded day I stepped out of one dark and into another far greater. That’s when I finally put all those clues together to form the picture of Mom leaving me.

			It was a Sunday morning. Like most Sundays, my old man should’ve already been at work filing the week’s police reports and accident records, which meant the only sounds filling the house would be those usual Mom sounds: her NASCAR-sounding hair dryer; the asthmatic coffee maker; and her merciless critique of her Jackie O-like, widely set, stunning brown eyes, high cheekbones, and crisp bouffant hairstyle in the bathroom mirror. On that particular Sunday, there were no Mom sounds, so I slept right up until the last minute, when I thought she’d shake me awake to accompany her to church. Upon rising, the place was quiet: loud quiet. Eerie quiet. All I could hear was the soft burble of birds outside, and the low, steady hum of the neighbor’s lawn mower. I lay there, bristling to the densely charged electricity of my old man moving through the house, he and Mom not so much arguing as simply not talking. Then, with the slam of a door, he was gone. 

			I hopped from bed. Didn’t bother flipping on my stereo or lava lamp. Didn’t even engage in my morning ritual where I’d face down my two Bruce posters—Bruce Springsteen Darkness on the Edge of Town, Bruce Lee Enter the Dragon. Instead, I dug deep into my dresser, threw on the first couple things I found—jeans and a Superman T-shirt—then stumbled down the hall. When I reached the living room I spotted Mom. As Catholic as she could be at times, she never bothered with a rosary. Cigarettes were her worry beads. Decked out in a V-neck, shoulder-padded, floral knit dress and pink suede pumps—not her usual sober, business-like church attire—she was sitting on the faux leather love seat, huffing a Virginia Slims. The cigarette’s fiery red tip pulsed like a full-on cop siren.

			Afraid to move any closer, I asked: “What’s up?” My voice felt like something limping out of my mouth and staggering over to my mother.

			Mom wasn’t as cold as Jimmy’s basement’s Dark Side of the Moon, but she did possess her own icy calm. Without responding to my question, she just kept huffing her cigarette. 

			At her feet, I spotted the baby-blue Samsonite suitcase my old man had given her on their first wedding anniversary. Over the years Mom had taken many things to church—her sins, my sins, even my old man’s on those rare Sundays when he wasn’t working. All those things and more she’d taken to church, but never luggage.

			Mom snubbed out her cigarette in the coffee table ashtray, then said: “Your mother needs to go.” 

			“When will you be back?” I asked.

			She shook her head.

			I wondered if that meant no, she didn’t know—or no, no.

			A bit of her iciness melted away. Her chin quivered; her eyes grew red, strained.

			I took that as no, no. I froze. Couldn’t speak or move. All I could do was go camouflage with the living room’s off-white walls.

			Mom’s lips were moving, but I couldn’t hear her. It was a bit like how I’d get in math class: simple addition, subtraction, division, and multiplication problems I could handle. But word problems and math formulas—volume, surface area, laws of exponents—always numbed me out. Spun my mind off into a black hole. I was better versed in the mathematics of life: partying times ten equaled Me. Lipstick plus leaving: Mom. 

			“Did you hear me?” she said. “It’s not your fault, honey. I just need to go.” She stood, brushed her hands along her dress, then picked up her suitcase. Switched it to the opposite hand, then back again, then sat it down by her feet.

			Both of us stood there staring at that suitcase.

			“So what is it?” I asked. “Is it Dad? Is he cheating on you?” 

			That one made Mom almost laugh. “Heavens no. Your father’s far too busy for that.” She grabbed the suitcase, clutched it tightly in front of her heart. 

			Later, when talking with my old man, he’d tell me how criminals could rat themselves out without ever saying a word. I’d realize that Mom had done that, too. And while I didn’t have the cop jargon to explain her behavior in that moment, it was obvious that her suitcase translated into I’m already gone. I stormed across the living room, got in her face. “You suck.” 

			“How dare you talk to your mother like that,” she blasted.

			“I’ll talk how I want,” I counter-blasted. 

			She sat the suitcase down, then reached out a hand to touch me, but withdrew it. In a voice there and not there, she said: “You and your father will do okay without me.”

			I figured she must’ve downed a couple Bloody Marys because she was talking nuts—Code 10-37: mental case. No way would my old man and I survive on our own. With him working so much, I’d have to manage things alone. But I’d never be able to accomplish what Mom had done before going AWOL on housekeeping duties. I was clueless when it came to making the place smell like that wonderful blend of garlic, bacon, and onions whenever she’d whip up her special home-fried potato recipe. Wouldn’t be able to make the kitchen sink dishwater that perfect blend of sudsy and hot. I’d forget to put lemon pieces through the garbage disposal for a clean fresh smell. Wouldn’t bother using that gross paste of cream of tartar and water to clean the porcelain. All those things and more Mom had done perfectly, and for very little reward, to keep my neutron-bomb old man from blowing up in our faces. Once she left, though, he’d explode in full force. Only this time I’d be his only target. “Please,” I said. “Take me with you.”

			“It’s best this way,” Mom said, still maintaining most of her icy calm. “A boy needs his father.”

			I gave the coffee table a solid sidekick. Books, votive candles, and a bowl of sickly sweet potpourri went flying. “What’re you crazy? He’s an asshole.”

			“How dare you talk about your father like that,” Mom said.

			“You’re one to talk. You’re the one leaving him.”

			Next thing I knew: slap! Felt like a sudden rush of bee stings and flames had ravaged my face.

			I raised a hand to hit her back, but punched my thigh instead. “Don’t ever hit me again. I get enough of that shit from Dad.”

			Mom pressed a French manicured nail into the center of my chest, right over my Superman S. Lines bunched up around her mouth, as she seethed: “Now you listen, young man. No matter how upset your father gets with you what he’s really trying to tell you is how much he loves you.”

			I snorted a sound halfway between a laugh and a sob.

			“It’s true,” she said. “He needs you.” 

			Based on past experience, that sounded like total crap. But I didn’t say so. Still stunned by her slap and threat of leaving, I stood there quietly, awaiting her next move.

			Looking more at her suitcase than me, Mom managed to say: “I was only twenty-two when I had you. I wasn’t even sure I wanted kids. But your father did.” 

			That one snapped me out of my stupor. “You’re saying I was an accident?”

			“I’m just saying I was too young, honey. I wasn’t ready. I don’t think I’ve ever been ready.”

			She had it all wrong. She’d been a fine mom. And once gone, a big part of my life would be gone, too. No more beauty. No more prayers. No more smiles and tears to fill the house. Gone color. Gone cleanliness. Ditto with that voice calling me honey when I hurt. No more advice about girls. Gone heart. Gone kisses. And while she’d never done any one of those things that great, she’d done just enough to keep me happy. 

			“So what?” I said. “You were just gonna leave and not say nothing?”

			“I left a note for you and your father in the kitchen.” 

			“Where? By the vodka bottle?”

			Right then, I wanted my words to pack more of a wallop than the smack she’d delivered. But if she was feeling any pain, she didn’t show it. My words barely watered up her eyes. Not even enough to shed a single tear. She swiped a Vicodin from her purse, downed it, then grabbed her suitcase, and headed for the door. 

			Without looking back, she said: “I’m not leaving you, Mark. I’m leaving your father.” She paused, then added: “You may as well get used to it. This is what people do best. Leave.” She continued to the door. As she opened it, golden October light spilled into the room.

			“Wait,” I said. “Where’ll you go?” 

			“Harborville.”

			Harborville was only three towns away. It was a dump, though not as big a dump as Blackwater. Screw Mom for going to that lesser dump without me. “If you leave,” I said. “Dad’ll find you, you know. He’s a cop.”

			“Doesn’t matter,” she said. “He already knows.” Then she gave me a look: looking right at me, looking right through me. On. Off. Total Mom.

			“Fine,” I said. “Then go already.”

			She placed a hand on the screen door handle, but couldn’t bring herself to open it. 

			Later, when recalling that moment, I’d be reminded of a Bruce Lee quote: “Optimism is a faith that leads to success.” While I’d often tried to live by that creed with mixed results, right then I was a goner. Once Mom walked through that door, all I wanted to be was a loser in spades.

			I started my new life by grabbing one of Mom’s cheery Hummel figurines—a pigtailed girl playing a violin—and whipping it across the room. It rocketed past the floor lamp, the grandfather clock, my old man’s recliner, and slammed into Mom’s LeRoy Neiman print, Beach at Cannes. Like the Bruce Lee quote, that print—filled with colorful umbrellas, blue skies, and sunbathers strolling by an even bluer ocean—was a constant reminder that happier days were just ahead. Screw that. Along with the shattered figurine, the picture frame glass and print were totally smashed and torn apart. 

			If, on any other day, I’d smashed one of her Hummels like that, Mom would’ve grounded me for a month. But on that day, she just silently stepped through the door.

			She was gone. Gone for real. I was so frozen with fear that I couldn’t even pick up the phone to call Grandmother for support. All I could do was puke all over Mom’s white shag carpet. That puke was chockfull of her lousy Spaghetti O’s dinner from the night before, along with the beer I’d later downed at Jimmy’s place. In the past, whenever I’d thrown up due to stress, Mom had been there to help clean up. Now there was only me.

			My gut knotted up even more. Felt like I was giving birth to a brand new me: Nowhere Me. Blown To Bits Me. Like Mom, that new me just wasn’t there anymore.
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