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To my brother Marty, who contributed much to the making of this book but won’t be getting paid for it





PROLOGUE



ROCKS


I was nine years old, younger than Monty is now, the first time I hit my father and made him bleed. He was proud.


“Atta baby, atta baby!” he screamed without looking at me. He was staring into the little puddle of blood that was gathering in the palm of his glove. It wasn’t that cutting his lip was such a hard thing to do—he opened old cuts every morning just brushing his teeth—it was that I finally landed the big punch.


“Sorry, Dad,” I said, too scared to notice how happy I’d made him.


“Sorry, shit, Georgie. Tha’ was great. Don’ never apologize for doin’ it right. This is the point. If you ain’t trowin’ a punch wi’ bad intentions, you shouldn’t be trowin’ it.”


That was the day, almost five years ago, that I picked up on bad intentions. Until then I was happy to bounce punches off his gloves, run in circles around him while he threw pillow-punch jabs at me. I was happy to get up with him at five in the morning and tail after him on my bike while he did his roadwork. I was happy, dammit, to carry his water bottle, hand him the spit bucket, lace up his tall shoes that only the fighters wore. He was my dad. I’d have been happy just to be his spit bucket.


But it wasn’t good enough for him. He had things he had to show me.


“Right here,” he said, punching himself in the chin as he closed in on me. I threw the jab, but his gloves were already there to catch it. He always fought peekaboo style, hands by his cheekbones, bobbing, bobbing. I only came up to his bottom rib, but when he was in his crouch, I could reach him.


“Faster, Georgie,” he yelled, exposing his face again. “Ain’t nobody gonna wait around for you.” I lunged, hitting the gloves again. “George!” he yelled. He never used to yell at me. I dropped my hands. “What’s wrong witcha, boy?” He got madder, rushed me, took advantage of my lowered guard. With open-handed slaps, he started cuffing me all around the ring. One-two, left-right, one-two, he chased me around the ring as I back-pedaled. “Georgie,” he kept saying, “Georgie.” I didn’t understand what was so wrong. My cheeks were starting to sting like they were windburned. “You don’t have time for pitty-pat anymore, son,” he said. “Bring them hands up.”


And as he said it, he brought his own hands down. When I saw it, I didn’t have to think. I threw my whole body behind an overhand right, leaving my feet, aimed right at the lip scar I’d seen spill so much blood before. When my hand stopped cold on my dad’s mouth, my bones ached all the way up to the shoulder. But it wasn’t a bad pain. I wanted that scar and I got it. Bad intentions.


When he stopped cheering, he grabbed my face between the two soft, overstuffed gloves he wore just for me. I could feel the blood in his palm, warm on my cheek. He couldn’t stop grinning, a real goofy, funny grin without either his mouthpiece or his front teeth in. “Could ya do it again, do ya tink?” he said, all excited.


We scuffled for a couple more rounds. I hit him a lot after that. A couple of times I think he let me sneak one through, but just a couple. He didn’t believe in that. Mostly, I just figured it out, all the things he’d been teaching me for as long as I could remember: Take the body, the head will follow; focus, pay attention, and the other guy will show you where he can be hit; don’t drop your hands for any reason; don’t stop moving; and when you throw that hand, throw it for real.


My father actually giggled when I hit him hardest. It was the happiest day in his whole life, at least as long as I knew him. Not that he wasn’t a happy guy; he just didn’t laugh much when I knew him.


We stopped when Dad’s brother Archie came in with a couple of kids. Archie was the one who actually ran the gym, but whenever he, or anybody else, came in to go to work, Dad always took me out.


“C’mon, young man,” Dad said, spreading the ropes wide for me to step through. “We got roadwork to do.”


“Great,” I said. “I’ll get my bike.”


He hopped out of the ring behind me, slipped off a glove, slipped in his teeth. “Uh-uh,” he said, chomping the teeth into place. “Bike’s for kids. You’re runnin’ wit’ the old man.” He slapped me on the back and walked toward the exit. Walking was tough for him. Both feet pointed left and he looked to be constantly sort of falling off to his right. The problem was just with walking, though. He could run forever.


It was kind of stretching things to call it roadwork, anyway. We just jogged the four or five blocks home from the gym, nothing like the six-mile sunrise runs. Still, I was pretty juiced about it.


“Roadwork sucks, Georgie, but you gotta do it,” he said as we trotted side by side, shoulder to hip. “There ain’t no shortcuts, so don’t go lookin’ for none.”


“Okay, Dad, I won’t,” I huffed, like I would have written it down if I had a pencil. He had always given me these pointers—rocks, he called them—but they seemed to be coming like an avalanche lately.


We didn’t run the straight route home exactly, instead slanting down Amory so we could hit the boulevard that ran along the beach. It wasn’t a great beach, in the town we lived in back then. You wouldn’t go there to swim or anything. But when it was early and gray out, with nobody there but the seagulls eating garbage, there couldn’t have been a finer stretch for a guy and his old man to run.


Dad blocked his right nostril with his fist, then blew out the left onto the sidewalk. “Good day in the ring today, son,” he said. I was struggling to keep up but I heard him just fine. He spun and started running backward, looking right at me as we went. “You make me feel that maybe I done good, bringin’ you along.”


“You done great,” I said. “So why is it that we always have to leave when the gym opens up? Huh, Dad? Why can’t we stay and do more, hang out, so I can learn everything there is?”


He stopped running, stuck out his hand like a traffic cop to stop me. “George, ain’t no way. Ain’t no way you gonna be no gym rat. Understand? I swear I’ll swallow you whole first.”


He didn’t play, my dad. So when he stood there with his big hand pressed flat against my chest, I knew then and forever that I wasn’t going to be any fighter. When I cut his lip, Dad promoted me to Man. But when he scooped me up by the armpits and stood me on the sea wall, he brought me back to being his boy, too.


“Here’s a rock for you to keep, Georgie,” he said. “The fight business gave me one thing, an’ I give it on to you—it made me unafraid. It made it so I could walk the streets unafraid of any person or animal alive. That feelin’ helps a man to take care of his family, to get up and leave the house on those days when he feels like he’s all alone and he don’t understand nothin’.” Just then, Dad got one of those looks, like he didn’t understand anything. The ocean wind blew straight into his face as he looked into mine. “Do you follow what I’m sayin’ at all, George?”


“Sure I do, Dad.” I found myself staring at the scars that zigged around his face like a tire tread. Up till then, I thought they were beautiful. “Boxing made you feel tough, right?”


He grabbed my shoulders. “Ya, but that’s only half of it. Shit, that ain’t one goddamn millionth of it. George, you got to hear me, right now. The trick is, you learn to take care of y’self, but save your head. It was important to me that you could take care of y’self, George.”


I was taller than him, standing on that wall. I bent in a fighter’s crouch, raised my fists in Dad’s peekaboo style, went nose to flattened nose with him. “I know how to take care of myself.” I smiled.


He grabbed me so quick and hard that my hands stayed pressed against my face, my elbows dug into my sides as he hugged. “Yes you do, son. I believe you learned your lessons good. That was one of the two things your old man had to give to you. Now we’re gonna work on th’ other, the one I didn’t until way too late. I taught you how to fight. Now I’m gonna teach you how not to be a fighter, how to walk away.”


It was a little confusing, after all I’d learned, but he told me that I’d understand it eventually. Not that it mattered—whatever Dad was teaching, I was studying. He was the smartest guy I ever knew when you came right down to it. “But why is it too late?” I asked as he nudged me down off the wall. “Can’t you just walk away now?”


He threw a couple of light jabs into my chest. He gave me one more smile—this was some kind of big day for him with all that grinning—before getting back to business. “We’ll see,” he said. “Hit the road, young man.” We finished the run home pushing hard, with me laying down three steps for every one of his.


Dad never got around to showing me much about not fighting. Unless being dead nineteen days later was his idea of walking away. I found him on the kitchen floor, his face against the linoleum, a puddle of drool stringing down from his mouth. It was dark, only 5:30 a.m. The time we’d normally be spending alone doing our roadwork. So I sat down. Just sat there next to him on the linoleum for a while. Just the two of us.


For a second, I thought I might hit him, though.


I just didn’t understand nothin’.
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GROUNDWORK


Easter Sunday afternoon Monty was lying on the couch in front of the TV. He was sleeping in front of one of those Jesus movies with a thousand different actors in it that he always sleeps through on a Sunday afternoon. First, he eats his weight at dinner, which isn’t all that much, then he sacks out for a couple of hours. I sat next to him, by his feet, since he didn’t take up more than half the length of the sofa, and Ma was in the kitchen doing the dishes. I got up to put my suit coat on.


“Where do you go, George?” Monty surprised me, opening his eyes a crack.


“No place. Go back to sleep.”


He propped himself up on one elbow. “Every holiday, you put on your suit coat and sneak away, like if we have a Friday or a Monday off from school, George has to go someplace on Sunday to pay for it.”


“I don’t sneak. I just walk right out the door, and everybody who’s awake knows about it.”


“So where do you go?”


“Out.”


“Is it any fun—out?”


“Everything doesn’t have to be for fun, Monty.”


“Then it’s not fun, right? It couldn’t be fun if you gotta wear a jacket for it. So why do you go?”


“Watch your movie, or go back to your nap.”


“Can I come with you?”


I made a sucking-lemons face. “No.”


He sat up, like he was going to come anyway. “Why not?” he said.


“Because you’re a kid.”


“I am not a kid.”


“Monty, you’re eleven years old, and you still take naps. That’s about eight years later than when I stopped.”


“George.” Monty looked and sounded like I’d hurt his feelings. “You know that the doctor said I’m hyperactive, and that by the end of the week I get run-down.”


“That’s right, I did know that. I’m sorry. So, take the rest of your nappy now so you don’t get too run-down.”


Monty stood up and put his jacket on. He walked over and stood beside me, his head coming just above my shoulder. I stared down at him. He didn’t move.


“Listen, if you just follow me saying stupid things, and spoil my day, I’m sending you home. And change that jacket—put on your good one.”


Monty put on his blue blazer with the gold buttons. We went up to Ma, at the kitchen sink. “I’m going out, Ma,” I said. She looked around me at grinning Monty. “He’s coming with me,” I said without a lot of enthusiasm.


She raised her eyebrows, smiled, almost laughed, nodded, and kissed us both. “Have a fine time, men,” she said.


When we got downstairs, Monty asked, “How do you do that? All I have to do is go into the bathroom, and Ma says ‘Where are you going, Monty?’ ‘What are you doing, Monty?’”


“Me and Ma understand each other. She trusts me. She pretty much knows all the time what I’m doing, and it’s okay with her. But here’s a tip: If you go out of the house in a suit coat, she cuts you a little more slack since you’re probably not going to be jumping off roofs or hangin’ with your boys down on the corner.”


Monty waved his finger at me like “Hey, there’s news you can use,” as if my story were a trick story. That’s why I have to be careful about what information I give him. “But I don’t care if you go out in a tuxedo,” I reminded him. “I’ll want to know where your little butt is going.” He sighed.


We waited for the bus in the bright sun, in our navy-blue jackets, light-blue pants, white shirts with white ties. It wasn’t very hot out, but it started to seem it. The bus pulled up close to us on the curb, making it even hotter.


Monty put his hand on my arm as I was about to sit. “Remember, George, I get bus sick when I have my suit on,” he said. I looked up at the ceiling as he climbed into the double bench first, to get the window seat. It was only a ten-minute ride anyway, out of our neighborhood, past the brick apartment houses, the few playgrounds, the cars on either side of the street jacked up with somebody underneath, or abandoned. A few corner stores with kids hanging out in front. It was the later, lazy part of Easter Sunday, and we only saw a few bonnets, baskets, families walking together but looking hotter and less happy than they had at church in the morning. The guys selling droopy flowers out of station wagons were pretty much out of business.


The bus pulled into a section of town where real flower shops seemed to be everywhere. There weren’t a lot of houses around, but a lot of open space, a batch of four or five cemeteries. A big, wide intersection on a parkway, four corners, four florists.


“This is it,” I told Monty as I stood up.


“This? This is where we’re going? There’s nothing here, George.” I pointed at Mount Calvary Cemetery while he followed me down the stairs of the bus. “You sure know how to have fun, man,” he said.


We crossed the street and walked in through the big front gate, past the square cement office. “They have maps in there,” I said. “You can find anybody you want. They have a kind of celebrity tour. Some guys from the Revolution and the Civil War are over in section C. Ray Bolger, the guy who was the Scarecrow in The Wizard of Oz, is up on that hill there in D. Eugene O’Neill is in B.”


“Who’s Eugene O’Neill?” Monty said as we walked down the wide asphalt path.


“He was a great writer,” I said.


“Oh ya,” Monty said, not looking at me, trying to read the names on every stone we passed. “What did he write?”


“Well, I can’t think of any of the titles right now. But they were great, they were big, and he’s here.”


Monty read the name of someone we knew from the old neighborhood, but it wasn’t the same person. He suddenly stopped short, looking over at me.


“And who else is here, George?” He looked at me sideways.


“Come on, Monty. You’re a kid, but you’re not a dink. You know Dad’s here.”


Monty looked at the ground. “Ya, I know he is.” He looked up and down the rows to his left and right, at the many piles of flowers that were left that day, at little flags stuck in the ground. The wrapper off of a peanut-butter egg tumble-weeded down the road.


“We don’t have anything,” he said.


“Don’t worry about it.”


“I was little the last time I came here. It was a long time ago, I don’t remember it much.”


I slapped him on the arm. “Come on,” I told him. It had been a long time since he’d been there, probably three years. Ma doesn’t care much for coming, and I like to come alone. So by the time I was ten and could travel pretty much everywhere the buses went, Ma mostly left it up to me.


We got to the top of the hill in section B. Turning off the main drive, we walked past the Robinsons, mother and father and three kids. They weren’t in the ground, they were live people from the old neighborhood. They were the most religious people we knew, the whole family going to church every day and all. They didn’t even have a TV, which pretty much says it all, so Pat used to have to sneak over to all his friends’ houses to watch. They didn’t say anything when they passed us, just nodded and smiled enough so we wouldn’t think they were hostile or anything.


We zigzagged between stones, some flat on the ground, some tall. There were a lot of angels, and a lot of war-memorial type things, but mostly plain rectangles. We came to the one. “Here we are,” I said to Monty.


Monty stopped, like he was a little afraid, but mostly like he didn’t know what he was supposed to do. I walked straight over, stepping around a newly planted lump of grave. I stood in front of the stone, and Monty pulled up beside me.


“What’s that?” Monty blurted, waving his finger madly at the inscription. Next to our father’s name was our mother’s, with her date of birth and a space for the day she’s going to die. “I don’t remember that being there.”


“It’s always been there, Monty,” I said.


“Well, let’s get rid of it. Fill it with cement or something. I don’t like it.”


“We’re not getting rid of it. It was Ma’s choice. She wanted it there.”


“I don’t like it, George,” he said, more angry.


He wasn’t going to change his mind, so I steered him to something else. “What about the rest of the stone?” I said.


“Huh?”


“The other stuff, do you like it?” I walked right up and patted the headstone on top, rubbed its face. “I picked it out, you know.”


“Ah, I don’t think so, George.”


“I wouldn’t make something like this up. Ma had to go down to the monument maker, to take care of everything. I wasn’t even as old as you are now. She said to me ‘George’—she always called me Georgie before that, or Mr. Magoo—‘George, I’m going to need a lot out of you now. You’re the man.’ You’re the man, is what she told me. I told her that was okay with me, even though I was nervous because I wasn’t sure what being the man was exactly all about, and Dad wasn’t able to show me everything because . . . well, because he wasn’t really focused during a lot of the time I knew him. I figured I knew enough, though.”


Monty had wandered a bit, down the row to read other stones, head down like he wasn’t paying attention.


“Are you listening to me?” I said.


“Ya,” he said quietly.


“So then she says, ‘George, what I have to do now is a lonely job. Would you like to accompany me? It is all right if you don’t.’ I put on my coat and went with her in that hot smelly black Chevette with half a floor Dad left us. Remember the Chevette?”


“The Black Hole.”


“Right. Anyway, she goes, ‘What do you think?’ when she had it narrowed down to a smooth, shiny black stone with a Celtic cross on top and this plain, rough gray one. The black one cost maybe ten times what this one cost, and I didn’t think it was any finer. It looked too shiny, like a toy or the hood of a car. And that wasn’t my dad, y’know?”


“Our dad,” Monty said.


“That’s what I meant. So I told her to get this one. She didn’t even hesitate. She looked happy that I picked it, and told the man right away, picking that little rose engraving I liked too, out of a book with hundreds of designs. The only thing I didn’t get the way I wanted it was, I didn’t want Ma’s name on there.”


Monty had walked down the row one way and back the other, staying away and listening at the same time. Now he stood right in front of me with his hands on his hips. “Why didn’t you pick one of those?” he said, pointing to the line of mausoleums running along the outer edge of the grounds. He said it was like he was blaming me for something.


“Come on, man, look at those mothers. Who could pay for something like that, you? It’s like a house. If we could afford a house, Ma’d buy us a house. But I’ll tell you what. I think if that’s what I picked out, Ma would have tried to buy one.”


Monty walked back and forth nervously. Suddenly he ran to one of the tall angel monuments nearby and stole some flowers from it. He came back and dropped them on the ground in front of our stone. “Why do you like to come here, George?” He was pacing again.


“I don’t think anybody actually likes coming. . . .” I wasn’t sure I was telling the truth.


“The Stiff Family Robinson loves to come here. They go to places like this all the time,” he nearly yelled, pointing back toward where we’d seen the Robinsons, like he was mad at them now.


“Cut that out, Monty. You can’t be yelling and saying stuff about people here.”


“I want to go now, George. Can we?”


Monty was already walking down the path. I caught up to him, and we walked the asphalt road without talking until we were nearing the front gate. The sun was bright wherever we walked.


“Monty, you want to go see the Scarecrow?” I said from just back of his shoulder.


“Nope.” He walked steadily.


“You want to talk about Dad?”


“Nope.”


“Will you tell me when you do want to?”


He walked even faster. “Yup.”


We crossed the wide intersection again and stood in the sun in front of the florist. “Maybe I’ll just finish my nap next time, and you can go alone,” Monty said while we waited for the bus.


“I’m sorry, Monty. Maybe it was too soon for this.”


“Nope,” he said, looking at me for the first time in a while. There was sweat on his upper lip, but he was looking hard.


“You want to take your jacket off?” I said.


“Yup.”


“Take it off, then.”


We both took our jackets off just before the bus pulled up and blew dirt and heat all over us again. We sat in a double seat, Monty at the window. He stared off. I knew what he was thinking about because I’d been there before. Though I’m not really a huggy kind of guy, I put my arm around his shoulders.


“Listen,” I said, “when we get home, you wanna fight?”


“Yo,” he said.


He has all the Rocky movies on DVD.
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TAKE THE BODY


“All right, lace ’em up, junior,” I said as we walked down the back stairs. Actually, there were no laces since we fought with old hockey gloves, but we liked to use the fighting words to get ourselves fired up.


“You’re not going to talk to me, are you, George? I mean, for once, can we just rumble without talking?”


When we got to the bottom of the three flights, we pulled the gloves out of our pile of stuff—goalie pads, football, basketball, rolls of tape—that we kept in the old dead freezer.


“Lesson number one—how many times do I have to repeat lesson number one?—do not concern yourself with what the other guy is doing. Focus. If my talking knocks you off your game, Monty, then some bad boy with a big right hand is gonna knock you on your butt. Understand?”


Monty slipped his gloves on, then smacked them together. “Ya, I understand. You’re gonna yak at me.”


“I’m gonna yak at you.”


The lot behind the building was about big enough for three good-size American cars. But it wasn’t a parking lot. It may have been one at one time, because there were spots where the ground was paved with blacktop. But there were others where it was just dirt, or gravel, or a mix of everything, including concrete chunks. We roped off our ring using clothesline and long handles off push brooms donated by Nat, the superintendent. Because of the soft spots and the hard spots we had to work around, our ring wasn’t exactly square. From a plane, it probably looked like a trapezoid. But it was useful because it was easy to whip it up and pull it down without Ma ever seeing it. No fight fan, Ma.


“So who you gonna be?” I asked Monty as I warmed up, shuffling my feet in the dirt.


“Julio Caesar Chavez,” he said with a big grin, like he’d already whipped me.


“Can’t be Chavez,” I said.


“Why not?” He stood flatfooted in the middle of the ring.


I shadowboxed in a circle around him. “Because Chavez is a lightweight. And I’m gonna be Thomas Hearns. Hearns is a light-heavyweight. There just ain’t no way a lightweight can go with a light-heavyweight.”


As I figured, this threw Monty. Chavez is bad, and Monty had his heart set on him.


“Chavez could do it,” he insisted, with his hands unwisely on his hips.
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