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			Praise for Joseph Di Prisco

			“The author can break your heart recalling the most romantic memory of his life or make you laugh out loud.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Di Prisco delivers thoughtful contemplation of the human condition and plenty of self-examination that reveals how he made it to where he is, and why he survived when others didn’t. His sharp wit and hard-won wisdom make Subway to California a story that anyone who’s risen out of a hard-scrabble life with the odds stacked against them will love and learn from.”

			—Diane Prokop, Foreword

			“Di Prisco’s latest is part Mafia thriller, part comic farce, part lament about the anguish of dementia—and all hyperkinetic…fast-paced and often charming.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Though Di Prisco takes a heartbreaking look at the scars left by pedophilia, and some readers will surely feel anger at the sins, the tale unfolds, bravely [and] with much humor, thanks to Brother Stephen’s bemused narration.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“The novel’s surreal tone, Brother Stephen’s drily acidic worldview, and the enigmatic portait of a pedophile all combine to deepen this thoughtful look at the heartbreak left in the wake of child sexual abuse.”

			—Booklist

			“Along with Joe Di Prisco, I rode that same sweaty Subway to California. But somehow, his was a local, with every stop an adventure: crime, passion, gambling, drugs, all the tantalizing stuff we goody-goodies missed.”

			—Leah Garchik, columnist, San Francisco Chronicle

			“Joseph Di Prisco writes with humor and a great sense of character, poking fun at things that would leave a lesser author cringing. Think Cuckoo’s Nest meets The Godfather. He interweaves all these elements with the skill of a master writer.”

			—Anne Hillerman, New York Times bestselling 
author of Spider Woman’s Daughter

			“Great funny lines on every page. Am I recommending The Alzhammer? As the protagonist Mikey might say, ‘Eggs ackly.’”

			— Jack Handey, author of Deep Thoughts

			“A brilliant portrayal of a wise guy who faces his biggest arch enemies…time and Alzheimer’s. The last tango of power, fear, loyalty, and love is beautifully danced for us right to the very end.”

			—Vickie Sciacca, Lafayette Library

			“A beautiful, heartfelt, sometimes funny, occasionally harrowing story of a man making his way through the minefield of his own family history. Di Prisco has lived more lives than most of us, and managed to get it all down in this riveting book.”

			—Jerry Stahl, author of Permanent Midnight and OG Dad

			“Brimming with humor, heartbreak, and at times the feel an old-time Catholic confessional, Subway to California is a one-of-a-kind read.” 

			—Kathleen Caldwell, A Great Good Place For Books

			“A book replete with all the rich unfolding and poetic reflection of a novel, and all the focused research and unsparing truth-seeking of biography.”

			—Laura Cogan, Editor in Chief of ZYZZYVA

			“What Di Prisco has written here is likely to become the standard-bearer for all future memoirs. This Subway ride is the real deal.”

			—Steven Gillis, author of The Consequence of Skating 

			“An attention-capturing cliffhanger.”

			—Judith M. Gallman, Oakland Magazine 

			“Told with enough tenderness and humor to elevate his pain-filled recollections to poetry at times, pure fun at others, Di Prisco brings us home—grateful our family is less volatile, or feeling less alone if we, too, survived a wild childhood.”

			—Lou Fancher, Contra Costa Times

			“A heartwarming and hilarious sharing of his dysfunctional family adventures, Joe said it best when he wrote: ‘Stories happen…to people who can tell them.’”

			—Ginny Prior, Oakland Tribune

			“A very fine novelist and poet who has now written a moving and actually quite funny memoir about life with two parents who should never have married, and once they did, should never have had children. But then we wouldn’t have Joe to tell us their story.”

			—A. R. Taylor, author of Sex, Rain, and Cold Fusion

			“People struggling to find their place in the world often search for answers in a psychiatrist’s office, in love affairs, religion, illegal drugs, gambling, social activism, academia, work, and vicariously, through their children. Di Prisco visited all those places, and then, coming up short, found himself by writing a memoir.”

			—Mercury News

			“It’s rare to encounter a book so heartfelt and compassionate and yet so incisively hilarious at the same time.”

			—Heather Mackey, author of Dreamwood

			“Throughout Subway, Di Prisco evokes the past with vivid, often hilarious, prose, describing his Italian-Polish upbringing in Brooklyn, the flight to a strange world called California, his doomed and dramatic love affairs, and his colorful parents—the kind of parents you enjoy reading about and are grateful they were not yours!”

			—Anara Guard, author of Remedies for Hunger

			“What makes Di Prisco’s novel work is its narrative voice—poignant, rueful, and wise-crackingly sardonic…Readers of J. F. Powers’ Morte d’Urban and Alice McDermott’s Charming Billy should find their way to All for Now.”

			—P. F. Kluge, author of A Call from Jersey and Gone Tomorrow

			“It is especially moving to read a book that looks so broadly at the ubiquitous issue of Roman Catholicism and pedophilia…Di Prisco has given us a brave, bumbling, soul-searching hero whose wry humor only enhances his honesty.”

			—Jan Weissmiller, Prairie Lights Books

			“Catholic or not, religious or not, All for Now is accessible to everyone because mistakes and forgiveness are universal.”

			—Seattle Post Intelligencer

			“Confessions of Brother Eli fairly sparkles with humor that ranges from sophisticated to slapstick, in what some believe to be the most difficult writing to carry off.”

			—Tucson Weekly

			“With dry, sardonic wit, Brother Eli questions his faith and vocation, while recounting adventures that take place at his school…The writing and narrative voice in this book is some of the best I’ve come across.”

			—Akron Beacon Journal

			“With a wit that questions as it embraces, Poems in Which provides us with a strong, original voice.”

			—Carl Dennis, author of Practical Gods 
and winner of the Pulitzer Prize
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			Part One

			I too lived, Brooklyn of ample hills was mine,

			I too walk’d the streets of Manhattan island, and bathed in the waters around it,

			I too felt the curious abrupt questionings stir within me.

			—“Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,”  Walt Whitman

		

	
		
			Brooklyn Transfer

			When my father ran away, he said, “Go back to Grandma’s house and don’t take no shit from nobody.” 

			If I’d had a camera that Sunday afternoon, I might have snapped a picture of his backside when he made a mad dash for the tree line, plunged into the thickets, and disappeared. I was ten years old the day he left my younger brother and me on that Long Island country road. Not that I knew it at the time, but that was only the beginning of a long journey for him—and for me. 

			Soon after, my mother rounded up my brother and me and we hauled out of Brooklyn. 

			We weren’t the first family to skip town and we wouldn’t be the last. Nothing awaited us elsewhere, but elsewhere did have one big advantage: It was not Brooklyn. Brooklyn, however, was not the problem. As I would one day find out, the FBI was on my father’s trail. Who wouldn’t call that a problem? 

			*

			His flight began one peaceful day in the late spring or early summer of 1961, while my family was visiting my grandparents’ farm in sleepy, suburban East Islip. Though I loved the farm, I didn’t appreciate missing Mass that Sunday. I was a pious child. 

			A tiny train station stood within walking distance of the farm, but it was more convenient to drive, despite the bumper-to-bumper weekend expressway traffic, and that is how we traveled to spend occasional Sundays. Nowadays, where my grandparents once lived, tract homes stretch as far as the glaucomaed eye fails to distinguish. Back then, there were trees and dirt roads, wild pigs plowing the brush, hawks soaring, wild turkeys gobbling. Frayed signs were nailed up in the forests we roamed, warning No Hunting No Trespassing. Shots rang out from time to time in the distance. I had no idea what anybody could be hunting. Maybe wolf, maybe fox? That depended on the movie or the fairy tale disturbing my dreams. My father and uncle took me out into the woods a few times, armed with shotguns and .22s so we could take aim at the quarry of soda cans and wine jugs. 

			Before the old man scooted off, he blurted out those parting instructions: “Go back to Grandma’s house and don’t take no shit from nobody.” Old man? Old man? He was in his thirties. Still, he spoke his piece and didn’t stick around for discussion and explanation—neither of which he was big on under any circumstances, including those apparently less urgent than the present.

			Not that the man was auditioning for street mime. He had his opinions. We never had a question as to where he stood on the subject of shit-taking. He was anti. We didn’t fully understand what he meant by that bromide, but we knew it was his all-purpose take on life.

			My father invoked memorable counsel on other subjects as well: “Don’t count your money in front of no windows.” Seems there once was a rash fellow in Brooklyn who did such a foolish thing and lived to regret it. My father didn’t say how or why somebody was conducting surveillance on said man, but he also didn’t say he was a disinterested party. And he didn’t exactly admit that he stole the guy’s money or that anybody he knew stole the guy’s money. The guy had it coming, though, because he was stupid enough to count his money in front of a window, which, in case there was a question, nobody should do. For the record, my brother and I didn’t have in our possession any rolls of cash to count in front of a window or anywhere else. Still, the notion was weaponized and loaded into the memory chamber for later discharge.

			I watch my father vanish that Sunday, quickly enveloped by the trees. I turn to look down the road, and I instantly understand what has clipped wings onto his shoes. My grandparents’ house is surrounded by black and white police cars and other official-looking vehicles unmarked yet easily detectible as chariots of law enforcement. Lights flash on top of the cruisers parked in ominous, threatening diagonals.

			John and I wander back to the house. I do not recall being frightened for myself, though there must have been some element of fear. Wouldn’t any child have been afraid to see his father run for his life? At the same time, I also do not recall being intimidated by the spectacle of the great blue line. My childhood fantasies failed to run toward a career in the well-compensated and respected field of criminal justice. More than anything, what I recall is that it all felt normal—or at least not particularly strange. It’s the sort of thing I intuited my father was capable of doing. He would run into the woods and would flee into the wind. 

			What were the odds that my father would be taking a walk with his sons when the cops showed up to not find him? A long shot. My father has been a gambler forever and he would have said the odds were too steep to take. What an amazing piece of luck. Luck isn’t the word. 

			We come in through the back door, go down the steps into the cellar past the canned sweet tomatoes and the jarred red and green peppers and the half-gallons of reedy red wine, which we had to sip on during Sunday supper for no other reason than to validate our boyhood. Everybody is standing around, only now their standing around has a solemn function. They are seriously smoking cigarettes, looking highly pissed off. This condition applies to everybody, from my grandparents to my mother to my uncles to the guys in the suits whose jackets flare open, revealing weaponry. If they are saying anything, they aren’t sharing recipes, and they are all talking in English, not Italian.

			*

			In the 1920s my grandparents arrived in America, passing through Ellis Island like many Italian immigrants. They had left Fontanarosa, a lovely hillside town of diminishing economic prospects famous for its high-quality stone, in the region of Campania, forty minutes these days by car outside Avellino, more than an hour away (by horse cart, who knows?) from Napoli. Giovannina Ruzza was born on May 5, 1896. Pasquale Di Prisco, September 18, 1897. They were married on November 27, 1919, in their home town. She was twenty-three, he was twenty-two. Pasquale became a naturalized citizen of the United States of America in July 1929. Their four children, three boys and a girl, were born in Brooklyn. 

			Giuseppe Luigi Di Prisco was the second child, and he was born on March 18, 1925, about thirty-five years before scooting into those woods. He was usually called Joe, but his street name was Popey. That was Pope-y, not as in Popeye, but as in of the Pope, or Pope-like or -ish. So it was pronounced “Pope-ee.” Popey’s wife, my mom, was a Polish girl from the neighborhood, and she used to say they called him Popey because, in her words, he “never shut the fuck up.” That was a difficult for me to understand, because my father never expatiated at length, preferring the aphoristic, like about not counting your money or taking shit. Then again, if my mom was in attendance, she commanded the floor. As for the street name, my dad testified they called him Popey because his crew caught him coming out of a church one time. How he lived down the embarrassment he never did explain, and what he was doing in a pew he never said, either. Truth is, I had only few faint recollections of his ever being inside a sanctuary.

			My uncles normally speak to their parents in their Napolitano tongue, because the immigrants speak hardly any English. This dialect is rough, considered low-class in Italy, and easy to pick out. It’s reminiscent of the “Italian” in ’50s pop songs that people who don’t speak Italian believe sounds Italian. At every opportunity, closing vowels are severed. Ricotta becomes ricott’, spaghetti spaghett’, manicotti manicott’. The English “ch” sounds in Italian become “sh.” “Diciamo,” let’s talk—“di-CHA-mo”—sounds like “di-SHA-mo.” “Scopa,” the delightful Italian card game, “SHH-copa.” And so on. 

			Meanwhile, on this farm in New York, the grandchildren are on the monorail to cultural assimilation. None of us grandchildren spoke Italian at the time, and it would take decades for that misjudgment to be corrected. Nobody wanted to be outed by speaking Italian and being labeled a wop. Everybody assumed Italians were mobsters who preferred wife-beater T-shirts—that day being a case in point. 

			*

			The cellar was where my grandparents lived, with stove and sink and fridge and lots of cupboards for canned tomatoes and peppers, tools and weaponry and so on, the usual comestibles and combustibles. That’s where they rolled out the pasta, made the family dinners, did the TV-watching, the yelling, the drinking of their homemade red wine, the crying, the chestnut-roasting, the anisette-pouring, the card-playing, and still more of the crying and yelling. The bathroom was upstairs, though my grandfather preferred the outdoor sink for his morning toilet and the water pump by the garage and the outhouse on the farthest edge of the property. If he was out there at six a.m., he had overslept. I loved the water that came out of that pump. It always tasted sweet and cold.

			The stairs leading to the upper floor obeyed no rational twentieth-century building code, constructed at about a sixty-degree angle, just this side of a ladder. Upstairs, there were bedrooms and a living room and another kitchen—a more conventional domestic arrangement. They never cooked or ate up there. Up there, genteel codes prevailed. Furniture had plastic covering and walls were painted dusky brown and lime green. The halls reeked of mothballs, amazingly, considering that twenty, thirty feet downstairs no garlic bulb was safe from the olive oil in a spattering hot pan. The real living went on downstairs, in what they called the cellar. 

			Entering the cellar, you had to pass a pole. This pole was painted that very same lime green as the walls upstairs, a color signaling an alert—perhaps to prevent grandchildren from running into it after sipping on that Sunday supper wine. It must have functioned as a sort of structural support, because the aesthetic enhancement was dubious. Whenever I saw this pole I remembered something my mother said a hundred times: “When your father was a boy, your grandfather used to tie him to a post in the cellar, beat the shit out of him with a belt, and leave him crying in the dark. They’re all fucking barbarians, these Italians.”

			My mother also had iron-clad culinary views that clashed with Italian traditions and my father’s native-born food preferences. Herbs and spices were practically banished from her board. Salt and pepper were tantalizing rumors. Cinnamon was around, for toast or to garnish rice pudding, and of course all types of sugar, granulated, brown, or powdered. Sure, she used plenty of sour cream and whipping cream, but for her, everything tasted better with one special ingredient. Later on, when my father was getting word on his elevated cholesterol count, he often could be heard shouting about it: he accused his wife of killing him—with butter.

			She hated garlic. She hated garlic almost as much as she hated the Italians, and for obviously related reasons. It seems perhaps incomprehensible and almost insanely impressive that she waged a one-woman crusade against garlic her whole life, but it is true. I don’t know what she could eat on Sunday at my grandparents’ given that position, and now that I think about it, I have no recollection of her eating anything on Long Island. Her indictment of garlic was absolute. I couldn’t buy her contention that garlic made her physically ill, a claim underscored with grotesque facial contortions and nauseating sound effects. I would not have had the vocabulary to articulate that her argument was symbolic or passive-aggressive, but that was my take. How could anybody not like garlic? Whenever we went to restaurants, she would interrogate the waiter about every item on the menu: “Any gah-lick?” A naked swinging light bulb over the waiter’s head couldn’t have added to her efforts of intimidation. If the waiter swore, “No garlic, lady,” she would size him up to see if he was fucking with her. I can imagine her proposing to snoop in the kitchen, to check if any garlic bulbs were lying suspiciously around. Despite her vigilance, dishes with supposed garlic were dangerously served up to her. I lost count of how many times she sent back her plate. The garlic phobia was not rooted in sensory reality.

			“Mom,” my brother Eddie would say to her, “you can’t eat garlic?”

			“Makes me want to puke.”

			Eddie would lift up a bottle of kosher pickles. She loved her dills.

			“Says here, right on the label, there’s garlic in these pickles. Want one?”

			When she did not have a leg to stand on, she strutted: “Never mind.” 

			Despite the fact that her previous husband—with whom she had three children—and her current husband—with whom she had two boys, me and my brother John—were both Italian, or maybe because of it, she never relented on her garlic antipathy or on her position that Italians were all fucking barbarians. She often reminded everybody of her anti-Italian worldview when she was angry with my father, as if she were clearing up doubts as to why he was a fucking barbarian, and why he couldn’t help it, the motherfucker. Sometimes, rarely, she said this in a sympathetic tone of voice, as if to convey how much adversity he’d overcome, or would have overcome if he were capable of overcoming adversity, which so far the fucking barbarian had not managed to do.

			My mother’s frightening accounts of cellar beatings made for an indelible image: my father prostrate on the cold cement floor, shivering in the darkness, welts all over him from the belt buckle. My mother was doubtless relaying what she believed to be accurate information—she must have gotten the details from her husband. My father, for his part, never once mentioned this ordeal, but he was never less than deferential to his father, fearful even. 

			More than anything, perhaps, what my mother had to say about my father and the fucking barbarian Italians showed that she was continuing the pattern of abuse my father had experienced since childhood—not that I ever made that connection at the time. Maybe my father found in my mother the perfect mate to abuse and love him. She wasn’t tying him to a pole in the cellar and leaving him in the dark. She was tying him to herself and leaving him in the dark.

			I find it curious that her observation about Italian parenting customs never really did the trick of making me feel intimidated by my grandfather, which was, I assume, at least one strategic aspect. He was difficult enough on his own terms, so I kept my measured distance, in case he got any ideas of tying me up and leaving me in the cellar. I didn’t believe he would do that to me, his prized oldest grandson—yet how was I to know for sure after taking into account my mother’s vast wisdom on the barbarian subject? But when his face turned tomato red and he wanted to show affection, he would nuzzle my cheek, and his grizzled face would amusingly scratch my face and the scent of the wine would please and terrify me. My grandfather yelled at my younger brother a lot, which, to tell the truth, just about everybody did. But he never yelled at me, not even after the time we were searching around in some cupboards—for what, I cannot recall—and I came across, fifteen feet from the dinner table, three or four loaded rifles and shotguns along with plenty of rounds and buckshot. When the breach of security was analyzed, the guns were moved and never stumbled upon again. 

			My grandfather’s eyes crossed, so sometimes it was hard for me to face him. Which eye to look at? Left or right? Maybe focus on the nose, a target prominent as a Roma tomato? When I was very young, my parents noticed my own eyes would drift when I got tired, a gift from the family genes. My eyes would still be crossing if at age twelve I hadn’t started wearing glasses with prisms in the prescription, as I still do. 

			Thick, broad-chested, florid of complexion, and squat, my grandfather resembled a blushing turnip. On a good day he was five feet tall. He was comically bow-legged. This last observation seemed connected to another of my mother’s choice observations: “Pasquale was a cavalier.” She enjoyed enunciating the word “cavalier.” The truth was, he was a Cavaliere dell’Ordine di Vittorio Veneto, and served in Ethiopia in the cavalry. My mother found worthy of mockery this family military history, especially the part about Ethiopia. She would say he should go back to Ethiopia, because he was a fucking barbarian, and I was forced to conclude Ethiopia was another country full of barbarians, like Italy. At which point my father would counter by saying something inscrutably laudatory about somebody named Haile Selassie, whoever he was.

			I remember going to church one Sunday with everybody in East Islip. The priest’s homily was delivered in Italian. My grandfather was wearing his brown work shoes that had never been afflicted by a coat of polish and a blue suit, topped with a grey fedora that was too small, so he looked like a cartoon character bloated into a Pez dispenser. He had put on a starched white shirt stiff as cardboard with a tie wide as a flag, a tie whose knot, from the look on his red face, was constricting his oxygen supply, the shirt collar flipped up as if he had a set of wings under his chin. If he were a horse in that church, he could not have appeared more skittish. 

			When he was in high spirits, and his nose turned beet red from the wine he had been drinking all day, he used to beam and warn he was about to break into the tarantella. He would strike a pose like some Sicilian dancer, hands over his head, snapping his fingers, kicking his heels, threatening some imitation of the flamenco. But as much as his grandson wished for this star turn to take place, my Nonno never did break into the tarantula dance. That would have been something to see. 

			By the way, how did we know what they were saying though we did not speak their dialect, or any Italian? I don’t know, but we did. Somehow I inherited a good Italian accent, which I discovered when I learned to speak the language many years later.

			As for my grandmother, like every Italian boy of literature and lore, I adored her. She must have been a ravishing beauty in her youth, for she had that gorgeous mocha Southern skin and high cheekbones and a ready sparkle in her eyes. My mother wanted me to dislike her because, according to my mother, Giovannina was pitting my father against his siblings and his own father, while she elected to play the role of martyr and saintly matriarch. It was implicit, from my mother’s point of view, that my grandmother was devious. I am not saying my mother did not have a point. She may well have, for my mother could have received a graduate degree in deviousness. Still, my grandmother trumped every argument made against her by being herself. She wept for joy a lot—joy is my guess—when she and I chatted at the table, though I never knew why she wept, or what the joy, if it was joy, was about. She had big feelings and she showed them. Then she would pat my hand and slip me a twenty-dollar bill. The money smelled nutty and woodsy, a lot like shaved Parmigiano cheese, which should have been a clue as to where she secreted her cash.

			Don’t tell your father about the money, she would communicate in broken English. I got the message and squirreled away the loot. What nobody needed to know nobody needed to know. Acqua in bocca, as they say in Italian. Water in the mouth—which makes it hard to talk, you see, and which amounts to “Mum’s the word.” Well, if it was important to her that nobody needed to know, okay. Anything for Nonna—anything.

			*

			When my dad ran off, he didn’t bother to say: “If anybody asks you something, especially a cop, don’t open your mouth.” Every child borough-wide is hard-wired. You don’t talk. You don’t answer questions. Answer a question with a question, buy some time. And volunteering information? That was something that could get you smacked. You take every opportunity to shut the fuck up.

			Still, the uniform might be asking questions—but then again, I had an overactive imagination and a bustling fantasy life. Probably the cop didn’t ask me anything, but his disapproving scrutiny amounted to something like this: 

			Where’s your old man?

			Where?

			So it’s gonna be like that.

			Like what?

			Where. Is. Your. Old. Man?

			My old man?

			That’s the greaseball I’m axing about, chubby.

			My mutha says I am stout.

			You’re a punk, orange ya, like your old man. Stout means fat, did your pretty Polack mutha tell you that, too?

			She takes me shopping for clothes in the husky section.

			You know, husky is another word for…

			Also she says I have big bones.

			Yeah, you got lotsa big bones all right. In your freakin’ head.

			*

			When my family is finally reunited, it’s a long time from now and a long, long way from here, in an airport on the other side of the country. It would take longer, much longer, for me to have a clue as to what the FBI wanted with my father and what it was that drove us far from home. 

			Brooklyn in my past, as a boy I would come to discover I had arrived in a place where oranges grew on the trees and shiny convertibles glided along the expressway, which they called a freeway, and a different ocean—and also the Brooklyn Dodgers, only they weren’t the Brooklyn Dodgers anymore. This was a strange and beautiful place. There were redwood trees and brown hills. The food was different, too, including the pizza, which barely qualified. They didn’t know from chicken parm, either. The rain was not the New York rain, rain that gave off attitude: You want a taste of this? I got your rain right here. And the snow…what snow? 

			I would soon find out the people who lived here talked weird. They would snicker when you said didjuh and shoulda, wautah and fawk. They would correct you and say did you and should have, water and fork. Your mudda, fadda, and brudda were a source of amusement as well. At the movies, everybody waited in line, and not on line, as they shoulda. Yes, they thought they wuz pretty smaht, only they said smart. It was enough to put the kibosh on the whole friggin ding. The only sport I had played was stickball in the middle of Humboldt Street in Greenpoint, when we yelled fuck you at the drivers whose cars interrupted us. Here they had gorgeous green fields for baseball, and perfect black asphalt courts for a game known as basketball. I had never touched a basketball before. The whole landscape was sad and dazzling, lit up by the unyielding, bleaching sun. Over time, I might get used to it all, maybe, but I doubted it. 

			The place was called California. 

		

	
		
			February 4, 2010

			Chilly, chilly, chilly night here in Greenpoint, which is in Brooklyn and which is where I was born. I don’t often come back to Greenpoint, except for weddings and funerals. 

			So far, no weddings. 

			Tonight’s forecast is a blizzard. 

			Bring it on, I say, even as the sparkling black sky makes me doubt the meteorologist’s crystal ball. I like the toasty, tinny taste in the air. Maybe that means the flu is coming on. 

			I’m here in Greenpoint to see my mother. It has been almost two years. A lot has happened. But first, I am going to walk. And walk. And walk some more. Though it is freezing, I need to prepare. Fortunately, the sidewalks are mostly empty, the way I have preferred my sidewalks and, for longer than I would care to admit, my romantic entanglements. 

			Greenpoint is toying with me. Brooklyn, my mother’s appearance, the imminent blizzard—the puzzle pieces of the past, my personal history, are shifting around on the board when who knew there was a game to be played? Bless me, Father, for I have obviously sinned, it has been a long, long time since my last confession, but if it please the court, there are two observations I would like to observe at this time: As far as I am concerned, nothing has changed in Greenpoint since I was ten years old and was transplanted in California, and everything looks completely different. 

			*

			One day my wife had a routine medical appointment. This was many years before tonight and three thousand miles away. 

			I had never met Dr. Smith, though other relatives as well as friends were Dr. Smith’s patients. At the time I was traveling, and when my wife called, she sounded tentative, wary. She does not do tentative or wary. She is more like standing on the bridge in bungee-jumping school and then leaping: Wheee! This was the exchange she related: 

			Dr. Smith, she said to her healer, you and I have a mutual acquaintance. 

			Oh, really, her doctor asked, who would that be?

			That would be Kay Di Prisco, your patient. 

			How do you know Catherine? 

			This was a legitimate query on the doctor’s part, because his patient did not take her spouse’s last name in holy wedlock.

			She is my mother-in-law.

			That means you’re married to that writer, Joe Di Prisco?

			Yes, he is my husband, she admitted, like that casually throwing away her constitutionally protected right not to incriminate herself.

			Faster than you could spit out First, do no harm, Dr. Smith declared: 

			You know, if she was my mother, I would have committed suicide.

			*

			I should have seen that one coming. That doctor’s point of view was one with which I sympathized, though sympathized is not the word. My reaction to the doctor’s wisecrack was to laugh. Not because it was funny, though it was, in an awful way, something like funny, but because—what else was I supposed to do? 

			If she was my mother…

			Who knew members of the healing profession were licensed to say stuff like that? 

			…I would have committed suicide.

			It would be tempting to observe that the doc’s harsh remark reveals more about the doctor than his patient. But no, that’s probably not so. And how did he know Kay Di Prisco’s son was a writer? My literary career has been the publishing world’s equivalent of an unmanned drone zipping under the radar over the polar cap. Truth is, my mother’s doctor had a point, because if you knew my mother—well, the doctor had a very interesting point. 

			So I’m walking around Greenpoint and it’s so cold it hurts to breathe. I shouldn’t have given up cigars. Smoking a Dominican Robusto would be a warm comfort, if not a consolation. I look over to where the dry cleaner used to be, where my mother worked fifty years ago. That was where I would keep her company in the back after school or during the summer, when the fan boxed in the window whirred like a mosquito. The fan was an exercise in futility. It was never anything but insufferably hot in the store. Even so, she inhaled her Lucky Strikes and sipped on her green-tinted glass bottles of Coca-Cola while I threw down icy cold Yoo-Hoo, the partially hydrogenated soybean oil-rich chocolatish drink that might as well have been laced with laudanum, it was so addictive. Down the block from the dry cleaner’s there is the funeral parlor, on the corner of Humboldt Street and Driggs Avenue: Stobierski’s Garden View Funeral Home. Nobody in Greenpoint has ever captured either the elusive unicorn or the view of any garden in the vicinity of the establishment.

			That’s where my mother is tonight, at Stobierski’s, after the plane ride. She has been living in Florida with my father for the last eighteen months. My father’s poor health wouldn’t allow him to accompany her, so she made the trip alone.

			Tonight, her journey has come to an end. It won’t be long before somebody is telling her only living son that his mother looks beautiful. She herself heard that a million times. Tonight she won’t. She is lying in a casket. 

			*

			In the 1930s Thomas Wolfe wrote a story called “Only the Dead Know Brooklyn.” It’s a famous work first published in The New Yorker and narrated in the argot reminiscent of a favorite television program, “The Bowery Boys,” starring a smart doofus and a softie wise guy, off whose tongues rolled lots of dese and dose, duh and dem bums. 

			I must have first read Wolfe’s story in an anthology when I was eleven or twelve, and I read it over and over, not because I was obsessive-compulsive (though I was and obviously still am), and not because it was short (though it was), and not because the writer was illustrious (who knew?). This was the reason I was awestruck: The guy put the name of Greenpoint, or Greenpernt, where I was born and which I had left, and its lingo into a story. I couldn’t get over this. It made me appreciate that Greenpoint was real, as in real enough to be put inside the pages of a book, and books, which were rare and precious, I loved more than I loved Greenpoint itself. 

			Wolfe’s last lines go, “It’d take a guy a lifetime to know Brooklyn t’roo an’ t’roo. An’ even den, yuh wouldn’t know it all.” 

			I might have thought that a bit overstated, if overstated were a word in my working vocabulary when I was eleven or twelve, which I did strive to expand through stacks of personal index cards, tough or big words scribbled on the front, dictionary definition on the back. I loved reading around in the dictionary, a mental amusement park. I hated the thesaurus, because it seemed out of control, indiscriminate, manic, suggestible. Another problem was, the thesaurus had no pictures. But my dictionary, the battle-torn hardcover Webster’s held together by Scotch tape, was an instrument—no, it was an exotic vehicle, like Aladdin’s lamp. The skillful, dogged use of the dictionary gave me most of my knowledge of, for instance, sex education, which was a term never heard in school. Unbelievable the words the dictionary defined, right there in plain sight, often employing handy sketches and (not nearly enough) instructive photos. Words like, say, masturbation. Maybe there was not enough description to give a how-to-visual, but that was okay, because I would never never never never never commit such an act, consciously anyway or while completely awake, whatever the dictionary said it was, because that deed was proscribed. As Sister advised, “Don’t do anything you wouldn’t do in front of the Blessed Virgin Mary.” This image of the party-pooping Virgin was scarier than any vampire movie, because vampires were less likely than the BVM to pop up while you were possibly doing something that would elicit, if not a hardworking vampire’s, certainly the Virgin Mary’s sorrowful disapproval. 

			Yes, to anticipate a reasonable-enough question likely surfacing: I was a boy who spent a lot of time by himself.

			Brooklyn t’roo an’ t’roo? That was the issue. At eleven or twelve, though, I thought I was done with Greenpoint and with Brooklyn, and there was nothing worth knowing t’roo an t’roo about it that I didn’t already know. One thing that famous story did not do was make me feel nostalgic, now that I lived in California. At its Greek root the word nostalgia refers to that profound, intrinsic desire that people supposedly have to come home. Greenpoint, I felt sure, would never have qualified. 

			Nowadays, Greenpoint has become very hot: trendy restaurants, soaring real estate prices, hit television show locations, big-ticket events covered in The New York Times. But Greenpoint as recollected in childhood memory: row houses upon row houses, East River waterfront, penny bridges, diesel fumes, air thick as pencil lead, abandoned factories, Polish bakeries, Italian tough guys, bars and grills, churches and churches and churches. That’s not a home to be nostalgic for, that’s a movie set. As it happened, good mob movies like Donny Brasco and The Departed would come to be filmed in Greenpoint. The latter became a favorite of my dad’s, though he never got the name quite right. He called it The Deported. He did this sort of thing with words, which he mangled marvelously. Like with Pennsylvania. For him, the Keystone state was pronounced Penn-slyvania. 

			Then again, maybe Thomas Wolfe got it right. Maybe it’s only the dead who can say they knew Brooklyn, once they aren’t able to say anything anymore. Tonight I might make progress finding out if that’s true. Tonight is the wake for my mother, so, if Wolfe was right, she would theoretically be in a position to help. They won’t start the ritual of the wake till her only living son gets there, so I keep walking the neighborhood. Timing is everything in life. In death, too. 

			Brooklyn t’roo an’ t’roo. What could that mean?

			*

			The posted sign reads McGoldrick Park. Back then, nobody called it McGoldrick Park. Everybody called it Winthrop Park. There is the pseudo-Classical stone portico and there are the columns of the building dedicated to veterans of foreign wars. I spent a lot of time in that park. I was fascinated by cocoons and caterpillars and asked to hear again how that chrysalis thing works. One day in 1960 I was at the park after school because I had an appointment to fight Stephen Somethingski. I did not want to be there. But did I have a choice? No. My buddies showed to root me on. 

			Stephen Somethingski’s father reviewed the rules of engagement: 

			No uze rasslink. We does boxink.

			The man was an idiot. Stephen was a moose, so nobody with current brain function was going to wrestle him—all he’d have to do is fall on you and it would be over.

			No locks off head.

			He was a regular Marquis of Queensbury, only with a Polish accent and a trucker’s cap and plaid flannel coat. Headlocks? You’d need a ladder to get up there to grab Stephen around the neck.

			No scratch witt nail, scratch like girl.

			Okay, the man might truly be an idiot. And what was he doing here, anyway? 

			One gray wintry school day Stephen ­Somethingski had called me out. Stephen was a head taller and maybe fifty pounds heavier than me, which was saying something. Stephen told me to meet him at the park after school to settle our “differences.” I did not like Stephen much, make that not at all, and I didn’t know we had anything called differences or if they could be settled via fisticuffs, or any other way. Words would have worked, maybe. Words worked except when they didn’t, like, evidently, now.

			I must have done something terrible to provoke Stephen, but I have no recollection. Maybe you don’t need a rationale to fight when you’re growing up a boy in Brooklyn. So I arrived that day after school, full of something like excitement mixed with dread and nausea. Then Stephen appeared. Only Stephen’s father was with him. Another enormous, beefy Polish guy, this one reeking of barely suppressed anger and the Pabst Blue Ribbon piwo he drank for lunch. As I prepared myself for fisticuffs, I was not afraid of Stephen—I was afraid for Stephen. And also for myself. But not because Stephen was going to beat me up. That seemed unlikely, especially after he showed up with his old man. There was no good reason for this fight to take place, no principle to uphold, no dignity to protect. What felt worst of all was that there was no way to stop it from happening. 

			The other guys showed, too, witnesses and pals standing in as the scrappy entourage. It would have been hard for anybody to cheer on Stephen because nobody liked him. Being the biggest kid in the class—maybe the school—is not easy to live up to, not that anybody had empathy to spare. For another thing, he smelled. And his grades were so-so. And he was huge and clumsy and so unsure of himself he got in everybody’s way. And he had that needy look that conveyed a pushy insecurity.

			Did the dad even like his son? It was debatable. The dad seemed to be present to send a message that his son had something to prove, either to his dad or to himself, or possibly to the other boys in the class, one of whom had been handpicked for fighting.

			If Stephen’s father hadn’t shown up, the adversaries might have had a chance to talk this through, or call each other names and leave it at that, and maybe not have to throw hands after all. But maybe the dumb dad did not want that. The dumb dad being dumbly present meant nobody stood a chance of retaining a shred of dumb self-respect.

			So he and I circled each other, acting as if we kind of knew what we were doing. We watched boxing on television, we had a clue. We threw out small fists at the end of arms that had the tensile force of rope. 

			It was easy to mix it up in the neighborhood, because that’s the way it was. I had all I needed to operate: If you know you’re going to be in a fight, throw the first punch, ideally in the nose, which will spurt scary blood and convince most guys it’s not worth it. I adopted wholesale this M.O. I was not a tough guy and never would be, but you never walk away from a challenge, and that meant you prefer taking a beating to walking away a coward. A simple, brutal, and dimwitted logic, unquestioned by everybody.

			Today’s fight was not going to cover anybody in glory, because we were fighting over nothing—nothing to win meant everything to lose. We ducked, we bobbed, we weaved, we sadly mimicked courage and resolve. Stephen and I kept circling. Stephen was so tall that I couldn’t get an angle, and Stephen was so slow that his telegraphed punches either never landed or had the impact of sunflowers brushing my face. This was a mismatch. I punched Stephen in the face, and again in the face, his doughy face, because I didn’t know what else to do, and I saw fear flicker like church candles in Stephen’s eyes. Fear observed brings out the worst in people, especially in boys fighting in a park.

			It dawned. It was simple. 

			Stephen Somethingski was trying to impress his dad. That was an objective nobody else could help him achieve, and futility would be his prize. There was a chance there was something more insidious at work. Dad needed Stephen to impress him, to defend himself as being the dad of a boy who could hold his own in a fistfight. 

			Hulking, shoes-in-the-mud Stephen could not fight a lick, and at some point his discouraged dad realized as much and threw in the towel. Stephen wasn’t physically harmed. But he had to deal with his father. Then we all walked off—here’s the stunning part—together. We went to a water fountain and bent over and greedily drank, politely waiting our turn. 

			You boys, punks. 

			So much for being gracious in defeat.

			Stephen started this, he had it comin’.

			So much for being gracious in whatever the semblance of victory would be.

			The old man spit on the ground. Then he walked off with his son. He didn’t put his arm around him. He walked alongside, insisting on separation. It was the picture of loneliness. If appearances were predictive, a bad night awaited them both. 

			What happened in Winthrop Park long ago when I was ten, on a gray wintry day after school, was simple. That was when two boys, nostrils flaring, breathing hard, hopelessly fought to earn the respect of Brooklyn and, more important, the respect of their fathers, only one of whom was stupid enough to be present. The other may have not been physically on the scene, but he was ever-present in the imagination of his son. 

			*

			The night of my mother’s wake, a metropolitan bus cut me off in the crosswalk near my old grade school, St. Stan’s, as in St. Stanislaus Kostka School. Greenpoint is Polish as kielbasa, and the smell of cooked cabbage seems to insinuate its way through every stairwell and corridor and nasal passage. The big brick St. Stan’s school building squats, imposing, at the corner of the block: bleak and bland, with all the charm of a bank branch, though this was an institution dedicated to another type of saving. 

			I was a schoolboy, and one of the principal requirements for being a schoolboy was being in school. This was where I became the idea of myself. It wasn’t a particularly great, original, or inspired idea to have of oneself, but it was mine. Or maybe it was everybody else’s idea of me and I had no choice but to live up to it. 

			I was a schoolboy the way my dad was a gambler, the way my mom was a beauty and a flirt, the way John was a future felon and tragic fuck-up, the way Bobby was a juvenile delinquent and heartbreaker, the way Eddie was closeted gay and the most generous person in the family, the way my sister was…I had no idea who she was. I never lived with her. My mother’s having three children with a man who wasn’t my father made for complications later on when I grasped the truth—but her other two boys I always considered my brothers, just like my father’s other biological son, John. 

			In any case, as a schoolboy, I was different. Neither of my parents had graduated, and none of my four siblings would graduate from high school, and high school graduation was an academic breakthrough far, unthinkably far, in my own future. I would get a PhD someday, but being awarded the blue and gold doctoral hood barely registered on the family Richter scale. No, it was high school graduation that shook them. It was the prime social separator. 

			Once a schoolboy turned seven, life became a much more serious proposition, a life-and-death moral proposition. At age seven, so the Church theologically stipulated, I had the faculty and the obligation to make life-altering decisions. This was called the “age of reason.” Theologians have struggled over such issues for centuries, and though I did not know their names and did not have the Latin or the German, I took the point. I was responsible. I had arrived. This was the Big Leagues.

			Children were served their theology without a dollop of sugar or spice. They got it whole and cold as a hardboiled egg from a blue booklet called the Baltimore Catechism. As with a plate of hardboiled eggs, you shouldn’t consume too much dogma in a single sitting. Thus these propositions were advanced in bracing question and unforgettable answer form, and addressed systematically.

			Q. 150. Why did God make you?

			A. God made me to know Him, to love Him, and to serve Him in this world, and to be happy with Him forever in the next.

			Q. 197. What is a mystery?

			A. A mystery is a truth which we cannot fully understand. 

			Q. 198. Is every truth which we cannot understand a mystery?

			A. Every truth which we cannot understand is not a mystery; but every revealed truth which no one can understand is a mystery.

			The Baltimore Catechism was also a guidebook for doing good, works of charity, for so-called corporal works of mercy, as well as a handbook useful for forgiving your neighbor, even theoretically a neighbor named Stephen Somethingski. It was like the Boy Scout’s Handbook, only without the kites and the forts, the knots and hitches, the birds’ nests, and bows and arrows. The Catechism didn’t treat camping without a tent, or building a fire, or what to do when you got lost in the woods, but, even if merit badges never come up in the Catechism, in some respects these works were similar. 

			The Baltimore Catechism helped a boy wend his way through those existential problems that corresponded to being lost, if not in the woods, then in the explorable spiritual world. It was a field guide to mortal existence, Hell, Purgatory, Heaven, and the afterlife. It was about how Jesus was “begotten, not made,” about how Mary was a virgin, about how there were three persons in one God, about how Jesus was not fifty percent man and fifty percent God, like some super divine 50-50-bar creamsicle, but one hundred percent God and one hundred percent man—and if you don’t get that, you don’t get anything important about being Catholic. I never pretended to understand that one about Mary’s being a virgin, in fact the Blessed Virgin with a capital V. How could I, when I did not grasp what the opposite of virgin was?

			“Sistah, is God so strong that He can make a rock He can’t pick it up?”

			Sister addressed that question to her complete and total satisfaction.

			“Sistah, is God so smaht He can make up a math test He can’t pass?”

			She addressed that question to her complete and…

			The resurrection of the body, a big subject. After you die, at the Last Judgment, the physical body is resurrected. Okay, that makes sense, Sistah, and is really fascinating. Or so we somehow absorbed this Baby Church Father version of Tertullian’s Credo quia absurdum est: “I believe because it is absurd.” So, the physical body rises from the grave and goes to Heaven intact and beautiful, your jellyroll or pompadour hair perfect? 

			“Sistah, what if you was fishing out there on duh ocean in a boat and there was a big wave and you got knocked into the watah and you were et up by a bunch of sharks, your leg went here and your head went there and your body was all over the ocean…”

			With a sigh, Sister wordlessly conveyed confidence it must have been time for recess, if not a cocktail.

			The big philosophical kicker in all this study and reflection (not to mention the memorization of the Baltimore Catechism) was that without free will, there was nothing but predestination. And predestination was an odious, vile, sacrilegious Protestant concept—which translated in my mind as case closed. Sure, free will was a part of dogma, but it wasn’t dogma for me. It was beyond dogma, it was true, it was the case, it was something you could have by heart like the Pledge of Allegiance. 

			Around the corner from my apartment was a Lutheran church. I would avert eyes when passing the red brick edifice, on high alert, on the lookout for any gratuitous onslaughts on my soul, avoiding any chance I was going to be sucked into traitorous Martin Luther’s vortex. I also used to walk by a Jehovah’s Witnesses storefront, an apparent base camp for heathen reprobates who strutted round town, sweating in white shirts and black ties. Those guys were scarier and sillier both, with their pathetic handouts in their clammy grasp and their work-boots-at-the-sock-hop sense of misplaced self-assurance that Catholics were ridiculous dumbbells. I kept a sharp lookout for their heretical asses and would not hesitate to jaywalk to avoid contact.

			I did more than subscribe to doctrine, for doctrine had limited appeal. And before I was in college, and certainly during college and after, I understood that the Church could not be more wrong in its doctrines with regard to an all-male priesthood, contraception, sexuality, and all the interrelated issues. These ecclesiastical positions were determined in and by history, and they would be reimagined someday, or so I thought when I was a full-of-myself college student. Change would come in the Catholic Church eventually, and that could mean a few hundred more years, but it was inevitable—because finally the Church testified that it was on the side of the truth, not on the side of power. That was the message the Church was soon to be delivering via the great Pope John XXIII and the Second Vatican Council. 

			Nonetheless, from early on, the Church led me to one wonderful conclusion: that a life without free will would be too dull for words. Free will was the ticket that needed to be punched for the celestial railroad. So I ponied up. Maybe I was fated to pony up—but if that were the case, let the idiots and the Greek gods argue it out, it was not my problem. As far as I was concerned, I could choose, I could decide how to live—not to mention where to live, including maybe with any luck somewhere other than Greenpoint. 

			*

			My buddies were Anthony and Tommy and Michael. Anthony was so stylish and good-looking we figured he could become a lounge singer, like Dean Martin. We called him Antny. Tommy, alternately serious and madcap: maybe he could end up a pizza parlor owner, maybe a lawyer, whatever a lawyer did besides wear a suit and tie and live anywhere except in the neighborhood. Michael, the glamorous one, maybe priest, maybe movie star, maybe shortstop on the Legion team. 

			Despite my devotion and commitment to showing up at school, one fateful afternoon we made a break for it in broad daylight from St. Stan’s—that is, my three buddies and I cut school, midday, during lunchtime, when there was slack in the monitoring of children—maybe the nun shifts were in transition, graveyard to day to night. It was not exactly my Ocean’s Eleven moment, but I was readily recruited—though there’s also the possibility that I could have been the ringleader. 

			Being on the lam was thrilling, skulking around the streets of Greenpoint in our non-camouflage Catholic school-issue uniforms, green cardigans and salt-and-pepper corduroys, paranoid about being pursued, doing all we could, like hiding behind cars, to evade authorities. One of my big brothers, Bobby, used to speak forbiddingly about truant officers, how they were like cops and how they would catch kids out of school, and how bad things happened as a result. Bad things like so-called reform school where equivalents of West Side Story (not that the movie had appeared yet) would break out, albeit without all the great singing and dancing. My big brother cared a lot about the truant officer problem, because he and high school never mixed, and he was destined to do time in a so-called reform school, which sounded like another way to say prison junior. 

			I visited Bobby once in reform school. It was somewhere vaguely “upstate,” at the end of a long steamy cigarette-smoky car ride with the windows open, and there were lawns and trees, and my brother had a pack of cigarettes rolled up in his white T-shirt sleeve, revealing a bicep, which was impressive. Coveys of semi-incarcerated teenage boys swarmed the hills on their best behavior for visiting day.

			Ultimately, did such an institution reform my brother? Well, he never did go back, or go to prison in the future. In the present, the experience paid off, too. As a result of his stay, Bobby sported a badge of honor. He became identified as a juvenile delinquent. To an admiring little brother like me, and to the girls in the neighborhood, JD was the equivalent of rock star. Snap your fingers, it was the fifties, man.

			Maybe Anthony, Tommy, Michael, and I played hooky because we had a dose of spring fever. We were not consciously aspiring juvenile delinquents. We went to a diner, where at the counter we drank cherry Cokes and poured cream into warm bowls of rice pudding. We walked around the park. We were friends. This is what ten-year-old boys do, when they are not playing stickball or breaking windows in abandoned factories or walking around looking for somebody to have a problem with them. We never started a problem, let’s be clear about that, but sometimes it seemed like we could never fail to find it. You gotta problem? Yeah, I gotta problem, a problem wichoo, and your sistah too on account she keeps suckin’ my dick. 

			One paradoxically fascinating aspect about flight from school was that it was truly, deeply, terminally boring. The breaking of rules and the flouting of expectations was exciting, because isn’t it always? But we replaced the blind following of rules with walking around aimlessly, looking for something to experience—something to fill in the precious time we had freed up by cutting school. It seems to be reminiscent of the mobster life, which, so they say, consists mostly of waiting around for something to happen, for somebody to show up, for some phone to ring or some car to drive by, a span of incredible boredom interrupted only occasionally by sheer terror when the call or the car or the guy arrives. Was playing hooky possibly a gateway to racketeering? My mother would have a theory.

			Cutting school was exciting, but the experience of being outside school was in and of itself tedious. It was exciting to plot escape, not so hot to experience the successful achievement. If there is a moral to this story, it is too obvious and doesn’t need to be stated—or, for that matter, overstated. These days we take for granted so much when it comes to the fascinating reports of brain research, but perhaps in my case there was not much development in the marvelous, color-coded, mapped part of my brain responsible for understanding that when you skip out of school in the fifth grade in the middle of the day, everybody will know you qualify as a moron. 

			We have established the obvious: that maybe I wasn’t the smartest kid in Brooklyn. But the evidence is mixed. As for smart, there must have been a mix-up somewhere, since after I finished the first grade, I went directly to the third, thereby skipping the academic travails and rigors of the second. That administrative determination led to all sorts of complications later on, particularly in high school, when I graduated at sixteen years old, roughly the hormonal equivalent of a newt. 

			When my mother came home the day of the breakout, she radiated irritation that truancy was the first step toward a life of crime. She informed me that the Mother Superior had been in touch. The Mother Superior’s name evoked more terror than Carlo Gambino’s or any other head of the Five Families. She implied that the similarly disgusted Archbishop, currently heating up caldrons of oil for inquisitional purposes, and several of the twelve Apostles if not Jesus Christ Himself, would be following up. How would she know? She never went to church, which she should have done, not that I found myself in a position to remonstrate with her regarding her soul’s prospective damnation, given that my own moral standing was severely compromised.

			I recall the crushed, angry look on my mother’s face, the anger that trembled like a spiderwebby halo around her head. My mom did disappointment like some movie star. She would fluff up gigantic pillows on an enormous beautiful couch of dismay and settle right down and preside. She could have won a prize. And another prize for saying I told you so, which she often told me after the fact, when, in reality, in advance she had done no such thing. I knew that to be the case, because if she had told me so, I would have done as she suggested, as I was mostly a very good boy.

			“Joseph,” she pleaded, “what the fuck did you do?”

			Joseph had no fucking idea. Not that I used such a bad word.

			One of my older brothers piped up: “Jo Jo’s a fuckin’ hoodlum, Ma.”

			“Bobby and Eddie, the two of yas, shut the fuck up.”

			My two big brothers had fallen out of their chairs, laughing. The fact remained that Joseph, perfect schoolboy with perfect attendance, was being disciplined. That night, they couldn’t stop cracking up over Jo Jo, perfect Jo Jo, being suspended. That’s right. Jo Jo was not permitted to go to school for a day in punishment for skipping out of school, thereby instilling in him a confusing message about the value of attending school. Willfully not attending was punishable by enforced non-attending of school. 

			Almost from the first, the perfect schoolboy handle never did feel right. As it would turn out, in the course of my school career, in elementary school, in high school, and in college, I would be at some point disciplined to the point of suspension, and was actually expelled from one institution, for a few minutes, anyway. Call me a schoolboy, if that’s the way it had to be, but I didn’t want everybody to think of me that way—as perfect. Maybe that was why I played hooky. 

			I was nowhere near perfect. My shoplifting habit would prove as much, an activity I perfected at the five and dime on Manhattan Avenue. With my angelic demeanor, I could get away with murder under the nose of the blue-haired clerks who chain-smoked and stood behind counters and never glanced my cherubically chubby way as I pocketed trinkets and toys and chocolate cigarettes. 

			Catholic schoolboys were encouraged to perform their “examination of conscience,” to regularly review their behavior and scour their thoughts for transgressions and failings. For me, this examination of conscience became an all-consuming activity, because I always found in my soul evidence of behavior lacking in sanctity, purity, and obedience. I thought continually about the increasingly high probability I might go to Hell for all my sins, which were numerous and depraved. For example, the sin called “bad thoughts,” meaning impractical and vague meta- or para-sexual fantasies about girls like lovely Elaine F., the best student in class, whose status was for me a major turn-on. In terms of sexual information, the dictionary would only go so far, unfortunately.

			These days, decades later, I still perform routinely the examination of conscience, but I do so reflexively, an aspect of my obsessive-compulsive tics.

			*

			Tonight, walking around Greenpoint, my first-rate attendance performance continues apace. A semester of perfect attendance, no problem (except for that fifth-grade suspension glitch, for which any reasonable person should grant a mulligan). How about a year of perfect attendance? How about two years of never missing school? Attendance might have been my best subject. It’s an underrated subject. Penmanship was a glaring problem, because my cursive was legible as espionage-encrypted Cyrillic, but I couldn’t help it—my fingers didn’t work that way. Then again, maybe I missed acquiring cursive by evading the scholarly juggernaut of second grade. Still, I could show up like nobody’s business. Like tonight. I’m there for the wake when my brothers and father, each for very different reasons, are unable to be.

			Near St. Stan’s is where the candy store used to be—peddling jawbreakers, egg creams, 50-50 bars, cherry Italian ice, the News and Mirror, Sunday papers I used to go get for my parents. Over there’s where the local Made Guy operated a slightly upscale dive of a bar. When the door swung open, somebody who’d had too much to drink stumbled down the block and you could hear Frank or Elvis on the jukebox and be washed over by the soapy smell of a tide of beer while the neon signs in the window blinked obscure messages about the wages of sin, probably ads for Lucky Strikes and Crown Royal. My father used to work there as a bartender. 

			My dad was a compulsive gambler—or as my mother would deftly massage the delicate phrase, “a degenerate losing gambler fuck.” “Degenerate” was a very big word in her working vocabulary, along with “antisocial,” which she also employed with frequency to refer to her husband, but who knows what she might have come up with had she expanded her vocabulary by employing index cards as skillfully as her least-favorite child. Countless times she would pound the table, screaming that she was “going to divorce the motherfucker,” which was an interesting word choice whose literal meaning never quite dawned on her two youngest children, the pet audience for her monologues. Once she informed us that she had called Gamblers Anonymous to get them to intervene: “Your father is a degenerate fucking gambler.” Her entreaties fell on deaf ears. Gamblers Anonymous probably told her that her husband needed to want to change before they could do anything. She just wanted Gamblers Anonymous to incarcerate the degenerate fucking gambler.

			Psychoanalytic thinking connects gambling with masochism. One gambles in order to lose, because a gambler’s destiny is foreordained. Every gambler unconsciously grasps and denies this fundamental verity. You gamble, you lose. Psychoanalytic thinking can function at times as an elegant metaphor for understanding experience, even to some degree in these days when Freud has been discredited by his critics as a quack. But it is usually incomplete and simplistic when formulaic, especially when the parts seem to click together like Lincoln Logs. In the case of my father: parental abuse ▶ gambling ▶ marriage to controlling, abusive wife ▶ gambling ▶ misery ▶ degenerate fucking Italian. The repetition complex, again according to psychoanalytic thinking, is about a death wish. Keep repeating and repeating and repeating, you beat death. Only you can’t beat death, for the same reason you can’t win at the track.

			There is no joy in gambling: I can testify from painful personal experience. Strangely, there is not much joy even when you are winning. You bet because you know the right side, even if you don’t know such a thing. Of course, winning beats losing any day, but here’s the catch. The high you get from winning does not counterbalance the low you get from losing. In fact, losing feels worse than winning feels good, which makes no sense logically, but makes perfect sense psychologically. 

			Sometimes my dad liked to preface some prediction of his with “If I was a gamblin’ man…” Upon the declaration of this absurd hypothetical, everybody would blink to get the fairy dust out of their eyes. Presumably in the service of his vocation, he once tried to borrow money from the loan-sharking Made Guy, but his informal application was denied. Apparently, he was told he would not be lent the money for the following reason: “Because I like you, Joe.” Believe it or not, a loan shark’s first job is to talk you out of borrowing money. This episode was related with pride. It took many years for me to understand why he was proud that somebody would not lend him any money, at which point it was transparent to the son that his father either liked playing with fire or was not savvy enough to think up an alternative capital investment strategy.

			To a boy of eight, or nine, or ten, what did gambling mean? I knew horses were involved, and heard the word “track” a lot, as in one-half of the phrase that often echoed off the walls at home: the “fucking track.” I myself had an early and appalling experience with what I construed to be gambling. There was a bazaar in the school basement, and the children brought money and played for rag dolls and balls and tried to knock down pins to win some worthless bauble or ceramic saint. My father gave me a few dollars. I went around the bazaar losing at every juncture. I was mortified. I won nothing, absolutely nothing. And when the last of the money was gone, the five or ten bucks I had been given now up in smoke, I ran out of the bazaar and covered the three blocks home, eyes stinging with disappointment and humiliation and rage. I would tell nobody. It still constitutes one of the bitterest memories in my life.

			*

			My neighborhood walk this February 2010 night takes me to the schoolyard where my buddies and I once played. That’s where my beloved first dog, a pretty white-chested boxer named Princess, romped and chomped on the snow, and nearby was the toy store, where I used to look longingly into the window, especially around Christmas, at the train sets and the trucks and the cars and the board games and the yo-yos and the Spaldeens and the harmonicas. Not far from here is where the movie house used to be, the Winthrop, right across the street from the park of the same name. 

			After Saturday matinees, I would scoot home from the Winthrop by myself, sometimes with my little brother, in the early winter dark, terrified and breathless after watching eyes-wide-open those vampire-uprising, veggie-Martian-contagion-takeover, mad-scientist-bug-chemistry-experiment-that-took-uh-oh-a-very-bad-turn-in-the-desert movies. In some weirdly unforgettable horror movie, some sadist with a British accent jimmies up binoculars such that when the viewer attempts to adjust the focus, his eye sockets are stabbed. To this day, this grotesque image lingers, and it may explain why an invitation to a bird-watching expedition makes me reach for excuses. 

			My all-time favorite movie was The Thing From Another World (1951), produced and directed by Howard Hawks. This is the ideal fifties horror movie, and I could watch it every year. It features snappy patter and a vegan-ish monster in the North Pole, not to mention a classy broad dressed in a lab coat and possessed of an advanced academic degree. Nonetheless, she continually walks around with a fresh pot of coffee and says to everybody in the Quonset hut, “You look like you can use a cup.” She reports to the head honcho scientist, who is a dangerous wimp with a telltale goatee and his Nobel Prize citation (Nobel? Really?) practically stamped on his forehead, even while she develops a crush on a wise guy Air Force officer in a leather bomber who is brave and expert at making witty repartee and issuing crisp, wry instructions to devoted gung-ho underlings. The scientist almost gets them all killed, the way scientists always manage to do in these movies. In the end, the officer gets the savvy babe and the monster both, not in the same way to be sure, though both ways involve the use of electricity, only one type of which comes from a generator. That is, he fries the vegetable monster sent from outer space who has a taste for blood (logic was another casualty of the narrative) and he can’t keep his hands off the barista girl from the academy. Keep watching the skies! goes the voice-overing journalist at the end of the movie while symphonic strains elevate endorphin levels in the movie-going audience.

			Keep watching the skies! 

			I was watching, I was always watching.

			*

			Throughout the Brooklyn years and even long afterward, I watched closely my brothers and father and admired them and secretly reveled in their hotshot behavior and big-shot attitude. There was a part of me that wanted to be like them, even if that meant I was taking a chance on punishment and risking a life of criminality, not to mention eternal damnation. But the good boy who got good grades must have begun to sense early on a way to address the tension, the internal conflict. 

			I could split, I could compartmentalize. 

			Gambling like a wise guy provides a useful metaphor. Sometimes the spread in the betting line of a game makes for a golden wagering opportunity when the line drifts, and you can play what they call a middle. Say the Jets start out three-point favorites against New England, and you bet them: that means New York has to win by more than three points for you to win the bet. But let’s say that big action comes in on the Jets and the line moves, and by game time New England is no longer a three-point but a five-point dog. That is a huge swing, and this sort of opportunity doesn’t occur often, but it happens, especially when you are gambling with more than one book, as wise guy gamblers do, because betting lines can be different with various books. Then you bet the Patriots, too. If the game ends up a 28-24 Jets’ victory, you win both ways—because the Jets win by more than three (winning your first bet) and the Pats lose by fewer than five (winning your second bet). 

			Life can feel beautiful for the wise guys who play the middle. 

			When I split and compartmentalized, I was in effect betting both sides. Somehow I developed the notion—which I never articulated to myself but which stayed with me far into my adulthood—that I could middle my whole life.

		

OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/TrajanPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPSMT.ttf


OEBPS/image/DiPrisco1.jpg






OEBPS/font/EmfatickNF.otf



OEBPS/image/7.png
Qubway to
(alifornia

Joseph
“D1 “Prisco

AUTHOR OF
The
“Pope of

“Brooklyn

LLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLL





OEBPS/image/StC_PB_PR_Cover_RGB.jpg
Qubway to
(california

Joseph
‘D1 “Prisco

The
“Pope of

‘Brooklyn





OEBPS/image/5.png
Subway to
(0alifornia

Joseph
“D1 “Prisco





