Chapter 1

Ron was riding shotgun in the pink Cadillac. It was dark and he was
trying to see in back of him. Quimpy was driving. It was the beginning of July.
Quimpy was calculating how long it would take to empty his apartment and
wipe down every piece so that he was sure there were no cockroaches. In the
back seat, Angel was almost asleep, and Celeste was sitting still and hoping
that meant that Angel would sleep through the night.

Ron cast a sidelong glance at Quimpy, who was on cruise control and
heading for the end of the night. Ron wanted to look into Celeste’s eyes. He
wanted to see her baby’s eyes again. He was confused. Maybe he should have
just gone home at the end of the day. He was helping Quimpy to move one
antique piece of furniture at a time from one end of Paterson to the otherin a
pink Cadillac convertible. It occurred to Ron that if he ever had to live out of a car,
a Cadillac would be an excellent choice. He wanted to see her face. He wanted
her to look at him. He wanted the baby to open her eyes and gaze into his soul
again.

The Caddy rolled to a stop in front of Celeste’s home. She gathered Angel
into her arms. Ron wanted her to turn around. He told himself that if she was
interested, she would look back at him. He watched the roll of her hips disappear
as she walked up the stairs and into the small, brick Cape Cod. The baby was
asleep and Celeste did not look back.

Quimpy said, “Too bad about her, isn’t it?”
“ don’t know,” said Ron.

“That big guinea family, married twice, already popped out a kid. It’s over,”
said Quimpy.

Ron was silent. He wondered if that was why she hadn’t turned around.

The next day Ron was back at Quimpy’s place. The move was in its second
week. They took two or three wooden pieces at a time. They made at least three
trips a day. There was a lot more to go. Quimpy was a collector and he liked
spindly-legged oak. Ron’s summer checks were coming in. He was working out on



the track. Quimpy was an old friend and Ron didn’t mind doing him a favor.
Besides, Quimpy was giving him excellent pot.

Celeste startled them both when she appeared. Ron stood but seemed
paralyzed. She kissed Quimpy on the cheek and moved towards Ron.

“You were talking about going on vacation last night,” she said.
Ron was confused. “l was?”

“I think that you should consider Arcosanti. It’s a great place to think
about.” She extended her right hand and presented a stapled collection of copied
library research pages to him.

Ron looked over at Quimpy and then into her eyes. “I’m not sure that |
know what you mean.”

Celeste said, “If you have any questions about this or anything else, | put
my phone number right here.” She pointed to the hand written number at the top
of one of the photocopied pages. Ron looked down at it. He was pretty sure that
his mouth had dropped open, but then she was turning and leaving.

She had been wearing jeans and a white cotton top. Ron was stunned.
Quimpy wasn’t saying anything. She didn’t made eye contact with Quimpy on the
way out. Quimpy felt strangely dismissed.

“Do you think she just gave me her phone number?”
“Looks that way,” said Quimpy.

Ron said, “l don’t know what to do about that.”
“Give her a call,” said Quimpy.

Remembering Celeste, Ron agonized. They had spent a day together in
Quimpy’s old converted garage. Then she was living in the City and drove a red
Italian sports car. Ron felt lucky that he had transportation. She was tan and
beautiful and the way the she laughed made him feel warm and excited at the
same time. But she was talking about clubbing in New York and making that scene
or a different scene. Ron knew that he did not have anything that interested her
but his smile. He smiled for her as much as he could and the next thing he heard,
she was gone and married.
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A few weeks ago, Quimpy had brought her up again. She was now twice
divorced and living back home with a baby. “Imagine your life just being over and
settled that way,” said Quimpy.

Ron had felt a pang of sadness when Quimpy had said that. “So are you
gonna start seeing her again?” he’d asked.

“Too many guineas and with that kid they will be all over her. But if she
wants to drop over and get laid it will be ok.”

Ron replayed that conversation in his head. He wondered if that was why
she had come to see Quimpy. He tried to read the stuff she had given him about
Arcosanti, but he couldn’t understand why she thought he would have been at all
interested in it.

As they packed Quimpy’s huge collection of clothing into the back of the
Caddy, Ron wondered if they should check those things for roaches too. Maybe
roaches didn’t like clothing. “So you’re sure that it’s ok if | call her?” he said to
Quimpy.

“Sure,” said Quimpy smiling. “Why would you want to call her?”
“She gave me her phone number,” said Ron.
“You know she’s a crazy bitch, right?”

“I don’t know. | remember liking her a lot when | spent that day with her in
your garage.”

Quimpy was scratching his beard. He wasn’t really paying attention to Ron.
He didn’t know why Celeste had done the stupid thing with the phone number,
but he was pretty sure that he didn’t care.

Quimpy’s old place was going into foreclosure. The landlord was in jail and
his wife had not been able to afford to heat it last winter. He wasn’t spending
another winter with his balls clinking together like ice cubes. When he had bought
her a tank of oil, she had turned the heat way up and used it all as fast as she
could. Quimpy didn’t like moving. It was a project that required help and took
time and threw him out of his routines. Ron was alright, but Quimpy didn’t like
seeing anyone every day. His new place was an ethnic mixture of Blacks, Arabs,



and Hispanics. It was actually closer to his school. It was an easier shot to the
bowling alley. The move was going to be a good thing. Then he saw Ron’s lips
moving and realized that Ron had been talking to him. He tuned back in.

“You're sure you don’t mind if | call her?” Ron was asking again.

“I’'m sure,” said Quimpy, telegraphing his exasperation. “I just mind that
you keep asking me about it.”

That Sunday morning Ron stayed in bed and read the newspaper. Then he
drove over to the track and ran. He started calling Celeste about three o’clock in
the afternoon. There was no answer. He played his guitar. He called again. Still no
answer. He went for a walk. He called again. He considered ditching the whole
idea. He smoked a joint and played his guitar again. He listened to some music. He
took a shower. He watched the Yankees lose to the Angels and go into the All Star
break two games under .500. He went out and brought home some Chinese food.
By ten o’clock, he was sure that this was just a stupid idea, but he had called so
many times that day and he couldn’t let it go.

When she picked up the phone and said “hello” he began to sweat. He
looked down to see that he his body had jerked in the bed at the sound of her
voice and brown sauce from his order of hot spiced shredded beef was leaking
onto his sheets. He pulled back the corner of the sheet and covered it so that he
didn’t have to look at it or get distracted.

“Hi, it’s Ron Tuck.”
“Oh, hi,” she said brightly.

Ron felt himself smiling. She was happy to hear from him. “l was just calling
to tell you that | finished that article about Arcosanti.”

“Yes,” she said. “What did you think of it?”
“I think | need to talk to you about it some.”

“Why don’t you come over now,” she said.



Chapter 2

Ron tugged the splattered sheet from the bed ...balled it and through it into
the corner of his closet. Then he slipped on a pair of fresh jeans and a dark blue,
button down shirt. He combed his hair looking in the mirror. He brushed his
teeth. Then he was out the door and into his car.

The summer night was warm and the breeze from the open windows of the
moving car cooled him down. He felt his hands sweating and rubbed them on his
jeans. Jesus, he was acting like a school boy. The drive was smooth. On Sunday
nights most of the world was home, or headed there, and thinking about Monday
morning work. Ron smiled and thought about how much he loved having the
summers off. The parkway lights glowed yellowish, soft, and hazy. Ron glanced
down at his hastily written directions. He couldn’t see them. He paid the toll and
pulled the car off to the side of the road. He tried to read his scribble and cursed
his handwriting. He couldn’t make it out. She’d never understand if he didn’t get
there. He thought this was the right exit. He’d pulled off the parkway and looked
for a phone booth. It was then that he realized that he hadn’t taken her number
with him. Ron said, “I’m too stupid to live.”

He did have the address and so he decided that he would let his instincts take
over. He drove towards his school. She did say that it was close to there in Fair
Lawn, the next town over. He stopped at a light on Paramus Road and made a
left. It felt right. The streets were dark. The road was wide and silent and winding

The he came to another light. Instinct told him to turn left. And there was
something that he recognized. He knew where he was! Ron looked up at the
twinkle of stars and smiled to them. They seemed to be giggling. He felt himself
concentrating. He turned the Ford to the right, the springs squeaked. He hated
that the springs squeaked so much. It felt like people could tell that he was
coming and would refer to him as Squeaky. Ron saw the circle and knew it was
her house. He felt his body begin to relax. At least he had gotten here. When he
got out, he looked up and thanked the giggling stars.

Celeste came out of the door just as he moved towards her house. She looked
gorgeous. She was wearing a long, flowing ankle length skirt and a white cotton
top. He brown hair was below her shoulders and bounced as she walked. She took



his hand quickly and turned him around. “Let’s go for a drink,” she said. “It will be
easier to talk.”

They got into Ron’s car and he winced each time the springs squeaked. She
didn’t seem to notice. He had the sense that he could feel her smiling next to him
as they drove to the bar.

When the waitress came over to their booth, Ron really didn’t know what to
order. Other than having naked women gyrating in front of him, his time in bars
had been negligible. He always blamed it on the dives that his dad had taken him
to when he was a kid, when his dad was fixing juke boxes and pinball machines
and pool tables in Newark. A thought that the business for which his dad worked
must have been connected to organized crime struck him, and for a second he
fixated on it and then he pushed it away and grinned his best dimpled grin for her.
She returned the smile.

“I don’t think that I’'m much of an Arcosanti type,” said Ron.

“I really didn’t think that you were either,” said Celeste with a mischievous
grin.

“Really, the reason that | was calling was that | wanted to see you and talk with
you and the Arcosanti thing gave me an excuse.”

“Let’s forget about Arcosanti,” she said. “It was a pretty thin reason for giving
you my phone number but it was all that | had.”

Ron felt his heart begin to pound. “You wanted to see me too?”
“Yes,” said Celeste. “I don’t know why but it feels like | know you.”
“We did meet a long time ago,” said Ron. “| mean, really a long time ago.”

Celeste said, “Quimpy told me that we had, but | must have had you mixed up
with someone else. | thought you had thick glasses and blondish, curly hair.”

Ron was confused. She didn’t remember him. She was describing his friend
Hank. Would she have been happier if it had been Hank who showed up?

“That was an old friend of mine. His name is Hank. I’'m not sure what he’s
doing these days, but | think Quimpy told me that he is a golf pro.”



Two glasses of wine appeared at their table and Ron reached into his pants
and pulled out a wad of bills. He never had his money neatly arranged. He felt his
cheeks redden as he fished for something other than a single. He wondered if all
the singles would let on to her that he went to go-go bars and wondered if she
would be disgusted by that and just want him to take her home. Then he sighed
visibly with relief and saw a ten dollar ball and slipped it onto the waitress’s tray.

“But we did spend an afternoon talking at Quimpy’s garage,” he said.

She turned her eyes towards him and shifted her body so that it was angled to
face him. He felt her foot touch his leg and then move away. “What did we do?”
she asked lightly. She was still smiling. She had a great smile that spread from her
mouth up to her eyes. They were large and brown and searching his face in the
most delightfully teasing way.

Ron swallowed. “Um, we got high. We talked about politics. You told me that
you were working on the Underground Railroad and helping guys to get to
Canada. You told me that you were also writing to guys who were in Viet Nam
because you didn’t think that it was their fault that they were there, and that you
hoped that it helped that they had someone to write to.”

Celeste felt a jolt race through her body. He wasn’t fooling. He did remember
her and he remembered details. That was such a long time ago. How could he
possibly remember that?

“That must have been me,” she said.

Ron grinned to himself. He loved his memory. He could just picture things and
bring back those pictures and his mind would move like a camera through the
recollections and he could see himself and he could hear what people were saying
to him. It didn’t happen all the time, but it happened often enough. He had
decided a while back that he remembered the things that were important to him,
even if he didn’t know why they had been important. It was like his memory was
his guardian angel.

“You drove a red sports car,” Ron continued. “And you were working at this
food company.”



“Nabisco,” she said. She wondered if she should feel uneasy, but she didn’t.
She felt complimented. “How do you remember all that?”

Ron grinned again and put his head down. “I don’t know. Sometimes things
just stick in my head.”

She smiled. “And | stuck in your head?”

“I guess so,” said Ron. He paused thoughtfully. “Well you did and then you
didn’t. I've been thinking about you since we saw each other last and | guess
that’s when | remembered those things.”

Celeste sipped at her wine. “Maybe Quimpy helped you fill in the details.”

Ron laughed. “Not exactly. He just got tired of me asking if it was ok for me to
call you.”

Her eyebrows gathered. “Why did you ask?”

Ron was silent. He wasn’t sure how he should say this. How did he explain that
in the code she still belonged to Quimpy? “I just felt like | should,” he said.

“Quimpy knows that I’'m not going to go out with him under any
circumstances. | made that clear from the start,” said Celeste.

“Your daughter is beautiful,” said Ron. “She looks at you and you know that
she understands everything that is happening around her.”

Celeste offered another of those smiles that made him want to gaze into her
eyes and bask in their light. “Of course | think she’s very special but I’'m
prejudiced.”

“Does she see her father much?”

“He’s allowed to visit in our living room. He stays a while and then he loses
interest and wants to talk with me or my family, but no one is really interested in
talking to him.”

“Was he abusive to you?”

“Not physically, but emotionally he was. He called me every day and asked me
to have an abortion and then he had his father call and ask me to have an
abortion and | wasn’t doing that again.” Celeste stared into Ron’s green eyes and
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wondered if she had said too much. She was more of a private person than this,
but the way that he made her feel just put her at ease and caused her to want to
open herself and answer honestly. She wanted him to know what he was getting
into. Celeste was sure that this was going to be a summer fling, but from the time
that he walked into her parents’ house with Quimpy, she had known that she
wanted to sleep with him. It was really the first time she’d felt a strong sexual
urge in a long time, and she knew that she didn’t deserve this but she wanted it.
She knew that was not part of the deal that she made with her parents when she
left Peter and came back home then found out that she was pregnant. They had
been very clear. It was time for her to stop running around and start thinking of
this child before herself. She had her fun, now it was time to settle into becoming
a good mother. They would accept the humiliation of her dissolving another
marriage but this was it. This was the end.

Ron let her words sink in. He waited for the alarm to go off in his head. It
didn’t ring. He waited to feel the urge to get away. It didn’t come. He said, “We all
say things that we don’t mean. I’'m sure that he’s happy now. Is there any chance
of reconciliation?”

Celeste’s face hardened. “No, not even a slight chance.”

Her mind flashed on her wedding day. Her cousin Janine was saying, “We can
just walk out the back door and get into the car. You don’t have to go through
with this.” If there had been a time when she should have rebelled that was it. Of
all the times to pick to be the good girl and do what was expected of her, she
picked that one.

She tried to see what was going on in back of his eyes. When she looked into
them, it was as if she could see his mind working.

“Well, she’s a beautiful girl and you should be very proud of her.”

“I'am. We all are. My whole family is. She is our princess.”

Ron smiled but he was sure that he didn’t know what she was talking about.
“So tell me about you,” she said.

“Not much to tell,” said Ron. He folded his hands on the table in front of his
wine glass. “I live alone in a small apartment in Bloomfield. I’'m off this summer.
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This school that | teach at now gives us 26 pay checks year round and so I’'m not
really looking for work. Quimpy was agonizing about how he was ever going to
get this move done, so | offered to help him. He’s done a lot in the past to help
me. This fall, | start my second year as a football coach. I’'m not very political any
more. There just doesn’t seem to be anything to be political about. I’'m pretty
certain that there isn’t anything that | can do to change anything anymore. But |
can work with kids and try to help them to see the value of literature and being
about to write and speak their minds in an articulate way. I’'m thirty-two but it
feels like | should be younger.”

As she listened, she thought that he sounded very free of entanglements. It
frightened her that they would have this glass of wine and that he would promise
to call and that she would never hear from him again. She knew that she could
not bring herself to really chase after him.

“Do you enjoy your teaching?” she asked.

“More than | ever thought that | would. | didn’t know what | wanted to do
when | left college. | wanted to be a poet.” He looked at her with a reflection of
that grin in his eyes. “It didn’t take long to find out that there isn’t much work for
poets.”

They both laughed. They both sipped from their wine. She slid a little closer to
him and he found that he had reached for her hand and now they were holding
hands. He hadn’t thought about doing it. How did that happen?

She said, “I’'m not sure that | get poetry. | think it sounds beautiful but I’'m
never sure what it’s supposed to mean.”

Ron blushed. “l used to try to tell people what my poems meant. | even
corrected them if the poem meant something different to them. How stupid was
that?”

Celeste smiled. He felt himself melting. “It probably didn’t go over really well
with them and they probably didn’t want to talk with you about your poetry after
that.”

Ron grinned broadly. “You are a mind reader.”
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They finished the wine and were back in his car. Ron didn’t wince at the
squeaks. They didn’t say anything. The night seemed soft. Ron thought about
John Keats calling the night “tender” and he felt that he knew what the poet
meant.

They pulled up in front of her house. Ron said, “I’m really not ready for this
conversation to be over but | understand if you’re tired.”

Celeste said, “Would you like to see my basement.”

The ceiling was low, the walls were paneled. The floor was carpeted. They
embraced as soon as they entered the room. The kiss was a marathon of lips and
tongues. Their sense of time disappeared. The tactile exchange became their
language and they communicated longing and passion and although their minds
could not quite fathom it, their bodies were in love.

They did not have sex or undress. They did not touch each other’s genitals.
They hardly breathed. It was a slow, undulating dance and they felt revealed to
each other. After endless kisses, they went outside and sat on her porch, so that
they could talk again. The visibility to the community allowed them to keep their
hands off of each other. It was about 4am when Ron said, “Do you think that we
should get married?”

Celeste felt her head began to spin. The tightness in her belly threatened to
double her over. She could see his eyes though the darkness and they were like
searchlights that had found her in the night and would not release her. She was
too frightened to speak. Then she said, “Don’t say that.”

“I think we should,” said Ron. He knew it with certainty that allowed for no
doubts.

Celeste hoped that he couldn’t see her hands shaking.
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Chapter 3

Ron was walking back from Branch Brook Park. It was cold. The sky was dark.
Along Broadway, a steady line of car lights headed in both directions. The
streetlights illuminated the side walk. He was trying to keep his jacket closed, but
he was sweating underneath and the urge to pull it open was strong. His cheeks
were flushed red. There was a friendly ache in his shoulders. It had been a great
game, probably the last one of the season. They had worn the grass away and the
ground was hard dirt. He could still see the play in back of his eyes.

Joey Pena had the ball curled into the crook of his left arm and when Ron put
his shoulder into him, Joey left his feet and the ball bounced with the crazy
agitation that only a football had. Ron rolled and was up and he had it in his hands
and he was running. All around him the shadows of kids were changing direction
and running after him. He smiled now, reliving the way that they had bounced off
of him as he charged towards the goal line. He had been unstoppable. He pulled
open his jacket and breathed deeply. The cold air dried the sweat on his body but
he felt too good to shiver.

He turned into his alley way and smelled the aromas of cooking meat that
filtered through the open kitchen windows. They always kept the apartments very
warm. He burst into their basement apartment and Marjorie was sitting at the
kitchenette table that was part of their living room, bedroom combination. When
she saw him, she said, “You’d better not get sick.”

“I feel fine, Mom. I’m just going to go and clean up.”

While he was in the bathroom washing his face and trying to clean the cut on
his elbow, he heard voices in the other room. He recognized Rocky’s voice but there
were two others. He turned off the water and held some toilet tissue to his elbow.
He watched it begin to turn crimson as he listened to what the voices were saying.
It was then that he heard his mother begin to sob.

“Rocky, don’t do this to me. Don’t do this to us.”

“Marjorie, there is no more us and I’'m doing this so that you know it and have
no doubts or think that there is any chance that | will come back to you.”
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His mother cried harder. “But | love you. You have your clothes here. We made
plans. We have the bank that we were using to save for vacation.”

Donna said, “Can’t you see that he doesn’t want you anymore?”

Donna’s mother Clara said to Rocky, “This little run down hole in the ground is
where you spent the last ten years? You’d better not think that my daughter will
be willing to live like this.”

Marjorie looked up and said, “Did you know that he was here last weekend,
and that we went away and that we made love.”

Rocky said, “Margi, don’t lie like that. No one is going to believe you.”

Ron bit into his finger. But his mother was telling the truth. They had all been
together last weekend. He heard his mother cry harder.

“Well, “said Donna, “there really isn’t much more to say is there?”

“There is one more thing,” said Clara. “Tell her that you don’t love her and that
you don’t want her to call you anymore and that you don’t want to ever see her.
Tell her that you will have someone pick up your things.”

Ron heard Rocky say the unthinkable. “I don’t love you Margi. | haven’t loved you
for a long time. | have my divorce now and I’'m going to marry Donna.”

His mother’s voice was small and pathetic. “I know that you still love me,” she
said. “And | want you to know that | love you and that | always will love you.”

Ron’s eyes were filled with tears. They had lived with Rocky since he was two
years old. Next to his father, Rocky was the man that he admired most in his life.
Rocky’s family had told him that he was one of them and that they loved him.
They told him that he was family.

“I’'m not staying to hear anymore of this nonsense,” said Clara.
Donna added, “Tell her that you don’t want to see her anymore.”

Rocky said, “We had some good times Marjorie, but | don’t want to see you
anymore and | don’t want to hear from you.”

Marjorie cried very hard. She sounded like a wounded animal. Rocky turned to
Donna, “Are you satisfied now?”
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Donna smirked, “Yes.”
Rocky turned to Clara, “Are you satisfied?”
“For now | am,” said Clara.

Ron burst out of the bathroom and into the room. His eyes were streaming
tears.

“Ronald,” wailed his mother. “I forgot that you were back there.”

Ron glared at Rocky, hot hatred mixing with confused love. “Tell me you don’t
love me anymore.”

Rocky’s mouth dropped open at the sight of him. “Go on!” screamed Ron. “Tell
me, | want to hear you say it.”

“This is no place for children,” said Clara.

Ron wheeled on her. “Shut up lady, or | will smack you. Shut up!” he
screamed. His voice was deafening and shook the room.

Rocky took Donna by the arm and turned to leave. Ron ran up in back of
him and pushed him as hard as he could. Rocky stumbled against the wall and
whirled in surprise. Ron snarled, “She may love you, but not me. I'll hate you
forever. | want you to die.”

Then we went to his mother and stood there holding her as she sat bent
over in the chair. “Get out,” he screamed. “Get out. Your clothes will be in the
garbage, pick them out of the cans.”

“Ronald, you don’t understand this,” said Rocky.

Ron started to cry at the sound of Rocky speaking his name. “You’re
nothing. Get out!”

As they went through the door, he yelled, “I was there last weekend too,
wasn’t |, Rocky?”

No one said anything else and he held his mother as she cried for a very
long time.
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Chapter 4

When school was out, Ron walked along Summer Avenue to Grafton and
then down Grafton to Broadway. He avoided friends and took streets where he
knew no one he knew would be. The American Legion Hospital was at the corner
of Grafton and Broadway. Her room was in the front, and if she was sitting up, she
would wave to him. They said that she needed rest. He wasn’t allowed to visit her
there. He stood at the chain link fence and smiled and waved. Sometimes he
called out, but they didn’t like him doing that, and a nurse had come to the
window and put her finger to her lips to quiet him. Ron saw the street sign that
read, “Quiet, Hospital Zone” and put his head down. He stood with his fingers
curled into the chain link fence that surrounded the very small hospital. He always
waited a few minutes if she wasn’t at the window. Then he walked to his aunt’s
house where he was staying until she got home.

Rocky’s friend Ray owned the Esso station that he passed, but Ray never
seemed to be looking at the street when Ron walked passed, but he slammed his
heels down on the pavement and balled his fists as he went by anyway.

Sometimes he went to their apartment and let himself in. It seemed lonely
and happy to see him. It was as if the place knew something was wrong. Ron felt
badly that his home had been called a hole in the ground. He would sit at the
table for a few minutes and be very quiet. He didn’t want anyone knowing that he
was there. He didn’t know how to answer questions from the neighbors about
what he was doing there. Giving his aunt’s phone number to the school had been
bad enough.

When he got to Aunt Dottie’s building, he always felt better. She always
greeted him with a smile and a plate of cookies and some milk from one the tin
cups that he liked because they kept the milk so cold.

“When do you think she’s coming home?” said Ron.

“Maybe next week, Ronald,” said his Aunt. Some women wore Rhinestones
in the upper part of the frames of their glasses. His Aunt had real diamond chips
embedded in hers and they sparkled in the light in a real and classy way.

“Do you think that she’s going to be ok?”
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“Of course she is. She gets nervous and we both know that she’s a big baby,
Ronald.”

“I hate him. | want to find him and do something really bad to him, Aunt
Dot.”

“I know that you do. People will tell you that it’s wrong to feel that way.
That it’s better to let go of bad feelings. | say don’t let go of them. Use them to
make sure that you don’t ever get suckered again.”

Ron met her eyes. “You’re right.”

“That’s between us, Ronald. Don’t tell anyone that | told you that. They’ll
just think that I’'m being a bitter old woman, but the way this world is, whenever
you let your guard down, you are one step closer to being a fool. Keep your
private thoughts to yourself. Sometimes that’s the best way to be.”

When Marjorie came home, things were rough. She cried all the time and
went to a bar every night. She played sad songs on the hi-fi and never laughed or
smiled. They had no money and she was not able to work. There was only the $20
that came from his father each week.

Ron rang the doorbell to the landlady’s apartment. Mrs. Cody was a short,
squat woman who wore her glasses on a chain around her neck. “Hello, Ronald.”

“Mrs. Cody, I'm here with the rent.”
“All of it, this time?”

“No Ma’am. We only have $50, but I'll be back with the other $15 on
Sunday, after | see my father.”

She reached for the envelope. “Alright, Ronnie. Please tell your mother that
| hope that she’s feeling better.”

“Mrs. Cody, is there anything that | could do around here to earn some of
that money?”

“I'm afraid that we aren’t allowed to do that with tenants, Ronnie, but if
you get here very early when it snows, I’'m sure that Mr. Cody could pay you to
help shovel and...” The woman thought for a moment and then called over her
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shoulder, back into the apartment, “Could you use any help tying up newspapers
and getting the garbage cans out, Dennis?”

“Who wants to know?” called a gruff voice that coughed after it spoke.
“Ronnie Tuck, Marjorie’s kid.”

“They ain’t got the rent again, huh?”

“Could you use the help?”

“Not really.”

Mrs. Cody turned back to Ronald. “Come and see me when it snows,” she
said and shut the door.

Ron trailed his fingers along the rough plaster wall as he went back to their
apartment, but instead of turning right to go in, he turned left and went to the
washing machine room. He knew a trick, and sometimes it was worth thirty-five
cents.

Chapter 5

As the pink Cadillac made its way across Paterson carrying a load of books,
magazines and vinyl records, Ron told Quimpy that he was in love. Quimpy
laughed at the impulsivity of his fucked-up friend. “Are you paying attention to
yourself at all?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”
“I mean that you know how stupid you sound, right?”
llWhy?Il

Quimpy’s sardonic grin stayed on his face as he formed his phrasing. “Let’s
see, you know nothing about her. She has a kid. You’re barely able to take care of
yourself. You’re a pothead. You're thinking with your cock and you really don’t
know how she feels. That’s just for starters.”

“It’s how | feel,” said Ron. “I'm not thinking with my cock. I’'m thinking with
my heart.”
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“That might even be worse than thinking with your cock!” Quimpy laughed.

Inwardly, Ron smiled as Quimpy’s ridicule slid off of him like water on glass.
Was this what it felt like when someone was jealous of you? Maybe Quimpy
wasn’t jealous. He’d had his chance with Celeste. Ron had asked him enough
times if it was ok if he called her. Maybe Quimpy thought he was looking out for
him and that he was being a good friend. Ron didn’t care. What Quimpy thought
about this was no longer a concern.

“When are you going to see her again?” said Quimpy.
“As soon as we’re done for the day.”

“I’'m not saying that she isn’t ok, but I’'m saying that you better think about
the baggage that comes along with her.”

“Quimpy, we all have baggage.”
“Not her kind,” said Quimpy definitively.

Celeste Was conflicted. She wanted to tell someone about Ron but she wasn’t
sure who she could trust to keep her secret. It was definitely too soon to say
anything at home. Last night had been magical but like many magic things, maybe
it was an illusion. There was risk involved. Her sister was out of the question.
Number one, she wouldn’t approve. Sure she paid lip service to wanting to see
Celeste happy, but Celeste really believed that she gloried in the status quo where
she was the good daughter, the one who had a husband who was a truck driver
and worked at the same plant as her father. She had a son and she didn’t need
any help raising him. Secondly, it would take her about ten minutes to find some
excuse to put their mother on to Celeste’s latest folly. She definitely wasn’t ready
for that war.

She did have friends that she could talk to. There was Barbara from across the
street and Jane from around the other side of the circle, but they weren’t family.
When it all came down to it, she had been raised to be closest to her family. They
were the ones who accepted you. They were the ones who you should be able to
tell anything, except of course her mother and her sister. Really there were two
choices: Cynthia and Janine.
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Cynthia had been divorced and had gone through the added humiliation of
everyone finding out that her husband liked to wear women’s clothes and
probably was gay. Janine, had kept her marriage a secret for months. It was true
that she was older and had two great kids, both of whom loved Angel, but she
was also enough of a screwball so that Celeste felt comfortable talking with her. It
was Janine that suggested that she slip out the back door a few minutes before
she married her second husband. She dialed the phone.

“Hello,” said a low hard edged voice that paradoxically also sounded warm
Celeste responded in her Jersey Twang, “Janine.”

“What’s the matter?”

“He’s gorgeous.”

“He called?”

“Last night. We went for a drink after the baby was asleep and then we talked
till five this morning.”

“You’re shittin’ me.”

“No, it might one of the best conversations that | ever had with a guy and
when we kissed it was, you know, Janine it was great.”

“Did you?”

“No.”

“Good.”

“I wanted to.”

“In your mother’s basement?”

They both laughed. “It wouldn’t be the first time,” said Celeste, feeling better
and thinking that she’d made the right choice by calling Janine.

“Janine, | don’t know. | don’t think he wants a fling.”
“What’s wrong with him?” said Janine.

“ don’t know, but what we talked about was serious.”

19



“Serious how?” Janine was starting to sound frightened.
“Scary serious.”

There was a silence on the other end. Celeste could hear Janine lighting a
cigarette. As she exhaled she said, “You know that you’re out of your fucking
mind right?”

“There’s a way that | feel around him. | haven’t felt that way since Matt.”

Janine blew out smoke hard into the receiver. “Look you got a right to get laid
and god knows you need to get laid, but please don’t go off the deep end.”

“I know what you mean, but suppose it’s the right guy. The one that | was sure
was never gonna come along?”

“Do you want to come over and I’ll read your cards? Bring the baby. Stay for
dinner.”

“I can’t, said Celeste. “I’'m waiting for him to call.”

“Holy shit,” said Janine.

Chapter 6

A few months later Marjorie borrowed money from her Aunt Dottie and
bought a car. She learned that Rocky had sold the '56 Chevy that they had bought
together in favor of a newer model and she tracked down the person that bought
the car and overpaid to get it back. She was back to work now, waitressing across
the street from their apartment. Her customers remembered her and welcomed
her back with $.50 tips and sometimes an entire dollar. Life was developing a new
pattern and Ron began to feel settled in.

One summer night when he got home from stickball under the parking lot
lights of the Davis Pharmaceutical Company, Marjorie said, “Come on, we’re going
for aride.” They put the top down on the convertible and drove down up to
Newark City Stadium and then across Roseville Avenue. Ron stiffened in the seat
next to her when he realized where they were heading.

“Why are we going to the Catanzaro house?” he asked.
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“Don’t you miss seeing Sally and Honey and Anthony?”

“I don’t know,” said Ron. “Why haven’t they called us?”

“They are in a tough spot. Rocky is their family.”

“Yeah,” said Ron. “They used to say that about us too.”

“When they see you, that’s exactly how they will feel,” said Marjorie.

She didn’t tell him that she had been speaking to Honey Chapel and that she
promised to be there when she and Ron arrived. There was a bond between
Honey and Marjorie, and though she loved her Uncle Rocky with an undying
loyalty and worship, it had been Marjorie who had gone to bat for her when she
had gotten pregnant and her father Anthony wanted to ship her off somewhere,
so that the problem could be taken care of. Then he would visit Vincent Chapel
with his brothers and teach the young prick some manners.

Marjorie had stood up to Anthony in his own house. Honey’s mother wasn’t
able to do anything but cry and say that her husband knew best. Marjorie had
gone there night after night and reasoned and begged and had the audacity to say
that it didn’t matter that Vincent was only half Italian, and that she knew that
they were in love and that he would make her a good husband. Marjorie had even
outflanked him by bringing Rocky’s mother into it by telling her that her grand-
daughter wanted to get married, and that someone needed to talk sense into
Anthony. What was done was done and there was no reason to make a mistake
into a tragedy.

Rocky had quietly endured being told that he should tell his girlfriend to shut
her big mouth and stop meddling in things that she didn’t understand. But
Marjorie had prevailed and Honey was now married and her husband was back
from the Marines and had a good job as an electrician. Honey promised that she
never would forget what Marjorie had done for her. She’d just turned seventeen
when it all happened and that was five years ago and something that had been
rewritten in Catanzaro family history by everyone except Honey.

Sally Catanzaro’s face registered shock when she saw Marjorie and Ron at her
back door. The back door was for family and no one ever rang that bell. They just
knocked as they walked in. Sally forced a smile at them. She had been Ron’s
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favorite, and he felt the rush of good feeling when he saw her smooth face and
wanted to feel her warm hands hugging him the way that they always had. He
advanced towards her for his hug, but she took a step back and put out her hand
to ward him off. Ron stood there with his arms open and wondered if she had a
cold that she was afraid to pass along to him. It was awkward. Marjorie and Sally’s
eyes met and then Sally looked over her shoulder almost fearfully and then at
Ron. Confusion was spreading across his face like the stain of a drink that had
been spilled on a dinner’s tablecloth. Finally, she hugged him stiffly and Ron felt
the stiffness and pulled back. She did not meet his eyes either.

“Marjorie, we didn’t expect you.”

Honey came into the room and hugged Marjorie warmly. Sally retreated
further back against her stove. Marjorie and Honey laughed and Marjorie said
that Honey looked so good when she was pregnant.

“Vincent feels that way too,” laughed Honey.

Ron saw Sally flush with embarrassment and he understood that something
was very wrong here. He wanted to leave but they hadn’t even really gotten into
the house.

Anthony’s heavy footsteps plodded into the kitchen. He was still wearing his
uniform shirt and pants from Mechanic’s Overall, where he was a route rider, and
now had his brother-in-law Rocky for a supervisor. His eyes met Marjorie and he
stopped in his tracks, unsure of what to do. He was on his way for a beer but the
outsiders were standing in front of the refrigerator. Without greeting them, he
said to his daughter. “Get me a Miller” and turned to go back to the TV.

Marjorie stood there stunned. Ron said, “Hello Anthony, don’t you see me?”
“I see you kid. You look ok,” he said, over his shoulder.

Ron was ill at ease and very confused. He saw Cookie by her dog bed and went
to her. The dog wagged her tail and licked Ron’s face. He got down on the floor
and nuzzled her. They women stood there watching him.

“I guess this wasn’t such a good idea,” said Marjorie.
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Sally said, “Don’t feel that way. You know how Anthony is. He doesn’t like
surprises. You should call first and maybe it would be better if you came during
the day when he was at work. You know, just until he gets used to the idea.”

Ron wanted to ask if Connie, their younger daughter on whom he had a crush
was in her favorite spot in the basement, but maybe that wasn’t such a good idea
either.

Chapter 7

Celeste, Ron and Angel rode in the squeak mobile. They were on the way to
the park so Angel could feed the ducks. In the last days, the three of them had
been together every night, and though she had not yet said Ron’s name, she
loved to hold his hand and ride on his shoulders. Before Ron, she had been afraid
of the ducks because they were almost as big as she was and their beaks and their
feet and the noises that they made frightened her. But from the safety of his
shoulders, with his arms wrapped around her knees, she was taller than
everyone.

Her tiny fingers stroked the sides of his face and rested on top of his head and
outlined the curve of his ears. She weighed almost nothing. He held her by her
ankles. Euphoria swept over them both. Ducks quacked and scuttled at his feet.
Celeste watched, feeling her heart carried along with them. Sometimes a pang of
how hard it would be on her if this came to an abrupt end made her shiver, but
there were lots of people in Angel’s life. Ron was a newcomer. She didn’t even
really talk to him yet. They just did things together and Celeste knew that Angel
thought of him as a big, flexible toy. At least, she did so far.

Celeste was quickly considering him something else. After that first night there
had been the second night and then, right away, a third night. That was when
they slept together. He was gentle with her, until the passion drove them both
into a worked up froth. Then the gentleness returned and the ache between her
legs felt warm and good and she wanted him back there again, thrusting himself
in and out of her until he was poking at her cervix and the sweet hurt caused
eruption after eruption inside of her.
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Back in the red Ford they went for ice cream and Ron asked Angel what she
wanted.

She grinned and her huge brown eyes lit up his face when she said,
“Strawberry.”

“Everything is strawberry right now,” said Celeste, who had taken Angel to
meet Strawberry Shortcake at a breakfast the week before she and Ron had met.

Ron smiled, “Strawberry is the best,” he said.

Back in the car, face sticky, hands wiped clean but also almost like Velcro
with everything that she touched Angel said, “Ron, the water tower,” and
pointed.

Ron pulled the car to the side of the road and turned to face the two of
them. Angel was pointing out the window to the water tower that announced the
name “Fairlawn” in faded block letters.

His face was ecstatic and his reached back and lightly stroked her chubby
calf. “That’s our water tower,” he said.

Celeste saw the pure joy on his face and knew that it was because she had
finally said his name. When he dropped them off at their house, Celeste
unstrapped Angel from the car seat and handed her to Ron so that she could take
the chair out and bring it back inside. Angel threw her arms around Ron’s neck
and hugged him as tightly as she could.

“Ill call you when | get home,” said Ron.

Celeste carried Angel into her house and Ron squeaked around the corner
and disappeared. They both watched him go and then the porch light came on
and Barbara was coming out the door.

Barbara was Celeste’s cousin. She had been Celeste’s dance teacher and
she loved Angel with the pure devotion of a spinster who saw her role as giving all
that she had to this newest member of the family. “Where were you, young
lady?”

Angel smiled and tilted her head to the side in a dreamy gaze. “With Ron.
We had ice cream.”
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Barb took the baby from Celeste’s arms and laughing in pure delight,
repeated, “With Ron? And you had ice cream?”

“We fed the ducks,” Angel giggled.
“You are a sticky girl who needs a bath is what | think.”

And she carried her back inside with Celeste trailing behind. Celeste’s
mother and Barb’s mother, Vivian were at the table drinking coffee. Celeste’s
father was stretched out on the floor watching a blaring TV. All three shouted
“There’s the princess,” not quite in unison.

“We’re very sticky,” said Barb and we’ll be right back after we have a bath.
No one really said hello to Celeste but she didn’t mind. They were such a help to
her. They had saved her life and she knew what the priorities were.

Celeste put down the ever present baby bag that she had learned to carry
with here everywhere. “Do you want to undress her while | run the water?” she
asked Barb.

After her bath, after they had passed her naked body around the table and
took turns kissing her baby soft bottom, after Barb had gotten her dressed for bed
and she had gone to lie on her Papa’s stomach and watch TV, Celeste’s mother
said, “I suppose it’s time we met this Ron, before this little girl gets her heart
broken.” Her mother was neither smiling nor happy.

Before Celeste answered, the phone rang and she felt herself jumping at it.
“Hi,” she cooed into the receiver. “Give me as second to get downstairs.”

Vivian and her sister shook their heads as she disappeared into the
basement and then called up, “Please hang up the phone.”

Barb went to the wall phone and clicked it off.

Chapter 8

Walking back towards the school after lunch, Ron felt the thick hard blade
of the butcher knife that against his chest. He wasn’t sure if he was gonna need it,
but he was sure that if it came down to anything, he wanted to have the biggest
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knife. His nervousness caused sweat to trickle down his back with an unamusing
tickle. His friend were waiting in a loose circle at the corner.

“You got anything?” said Kenny Bonet.
“Yeah,” said Ron.

He slid the blade out from under his jacket and showed it to the other guys.
There were the Zarro brothers, Jimmy Lucas, Kenny Bonet and him. They stared
hard down Grafton Avenue, and waited for the kids from Broadway Junior High
who had been there before lunch making dirty comments to some of the girls that
Ron and his friends went to school with. There had been words and a stare down,
but when they saw Mr. Boyden coming into the playground, the Broadway guys
said, “After lunch, jerkoffs. We’'ll see you then and make you eat shit.” They’'d see
about who was gonna be eating shit now. The Zarro’s each had a pocket knife.
Kenny Bonet had an actual switch blade that he could snap open in one quick
motion. Ron felt important.

Broadway showed just like they said. They were black. They walked with a
hop in their steps. They fanned out as they approached. Ron stood in the center
next to Kenny. “You mother-fuckers got some sweet little pussy in this school. Too
good for your little dicks. They told us they want to see what it’s like when they
meet somebody who can make them want to get on their backs and spread their
legs.”

“Yeah nigger,” said Kenny. “Show us what you got and we’ll cut it right off,
and then you’ll learn that you should be leaving white girls alone. Stay with you
own frizzy headed, dirty pigs.”

Fists clenched, eyes darkened Ron opened his jacket and pulled out the
butcher knife. The eyes of the boy glaring a few yards away from him got saucer
big. Ron held it down low, blade pointed out. He prepared to rush in swinging it
and slashing at anybody that came close to him. But in a moment one of the Black
kids pointed over Ron’s shoulder, and the rest of the Broadway group froze and
then turned and ran. Ron was too focused and he surely wasn’t gonna fall for the
‘look who's in back of you’ trick. Then he heard Kenny say, “Cops.”

The boys scattered and ran through the playground as the two cars raced
down the street and pulled up in front of the gate. Ron ran through the
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playground and out the other side. There was a chain link fence that was lined
with high bushes just on the other side of it. He stopped, stooped down and slid
the knife through an opening in the fence until he couldn’t see it anymore. The
kids had scattered. He couldn’t see any of his friends now. He was panting and
sweating. He heard the bell ring. He could go right in through this side door. No
one had seen him. He was safe.

The afternoon in Mrs. Kennedy’s 6A class got off to a slow start. Ron looked
around. Jimmy Lucas was in his seat but he had his head down and didn’t turn
around to look at Ron, who only glanced at the back of Jimmy’s head and then
looked away. The Zarro brothers were in another class but he didn’t see Kenny
anywhere. His empty seat glared like an accusation. Ron was worried but he knew
that Kenny was a tough kid who played hooky a lot. It wouldn’t be unusual if
Kenny just took off and didn’t come back to school that day. It was probably the
smart thing to do. It was what Ron should have done. He looked over at Valerie
Scaretti and she smiled at him. Ron smiled back. Valerie knew what was going on.
She had been one of the insulted girls. She was one of the girls that Ron was
defending. The least she could do was smile for him.

There was a knock at Mrs. Kennedy’s door. She turned, looked down the aisle,
nodded her head and made eye contact with Ron as she nodded her head. Ron
felt his body go tighter. He had an urge to clasp his hand, against the edge of his
desk like he was taught to do when he was being punished. He fought the urge.
Nothing had happened. He hadn’t done anything. He tried to look innocent. Then
he saw Mrs. Kennedy point to him and crook her index finger. Motioning him to
come to the front of the room. He got up slowly.

“Ronald, you’re wanted in the main office,” said Mrs. Kennedy. There was a
worried look on her face. She was Ron’s favorite teacher since 3" grade. She
wanted to skip him a half year because of his reading ability and his vocabulary.
She had helped to get the “Y” on his library card that allowed him to borrow
books from the adult library, as long as certain books were off limits. She told him
that she couldn’t skip him because his asthma caused him to miss too many days.
She didn’t know that some of the asthma days were times when his mother kept
him home to help her go downtown and look for better jobs than waitressing.
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Ron walked down the two flights of stairs to the main office. He would just
play dumb. He didn’t know anything about anything. He had gone home for lunch
and the come back to school like always. He was pretty sure that he could get
away with it.

“Ronald,” said the principal’s secretary, “there’s a call for you from home. It’s a
little unusual but I’'m going to let you take it but | have to listen in on this line.”

“Sure,” said Ron. He picked up the phone.

Marjorie Tuck said, “Ronald, did you take a knife from the kitchen drawer at
lunchtime?”

Ron closed his eyes. Busted by his own mother. How could she possibly have
figured that out so fast? “Yes, Mom, | did.”

Marjorie’s voice was choked. “Why?” she managed to say.
“For protection,” said Ron, almost defiantly.

Then the door to the principal’s office opened and Ron saw the two policemen
sitting there. They were listening too. Kenny Bonet was in the corner of the
principal’s office. He looked like he was crying. The secretary took the phone
away from Ron’s ear. Ralph Lattimere’s deep voice said “Come in here, Ronald.”

Ron felt himself moving towards the door at the same time that he wanted to
turn and run. He could get passed the secretary. He could be unstoppable. The
cops were smiling.

“Where’s the knife now Ron?” said principal Lattimere.
“1 hid it,” said Ron.

One of the detectives stood up. “I'll go with you,” he said. “Show me where it

”

is.
Kenny was looking at the wall. Ron thought that he looked like a little boy who

wasn’t so tough after all.

Ron took the cop to the spot in the chain link fence and pointed. “In there,” he
said.

“Get it for me,” said the cop.
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Ron crouched down and worked it out from between the links of the fence,
thinking that they never would have found it. They never would have known to
look there. Why did his mother have to call?

He handed the knife over and the detective whistled as he saw it. “You know
that you’re in big trouble, right?”

“I didn’t do anything,” protested Ron.

“Let me show you something kid. “The law says that anything with a blade
more than four fingers long is illegal to carry.” He laid four fingers at the base of
the blade. It extended out at least six more fingers beyond the detectives hand.
Ron stared at it. “Still think that you didn’t do anything wrong?”

Ron shook his head.

“Do you know where Jamesburg is, kid?”
Ron shook his head again.

“Who else was with you?”

Ron didn’t answer.

“Did anyone have brass knuckles?”

Ron thought that he knew what brass knuckles were but he wasn’t sure. He
shook his head.

“You really think that your mother needs this aggravation from you?” said the
detective in a gruff, harsh whisper.

It was then that Ron began to cry.

Back at their apartment, Marjorie said little to Ron. She was terrified. The cops
had been non-committal about whether or not there was a way that he could
avoid charges. One thing was for certain; something had to be done. He couldn’t
just walk away from this. Denny Galveston was a cop that Marjorie knew. He was
a good guy. When he got free coffee, he left her a tip. “Some of your son’s friends
are on a bad path, Margi. We're gonna slam them before this gets any worse.
Your boy hasn’t been in trouble before, but Jesus, he had a butcher knife.”
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Marjorie winced and then she cried. “Isn’t there something that we can do? |
need him Denny. He’s all that | have.”

“Maybe it would be better to straighten him out now. Six months in
Jamesburg, and he would think twice about ever doing something like this again.”

Marjorie looked into his eyes with her own large hazel eyes. “Six months in
there and he might never be the same. He’s a good boy. Can’t we do something?”

“No promises but I'll see what | can do. I'll stop by the diner tomorrow or the
next day, as soon as | know something.”

Marjorie made two phone calls. The first was to Ron’s father. The second was
to Mechanics Overall. She was convinced that what Ron needed was a man to talk
to him. It was about time that she brought her ex-husband into this, and Rocky
was someone that she always went to when she didn’t know what to do.

“I can stop over after work,” said Rocky, “but do you really think that Ron will
listen to anything that | say?”

“Ill try anything, “said Marjorie. “Rocky, they are talking about sending him
away. | can’t bear the thought of him being in a place like that. It will kill me.”

She had difficulty contacting Harry. He was on the road and his boss said that
he would get a message to him to call as soon as he called in. Marjorie explained
that it was about Ron and that it wasn’t good news.

Ron was sitting at the kitchenette table in the living room looking down at the
pattern on the table top when Rocky arrived. He didn’t look up.

“Ron, it looks like you gotten yourself in a bit of a scrape.” Ron didn’t answer.
Rocky and Marjorie exchanged a look.

“You know enough to answer when someone is talking to you Ronald,” said
Marjorie. “Rocky is here to try to help you.”

“I thought he promised never to see us again,” said Ron, looking only at his
mother.

“Ron, sometimes adults say things because they have to say them. It doesn’t
mean that they believe them,” said Rocky.
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“So basically you’re just a liar, right?” said Ron.

There was a silence and then Marjorie said, “I’m going across the street to talk
with John Pappas, maybe he can do something.” John Pappas was her boss and he
liked Ron. He sometimes paid him a dollar to kill flies in the back section of the
diner. Ron watched her leave and then he watched Rocky move over to the table
and sit down. He sat in the chair that he usually sat in when they all had dinner
together and Ron felt the hatred rise in him and blot of his fear.

“What were you thinking?” said Rocky.
Silence.
“Do you know what you were thinking?”

“Yeah, | was thinking that the Negro kid looked a little Italian and that if |
couldn’t stab you, maybe | could stab him.” He watched Rocky’s face turn red
with anger. He noted with satisfaction that it took Rocky a minute to compose
himself.

“So you’re just going to make smart assed comments to me and make yourself
feel better that way. Is that your plan? What about your mother?”

Ron felt the tears immediate rise to his eyes and threaten to fall. He bit off his
words hard. “You got no right to talk to me about hurting her. You didn’t care
what happened to her or what happened to me. Don’t be here now trying to
make up for it, because | hate you. You want to know what my planis? My plan is
to hate you until you die. My plan is to hate your daughter, to hate your sisters,
and to hate your whole lying family.” Ron stared at him. The tears were running
out of his eyes now and he wiped them with his sleeve.

“I can’t talk to you,” said Rocky.
“That’s right, you can’t,” spit Ron.

Quietly, Rocky left and Ron looked up to the windows that were at ground
level and watched him walk across the street.

Ron’s dad wanted to speak with him alone. Harry was careful not to show any
sense of pride about what Ron had done, but the fact that he was standing up to
the niggers was pleasing to him. He loaded Ron into his car and they went for a
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ride. It was where they had their best talks because Harry had an excuse for not
making eye contact. Ron never seemed to notice, and the passing scenery
seemed to allow Harry to open up more easily.

“Ronald, it was stupid of you to get caught. If you are gonna get caught doing
these things, you’re better off not to do them, and since you seem to get caught
as often as you get away with anything, maybe you are better off not doing
them.”

“Dad, | didn’t get caught. | stashed the knife. They never would have found it.
Mom came home and saw that it was missing from the kitchen drawer and called
the school.”

Harry shook his head back and forth. “And you believe that’s what happened?”
“What do you mean?”

“I mean you believe that you mother came home and for some strange reason
immediately checked the kitchen drawer and saw that the knife was missing?”

Ron stared straight out the window. He felt stupid because what his father had
just said sounded stupid, and he felt more stupid because he didn’t know what
the real answer was.

“Your friend Kenny ratted you out,” said Harry. “He gave your name to the
police and they called your mother and she pretended to call the school.” Harry
glanced at Ron and saw that his son was sitting there with his mouth hanging
open. Harry knew that this whole thing was a tough lesson, and that it might even
get tougher still but he believed that his son would learn. “Any time that you trust
somebody, Ron, you leave yourself open. You need to learn to leave yourself
open less often.”

“How do | do that, dad?”

“You keep your mouth shut and keep things to yourself. You don’t ever brag
about anything. Bragging leaves you open. You let the other guy brag and you
listen and size up where he is weak from his bragging.”

“l don’t know how to do that.”
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“I know that you don’t,” said Harry. “That’s why I’m telling you that you aren’t
cut out to do the kind of things that you’re doing. Even now, you don’t know what
to do, do you?”

“No,” said Ron quietly.

Harry debated telling his son that the next thing to do was to kick the shit out
of Kenny and decided that it wasn’t a good idea. “When we get back to your
apartment, tell your mother that | told you that you were too smart to be wasting
your time with knives and gangs and that you have a better future than that.”

“Ok,” said Ron.

“Don’t tell her about the rest of what we talked about. It will only upset her.”
“Ok.”

“Ron, itisn’t a lie. You are too smart to be doing these things.”

“I don’t feel very smart at all, dad.”

When they got back home, Marjorie was smiling. “They’re not
pressing any charges,” she said. “Ronald, you are going to Catholic school.”

Chapter 9

Angel sat waiting by the bay window to the side of the front door. Her mother
was in the bathroom combing her hair and her grandmother was on the
telephone in the kitchen. When she smelled her mom’s perfume, she decided
that Ron must be on his way over, and she listened and watched for his car. It had
been two weeks since they had met. Angel didn’t know that it was that long, but
she did know that he liked to play with her and she liked to make him smile. In her
play room, she had her tea party set all assembled. She heard his car come
around the corner just as her mom went down into the basement to change her
clothes.

She took Ron by the hand and used it to steady her walking as she brought him
into the playroom. She was very quiet and Ron hadn’t said anything. She had
been worried about how she would open the door but when he saw her on the
other side of the screen door, standing there, smiling, he had opened it for her.
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When they got back into the playroom, she used her weight and both hands to
shut the door. Now she had him all to herself.

Ron sat cross-legged on the floor and drank imaginary tea from a plastic cup.
Then she served imaginary cakes. Her dark eyes were very serious, and Ron
watched with a glowing warmth that spread through him like he was high. Angel
was just over three feet tall and would be two years old next week.

“Would you like more tea?” she said in a perfectly enunciated sentence.

“Yes, please,” said Ron. He hadn’t really been around that many children in his
life. He didn’t realize how extraordinary it was that she had gone from saying
single words to speaking in complete sentences before her second birthday, but
when she looked into his eyes with her huge brown windows, he felt himself
absorbed.

After about fifteen minutes, the door opened. Angel frowned and Celeste
came into the room smiling. “I didn’t know you were here.”

“I was kidnapped,” said Ron shrugging his shoulders.

Angel got to her feet turned to her mother and pressed both hands on her
thighs and tried to push her back out of the room. “No,” she said.

At dinner, Celeste’s mother Anna, a stout woman with short mixed red and
grey hair, said, “Angel has become very attached to you in a very short period of
time.” She sat hunched over her plate when she said it and raised her eyes up and
turned her head only slightly to make eye contact with Ron.

“She’s just wonderful,” said Ron.

“I know that she is,” said Anna. “Do you really think that it is a good idea that
you spend so much time together?”

Ron looked confused. “What do you mean?”

“I’'m not sure that it’s good for Angel to become so attached to you,” said
Anna.

“Can we talk about this later?” said Celeste.
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Celeste’s father Mario said nothing as he ate. He had always opened his home
for his daughters’ friends and tried to make them feel comfortable, but he could
see that his wife was on a mission and decided to stay out of it.

Ron’s eyes moved from Celeste to Angel and then back to Anna. He was no
stranger to dinner time confrontations, but he believed that if he could hold his
own with Marjorie, he could hold his own with anyone.

“I think that we should talk about it now before Trudy and Angela come over.”

Ron met Celeste’s eyes and there was an imperceptible nod between them. He
said, “l want Angel to become attached to me because | want to marry your
daughter.”

Both Mario and Anna stopped eating. They turned to look at their elder
daughter in unison. Celeste felt like she was going to swallow her tongue.

Anna’s voice was low and menacing. “And just when did the two of you decide
that?”

“We’ve known it since the first night that we were together,” said Ron happily.

Anna felt like she was going to vomit. Mario looked at his wife. Images of the
last two weddings and the last two divorces flooded his brain. Of course his
daughter was still young, but she was a mother and he wanted his grand-
daughter with him. He didn’t want upheaval. He didn’t like this guy with his light
brown hair and green eyes and his squeaky wreck of a car. What kind of life was
this going to be for Angel? She was happy here. Things were settled. There was no
reason for this. He glared at Ron but Ron seemed oblivious. He was smiling at
Anna, but Anna wasn’t smiling back.

Anna turned to her daughter. “And this is how you are going to take
responsibility for your life and the life of your child now? You plan to rip her away
from the only home that she has ever known. A home where she is happy and
well cared for and run off with this.” At that she raised her fork from which hung a
stray strand of dangling spaghetti, and pointed it at Ron.

Ron found himself staring at the saucy fork. “I think it’s going to be great for
everyone, especially Angel,” he said.
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He waited but no one answered him. Finally, Celeste said, “We’re going over to
the park to feed the ducks. We'll be back later.”

She dreaded what later was going to be, but she was going to have to address
it eventually.

Chapter 10
“Mom, | met a girl and | think that I’'m going to marry her.”

Marjorie Bombasco looked up from her coffee with a dazed expression.
“Ronald, | just woke up.”

Ron continued, “I’'m in love with her and | love her daughter too.”
“Her daughter? She has a daughter?”
“Yes, she was married before.”

“Why do you want a girl who was married before? You were never married
before?” Marjorie could feel her stomach beginning to churn. She could tell that
this wasn’t going to make her happy and the way that he was just springing it on
her meant that there must be more.

“Technically, no, | wasn’t,” said Ron. Then he continued with his reasoning,
“But | lived with Robin, | lived with Zoe.”

“Are you telling me that you would have wanted to marry the mouse?”
“I really wish that you’d stop calling her that. She wasn’t a mouse.”

“She squinted like a mouse.”

“OK, mom, there’s not need to argue about Zoe. That isn’t the question.”

“And how long have you been seeing this new love of your life and why is this
the first time that you are telling me about it?”

“I've seen her almost every day for the last two weeks.”

“Two entire weeks,” said Marjorie. “Well then I’'m sure that you know what
you are doing.”
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“You’re right mom, | do know exactly what I’'m doing. And I'd like you to meet
her.”

“Before you marry her? That’s very thoughtful of you, Ronald.”
“Is this how you’re going to be, sarcastic and unsupportive?”

“Just what is it that you would like me to support Ronald? You’ve met a girl.
That’s wonderful. Of course it’s not a girl that | introduced you to or a girl that |
even know, but that would be asking too much wouldn’t it?”

Ron said nothing. He stared into her eyes with resolve. She knew the look. He
got it from his father. It meant that his mind was made up and Marjorie felt the
room begin to spin. She put her hands flat on the table. “And just where did you
meet this girl?”

“She used to be Quimpy’s girlfriend,” said Ron.

“So, you couldn’t even find a girl of your own. You had to steal your friend’s
girlfriend that he didn’t want anymore. After she had gone off and gotten married
and had a child. How old is this girl?”

“We’re the same age,” said Ron. He felt himself bristling from the Quimpy
remark.

“And how old is her kid?”
“Angel is going to be two next week.”
Marjorie’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of a name is Angel?”

“They’re Italian,” said Ron. His eyes met his mother’s eyes. Their gazes held
each other for a long time.

Marjorie felt her chin begin to quiver. “l thought you said that you didn’t want
anything to do with an Italian girl? You’ve never even really dated an Italian girl.”

“I know, it’s funny isn’t it.”

A tear ran out of her left eye. “No Ronald, | would not say that it’s funny.”
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Chapter 11

“Ronald, this is George’s Mother and his grandmother and his Uncle John. This
is his sister Linda and her husband Robert and their children Roberta and Robert
Junior.”

Ron tried to smile a hello to everyone and put his hands in his pockets and
stood there looking at his shoes. His mother had married George Bombasco two
months earlier but they had kept their marriage a secret, until George could find a
way to break the news to his family. He had started spending some nights at their
apartment and though Ron had kind of liked him initially, when George started
telling Ron what to do, difficulties began.

“You can sit there until it’s time for dinner, Ronald,” said George’s mother.

Ron sat and watched women work at the table in the basement of the house.
Uncle John had the newspaper spread open on one section of the table and he
was looking at the ads from the food circulars. “Look here,” said John, “carrots for
12 cents for two pounds at Pathmark and bacon for 67 cents a pound at the
Acme. We can go out and get both of those things tomorrow.”

“I saw a box of Cheerios for 24 cents at the A&P,” said George’s mother. “Isn’t
that good?”

Ron listened and tried to find something about the conversation that was
interesting.

George’s mother said more emphatically, “Isn’t that good?” She was looking at
George. Her chins wobbled. She scrunched her glasses back up against her face
with a questioning grimace.

“I think so,” said George, “but I'll have the Foodtown circular tomorrow and
you can see if it’s better there.”

Ron stared out the back window at the garden. He saw the plump tomatoes
bulging the vines, and the white strips of cloth that were used to tie them to the
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wooden stakes fluttering in the late summer breeze. He closed his eyes and
inhaled the smell of the tomato sauce and felt a little sick to his stomach.

When he stood up, it seemed to signal everyone to stop and stare at him. “I'm
going to go outside for a little while.”

“Stay close,” said Uncle John. “The shines are out on their porches down on
Broad Street.”

Ron looked at him with a quizzical expression. “I just wanted to see the
garden.”

John shifted, a little uncomfortable with this information. His thin grey hair
sprouted out to the sides over the top of the black rims of his glasses. “Be careful
not to touch anything,” he said.

Linda came out of the back of the basement holding Junior in her arms.
Roberta followed her with her hand holding her mother’s skirt like it was a
reassuring tether. Ron did not make eye contact with any of them as he went out
the door.

Ron had never seen a vegetable garden before, and he looked at it with some
reverence. Then he found a spot in the shade back by the garage and squatted
back against the wall. The garden was split in the center and had distinct rows on
each side. It was very green. Ron saw the tomatoes and the peppers on the vine.
He thought that they looked like magical apparitions. He had seen pictures on the
early morning show, The Modern Farmer, but this was so much more real and
alive. At least he had found one thing that he liked.

Chapter 12

Jake Clifford smiled broadly when he saw Celeste and Angel getting out of
Ron’s squeak mobile. He walked towards them with an athletic glide in his step.
“So this is the lucky guy that has you smiling,” said Jake. He extended his hand to
Ron and they shook.
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“How’s everything, Jake?” said Celeste.

“Things are great. | heard from Spalding and | think that they are going to buy
it.” Jake grinned and put his head down and shuffled his feet back and forth a
little.

Celeste turned to Ron with an excited grin on her face. “Jake has an invention
that he’s about to become famous for,” she said.

“Why don’t you and Ron come over later? We can toot some lines.” He sized
Ron up and asked, “Do you play ping pong?”

When school was over Ron was out the door like a sprinter. His book bag
was slung over his shoulder and he was running south on Summer Avenue
towards Bloomfield Avenue. He veered left at Elwood and then picked up speed
when he got to Lincoln. He ran the length of Lincoln Avenue and right up the
stairs and into the Boys Club.

Off to the back of the huge room, under a hanging cloud of smoke, the old
men were playing chess. Ron’s book bag dangled from his shoulder as he walked
over trying to look inconspicuous. He really wasn’t supposed to be there yet. On
Tuesday and Thursday afternoons, the Club was taken over by the Retired Men’s
Club and they played chess and pool and cards until 3 in the afternoon. The chess
players were allowed to stay longer though. They were out of the way and
brought their own pieces and plastic chess mats.

Ron was always very quiet and careful not to move around. The men were
cranky and usually his presence was more tolerated than accepted, but he loved
to smell their pipe smoke and watch the way that they manipulated the pieces
and sometimes, if there was no one else to play, he was allowed to sit in for a
game.
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Some of the men were happy to teach him and it didn’t take Ron long to
become a regular at the end of these Tuesday and Thursday gatherings. Ron
thought that they played the game with an elegant flair and though he knew none
of their names, he did have his favorites.

He was just settled into his second game of watching when he felt a hand
on his shoulder. “Ron, can | speak to you for a moment?”

It was Danny McCarthy, a short red faced man in his thirties who always
wore a lanyard and whistle around his neck.

“Sure,” said Ron. He got up and walked past the pool table and towards the
windows where there were six ping pong tables set up next to each other.

They sat on the low window ledge in back of the table and in front of the
windows. Danny looked very serious. “Ron, you know that there is no gambling
here, don’t you?”

Feeling the heat rise to his face, Ron tried to control his reaction. “Sure, |
know.”

“Is it true that you beat Joey Baltiari for so much money playing ping pong
that he gave you his bankbook?”

“I didn’t take any of his money,” said Ron.
“How much did you beat him for Ron?”

“I don’t know. | kept saying that | wanted to quit and he kept wanting to do
double or nothing and he couldn’t beat me.”

“But you know that there is no gambling here. You told me that you knew.”

“l took S$4 in cash and he owes me another $125,” said Ron. The guilt had
overtaken him and he wanted to be rid of it.

“Ron, this is wrong. You know that it’s wrong. You knew it was wrong when
you did it.”

“| gave him a spot,” said Ron defensively.

“But you knew that he couldn’t beat you, didn’t you?”
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Ron nodded and hung his head.

“And now the boy is so upset that he got sick and wasn’t able to go to
school today and finally he told his mother what you had done to him and she
called me.”

Ron stared out the window. Then he looked over at the smoky cloud of
chess players. He waited for what was going to happen next.

“I want you to return his bankbook, Ron and promise me that you’ll never
do anything like this again.”

Ron reached down into his book bag where he’d kept the bankbook hidden.
He fished it out and gave it to Danny without saying anything.

The Director took the book and opened it to look at the balance. He was
interested to see how much Joey had, and he wanted to check to see that Ron
hadn’t been able to make any withdrawls. “Ron, | want you to tell your parents
what happened and I’'m going to take your membership card until one of them
comes it with you to get it back.”

Ron’s mind went blank. The words “Oh shit” formed in his brain. This was
going to be bad. This was going to be really bad.

He didn’t eat much of his dinner. He sat across from George and Marjorie in
their third floor apartment toying with his food. They didn’t seem to notice that
he wasn’t eating and George was shoveling the food in at a rate that did not allow
for conversation.

“Something happened today,” started Ron.

George stopped eating and Marjorie lit a cigarette. “What happened?” she
said.

“Sometimes at the Boys Club we play ping pong for a dime or a quarter a
game,” said Ron trying to ease into it. George and Marjorie exchanged a look that
was a mixture of anger and fear.

“How much did you lose?” said George.

“I didn’t lose,” said Ron. “I beat this kid for all his money and he went home
and told his mother that he had to give me his bankbook and she called the Boys
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Club, and now they won’t let me back in unless you go down there with me to
pick up my membership card.”

“You’re just becoming a hoodlum, aren’t you?” said Marjorie. “Is this the
way that | raised you?”

“Look, | didn’t try to take all his money. He kept wanting to play double or
nothing and | kept winning.”

“Why didn’t you just say no and give the boy his money back?” said
Marjorie. She began to cry. “Is this what I’ve raised you to be? Your grandmother
would be spinning in her grave.”

George looked at Ron and gave him a disgusted grimace and before Ron
knew what he did he said, “Well at least | won.”

George’s face got very red. Ron knew that they were still paying off
George’s gambling debts. He knew that George had to work a second job just to
keep up on the payments.

“You're a bastard,” cried Marjorie.
“What you need is a good beating,” said George.

Ron had gone too far to quit now and he said, “Look my dad taught me how
to gamble. It’s not my fault that | did it right.”

“Let your father go and get your card back,” said Marjorie. “I’'m sure that
he’ll be very proud of you.”

Chapter 13

Anna spent her mornings on the telephone. She sat in the kitchen with her
Chesterfields and her coffee. She lived a sedentary life, but seemed to come very
alive when she was on the telephone. It would not be unusual for her morning
telephone marathons to go on for several hours.

There was a list of people with whom she spoke daily. These included her
sisters, several cousins, and her daughter. The fact that she would see many of
these people on a daily basis did not change the need for the morning calls.

43



Today’s theme was her outrage at the ungrateful Celeste, who never
seemed to pass up the chance to find a new way to screw up her life. She began
with Vivian.

“Can you believe the shit that she is trying to pull now?” said Annain a
rhetorical opening.

“What’s wrong with her?” said Vivian. “She has a nice home and a safe
place for her daughter. There’s no pressure on her and she wants to throw all that
away.”

“Stars in her eyes over another loser,” said Anna. “It wouldn’t be so bad if it
wasn’t for Angel. That baby is happy here.”

“Wouldn’t you think that she would have learned to start putting her child
first? She’s not twenty-one anymore. The party is over.”

Vivian had been a hard worker in her youth and it was true that Celeste had
never been afraid of work either. But in their eyes she had thrown away nursing
school, then married a photographer who considered himself too much of an
artist to open a shop and take graduation and wedding pictures. She’d left him
and hooked up with Angel’s father who they both knew was a humorless jerk the
first time that they met him. At least he worked. She left him and found out she
was pregnant and had run back home. Everyone in the family had pitched in to
help her. Janine’s husband had redone what had been the girls’ shared room
upstairs and turned it into a beautiful nursery. Tina’s husband had helped her
refinish the basement. Mario had kept quiet about her being back home.
Everything had been perfect, but now Celeste had dragged home this stray dog
and his squeaky junk of a car.

They reviewed this litany together and Anna was sure that Vivian was on
her side. “I swear that when | see my precious Angel strapped into a seat in the
back of that deathtrap that my heart is in my mouth.”

“If you don’t think that his car is safe, you shouldn’t let her go,” said Vivian.
“How am | supposed to stop her?”

“Raise a stink,” said Vivian.
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Anna laughed bitterly but thought that an event like that might drive Ron
off.

Her conversation with Janine didn’t go as well.
“Is he cute,” Janine made the mistake of asking.

“I don’t know,” said Anna. “I can’t bring myself to stand to look at him.
Besides, what difference does that make to me?”

“I’m not disagreeing, Anna, but if Celeste sees a future with him, shouldn’t
you try to make the best of it?”

“No,” said Anna resolutely.
The she added, “Can Jimmy find out about this guy?”

Janine’s husband Jimmy was Angel’s godfather. He had a good job working
in a school and he coached and knew other coaches.

“Find out what?” said Janine.

“If it turns out that this guy is a loser, like her other losers, maybe she
would listen to Jimmy and not want to screw things up again.”

“I'll ask him but you know how Jimmy is.”

Anna laughed, “Ask him after he’s just had a ride on that Napoli ass of
yours.” Napoli was Anna’s maiden name and the power of their posteriors had
been a running family joke among the women for a long time.

Janine and Anna giggled.

Chapter 14

Sister Wilma Dolores inspected the boy that the rectory had called about.
She had been directed to accept him into the school, but she insisted that she
wanted to meet him first. The idea of a non-Catholic boy in her school angered
her and made her queasy at the same time. This one would be going into 7t
grade, an age when things could get out of hand if the school wasn’t careful.
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Ron sat in the hard wooden chair with his hands folded. He was nervous.
He had never spoken with a nun before and their costumes made them look other
worldly.

“What brings you to us, Ronald?”

“I'm not sure, Sister,” said Ron. He’d been told that he should call of them
that. It was respectful and it saved having to remember their names.

“Why aren’t you sure, Ronald? This is no place for the undecided.”

“To be honest, Sister, it was decided for me,” said Ron, quite honestly. Then
he hurried to add, “But | like to read and | think that | can be a good student.”

“You know that you’ll be expected to study Religion, just as all of the
students here do and that you’ll be expected to take part in daily prayers and
attend Mass.”

“ know, Sister.”

“Of course you won’t be allowed Communion and you’ll be expected to
able to recite the necessary prayers, which you will learn as soon as possible.”

“I think that | already know most of them,” said Ron.

“Oh?” Wilma Dolores raised an eyebrow. She was wearing summer whites,
but the tightly fitting, starched habit gave her face a puffiness in the heat. It fitted
across the forehead and over her ears and under her chin. A round white heavily
starched bib projected from under her neck and the black nylon strings that held
her crucifix lay across it.

“I remember things easily,” said Ron.
“They aren’t just words to us, Ronald. They have a sacred meaning.”
“I can recite scripture too,” said Ron, trying hard to be cooperative.

This last piece of information was troubling to the school principal. She
doubted if any of the students in the school had read the Bible. They read their
catechism, lives of the saints, and the children’s book of New Testament bible
stories. “That might be something that you should keep to yourself, Ronald. No
one likes a showoff.”
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“Yes, Sister.”

“Now, | know that you’ve been in trouble and that kind of behavior will not
be tolerated here. You will be on a short leash Mr. Tuck and any whiff of
incorrigibility and you will find yourself on the outside looking in.”

Ron thought that there wouldn’t be anything new about that, but it was the
first time that he remembered anyone ever calling him Mr. Tuck. He kind of liked
it.

Chapter 15

Dorothy Thomas told her nephew that she had something for him. She
walked back through her kitchen and into her bedroom, the room furthest away
from the place where her third and final husband slept. Even though it was
midday and sunny, she needed to switch on the light to see. Ron had never
remembered the drapes to his aunt’s bedroom being open. They were heavy
drapes and contained multiple layers that both kept out light and muffled sound.
They also blotted out the fact that this was a basement apartment that was given
to the superintendent and family rent free.

Her bed roomset was pure and polished mahogany. It glistened under the
overhead light, which she switched on as she opened her closet door. Ron’s eyes
followed. There were two minks, one a full length coat and the other a jacket.
Next to them hung a heavy black lamb’s wool coat. Dorothy pushed them to the
side and revealed a stack of shoeboxes. The shoes, though not new, were in their
original boxes and were still wrapped and rewrapped after each wearing into
their tissue paper. Inside one of the boxes there was a velvet pouch tucked next
black high heels. Ron’s eyes widened. It looked like treasure.

She opened the pouch and removed a set of black beads. It was a rosary.
She slipped it into Ron’s hand and said, “Don’t tell anyone that | gave this to you.
Your mother would have a fit.”

Ron’s family had always been staunchly anti-Catholic. When his great
grandmother had been told that she had the “map of Ireland” on her face, she
took it as a great insult. Dorothy was actually his great aunt. Marjorie had always
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suspected that she was actually her mother, but that family history had been so
mangled over time, that there was no way to discover the truth. Dorothy certainly
wasn’t going to tell anyone.

Ron fingered the beads. “Why do you have these?”

“When | was younger Ronald, | used to sneak into Catholic churches. | got
these so that | wouldn’t look out of place.”

Ron was astonished. He stared down at the crucifix. She had kept them all
these years. She was a woman of endless secrets. “Why did you go there, Aunt
Dot?”

“Because they were beautiful and | loved the stained glass windows and all
the gold. Our church was drab. | loved the smell of incense. | liked the pageantry.
It was like going to a show and | didn’t have to buy a ticket.”

Ron smiled. He wanted to ask if it had anything to do with the religion but
he didn’t. He didn’t want to spoil her secret by cluttering it up with facts. He
slipped the beads into his pocket. She hadn’t given him the pouch, which she
placed back into the box and then restacked with her other boxes. Ron wondered
if more strangely wonderful things were concealed in them, but she was closing
the closet door and turning out the light and then they were back in her kitchen
and she wanted him to stay for dinner. Marjorie was working and she liked having
him around.

“Sure,” said Ron.
“Go and say hello to your Uncle John,” she said.

Ron walked passed the birdcage and glanced down at the ceramic boxer
that she kept of the floor guarding the entrance to her parlor. It was a long
narrow corridor that led back to his Uncle’s room.

John Thomas was watching the Mets. They were an awful team and his love
had been the Dodgers, but like his first wife, they had gone and he was stuck with
this.
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He didn’t mind the boy but when he stayed overnight John was forced into
the twin bed in Dorothy’s bedroom, which only further reminded him of what he
didn’t have.

“Hi, Uncle John.”
“Hello, Ronald.”

John was sitting in a Danish rocker and smoking his pipe. Ron slid down to
the floor in front of the couch. He hated the Mets. He was a Yankee through and
through. John disliked the Yankees and had tried to explain to Ron that they
bought their success. Ron didn’t understand what that meant and rested his
argument on his two favorite players, Mickey Mantle and Whitey Ford.

Chapter 16

Ron was invited to Sunday dinner with Celeste’s family. The men were in
the backyard and the women were in the kitchen. Celeste came out to greet him
when she heard his nearby squeaks. They kissed and he squeezed her ass. She
grinned and said, “Not here,” smiling and looking around to see if anyone had
seen. Then she said, “My father and Joey are in the backyard.”

“OK,” said Ron. He knew the drill but strangely he didn’t mind. “Do you
want me to go into the kitchen and say hello first?” Then his face brightened.
“Where’s Angel?”

“Barb came and got her this morning. She took her on an adventure. And
yes, you better say hello first. They’ll say something to me if you don’t.”

Celeste led him around to the front door. Ron stared at the twitch of her
hips as she walked. She didn’t wiggle or roll her hips. They seemed to snap from
side to side, like a metronome. He gloried in the way that they moved.

The house was cool and the hum of the air conditioner was loud. Anna sat
smoking her Chesterfields in her chair at the table. Tina was getting things out of
the refrigerator and there was a pot of water being brought to a boil on the
electric cooktop. The woman all hated the electric cooktop and longed for the

49



days of fire. They complained that you just couldn’t regulate it properly, but they
would work with what they had.

Celeste led him through the dining room and back into the kitchen. Anna
looked up, saw Ron with her elder daughter, and reached for her cigarettes.

“Hello, Mrs. Brago,” said Ron.

Tina turned at the sound of his voice. She sized him up. She had been in
love with Celeste’s first husband, David. She was still a girl then and David was
dashing and exciting and funny. He’d taken Celeste to Europe and Tina had almost
died with envy. Everyone in the family had loved David. They had hated her
second husband, Norman, just as much. Tina had already decided that she wasn’t
giving this one a chance.

Anna said, “l suppose that you’d better call me Anna. Mrs. Brago just
sounds stupid.”

Ron took it as an act of conciliation, not noticing that Anna had avoided
saying hello to him or using his name. Ron grinned his best dimpled grin. Tina
turned away and rolled her eyes. “Anna” said Ron.

Anna looked at Celeste and said, “Janine and Jimmy are coming for coffee
after dinner.”

Ron saw Tina’s back turned to him, inwardly shrugged and opened the back
door to the yard.

Mario was stretched back in his hammock watching Joey play with his
grandson, Little Joey in the above ground pool. Ron moved toward the Hammock
and stretched out his hand to Mario. He wanted to avoid the name thing again
and so he said, “How’s it going?”

Mario grasped Ron’s hand and they shook. He had large beefy hands. He
was a big man with a barrel chest. Joey was the son that he never had and the kid
had learned to drive a trailer truck in no time. Mario hated them and pretended
that he couldn’t learn so that they would keep him with straight jobs.
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Ron turned to the pool and repeated, “How’s it going?” in the direction of
Joey, whose wet hands were holding his son. To his surprise, Joey curled young
Joey under his left arm and extended his right hand towards Ron.

Ron said, “I think there’s a game on.” He hoped that they weren’t Mets
fans.

“I don’t like sports,” said Mario.
“Me either,” said Joey.

It was gonna be a long afternoon.

Chapter 17

The classroom was arranged with boys on one side and girls on the other.
The students were seated in the order of last year’s final grades. The best
performing girls and boys were seated next to each other, the top rows. The
arrangement was meant to be a constant reminder of performance and sent the
subliminal message that only those who had proven that they could handle
distraction would be allowed proximity to the opposite sex. Ron was assigned the
last seat of the row furthest away from the center.

Sister Mary Salvatore was their teacher. She had been informed about
Ron’s special circumstances. Ron had been staring at the girls’ heads on the other
side of the room. He wanted to see more of them. Then, to his utter disbelief, the
nun said, “Ronald Tuck, would you please stand up.”

Ron felt heat on his face as he stood. He had been thinking about the girls
and he had an erection. It was tenting out the front of his pants and she was
making him stand there. Everyone’s head turned to look at him. He had stashed
Aunt Dottie’s rosary in his pants pocket. He put it there because it reminded him
of his Aunt. Ron prayed that no one would notice how he was sticking out. He
heard some of the girls giggle. Now he was blushing furiously. He cursed his penis
and how often it became hard without him really realizing it.

“Ronald is a new student here,” said Mary Salvatore. “And it is important
that we all help him to learn to be at home. Ronald isn’t a Catholic boy and so a
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lot of what we do will seem very strange to him. | am sure that none of you will
hesitate to give him all the help that he requires.”

Ron prayed to be allowed to sit down. He wondered if he could get away
with adjusting his pants, moving it to the side so that it didn’t stick out so
obviously, but then he would be sticking the crucifix on the rosary with his penis.
He wondered if that was a sin.

“Do you have anything that you would like to add, Ronald”

Maybe it was going to be over and she would let him sink back down into
the oblivion of the last seat in the last row. “No, Sister.”

“Do any of you have any questions for Ronald?” said the nun. She seemed
to want to prolong this and continue the torment. No one asked anything and
mercifully, Ron sat.

Chapter 18

Ron wandered around the Brago backyard. He couldn’t remember having been
in a place quite like this one. Their Cape Cod house was situated on a circle and
from one back yard you could see into all the other back yards next to yours and
those from the other side of the circle.

Sometimes they would cook the food on a grill that was linked to the house’s
natural gas supply. Ron had never seen one that didn’t have to be refilled.

Mario was cooking at the grill and Joey was inside changing little Joey. Ron lit a
cigarette and walked around the yard. In one corner was a large tree with a tire
suspended from a rope. Ron looked at the makeshift swing and thought it had a
friendly feel to it. Along the back of the chain link fence was an old grape vine. It
was in bloom and Ron could see the deep purple luster of the fruit. He reached
out and touched one of the grapes, thought about plucking it off to taste it, and
decided it wasn’t a good idea. Along the other side of the yard was a vegetable
garden. For a second, Ron was flooded with memories. They made him
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uncomfortable and he wondered if he knew what he was doing, but then Celeste
was walking towards him and his doubts vanished.

She was wearing a sleeveless yellow top that tied in back of her neck. Her
breasts jiggled as she moved. Her dark hair was tied back in a ponytail. Her tan
skin radiated. She was carrying a clam on a half shell and held it out to Ron. He
took it and slurped it down. The hot sauce had a sweet burn in his throat. They
grinned at each other.

“You don’t fool around with the hot sauce, do you?” said Ron.

She shook her head from side to side with a wide grin. Then she said, “Do you
like the garden?”

“I'like gardens,” said Ron. He wanted to tell her what he had been thinking,
but decided it wasn’t a good time. He didn’t understand this urge to just tell her
everything. Could he really tell her everything? He wasn’t sure that he could ever
tell anyone everything. If they knew what ran through his head, they would think
him too fucked up for words. He had learned that from the few times, that he had
taken a chance and revealed some of what he was thinking. People grew silent
and sometimes horrified, or laughed uncontrollably and told him that he was
crazy. Quimpy had referred to him as a “crazy fucked up kid” from the time that
he was sixteen years old. Chris thought he was nuts. Robin, his first love, had said
that he wasn’t real. Why did he feel this freedom with Celeste? His answer came
in a flash. If | don’t tell her, | will never be able to really open up to her, and what
kind of a marriage would we have then? If | do tell her, and it drives her away,
maybe she would have left anyway and it would better if she found out before
they were married. He resolved to tell her later, when they were alone and he
could gaze into her face and see her reactions. He wondered if everyone who was
planning to get married went through this kind of doubting about how much of
themselves they should be revealing. He thought that they should. It also struck
him that it seemed women wanted to know these things, but that didn’t mean
that they were necessarily revealing the same kinds of things about themselves.

Celeste watched Ron’s eyes go a little dreamy and for a second he was lost in
thought. She wondered if this family thing was just going to be too much for him,
but wasn’t sure that she should ask. He’d told her that he wanted her to tell him
everything, but guys just say that. What she believed was that they wanted you to
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tell them everything that they wanted to hear. Then she said, “We’d better go
inside for dinner.”

“Aren’t we eating out here?”
“No,” said Celeste. “My mother doesn’t like to eat outside.”

This was very true. Anna was overweight and didn’t like to sweat. She had
allergies and hated being around plants. And then there were the flies. Anna
hated flies with a passion that bordered on obsession. Next to a telephone, a
cigarette, or a cup of coffee in her hand, the thing that you were most apt to see
there was a fly swatter. If one got into the house, she would hunt it to distraction,
cursing it each time that she swung and the fly escaped. Anna did not move
quickly and had to use stealth in order to be successful. Mario had bought her the
fly swatter soon after they were married and he found her banging her shoe
against the wall and crying. That had been many fly swatters ago.

Ron got to the door and held it open for Celeste.

“Don’t let the flies in,” hollered Anna. Ron didn’t understand and waited for
Celeste to climb the three stone steps to the back door. Anna glared. Celeste
hurried and shut the door in back of her. Just as Barb came through the front door
with Angel. The house went into immediate celebration and the flies were
forgotten.

Angel exuded the radiance of discovery. The world was always new, and then
some parts were always the same. Her Grandmother’s face, soft and warm and
sweet and waiting for her. Her Papa’s chuckle at whatever she decided to do. Her
mother, her mother, her mother. And there was Ron standing in back of Aunt
Tina, his hand on the door. He looked so happy to see her. He missed her being
there. This was home. This was the warm place after adventures.

Chapter 19

Ron knew exactly one kid at Our Lady of the Forlorn, but luckily it was a good
friend. Rich D’Orio and Ron played stickball or football or some kind of sport most
days. Ron was often invited to the D’Orio house for dinner. The D’Orios were
happy when they heard that Ron was going to Our Lady of the Forlorn. Richie
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hadn’t told them about the incident with the knife. He knew that would not go
over well. Richie was popular in school and he introduced Ron to all of his friends.
There was a tentative acceptance. Some of the girls even said hello to him now

Ron spent hours doing homework each night. As much as he didn’t care what
his teachers at Elliott Street School thought, he found that he had this instinctual
desire to please the nuns. He wondered if it was because they frightened him. Or
if it was because of their strange costumes, or if maybe it was because of some
dedication. But to what?

One afternoon during his second week there, Richie said, “The guys are going
to the park to play football this afternoon. | told them that you were good, and
they want you to play.”

Since George and Marjorie had gotten married and moved to an apartment
over two miles away, Ron hadn’t been able to play with Richie in the afternoons.
In order to get to the park in time, he would have to run home, change quickly
and then make it double time up to the park. The rest of the guys would take their
bikes. Ron didn’t know how to ride a bike. He didn’t want the other guys to know.
He didn’t realize that Richie had already told them.

He was sweating when he got to the park. Dave Spenelli watched him arrive
and laughed. “Long walk?” The other guys laughed and Ron, glared at Richie.
Anger flashed through him like electricity. They chose up sides. Ron was picked
somewhere in the middle of the pack, mostly because of what Richie had said and
his size. He was tall, muscular and lean.

It was a tough game. They had no equipment. They wore sneakers, jeans and
sweatshirts. There were always bumps and bruises and cuts after the game, but
they were badges of honor.

Richie was faster than Ron but he was smaller. Baseball was really his game
and he could pick it at shortstop. During football season, he played end and liked
to catch the passes, fake like he was going to the inside and then dart along the
sidelines. Ron knew the move. Richie had burned him with it enough times. When
Ron saw the play developing, he sprinted from the middle of the field to the
sideline. Richie caught it with his back to the defender and used his fake. The kid
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bit on it, and Richie pivoted to the outside and rammed face first into Ron’s
thrusting shoulder. He left his feet and the ball flew into the air and rolled out of
bounds. Richie lay on the ground, his hands covering the blood that spurted from
his broken nose. At first Ron was sorry when he saw him there crying in front of
his friends, bleeding and covering his face with his hands. Then he thought that
his father would be proud. The game ended on the hit. Somebody had to take
Richie home. He was bleeding too much to ride his bike. Ron didn’t volunteer to
walk with him.

As they were walking away, Ron heard Dave Spenelli say, “That was some hit!”

He swelled with pride but didn’t turn over his shoulder when a faceless voice
said, “I don’t want to get hit like that.”

Richie didn’t come to school for the rest of the week. Ron was ashamed and
noticed that fewer kids were talking to him. He didn’t realize that they were
frightened.

Word had gotten out. Ron was the kid who brought a butcher knife to school
and threatened people with it. Maybe he was better left alone.

Chapter 20

Ron expected the meal to be noisy and it was. The air conditioner was a wall
unit in the dining room and when they sat around the long table, it caused them
to raise their already elevated voices. Ron was seated next to Celeste who had
Angel, in her high chair, on her other side. Angel was not happy with this
arrangement and started to cry.

Mario bellowed, “What’s the matter, Princess?”

Angel cried louder.
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“Don’t let this baby cry,” hollered Mario. He was looking at Celeste. “Do
something to help her.”

Celeste unstrapped her from the high chair and took Angel into her arms. She
scrambled across her mother’s lap and held her arms up to Ron. Anna’s mouth
dropped open. Tina grimaced. Mario grew quiet.

Barb said, “Oh she wants to be next to him,” and got up and moved the high
chair so that it was between Celeste and Ron. Angel stopped crying immediately.
Ron lifted her up and strapped her into the chair.

“Check those straps and make sure that they are secure,” Anna said to Celeste.

The hum of the air conditioner was now the only sound. Little Joey pointed at
Angel and said, “Crying.”

Angel ignored him. Tina took Joey’s arm and said gently, “Don’t point at your
cousin.”

After dinner, the men went into the living room to lay down and wait to be
called back for coffee and dessert and for the arrival of the after dinner guests.
Ron started to help clear the table. He had been taught that it was what he should
do and the lesson had stayed with him. It made the women nervous. They were
not used to him to begin with and now he was in their kitchen and doing things,
like a woman.

Tina called Celeste into the dining room and whispered, “Tell him to go into
the living room with Joey and Daddy.”

“Did you even bother to say hello to him?” said Celeste.

Tina turned and walked away. Celeste motioned for Ron, but he didn’t see her.
“Ron, could you come here a minute?”

Ron put the plates on the counter and Tina quickly lifted them up and brought
them to the sink.

Celeste said, “Do you want to go downstairs and have a cigarette?”
“Sure,” said Ron.

“Go ahead, I'll be right there.”

57



This was going to be an afternoon of juggling, thought Celeste as she went
back into the kitchen.

Anna was sitting at the kitchen table smoking and watching her kitchen be
cleaned. “If he breaks that baby’s heart, I'll beat him with a shoe.”

Chapter 21

It was a Monday night and Ron was stretched out on the floor watching TV and
reading Damien the Leper for his English class. Then he saw President Kennedy’s
face come on the screen. He began talking about missiles in Cuba and saying that
the United States was placing a naval blockade around the island. Then he said
that any attack on the United States by Cuba would be considered an attack by
the Soviet Union and that we would respond by attacking the Soviet Union. Ron
stared. Was the world going to end? Would he never get to grow up?

George was out working his second job as a bartender. Marjorie wasn’t home.
Ron lay there listening to the President who didn’t smile once. Ron loved
watching his press conferences because of the way that he joked with everyone,
but he wasn’t in any mood to be joking tonight. He wondered if we could beat the
Russians. He felt his anger begin to rise. He was too young to fight. He wondered
if they would make an exception because of his size. He had broken Richie
D’Orio’s nose. Would that make a difference?

After the president was done speaking, a commentator showed a map of Cuba
and showed the places that the missiles could reach. New Jersey wasn’t on the
map. Did that make a difference? Maybe New Jersey wasn’t important enough to
be on a map of the United States when they showed it on TV. New York was
there. So was Washington. Miami was there. Ron pushed thoughts of Miami out
of his head. He had gone there with Marjorie and Rocky a long time ago and
Rocky had taken him fishing. Ron felt something burning in his throat and then he
vomited.

The next morning the world looked very different. There were lines outside of
the church when he went to school. They said special prayers in the classroom
and then Mary Salvatore said that they would be going over to the church to
attend a special mass and pray for peace and for God to give President Kennedy
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the wisdom to do what was best. Ron stared up at the picture of Kennedy that
was on the wall and wondered if the picture would be there if he was not a
Catholic.

The church was warm and crowded. As the students were marched down the
aisle, Ron thought that he heard someone gasp at the sight of them and then
begin to cry. Then he saw that many of the women were holding tissues to their
eyes. The nuns looked serene. Ron wondered if they were anticipating heaven.

The priest, Monsignor Gerard, was in the pulpit. Before the mass began, he
said, “I'm sure that Our Heavenly Father is pleased to see so many of you in His
house today. I'm sure that he wished that his house was this full when people
were not frightened, but in His wisdom, he knows that we are weak.” Then he
turned his back on them and began to celebrate mass. Ron thought, that sure will
make folks feel better.

The days wore on and the tension built. After the first rushes of panic, a
sameness set in about it, almost a grim acceptance. There was a spike in the
construction of fallout shelters. In school they practiced what to do in the case of
an attack. The nuns assured frightened children that the best place in the world to
be was in the church. And then when things seemed to be inevitable, it was over.

The United States had prevailed. Kennedy had backed down the Russians. Ron
got a copy of Profiles in Courage from the library and read it. Then he read Why
England Slept, although he didn’t understand much of it. Then he read The
Making of the President.

When report cards came out, Ron was moved from the last seat in the last row
to the last seat in the middle row. He was seated across from Barbara Infante. She
smiled at him. Sometimes when they exchanged papers, they graded each other’s
papers. Her penmanship was beautiful and she wrote with a light touch. Ron’s
handwriting was sloppy and he wrote hard.

Marjorie was thrilled with his grades. Of the 16 graded areas, Ron had earned
an “E” in nine of them. “E” stood for excellent. Mary Salvatore gave him a “G” in
religion. The nun knew that Ron had earned an “E” but she just could not bring
herself to give it to him. He was a smart boy and she liked him, but she certainly
wasn’t going to make the mistake of trusting him. Everything else was either a “G”
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for good or an “S” for satisfactory. Richie was in the first seat of Ron’s row. He had
gotten straight E’s.

Things were different after Ron broke his nose. Richie was angry and
embarrassed, and he was sure that Ron had done it on purpose. They never
talked about it and Ron would have told him that it was just a play and that he
didn’t mean anything by it.

After the Cuban thing and his impressive report card, Ron’s popularity began
to rise again. He learned that while he hid his love of reading in public school
because he didn’t want to appear to be brainy, in Catholic school, brainy was
good.

Chapter 22

Janine and Jimmy arrived for coffee and the after dinner stupor seemed
broken. Ron was still in the basement and Celeste was just finishing setting the
table for coffee. Jimmy kissed Celeste on the cheek and said, “So where is he? You
keep him chained to your bed downstairs?”

Celeste blushed. Janine came over and said, “Better to keep him chained than
to have him chaining you.”

Mario and Joey came into the dining room and sat back down. Mario shook
Jimmy’s hand and said, “Mr. Lattimore.”

Jimmy grinned, “So | hear that you are going to have a new son-in-law.”
Joey added, “Again.”

Anna tensed and put her head down. Mario just nodded. Janine said, “Well,
three is a charm.”

Celeste knew that Anna had passed this information along during her morning
phone calls and she was sure that it wasn’t accompanied by an endorsement.

The door to the downstairs basement opened and Ron tried to slide into the
room unnoticed. That wasn’t going to happen.
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“We need another chair,” said Anna.

Ron moved to get it and Anna thought in spite of herself that at least he tried
to help. Celeste introduced Ron to Jimmy and Janine.

Jimmy smiled and stick out a large hard hand. It engulfed Ron’s hand but he
tried his best for a manly shake.

“Good to meet you,” said Ron figuring a smile at Janine would cover his
response to go along with the handshake.

“So,” said Jimmy, “you’re a football coach.”
“I’m just an assistant, said Ron. “This will be my second year.”
“Good money?” said Jimmy laughing.

Ron flushed. The money was awful. He calculated it last year to work out to be
about fifty cents an hour. Ron laughed. “Not so much for the money. But it’s
good to work with the kids that way.”

Jimmy didn’t answer. It had been a joke and Ron had given his a straight
answer. Jimmy hoped that Ron had a sense of humor. He was going to need it in
this house.

Neither Mario nor Joey understood why someone would work when the
money wasn’t any good and the hours were long. But he was a teacher and they
both had a mistrust of teachers. It was true that Jimmy was a teacher, but he
taught drivers education and gym. That was different and Jimmy was family. He
liked to work with his hands.

The last thing in the world that Ron wanted was a hot cup of coffee. He didn’t
drink coffee after dinner. They had consumed too much food. He wished that he
could go for a long walk and maybe even a run, but that was out of the question.
Angel took his hand and Ron lifted her up onto his knee after he sat.

Chapter 23

Ron was invited to his first party. It was at Barbara Infante’s house. He took a
very long and hot shower. He combed his hair about six times. He used some of
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George’s aftershave. He made sure that there was copious amounts of deodorant
under his arms. He selected a white on white high roll and used gold colored cuff
links with it. He slid on a pair of black mohair and silk slacks that had a knife sharp
crease. His socks were thin and almost see through except for the black ribs that
Ron made sure were very straight as they slid up over his ankles. He tied his
feather-tipped shoes tightly and made sure that their shine was high gloss. Then
he slipped on his three quarter length black leather jacket from Cooper leather,
where his mother had taken him when he said that he needed to have one.

He wanted to slip on his sunglasses but it was night and George said that he
was trying to look like a wise guy when he wore them. Marjorie said, “You look
very nice,” when he came out of his room. Ron had the sunglasses safely tucked
away in his inside pocket. “Do you have money?” she asked.

“I have a few dollars,” said Ron. “l don’t think that Ill need any.”

“Where is this party?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he lied.

“How can you be going to a party and not know where it is?” said Marjorie.

Ron lied again. “I'm meeting Richie and some of the other guys up at the
school. They know where she lives.”

It had been a pointless lie and Ron knew that it probably was, but the thought
of her driving over there if he was late, or calling her house if she felt like it, was
reason enough to keep her in the dark.

“Stay out of trouble,” said George.

III

“He isn’t going to get into any trouble!” snapped Marjorie. “He’s going to a
party.” Then a thought hit her. “What is this girl’s name?”

“Barbara.”

“Does she have a last name?”

“Infante.”

“l know a Tony Infante from 4% Street,” said George.
Ron thought, who cares?
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“Are her parents going to be at home?” said Marjorie.

“I don’t know,” said Ron. “I’'m sure that they will be.” And then he was moving
towards the door. He needed to get out of there. He slid on his shades as he
bounced down the stairs. The evening air felt like freedom.

Chapter 24

Later that night Ron and Celeste lay in bed talking. They had mastered the art
of having quiet sex and Angel was two floors away in her bedroom. Celeste had
an intercom set up so that she could respond if Angel woke up.

They were facing each other and searching each other’s faces as they spoke.
“Life is going to change a lot in a couple of weeks,” said Ron.
Celeste felt a quiver in her stomach. “Because of work?”

“Yes, and coaching and then tutoring. | get very busy and we have to plan for
it.”

“Will | ever see you?”
“Every day,” Ron blurted. “As long as we can find a way.”
“At least we'll be able to talk on the phone, won’t we?’

“Every night,” said Ron. “l know this is going to sound screwy, but | don’t think
that | could manage to get to sleep if | hadn’t spoken to you.”

Celeste felt her heart swell. She decided that she needed a job and maybe
needed to go back to school. She was going to have to do something to work
towards their goals and keep from sitting by the phone or listening for his
squeaks.

Ron drove home at about two am. He was smiling and at the same time he
was worried. Her family didn’t like him. His family wasn’t ready for her. Did they
have any chance that things would work out for them? What about Angel? This
wasn’t like having a girlfriend or even someone with whom he lived. This was like
acquiring an instant family, most of which didn’t like him. It confused him.
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When he got home, the phone was ringing. It was Celeste calling to say good
night. Ron was tempted to tell her about the doubts that he was having but
decided that it was a conversation that was better had in person.

Chapter 25

The party bored Ron and he wondered if there was someplace else that he
wanted to be. The girls were pretty and were wearing makeup. Some had their
hair teased up. Ron danced with Barbara Infante. It was a slow dance and he
could feel the buds of her breasts pressing against him and the motion of her hips
pressing against him and he knew it was going to happen and it did. He was
sticking out against her. He was sure that she could feel it. He blushed with
embarrassment.

When the dance ended he gulped down a paper cup’s worth of fruit punch. It
reminded him of the “bug juice” that they served on his one disastrous trip to
camp. They had been on a hike and his asthma had kicked in and he had to be
taken to the infirmary and the kids nicknamed him “wheezer” because of the
sounds that came out of him when he tried to breathe. Marjorie and Rocky had
come for him the next day, and he was able to sneak into his cabin while the
other kids were at the lake. He was able to pack his things and slip out and never
see any of them again.

It wasn’t like that here. If you made a fool of yourself, it followed you forever.
He was pretty sure that his erection had gone unnoticed. Barbara Infante was
whispering to her friend Carol that she had felt his thing get hard while they were
dancing. Ron heard the girls giggle and his entire body stiffened.

He and Richie and Phillip and Dennis walked together after the party. They
were talking about how boring it was and how they hated having adults watch
them like they were swimming in a fishbowl.

Ron blurted, “Do you think Barbara likes me?”

When he heard the laughter from his friends he knew that he had done one of
those stupid things that just wasn’t going to go away.

“So, you’re in love with Barbara Infante,” said Richie.
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“No,” said Ron.
“Why did you ask that?” said Phillip.

Ron stammered. He was glad that it was dark and they couldn’t see the way
that he was blushing. “I don’t know.”

They laughed again. This was just getting worse.

“Want me to ask her if she likes you?” said Dennis.

“Maybe we should all ask her,” said Richie.

When Ron got home, his mother said, “Ronald you are eleven years old.”

“ know,” said Ron.

“Ten-thirty is far too late to be coming home for an eleven year old boy.”

“It’s because | have to walk so much further than the other kids do,” said Ron.

“Then plan ahead,” said George. He had been drinking. Ron could tell from the
red bloat of his face and the smell of beer. His father told him that fools got
drunk. Ron thought, right again Dad.

Ron didn’t answer. He wasn’t going to give George the satisfaction of
answering him.

“Did you have a good time?” said Marjorie.
“Up until now,” snapped Ron before he thought about it.
“What this kid needs is a good beating,” said George.

Ron snapped again. It was like his mouth was no longer attached to his brain.
“Not from you.”

George got up. Marjorie screamed, “George don’t.”
“Go ahead,” said Ron. “I'll tell my father.”

“You think I’'m afraid of Harry Tuck?”

“Say it to his face,” said Ron.

Marjorie began to cry.
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Chapter 26

Before Ron had known Robin and before he had known Zoe, he’d been with
Julie. She had long straight dark hair. She loved Marjorie. They had a bond. When
Ron left her, Marjorie had cried but then she had written and over the years she
learned that Julie had won an award for being a reporter in Texas. She’d gotten a
promotion to a station in Windsor Canada that broadcasted into Detroit.

Marjorie wrote, “Ronald is making a terrible mistake and I think that you are
the only one who can save him. | know that he loves you and that you have never
wanted anything but what was best for the both of you. | want you to come here.
I’'ve always wanted to embrace you like my daughter.”

When Julie got the message, she stared at it for a long time. Did Marjorie know
that she had a daughter now? What was she asking her to do? She looked over at
her sleeping child and felt a pang. She had dreamed more than once that it was
Ron’s child, but she knew that it wasn’t. In the final analysis, he just hadn’t
wanted her.

Maybe he would now? Maybe the years and the experiences had changed
him. Maybe he was ready. If he was, she was too. She felt a fire inside of her
when she thought about him. He was unabashed. She felt that tingle between her
legs and cursed her pussy. Except that her vagina had produced her daughter. It
wasn’t all bad. And if he saw her daughter and met her, he would be captivated.
That was how he was and she knew it. But why was Marjorie so insistent and
what was this mistake? It could only be another woman who was not Robin.
Marjorie wouldn’t have written if it was Robin. She’d sent her into that battle
before and hugged her after she was bruised and cut from previous skirmishes.
Most of all, Marjorie knew that Julie couldn’t win. She wouldn’t do that to her
again. She picked up the phone and dialed Marjorie’s number.

“Marge, it’s Julie.”
“I’'m so glad that you called.”
“What’s wrong?”

“He wants to get married.”
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“To who?”
“Some lItalian girl that he hardly knows.”
IlWhy?ll

“I think that he feels like time is passing him by, and he wants to start a real
life.”

“I think that we all get that way sometimes,” said Julie.

“Do you still love him?”

“Yes.”

“After all this time and everything that he’s done?”

“I know | sound stupid Marjorie, but yes.”

“Then you’d better get out here.”

“How can | do that? | have no reason.”

“It’s going to be George’s birthday and you’re invited.”

“This is the last time that I’'m going to do anything like this,” said Julie.
“It should be,” said Marjorie.

It was easy for Julie to schedule a flight. Her Dad was a pilot and she had a card
that allowed her to fly for the price of the tax. Newark Airport was a hub. She
thought about how she met Ron and the roller coaster that had been their
relationship. She had been taking a summer course at the local community
college when they met. By the time the fall began, they were an item and spent
each weekend together. One weekend he would drive up to her college and
spend the nights in her dorm room and the other she would drive down to his
house and stay in his room. That was when she grew close with Marjorie. They
played with each other’s hair. They shared secrets. Marjorie told Ron that as long
as he was on the couch when she woke up in the morning that she wouldn’t give
him a hard time. She stopped walking into Ron’s room without knocking on the
door. He introduced Julie to Chris and Laureen and the four of them went places
together. She gave him a guitar and he played it horribly. She smiled and
grimaced at the same time thinking about the way that he abused that poor
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guitar. Then she remembered the feel of his hands and the incredibly long eye
lashes that he had. She pictured the broadness of his shoulders and smiled.
Warren Lashly had been the death of them. Maybe that was unfair but she had
grown to hate Warren and his interrogations. She hated the way that Ron looked
up to him and let Lashly’s words and ideas become his guiding principles.

Then she met Jeff. He went to her school and she began sleeping with him
during the week. He knew about Ron but didn’t care. He managed the radio
station and there were plenty of girls that he could have. If she wanted her shift
to be regular, she knew what he expected. She brought Ron to the radio station
and instantly the two young men took a dislike to each other. Ron had gone with
her into Manhattan when she was getting her 3™ class broadcaster’s license. He
quizzed her on the train ride in and then decided to take the test as well. It had
amazed her that he passed and she let him talk on the air during her show.

Then they drifted. Every weekend became every other weekend and then it
was one weekend a month and then he was gone. It had been tearful but she was
relieved. She felt it was coming.

Years later he came to see her while she was doing news updates on the AM
dial. She was lonely and he felt so good. He was working in a jail trying to teach
kids to read and write, and she had just been named woman broadcaster of the
year for a ten part series that she’d done on women in Texas. When he left, she
cried and decided that their timing was just so bad that it just wasn’t going to
work. Now they were in their 30’s and she knew that she looked good. It was
time. She had a failed marriage and a daughter and he had been ripped apart by a
relationship with a woman who enjoyed watching him suffer. She could see
where that could become addictive.

Chapter 27

What actually happened was Phillip confided to Carol that Ron wanted to
know if Barbara liked him.

Carol scrunched up her face and said, “l don’t think so but I’ll ask her.”
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Among the girls it was known that Barbara really liked Richie, but that wasn’t
something that she would share with a boy. It would be a betrayal that would
make Barbara her enemy forever.

When she told Barbara, the girl let out one of her patented, “Eww’s”
Carol giggled. “Well you did say that his thing got all excited.”
“Exactly,” said Barbara.

The girls giggled again. Then a thought struck Barbara. “He sits right next to
me. How am | going to look at him?”

“And not get his thing excited?” teased Carol.

“I’m serious, Carol. How am | supposed to look at him now and read his sloppy
papers?”

“How bad are they?”

“The answers are mostly right and he studies but he writes like he is using
some kind of tool and needs to cut the words into the paper.”

“In other words, he’s rough and careless?”
llYeS.II

“Maybe he’s just nervous,” said Carol. “Being the new kid and those rumors
about him and then he broke Richie’s nose.”

“Did you know that he doesn’t know how to ride a bike?”
“You’re kidding!” said Carol.
“Nope, Richie told me that the guys all made fun about him because of it.”

Carol felt sorry for Ron but she could understand why Barbara didn’t want to
be linked to him.

During the next day of classes, Barbara was careful not to look at him. He
seemed oblivious. That angered her. She wanted him to look at her so that she
could ignore him, but he didn’t seem to care. She thought of passing him a note
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that read, | don’t like you. Leave me alone. But he was leaving her alone and the
note would look stupid.

All Ron was able to think about was how much he hated George. His mother
had punished him for his outburst and he hadn’t been allowed to go out of the
house the next day. He just stayed in his room and read. He came out for dinner
and ate without saying anything. He helped to clean up and then he was back in
his room.

Ron was wallowing in his reverie of hostility when he heard his name. He
looked up to see the faces of the kids in the class turned in his direction. Mary
Salvatore was coming down the aisle in his direction.

“So nice of you to join us, Mr. Tuck. May | see what you have been so absorbed
with that you didn’t hear me call on you twice?” She picked up the book that was
on his desk. It was the same book that they were all reading from and there
wasn’t anything hidden in it but he was two pages behind. She stared hard at him.
“So you’ve been daydreaming. Would you like to share what you were
daydreaming about with everyone?”

“No, Sister.”

“Do you find what we are doing here so boring that you are unable to
concentrate?”

“No, Sister.”
“That’s good. Then you’ll be happy to stand up and read for us.”

Carol wrote a quick note and passed it to Phillip. “Maybe he’s thinking about
Barbara.” They both grinned.

Ron stood and read flawlessly. It was written in children’s language. It retold
the story of the Prodigal Son. Ron almost stopped and asked if would be ok if he
read it from an actual bible, but he knew that he was being reprimanded for not
paying attention. It was time for him to learn how to make things easier on
himself. Hadn’t his mother done that when she married George? At least, wasn’t
that what she thought that she doing?
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That night at dinner Ron announced, “l want to convert to being a Catholic.”

Marjorie looked stunned. George didn’t react. He was born Catholic. He was
staying that way. That’s what you were supposed to do. You looked at your plate
saw what was there and ate it without complaining.

“And just when did you decide this?”

“While | was walking home,” said Ron.

“Your grand-mother would turn over in her grave.”

“You’re the one who made me go to that school. It’s not my fault.”

“You know very well why you were sent to that school, Ronald. Would you
have rathered that | let them send you to a reformatory?”

“Well, now | want to be a Catholic.”
“Do we have to have these conversations at dinner?” said George.

Marjorie took the opportunity to turn on him. “When would suggest that we
have them? Whenever anyone starts talking about anything that has any
importance, you get up and walk away. Maybe he figures that as long as there is
food, at least you'll stay and listen.” Then she turned back to Ron. “You’re not
becoming a Catholic. You were born a Protestant. You were raised a Protestant
and that’s how it’s going to stay.”

“No itisn’t, Mom. We have freedom of religion in this country.”

“I don’t know what’s happening to you,” she said staring into his eyes. “You
used to be such a nice boy.”

“Look where that got me.”
“Why are you doing this to me? Why do you need to hurt me?”
“You said that | should think for myself and that’s what I’'m doing.”

Marjorie hated it when he gave her that look and sounded like his father.
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Chapter 28

Ron tried to be cheerful as he drove Celeste and Angel down to meet Marjorie
and George for the first time, but he had a sense that it might be tense. Celeste
was nervous about it. They had waited a while, but things were moving quickly
now. It was hard to realize that she had only been with him for a little over two
weeks. It seemed so much longer.

The plan was for dinner in the backyard and the weather was cooperating. It
was a mild evening with a light breeze. Maybe that was an omen that everything
was going to be ok, thought Ron.

Marjorie had cooked and the kitchen was very warm. She was sweating and
she blamed it on Ron and this girl, whoever she was. He still had his key to the
house, but it didn’t seem right to use it on this occasion. He walked up to the
front door with angel in his left arm. Her hands were around his neck as he rang
the doorbell. George came to the door. Dandy barked. Angel tensed. Celeste said,
“I didn’t know your mom had a dog”

George opened to the door and said, “You forget your key?”
Ron shrugged. “George, this is Celeste and this is Angel.”
“Nice to meet you,” said George smiling.

They walked down the hall nest to the flight of stairs that led up to the second
floor apartment. In the dark blocking the side door that was never used, Ron
glanced down at his Aunt’s old record player. He missed her and sure could have
used her help tonight.

“They’re here,” announced George as they walked into the dining room that
had once been their bedroom when Ron still lived there. Marjorie came out of the
kitchen and smiled politely.

“Mom, this is Celeste and this is Angel.”

The sight of the little girl in his arms made Marjorie want to cry. “Well, it’s nice
to finally meet you, Celeste.” Marjorie tried not to look at Angel who was waiting
to be greeted and made a fuss over.
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“I’'m happy to meet you too,” said Celeste, noticing that neither one of them
had said anything to Angel, who did not want Ron to put her down.

“We should go out into the yard. It’s too hot in this kitchen,” said Marjorie. She
picked up her cigarettes and led them out the back door.

Celeste glanced around. It was a large kitchen, the kind that she loved. She
could see immediately that a lot of time was spent there. They walked out into a
backyard that was good sized, long and more narrow than hers was. Marjorie sat
down at redwood table and lit a cigarette. Then she said, “Ron, would you go into
the kitchen and get my Crystal Lite?”

“Sure.” Ron handed Angel to Celeste.
“Would you like something to drink, Angel?” said Marjorie.

Angel felt shy and a little frightened of the white dog who was energetically
wagging his tail and wanting to play. She didn’t answer for a moment and then
said, “No, thank you.”

“Oh you do know how to talk?” said Marjorie smiling. Celeste wasn’t sure
that’s he liked the comment, but knew that Marjorie would find out soon enough
how well-spoken Angel was.

“That’s a great tree,” said Celeste, looking at the massive oak that shaded the
entire yard.

“It’s been here longer than we have,” said Marjorie.

Ron came back with his mother’s glass of ice tea in one hand and a pitcher of
the stuff in his other. He set them down and said to Angel, “Watch this.”

He picked up a beach ball that was lying on the grass and Dandy barked and
wagged his fluffy tail furiously. Ron tossed the ball to Dandy who perfectly head
butted it back up into Ron’s hands. Angel giggled and said, “Make him do it
again.”

Ron happily obliged as they all watched and Marjorie smoked. He was showing
off for them. It was cute but she hated it.

“Would you like some Crystal Lite before dinner?” said Marjorie, looking at
Celeste.
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“Thank you.” Celeste put Angel down and reached for the pitcher but Angel
clung hard to her back and Celeste dropped the glass. It spread across the
tablecloth that Marjorie had laid out. George got up and hurried into the house
for some paper towels. “I’'m sorry,” said Celeste. “l guess she’s a little nervous.”

“Nothing to be sorry for,” said Marjorie in a tone that implied that there was.
The Crystal Lite had almost reached the stack of paper plates, when George came
out with a roll of paper towels. “Hurry up! We don’t want it to ruin them too.”
George caught it in time. Ron dropped the ball and came over to the table. Angel
clung to Celeste. Dandy followed him eagerly. Ron picked up the stack of plates as
George wiped the table.

“You’ll have to wipe it down with a sponge,” said Marjorie. “Otherwise it will
be a sticky mess.”

“I'll getit,” said Ron.

Celeste wondered if they could just leave and come back again like this never
happened. She said, “What a way to make an impression.”

Marjorie said, “Well, let’s eat.”

It took several trips in and out the backdoor to carry out the bowls and platter.
George and Ron and Marjorie made the trips. Celeste sat there wanting to help
but Angel was back in her arms. She wasn’t used to not helping.

“I made one of your favorites,” said Marjorie.

Ron smiled at the platter of pork chops mixed with sauerkraut and potatoes.
“Did you use Aunt Dottie’s pot?”

“Of course | did. It won’t be as good as hers was though.”

Chapter 29
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Ron stayed after school the next day and asked Sister Mary Salvatore what he
should do if he was interested in converting. She looked very surprised and
pleased.

“This is an important decision Ronald. Are you sure that it is what you want?”
“I’'m pretty sure.”
“Why is it what you want?”

That was a good question and Ron wasn’t sure how to answer. He thought for
a moment. Suppose he said the wrong thing and they wouldn’t let him. “This
Church goes back to the time of Jesus,” said Ron. “It’s the religion that he
wanted.”

“Well that’s a good reason. Is it your only reason?”
Ron decided that he would tell this nun the truth. “No, but it’s my best one.”
“What are your other reasons?”

“The Church | used to go to closed. | really don’t feel like | have a church now
and | don’t think that’s good for me.”

“You don’t go to church at all anymore?” The nun looked concerned. No
wonder he had gotten into trouble.

“At Christmas time and at Easter. That’s pretty much it.”
“Is there any other reason?” the nun probed.
Ron sighed. “l want to fit in.”

“That’s the first reason that you’ve mentioned that isn’t a good one. But you
knew that already, didn’t you?”

“Yes, Sister.”

“Have you spoken to your mother about this and your father?”
“I told my mother.”

“Does she support your choice?”

“She’ll get used to it.”
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“Have you told your father?”
“Not yet.”
“May | ask why?”

“I don’t see him very much anymore. He plays golf now, and sometimes he
forgets to come and pick me up.”

“Don’t you think that you should tell him?”

“To be honest Sister, | don’t think he’ll care. He’s not a religious man. He’ll say
that | should do what | think | should do.”

“Ill set up an appointment at the rectory for you Ronald.”

Chapter 30

After the dinner during which Angel pissed Marjorie off by being clingy with
both Ron and Celeste, Marjorie caught Ron in the kitchen and said, “This girl isn’t
for you.”

“Why do you think that?”
“Didn’t you learn from happened to me?” she said flatly.

“I'learned,” said Ron. “I learned not to believe people’s promises. Is that how
you want me to go through life, not trusting anyone?”

“I’'m just saying that | know you better than anyone, and | telling you that you
can do better than this.”
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“It isn’t a contest, Mom.”

“Don’t pretend that you don’t know what I’'m talking about.”

“I' love her and that’s what matters to me. She loves me as well.”
“She’s desperate and you’re her way out.”

“That’s unfair.”

“I might as well tell you now then. I’'ve invited Julie to come to George’s
birthday party.”

Ron was stunned. He hadn’t spoken to Julie in years. He didn’t even know
where she was and he surely didn’t know that his mother was in touch with her.
“That’s great Mom. I’'m bringing Celeste.”

“Julie is a nice girl who cares about you.”
“Just stop it, OK?”
“Sure, I'll just sit by and watch my only son ruin his life.”

Ron went out the back door and found Celeste sitting with Angel in her arms.
She looked nervous and Angel looked sleepy.

His mother followed him out the door and Ron said, “I think we are going to
get going. Angel needs to have a bath and she’s getting sleepy.”

‘Do what you want,” said Marjorie. “You will anyway.”

George said, “It was nice to meet you, Celeste. | hope that | see you at my
birthday party.”

Marjorie looked at George like she wanted to spit on him. Ron decided that a
quick exit was in order. Celeste thanked Marjorie for having her and Angel to
dinner.

“I’'m sure we’ll get to know each other sooner or later,” said Marjorie.
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Chapter 31

The next day Ron was sent out of class and told to report to the principal’s
office. This was never a good sign but Ron was pretty sure that he hadn’t done
anything wrong. Sister Wilma Delores smiled broadly when she saw him.

“Ronald, Father Joyce is waiting to see you over at the rectory. Don’t be
nervous and just tell him what you told Sister Mary Salvatore.”

Ron rang the bell and waited outside of the rectory. It was a long wait and he
was unsure if the bell had rung or if he should ring it again. If he rang it again they
might think that he was pushy and lacked patience. If he didn’t ring it again, he
might just be standing here while the priest was inside waiting for him to appear.
He rang it again. He could see motion through the small window in the center of
the door.

Father Richard Joyce was disappointed by Ron’s age and size. Ron was almost
as tall as he was and the priest did not get that powerful rush that he felt when he
looked down at smaller, younger boys. A convert was a convert though.

“It’s my understanding that you have an interest in Catholicism,” said Father
Joyce.

“Yes, | do Father,”

“And how did this interest arise?”
“I attend the grammar school.”
“What is your current religion?”
“I’'m Protestant.”

“Which denomination?”

“Well | was Presbyterian, but my church closed and so | attended a Reformed
Lutheran church for a while because it was the only one that | could get to.”

“Your parents didn’t attend with you?”
“No, Father.”

“And why was that?”
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“My parents are divorced, Father.” Ron hated the endless repetition of this
litany. He hated the way that people looked at him with baleful eyes after he said
it. Joyce’s eyes and face showed no expression, except for a hint of disapproval.

“And how did you come to attend Our Lady of the Forlorn’s grammar
school?” Joyce of course knew the answer to this question but he wanted to make
the boy describe it.

“My mother got me admitted,” said Ron. He didn’t want to go through it
again and was taking the chance that it was just one of the questions on the list
and that Joyce really didn’t care about his answers.

“Why did your mother, a non-practicing Protestant, want you in a religious
school?”

Anger flashed through Ron. He’s going to make me say it, he thought.

“I got into some trouble, Father and the police thought that it would be
best if | didn’t attend Broadway Junior High.”

“Were you arrested?”

“I don’t think so.”

“You don’t know?”

“No one said that | was under arrest.”
“What had you done?”

“I brought a knife to school.”

“Did you hurt anyone?”

“No Father.”

“Well, everyone makes mistakes Ronald.”

That was the first really kind thing that he’d said to him. Maybe the worst
was over.

“Thank you, Father.”
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“A boy your age would have already been confirmed and would have
studied his religion extensively.”

“I have studied religion a lot.”
“The Catholic faith, Ronald.”

For a moment Ron’s pride was stung. Part of him wanted to say, go ahead
ask me things. That wouldn’t be a good idea. Ron didn’t answer.

“You’ve read the bible haven’t you, Ronald?”
“Yes.”

“Knowing scripture isn’t a bad thing, but it really has very little to do with
being a good Catholic.”

“First of all you have to convince me that you are sincere. Then we can do
the study together.”

“How do | convince you of that?”
“First of all by being patient.”
“Yes Father.”

“Secondly you will come here this Saturday and each Saturday after that
until | feel that you are ready to be baptized.”

“What time?”

Chapter 32

Ron left Celeste’s house early that evening. He didn’t rush his departure,
but there was something he needed to do. He parked the car in front of his
mother’s house. Again, for maybe the one thousandth time, he wished that his
Aunt Dottie was still alive.

You only get so many guardian angels. She had been his. They had blood
between them and there was an acceptance and a soul to their connection.
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Ron opened the door with his key. Dandy barked. Marjorie and George
were in the living room watching TV. His entrance startled her.

George was half in the bag.
“Ronald, I didn’t expect you.”
“Would another time be better?”
“She got up and said, “Come into the kitchen.”

The settled in their customary chairs. The gazed into each other’s eyes and
there was that love, that honey sweet flow of love that a mother and child share,
if only sometimes.

Ron spoke softly. “I want you to know that this thing with Celeste is serious.
She’s going to become my wife. She’s the woman that I've chosen.”

“What about Robin?”

Ron was shocked that she said her name. “It didn’t work. We tried. She
tried more than you know.”

“What about the mouse?”

Ron could not help a grin. She refused to stop calling Zoe that. “Too crazy,”
said Ron. He thought a moment. “Maybe she just scared me.”

“Sometimes it’s right to be scared.”
“I’m not scared of Celeste or Angel.”

“You should be.”

“I’'m going to do this. Please don’t make me fight you for it tooth and nail.”
“What about Julie?”

Ron said, “Why did you do that?”

“She’s a nice girl.”

“ know.”

“She loves you.”
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“I know.”

Ron looked deep into her eyes. “You know the feeling that you had with
Rocky, before it went bad?”

“Of course | do.”

“Robin was like my Harry Tuck.” Ron smiled. “We should have had a kid but
we didn’t want one. We thought that the world was full and that we needed to
learn to take care of those who were already here. It still wouldn’t have worked
and there would be a child who needed protection and raising.”

“You're breaking my heart,” said Marijorie.

“This little girl needs protection and care too. The bonus for me is that I’'m
in love with her mother.”

“She has a family. Why don’t you want a family of your own?”

“The way that | feel about her is very special. I've been in love.” Ron tried
his best to speak as earnestly as he could. “This feels more real and stronger than
anything | have ever felt.”

“You’re making a mistake,” said Marjorie. “Please listen to me. | know that
you’re sincere. And | know that you are making a huge mistake.”

“How do you know?”
“I feel it”

“I don’t trust your feelings about this. I’'m going to marry her.”

End of Part 1
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Chapter 33

The heat baked the asphalt so hot that Ron could feel it radiating up
through his sneakers. He walked across the parking lot and into the back door of
the school. It was the team entrance and opened into a low slightly darkened
narrow hallway. To his left was the door to the boys’ locker room. Ron entered
and walked through the empty room that soon enough would carry the sounds
and the yearlong smell of perspiration soaked equipment and clothing of teen
aged boys.

Steve Ferry was a bull of a man who did not seem to fit in the desk chair. He
stood about six feet and three inches. He had a huge back and head that was
covered with a baseball cap out of which stuck the ends of greyish white hair. He
looked like he could pull a plow.

Laying on the worn couch that many people suspected was his only bed,
Artie Harris looked up and opened his eyes at the sound of Ron’s entrance. “Hey
Crazy Ron is here. Now things will get lively.”

Ron smiled. “Hiya, Artie. How was your summer?”

It was still the end of August but it was pretty much acknowledged that
summer was over when practices began. There wouldn’t be any more quiet
mornings. No more endless days that could be filled any way that a person
wanted to fill them.

Steve turned from the clipboard that had multiple sheets of paper with
templates for designing football plays attached to it. “Ron, it’s good to see you.”

“Good to see you too Steve. How was your summer?”
“They get shorter all the time,” said Steve.

Ron didn’t really understand that and just nodded. “Where are we going to
meet?”

Air conditioned rooms were at a premium on this side of the building, but
Artie knew where they all were and Ron was pretty sure that he had scouted out
a room and turned the air on so that it would be cool.
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Artie said, “They put air in the teacher’s room over the summer. That’s a
good spot.”

Steve shook his head back and forth. “No chalkboard in there. We'll need

”

one.

Artie looked crestfallen. There were no classrooms with air conditioners.
Ron said, “We could bring in one or two of the rolling boards.”

“Fine with me,” said Steve, flicking his eyes over at the rotund and now
happier Artie and then winking at Ron.

Ron and Steve were classroom teachers. They were not unaccustomed to
oppressive heat. It didn’t really bother them as much as it did people like Artie
who roamed the halls searching for any place to cool off on a day like this.
Classroom teachers had to be models for their students or else the complaining
and moaning would never allow them to finish or start the school year. No one
was really sure what Artie did. He worked around the school. That was it. He
coached Hockey. He got up and waddled out to find the rolling chalkboards and
bring them to the magnificently cooled teachers’ lounge.

Larry Voila arrived just as Artie was leaving. They just nodded as they
passed one another in the hall. Larry thought that Artie was bad to have around
kids. Artie felt the same way about Larry.

Greetings exchanged. Ron was happy not to be working with Larry this
year. Larry had gone to Steve complaining that Ron had undermined his authority
last year. The truth was that Larry had never played the game and they all knew it.
When he denied the freshman team water after a poor showing at a scrimmage,
Ron had instinctively blown his whistle and called for a water break. It happened
ten minutes after Larry said, “No, they’ve got to get tougher.” Larry had stomped
off the field like an angry child who had his toy taken away. He was even more
humiliated when Steve moved Ron up to the varsity staff. Steve was always
politely condescending to Larry, who never realized it.

When Paul Pamenteri arrived, they were ready to start. It was a meagre
staff for the one hundred players that would be in the program. They settled in
the teacher’s lounge and drank cans of soda that Artie had pilfered from one of
the soda machines for which he had a secret key.
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Steve stood and passed out play books. “We need to go through it all,” said
Steve. “I made a lot of changes over the summer.” Steve was a physics teacher
and a farm boy. To him, football was purely a matter of leverage, angle, strength,
speed and desire, but he did like to scheme. They would begin with the offense.
This afternoon he would lecture on the defense. Tomorrow he would continue
with the same pattern. The next day, his players would arrive and he would begin
to see what he actually had.

Young men’s bodies changed quickly. A boy could go away for the summer
standing five foot seven and come back a few months later at having grown
inches and thinned out considerably and be in need of bulking up. You had to
actually see them before you truly knew what you had. That kind of change might
necessitate the need for changes in the scheme. His team was going to be white
and slow. He didn’t expect a good year, but in his thirty-fifth year of coaching, his
second after retiring from public school, taking a pension and coming to teach
and coach here. It was just what he did. Besides, you could always be surprised.

Chapter 34

Ron knelt at the altar rail, opened his mouth and extended his tongue. His
mouth was dry and the Communion wafer was dry. It felt a moment of panic as
he walked back to his pew with his hands clasped and his eyes down. The wafer
had stuck to the roof of his mouth. What was he supposed to do now? He
couldn’t reach in and scrape it off. He wasn’t supposed to let his teeth touch it. He
rubbed against it with his tongue and hoped that it would dislodge.

He wanted that magical feeling of having Jesus inside of him. When he had
Communion in his former church they drank grape juice. It was made clear that
this was a commemoration of what Christ had done. Ron knew about
transubstantiation. This was really God that Ron had inside of him. His tongue
couldn’t get the wafer to move. His mind said, Oh Fuck. Then he panicked. He had
sinned while the host was in his mouth. There might be a special place in hell for
people who did that. Maybe he was the only one who had ever done it. Maybe
God didn’t realize. Another lightening thought hit him. He had just sinned again!
God was supposed to know everything and here he was doubting Jesus who had
bled every drop of his precious blood for him.
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After Mass, Ron ran across the street to the candy store and bought a
bottle of coke. He washed his Savior down with a long relished swallow. What a
way to begin! Some first Communion he screamed at himself as he walked home
alone.

George was spreading a dirty white rug across the living room floor of their
apartment. Marjorie was watching him with a sick look on her face. It covered the
hard wood floor that she loved with an ugly combination of white and stain.
George contended that it would muffle the sound and that it was important to be
considerate of the people downstairs.

Ron and Marjorie just stared at each other when he said it. They had lived
in apartments all their lives. This was George’s first experience.

“Where did you get this thing?” said Ron.
“This used to belong to Wobbles,” said George proudly.
“Who’s that?” said Ron.

George smirked at Ron’s ignorance. “He’s a friend of George’s,” said
Marjorie glumly trying to be patient.

“He’s probably the most important man in Newark and one of the most
important men in the state,” George explained.

“Never heard of him.”
“You wouldn’t,” said George.

Marjorie stayed silent and Ron could see that she hated the thing. He said,
“Why is he giving away his dirty rugs?”

“Maybe we can cover some of the stains with furniture,” said Marjorie.

George looked up, exasperated. Each stain felt like a thorn stuck up his ass
and these two were going to mention each and every one. “Do you know how
expensive this rug was?”

“You bought this thing?” said Ron.

George turned redder. “I mean originally.”
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Chapter 35

Ron drove from the school to Celeste’s house. Anna heard his squeaking
approach and saw the delight that spread across Angel’s face. Celeste got up and
ran downstairs to change like a love sick school girl. What was happening to her
house? He came and went like some storm that you could hear approaching and
then had to clean up after.

Angel was running towards the picture window to look out. Anna waited in
her chair at the kitchen table. She lifted her fly swatter and smacked it down at
some imaginary bug. If only she could eliminate him the same way.

Before the doorbell rang Angel was pulling the door open. Ron scooped her
up into his arms and kissed her. She squealed with delight.

Anna said, “Can’t you do something about that squeaking?”

“I tried. They told me that old Fords get that way but that there was
nothing wrong with the car. It isn’t dangerous,” he tried to reassure her.

Anna didn’t answer. Danger wasn’t the only consideration. It was
embarrassing to have the neighbors hear the squeaks and say, “Oh, Ron’s on his
way.” She wouldn’t give him that satisfaction of saying that to him, but she had
said it to Celeste.

Celeste hadn’t cared. She opened the door to the basement and came into
the dining room. She embraced Ron. They kissed softly. Anna scowled. They did
that right in front of the baby. Who knew what else they had done in front of her.

“Would you like to go for ice cream and to feed the ducks after dinner,”
said Ron.

“Yes!” squealed Angel.

“You shouldn’t tell her that before dinner,” objected Anna. “Now she won’t
eat anything.”
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“If you want ice cream, you have to be a member of the clean plate club,”
said Celeste.

“Ron already said that we could.”
“Well if Ron said,” Anna repeated bitterly staring at Celeste.

“Let’s go into the yard, “said Celeste.

Chapter 36

George took Ron to the Arrow Bar that afternoon. It was a place that he
worked on the weekends and Ron hadn’t ever been there before. It was a long
dark narrow place with a mahogany bar and some round tables set off opposite it.
There was a group of men sitting around one of the tables and George lit up when
he saw them. He left Ron standing at the bar. Ron’s eyes instinctively searched for
the juke box or the pinball machine but he couldn’t find either. What kind of a
joint was this?

The bartender was an old guy who wore an apron that swelled out over a
large stomach. His beefy arms were partially covered by a long sleeve shirt that
was turned up at the cuffs. “Ain’t nothing for you in here, kid.”

Ron didn’t answer. He gestured over at George who had his back to him
and said, “I'm with him.”

“You're with Father George?”

“Who?”

“George Bombasco. Around here everyone calls him Father George.”
“Why?”

“Just a nickname.”

“What’s it mean?”

“You better ask him.”
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Ron had no intentions of asking George anything that he didn’t have to ask
him and decided to just let it go. The bartender saw an opportunity for a little fun.

“Hey, Father George, kid here wants to know how you got your nickname.”

GimmeTwo laughed, “Because he was always preaching to everybody
about how bad gambling was while he’s making bets.”

George flushed. It wasn’t information that he wanted Ron to have. He knew
that the kid would throw it up at him.

GimmeTwo waved Ron over. ‘Come on over kid, let’s get a look at you.”

Ron walked over hesitantly. There were four men at the table and George
was standing facing them. He half turned as Ron walked over. “Everybody, this is
my son, Ronald.”

The shock of the words hit Ron like ice water being thrown into his face.
They immobilized him. He had never once thought of himself as George’s son and
George had never said those words before. Then it hit him. It was for show. But if
it was for show, did that mean that he was proud of him? He never acted in the
least bit proud.

George said, “Ronald this is GimmeTwo,” he stopped and looked confused,
“I mean this is Mr. Rossi.” Everyone at the table chuckled and George laughed
with them.

Babootz said, “l want to see you remember my name.”
Everyone laughed again.
George said, “Lemme think.”

Babootz said, “Call me Babootz, Ronnie. These guys won’t know who you
are talking about if you call me Mr. Bontafacio.”

“OK, Mr. Bontafacio,” said Ron.
George said, “I never would have remembered it.”

Ron thought that Babootz made him sound like some kind of monkey and
wondered if his hairy body was the reason that he got the name. That wasn’t a
good question to ask.
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Jimmy the Gigolo said, “Nice to meet you Ronnie. So, you’re George’s son?”

Ron felt trapped. If he said no it would seem like he was contradicting
George and instinctively he knew that contradiction was either ball busting or an
insult. Now the table was staring at him, waiting for him to respond. Saying yes
would be betraying his dad. For the first time in his life he said, “I’m his stepson.”
He felt nausea sweep over him when he said it.

George said, “This is Jimmy the Gigolo.” He was smiling. Ron hadn’t let him
down or said anything smart-assed.

“Good to meet you, Mr. Gigolo.”
The table burst out in raucous laughter. Ron didn’t know why.
“Just Jimmy will be fine, Ronnie.”

Now Ron was confused again. He had been taught that it was impolite to
address adults by their first name. “OK.” It wasn’t like he was ever going to be
seeing very much of these men.

Now they were all having fun with this little game. A man with diamond
rings on each of his pinkies said, “My name is easy. I’'m just Whitey.”

Ron smiled. “Like Whitey Ford.”

The table exploded again. Whitey had earned his name by betting a bundle
against Ford twice during the 1955 World Series. He’d lost both times.

“Yeah,” said Whitey, shaking his head with a self-deprecating grin, “just like

”

him.
“You want a soda, Ronnie?”
George spoke up and said, “Nah, we got to go. His mother will be worried.”
“She afraid that you’re taking him to the track, Father George?”

Ron could have used the soda but he was happy that they were leaving.
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Chapter 37

Ferry lectured endlessly and Ron could tell that that Artie was having a hard
time staying awake. He drank soda after soda and kept wiping his face with his
hands. Larry pretended to understand and took lots of notes so that he could
parrot back Steve Ferry’s words and sound like he knew what he was talking
about. Paul did understand. He’s been a quarterback who was fast and smart.
He’s just been too short and slow to play college ball.

It was the second afternoon and Ferry was talking defense. He was really
talking about reads. His belief was that you could only coach the first couple of
steps of a play on defense. It was read and react. He didn’t have the talent for an
attack defense, at least he didn’t think he did. Ferry was talking about the strong
side safety in a four/four alignment. The middle defensive back would always
shade to the opponent’s tight end side. “This man has an excellent view of the
field and can see how the play is starting to develop. He watches the strong side
guard and if he pulls to the right,” Steve stopped and positioned himself in front
of them with his knees bent and his hands in front of him elbows crooked. He
moved his left foot forward and gave his body a quarter turn. “This is his first
step. Now, if he sees the wide receiver release towards the middle of the field, he
squares up and plays football from here. If that receiver tries to come towards
him, he needs to be ready to cover or deflect a block, but he can’t lose sight of
what’s happening in the backfield. This man is our last line of defense and no one
is to get in back of him.”

Ron thought you could draw things up this way, but when you were on the
field, you had to let your instincts take over. Sometimes you just knew what was
going to happen. You couldn’t stop and think about all these things. You’d be
standing there when the play flew by you.

Ferry looked at Ron’s face like he was reading his mind. “We have to train
his instincts by doing it over and over in practice so that he no longer thinks about
it.”

Ron and Paul nodded. Larry wrote down ...train his instincts. Artie yawned
and said, “I gotta take a leak.”
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Ron stood up. He wanted a cigarette. Steve said, “I think we’re about done.
Tomorrow, Ron, you take shoulder pads,”

Ron nodded.

“Artie, you handle girdles.”
“Paul, you and | will do helmets.”
“You got it,” said Paul.

Steve said, “l want you to lay aside about ten of the new ones. | don’t want
the bench riders who are seniors to gobble them up. When we’re all done we’ll
see what we have left and swap out some of the better helmets to the younger
kids who will be on the field.”

All of the coaches nodded. They were interested again. This endless lecture
was actually coming to an end.

“Larry, you handle pants and practice jerseys. Make sure they fit tight.
Nothing looks worse that a football player with a saggy ass.”

Larry beamed. He didn’t realize that Ferry had given him the one area that
did not include any real equipment. It had the least to do with football aside from
the entertainment factor when the new players sometimes put in their thigh pads
upside down. Everyone was sure that Larry had learned the correct way to insert
a thigh-pad by now.

Out in the parking lot, Ron talked with Paul Pamenteri. “How’s married
life?” said Ron.

Paul beamed. “Paula is pregnant. It’s a boy.”
“How do you know?”
“There’s this test.”

Ron grinned. He liked Paul and the rep among the students was that Mr.
Pamenteri was ok. He didn’t rat kids out unnecessarily like it was a search and
destroy mission, but he was smart enough to define boundaries. Ron was in the
process of doing that but this was just his second year.
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Perpetual Hope was a strange school in an affluent area of a wealthy
county that was a combination bedroom community for New York City and
wealthy people who had made small fortunes in New Jersey. If they were
Catholic, they enjoyed the status of sending their sons to private school. It was
would be necessary that the level of education at the private school be above
average. There had to be some success with sports. The tuition was not a factor,
unless expectations weren’t met.

Paul was from Paterson. Now he lived in Totowa. He was a history teacher
who Ron had been told took it seriously and tried to get his students to see
concepts in history, not just dates and names.

Ron said, “They gave me an honors class.”
“Hey Ron?”
“Yeah?”

“Can | tell you something without you saying anything before the
announcement?”

“Sure.”
“They’re expanding the Guidance Department, and I’'m in.”
“Is that what you wanted?”

“Yeah, I'm taking classes at William Paterson and getting my guidance
certificate and now I’ll have the credentials and the experience to move over to a
public school.”

“That’s what you want?”
“Ron, | got a wife and a kid on the way. | can’t work for peanuts anymore.”

“That makes sense,” said Ron. His brain was grasping at it. “So how many
games do you think we win this year?”

Paul laughed. “Maybe three.”
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Chapter 38

The apartment building where George, Marjorie and Ron lived was shaped
like a U with a center court entrance. There were shrubs that grew on a dirt island
and along the inner sides of the building. There was a backyard but it was dingy
and littered with broken glass and very little grew there. But next door was a
vacant lot where someone had planted grass at one time.

Then a Baptist Church bought it and mowed the grass. Now it was a perfect
football field. Ron played with guys that he met from the Boys Club. It was before
he had ever experienced an injury and the game showed him at his best. He
played with abandon and fury. They would have games until it was too dark to see
and then they would wander home tired, spent and dirty.

Tina Poleski used to watch them from the window in her room and when
she saw that the game was breaking up, she would comb her hair out and run
downstairs to be sitting on the steps when Ron came home.

“Hi, Ronnie.”

“Hi, Tina.”

“Was it a good game?”

“Yeah.”

“Ronnie, would you do me a favor?”
“Sure, if | can.”

“There’s a place in the backyard that frightens me. Would you take me
there?”

(lWhy?H
“So | won’t be frightened of it anymore.”

They got up and walked around the side of the building and then opened
the low chain link fence that led into the backyard. Tina reached out for Ron’s
hand and he took it. As they were walking along the concrete pathway, a window
opened.
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“Tina Poleski, | told you that the next time that | caught you back here with
a boy after dark that | was telling your mother. And that’s exactly what I’'m going
to do.”

Tina whispered, “Oh shit” to Ron and then called up. “Mrs. Kresge, we
weren’t doing anything. We were just going in the back way.”

“Don’t give me that nonsense. Tina you're a little liar. Does that boy even
live in this building?”

“Hello, Mrs. Kresge. It’s Ronald Tuck.”

“Ronald, your mother is going to hear about this!”

“Hear about what? Tina asked me if | would show her something.”
“I'll bet she did.”

Tina whispered, “I'd love to see it.”

Ron blushed. “We’re leaving Mrs. Kresge. Nothing to worry about.”

They both heard the window slam down.

“Would you show it to me, sometime, Ronnie?” Ron blushed again. “I'll bet
it gets really hard and big.”

“We’d better go inside,” said Ron.

That night Ron lay in bed masturbating to Tina’s words over and over again.
He would hear them in his head like a record that was stuck in a grove saying, “I'll
bet it gets really hard and big.” It was the first time a girl had ever said anything
like that to him before.

Chapter 39

The first day of real practice was a scorcher. They baked in the sun and
Ferry ended the practice session early when he saw that some of his players were
starting to wobble on their feet. There would be a two hour break before they
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would start again. Ferry reminded them that they had to shower, they had to
drink a lot of fluids but they should try not to gulp mass quantities down.

When they got into the coaches’ office, Artie peeled off his outer shirt
revealing a Mizuna that was made of a rubberized material that didn’t breathe.
He lifted it and several ounces of gathered perspiration splashed down onto the
floor.

“That’s disgusting Artie,” said Paul.
Artie laughed.

Ferry gave him a disapproving look and said, “Either do that outside or in
the shower room. Artie pulled the shirt up over his head and several more ounces
of sweat splashed down onto the floor. Ferry raised his tone. “I’'m not fucking
around Artie. Do that again and | won’t allow you back in here.”

Artie Ferris slunk away.

Larry said, “Someone should tell Brother Ward about how disgusting that
man is.”

The room grew silent. Larry Viola was actually saying that he was going to
do it and they all understood that immediately.

Steve Ferry said, “It won’t be you. I'll speak to Artie. Housebreak him a little
better but coaches don’t squeal on each other Larry. There’s a code. And nobody
works better with the grunts up front than he does.”

Paul added, “Artie’s alright. He just doesn’t have any manners.”
“He lives in a cave,” said Larry.

Steve said, “Ron, this afternoon, | want you to take the d-backs under those
trees at the other end of the field and work the reaction to ball drill when we
break off into groups.”

“Shorts and helmets?” said Ron.
“Yeah, | think so. It’s just too damn hot. Paul, how’s the wing?”

“It’s fine, said Paul. He rotated his arm up over his head and stretched it
until he could touch the center of his back.
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“Do some throwing with the gb’s and the ends. We’re going to be running a
lot of crossing patterns and they have to learn how to lead the receiver and not
telegraph where the ball is going.”

Paul nodded but he knew that it was probably beyond the quarterbacks
that they had to be doing this kind of work this soon.

“I want you to set up the slap drill, Larry. Wait. We can’t run that one in
shorts and helmets. Nevermind. Let me think about it and we’ll save that for
tomorrow.”

“Whatever you want, coach.”

“I’'m going to have the team report at 8 am. Maybe we should scrap the
afternoon practice and try to do one long session that starts before it gets so
miserable out.”

The coaches grinned.

Steve Ferry could do whatever he wanted to do with their schedules, but
this sounded like an unexpected afternoon off in the precious dwindling days
before classes started. Artie was waddling back into the offices naked. “Put
something on,” shouted Ferry. “Anyone can come down here.”

Chapter 40

Ron drove home late. He was too tired to eat. He just wanted to peel off his
clothes and crawl into bed in his tiny air conditioned bedroom that had a folding
door to separate it from the living room and a sheet that was tacked over the
entry to the living room to keep the cool air consolidated.

He’d wanted to run and tried to tell himself that he would gain energy from
a run, but his body had whimpered back its response. He needed to call it a day.
He stripped and climbed into bed and brought the phone with him for company.
He dialed her number and closed his eyes.

“Hello?”
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”Hi.”

They felt the mutual smile through the connection. “Did you have dinner?”
said Celeste.

“I'll have breakfast,” said Ron. He felt her wanting to feed him through the
phone. “l was surprised. Ferry said we were going to send the kids home today
after one session, then he sprung on us that we needed this marathon film
session.”

“Are you exhausted?”

“Yeah. Listen | want to talk to you about something.”
“OK.”

“We’re going to need more money to live than we have.”
“I need to go to work,” said Celeste.

“What about Angel?”

“If I could get something part-time, there’s a day care center at the
Community College.”

“How is that news going to be received?”
“Things are going to change,” said Celeste.
“That’s an understatement,” said Ron.

They giggled a mutual laugh that was more of a coo. Ron felt himself relax
into the feel of her. The silence was warm as the night air.

He added. “After football, I'm going to take on a Forensics Team and
between that and tutoring, I'll make more.”

“We’ll have enough,” said Celeste. “We don’t need that much.”

Ron wasn’t sure that he liked the sound of that completely. He hadn’t given
a lot of thought to money since he had worked at Our Lady of the Forlorn that
first year and that summer had to live on Swiss cheese and pasta. He’d drunk tap
water because he couldn’t afford coffee. He’d even tried flavoring it with
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condiments that he’d picked up at his mother’s house. He hadn’t liked feeling
poor. It brought back hot memories that he needed to push away.

“I wish that | was there with you,” he said.
There was silence.

Celeste answered, “If you spent the night here, you’d be closer to work in
the morning.

Energy that he didn’t know that he had, surged in him. “You think it would
be ok?”

“Ill make it ok,” said Celeste.

Chapter 41

Marjorie was tight lipped when she and George told Ron that there was
going to be a baby. She tried to smile but Ron could see that her heart wasn’t in it.
George didn’t know that though. He was worried about money. His gambling
debts had worsened since he had the added expenses that came with not living at
home. It was true that Marjorie earned a good salary for a woman. But each
Thursday, George forked over half of his paycheck from the printing company to
the two guys that showed up and were friendly enough but wanted to be paid.

“Who are these guys?” said Ron.

“They’re friends of George’s.”

“They don’t look like friends.”

“You’re better off not knowing some things Ronald.”
Ron felt stung. “Since when?”

Marjorie was at her wits end. She had already taken out two finance
company loans. She couldn’t get a third. He had promised her twice that he was
done gambling. Each time he had lied. Each time he’d promised that it would be
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the last time. Ron had listened to these late night confessions while they thought
that he was sleep.

“I don’t know what to do, Margie. | just can’t seem to stop.”
“Don’t you care about anybody but yourself?”

“That’s not it.”

“It must be the case. Otherwise you wouldn’t do this to me.”
George said, “What about the other bankbook?”

Marjorie looked at him in shocked disbelief. “You can’t be serious. I've
never touched that. Not even when we didn’t have the rent. It’s not my money.’

7

Ron knew what they were talking about now. When he was in second
grade, they had begun a bank savings program in his school. Whenever he was
given any money for birthdays or holidays, at least half of it went into the bank.
His mother kept it for him. He didn’t know how much was there.

“We could use it to get out from under this,” said George.
“George, the two of you don’t get along. How can | ask him for this?”
“You don’t ask him, you tell him.”

“You don’t understand. You don’t know what it used to be like between
him and me. | can’t just tell him.”

“If I miss a payment, you know what will happen.”

“They aren’t going to damage someone who pays George. That wouldn’t be
good business. You know these guys most of your life.”

“That doesn’t matter,” said George morosely.

Two days later, Marjorie told Ron what she needed to do. She had gone to
see Vinnie Caputo, the shy. He tallied up George’s number for her. In addition to
the one thousand dollar loan that they had at each of the finance companies,
George was into Vinnie for fifteen hundred more. Ron’s bankbook could wipe that
out. The vig was ten percent of the balance each week. That meant that on the
fifteen hundred dollars, George was paying one hundred and fifty dollar a week in
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interest. It had to stop. The numbers would never allow them to climb out from
under and George would keep dreaming for that big hit that would make
everything even.

“If | pay it off, will you promise not to loan him anymore money?”
“I really can’t do that, Marjorie. George is a friend.”

The irony of this would not allow her to hold her tongue. “Is this what a
friend does? What kind of a person ruins his friend’s life?”

Vinnie the Shy was a short squat man with salt and pepper hair. They were
Caruso’s Ristorante. As a silent partner, Vinnie owned half of the place. It gave
him a declarable income and a spot to do business. Marjorie sat in front of her
cold cup of coffee thinking that none of these places knew how to make a good
cup of coffee. She stared up at Vinnie the Shy. “If you loan him anymore money,
I’ll leave him.”

“That’s none of my business,” said Vinnie.

For two days Marjorie agonized about what to do. She was sick in the
mornings now. It was an effort to get herself to work each day, but George said
that it would pass and that she would feel better soon.

“Ronald, | need a favor.”

“Sure.” He knew it was coming. He had heard the conversation. He could
read the resolute look on her face.

“George and | need to borrow the money in your bankbook.” She said it
flatly. She had forced the words out. She hadn’t wanted to say them but here it
was and now she had said it. “I'll make sure that you get it back,” she added.

Ron felt the anger rise up in him that George wasn’t even there. He'd left
this shitty job to his mother. “Just take it,” said Ron.

“Ronald, I’'m sorry.”

“It isn’t you. | know that.”

“Yes, it is. It’s me here asking you.”

“It's your money Mom. There wouldn’t be a me without you.”
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“Would you like to go and visit Aunt Dottie? See if any of your old friends
are around?”

“Sure. When?”
“Let’s go now.”

From the appearance of the way that her life was now, a person who didn’t
know would not think that Dorothy Thomas had any important friends. Sure she
dolled up in her minks and diamonds on Saturday nights when they went to the
corner bar, but that didn’t mean anything really. Dorothy had once been married
to the president of the teamsters in Newark. She was on a first name basis with
Newark’s mayor. She had been friends with Peter Rodino was a member of the
House of Representatives.

Marjorie explained what had happened. Dorothy’s scowl was deep.
“What are you doing with this loser?”

“He’s a hard worker.”

“He’s dumb. He thinks being a hard worker entitles him to be stupid.”
“Will you make a phone call?”

“And say what?”

“Get them to stop loaning him money.”

“Id rather get them to break his legs.”

“Don’t say that. Aunt Dottie, I’'m pregnant.”

“Oh for Christ’s sake. Why did you do that?”

“It just happened.”

“It never just happens. Does Ron know?”

“Yes.” Marjorie paused. This last part was going to be more difficult. “He
said that | could take his bankbook to pay off the Shy.”

Dorothy’s gaze felt like a razor blade. “You really should be ashamed of
yourself.”
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Marjorie wanted with all her heart to remind her aunt that she had been a
little girl in a rooming house with her grandmother, Dorothy’s mother, when they
were too poor to ride the bus and Dorothy was spending weekends on yachts.

Dorothy shook her head. “I'll make the call, but Margi if a man is hungry to
gamble, he’ll find a way to get the money.”

Chapter 42
“When’s Ron coming over?” said Angel.
“Not until much later. He’s working,” said Celeste.
“I don’t like it when he works. Why does he have to do that?”
“That’s what adults have to do.”
“Are you an adult?”
Barbara and Anna grinned at the precocious question.
“Yes,” said Celeste, ignoring the smirks.
“Why can’t you work? Ron can stay here and play with me.”

Part of Celeste had dreaded springing this information on her mother and
cousin, but the time was right. “ am going to start working,” said Celeste.

Anna and Barb froze. What was she talking about? What kind of shit did she
think she was going to pull now?

Angel wandered away to play with her tea set. She had wanted to play tea
party with Ron. She didn’t understand the implications for her and Celeste had
decided that she would explain all of that to her later. Right now, she had
dropped a bomb and was waiting for the explosion.

Anna began slowly. “What do you mean that you are going to work?”

Celeste’s income consisted of her support checks from Angel’s father and
her welfare checks. She hated taking public assistance, but Anna and Mario had
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assured her that was what it was there for. Mario had never been proud about
taking handouts and this wasn’t even in his name.

“I’m taking a part time job at a doctor’s office.”

“You have a baby!” said Anna. Barb nodded in a very quiet and supportive
way that told Celeste that she had no ally in this situation. “I’'m sorry Celeste. I'm
just not able to take care of her. She’s too much.”

“I know that Mom. I’'m going to enroll her in daycare.”
“At her age? Are you crazy?”

Barb spoke up for the first time. “Horrible things happen at those places,
Cele. It's a bad idea.”

“ won’t allow it,” said Anna.

“It’s not your decision, Mom.”

“What kind of a mother are you?” said Anna.
“You always worked,” said Celeste.

“I had no choice,” glared Anna. “And you were never left with strangers.
You were always with family.”

“It’s a good day care center. It’s right at the Community College. It will only
be for four hours a day.”

“Four hours a day!” screamed Anna. In her younger days, Anna would have
taken off her shoe and thrown it at Celeste. Now the pain in her back made the
bending too difficult for it to be her response.

Celeste got up and left the room to check on Angel.
Barb said, “She won’t really do it.”

“Yes, she will,” said Anna. “She wants this guy and she is willing to anything
that she has to do in order to have him.”

“Foolish girl. She has a beautiful baby. That should be enough,” said Barb.

“Nothing has ever been enough for her,” said Anna.
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Chapter 43

Marjorie sat George down. Ron was with Harry. She’d called him and said
that golf or no golf that he needed to see his son, and Harry had agreed. He’d
stopped taking Ron to work with him on a regular basis. That had stopped a while
ago. Harry was learning a new game. He’d gotten too old for softball. Bowling
held limited interest. Then he discovered golf. He knew that he’d gone overboard.
His new wife didn’t know how to complain as long as food was on the table and
her bills were paid and her daughter provided for. Now she was pregnant with
another one. But Marjorie was right. He’d neglected his son.

“George, | went to the doctor’s yesterday.”

“What did he say?” George’s tone and the expectation of the question
telegraphed the need to hear that everything was alright. He wanted a rubber
stamp. He expected it.

“George, there are problems. The doctor says that I've got to slow down
and take it easy.”

“What does he mean?”

“He thinks that | should work less and spend more time in bed. He thinks
that | shouldn’t be lifting things or scrubbing floors.”

“I'llmop the floors,” said George. “l don’t think that we can afford to have
you cut back at work.”

Marjorie agreed. She might lose her job.

Harry Tuck snapped a quick throw at Ron. He snagged it and whipped it
back. Harry smiled. The throw stung his hand. His son had a decent arm. He
blooped a toss. He watched Ron hold the glove up. He saw him squint, but he
caught it and a grin spread from his face through his body as it winged it back.
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“George, I’'m not sure that | can do it.”
“What do you mean?”
“I'm tired. I’'m trying. | don’t feel right.”

“You'll feel better soon,” said George.

Chapter 44

The miscarriage hit the day before Ron’s birthday. It happened in the
kitchen. Marjorie was on her knees with the pain. The blood was flowing out of
her along with pieces of something else. She screamed but it wouldn’t stop and
she couldn’t move and even though she was home, she was alone.

Marjorie clawed at the linoleum floor. George walked into the house and
stood there horrified at the sight of her. He called an ambulance. He rode with
her to the hospital.

It was officially determined that she’d had a miscarriage and needed what
was known as a D&C. Marjorie, who was now more than half crazed, said no. It
was her son’s birthday and she had to be there for him. She needed to see him. If
he wasn’t there, she was alone in the world.

Against the objections of doctors, nurses and two hospital administrators,
Marjorie signed herself out. They had her in an adult diaper because she was still
leaking blood.

Ron was at home watching TV. It was late on a Saturday afternoon in June
and he had been out all day. After dinner he wanted to go out again. These were
the long days when summer had almost started. He could play ball until it was
almost nine o’clock.

He looked up when they came in. Something was very wrong. His mother
was walking very slowly and painfully. She was pale. George was holding her arm.
Something was very wrong.

Ron was on his feet. “What happened?”

“They took me to the hospital,” wailed Marjorie.
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Ron ran to her and then stopped. Would it hurt if he held her? “What’s
wrong?”

“I'lost the baby,” said Marjorie with a tint of shame.

“You’re hurt,” said Ron.

“They want me to have an operation.”

“Why?”

“Because | lost the baby.” Marjorie made it sound like it was a punishment.

George watched as a different kind of look overcame Ron. He became very
composed. He straightened. His eyes were dark green when they flicked to
George. “Why isn’t she still in the hospital?”

Marjorie seemed to shrink a little. George said, “She signed herself out.”
“You let her?”
“What was | supposed to do?”

The look of disdain that crossed Ron’s face reminded Marjorie of Harry and
she felt, for that instant, safer. “You’re right,” said Ron. He turned to his mother.
“We have to go back there right now.”

“Can’t we wait until after your birthday?”
Ron’s face softened when he gazed into her eyes. “No, we can’t.”

George was stunned when she just turned around and let them take her
back through the door. She would have never done that for him.

Chapter 45

After baking in the sun for the last several days and spending most of the
summer in shorts and t-shirts, Ron fidgeted uncomfortably in his jacket and tie.
He had traded his over the shoulder, green canvas bag for a book salesman’s
sample bag. It looked like a medium sized piece of luggage, but Ron found that if
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it stood it on his desk that it was the perfect height for a podium. It might weigh
as much as thirty pounds at different times of the year, but it was durable and
had room for everything that he needed.

He didn’t have his own classroom at Perpetual Help. There was no place to
hang his Lincoln and he missed having it in the classroom. There were no pictures
on the walls and no decorations of any kind expected or allowed and Ron was also
pleased with this.

He undid he top shirt button and ran his finger around the inside of his
collar as he watched the students for his American Literature class file in. They
were not required to wear uniforms of any kind. They were expected to be
presentable at all times.

There was little freedom in his curriculum and the finals were departmental
so the pacing of what was covered when was also of some importance. He hadn’t
chafed against these restrictions in his first year. He’d just been trying to make a
good impression. He knew that this was considered one of the most academically
challenging private high schools in the northern part of the state. If he didn’t cut
it, they would cut him in an eye blink.

His class sizes were larger. The total number of students that he had in his
five classes had climbed to a staggering one hundred and fifty students. It was
almost twice as many as he had at his previous school and Ron had learned that a
series of frequent vocab quizzes were essential.

Some of his students knew him as Coach Tuck and others just called him
Mr. Tuck. Ron noted with some pleasure that their faces had the same eager
looks that all the students he’d ever taught had.

“Good morning. My name is Mr. Tuck and this is American Literature
Honors. Check your schedules and make sure that you’re in the right place.” He
paused a moment as the students stared at the computer generated printouts of
schedules that they received in the mail. “Some people believe that American
Literature starts of slowly. That for the longest time, it was just a parody of
English Literature. Early American settlers didn’t have much time or use for books
and reading.” Ron heard a soft cheer go up from two guys sitting in the back of
the room. He smiled up at them and made eyes contact. “Oh, so you both like
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that philosophy?” They grinned and nodded. “I see. You and | may have an area of
disagreement there. Here is how we are going to resolve it. You will embrace
literature like it was a pretty sixteen year old girl in a bikini.” The class laughed.

“What is your name please?” said Ron. He pointed. “You, cheerleader on
the left.” The class laughed again.

“Mark Simon.”

“Would you like to embrace a pretty sixteen year old who was wearing a
bikini?”

Mark nodded enthusiastically.

“Then you must learn to use the language properly and have some
sophistication about what you read. Do you know why?”

Mark shook his head back and forth.

“In frontier times, you might need a good plow, a good horse, maybe a cow
if you were lucky. Have you ever milked a cow, Mr. Simon?”

“No,” said Mark blushing and laughing at the same time.

“Neither have I. Now we have machines that milk them. Do you understand
what that means?”

Ron let Mark Simon off the hook. He swiveled his head. “Cheerleader on
the right. What is your name?”

“Paul Panini.”
“Do you know what that means?”
“You're saying that the world has changed.”

“Very good Paul. The world has changed and now, in order to get the little
passionate girl in the bikini, it’s better to be smart than brawny. Using the
language helps you to get smarter.” Now Ron could borrow from some other
openings that he’d used when he taught all girls. His class was grinning and
interested. He had them. They had been easy.
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Ron circled back to his book bag. “Literature book,” he held it up for them
to see. “Vocabulary book,” he held up the thin, narrow paperback. “You are to
have a notebook with you each and every day. I'll tell you when we will be using
the grammar books.” Ron paused and stared at them. “I would like to have to use
the grammar books as little as possible, but that will depend on your essays. I'll
want a writing sample as soon as possible and so for tonight you will begin with
this.

Ron read a poem that he’d found in a book of Native American Poetry. It
was called, We The First People. Then he passed out a copy to each of them.

“I know that not all of you have your books yet, so we will start with them
at the next class. For now, | would like a short five paragraph essay on your
responses to this poem. That’s right guys, you are to write it tonight.”

Chapter 46

During the middle of his eighth grade year, students began talking about
where they were going to go to high school. In Ron’s part of Newark, if you
weren’t going to Barringer, you had to compete for entrance into a school.

“I don’t understand why he can’t go to public school,” said George.
“I don’t want him there.”

“How are we going to pay for it?”

“We’ll find a way.”

Ron listened to them talking and his face showed his utter contempt for
George. George caught the look and said, “I’m just saying Ronald.”

“Saying what?”
“That Barringer is a good school.”

“It’s not as good as the private schools and they don’t put up with any
nonsense,” said Marjorie.
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George felt defeated. They never listened to him. He couldn’t even tell
them that he’d won $50 in a card game because she would be crazy about him
gambling.

The entrance exams were on Saturdays. They staggered them so that guys
would have a chance to apply to the big three, which were Seton Hall, St.
Benedicts and New Jersey Catholic. St. Peters was an even better school but it
was in Jersey City and that thought frightened Marjorie.

The tests were long. At St. Benedicts, it was a three hour exam. Seton Hall
and NJ Catholic were both two hours long. Each came with a $20 application fee.

For girls, the choices were more limited. Of course the nuns encouraged
them to attend Our lady of the Forlorn, and there was East Orange Catholic but
that was about it unless someone wanted the trek across the Passaic River to a
co-ed high school called Queen of Peace.

His friends talked of little else. It caused a gender separation because none
of them wanted to consider Queen of Peace.

Richie announced, “I’'m going to Seton Hall.”

Dave Spenelli said, “I think I’'m going to Jersey. My parents think it’s a good
school and it’s the closest.”

Ron didn’t say anything. He’d been accepted into all three schools, but
wasn’t sure if there was enough money for any of them. He would have liked to
go to The Hall with Richie, but he didn’t want to get his hopes up.

“Ronald, I'm really proud that you did so well on the entrance exams.”
“Thanks Mom.”

“George is proud too,” said Marjorie. She was trying to cue George to say
something. George nodded and grunted.

“New Jersey Catholic is a good school,” said Marjorie.
Ron nodded.

“The tuition isn’t a lot more than where you are now.”

111



“It’ll be fine,” said Ron. He was trying really hard to hide his
disappointment. He was relieved that it wasn’t going to be Barringer.

He went into his room and tore up the acceptance letters to Seton Hall and
Benedicts. Through the door he heard George’s muffled voice say, “I don’t know
how we’re going to do it.” Ron punched his mattress as hard as he was able. He
felt stupid. Why should he care if the sent him to Barringer or Seton Hall or New
Jersey Catholic? Things still wouldn’t feel right. Right now the best thing about
George that Ron could conceive was that he belonged to a club that had a
rotation of paperback porn.

He found that certain lines excited him. He didn’t know why. He would just
feel this rush after he’d read them and want to read them again and again, and
then it would happen. At the same time that he loved his time alone with those
books, they caused his disdain for George to even grow deeper.

He hid them, buried in the dirty clothes of the laundry basket in the
bathroom. Ron would take them out and bring them back into his room and then
return them. He knew that it was his mother who emptied the laundry. He
wondered what she did with the books when she found them.

Chapter 47
Ron read and was impressed.

Paul Panini wrote: Not all Indian cultures were peaceful. Some were as
brutal as the Europeans.

Mark Simon wrote: I liked the first part. How do you find a people?

Ron smiled. These two were smart and the classroom had been a catalyst.
He thought, maybe a classroom has less to do with being a physical place than |
thought it did. Maybe a classroom is only special for that time and those
moments when it’s functioning.

His mind flashed to classrooms that he’s been in. The first one that he
remembered was Mrs. Francis kindergarten class. It was a huge room with
wooden floors that creaked and lots to do. He loved it. Things got darker. He saw
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himself in 4" grade hurling his books when he was told that he had detention for
something that he didn’t do.

Ron glanced back at the papers. Edward Lang had written: Civilization
comes at a price, but it’s good. Ron smiled and relaxed into his papers and forgot
the time or where he was expected to be.

Celeste came into the basement quietly. Ron was sprawled on the bed and
there were stacks of papers everywhere. His incredibly large and clumsy book bag
was open. She smiled. She approached. He didn’t know she was in the room until
a blur caught the corner of his eye. Now she was standing there naked. Ron
scrambled to put the papers away. He knew that his boys would understand.

Celeste slept quietly and Ron put on the desk lamp. He finished reading
William Bradford for the second time and tried not to hate it. Then he smiled.
They would read it and hate it too. Maybe he could teach them to find a new
perspective on the things that they seemed to hate but were forced to accept.

“This is what we have in our literature book as the first piece of reading.
Let’s look at it. A hard crossing. lliness. Only a fragment left of what had come.

This is our fragment. Our piece of what has survived. That’s why | wanted you to
read it,” said Ron.

Paul Panini said, “Don’t we have to read it?”

“That too,” said Ron. “I tried for a while to find some way to come here and
tell you why | think that you should read this. It’s not great writing. It’s not even
good. Why then? How can | stand here and expect you to trust me when | have to
choose from a selected group of material? Answer is that I’'m trying to work that
out and giving it my best shot. Let’s see how it goes. | have an idea.”

Ron picked up their literature book. It was his copy. The pages were dog-
eared. There were foreign objects slid between the pages. “I've taken a hard look
at this and decided that it would benefit you to know what is in here.”

Ron looked out into the room. There were the two in the back, Panini and
Simon, but there were two more. Sal Taleno could catch, He’d always been able
to catch. He could run and he wasn’t afraid to take a hit, but he also was under
some pressure to read. It was parentally induced. Ron understood that. But Sal
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was now in his class. Even though they had little contact on the field, they were
on the team. There was a tentative bond. Sal looked up and met his eyes.

Sal grinned. “Tell us what it is.”

“This book isn’t what’s important here. It’s our minds meeting and
exploring. There is some really good stuff in here. I'll cut out the crap as best as |
am able. This is what | want. You gotta read what | tell you to read.”

They were quiet. They weren’t sure what he was telling them to do. What
was the assignment?

“I want you to read it until you understand it. When | assign too much, tell
me. That’s what | want from each assignment.” Ron looked the football player in
the eyes. “Can you do that Taleno?”

“Yes, Coach.”

Chapter 48

On the day that Ron graduated from Our Lady of the Forlorn’s Grammar
School, his father and his mother and his Aunt Dottie embraced him with a warm
feel of approval that was genuine.

His Aunt took him aside. “People seem to be pinning their hopes on you.”

“I know. What happens if | let them all down? Will my mother get sick
again?”

She looked into his eyes. “Ron, it’s your life, not theirs.”
“What do you mean?”

“Their expectations don’t have to be your expectations.”
“Aunt Dot, I’'m still not sure what that means.”

“That’s ok,” she said grinning.

They took photographs of him standing with each of them. There was
always an arm around his shoulder. He was supposed to smile, but he was scared.
What was he supposed to be?
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Students who were accepted into Jersey Catholic were required to do
summer reading. Ron smiled to himself as he scanned the list. He’d read four of
the six. There was just these books called Lord of the Flies and another called
Animal Farm.

Ron Tuck was an avid reader. He’d plowed his way through book after
book that was supposed to be over his head and gleaned whatever he could and
hoped that somehow, osmotically, enough would filter into him. He opened
Animal Farm and began to read.

Neither book was long. He felt that they were his introduction to the high
school. These books would tell him what the school expected of him. He grinned
as he listened to Major. He wondered if pigs were that smart and told himself that
he would look that up the next time that he was in the library.

When Boxer collapsed Ron’s heart sunk. He knew that horse was hurt and
he believed so deeply in the farm and in the rights of the other animals to govern
themselves.

Boxer had worked himself too hard. He needed to take more breaks and to
relax once in a while. He wanted for the other animals to take care of their hero.
His hands gripped the book tightly when he realized what was happening to the
horse. Then he saw and felt his tears. They were rolling down his face and
plopping onto the pages. He forced himself to keep reading. He couldn’t hear or
see anything but the book which was now blurry.

His mind screamed for Boxer to break out of the cart that was taking him to
the glue factory and to stomp those worthless, traitor pigs with his powerful
hooves. It didn’t happen, and then they lied about what had become of Boxer.
Some of the other animals knew but were too frightened to say anything. They
had screamed for Boxer to break out of the cart.

The unfairness of it all seared into his brain as something that he couldn’t
accept. He wanted to get it out of his head but it was stuck there and he was
crying like a baby laying in his bed.
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When he finished the book, his reaction continued. He couldn’t look at the
cover without seeing Boxer too weak to break out of his confinement. His mind
hadn’t processed Orwell’s ideas, but it felt the pain. Ron slid the book under a
stack of others so that he wouldn’t have to look at it, but he still knew it was
there. He fished it out of the pile and put it under the clothes in the bottom
drawer of his dresser. Maybe he should toss it into the hamper with George’s
porn. He pictured George as one of the pigs. His mind saw him sitting at their
kitchen table shoveling food into his face. He did grunt a lot. Ron walked into
their living room and stared down at one of the stains on the white rug. It was
further evidence.

George looked up from his TV program and saw Ron standing there. His
face was tear streaked and there was a sick look on his face. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” said Ron. He didn’t want to talk to the pig.

Chapter 49

The season opener was against Ridgefield. Larry volunteered to organize a
pregame rally. Ferry looked at him with disdain. “You’re a coach, not a
cheerleader.”

Larry Viola walked away, shoulders slumped. He stood next to Ron’s locker
and mumbled, “He made it sound like an insult that | wanted to organize a rally.”

Ron pulled on his brand new coach’s game day jersey. It was gold with
black lettering. His cap was black with an interlocking PH in the center of the
front. When he and Larry had scouted together last year, Ron had been puzzled
when Viola had said that he couldn’t wait for halftime because Bergenfield had
one of the best bands that he’d ever seen.

None of the other teams scouting the game had coaches who watched the
halftime. The stood in a circle eating hotdogs and talking about what they had
seen in the first half. They tried to pick up on tendencies that the others had seen
and maybe they had missed. It was friendly but competitive and no one ever
showed anyone else what they had drawn on their play pads.

116



Ron stood towards the side of the circle of men who were wearing their
team hats so that everyone knew who they were. He saw Larry up in the stands
clapping loudly as the band finished a number. He was a good guy, thought Ron.
He just wasn’t a football coach.

Ron was happy that he wouldn’t have to go to those games with Larry
anymore. He’d been embarrassed to be seen with him. Now he felt sorry for
Larry. He’d wanted to do it to make things fun for the kids and for him.

Ron would be in the booth wearing a headset that was connected to Steve
Ferry. He was to tell him what the defense was doing and to make any
suggestions that he thought would be useful. This would be one of the first times
Ron got to see the varsity play live. Last year he was always out scouting with
Larry.

Paul Pamenteri pulled Ron aside in the hallway. “Remember that I’'m on the
system too.”

“What do you want me to look for?”

“We can’t see the line splits from field level as good as you can see them
from up top.”

“Got it.”

“Ronnie, listen sometimes during the game, Steve loses it. He gets
disgusted by mistakes. He’s bitter about being overmatched. He forgets and starts
calling plays that he hasn’t put into the playbook.”

“What do you mean?”
“Old plays from teams that he’s had in the past.”
“What do we do then?”

“I talked to him about it. This year, I’'m going to send the plays that he calls
in. | need you to be ready with something if he starts to lose it.”

IIO k.ll

Paul looked at Ron seriously. “No one else knows. Not Artie and certainly
not Larry. You can’t let Steve know that | told you.”
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The game was evenly matched. In the first quarter, Ridgefield almost
scored on a long pass play that was wide open but the pass wasn’t any good.

“What happened there?” growled Ferry.

“We bit on the short pass fake. It was wide open,” said Ron.
“God damn it! Why do we practice these things?”

Paul voice was composed. “Coach, we need a play.”

“Run the damn dive to the left. Maybe we can do that without screwing

14

up.

The blare of the loud speaker drowned out everyone’s voice. The play went
for six yards. Ron said, “Paul, run it to the other side.”

Ferry said, “Ok, let’s see if we can educate them and get them to pack it in
tight.”

The play ran for six more yards and they had a first down.
“Run that baby again,” said a gleeful Ferry.

This time the inside linebacker for Ridgefield anticipated the play and
stuffed the hole for just a two yard gain.

“Linebacker cheated up,” said Ron.
“We saw it,” said Paul.

The quarter ended scoreless. Ferry said, “Now we fake the dive and run a
toss to the same side. Go to the left, Paul.”

Ridgefield came out in an odd man front. Both guards were covered and
when the onside guard pulled out to lead the sweep, the inside linebacker
crashed the hole and blew the play up. The ball bounced crazily in the center of
the field and then they were on it.

“Where the fuck did that come from?” screamed Ferry. “Ron didn’t you say
that when you scouted the game scrimmage that they only ran an even front?”

“I wasn’t there, Coach. That was Larry.”
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“Call a defense, Steve,” said Paul.
“Artie, set them in a 4/4.”

Ridgefield scored and then scored again. Perpetual Hope’s defensive back
bit on the short pass fake again and this time the pass was true. It was 13-0 at the
half because Artie had put in a play that defeated their second extra point
attempt. It was an illegal play but Artie was betting that he could get away with it
once a game. The defensive man over the center pulled his man forward just as
he was snapping the ball. Things happened in the interior of the line. One ref was
watching to see that the kick was good. The other was looking for an offside. They
couldn’t see it.

At halftime, Ron came down to the locker room. The players ate oranges.
There were no real injuries. The coaches gathered in the office. This had to be
quick. They had maybe ten minutes and then they had to talk to the players.

Ferry said, “Well, we look as confused as a three legged cat on ice trying to
take a shit.”

“We haven’t practiced against an odd man front all week,” said Artie.
“Can’t blame the kids for being confused.”

“Can we protect?” said Ferry.

“Can’t run those sprint passes without exposing the backside and they have
some speed. Now that the linebacker has a sniff of it, he’ll be up our asses every
time,” said Artie.

“How do the flats look, Ron?’
“They’re packed in. If we can get it out there, there’s space.”

“Paul, two things. Get that fucking numbnuts who bit on that fake twice off
the field. Sit him down. We'll work with him this week.”

Paul nodded.

“Instead of carrying through with the fake on the dive, | want Scutero to
teach that crashing linebacker a little lesson. Ring his bell.”

Artie laughed. This was his kind of football.
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At the start of the second half Sal Taleno caught three passes in a row and
when the defender fell on the third one, Sal scored. There was jubilation on the
sideline. Ron pumped his fast from on top of the announcer’s box.

Ridgefield couldn’t move the ball. They went back to the wider splits of
their even front. Scutero had rung number 51’s bell good. He was on the
sidelines.

“Run the dive,” crowed Ferry.

“Stick it right down their throats,” screamed Artie. He had run over and
yelled in Ferry’s ear. It was loud enough for Ron to hear. He looked down to see
an animated Artie waving his arms and snorting as he stomped around in a circle.

On the third play of this drive, Perpetual Help fumbled again. This time they
got it back but lost fourteen yards on the play. Ridgefield finally closed up the line
splits and continued to sprinkle in the off man front. They were content to sit on
their lead. The game ended 13-7.

Larry Viola walked into the coach’s room excited. “That was a great game.
We almost had them.”

Ferry was in no mood. “It ain’t fucking horseshoes, Larry.”

Larry slumped again. Sure he could understand that losing wasn’t what they
were after, but it was a sunny day. The stands were filled. Both bands sounded
good. Didn’t you have to enjoy that?

Ferry picked up Larry Viola’s scouting report. “Didn’t you tell us that they
exclusively ran an even front?”

“Yeah,” said Larry.
“Were you surprised today?” said Ferry with a note of menace in his voice.

Looking back on it, Ferry realized that he just should have said yes, but he
didn’t. He was still stung about Ferry’s attitude about the rally. He blurted, “I
didn’t notice.”

“That’s just great, Larry.” Ferry was already thinking about beer.
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Ron needed Celeste and Angel. He didn’t shower or change. He drove to
their house. Everyone was in the backyard. Ron walked around the side and up
the driveway. Celeste loved the squeak mobile. It always alerted her. It was her
friend.

Joey watched young Joey in the pool with Angel. She had water-wings. She
was splashing. Joey cuddled his son and splashed back. He was getting soaked but
didn’t care. Anna and Mario were watching. The garden was in full early
September bloom. Tomatoes needed to be picked. There were peppers and
zucchini. Tina was in the kitchen. The sauce was simmering. She added some fresh
basil.

Celeste and Ron embraced. She felt ripe and warm and good. It stirred him.
He wanted to take her into the basement and lay her face down and pump
himself into her. The urge was strong. He resisted it.

Angel’s face lit up when she caught sight of him. She tried to climb out of
the pool. Joey let his son flat in his tube and helped her. Then Ron was there and
he swept her up into his arms and held her drippingly wet and her happy body
clung to him.

“I’'m so happy to see you,” he whispered.

She grinned with the feel of him. Lost herself for a moment in the embrace.
Then she said, “I missed you.”

“I was working.”
She hugged him with her entire body. “Don’t work anymore.”

Ron’s heart was flipping in his chest. He lifted her back into the air and
carried her to the pool. He plunked her squirmy little body back into the water
and continued the embrace.

“I need some help to put dinner in the table,” called Tina.

Celeste went inside. No one asked if they won or lost. Ron didn’t care.
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Chapter 50

Ron was nervous as he walked to school. It was the day after Labor Day and
it was hot. Ron wondered why the weather always seemed to get hotter after
school started. There would be those sometimes cool and rainy days of August
and then he’d go back to school and SPLAT. Summer would seem to come back
with a vengeance.

His blazer was gray wool and had the emblem of the school on its breast
pocket. His slacks were black and his tie felt tight. After one block, he was
sweating.

His books had been expensive and they were heavy. He thought that it was
probably a mistake to try to cram them all into his book bag on the first day, but
he wanted to make a good impression.

Although Jersey Catholic was one of the newer parochial schools in Newark,
it was the largest. There were 2000 students and all of them were male. Students
came from as far away as Cedar Grove and Verona to attend. Their bus ride was
an hour long. Ron had a three block walk.

The school was housed in a huge stone building on Broadway that used to
belong to an insurance company. Now it was run by the Christian Brothers. It was
ten stories high and covered an entire city block.

The sight of it intimidated Ron. It was him feel small and weak. What was
even more intimidating was the throng on young men who were gathered on the
side steps waiting for the doors to be opened. They were packed in and all were
wearing the same blazers. Ron tried to tell himself that he was one of them but it
was a hard sell.

The way that the building was organized allowed for a floor for each year of
students. Students were assigned a classroom and that’s where they stayed. Their
teachers came to them. It had the unintended effect of making it difficult to get to
know very many students outside of the ones that were in your class.

Freshman were assigned to the fifth floor. There were twenty-five
freshman classes and each held thirty-five students. Ron looked at his schedule.
Algebra was his first class, then French, then Latin, then History, Religion and
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English and Physical Education. Students were not allowed out of their rooms
between classes. They were only allowed to visit their lockers before and after
lunch. They were not permitted to use the elevators.

The room was hot and Ron tried to forget about the heat. Brother O’Shea
was a short blonde man with a reddish tinge to his skin. Ron wondered if he was
sun burned. He rocked back and forth on his heels as he spoke to the class.

“Take off your jackets men.” There was a wave of relief and activity as the
guys removed their blazers and draped them over the backs of their desks. “After
class make sure that you put them back on. It is the prerogative of each teacher
to allow or not allow you this privilege.” He rocked back and forth on his heels.
“My rules are simple. One chapter a week and a quiz each Friday. The only times
that we will not have a Friday quiz is when we will be having a unit test. Your tests
will be returned on Monday and then we will begin the cycle again.”

Rob thought that it seemed simple enough, but Algebra intimidated him.
He’d never been great with numbers. He hadn’t really liked fractions and when
Richie had tried to explain the concept of equations to him, his mind just went
blank and wandered.

“Let’s begin,” said Brother O’Shea. “Take out your books.”

Now Ron was happy that he’d carried the heavy bag to school. He looked
around. Not everyone had their books, and the kids that didn’t had this kind of
frozen look on their faces and their bodies seem to have gone a little rigid.

O’Shea looked around and then he smiled. “Not all of you are prepared.
What did you boys think we were going to do today? Did you think we were going
to play Let’s Get to Know Each Other? We aren’t here to get to know each other.
We’re here to get to know Algebra. You men without books, put your jackets back
on.” Ron heard a groan from in back of him. He turned to see a slender kid with
red hair in back of him outing his jacket back on. “Bookless boys, stand up!” said
O’Shea. Move into the aisle and take a step either forwards or backwards and
stand next to one of your classmates who did knew enough to come prepared.
You can follow along.”
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O’Shea ran his hands underneath the broad waistband that cinched his
brown habit. “A quick review on the multiplication and division of fractions he
said.”

Ron looked down. That was Chapter 1. His mind said, how do you review
something that you never really learned the first time? Maybe he would get it this
time. O’Shea spoke quickly but not loudly. He had the habit of sometimes
speaking to the chalkboard instead of the classroom and this made him both
difficult to hear and to understand. Ron did understand a lot of it. Maybe he
would be ok. What O’Shea basically did for the rest of the class was say exactly
what was in the book, using the exact words from the book, and writing the exact
some examples that were in the book on the chalk board. He finished talking just
before the bell rang. Then he quickly packed up and left.

They were alone. The guys looked around and grinned at each other.
Somebody said, “Let’s get our jackets on.”

Two minutes later Brother Alvin appeared at the doorway. “Bonjour.” He
said. The class silenced. He was a very tall man and he carried just his French
textbook in his hands. “Bonjour, is the French form of greeting. Loosely
translated, it means hello. It is expected that when someone says Bonjour, that
you respond in kind.” He paused dramatically. “Bonjour!” There was a smattering
of mumbled responses. He walked to the teacher’s desk in the front of the room
and slammed the textbook down onto it. The sound was like the explosion of a
gunshot and the boys jumped. They sat up straighter. “Bonjour!” he said loudly.

“Bonjour,” said the frightened students.

Brother Alvin did not mention their jackets and the temperature had risen.
The students were sweating. The class seemed to go on forever. When it ended
and Brother Alvin left...the students took off their blazers and fanned themselves
with their books.

Ron barely tolerated Latin. There would be declensions and conjugations.
His mind screamed, what the fuck for? Brother Delban was wirey. There was grit
in his voice. He expected cooperation. The lack of it would result in punishment.
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Ron’s mind ached. Was that the message? He was one of the animals on
the farm. He’d be penned and instructed. His mind howled. It was time for lunch.

Chapter 51

Ron smiled as he saw his students enter. Their disheveled youth amused
him. He felt kindly towards them. “So, good morning. | hope the weekend was
good but good or not it’s over and time to go back to work.” He paused. He stared
at them. They gazed back, proud and young and waiting to be filled. “Your
responses were good. Some of you have learned how to write. That was satisfying
to see. The others of you who do not, catch up. This is an honors English class. If
you don’t know how to write, I'll help you to find a more suitable placement.
Otherwise, get to work.”

He passed on their essays complete with comments. He said, “Take a
moment. If you have trouble with my handwriting let me see it. | didn’t take time
writing those comments because | wish them disregarded. Your grades will be a
reflection of how you perform on tests. But your learning will be a conversation
between the two of us. Please read my responses to your papers.”

He waited and watched. They read. His heart missed his girls and their
shyness coupled with their sometimes brazen approach. These guys deserved his
best. He didn’t intend to short change them. One by one, their heads raised and
let him know that they had read what he’d written. He surveyed them.
“Questions?”

Mark Simon said, “What does suspend disbelief mean?”

“It means that literature requires imagination and that if you keep what
you think weighted down by the hard facts of life that you will find it much harder
to dream.”

He let that sink in.
Paul Panini said, “l don’t think that too much of that is any good.”

Ron tried to absorb that. It was an unexpected comment. He liked that it
surprised and challenged him His mind reached back. Something that Lashly had
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taught him. “Balance is everything, Paul. But one person’s balance is another’s
tipping point.” The look on Paul’s face told Ron that he didn’t understand, but Ron
did.

Edward Lang said, | didn’t find William Bradford boring. | thought that the
poem was boring.” The poem that Ron read that first class went:

We The First People

I'm proud to belong to one of the original clans
Whose Ancestors occupied all of these lands
Before we were "found" by some wandering seaman
Who knew just where he was and we became "Indian"

Talk to me of our victories, and | will listen
Tell me about our history, a tear will glisten
Stories of how life use to be, bring a rueful smile
Drums and flutes will find me dreaming all the while

In order to "save" us, they killed us
Our peaceful cultures were "dangerous™
And they thought they could just ravage us
But by fighting back, we became “savages”

Call us lazy indeed - we're not driven by their greed
To gather "materials" about them
But my question is
How did we exist
For hundreds of centuries without them?

-- Unknown

Ron picked up the book and read it again. He knew now that poems were
like songs. The more that you heard them, the deeper their effect would be. “Why
does this bore you, Ed?”

“When you read it, it didn’t. When | read it, it did.”

Ron thought hard about that. He had the sense that the information
was important, but he wasn’t sure what to do with it. When the class ended, he
walked down to the teachers’ lounge with it still on his mind.
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His department chairman was Sam Felice. Sam was hunched over a
book and eating an egg salad sandwich at 10:30 in the morning. Ron slid in across
from him.

“Hi, Sam.”

Sam looked up and wiped his mouth. He had dark hair and glasses that had
slipped down his nose. He pushed them back. “How’re things Ron?”

“Kid just stopped me with a question.”
Sam laughed. “You’re letting them ask questions already?”

Ron grinned. They’d had many conversations about teaching. Sam was
serious about it and Ron respected him. “Yeah well, it’s my honors class. You get
them next year. | figured that I'd get all their questions out.”

They shared a chuckle and Sam said, “What did he say?”

“He said the poem wasn’t boring when | read it but that it was when he
did.”

Sam smiled. “Did you tell him that it was because he didn’t know how to
read?”

That comment hit Ron hard. They knew words but they weren’t sure how
to hear them. He nodded. “Thanks Sam.”

Ron drank coffee while Sam finished his sandwich. “How’s the football
team?”

“We lost on Saturday.”
“ know,” said Sam. “But how does it look?”

“Like we are 0-1,” said Ron.

Chapter 51

There were two lunches at Jersey Catholic. The cafeteria was vast and
crammed full of long lunch tables that were set in identical rows spanning both
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the length and width of the room. Once you were down, getting up was a
navigation. Ron sat with Phillip from Our Lady of the Forlorn.

Phillip said, “Seniors are allowed to smoke at their table.”
“Really?” said Ron. “Where’d you hear that?”

“I forget,” said Phillip. “But if one of us gets caught at their table we’re in
big trouble.”

“I got no reason to be over there,” said Ron.

“No, but good to know, isn’t it? | mean suppose one of them invited us over
there just to laugh at us when we get in trouble?”

Phillip was right. Anything that they could figure out about the way that
things really were could be helpful. It would be like that until they had things
figured out.

To some extent, seniors were allowed to pick on the freshman. It was
considered a rite of passage. The younger kids stayed away from them and the
seniors were always on the lookout for some easy fun during lunch. They had
gone through it. Now it was their turn to be in charge. They’d looked forward to
this for three years.

“You going to play football, Phillip?”
“I’m gonna try. Tryouts are tomorrow.”

Phillip and Ron were about the same size. They had been the best two
players when their friends lined up. They were never allowed on the same team
and now they would be. “We’ll both make it,” said Ron.

“I don’t know. | heard there are a hundred guys who want to play and the
team only carries forty.”

That rumor was true, but it was hard to tell what was true from what was
just a story. They ate quickly. Looking around at the noisy throng of guys and in
the distance seeing the cloud of smoke that hung over the senior table in the low
ceilinged room. From the corner of his eye, Ron watched one of the seniors walk
passed. His mouth dropped open. The guy looked like he shaved every day. Ron
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had never shaved but he wanted to. Phillip shaved about once every two weeks.
Ron wondered if that meant that he was less of a man.

Ron got his books from his locker with a feeling that he had gotten through
the first morning and could see the pattern. It was simple. Shut up, stay put and
do your work. That message was loud and clear.

History was taught by the first lay teacher that Ron had seen. He was a
slight man with thin hair and a redeeming hairline. He appeared to be in good
shape. He smiled at them and said, “My name is Mr. Connor. This is World
History.” He paused for a moment and looked over the class. “There sure are a lot
of you. Take your jackets off fellas, it’s too hot for this.” He stopped and removed
his own jacket across the back of his chair. His students did the same thing.

Connor peered out into the class. “Are any of my runners here?”

Everyone looked around. Ron hadn’t known that Connor was a coach. Two
hands went into the air. One was the red haired kid who sat in back of Ron. He’d
been one the kids who had to stand during Algebra. Ron thought | guess that’s
how it goes. You can be a jerkoff in the morning and distinguished in the
afternoon.

Connor spent the rest of the class talking to them about why he felt history
as worth knowing. “The President’s knowledge of history probably saved us from
annihilation during this Cuban thing. He knew that the Bear had more growl than
bite.” Ron wasn’t sure who the Bear was but he did like the easy way that Connor
seemed to be running his class. They didn’t take out their books until the end
when he provided them with an assignment. It was five pages of reading. Ron
flipped through the pages. There were more words to a page on these books then
there had been in the books that they used in grammar school. He took that to
mean that he was growing up. He flipped through the pages delighted when he
saw pictures that took up large parts of the page.

There were two of his classmates standing at the door waiting for a teacher
to arrive to start the next class. Brother Cecil looked down at them from the
doorway.

Tim DeFalco said, “Brother, can | use the bathroom?”
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Cecil had arrived early and some of the students still had their jackets off.
Brother Cecil had a baritone voice that spread out from his mouth like a rumble.
“What a wonderful greeting. | walk into the room and the first thing that is said to
me is ‘can | urinate.” He eyed DeFalco. “I surely hope that you have the capacity to
urinate. What is your name?”

Tim face was now fire engine red. “Tim DeFalco, Brother.”
“Do you think that you can urinate, Mr. DeFalco?”
“l don’t know, Brother, but | need to.”

“The proper way to express yourself is to ask ‘may | use the rest room?’
Saying can | use it implies that perhaps you don’t know how. | assume that you
know how, or am | incorrect?”

“No Brother.”

The class had gotten back into their jackets as they watched DeFalco suffer.
Ron could see that his hand kept starting to reach for his penis to squeeze it and
try to hold it back, but he kept checking himself and stopping. Brother Cecil saw it
too. “Hurry up, DeFalco, but I’'m not waiting for you.” Brother Cecil turned to the
class and said, “Welcome to our study of Christianity.”

Ron couldn’t help it and began to laugh out loud. Brother Cecil shot him a
harsh look and Ron attempted to stifle his laughter. But the sight of Tim resisting
the urge to try to squeeze his penis shut combined with the enjoyment that Cecil
took in the exchange had him laughing and he couldn’t stop. He bit his lip hard.
Cecil was walking towards him. “May | ask exactly what was so funny?”

Ron couldn’t help it. “Sure you can,” he said and the giggles erupted again.

Brother Cecil rocked back on his heels and slapped Ron hard across his face.
His giggles vanished into shock. Ron’s eyes widened as they looked up at him. “I
hope that I've been able to help you,” said Brother Cecil.

Ron couldn’t resist the urge to bring his hands to his face. It wasn’t fury or
fear that raged in him. His reaction was mixed. He’d stopped laughing. His face
hurt. The rest of the class faded back in his mind. He floated for that instant.
“Thank you, Brother,” he said and lowered his eyes.
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Cecil smiled. “What is your name?”

“Ron Tuck.”

“Where are you from?”

“I live about three blocks from here.”

“Not the first time that you’ve had your face slapped then?”
“No Brother.”

“Let’s make it the last time that | have to do that.”

Brother Cecil continued with his introduction.

Chapter 52

After the JV game on Monday, the coaches gathered to watch the
game film of the varsity’s loss. If The varsity played at home, the JV played away.
Some players participated in both games. It was a lot to ask, but Ferry wanted to
give them a taste of victory and although it wasn’t really a second chance, it could
be something. Paul Pamenteri was the head JV coach. Artie was his assistant.
Artie also had the advantage of being able to do fast and good tapings and acted
as their trainer. Ron broke down the film with Ferry and the starters who were
beyond playing in a JV game.

Ron had expected Steve to rail, but the coach silently let the film run
through most of the first quarter. Then he stopped it. “Watch here,” he clicked it
forward again. “See this? We run the hell out of this dive to both sides. Let’s make
it even better.” He let the film run. The players were viewing it intently. They
either liked or hated seeing themselves but it was never a neutral reaction. Ferry
stopped it again for the pass plays to the flat. Ron felt a rush of pride. Those were
plays that he’d suggested. Well almost. Ferry had asked him about the flats and
he’s been correct.
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“Those are the things that we can build on men. We can run and we have a
quarterback who can play catch with a wide receiver. We also have a pretty tough
defense.”

Ron thought Steve Ferry was masterful and his respect for him deepened. It
had been the first game of the year. They had been outflanked by a new defense.
Maybe it was new. For now, Steve was giving that the benefit of the doubt. Ron
tried to absorb that.

“Let’s stretch and jog a couple of easy laps and call it a day, boys.”

They sat in the coaches’ room with two pizza boxes in front of them and
watched the game film for the second time. This time Ferry stopped it after each
play and dissected what he saw. Ron watched as he ran it forwards and then
backwards...in slow motion. Each play was dissected. Ron took notes. So did Paul.
Artie tried to stay awake and ate one entire pizza by himself.

“We did pretty well up front,” said Ferry. “But we aren’t all coming off the
ball at the same time. Artie, see how the left side is just a half step behind?”

“| see it,” said Artie.
“Time for more sled work,” said Ferry.

Artie grinned. He loved to ride the seven man sled. And you could feel the
slightest variation when the players didn’t fire out together and put a shoulder
into it.

“Paul, watch the quarterback’s feet.”

Ferry ran the play again. They all watched the quarterback. “He’s taking
extra steps. It’s slowing the play down and the running back has to hesitate
before he gets the ball.”

“ didn’t see it on the field,” said Paul. “I see it now.”

“l didn’t see it on the field either.
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Larry Viola did not join them for this film work. He sat in Brother Howard’s
office explaining his idea. “I think that pre-game rallies would help our
attendance. It would get people to the games earlier and the concessions would
sell more. Our students would feel like they were more part of the team.”

Brother Howard puffed on his after dinner cigar and listened. He could see
the benefits. “What about your scouting?”

“I can still get to the games and three of the teams that we play have their
games on Friday nights, so that won’t be a problem.”

Brother Howard rubbed the ash off into his ashtray. “What did Steve say?”

“He said that | wasn’t a cheerleader. But | am Brother. I’'m a cheerleader for
this school and you know that.”

“I do,” said Brother Howard. “I'll speak to Steve. Our next home game isn’t
until a week from Saturday, so you’ll have time to put something together.”

Larry Viola preened. This was going to be fun. He thought about whether it
was a good time to bring Artie up and decided that it wasn’t.

“If this works out the way that you think it will, there will be a little
something extra

for you Larry.”

Viola smiled. “Thank you Brother, but you know that’s not why I’'m doing it,
don’t you?”

“Everybody has to live, Larry.”

Chapter 53

The day seemed to stretch on forever. Mr. Wisnewski was their English
teacher. He was tall, slender and had dark brown hair. What was striking about
his appearance was that he taught in a long black, cap and gown style robe that
was zippered up tight and revealed only the knot of his tie and the white,
starched collar of his shirt. He spoke in clipped tones. He did not allow them to
remove their jackets
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The clock did not seem to be moving. Ron’s mind wandered. Wisnewski did
not seem to ever look at his students. He kept his eyes fixed at a point on the rear
wall up over their heads. He didn’t smile or ask for questions. When it was finally
over, Ron felt like cheering.

Out as his locker, he noticed that several of the guys were hanging their
blazers in the locker. That seemed like a good idea. At least he wouldn’t have to
wear the thing to and from school.

Ron went home that night, ate dinner with Marjorie and George. They
asked the obligatory questions about how his first day was. He didn’t tell them
that he had been slapped in the mouth. He wanted to forget that it had
happened. Besides, he wasn’t a baby. He could take it.

After dinner, he read. He was lying on his bed with a transistor radio playing
Surfer Girl. His door was closed to blot out the sound of the TV and their voices.
His eyes felt heavy. Then he was asleep with his book still open and still dressed.

The next day felt like a copy of the first. It was just as hot. It was just as
interminably long. Gym at the end of the day felt like freedom. His mind was
focused on the tryouts. He wouldn’t even have to change and he would be right
there.

The freshman coaches lined them up on the track which was in back of the
school and had once been a parking lot. The Brothers had dug up the asphalt and
planted grass. The lot was surrounded by a pointy tipped, ten foot high, iron
fence.

Ron’s belly felt like it was fluttering. He wanted this so badly. The coaches
showed them how to stretch out their legs and arms. There were five coaches
watching. They were going to run sprints, four across. Two coaches were at the
starting line and three were at the finish. When it was Ron’s turn, he was placed
in the lane closest to the school. He looked at the other three guys who also
looked nervous. Coach Jensen said, “Ready,” He paused and then said in a louder,
more urgent voice, “Go!”

Ron ran. He tried to run faster than he had ever run before. People were
watching. He felt himself pulling ahead. When he crossed the finish line, Coach
Peters said, “Good job.”
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A few minutes later they had him lined up with another group. At “Go!” he
felt himself flying. His arms pumped. The heat of the boring day in a jacket was
behind him and he was putting as much distance as he could between it and him.
This time it was a tighter finish, but he was still first. He felt Coach Peters’ eyes on
him and then Peters turned to the other two coaches. Peters pointed at Ron and
called him over. “Can you go again?”

Ron almost shouted his reply. “Yes, Coach.” He trotted back to the starting
point. Peters signaled to Jensen to put him right on the track. Ron ran as hard as
he could. This time he was second, just behind a lanky kid who really could fly.

Coach Peters called Ron over. “What’s your name, son?”
“Ron Tuck, Sir.”

“Ron, you’ve got some size and speed and endurance.”
Ron blushed.

“Do you love football, son?”

“Yes Sir.”

“Do you know how to use those shoulders?” Ron was confused and didn’t
know how to answer. The coach waited for a reply. Were they going to cut him
already? He won the first two races. Did you have to win three to make the team?

“I’m asking if you know how to block and tackle Ron.”
A light lit up Ron’s face. He smiled. “Yes Sir.”

“Wait over there.” Connors pointed to a spot on the grass on the field. Ron
trotted over and sat down. Soon there were three other boys sitting with him.
They watched the rest of the sprints. Then the other boys were taken into a group
with Coach Jensen and Connors walked over to them with Coach Timlin.

“Well boys, got a little surprise for you. The sophomore team is a little light
this year and we’re moving you three up. Go with coach Timlin and we’ll get you
suited up.”

Ron’s heart sang an aria. He watched as Coach Jensen sent some of the
other boys home and then started a second round of sprints.
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The locker room that the football team used smelled of sweat and sweat
soaked clothes and equipment. The Varsity had already been practicing for a
week. Ron was fitted with a helmet. Coach Timlin picked up from a pile of neatly
stacked helmets. It was a hard plastic and had a facemask with two bars running
horizontally from ear to ear and two short, vertical bars that connected them. It
was much heavier that the helmets that he had tried on in sporting goods stores.

Timlin said, “How’s that feel?”
Ron was almost giddy. “Heavy.”
Timlin grinned. “You’ll get used to it.”

Next they moved to shoulder pads. Timlin fitted him like a tailor. When the
pads were on, he raised both of his fists and slapped them down hard on Ron’s
shoulders. Except for the pressure of the contact, Ron hadn’t felt a thing. They
shared a grin. Hip pads, thigh pads, knee pads, pants and a jersey went quickly.

“Get dressed and let’s have a look at you,” said Timlin and walked off to
start with the next kid.

Ron stood in front of the mirror and looked at himself. He loved what he
saw. He was still standing there when Peters walked into the locker room with a
fourth kid. Now he had a team.

Phillip and Ron went to their lockers together. “I don’t know why they
picked me out,” said Ron.

“You're big and you’re fast,” said Phillip.
“I wish they picked you too,” said Ron.
“I’'m glad they didn’t pick me, Ronnie.”
“Why?”

“They guys they picked you to play with are older and bigger and faster,
and they’re gonna make you pay.”

“I figured that,” said Ron.
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Chapter 54
Mr. Tuck picked up the literature book and skimmed passed Bradford.

“So now we know what it was like to get here,” he said. “And what they
found after they arrived. For the most part they had nothing to go back to and so
no choice.” Ron thought about his girls at Our Lady of the Forlorn. They would
have understood exactly what he was saying. But they had also moved on with
their lives and he had done that too. He felt a pang.

“Ben Franklin is something else. He may very well have been the most
accomplished man in the world by the time that he died. People don’t talk about
him the way that they talk about De Vinci, but they should. He had a wider sphere
of influence.”

He had their attention. He walked to the window side of the room and sat
on the combination heater and counter that spanned the length of the room.
“Let’s start with this,” Ron read, “Observe all men, thyself most.” He repeated it
and looked out to them. “Five words, easy enough. What do you think?”

The class looked down and read it again. They looked up. Mr. Tuck was
waiting. Teachers normally hated silence in their classrooms. It gave them the
uneasy feeling that nothing was happening. Usually they could wait a teacher out.

Ron was silent. Then he read it again. “What do you think?”

“Ok,” said Mark Simon. “I get it. Be aware of the people around you and
what they do, but pay closer attention to what you do.”

Ron smiled. “Why?”

Chris Fortuna said, “What you do is more important.”
Mr. Tuck smiled at Chris. “Because?”

“Because you do it,” said Chris.

“Seems simple right? But is it? Is Franklin hinting that we need to both be
aware of our environment and how we interact within it, but that personal
growth increases from self-knowledge? Did that idea also lead him to take part in
the Revolution?” It was a simple concept but he wanted them to see it. Who you
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were and what you did should be the results of self-awareness. “Now,” said Ron.
He picked up the book and read, “Fish and visitors stink after three days.”

The class laughed and Ron laughed with them. He knew that if he repeated
this line that they would just laugh again. “What do you think this means?”

Bobby Taylor raised his hand. “Well | know that my mom won’t even cook
fish in the house. Either she buys it already cooked or they cook it outside.”

Ron thought about that. He wondered why. “And what does that have to
do with visitors?”

The class was quiet. Ron paced back and forth rolling chalk between his
palms. It clicked against his ring.

Chris said, “After a few days, you get tired of having them around.”

Ron nodded. Now back in the 18%" century, it had more practical meanings
as well. No refrigeration and so it was important to eat things fresh. They also
didn’t know a lot about hygiene, and so visitors would probably not have bathed.
That is one of the things that made Franklin uniquely American and popular.
There was both wisdom and practicality in what he said and wrote.”

Back in the teachers’ room Ron huddled with Sam. “l want to skip over
some of this stuff and go more in depth with other pieces,” said Ron.

“It’s your class,” said Sam.

“Yeah, I'm just concerned about the finals. But | figure that | did a couple of
Native American things I'll do Jonathan Edwards Sinners in the Hands of an Angry
God, doing Franklin now, I'll mix in some of Jefferson and Thomas Paine, but then
| want to skip right to Poe and do a bunch of his things.”

Sam’s eyes got a little wider. “That’s a big skip, but | know why.”
“Yeah,” said Ron. “The writing sucked and I'll lose them.”

Father Tom Orecchio was sitting there listening to their conversation while
he puffed his cigarette. There was something about Ron’s mannerisms and his
patterns of speech that he found familiar. “Where you from, Ron?”
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Ron looked up, surprised by the question and lit a cigarette. “Newark,” he
said exhaling.

Orecchio smiled. “Whereabouts?”
“Broadway, Lincoln Avenue.” Then it dawned on him. “You from there?
“First Ward,” said Orecchio nodding.

Sam said, “So | guess the message here is to never let either of you get
really pissed off at me.”

Tom Orecchio and Ron Tuck shared a grin. That was always the reaction
from people who didn’t grow up there unless they grew up in Paterson or Jersey
City. Father Orecchio said, “It’s not that we’re that tough, just that vicious.”

“Where’d you go to school Tom?” There was a slight pause. Ron had never
called him Tom before, neither had anyone else.

“St. Rose’s grammar school, then Jersey Catholic.” He noticed a tension in
Ron’s face.

Then Tuck said, “I went to Jersey Catholic too.” He added, “For a while.”

Chapter 55

The next day’s practice was hard. After classes, they changed into their
uniforms, carried their cleats and walked the mile up to Branch Brook Park. It was
a huge park, more than 360 acres big, and it skirted the border of Newark. Ron
felt that the park was designed to keep Newark caged in. He walked up 2™
Avenue with the other players. The sophomores didn’t talk to the freshman that
had been added to their team. They were embarrassed to have them there.

The team stretched and Ron smelled the freshly cut grass. When he lay on
his back and did leg lifts, he stared up at the sky and felt like his helmet was a
cocoon. He felt relaxed and yet tense at the same time.

Coach Connors said, “OK men listen up. You all know we have some new
players. They didn’t ask to be here. We picked them because we thought they

139



could help us. They are on the team and | expect them to be treated like
everybody else.”

A large red headed kid named Allen muttered out of the side of his mouth,
“Yeah, like shit.”

Connors heard the comment but didn’t respond. Ron tried not to laugh.
“Well, let’s see what we’ve got.” Connors explained the drill. He lined the team up
facing each other about ten yards apart. There were twenty-six of them. Thirteen
on a side. “On my whistle, squad on my left runs like they have the ball. Squad on
my right, you tackle them. The idea is to run straight ahead guys. Ron was on the
left. He could do this. He felt determined. In front of him was Allen, who was
bigger than Ron. For a second Ron felt fear. Then he tugged on his face mask and
thought, fuck it.

He ran straight at Allen. The impact was not like anything that he’d ever felt

before. He felt that he’d run into a car and then he left his feet and came down on

his back with a thud that made his head spin. He closed his eyes and opened them
again. It was still spinning. He heard Coach Connor’s whistle and his voice say,
“Ok, pop up.”

Ron wasn’t sure that he could move but then he found himself on his feet
wondering how he’d gotten there. Now it was his turn to deliver a blow and he
couldn’t wait to wipe the smirk that he say on Allen’s face right off. The whistle
blew. Allen ran with a galloping churn of his legs. Ron tried to aim himself at
Allen’s waist but it was covered with his churning legs. He reacted by going low.
He cracked into his knees and wrapped his arms around and hung on tight. He
thought this is what it feels like to tackle a moose. Allen went down hard. Ron
didn’t feel dizzy this time. He felt completely alive.

Coach Connors walked over to them. “That was two good hits men.” He
looked right at Ron. “Do you know why you got creamed?”

Ron shook his head.

“You gave him too big a target. You let him get into you where you were
soft. You need to run low and pump your knees higher.”
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Ron nodded. He wasn’t sure that he could change the way that he ran, but
he would try. At the whistle, he ran hunched and pumped his knees high. It felt
like it slowed him down. He felt Allen grab at his ankles and he pumped harder
and then fell flat on his face. There was grass sticking out of his facemask when he
got up. He didn’t care. He wanted to smack into the moose again.

As they walked back to the school, every part of him ached. He was smiling.
He stripped off his jersey and shoulder pads and sat in front of his locker. Allen
and two of the other sophomores came over to four freshman and said, “You take
your showers when we’re done.”

They waited together. One of the four had stripped naked and sat with a
towel draped over his thighs. Ron felt the ache spread through him like ease. It
took the edges away. He could relax. He didn’t mind waiting.

By the time they’d finished showering there were position assignments on
the bulletin board. Ron was listed at linebacker and guard. He understood. He
wouldn’t get to run with the ball anymore.

Having the ball in your hands or even touching it was so much more special
in football than in any other sport. You held the ball. You squeezed it tight. You
didn’t let go like your life depended on it. Ron walked the three blocks to his
house. He’d have to be able to steal the ball.

Marjorie was waiting for him. She smiled when he came through the door.
She didn’t tell him how hard it had been for her to get home from work and that
Harry Tuck had detoured in order to make sure that she got there ok. She was
working downtown in a clothing store now. She saw a chance at some
advancement. She could sell. But the manager wanted her to learn credit and she
saw him more than once leering at the fullness of her breasts and her behind. She
didn’t mind.

She saw her son and the slight bruise on her chin and the way that he
seemed to glow. “How was your day?”

Ron grinned. “l don’t know. | got knocked down a lot but | got up and |
loved it.”

Marjorie said, “What about school?”
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“I didn’t get into trouble,” said Ron.
“What do you mean?”

“It’s different there.”

“Why?”

Part of Ron wanted to tell her that they made you afraid to do anything but
what they wanted you to do. He fought the urge to tell her. “I’m one of the little
kids again,” said Ron.

Marjorie smiled and stroked her fingers lightly over the bruise. She rarely
touched him. She preferred to look at him. She felt him pull back, like his father.

She took her hand away.
“Do you want to go for a ride?” she said.
“I’'m supposed to read.”
“You can read later,” she said.

They drove north back to Broadway. She stopped the car in front of their
old basement apartment in the five story building. Ron tried to look into the
windows and see who lived there now. He wondered if those people were
anything like he was.

Marjorie turned the corner and headed the car up Montclair Avenue. They
parked in front of number 89. It was his Aunt Dottie’s building. She gave them
iced tea that was fresh brewed. That told Ron that she had been expecting them.
The ache was almost gone. He missed it. He realized that he was hungry when he
saw the plate of homemade corned beef hash on his plate. He launched into it
with gusto. The women ate more slowly and smiled as they watched him devour
the food.

After dinner, they sat in the living room. Ron sat on the floor and tried not
to touch anything. Dorothy sat in her fan backed chair. Marjorie sat on a couch
with an enormous, white, goose-down cushion that would take an hour to re-
fluff. The evening light hardly filtered in through the drapes and they turned on a
lamp that had a Chinese design. He gazed at the centerpiece which was also
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Chinese and depicted a lone fisherman waiting for a fish that he would never
catch, but eternally hopeful.

Dorothy said, “A man that works hard is an asset. It hurts when you can’t
talk to him.”

“I know,” said Marjorie. “Sometimes when | talk to him, | wish that |
hadn’t.”

Ron was silent and listened. He stared at the fisherman and felt wisdom in
his gaze.

“Has he hit you?”

“No, but he’s punched things to avoid it.”

“That shows that he knows how to hold back,” said Dorothy.
“I don’t love him.”

“So what? You think | love the old fart that I’'m married to?”

Aunt Dottie met Ron’s eyes and let him know that he wasn’t allowed to
laugh. He’d wanted to and she knew it. But he couldn’t and her look was
communicating that in the sternest terms. Ron held it in and it passed. Marjorie
hadn’t seen it. She was absorbed in the thoughts of a loveless marriage.

“I have an idea,” said Marjorie.
Dorothy listened.

“I want to put him into so much debt that he can’t even think about
gambling again.”

Dorothy was genuinely surprised. “How?”
“I want to buy a house and get out of Newark.”

Ron’s heart was beating very fast as he listened. He wanted to be on the
island with that Chinese fisherman, and the dwarf tree and the moss and the
water. He might as well be there as out of Newark.

Marjorie continued. “There’s trouble coming here. This isn’t going to be a
good place to live anymore. | want to take you with me.”
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At first Dorothy bristled and then she smiled. “We’re getting too old for
keeping up with this.” She spread her arms upward to indicate the 22 apartments
over her head.

He knew that something had happened and that his life was changing in
some unexpected way, but he didn’t understand it. The light was soft but the air
was heavy. He breathed in the scent of her carpet. Ron looked up and she was
gazing back at him. How he loved her and everything that she was. If they could
all live together, he could be happy.

Dorothy said, “That could be a long way off. A lot could happen between
now and then.”

Marjorie nodded. “But that’s my goal.”

Ron’s eyes lifted to his mother. He could see determination and fear.

Chapter 56

The meeting between the Bombascos and The Bragos happened at
Marjorie’s house. Harry Tuck was also invited. They sat around the table in the
dining room. They were there to discuss numbers. Ron and Celeste were nervous.
It was his first wedding and her third. Her parents had been here before and were
embarrassed at the prospect of being here again. Marjorie had waited to be
sitting at a table like this forever. But not with them.

George served drinks. Mario and Anna took Scotch on the rocks. George
was shocked when Marjorie said that she would have some wine. Ron had what
Marjorie did. Harry took Scotch straight up. Celeste had the wine. George fixed
himself a Manhattan and sat down.

Marjorie tried to smile. She clasped her hands together on the table and
said, “So they want to get married.”

There was nervous laughter around the table. Mario said, “God only knows

”

why.
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Marjorie frowned. They should feel grateful at the chance of having her son
who was making the biggest mistake of his life. “Yes, I've wondered why as well.”

Eyes were on Ron and Celeste now. They sat there looking down at the
table and then Celeste spoke. “I didn’t expect to have your son come into my life.
I’d lost hope that he was out there. But he’s here now and | can’t help but love
him and want to spend the rest of my life with him.”

Anna just closed her eyes. How had she raised such a fool to believe in true
love at her age? “We don’t have a lot and we’d like to keep this small for obvious
reasons.”

“What are they? said Marjorie.

The two women eyed each other and just when Ron wished for it, he
thought he saw his Aunt Dottie come into the room. He blinked and squinted and
she was gone. She would have known how to handle this. But she was dead and
wasn’t coming in the door anymore.

“Celeste has been married before, twice.”

Marjorie’s face was grim. “My son hasn’t. Why should he have to pay for
your daughter’s mistakes?”

“We’ve all paid for Celeste’s mistakes,” said Anna.
Celeste wished that she could shrink down to nothing and just disappear.

“We’re straying from the point,” said Harry. “Marjorie was married once
before. | was married once before. We know that not all marriages work out. No
one needs to pay. | thought we were here to discuss this wedding.”

Celeste smiled at Harry. Marjorie capitulated. Anna sulked but did not
respond. In the back of her mind, she hoped that if she started a big enough fight
that Ron and Celeste would call the whole thing off. Marjorie has been a willing
participant and things would have escalated. But this Harry guy had thrown a pail
of cold water on that and now she was stuck, but only for a moment. “I
understand that you had the privilege of meeting my grand-daughter. Isn’t she
beautiful?” said Anna.

“She’s cute,” said George.
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Marjorie’s head snapped towards him. He never opened his mouth at the
right time and he never, never said the right thing. “She alright,” said Marjorie.

Anna and Mario recoiled like they had been slapped in the face. Their Angel
was being called ‘alright.’

“I think that she’s a very special little girl and so very smart,” said Ron.

Anna nodded. He’d better say that or she was getting up and walking right
out of here this instant.

“We’d like to get married at the end of March,” said Ron. “I'll have Easter
vacation and so | won’t need to miss any time from work.”

Marjorie said, “Are you both really sure that this is what you want to do? |
mean there is more involved here than just the two of you. There is a child to
think about. And all the expenses that come along with her.” She turned to her
son. “Where are you going to get the money to support a wife and child? A few
years ago, you were taking cans out of our pantry so that you could eat in the
summertime.”

Now it was Ron’s turn to want to disappear as he saw Anna and Mario
exchange a look and both shake their heads.

Celeste started to say that she was going to get a job, but Harry spoke up
first. “We were poor when we got married,” he said to Marjorie.

“That was different,” she said. “Everybody was poor then.”

That had been true of Mario and Anna too but they weren’t about to wash
those dirty clothes in front of these people.

Marjorie stared at Harry and then said in a defeated voice, “I think we can
give them $5000.”

Harry said, “I can do that too.”

Mario and Anna had decided on $2000 but Anna said, “We’ll help all we
can, but we don’t have that kind of money. Maybe we can go $3000.”

Mario spoke before thinking. “l thought that we decided on $2000.”
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Anna wanted to kick him in his shins until he bled. She hated that he never
minded looking cheap.

George said, “I can also get all of the printing of invitations done for
nothing.”

Marjorie smiled. He finally said something useful. She would make their
wedding favors at her ceramics shop, but she wasn’t going to say that just then.

Ron and Celeste smiled at each other. They had a budget and an uneasy
truce, but they had make progress.

Chapter 57

The sophomore team’s first game was against East Orange. They had no
game uniforms and were told the night before to take their pants and jerseys
home and have their mothers clean them. Ron was in a quandary. His mother
hated doing laundry. There was no laundry room in this building. He sat on the
edge of the tub that he’d filled with hot water and detergent and bleach and
soaked his filthy uniform. He took a scrub brush to the harder stains. When he
was pretty sure that he’s gotten everything acceptably clean, he hung them up to
dry.

George got home before Marjorie. When he saw the uniform dripping into
the now filthy tub, he said, “What are you doing?”

George had an idea. He got a plastic garbage bag and loaded the wet
uniform in it. He could not fault Ron’s desire to look clean. He would help him
with that. Secretly, he’s told all the guys at work that his son was playing football
on the JV as just a freshman. His chest had swelled when they congratulated him
and said that maybe this would keep Ron out of trouble.

When Marjorie came home, George said, “Let’s have dinner at my mother’s
house. She has a washer and a dryer. Ronald has a game tomorrow and this fabric
will never be dry like this.
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Ron felt touched. For George it was a win win. He’d get to eat dinner with
his family, and he’d done something for Ronald that he could use when he and
Marjorie argued about Ron’s lack of respect. Marjorie was glum but agreed. She
was hot and tired and the last thing that she wanted to do was have a noisy
dinner at her mother in law’s house where the women didn’t trust that she knew
how to do anything in the kitchen.

They ate escarole and beans. George was in heaven. It was accompanied by
a tomato salad from the garden and the tomatoes were plump and juicy and ripe
and swimming in olive oil with some onion.

Ron picked at his food and was grateful to George for helping him out.
After dinner and while the dryer was running, George snuck down to the Arrow
where he placed a $20 to win bet on Touchdown, a colt who was runningin a
qualifier down at Monmouth.

The next day’s classes went smoothly. Ron had been prepared both times
that he was called on. He’d taken his Friday Algebra quiz. He wasn’t sure about
that. He barely passed the first two and they were review.

In English, his black frocked teacher had asked the class to explain the
difference between an adverb and an adjective. Ron had been tentative but
correct and concise.

He hadn’t been hit and so it was a good day, but he’d watched other get
slapped. In Religion, Brother Cecil had rapped his knuckles down on the top of
Anthony Malone’s head for speaking out without raising his hand. The sound had
echoed and Anthony held a hand on top of his head for several minutes
afterwards.

Brother Alvin had pinched his fingers into Malone’s neck earlier that day.
He said that he was helping him with his accent. The class bonded. They were all
going to take a beating once in a while but that was the way that it was.

Ron lined up on the receiving team for the kickoff. He was on the front line.
Just before the whistle blew he felt his gazed pulled up and saw his father
standing alongside his car. His body froze and his mind went blank. The ball was
kicked to his left and his team mate covered it. Ron stood there in shock at the
thought that his father was watching him play as a large black boy from East
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Orange slammed his body down on top of the Jersey Catholic player who lay on
the ground with the ball curled into his belly.

Ron felt a surge rush through him and felt like a river in his ears. He was on
offense. The same kid was lined up across from him. Ron’s assignment was to
drive on him and he fired off with low slanted speed and the need for collision. It
came. His shoulder bucked into the kid like a kick. He heard the grunt and the play
ran for eleven yards. He looked for his dad. He was still there, standing and
watching.

When he heard the same play called in the huddle, he grinned. He was
gonna get to do it again. He fired out but this time the boy tried to circle him. Ron
changed his trajectory and lunged and hit and kid went down on his back. Helmet
to helmet, Ron looked into his face. He saw fear. He liked what he saw. Jersey
Catholic didn’t score but they drove and when they punted the ball was deep in
East Orange territory.

Ron was second string on defense. At least he thought he was. When
he got to sidelines, Coach Connors put his hands on his shoulder pads and slapped
his ass. “Linebacker on the left,” he said. He gave Ron a shove and sent him back
out to play.

The perspective was different when you weren’t down in a stance. Ron
bent his knees and coiled his torso. The play went the other way, but he sprinted
and got there just as it ended. Coach Peters turned to assistant and smiled,
“Ronnie likes to play football.”

The game continued and Ron flew all over the field. He loved to tackle. He
was unstoppable. His dad was watching. His team was up by one score. Then
Allen Watkins fumbled in back of the line of scrimmage. There was a pile and Ron
was in it. The ball was wedged under him. A hand punched him in the stomach. A
knee came up into his groin. Ron was clutching for the ball, but other hands were
clutching for it too. They heard whistles but no one was letting go or stopping.
And then it was gone. He’d lost his tentative grip on it. When he got up, the fat
Black kid was smiling. He held out the ball. “Lose something?” he said with a
smirk.

149



Ron was about to go for him when he heard another whistle and a ref was
between them and a yellow flag was fluttering in the air. “Unsportsman like
conduct,” said the ref.

East Orange was backed up. Ron felt a fury rushing through him like
the sound of a train whistle in his ears. He wanted to hit. He saw the play coming
right at him. It was a sweep to his side. He moved towards it and felt a sharp pain
in his back knock him off balance and send him sprawling onto his face. He
jumped to his feet with fury in his eyes and a throbbing pain at the middle of his
back. He saw another yellow flag.

The East Orange player who was called for clipping said, “Oh fuck these
white refs and this white boy Jesus school.”

The field erupted and players were grabbing at each other. Whistles blew
loudly. The coaches were instructed to get their players to the sidelines. They met
with the refs in the middle of the field. They stood there talking and the coaches
were gesticulating at each other. The whistle blew again and the ref raised his
hands in the air and waved them. He picked up the ball trotted over to the East
Orange sideline tossed them their ball and then the two refs, still completely
dressed headed for their cars.

Coach Peters’ face was very red when he got back to his sideline. “Gather
up our stuff men. We're going home. Game’s over.”

The players looked shocked. They didn’t realize what was happening.
“Fellas, | want you to stay together on the way back to the school.”

No one said anything until Allen asked, “Did we win?”
“Ill tell you when we get back to the school,” said Peters.
Ron looked for his father’s car but it was gone.

Coach Peters circled around the team with his car. His assistant walked
back with the team. Everyone was eerily quiet. Back in the locker room Connors
explained that because they had a lead and that they hadn’t instigated the
trouble, they were declared the winners. The guys cheered and smiled. Connors
said, “It’s a lesson in self-control boys. We had it, they didn’t. Anyone bloodied up
or have an injury to report?”
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Two hands went up into the air almost ashamed. Each of the coaches went
to one of the boys. Ron stripped out his jersey and shoulder pads. He sat in front
of his locker waiting.

Allen walked over and said, “Come on Tuck, you need a shower.”

Chapter 58

The next time that the Bombascos and the Bragos met was at Angel’s
birthday party. Celeste had planned a lavish meal and everyone, including Angel’s
father and his family, was invited. It was scheduled for a Sunday and Ron was
relieved that there would be no pressure for him to be anywhere else.

Joey and Mario worked all morning to set up the backyard with tables and
tablecloths and chairs that they borrowed from neighbors. Anna sat in her kitchen
holding her fly swatter. With all the ins and outs through the back door, she was
sure that her house was now infested. Celeste was at the stove. She had four
burners going and she felt tense and happy. Her daughter was two years old.

Anna said, “Any chance that Ron is intending to lend a hand?”
“He’s working, Mom.”

“On a Sunday morning? And you believe that?”

“He does his papers and prepares for the week on Sundays.”
“Jimmy never had to work on Sundays.”

Celeste unsuccessfully tried to hide the sarcasm in her voice, “Jimmy’s a
gym teacher.”

“Oh,” said Anna. “So now this Ronnie-come-lately is more important than
your cousin?”

“I didn’t say that or mean that.”

“Who knows what you are talking about half the time.”
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Exasperated, Celeste reached for the pot of boiling water without a pot
holder or a mitten. The hot metal pot burned into her hands. She dropped it and
screamed.

“Oh, for God sakes.” Anna got up with difficulty. “Go into the bathroom so |
can take care of you.”

Before Celeste had become a nurse and before Tina had become a nurse,
Anna had nursed during World War 2. She’d seen burns. She dressed her
daughter’s hands efficiently. Celeste watched as her sedentary mother’s hands
worked with agility. The burns were minor. It wouldn’t be a problem. Anna gazed
into her daughter’s eyes and saw her dreams and felt a pang of jealousy. It wasn’t
jealousy without love. Maybe it was envy.

Anna had settled on a life. Mario had hardly been her first and only choice,
but he was sensible and romantic. Most of all, he made her feel safe. He didn’t
play an instrument anymore, but he’d serenaded her outside of her window when
he courted her. The difference was that Mario no longer had ambition. The war
had taken that away. Being a paratrooper as part of the preparation for D-day had
taken that away. The people that he’d had to shoot had left him incapable of
wanting more. Being peeled out of the night ice at the Battle of the Bulge had
convinced him that he wanted a warm and easy life, with easy comforts. They had
two children. They made a life. Anna looked into her daughter’s eyes. She had
given her a grandchild who was beautiful and who Anna could tell embodied her
spirit. She felt that Celeste’s choices in men had been astoundingly abysmal. They
were either both entertaining and good for nothing or cold fish.

“How does it feel?”
“I'll be ok,” said Celeste.
“He should have been here.”

“You don’t know him the way that | do. He’s kind and good and he’s really
smart. He loves the baby.”

“I'still don’t think that this is a good idea,” said Anna. “l don’t think that you
know what you are getting yourself into.”

llWhy?Il
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“l want to read his cards,” said Anna.

People began arriving for the party and there was still no sign of Ron.
Celeste slipped off to dial his number and when there was no answer, she felt a
twinge. She came upstairs and broke into a grin as she heard him squeaking
around the corner. Barb was dressing Angel, who insisted that she wanted Aunt
Barb to do it because she knew how to make her look the prettiest. Barb had
beamed.

Tina arrived with little Joey and hollered, “Where’s the birthday girl?”

Mario had come in the back door. He smiled and picked up his grandson.
“She’s upstairs making herself bea-ut-ti-ful.” He enunciated each syllable and
drew them out so that the word had a feel of cacophony.

Celeste kissed little Joey and opened the front door just as Ron was coming
up the stairs. He immediately saw the bandage on her hand and said, “What
happened?”

“A little accident,” said Celeste. “It’s nothing.”

Anna was back in her chair, she reached for her cigarettes and found that
Mario had slipped the clear plastic off and turned it around so that it covered the
open pack. She frowned and tore it off. “You know Mario, it’s doesn’t do anything
but annoy me.”

Mario didn’t answer.
Ron said, “Tell me what happened.”

“I burned my hand reaching for a pot and forgetting that it was hot. It was
my own fault.”

Anna waited for her to add that her mother had bandaged it, but she
didn’t. She looked at her grandson in Mario’s arms and smiled. He was a big boy
and very happy. He slept through the night. He entertained himself in front of the
TV. In short he was ten times less demanding than Angel was. Publically, she
credited Tina with this. Privately she knew that Angel was just more of a problem
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child. It was good to keep Celeste in her place though. Then she frowned with the
thought that all of that would be changing now. She grimaced at Ron.

Barb and Angel came downstairs. Angel was wearing a pink dress with
white hearts on it. Her hair had a pink ribbon and hung down passed her
shoulders with delightfully bouncing twirling curls. “Here’s the Princess,”
announced Barb.

Angel took hold of the hem of her dress and did a little half curtsey, just the
way that she and Barb had practice upstairs. Anna smiled until she laughed. Mario
repeated, “You look bea-ut-i-ful,” elongating the word even more than the first
time.

Ron crouched down as Angel ran to him. “Do | look pretty?” she said.
“You’re the prettiest two year old in the entire world,” said Ron.

Then Angel ran to her grandmother, who leaned over and hugged her and
whispered into her ear. “You are a knockout.”

Angel wasn’t sure what that meant, but she grinned with the faith that her
grandmother always said nice things to her.

Tina smiled. “Hello gorgeous girl and Happy Birthday!”

There were about fifty people in the backyard, when the Bombascos
arrived. Ron grimaced when he saw that Lois was with Marjorie and George. He
hoped that he didn’t have to explain that. There was a polite reception for them
and introductions were made. Marjorie went up to Angel and said, “Happy
Birthday” and handed her an elegantly wrapped gift.

Angel took it and ran over to the stack of presents that was taller than she
was and twice as wide. Marjorie waited to be thanked. Celeste came over and
kissed Marjorie on the cheek and said, “Thank you very much and please enjoy
yourself.”

Marjorie’s eyes were fixed on the huge pile of presents. She watched Angel
toss it onto the pile and saw it disappear. Well so much for the time that she had
spent wrapping that.

Ron said, “Come over here. Let’s sit in the shade.”

154



Andrew Canigliaro arrived with his mother and father. There was a clear
awkwardness. There were exchanged looks among the guests. He had a lot of
nerve coming here after the way that he’d acted. They all knew that while Celeste
was pregnant that he had called her repeatedly and begged her to have an
abortion. Then his father had called her and told her that she should have an
abortion. The general consensus was that he should hang his head in shame for
the rest of his life.

The sight of the child and feel of the tension was just too much for
Andrew’s father. Donald Canigliaro clutched at his chest and collapsed. Rose
Canigliaro screamed. Tina and Celeste ran. Angel had not seen what happened
and discreetly Barb took her inside so that she would not be frightened. The
sisters acted quickly. Tina loosened his shirt. Celeste took his pulse. Their eyes
met and exchanged a troubled glance.

Donald was unconscious and he wasn’t breathing. Celeste did CPR. Tina ran
to call for an ambulance. Anna’s belief in god was reaffirmed. Marjorie thought,
what kind of a party was this? George watched the efficiency with which Celeste
worked and admired it. Ron tried to stay out of the way. He was caught between
wanting to go to Angel and wanting to help Celeste and knowing that he needed
to stay close to his mother so that she didn’t lose it.

It seemed that everything was moving in slow motion and then the siren
could be heard. A stretcher was rolled up the along the side of the house. Celeste
backed away when she saw the EMT’s there. She had done all that she could. She
hoped that it was enough.

As quickly as they had arrived, the Canigliaros left.
Mario said, “Is he OK?’
Celeste answered, “I think he’s having a heart attack.”

Anna patted Celeste’s hand. “You and Tina did very well and Barb got Angel
inside so that she didn’t get scared.”

Ron sat there watching and then turned to Marjorie. “Celeste may have
saved his life.”
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“Don’t be so dramatic,” said Marjorie. “It may just have been the heat. She
isn’t a doctor.”

“You're incredible,” said Ron. He got up and walked away.

Chapter 59

Harry Tuck was drinking coffee with Marjorie and George when Ron got
home. Ron lit up at the sight of his mother and father together. He blocked out
the existence of George Bombasco, or shoved him far enough away in his mind to
make him irrelevant. It was the three of them. It was the way that it always
should have been, without a Rocky and certainly without a Bombasco.

“How was the game?” said Marjorie.

Ron grinned and the two of his parents smiled at the way that his face
dimpled. “Dad was there,” said Ron.

“I saw the way that those Coons tried to bully you,” said Harry.
Ron nodded. “But we won.”

“And they hate you all the more for it and will say that it was stolen from
them.”

“They stopped the game because they were afraid,” said Ron. “We weren’t
afraid. The kids on the field weren’t afraid.”

“I don’t know what they even play against a nigger school,” said George.
Ron ignored George. “l was excited to see you there Dad, thank you.”

Marjorie smiled. He’d always known what his father needed to hear and
said it to him naturally. When would Harry realize that Ron only said the things
that he knew that Harry wanted to hear because he was afraid of not seeing him
anymore? Marjorie waited for Harry to say that he was proud of the way that his
son played, but in her heart she knew that he wouldn’t say it. He just couldn’t.
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Harry got up to leave. A look of disappointment spread over Ron’s face and
then Marjorie watched him try to hide it. She hadn’t been wrong to leave Harry
Tuck. She told herself that again. She was sure that it was what she had to do and
it didn’t matter now anyway.

She both hated and loved Harry for the cool ease with which he slid out.
She looked at George and closed her eyes. “Well, we better have dinner.”

Ron could feel that his teachers knew what had happened in the game
yesterday. Each of the Brothers smiled at him. Nobody put him on the spot. Even
Brother Cecil gave him a pass. Ron was doing his reading. His mind was not willing
to submit to Latin or French. He did the assignments, but he just couldn’t commit
the words to memory. They didn’t make sense to him. He had words. He was
squeaking by in Algebra, but some of his classmates weren’t.

Brother O’Shea said, “Mr. Dalton, you got a 59 on the quiz didn’t you?”

Stan Dalton had been called up to the front of the room to receive his quiz.
“Yes Brother.”

O’Shea rocked back on his heels. “And that isn’t good enough is it?”
“No Brother.” Stan Dalton’s left eye began to twitch.

“Would you prefer them on your palms or your backside?”

“I don’t understand Brother.”

Brother O’Shea removed a strap from his belt that looked like the one that
Joe the Barber used to sharpen his razor when he was about to shave the back of
Ron’s neck after a haircut. “Hold out your hands,” Mr. Dalton.

Stan Dalton extended his palms. They were shaking. The strap was a blur

when it cracked down on the boys open palms. He yelped and pulled his palms
back.

“One more,” said O’Shea. “You decide, which hand?”

Stan Dalton hesitantly extended his left hand, the one that he didn’t have
to write with. The fingers were curled and O’Shea used the strap gently to
straighten them. Then he raised it over his head and cracked it down on the
trembling flesh. Dalton yelped and then whimpered. His shoulders slumped.
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“You may take your seat, Mr. Dalton”

The class watched Stan Dalton meekly return to his desk. He was rubbing
his hands on his thighs.

“Now,” said O’Shea, confident that he had their attention. “Let’s talk about
Algebraic equations.”

Chapter 60

When it was time for Angel to open her presents, Celeste set up a lawn
chair in front of the huge pile of gifts and placed her daughter between her thighs
on the chair. Angel squirmed until she was comfy and then Celeste handed her
the first gift. It was from her grandmother and grandfather and was a pink snow
suit with a hood that had a fluffy white fringe on the top. Celeste smiled at her
parents. It was just what she had asked them to buy. “Look,” she said, “It matches
your dress.”

Angel couldn’t remember snow and didn’t know what the heavy garments
were for but she said, “Thank you Papa. Thank you Nanna.”

There were smiles and a few “ohhs” from the party goers. Angel was on to
the next gift. Celeste tried to fold the suit back up and get it into the box, but
Angel was excitedly ripping into the wrapping paper of her next present. Barb
came to help Celeste and took the snowsuit and box so she could re-box it and let
Celeste concentrate on Angel. It was a summer dress. It was blue and had a huge
pink heart on the chest with a picture of a kitten inside the heart. Celeste read the
card to Angel. It was from Aunt Barb, one of the eleven presents that Barb had
bought her for the day.

Ten presents into the process, Angel was bored. Everyone had gotten her
clothes and they were nice but she felt hot and confined with her mother in the
chair and wanted to run around. When Celeste handed her Marjorie and George’s
gift, she said, “No more now,” and squirmed free.

Ron could feel the tension emanating from his mother. Marjorie turned to
Lois and said, “They just let that child do whatever she wants to do.”
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Lois nodded. “She spoiled and she’s too young for this kind of thing.”

Marjorie rolled her eyes and looked at Ron but directed her statement to
Lois. “Oh no, she’s a prodigy. The smartest girl the earth has ever seen. Just ask
my son.”

Ron’s green eyes flashed dark. “She’s two years old.”
“Then she should be treated like she’s two years old.”

“That’s enough now,” said George. His fear of embarrassment was one of
his strongest emotions and Marjorie knew that he hadn’t wanted to be here in
the first place.

Celeste realized her mistake. It had already been a long day for Angel and
she had missed her nap. Celeste had let the party and the preparations and the
tension of having the Canigliaros and the Bombascos there, along with her desire
to just have the day run smoothly to cause her to forget the nap. Angel was
cranky. She wanted Ron. She saw him sitting off to the side and ran over to him.
She literally dove into his lap and Marjorie recoiled.

She turned to George and said, “You're right, it’s more than enough.”

She turned to Ronald who was tossing Angel gently into the air and
catching her and said. “We’re going to be going.”

“Just a second,” said Ron. “I'll walk you to the car.”

“I think you should stay with what’s important to you, Ronald,” said his
mother.

She and Lois walked away. George said, “You know how she is. Let her get
over it.”

“Get over what?”

Angel no longer tossed and giggling ran off to find someone else to play with her.
She was on overdrive and headed for a crash.

“You know how she is,” repeated George.
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Janine had heard everything. At Anna’s request, she had positioned herself
where she could hear what Marjorie and George were saying without interacting
with them. It was going to be an interesting phone call tomorrow morning.

It was about eight o’clock in the evening. Just about everyone had left.
Celeste brought Ron out of the basement where he’d been reviewing for the next
day’s classes.

The dining room table had been cleared off except for the coffee that was
in front of Anna along with her deck of Tarot Cards. Janine and Anna had taken
classes together to learn how to read them and Anna was uncannily good with
them. Janine’s mother Hannah was the best in the family, but her skills came from
an old tradition of divining that was mysterious and involved pressing her thumb
into the forehead of the person she was working with and sometimes stroking the
tips of that person’s ears.

Ron sat down across from Anna. He didn’t tell her that he also had a Tarot
deck and that he’d done readings and astrology charts in the past.

“Would you mind if | read your cards, Ron?”
“Not at all,” said Ron smiling.

She spread the cards on the table, face up. “Pick the card that you think
best represents you,” she said.

Ron gave her his dimpled grin. “Well, let’s go with popular opinion,” he
said. He selected The Fool. Janine giggled and Celeste smiled. Anna’s face was
expressionless, except for the feel of a tired sadness.

She handed Ron the deck. “You shuffle them.”

Celeste and Janine watched along with Anna as Ron shuffled the cards
again and again. Janine stared at his hands. They weren’t as big as Jimmy’s hands.
She’d ask Celeste about his equipment the next time that they were alone.

Ron finished shuffling and laid the deck down in front of him. He waited.

“Cut them,” said Anna. Her short red hair was mixed with grey and white.
Ron tried to read her face as she shuffled. He couldn’t.

Ron cut the cards and handed them back to Anna.
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“Place them on the table,” said Anna.
“Do you know your question?” said Anna.
“Yes,” said Ron.

“Don’t tell me,” she said.

Ron obeyed and watched. Anna turned the deck towards her and picked it
up. Slowly she laid the first card down, “This is in back of you.” The ten of Wands
appeared. Ron stared at it. A man with his back turned was carrying a load of 10
wands or staffs. Out of the top of each one small green flowers were visible. In
the distance was a house.

Anna turned the next card. “This covers you.” The ten of Cups came up
reversed. Ron saw the cups in a semi-circle in the air. Underneath them a man
and a woman were dancing. In the left corner of the card was the sun and it the
other corner was the moon. Anna turned the next card saying, “This is in front of
you.” Ron hoped that by doing this that maybe they would be closer together.
Maybe she would give him a chance. The two of Swords was revealed. This
depicted a blindfolded woman sitting on a rock with her arms crossed at her chest
and a long sword projecting from each of her hands. She turned the next card.
“This card indicates the emotional factors that are influencing you.” A Woman
and a child were seated in a boat. A man standing behind them was using a staff
to propel the boat and six Swords were lining the sides of the rowboat. Anna
stared up at Ron’s face. She thought that she saw fear and that he was about to
ask something. “Just wait until I'm finished” she said. Then you can ask questions.
The fear seemed to vanish from Ron’s face and he nodded.

“This next card indicates the outside influences on you. The Queen of
Swords came up reversed. A woman wearing a crown was seated on a throne and
held up a single sword. “This card indicates your hopes and fears,” said Anna. She
turned the card and The Hanged man appeared. A man with his hands behind his
back was suspended upside down from a cross by one foot. His other foot was
bent at the knee and in back of him. There was a halo around his head. “This last
card indicates the outcome to the situation about which you have a question.”
The Hierophant appeared. She looked like a priestess of a queen seated on a
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throne. Two monks were kneeling before her. In her left hand she held a scepter
and right hand was raised in a symbol of peace.

Ron stared at the pictures. His emotional mind flicked from one to the
other. He knew that The Fool meant hope. It was why he had chosen it. He
wondered if there was any attempt to reach out to Anna that would meet with a
measure of success. He tried again to reach into her.

“So what do you see?”

“A confused situation with a troubled past and influences that are stacked
against things working out. Although, there is hope in these cards.”

Ron was drawn to the boat and the man standing with a staff, rowing a
woman and child. He’d learned to trust what he saw in the cards as much as he
trusted the written explanations of what was there.

Ho looked at Celeste. He saw that she didn’t see anything in the cards but
was hopeful that maybe there was a place of agreement of peace. He felt the
warmth of her there with him. Agreement and peace and a chance to make it
work. That’s what they were asking for. Why was it so difficult to achieve?

Janine’s eyes flicked behind her tinted glasses from one card to the other.
She knew what she saw. She didn’t need to be told, but it was Anna’s reading.

“The answer to your question is that there is a difficult path in front of you
and no guarantee of success. You are haunted by a past that you could not
control. You’re impetuous to believe that you can control your future. You're
wrong and you know it. But you want a fighting chance. You feel like you deserve
it. That’s also wrong. You may get it but it won’t be because you deserve it.”

Janine felt her eyes widen. Anna truly was uncanny.

Chapter 61

It was a warm Saturday evening late in October. Ron was taking a walk up
to Elwood Park to see if any of his friends were around. He was amazed at the
reactions that people had to him playing on the upper level team. They seemed to
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look at him differently. He basked in the glow of it but not as much as he loved to
play. He was as happy as he could remember being in a so long. He hadn’t been
slapped since the football season had started. His grades had improved. He was
evening passing French and Latin and Algebra, although the last was much in need
of improvement and he hoped that somehow it would just begin to click for him.

The days were shorter now and it was dark early, but the streetlights that
ringed the park created a twilight that allowed you to see. There was a large
group of guys and they were playing football. Ron knew that he wasn’t allowed in
these kinds of games anymore. It was against the team rules, but he wanted to
play. He wanted be unstoppable and with these guys, he could still run with the
ball.

He was invited into the game and quickly said yes. He’d dressed in jeans
and a sweat shirt. If he had been honest with himself, he would have admitted
that this was why he had come here. It was a seven on seven game. Ron was
playing his position on defense, he was a linebacker. When his team had the ball,
he was in the backfield.

On the sixth play of the game, he caught a short pass and pivoted the way
that he had learned from Richie. The fake worked and he raced up the sidelines
and scored. The elation sent waves of euphoria racing through him.

Instead of kicking the ball to the other team, these kids threw it. Ron was
lined up on the left. The ball spiraled down the middle of the field. When it got
higher than the lights, it couldn’t be seen. Ron raced to where he thought it would
land and then it was coming down and bouncing and Larry Bonet picked it and ran
up the middle of the field. Ron cut in towards him and lunged. As he lunged he
planted his foot, the way that he did when he was wearing cleats. But he was
wearing sneakers and they slipped and the lunge came up short and he felt his
arm curl to grab Larry’s hip, but there was no force behind it.

Ron bounced off harmlessly and hit the ground hard. The pop that he heard
was followed by electric jolts of pain. He’d never felt a pop in his body before. He
tried to jump up and run after they play. He got to his feet, the adrenalin rushing
through him, and ran. On the second step, her heard the pop again and went
down hard, rolling and clutching at his left knee.
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He tried to get to his feet but he was having trouble straightening his leg. It
seemed to be bent like a dog’s leg and he couldn’t manage to straighten it out. He
tried to take a step, but his leg wouldn’t move. He stood there with a helpless
look of pain and embarrassment. “I don’t think that | can play anymore tonight,”
he said.

His immediate problem was how to move. He couldn’t just stand there in
the middle of the field. He needed to get home and look at his knee, but he
couldn’t take a step.

Larry Bonet and Phillip Rolandelli, helped him to a car that was parked
alongside of the park. He felt some relief when he leaned against it. Maybe if he
just stood there until the throbbing went away, everything would be alright.

Ron felt his knee swelling. He looked down and to his horror it was pressing
out against his jeans. They seemed trapped by the swollen knee. Ron leaned over
and tried to pull the jeans down. Another wave of electric shocked rushed
through him. This was bad. This was really bad. He watched the guys play a while
longer and then the game broke up and the kids started home.

Ron found that if he pressed down on his toes when he tried to hobble that
he could propel himself forward. Maybe if he had a stick, something to lean on
when he stepped he could make it.

The six blocks he needed to cover to get to their apartment took over an
hour. Once he sat down to rest on a porch, but the effort that it took to get back
onto his feet convinced him that he shouldn’t do that anymore. He was sweating
profusely. The pain just wouldn’t stop. When he reached the apartment he was
shaking with the effort that it took to take a single step.

His mind went into shock when he looked at the steps. How the fuck was
he supposed to manage them? He had an idea. He placed both hands on the
railing and hopped on his good leg. The jolt squeezed tears out of his eyes. He had
another idea. He sat on the steps, bent his arms and used them to raise his body
to the next step. On his ass, he managed the two flights of stairs. The hallway of
the apartment was dark. Ron could see the glow of the television coming from the
living room. He hobbled slowly to his room.

Marjorie heard the noise and said, “Is that you Ronald?”
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Ron tried to make his voice sound normal. “Yeah Mom.”

“Come in here a moment.”

“l can’t,”

“What do you mean, you can’t?”

“I'fell. ’'m having trouble walking. | think | did something to my leg.”
“Well, take your time. | want to talk to you.”

Marjorie had seen Ron come home bruised before. He always tried to hide
his bumps and bruises so that Marjorie wouldn’t get angry with him. She waited.

Ron tried to take a couple of steps, but he had used all of his energy to get
home and then to get up the stairs.

Marjorie heard it in his voice when he half cried, “l can’t.”

Marjorie and George left their TV program and the light went on in the
hallway. Ron stood there hunched over. He was leaning against the wall and his
left legs wasn’t touching the ground.

Marjorie gasped when she got closer. He was drenched in sweat. His hair
was matted to his head. He had been crying. George moved towards him and Ron
felt his supporting bulk. George said, “Just lean on me.” Ron could smell the beer
on George’s breath as he half carried him into the living room. They laid him on
the couch.

Marjorie said, “What did you do to yourself?”

“I don’t know. | tripped in the park.”

She suspected immediately. “Were you playing football?”
Ron shrugged.

“Don’t you get enough of football all week long? Now look at what you’ve
done.”

Ron felt guilty, but angry too. Other kids” mothers felt sorry for them when
they got hurt. His mother took it as something that he had done to himself to hurt
her.
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George showed him how to use a kitchen chair to lean on when he tried to
move. He would lean against the back of it and then slide it forward across the
wooden floor, but it didn’t work on the stained, shaggy white rug. “I’'m going to
bed,” said Ron.

“Well | hope it’s better in the morning,” said Marjorie.

Ron slid his chair down the hallway and made it to his bedroom. When he
finally got his jeans off, he saw that his left knee was twice the size of his right
knee and it was hot to the touch.

Ron had trouble sleeping. Each time he turned in his sleep, the pain woke
him up. In the middle of the night he sat up and rubbed his palms up and down
the sides of his knee. It seemed ever larger and hotter. Ron knew that he was in
trouble. He’d never been hurt like this before. The closest thing was when he fell
from the top of a chain link fence and his right ankle had bounced up from the
ground and been impaled on one of the twisted bottom ends of the fence. He’d
hidden that one from his mother and still had a deep scar.

Why had he done it? How could he have been this stupid? Now he might
have ruined everything.

The next morning was no better. They set him in the living room with his
knee propped up on his chair and George covered it with an ice bag. Ron felt
helpless. The least little thing that he tried to do was an ordeal. Trying to stand
on one leg and urinate was impossible. He felt humiliated when he sat on the
bowl to pee. He assured Marjorie and George that he was fine and they were to
George’s mother’s house for dinner, promising to bring him a plate home for him.
At least he’d gotten out of that.

Ron tried to do homework, but his mind would not allow him to
concentrate. What was going to happen to him? What was wrong with his knee?
How much trouble was he in? The questions tormented him as much as the pain.

After two ice bags, the swelling went down a bit and Ron was elated.
Maybe it was going to be ok. He’d heard about sprained knees. Maybe that was
what he had done. But in his ears, he could still hear that sickening pop.

166



On Sunday night, Marjorie said, “l don’t think that you can go to school
tomorrow. I’'m going to have to find some way to get you to the doctor. Of course
| don’t know how I’'m going to do that and | might lose my job, but I’'m glad that
you had fun playing football.” She spit the word football out like she hated it.

Ron kept the ice on his knee all night long. He listened to the radio, hiding it
under his pillow and pressing his ear down to the music. Puff the Magic Dragon
and You Don’t Have to be a Baby to Cry filtered up into him. He heard Louie Louie
at least four times and still didn’t understand what the words meant. Every two
hours, he used the chair and limped down the hall as quietly as he could and
refilled the ice bag.

Marjorie thought she heard him each time but was too angry at him for
getting hurt to get out of bed. He wasn’t supposed to get hurt and now she’d seen
him hurt over and over. Was that the joy of being a mother?

By morning Ron said and showed that he could walk without the chair. He
limped and he was tentative, but he was improved. “Mom, just let me stay home
today, no doctor, you go to work. George was right. The ice is working.”

George had long since left for work. What Ron was offering made the day
simple. It was routine. “Ok, but | need to call your father.”

Ron was watching a rerun of The People’s Choice when the phone rang. He
liked that Cleo the dog talked. He wanted to see the mayor’s daughter without
her clothes. Absently, he was stroking his penis when the phone rang.

“Ronald?”
His erection dissipated in an eye blink. “Hi Dad.”
“Tell me what happened.”

Ron closed his eyes. Now he needed to pee. “I was stupid. | got hurt
because | was stupid again.”

“That’s how you learn,” said Harry. “How bad is it?”

“I’ve been putting ice on it. | can almost walk now. It hurts but it’s going to
be ok.”

“Ill call you later. Try not to be stupid again.”

167



Ron flushed at the admonishment. “OK.”

The receiver clicked. Ron looked back up at the screen to see the Mayor’s
daughter walk away with her hips wiggling. He began to stroke it again.

Chapter 62

“Edger Allen Poe was way ahead of his time. So far ahead and so
sophisticated that it took his country decades to really catch up to what he was
doing. In France, he was loved and respected. Not here. He suffered from what he
believed were certain demons inside of him and his stories always seem like an
attempt at expiation.”

Ron turned to the chalkboard and wrote to expiate in block letters on the
board. “What does this word mean?”

Mark Simon carried a pocket dictionary with his books. He fished it out of
his bag and thumbed through pages. Ron saw him and waited. Other students
tuned to a dictionary that was in the back of their literature books, but Ron
doubted that they would find it there. Mark said, “To atone for as in atoning for
one’s crimes.”

Ron smiled. “That’s right. Now after you read tonight’s story, | want you to
give me a paragraph that discusses the connection between The Black Cat and
expiation.” Ron knew that they had probably read the story before. He had been
surprised to see it included in the book. It was something that was usually taught
in middle school or perhaps ninth grade. It was a warm up to The Fall of The
House of Usher. He gave them the writing assignment to assure that they would
read and not try to rely on their younger memories of the story

Ron waited outside of Brother Todd O’Malley’s office. It was his prep and
he had been given something shockingly disturbing in one of his freshman classes.
A student, a rather strange, short and stocky kid named Carl Flack had signed his
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name in blood on his quiz. Then he’d announced it to the class as he walked his
paper up and handed it in. Ron looked at the paper. The penmanship was good
and perfectly in red was his name, written in blood. He had pricked his finger and
managed to squeeze up a bubble of blood that he dipped his pen into as he
worked the letters.

Brother O’Malley was a giant of a man. He stood six feet and six inches tall
and weighed over three hundred pounds. He was in charge of disciple. His size, his
demeanor, and his baritone voice made him feel imposing.

“How can | help you, Mr. Tuck?”

Brother O’Malley sat in back of his desk. He did not invite Ron to sit. Ron
sat anyway and opened his large book bag. He extracted the quiz carefully. He
had placed it between two blank sheets of paper. “A student, a freshman named
Carl Flack, handed in this quiz and announced to the class that he had signed it in
blood.” Ron extended the paper.

O’Malley’s eyes darkened as he took it. “I don’t believe that I've ever seen
anything quite like this before,” said O’Malley.

“ haven’t either,” said Ron.

“Are you sure that it’s blood”

“Either it is or this kid has one heck of an imagination, Brother.”
Brother Todd O’Malley said flatly, “A diseased imagination.”

Ron’s mind flashed on Poe, but he wasn’t teaching Poe in this class.

“Let’s take a walk,” said Brother O’Malley. He stood heavily, and together
they walked to the main office where he looked up the location of Carl Flack’s
locker. Ron stashed his book bag in back of the counter and quietly followed
O’Malley who was carrying a large ring of keys and his clipboard.

When O’Malley opened Flack’s locker, the disgusted look on his face caused
its lines to deepen and become a menacing scowl. Hanging in Flack’s locker, on
the hooks that were designed for coats or sweaters, were three strings. From
each dangled a freshly amputated rabbit’s foot. He opened the door wider for
Ron to see.
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The color drained from Ron’s face when he looked. There was something
seriously wrong with this kid. O’Malley shut the door without disturbing anything.
He’d expected to find some kind of substance, but not this. He felt the anger
rising in his massive body. Ron followed him to Flack’s class.

O’Malley opened the door without knocking, stood in the doorway silently.
He’d looked at a picture of Flack when he found the location of the locker. Slowly
his eyes panned the room. Students fidgeted and put their heads down. The
teacher stopped speaking and stood frozen in the center of the class, half turned
to the chalkboard. O’Malley’s eyes found Flack. He walked towards him, his long
black habit swaying like the motion of a moving battleship. He towered over
Flack’s desk. “What have you done?” rumbled the baritone voice.

Carl Flack tried to escape but he tripped and fell to the floor. Calmly
O’Malley reached down, grabbed his heel and dragged him out of the classroom,
holding his leg in the air.

Ron stood with his mouth open as O’Malley silently dragged the boy, still
sprawled on his back, down the hallway to his office. He wasn’t invited to follow.

Chapter 63

On Monday night, Ron told Marjorie that his leg felt better and that he
wanted to go to school. “Did you talk to your father?”

“He called. He told me to try not to be so stupid.”

“That sounds like him,” said Marjorie. She always pumped Ron for
information about his conversations with his father. He always resisted, but she
knew how to wear him down. Harry didn’t have the ability to express emotions
like most people. He was uncomfortable with intimacy. He’d built walls around
what was important to him for a very long time. Marjorie had been fool enough
to think that she was inside those walls and that he trusted her. Now she knew
that Harry wasn’t capable of trusting anyone. He had a good heart but he was
short on trust and set in his ways. “No football practice.”

170



“I have to show up, but I'll tell them that I’'m hurt.”
“Will they know how you got hurt?”

“No.”

“Will you tell them?”

Instinctively Ron sensed the danger in the question. It invited conspiratorial
confidence, but Ron didn’t trust it. There were always consequences. “Yes,” he
lied.

Ron stood in front of Coach Peters in the coaches’ office.
“How did you hurt your leg?”

Ron had stripped off his shoes and pants but left his underwear and shirt on
when he went to see the coach. He knew that Peters would want to see the knee.
The day’s walking and the lack of ice had caused it to swell noticeably and it was
warm to the touch.

“I fell.”

“What were you doing when you fell?”

“I was in the park running sprints, coach.”
“Were you alone?”

Coach Peters suspected that the answer wasn’t true but he wanted to
know if any of his other players were involved. “No coach, | was with some
friends.”

“Have you seen a doctor?”
“No, coach.”

“Looks to me like it should be looked at. | can’t have you practice on that
leg, Ronnie.”

Ron felt the ease of relief flow through him. Coach Peters would never have
called him Ronnie if he was pissed.
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Chapter 64

Reading the paragraphs that his students had written about Poe, Ron was
surprised that they seemed incapable of separating the actions of the author from
the actions of the main character. They write about Poe’s cruelty to animals and
about how guilt had driven Poe to write the story as a confession.

Ron was feeling pretty guilty himself. The sight of Carl Flack being dragged
down the hallway and then the notice in his mailbox to remove him from the class
lists and determine a grade for the work that he’d down so far, left Ron feeling
that he had done the wrong thing. At Our Lady of the Forlorn, Ron would have
talked to the student. He would have had input into what happened. But his girls
would never have acted this way.

Mark Simon had written, “Poe is trying to expiate his thoughts by revealing
them and turning them into something better than they were.” Ron smiled. Well
at least he’d gotten the difference between author and character.

When the phone rang, Ron expected it to be Celeste, but Elena, one of his
former and best students said, “Hello, Mr. Tuck, it’s Elena Rodriguez.”

Ron felt his face break into an immediate smile.

“I hope that | haven’t reached you at a bad time, have 1?”
“Not at all Elena. I’'m just reading essays. | could use a break.”
“Are they as good as our essays used to be?”

Ron laughed. There was no reason to tell her that these boys had been
better prepared than her classmates had been. That was surely true but she
didn’t need to hear it. What was also true was that they were nowhere near as
sensitive as his girls were. “I don’t think that anything will quite touch me the way
that you girls did,” said Ron. It was an honest response and it avoided hurting her
feelings.

“Mr. Tuck, | need advice.”

Ron’s mind flashed on when she had called him from a bathroom with a
boyfriend waiting in the next room and wanting to have sex with her and her
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asking him what she should do. Ron laughed in his best teasing way. “I think that
you’re old enough to make that decision for yourself now, Elena.”

He could feel the girl blush right through the phone. She laughed. “Not
about that, Mr. Tuck. | have that figured out. | can’t believe that | did that and
that | was actually able to look you in the eyes for the rest of the year.”

“It was fine Elena. How can | help you?”

“I hate it here, Mr. Tuck. | never knew what racism really was until | got to
Princeton.”

Ron face grew troubled. His mind flashed on his old friend Sister Bernadette
who had accused Ron of setting his students up for failure because he wanted to
be special by making them be more special. “Tell me what’s going on Elena.”

“They look down on the scholarship students. They keep us in our own
dorm. They treat us like we are charity cases who need to remember how lucky
we are to be here. One of my classmates actually said that her tuition was so high
because she was also paying off my tuition.”

“How are your grades?”
“My grades are fine. It’s the people who suck. It's Americans who suck.”
“Come on Elena. I’'m American and so are you.”

“I’'m Puerto Rican, Mr. Tuck, and the more | learn about what was done to
my country the more | hate being American.”

“Maria, if you lower yourself to that, they win.”

“They already won and they want to make sure that | know it and never
forget it.”

“So what do you want to do?”
“I don’t know. That’s why | called you.”

“Elena you are succeeding academically. You are too tough to let prejudice
stop you at this point in your life.”
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“You don’t know what it’s like here. They look at you like you are a lower
life form, someone who should be waiting on them in a restaurant if you are lucky
enough to have a job. They don’t care how smart you are. They want you to know
that you will never be as good as they are.”

“Elena, do you have friends?”

“Sure | do. | have the other scholarship students who live with me and eat
with me and who go to classes with me and also get treated like shit.”

Ron hesitated. He wasn’t sure what to say to her. He didn’t doubt her
voracity but he didn’t want her to be weak. “Elena?”

”YES?”

“Stop whining.” He knew that she must feel like he’d slapped her in the
face. “You're there to get an education and maybe this is part of your education.
Did you think that it was going to be easy to change the world?”

Her voice seemed to shrink. “No.”
“You're letting it get to you.”

Her voice got stronger again. “Of course | am. I’'m human and I'm sensitive
and | don’t want to be treated this way.”

“You’re Puerto Rican and you’re from Newark. You’ve seen more of life
than they have. You haven’t been sheltered.”

“Believe it or not | was sheltered from this until now.”

“So you want to give up. You want to have come all this way just to give

“No, | don’t want to give up.”
“Then stop whining and get on with it.”

They talked for a few more minutes, but he could tell that she wanted to
hang up the phone now. She didn’t ask any questions about his life and so he
never told her that he was getting married. It was harder to get back to his papers
after the phone call. Was it possible that Bernadette had been right?
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Chapter 65

The doctor’s office was in an old home that had a fireplace that had been
stoned shut. There was a perimeter of chairs that had varying degrees of comfort.
Marjorie was thumbing a magazine. Ron was staring at each aspect of the room
and rubbing his hands along his jean covered thighs. Most of the people were old
and sat patiently. It seemed incongruous when someone was there alone.
Everybody went to the doctor’s office with someone.

The wait seemed to go on forever. People judged how many others were in
front of them by surveying who was seated in the room when they arrived. There
were pocket doors that led into Dr. Polino’s office. His desk was visible each time
they opened. There was a second door through which patients left. The examining
room was off to his right and just had an open arch between it and the front,
conference room. The office smelled of antiseptic alcohol.

Dr. Polino treated Ron when he had asthma attacks. Ron used to go to a
doctor who had been one of Rocky’s family. He liked Doctor Merck, but that was
just something else that changed when Rocky left them. “So what seems to be the
problem Ronald?”

“I'hurt my knee.”

“How did that happen?”

“I was playing football. | landed wrong.”
“Let’s take a look at it.”

Ron pulled down his pants while Marjorie waited in the conference room.
She didn’t want to see his swollen knee again. It made her start to cry.

The doctor probed and bent and twisted Ron’s leg. He could feel it starting
to swell again. The doctor was making it worse. Ron winced and when he couldn’t
help it, he yelped. His eyes were involuntarily fixed on the distant figure of
Marjorie and he watched her, after each yelp had passed, recovering from it.
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“You have what we call a hot knee, Ronald. It’s swollen and there is fluid
that has built up inside of it. Sometimes, with rest and elevation, it can heal itself.
Other times the fluid needs to be drawn out.”

“Ok,” said Ron.

“You can get dressed now.” Dr. Polino walked to his desk, sat down and
took out his prescription pad. He was pretty certain that the knee was going to
need to be drained, but there was a chance of reabsorption because he was so
young.

When Ron was dressed, Marjorie came out of the corner of the conference
room and sat in one of the chairs facing Dr. Polino’s desk. Ron limped over and sat
in the other chair. His knee had felt so much better before he came here. “This
will help the swelling to go down. | need to see him again in two weeks. Until then
| want Ron,” Polino turned from Marjorie and directed his words to Ron. “Until
then, no strenuous activity, no sports and you are to sleep with a pillow under
your knee. Avoid stairs whenever you can. Do not take gym.”

Ron felt like each statement was a punch in his stomach. “What about
school?” said Marjorie.

“Keep him home for the next few days. That knee really needs to stay
elevated if it had any chance of draining. Ronald, use ice whenever it feels hot.”

For the next three days, Ron felt like he was living in a cocoon that brought
him back to a time when he was happy. There was no homework. There was no
time to go to bed or to wake up. There were morning TV programs that he’d
almost forgotten had existed. As the swelling went down and his range of motion
improved, his hopes soared. Football players had injuries, but they got better.
Even the great Frank Gifford had been knocked out of commission for a season.
Maybe everything was going to be ok.
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Chapter 66

It was a seven on seven drill, something that was done for the linemen to
improve the crispness of their timing and to learn to move like a unit. Ron was
running the drill with Artie Harris but he felt that the holes were opening too
slowly. Finally he handed the center a ball and said, “Oh my count, snap it back to
me.” The players looked confused. Artie looked confused. “I’'m going to run
through the holes, don’t tackle me,” said Ron.

He stood in a shotgun position that would roughly mimic how far behind
the line the running back would be. He would wait a beat to simulate the handoff,
and then he would run through the hole. He felt the rush of adrenaline rush
through him as he ran and planted and cut up into the hole. The play got crisper.
He did it again and again. Bodies were flying around him, he loved it! He’d
forgotten what this felt like. He had been sure that he would never feel it again.

When the drill ended, the coaches gave the team a water break. Artie came
over and said out of the side of his mouth, “You’re fucking crazy.”

Ron nodded and grinned. “So they tell me.”
“God-damned craziest, animal, English teacher | ever met.”
Ron laughed and felt his chest swell.

In the coaches’ room, Artie said to Paul Pamenteri, gesturing at Ron, “This
maniac was taking the ball up through the holes in a seven on seven.”

Paul looked up at Ron in disbelief, “What for?”
“I think that it improves our timing,” said Ron.
“I can’t afford to have you getting hurt,” said Steve Ferry.

Ron nodded. He had almost felt unstoppable, but maybe they were right.
He couldn’t afford him getting hurt either.

Ron showered and changed back into his street clothes and walked down
to the teachers’ room where he’d left his book bag. Larry Viola was there and he
was working some scissors on a piece of cloth.
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“Hi Larry.”
“Hey Ron, what do you think?”

Larry draped what Ron now saw was a sheet over his head. He had been
cutting out eyeholes.

“What’s that for?”

Larry beamed excitedly. “I convinced Brother Howard to let me try my pre-
game rally idea. This is going to be for when we play East Side.”

Ron eyes got larger. “What do you mean?”

“They’re known as the Ghosts, so when their bus pulls in, I’'m going to be
there with a group that | get together to help me and we’ll be wearing these.”

“You can’t do that,” hollered Ron.

“Brother said | could try it out. | have his permission.”

“Larry, do something else.”

“Why?”

“Paterson East Side is basically an all-Black and Hispanic school.”
“So?”

“Are you fucking crazy? They are going to come to an all-White suburban
school and be met by a group of people with sheets over their heads?”

“They won’t take it that way.”

“They sure the fuck will and they’ll never get off the bus and they’ll go to
the newspapers and you will be so screwed that you won’t even know what hit

n”

you.
“Well, I'm doing it. It’s all in good fun. They’re the Ghosts.”
“And you’re a moron.”

“Fuck you. | don’t need your approval.”
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Ron was in a quandary. When he had gone to Brother O’Malley before, the
results had been brutal. If he went to Brother Howard about this, Larry Vila could
be in serious trouble. Why were these things finding him? He’d just wanted to
change and go to see Celeste and Angel but now here he was stuck with this
mess. Larry couldn’t be that naive to think that he could do something like that,
could he? He was a history teacher for Christ’s sake.

Ron saw Brother Howard walking back to his office puffing his after dinner
cigar. He sighed and put the book bag down. Damn that thing was heavy. “Brother
can | have a moment?”

Brother Howard smiled and said, “Sure Ron, come on in.”

Ron sat in the office as Brother Howard turned the lights on and slide down
in back of his desk. “How was practice?”

“We're getting better.”
“Are your classes going well?”
“Yes, Brother. I’'m enjoying them.”

Brother Howard looked perplexed. Classes were going well. Practice had
been good. He hoped that Ron wasn