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The Fortress of Solitude

part one Underberg

chapter 1

L ike amatch struck in a darkened room:

Two white girlsin flannel nightgowns and red vinyl roller skates with white laces, tracing tentative
circles on acracked blue date sidewalk at seven o’ clock on an evening in July.

The girls murmured rhymes, were murmured rhymes, their gauzy, sky-pink hair streaming like it had
never once been cut. The girls’ parents had permitted them back onto the street after dinner, only first
changing into the gowns and brushing their teeth for bed, to bask in the orange-pink summer dusk, the
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The Fortress of Solitude

air and light which hung over the street, over all of Gowanus like the palm of a hand or the inner surface
of a seashell. The Puerto Rican men seated on milk cratesin front of the bodega on the corner grunted at
the apparition, not sure of what they were seeing. They widened their lipsto show one another their
teeth, adisplay to mark patience, wordless enduring. The street strewn with bottle caps half-pushed into
the softened tar, Y 0oo-Hoo, Rheingold, Manhattan Special.

The girls, Theaand Ana Solver, shone like a new-struck flame.

An old white woman had arrived on the block before the Solvers, to reclaim one of the abused buildings,
one which had been arooming house, replacing fifteen men with only herself and her crated belongings.
She was actually the first. But Isabel Vendle only lurked like arumor, like an apostrophe inside her
brownstone, where at this moment she crept with a cane between the basement apartment and her
bedroom in the old parlor on the first floor, to that room where she read and slept under the crumbled,
unrestored plaster ceiling. Isabel Vendle was a knuckle, her body curled around the gristle of old
injuries. Isabel Vendle remembered a day in a packet boat on Lake George, she scratched letters with a
pen dipped in ink, she pushed stamps against a sponge in a dish. Her desktop was cork. Isabel Vendle
had money but her basement rooms stank of rinds, damp newspaper.

The girls on wheels were the new thing, spotlit to start the show: white people were returning to Dean
Street. A few.

Under the ailanthus tree in the backyard Dylan Ebdus at five accidentally killed akitten. The Ebduses’
tenants in the basement apartment had a litter of them, five, six, seven. They squirmed on the ground
there, in that upright cage of brick walls, among the rubble and fresh-planted vines and the musky
ailanthus sheddings, where Dylan played and explored aone while his mother turned over ground with a
small trident or sat smoking while the couple downstairs sang together, one strumming a peace-sign-
stickered, untuned guitar. Dylan danced with the tiny, razor-sharp, bug-eyed cats, chased them into the
slug-infested brick pile, and on the second day, backpedaling from one of the cats, crushed another with
his sneakered foot.

Those basement tenants took the kitten away broken but alive while Dylan, crying, was hustled off by
his parents. But Dylan understood that the kitten was mercifully finished somehow, smothered or
drowned. Somehow. He asked, but the subject was smothered too. The adults tipped their hand only in
that instant of discovery, letting Dylan glimpse their queasy anger, then muted it away. Dylan was too
young to understand what he’ d done, except he wasn't; they hoped he' d forget, except he didn’t. He'd
later pretend to forget, protecting the adults from what he was sure they couldn’t handle: his
remembering entirely.

Possibly the dead kitten was the insoluble lozenge of guilt he'd swallowed.
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Or possibly it was this: his mother told him someone wanted to play with him, on the sidewalk across
the street. Out front. It would be hisfirst time to go out on the block, to play out front instead of in the
brick-moldy backyard.

“Who?’
“A little girl,” said his mother. “Go see, Dylan.”

Maybe it was the white girls, Anaand Theain their nightgowns and skates. He' d seen them from the
window, now they were calling to him.

Instead it was a black girl, Marilla, who waited on the sidewalk. Dylan at six recognized a setup when he
saw one, felt his mother’ s city craftiness, her native' s knowledge. Rachel Ebdus was working the block,
matchmaking for him.

Marillawas older. Marilla had a hoop and some chalk. The walk in front of Marilla s gate—her share of
theirregular date path was her zone—marked. This was Dylan’s first knowledge of the system that
organized the space of the block. He would never step into Marilla' s house, though he didn’t know that
now. The slate was her parlor. He had his own, though he hadn’t marked it yet.

“You moved here?’ said Marillawhen she was sure Dylan’s mother had gone inside.
Dylan nodded.

“You livein that whole house?’

“Tenants downstairs.”

“Y ou got an apartment?”’

Dylan nodded again, confused.

“You got a brother or sister?’

“No.”

“What your father does?’

“He'san artist,” said Dylan. “He’ s making afilm.” He offered it with maximum gravity. It didn’t make
much of an impression on Marilla.
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“You got aspaldeen?’ shesaid. “That’saball, if you don’t understand.”

“No.”

“¥Y ou got any money on you?’

“No.”

“1 want to buy some candy. | could buy you a spaldeen. Could you ask your mother for some money?’
“I don’t know.”

“Y ou know skully?’

Dylan shook his head. Was skully a person or another kind of ball or candy? He couldn’t know. He felt
that Marillamight begin to pity him.

“We could make skully caps. Y ou could make them with gum or wax. Y ou got a candle in your house?’
“I don’t know.”

“We could buy one but you got no money.”

Dylan shrugged defensively.

“Y our mother told me to cross the street with you. You can’t do it yourself.” Her tone was philosophical.
“I'm six.”

“You're ababy. What kind of anameis Dylan?’

“Like Bob Dylan.”

“Who?’

“A singer. My parents like him.”

“You like the Jackson Five? Y ou know how to dance?’ Marillalaced herself with her hoop, buckled her
knees and elbows at once, balled her fists, gritted her teeth, angled her ass. The hoop swung. She grinned
and jutted her chin at Dylan in time with her hips, as though she could have swirled another hoop around
her neck.
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When it was Dylan’s turn the hoop clattered to the dlate. He was still fat, podlike, Tweedledee. There
was no edge on his shape for the hoop to lodge. He could barely span it with his arms. He couldn’t duck
his knees, instead scuffed sideways, stepping. He couldn’t dance.

That was how they played, Dylan dropping the plastic hoop to the ground a thousand times. Marilla sang
encouragement, Oh, baby give me one more chance, | want you back. She punched the air. And Dylan
wondered guiltily why the white girls on skates hadn’t called to him instead. Knowledge of this heretical
wish was his second wound. It wasn't like the dead kitten: this time no one would judge whether Dylan
had understood in the first place, whether he had forgotten after. Only himself. It was between Dylan
and himself to consider forever whether to grasp that he' d felt ayearning preference already then, that
before the years of seasons, the years of hours to come on the street, before Robert Woolfolk or Mingus
Rude, before “Play That Funky Music, White Boy,” before Intermediate School 293 or anything else,
he' d wished, against his mother’s vision, for the Solver girlsto sweep him away into an ecstasy of
blondness and matching outfits, tightened laces, their wheels barely touching the slate, or only marking
it with arrows pointing elsewhere, jet trails of escape.

Marillawhirled in place, singing When | had you to myself | didn’t want you around, those pretty faces
always seemed to stand out in a crowd —

|sabel Vendle found the name in atattered, leather-bound volume at the Brooklyn Historical Society:
Boerum. Asin the Boer War. A Dutch family, farmers, landowners. The Boerums kept their wealth in
Bedford-Stuyvesant, had actually come nowhere near Gowanus, none except a wayward, probably
drunken son, named Simon Boerum, who built a house on Schermerhorn Street and died in it. He' d been
exiled here, perhaps, aprodigal, a black sheep sleeping off along bender. Anyway, he'd lend his name—
he wasn’t about to say no!'—to the band of streets laced between Park Slope and Cobble Hill, because
Gowanus wouldn’t do. Gowanus was a canal and a housing project. Isabel Vendle needed to distinguish
her encampment from the Gowanus Houses, from Wyckoff Gardens, that other housing project which
hemmed in her new paradise, distinguish it from the canal, from Red Hook, Flatbush, from downtown
Brooklyn, where the Brooklyn House of Detention loomed, the monolith on Atlantic Avenue, ringed
with barbed wire. She was explicating alink to the Heights, the Slope. So, Boerum Hill, though there
wasn't any hill. Isabel Vendle wrote it and so it was made and so they would come to live in the new
place which was inked into reality by her hand, her crabbed hand which scuttled from past to future,
Simon Boerum and Gowanus unruly parents giving birth to Boerum Hill, a respectable child.

The houses here were sick. The Dutch-style row houses had been chopped into pieces and misused as
rooming houses for men with hot plates and ashtrays and racing forms, or floor-through apartments,
where sprawling families of cousins were crammed into each level, their yards and stoops teeming with
uncountable children. The houses had been slathered with linoleum and pressed tin, the l[inoleum and tin
had later been painted, the paint painted again. It was like a coating on the tongue and teeth and roof of a
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mouth. The lines of the rooms, the fine moldings, had been broken by slapdash walls to make hallways,
the bathrooms had had Sears Roebuck shower stalls wedged into them, the closets had been turned into
kitchens. The hallways had been pissed. These brownstones, these upright Dutch houses, were bodies,
bodies abused, but I1sabel would make them well again, she'd fill them with couples, renovators who' d
replaster the ornate ceilings, refurbish the marble hearths. She' d already lured afew. Thefirst renovators
were motley, truth be told. Disappointing to her, the beatniks who came, the hippies making communes
little better than rooming houses. But someone had to be first. They were Isabel’ s ragged first recruits,
not good, only good enough.

For instance Abraham and Rachel Ebdus. The encountered reality of a marriage was always wearying to
|sabel. She, Rachel, was wild-eyed, chain-smoking, too young, too Brooklyn, actually. Isabel had seen
her talking Spanish to the men on the crates on the corner. That wasn’t going to solve anything. And he,
Abraham, was a painter, splendid—Dbut need the walls of the house be filled top-to-bottom with nude
portraits of hiswife? Need the paintings in the front parlor sometimes be visible from the corner of Dean
and Nevins, scumbled flesh beaming past half-drawn curtains?

Wife supported husband, working half days at a desk at the Department of Motor Vehicles on
Schermerhorn Street. Talking Spanish to the undershirts who polished cars in front of rooming houses.

While the husband stayed home and painted.
They had a boy.

|sable tore athread of smoked turkey from the periphery of her dry sandwich and draped it across the
orange cat’ s incurious nose, until the doltish thing fathomed what was offered and engaged it with
clacking, machinelike teeth.

There were two worlds. In one his father paced upstairs, creaked chairs, painting at histiny light box,
making his incomprehensible progress, his mother downstairs played records, ran water over dishes,
laughed on the telephone, her voice trailing up the curve of the long stair, the backyard ailanthus brushed
his bedroom windows, dappling the sun into tropical, liquid blobs of light against the wallpaper which
itself depicted aforest full of monkeys and tigers and giraffes, while Dylan read and reread Scrambled
Eggs Super and Oobleck and If | Ran the Zoo or pushed his Matchbox car, #11, dreamily with one finger
down its single length of orange track or exposed the inadequacy of the Etch A Sketch and the
Spirograph again, the stiffness of the knobs, the recal citrance of the silvery ingredient behind the Etch A
Sketch’s smeared window, the untrustworthiness of the Spirograph’s pins, the way they invariably bent
at perihelion when the pressure of the drawing pen grew too much, so that every delicioudly scientific
orbit blooped and bent at the crucial moment into a ragged absurdity, a head with a nose, a pickle with a
wart. If the Etch A Sketch and the Spirograph had really worked they would probably be machines, not
toys, they would be part of the way the adult universe operated, and be mounted onto the instrument
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panels of cars or worn on the belts of policemen. Dylan understood and accepted this. These things were
broken because they were toys, and vice versa. They required his pity and patience, like retarded
children who' d been entrusted to his care.

In hisindoor world Dylan could float in one of two directions. One was upstairs, grasping at the loose,
rattling banister, sliding his small hand around a portion of its burnished smoothness, then hopping his
fingers over the gapped joints, to knock on the studio door and be permitted to stand at his father’s
elbow and try to watch what couldn’t be watched, the incomprehensible progress of an animated film
painted by single brushstrokes directly onto celluloid. For Abraham Ebdus had renounced painting on
canvas. The canvases which filled the halls, those lavish, painterly nudes, were his apprentice work, the
sentimental traces of his progress toward what had become his lifework, an abstract painting unfolding
in time, in the form of painted frames of film. Abraham Ebdus had perhaps finished two minutes of this
film. There was nothing to show except the sketches and notes pinned to the walls where the canvases
had been before. The large brushes were al stiffened and dry in cans. They’ d been replaced with brushes
like those a jeweler uses to smooth away diamond dust, and in that third-story studio where window fans
whirred, pushing the yellow August sky in to dry the paint, Abraham Ebdus hunched like ajeweler, or a
monk copying scrolls, and licked with the tiny brushes at his celluloid frames, hiswork grown reverent
and infinitesimal. Dylan stood at his side and smelled the paint, the thin acrid plume of freshly mixed
pigment. He was at the height of the light table on which his father painted, his eyeslevel and close, and
he wondered if histiny hands might be more suited to the work than his father’s. Bored after awhile,

he' d sit cross-legged on the floor and draw with his father’ s abandoned oil crayons, carefully unpacking
them from the metal tin with the French label. Or run his Matchbox car, #11, along the painted
floorboards. Or wrestle open an enormous book of reproductions, tipped-in plates, Brueghel or Goya or
Manet or De Chirico, and become lost, briefly dreaming himself into awindow in the Tower of Babel or
acircle of witches sitting with a goat beside a campfire at night or aline of boys with sprouted branches
chasing pigs across a brook. In Brueghel and De Chirico he found children playing with hoops like
Marilla s and wondered if he might be allowed to turn her hulaon its side and run it down Dean Street
with a stick. But the girl with the hoop and the stick on the lonely street in De Chirico had flowing hair
like the Solver girls, so never mind.

“That looks the same,” Dylan said, watching his father finish aframe, turn to the next.
“It changes very dlightly.”

“l can't see.”

“Youwill intime.”

Time, he'd been told, would speed up. Days would fly. They didn’t fly there, on the floor of hisfather’s
studio, but they would. They’d fly, the film would speed up and run together so fast it would appear to
move, summer would end, he'd be in school, he was growing up so fast, that was the consensus he alone
couldn’t consent to, mired as he felt himself to be, utterly drowning in time there on the studio floor,
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gazing into Brueghel, searching for the other children among the dogs under the banquet table at the feet
of the millers and their wives. Retreating from his father’ s studio he’ d count the whining stairs.

Downstairs was another problem entirely. His mother’ s spaces—the parlor full of her books and records,
the kitchen where she cooked food and laughed and argued on the phone, her table full of newspapers
and cigarettes and wineglasses—were for Dylan full of unpredictability and unrest, like his mother
herself. Mornings she was gone to Schermerhorn Street where she worked. Then Dylan could dwell in
the downstairs like a ghost, curling over his own books or in a sun-dazzled nap on the couch, eating
leftovers from the fridge or spoonfuls of dry cocoa powder directly from the tin so that his mouth
became thick with a clay of cocoa, examining the half-finished crossword on the table, running his
Matchbox car, #11, through the ashtrays or around the rim of the pot that housed the gigantic jade plant,
which with its thick, rubbery, treelike limbs was another world for Dylan’ s specklike self to adventurein
and be lost. Then, always before he could compose himself or decide what he wanted from her, Rachel
Ebdus would be home, and Dylan would discover that he did not control his mother. Dylan’s solitude
which hisfather left unbruised his mother burst like a grape. She might clutch him and with fingers
kneading his skull through his hair say, “Y ou're so beautiful, so beautiful, you' re such a beautiful boy”
or just aslikely sit apart from him smoking a cigarette and say, “Where did you come from? Why are
you here? Why am | here?’ or “Y ou know, precious child, that your father isinsane.” Frequently she
would show him a magazine with a picture labeled CAN YOU DRAW SPARKY ? and say, “ That would be
easy for you, if you wanted you could win this contest.” When Rachel wanted to fry an egg she' d ask
Dylan to stand beside her, then crack the egg on his head and hurry it into the frying pan before it
spilled. He' d rub his head, half hurt, half in love. She played him Beatles records, Sergeant Pepper, Let
It Be, then asked which was his favorite Beatle.

“Ringo.”
“Children like Ringo,” she told him. “Boys do. Girls like Paul. He's sexy. You'll understand.”

She might be crying or laughing or cleaning up a broken dish or clipping the nails of the cats who lived
in the backyard, the two who’ d stayed from the litter downstairs and had grown and now killed birds
regularly among the bricks and vines. “ See,” she' d say, squeezing the cat’s paw to extend its claws, “you
can’t clip them too close, there' s ablood vessdl there, they’ll bleed to death.” She was wild with
information he couldn’t yet use: Nixon was a criminal, the Dodgers moved to California, Chinese food
gives you a headache, Muhammad Ali resisted the war and went to jail, Hitchcock’ s British films were
better than his American ones, circumcision was unnecessary but women preferred it. She was too full
for the house, had to vent herself constantly into the telephone, and too full for Dylan who instead
worked Rachel’ s margins, dodging her main force to dip sidelong into what he could make sense of. He
might creep downstairsto slink at her shelves, in the shadows, under the nudes. There he could pretend
to consider her books— Tropic of Cancer, Kon-Tiki, Letting Go, Games People Play —his eyes blurring
while he eavesdropped on her calls, calls,“. . . he'supstairs. . . California never mattered . . . paying all
the bills. . . said the texture of the mushrooms reminded me of something and he turned bright red . . .
playing that Clapton record at four in the morning . . . completely lost my French . ..” Alternately,
Dylan tiptoed close under the cover of Rachel’s monologue, thinking it was another phone call, to find
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someone seated at her table instead, drinking iced tea, sharing Rachel’s ashtray, laughing, listening,
detecting Dylan’ s footfalls which Rachel had ignored.

“There heis,” they’'d say, asif Dylan were always the topic just abandoned.

Then he was beckoned to the table to be met. Dylan would recall the visitors only as Rachel described
them later, to Abraham at dinner: the not-brilliant folksinger who'd opened for Bobby Dylan once and
wouldn’t let you forget it, the horny yippie who faced prosecution for stuffing subway turnstiles with
slugs, the rich homosexual who collected art but wouldn’t buy one of Abraham’s nudes because they
were women, the radical black minister from Atlantic Avenue who had to scrutinize everyone new in the
neighborhood, the old boyfriend who now worked as a piano tuner at Carnegie Hall but might join the
Peace Corps to keep out of Vietnam, the Gurdjieff-quoting English couple on their way to bicycle across
Mexico, the woman from the Brooklyn Heights consciousness-raising group who just couldn’t believe
they’ d bought on Dean Street. So many of them, all reaching for Dylan’s head to muss his hair and ask
why Rachel let it grow into his eyes, grow to his shoulders. Dylan looked like a girl—that was agreed on
by pretty much everyone.

Then—and this was finally always the essential problem with floating downstairs—Rachel would stir
from her chair, cigarette in her fingers, and usher Dylan to the front door, point out the children playing
on the sidewalk, insist that he join them. Rachel had a program, a plan. She had grown up a Brooklyn
street kid and so would Dylan. And so she'd gect him from the first of his two worlds, the house, into
the second. The outside, the block. Dean Street.

The second world was an arrangement of zones in slate, and the peeling painted fronts of the row houses
—pink, white, pale green, various tones of red and blue, always giving way to the brick underneath—
those were the flags of undiscovered realms which lay behind and probably determined the system of
slate zones. Asfar as Dylan could tell no kid ever went into another’s home. They didn’t talk about their
parents either. Dylan knew nothing else to talk about, and so drifted silently into the group of children,
who seemed to understand this, and vaguely parted their ranks to make room for him. Maybe every kid
had drifted in thisway.

Nevins and Bond Streets, which bracketed the block at either end, were vents into the unknown, routes
to the housing projects down on Wyckoff Street. Anyway, the Puerto Rican men in front of the bodega
on Nevins owned the corner. Another group, black men mostly, lingered in the doorway of arooming
house between the Ebduses and Isabel Vendle's, and they would shoo away the ball-playing boys,
yelling at them to watch out for the windshield of a car forever parked in front of the rooming house, a
Stingray, which one Puerto Rican man with a waxed mustache frequently polished and rarely drove.
Finally, a mean black man who glared but never spoke broomed the slate and scissored weeds in front of
two houses close to Bond Street. So the children of Dean Street instinctively bunched in the middle of
the block.
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Henry was a black kid with ayounger brother, Earl, and afront yard which was paved flat instead of a
plot of ruined or halfheartedly gardened ground. The low fence dividing Henry’ s paved housefront from
the date of the sidewalk was stone as well, poured cement. Henry was three years older than Dylan. His
stoop and yard formed the meeting point, the base of operations. Older boys from farther down the block
would arrive and choose sides. Principally Davey and Alberto from across the street and near the corner,
from the house which overflowed with cousins and whose stoop was for teenagers smoking. They'd
arrive arms swinging, bouncing a new spaldeen. They’d buy a strawberry Y oo-Hoo and share it and give
Henry or Henry’ s friend Lonnie the cap for skully. Dylan sat with Earl on Henry’ s stoop and watched.
Marilla s fiefdom of black girls was across the street. Dylan never went there after the first time, but
words crossed Dean Street between Marilla' s yard and Henry’ s, and the girls sometimes crossed too.
Henry’ s yard was the center and Henry was the center. Henry always chose the game.

Two doors from Henry’ s was the abandoned house. It wore cinderblock bandages over the windows and
doorway like a mummy with blanked eyes and stilled howling mouth, and had a blasted yard with no
fence or gate. The stoop was barren too, no rail. Possibly someone had taken the ironwork for scrap. The
mummy house was aflat surface with no windows, so it made a high wall for wallball, a game where a
spaldeen was bounced high against the wall by athrower and caught by a catcher standing in the field of
the street, zipping between cars to make the catch.

A spaldeen fit a hand perfectly and often seemed to be magnetized there. Henry and Davey in particular
seemed only to have to lope a step or two and raise their hand to have aball appear in their palms. A
shot winged off the third floor of the abandoned house flew out the farthest, and one which cleared the
gates on the opposite side of the street was a home run. Henry seemed able to do this at will and the fact
that he didn’t each time was mysterious. Henry could err too, throw too high and roof a spaldeen, and
then the groan would go out to buy another, and pocket change was collected. “ That’s how many up
there by now?’ mused Alberto one day. “If | could get up there I’ d be throwing them down all day.”

Dylan and Earl would be sent to visit the bodega and say the pregnant word, spaldeen, and Old Ramirez
would supply another one suspiciously, resenting the business. Dylan would fondle the newborn pink
spaldeen but surrender it instantly to Henry, and likely not touch it again until it was scuffed and
enervated, bounced out from athousand angled hurls. That wasif Dylan touched it again at all. His
chance came between games, the airy transitions when all arms unexplainedly dropped and someone
asked for asuck of someone else’s Y 00-Hoo and someone else turned their T-shirt inside out stretched
over their elbows, to the laughter of the girls. The spaldeen would roll inert to the gutter and Dylan could
retrieve it and marvel at its destruction. Now it deserved roofing. Maybe Henry had a system, like an
umpire taking baseballs out of circulation.

The stoop of the abandoned house was al so a proscenium stage for secrets, hidden in plain sight in the
middle of the block. The broken dlate in front of the abandoned house was thirty feet of no-man’s-land.
Dean Street’ s trees bunched, like the kids, in the center of the block. They seemed particularly inclined
to cover the abandoned house in dappled shade, blobs of light like those thrown by the backyard
ailanthus into Dylan’ s bedroom, and to muffle the sound of parents calling kids' namesin for dinner into
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distant phenomena, like birds’ cries. Dylan walked his side of Dean with his head lowered and
memorized the slate, could say when he was in front of Henry’s or the abandoned house without
glancing up, just by the shapes at his feet, the long tilted slabs or the one sticking-up moonlike shape or
the patch of concrete or the shattered pothole which always filled with water after those summer
thunderstorms which came and instantly broke the humid afternoons into dark, electrified pieces.

Wallball, stickball, stoopball, touch. Henry and Lonnie played Alberto and Davey most afternoons,
touch in the street, Puerto Rican against black, two-man football, screaming for along catch in the stolen
time between passing cars and the Dean Street bus. The bus stopped the game the longest, the players
pressed impatiently against the doors of parked cars to make room, waving the bus on, faster, faster, go.
Don't be afraid of hitting us, they waved at the drivers. Just go, damn, don’t watch us, we watch
ourselves.

One day Henry slapped the side of the bus hard with his palms, then lay flat in the street as though hit.
The big bus ground to a halt and stood pulsing in the middle of the block, passengers craning heads to
peer open-mouthed through the windows while the driver stepped out to see. Then Henry stood and
laughed and ran, freakily fast, feet kicking back like a cartoon, and disappeared around the corner.
Lonnie and Alberto laughed at the driver and then pointed down the block. “It wasn't me, man,” said
Lonnie, still laughing, spreading his hands wide in innocence. “Fuck you want me to do? | don’t even
know the guy, he's a crazy kid from the projects.” Thislie wastold in the street in front of Henry’ s yard,
his home. But the projects explained pretty much anything, so the driver shook his head and got back in
the bus. Dylan watched.

The girls might play tag. There was something faintly regrettable and unmanly about tag but if the girls
played Henry and Lonnie played too, and then Dylan and Earl were slipped into the circle of tapped feet
—Eeny, meeny, miney, Moe, my-mother-says-to-pick-the-very-next-one. Y ou might be It. As It Dylan
floundered madly and sometimes heard himself yell. It made him alittle yellish, he couldn’t say why.
Nobody cared, everybody yelled sometimes seemed to be the verdict. Games dissolved mysteriously,
groups bunched, It split into two, a boy chased a girl to the corner and out of the game. Subjects of focus
changed like the angle of light. A kid might have a bunch of baseball cards one day, there was no
explanation. Potential skully caps were collected, the need for wax discussed, but skully was never
played. Maybe nobody knew how. Isabel Vendle looked out her window. The men on the corner
arranged clacking dominoes, the fish store on Nevins Street was full of sawdust, akid would come up
from the projects and pierce the privacy of the Dean Street kids and everyone would be mysteriously
jangled. Whole days were mysterious, and then the sun went down.

Dylan didn’t recall giving out his name but everyone knew it and nobody cared what it meant. They
might sometimes bother to mention that he looked like agirl but it wasn’'t apparently his fault. He
couldn’t throw or catch but that was just too bad. Not everyone could was the general drift. So Dylan
communed with the spaldeen in distaff moments, when it went dribbling to the curb or was punched
down the street by the fender of a passing car. Dylan was pleased to fetch it then for the older boys who
stood aggrieved, shaking their heads. The ball might be swept nearly to Nevins Street, to the bodega, it
might be stopped by one of the grizzled domino players on the crates who' d peruse it briefly before
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turning it over. The spaldeen was always scarred from its encounter. “Roof it, Henry,” Dylan would
whisper as he ran it back, whisper it to himself, but to the ball too, an incantation. Sometimes roofing it
was the very next thing Henry would do. Then instead of calling for a new spaldeen the older boys
would abruptly slink off, to hang on Alberto’ s gate at the other end of the block and bathe in innuendoes
and flicked cigarette butts from the teenagers on the stoop there. The teenagers were waiting for night.
Dylan stuck to Henry’ s concrete fence, the white kid. He could hear Rachel call from there, beyond he
wasn't so sure. From Henry’ s and the abandoned house to his own Dylan knew the slate precisely.

The boy lingered in the study and paged through Isabel’ s photo albums while the mother sat on the back
terrace, smoking. | sabel watched a squirrel ribbon the tel ephone pole, begin to scurry across the fence
top. The squirrel moved as an oscillating sequence of humps, tail and spine bunching in counterpoint.
Some humped things are elegant, | sabel mused, thinking of her own shape.

Inside, an Italian plasterer reshaped a florette on the parlor ceiling, sweating atop a ladder in the corner
by the high front window. The boy at |sabel’ s table flapped the laden pages, absorbed asif he were
reading.

The boy was humped too, over the book. More a hedgehog than a squirrel, Isabel decided.
“Can you get any flavor out of this?’ said Isabel to the young mother, frowning.

“Sure,” said Rachel. She hadn’t extinguished her cigarette to accept the beaded glass of ice and soda.
The smoke drifted into the August air unstirred.

“For all of me that’s dying my tongue is dying soonest.”
“Maybe put lemon init,” Rachel suggested.

“1 put lemon in my soup. | can’t also put it in my soda. Take the bottle with you when you go. | should
drink formaldehyde.”

Rachel Ebdus ignored the remark. She was unshockable, abad sign if Isabel was looking. The young
mother leaned back in her chair perilously, cigarette between fingers on a hand propped over her
shoulder. Her black unbrushed hair was madness. Isabel pictured it on fire on her patio in the deafened
afternoon.

The man on the ladder gathered excess with his blade and allowed it to drip heavily to the butcher paper
on the parlor floor, which crackled as it accepted the weight.
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The boy’ sintensity, his gaze, might be wearing the gloss off her old photographs. He hadn’t turned a
page for awhole minute. He remained curled around the album as | sabel was curled involuntarily
around her whole self.

| sabel saw that Rachel Ebdus watched the plasterer. “The old art livesin him,” she told the younger
woman. “He drinks beer on his breaks and talks like John Garfield, but look at the ceiling.”

“It' s beautiful .”

“He says his father taught him. He' s only bringing out the beauty which was hiding. He' s an instrument
of the ceiling. He doesn’t need to understand.”

|sabel felt irritation with herself or Rachel Ebdus, she wasn't sure which. She hadn’t brought the image
entirely into the light: that though mute, the house conveyed a language of itself, as the plasterer carried
forward his father’ s trade.

“He' sgot agreat ass,” said Rachel.
Outside, the squirrel shrieked.

|sabel sighed. She actually craved one of the woman'’s cigarettes. Was it possible to begin smoking at
seventy-three? | sabel thought she might like to try. Or perhaps she was only impatient with her own
inability to fathom anything about Rachel Ebdus besides the woman'’s insatiability. And the cigarettes
lay on the ironwork grille of 1sabel’ s patio table within a hand’ s reach, whereas the plasterer’ sasswasin
every sense less accessible.

“If it’sin any way a question of money—" Isabel began, surprising herself by getting to the point.
“No, itisn't,” said Rachel Ebdus, smiling.

“1 don’t want to embarrass you. Both Packer and the Friends School have scholarship possibilities. |
don’t know about Saint Ann’s. But | would also be glad to help.”

“It isn’t about money. | believe in public school. | went to public school.”

“That’sidealistic indeed. | do think you'll find that all hisfriends will be at one or another of the private
schools.”

“Dylan has friends on the block. | doubt they’ re going to Brooklyn Friends or Packer.”

Days were not aways like this. There were days like white pages, when no squirrels screamed in the
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trees and no boys leafed through her albums and no plasterer sweated at her ceiling and a neighbor
stinking of radicalism and atenuous marriage did not sit grinding cigarettes into Isabel’ s china teacups
and enjoying the ginger ale Isabel could no longer taste while offering as conversational checkmate a
neat implication of racism, days when the only dischord in the tall Dutch house was the orange cat
clawing newspaper bundles in the basement apartment into frayed, piss-smelling bales, days when | sabel
sat upstairs at her table, scraping the nib of her pen across the signature line of a check to some
moderately worthy cause, or to her favorite and completely unworthy one, her nephew Croft who'd
hidden himself at acommune in Bloomington, Indiana, after impregnating a black cook at the house in
Silver Bay and who, she' d been assured, divided Isabel’ s monthly donation neatly in half, sending one
portion to the distant cook and her child and donating the other to the commune’ s petty-cash reserves for
food and marijuana. To hell with Rachel Ebdus. Isabel subsidized feral hippies and the mulatto offspring
of her criminal relations and Rachel Ebdus could certainly send Dylan, God help him, to Public School
38 to show his sole white face among that ocean of brown, to air hiswaterfall of girlish hair anong the
Afros, if that was what suited her principles. Isabel could wish now for this day to be unsquirreled
entirely, for it to be one spent not even at her desk but rather one in which she lay in bed still, ignoring
the orange cat’ s cries, rereading Maugham or De Maupassant.

She wondered if Rachel Ebdus would also have admired Croft’s ass. Likely so.

The boy put the big photo album on the cast-iron patio table and pointed. “ That’s your name,” he said
inquiringly. Isabel turned, surprised.

The long-ago photographer had in the darkroom burned arow of small white letters at the bottom corner
of each of the black-and-white shots of the boats, the harbor, the parties on the lawn: VENDLE'SHARD,
SILVER BAY, LAKE GEORGE, NY . The boy pressed his nubby fingertip to Isabel’ s family name, and
waited for an answer.

Vendle' s Hard. Cranberries soaked in cognac. Emptied bottles rolling in the belly of a skiff. The famous
oar, fouled in aquatic vines, that shattered and speared her side, puncturing her lung nearly to the spine.
The old injury around which she was so rigidly curled.

“Hereads,” said Isabel, allowing herself to be mildly impressed.

“Mmmmh hmm,” said Rachel Ebdus, humming the syllables through the ignition of another cigarette.
“He sure does. He reads Abraham’s New York Times.”

“He'll be with children who'll never learn,” said Isabel, feeling impulsive and alittle cruel. The fact was
undeniable. Let Rachel squirm now.

“Maybe he'll teach them,” Dylan’s mother said easily, then laughed. “It's a problem for him to solve,
school. | did it, so can he.” Cigarette between her fingers pointed to the sky and leaking smoke, she put
her hand in Dylan’s hair.
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chapter 2

Skully did exist. It was a science more closely related to the Spirograph and the Etch A Sketch than to
the spaldeen and Dylan fell on it with gratitude. In fact when it was actually played he lost the game
more often than he won but skully was an art that involved the conveyance of a body of knowledge, like
the methods of a guild, and by his second summer on the block Dylan had mastered all its peripheral
notions and was widely recognized for this mastery. For instance drawing the skully board. The first step
involved finding the ideal square of slate and so Dylan’s long communion with the Dean Street sidewalk
was rewarded. The date shouldn’t be flawed by a crack or vein, or tilted, or bowed. Dylan favored a
square in front of the blue-painted brownstone, midway between the home of the woman his mother
sometimes, laughingly, called Vendlemachine and Henry called the olelady, and Henry’s own house. It
was Dylan’ s secret that other squares of slate farther down the block were as good or better but that he
preferred this one for being nearer his own house and close also to Henry’ s, where the kids gathered, and
for the way it was shaded by a particular tree—the dynamics of space and sound, the quality of privacy
and access, for awhole series of subtle aesthetical distinctions and that he could still hear his mother if
she called for him from the stoop of their house—it would have been impossible to express all that went
into his selection and so Dylan instead declared it the best square for skully, on the whole. And he was
believed. The kids might scratch a skully board into another square from time to time, testing the
principle, but after Dylan’s declaration the principle was in place.

Then the chalking of the skully board on the slate. Dylan could draw, though he came to understand this
only by the inability of the othersto match him. They’d drop their chalk at the sight of his skully boards,
and he' d be enlisted by Marillato draw hopscotch diagrams for the girls who' d otherwise scoffed at his
shoes and pants—he wore what they called roachsteppers and highwaters. His skully boards were
straight and clean, the four corners numbered elegantly, one, two, three, four, the winner’s zone in the
center embellished with a double circle, his own innovation. This, like his choice of slate, became
institutional, so much that one day Lonnie and Marilla scoffingly insisted it had always been done that
way, and Dylan’ s authorship of the double-ringed winner’ s circle was permanently obscured.

Other innovations were resisted outright. Dylan one day designed a star-shaped skully board, where
players would be expected to shoot their caps from triangular corners into center stage, asin Chinese
checkers, a game which Dylan had been taught in his kindergarten class. Nobody understood, nobody
played—it wasn't skully. Dylan wiped the board away but the six heavily chalked points of the star
remained etched lightly on the dlate to haunt him until the next hard rain.

Then there was the making of the skully caps. Metal bottle tops from soda or beer were the standard, and
the dlightly heavier tops lined with cork were best, though from time to time a kid would experiment
with a plastic cap, or awide metal one from some other type of jar or bottle, ketchup, even pickles or
applesauce. The notion of a monster cap, one which would drive opponents off the board with crushing
blows, haunted the institution of skully. But in practice the bigger caps were unwieldy, tended to hang
across the boundary lines, and were painful to shoot hard across the board with flicked fingers. Y ou
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could fool with abig cap before it was filled with wax but then it would skid and slide right off the
board too easily, and anyway a cap not filled with wax wasn't really skully. Y ou wanted wax. Candles
could be bought or “boosted” —shoplifted—from Mr. Ramirez' s bodega, or volunteered by Dylan from
his mother’ s bedside supply. And Dylan became an expert at melting the candles, an operation aways
performed on the stoop of the abandoned house in the cause of not freaking out either parents or “little
kids’—though Dylan and Earl were still the littlest kids around, apart from a couple of mute girlsin
severe cornrows—with lit matches. Then damping the wax into the cap, so it hardened into a smooth
whole without seams or bumps, one which wouldn’t pop out when struck by an opponent’s cap. Like a
tiny factory Dylan made rows of perfect skully caps and lined them up along the stoop: vanilla’Y oo-Hoo
with pink wax, Coke with green, Coco Rico, the cork of the cap still stinking of sugar, with white.

Strangely, after Dylan’ s rapid rise to chief alchemist and philosopher of skully, nobody seemed to want
to play the game anymore. Dylan presided over an ideal slate which was persistently shirked, deserted in
favor of just about anything including standing around Henry’ s front yard with hands in pockets, kicking
at one another’ s ankles and saying, “Fuck you, motherfucker.” Perhaps the Dean Street kids had never
really been able to keep their attention on skully but only on the attendant crafts, on puzzling out the
tradition. So much easier to tell ayounger boy that he didn’t know to play skully than to have to play
him to take his caps away, and what good were the caps anyway? Everybody lost their caps or even
perversely threw them at the passing bus to watch them ding harmlessly and go wheeling into the guitter.
Maybe skully sucked. Maybe to perfect athing was to destroy it.

The Solver girls moved away. That was the first surprise. One day they were gone. Isabel Vendle peered
out her window and saw the van, the movers tramping down the stoop with liquor-store boxes |oaded
with books and glassware, the girls on the sidewalk in the skates that seemed to grow from their ankles,
whirling untouchable as ever, one final taunting pirouette. The girls' parents hadn’t paid Isabel the
courtesy of saying aword, hadn’t apparently known they were lines in a blueprint drawn by Isabel,
founding participants in her Boerum Hill. So at the very start the circle shrank.

It didn’t matter much to Dylan, though. The Solver girls had gone to Saint Ann’s for school that first
year, had vanished into Brooklyn Heights. They didn’t live on Dean Street, they floated aboveit. Dylan
had gone to first grade at Public School 38 on the next block, real school, according to Rachel, public
school. “He's one of three white children in the whole school,” he’ d overheard her boasting on the
phone. “Not his class, not his grade—the whole school.”

She made it sound important. Dylan didn’t want to disillusion Rachel, but in fact each day histimein the
classroom at P.S. 38 was only a prelude to affairs on the block. Kids in school didn’t look at each other,
they looked at the teacher. Nobody Dylan knew from the street was in his class except Earl and one of
the silent girls from Marilla' s yard. Henry and Alberto and the others were older and though they were
presumably at the same school might as well have been in some other galaxy during the hours Dylan
spent listening to Miss Lupnick teach the alphabet or how to tell time or what were the major holidays,
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hours Dylan spent reading the classroom’s small collection of tattered picture books over and over until
he’ d memorized them, hours spent abstracted, scribbling his pencil, drawing utopian skully boards with
ten, twenty, fifty corners, drawing rectangles like frames of his father’s painted film and filling them in
until they were entirely black. The alphabet Miss Lupnick taught was represented on the wall above her
head by a series of personified cartoonlike letters—Mr. A, Eating an Apple; Mrs. B, Buying a Broom,
and so on—and something insipid about the parade of grinning letters defeated Dylan’ s will utterly. He
sensed that no narrative could be constructed that would make Mr. A and Mrs. B do anything other than
Eat an Apple or Buy aBroom and he couldn’t bear to drag his eyes along the row of |etters atop the
chalkboard to discover what it was that Mr. L or Mrs. T were doomed to do. Miss Lupnick read stories,
so slowly it was agony. Miss Lupnick played records, songs about crossing the street and how different
men had different jobs. Was someone trying to entertain him? Dylan had never learned lessin hislife.
He glanced from side to side but the other kids sat blank-eyed in invisible cages at his left and right, legs
tangled in the chair-desks, fingers up their noses. Some of them might be learning the alphabet, you
couldn’t say from their faces. Some were from the projects. One girl was Chinese, which was strange if
you thought about it. Whatever, they were helpless to assist or communicate with one another. Older
kids picked up the first graders after class and led them away as though retarded, shaking their heads.
What had the first graders done all day in class? Nobody could really say. The teacher talked to them
like they were adog all day and by three o’ clock it was like leading a dog home.

The kidsin your first-grade class might be in your second-grade class or you might never see them
again. It might not matter. Even the ones you knew from the block you didn’t know in school. Dylan
tried to touch his nose with his tongue until someone told him to stop. One or two kids didn’t ask to go
to the bathroom until it was too late and they’ d peed in their chair. One kid scratched his ear until it
started bleeding. Sometimes Dylan could barely recall first grade seconds after bursting out onto Dean
Street again.

The strange and unfortunate Abraham Ebdus might actually be on to something, she admitted privately.
Time was indeed a series of days, and the film of the block’s changing was as static as a series of hand-
painted frames, considered singly. The New York Times had put her new name for the neighborhood into
print, Boerum Hill —that was something. But Isabel Vendle wished to see the film in motion now, the
frames run together, trees hurrying in the wind instead of dying in the humid stillness, the abandoned
house unbricked and rescued. Growth, process, renovation. The only thing that moved on the block were
the boys in the traffic, like insects skating on the surface of a still pond, the one white skimming among
the black. The incinerator at the Wyckoff Houses housing project was on fire every other day, or so it
seemed, a plume rose which the air refused to dissolve. A single man had bought the house with the
terrible blue siding and threatened to renovate so slowly that it might as well be never. He lived in one
room near the back and renovated from the inside out so that no one could tell the house wasn’t aruin. It
was aruin, the block was hopeless, and Pacific Street was progressing more quickly than Dean. | sabel
wished she could tear away the blue siding with her own hands, an idiotic thought, but nevertheless: she
wished she could paste money over the blue siding which stung her eyes like ointment, wished she could
slather money over Dean Street entirely, could bribe the man with the car with the painted flames to
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polish it on Pacific or Nevinsinstead or just to drive it into the Gowanus Canal. She didn’t actually have
so much money as that. She had white paper and envel opes and stamps and days which refused to end—
athunderstorm might break the heat and an hour afterward the humidity clamped itself over the block
again as though no thunder had struck. She wrote to Croft, who' d gotten another woman on the
commune pregnant, I’m running out of days, Croft, or maybe not. | can't tell if I’'many older than | was
forty-seven years ago when as a mere girl the oar pierced my side and Croft you're a fool. Croft to her
was becoming a character in Graham Greene, The Heart of the Matter or The Comedians, Croft ought to
be made to swelter on some imperial island, he ought to be brought up on charges by outraged local
authorities.

It was hard to say when Robert Woolfolk began hanging around. He was from somewhere down Nevins
Street, maybe the projects, maybe not. One day he was there on the stoop of the abandoned house,
another day he sat on Henry’s low wall and looked at the girls. Then he got into a game or two, though
he wasn’t really a game player. Robert Woolfolk was taller than Henry and could fling aball as far but
there was something disorganizing in him as a presence that broke games apart, some slangy way of
moving his arms and head that could only throw football interceptions or roof a spaldeen. Once he stood
afew feet from the implacable surface of the abandoned house, while a catcher waited in the street, and
somehow hurled a spaldeen in such away that it flew directly sideways to smash a parlor window in the
house next door. Woolfolk could run, they agreed after that. He' d danced around the corner of Nevins,
like Henry after pretending to be hit by the bus, seemingly before the glass rained out of its frame to the
garden below, while the ball itself actually penetrated the window to be lost inside the house, an unheard-
of accomplishment. The other kids stood gazing in a mixture of astonishment and defiance. They hadn’t
been the ones to throw it, after all. Robert Woolfolk didn’t appear again for two weeks after his

miracul ous aberrant throw, during which time the landlord next door to the abandoned house had
replaced the pane with a cardboard patch, then stood every day on his stoop for aweek glaring at the
afternoon players, who dispersed guiltily into football or tag or just pushing one another off Henry’s low
concrete wall, glancing back at the landlord and muttering softly, too softly for the landlord to hear,
“Damn, man. What are you looking at?’ until the landlord wearied of his symbolic protest and hired a
glazier to replace the patch with a new pane. Once the Dean Street kids felt it safe to wield a spaldeen
again they spent an afternoon or two trying to reproduce something like the perverse and famous throw
but couldn’t, the angle was sheerly impossible. When Robert Woolfolk came peering back around the
corner they tried to involve him in the experiment but he refused for days, sulking around the edges of
the game. When, finally made curious by their egging, Robert Woolfolk consented to touch a spaldeen
again, it had an abrupt dampening effect. The kids scattered before he could approach the wall,
traumatized by the possibility that his arm would shoot out again in its hectic way, and Robert Woolfolk
was |eft to pocket their new spaldeen and go home, wherever that was.

Nobody seemed to know where Robert Woolfolk lived.

Robert Woolfolk might live in the projects and just not say.
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Likely hedid live in the projects.

“He' s got afucked-up name,” said Henry one day, to nobody in particular.

“Who?’

“Will Fuck.”

“Mother fuck,” added Alberto, sort of generically inspired. No one el se spoke.

That was the whole conversation. The words floated away, or so you would have thought. But two days
later Robert Woolfolk lurked on Henry’ s stoop and everyone sensed the unsavory weight of hisvigil
there. You could read it in the noncommittal language of the kids staked out at various distances, nobody
playing anything specific in the claylike, immovable afternoon. Henry stood especially proud and

oblivious, slanting handball shots from inside his yard into the joint of the pavement at his low wall, not
looking at Robert Woolfolk.

“Why don’t you come here for aminute?’ said Robert. He was leaned back, one knee up, other leg
sprawled with toe pointing inward, elbows braced on the stoop, shoulders up around his ears, hands
dangling dangerously. He resembled a puppet with live eyes, his strings limp just for amoment.

“I’'mright here,” said Henry.
“Why don’t you say my name again?”’

The question was what alliance ran invisibly around the corner to Nevins Street, whose voice had found
Robert Woolfolk’s ear, and where, and when. Each kid wondered and had to consider the possibility that
he alone didn’t know, that the lines of force were visible to the others. The Dean Street kids were
widened in that instant, a gasp of breath went in and out of the lung of summer just then. It made you
dizzy to taste the new air.

“l never said your name.”
“So say it now.”
“Go home.”

When Robert Woolfolk undraped from the steps and bid at Henry it was like his famous spaldeen throw.
Y ou could never have predicted his one bony arm would wrap around Henry’ s waist so that they
crumpled, knees folding together like spooning lovers, Robert on top, to the pavement of Henry’ s yard.
Robert didn’t punch until they were on the ground, and then he kneed and punched maniacally, his eyes
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and mouth and whol e face squeezed shut as if he were underwater, boxing a shark. Henry wriggled into
aball. For amoment the combatants were both viewed distantly, through a haze of watery interference.
Then the silence broke with arush, the fight bobbed up from its oceanic depths and the kids pushed in
close to watch. How else would they have heard the strange whining sounds, the ailmost animal keening
which came out of both of the bodiesin Henry’ s yard? Y ou were learning something. That kids fought
was understood but your chances to see it were still rare. The same sound might come out of your own
body one of these days. It was worth alook, worth holding back a moment from breaking it up no matter
what your sympathies, which anyway weren't so clear. Then you broke it up, shouting “Breakitup!
Breakitup!”—words that emerged by fluent instinct though you’ d never spoken them before. In this
case, Alberto dashed into Henry’ s yard and pulled Robert off by his shoulders.

“See, see, see,” said Robert Woolfolk, breathing like a bellows, pointing his finger. Captured by Alberto,
arms wrapped, he still raged toward Henry, and his and Alberto’ s legs trembled like those of an animal
bucking and cringing in its stall. He' d scraped the top of his hand to bleeding on the pavement or
perhaps on Henry’ s teeth. “ See, that’s what you get, see, that’s what you get.” Robert Woolfolk elbowed
out of Alberto’s embrace and stalked back to the corner of Nevins. He turned just once at the corner to
scream, “See!” Almost asif it was someone’' s name he was calling. Then he vanished.

Nevins Street was ariver of unhappiness running through the land of Dean Street.
Who cleaned Robert Woolfolk’s clothes, for instance?

He probably wouldn’t come back for awhile. He' d probably come back after awhile.
Maybe he had a brother or asister.

Nobody could say.

There wasn’t any way to think about it. No one was accountable. The traffic of cars and the busrolled
past under the shade of Dean Street’ s trees, whirring through blobs of light and shadow. The drivers
were blinded by the flicker. The men in the doorway of the rooming house advertised disregard in the
way they wore their little felt hats even in this weather. They drank discreetly from a sack. Anything
they thought to say they said in Spanish or kept to themselves. Probably everybody’ s mother wasin the
kitchen making dinner now—assuming they had a mother. Nobody looked at the kids in Henry’ s yard.
The old white lady didn’t even look out her window so much these days.

Sometimes the kids didn’t even look at each other. Y ou could argue for hours about who said what or
who was really there when something important happened. Pretty often it turned out that someone
hadn’t been there in the first place. The girls never confirmed anything for anyone, though you' d
supposed they were right there, watching. Marilla might know a given kid' s sister and you’ d never hear
aword about it. Days were full of gaps, probably because they were too alike. And when something big
happened it was impossible to hold it clear. The gaps rushed in even there.
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Henry, for his part, revived instantly and disdained any injury, though he had a shiny stripe of blood
under his nose. He sucked it back and wiped it away, swallowed. He ran his tongue around his teeth and
straightened his limbs, which were on the whole alot straighter than Robert Woolfolk’s. The fat lip was
more an attitude than anything else, an earned sneer.

“ Stupid motherfucking shitty bastard.”
“Huh.”

“Bet you he won't come back.”
“Huh.”

It was suddenly conceivable Henry had been pummeling Robert Woolfolk and not the other way around
—from the way he shrugged the fight off and threw several arching stoopball home runs right afterward
you had to consider whether you’' d misjudged from appearances. Y ou couldn’t always tell the winner by
who was on top. They’d all seen how Robert Woolfolk ran off after Alberto pulled the fighters apart, or

at least walked quickly in hisloping manner, and alone.

Here was the thing about the fight between Henry and Robert Woolfolk: Dylan Ebdus never was able to
sort out whether he' d been there and watched it himself or only heard every detail, burnished into legend
by the other kids. He just couldn’t work it out, and after a while quit trying.

The film was changing. In the early frames, the first four thousand or so, abstracted cartoonish figures
had cavorted against a sort of lakeside, a shore and sky which might also be a desertscape sprouted with
weeds. The figures he' d painted with his needle-thin brushes could be cactus or fungus or gas station
pumps or gunfighters or charioteers or florid reefs—sometimes in his mind he named them as figures
from mythology, though he knew the mythological allusions were avestige, aliterary impulse he should
have already purified from hiswork. Y et without confessing it completely he had scrubbed atiny golden
fleece over the shoulder of one of the figures asit darted and wiggled through two or three hundred
frames. He saw the figures dart and wiggle, of course, in hismind' s eye, as though the film were running
on its sprockets through a projector. In fact the endless painted film was still, had never been shown. He
didn’t want to run it until the end, whenever that would be. He' d been offered a hand-cranked editing
device for viewing short sequences of celluloid and refused it. The stillness of the film was part of the
project. Each frame bore the weight of this cumulative discretion. Together the frames made adiary of
painter’ s days, one which would confessitslife only at the finish.

Now the figures, the airy dancers, were expunged from the frames. They’ d melted into blobs of light.
He' d shelved the thinnest brushes, the jeweler’ stools, let them stiffen. The bright forms he painted now,
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the ssmpler and more luminous blobs and rectangles of color, hovered against a horizon which had
evolved from the reedy, brushy lakeshore of the early framesinto a distant blurred horizon, a sunset or
storm over avast and gently reflective plain. The hued formsin the foreground which he painted again
and again until he knew them like language, until they moved like words through meaning into nonsense
and again into purer meaning—these were beginning to merge with the horizon, to flow in and out of the
depths of the tiny celluloid frames. He alowed this. In time, over many days, the forms would become
what they wished. By painting them again and again with the minutest variation he would purify them
and the story of their purification would be the plot of the film he was painting.

He' d begun looking out the window. One day he loaded alarge brush with paint and outlined the
Williamsburg Savings Bank tower on the glass pane itself, then filled in the outline so that the painted
tower blotted out the tower in the distance.

Asinthe newer frames of hisfilm, the painted glass flattened distance into proximity.
Each time the boy visited the studio he looked different.

His wife joked that she should have the phone company put a new line into his studio so she could call
from the kitchen downstairs. When they fought now he’d forget halfway through what the point was. He
knew she could easily spot that moment of surrender, when abstraction washed through his eyes, erasing
language. In his mind he' d be painting aframe. His fingers twitched for the brush.

His old teacher called from the Art Students L eague, to ask why he wasn't painting anymore. He said, “I
paint every day.”

Second grade was first grade with math. Third grade was second grade with a period in the schoolyard to
play kickball, aversion of baseball with a giant blubbery ball, dull red and pebbled like a rubber
bathmat, which was pitched along the ground toward home plate and that a better kick could get aloft. A
fly ball was ailmost uncatchable, it was bigger than a kid when it was flying through the air. Positioning
yourself under afly wasjust stupid, and if you reasoned out what happened after the outfielder
invariably stepped aside pretty much anything in the air was a home run. Y ou just ran, you didn’t look to
see if they were throwing it in. More often, though, you didn’t get it in the air. A mistimed kick scudded
back idiotically to the pitcher and you were thrown out at first base.

Still, ahome run. If you put the bloated thing in the air half the time everyone on the field fell down.
There'd be akid on his ass at every base as you went by.

Anything you painted, however slapdash, got hung on the wall. The brushes at school, though, were like
painting with your elbows if you had any point of comparison. The school paint dried like scabs.
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Nobody peed in their chair anymore.
A book report told the story of a book.

Second grade had two Chinese kids, and third grade had three, a soothing presence since they always
had their hands up. Where they went after school was a mystery. They weren’'t white and they weren't
not, so that was a plus. It prevented things from getting too black and white and Puerto Rican. At the
current rate you'd all be Chinese by high school, which come to think of it might solve afew problems.

It wasn't their fault they were Chinese, and if you asked them about it they’ d shrug—they knew it wasn’t
their fault. Everyone knew. In third grade you were still only just settling into your skin and couldn’t be
expected to answer for it. After that was anyone’s guess.

chapter 3

V endlemachine lay on her high bed in the parlor. The gray-yellow October light which filtered through
thetall curtains swarmed with motes, with writhing flecks that made the slanted light appear as solid as
the polished oak spindles of the bed frame and the third-full glasses of water and cognac on the bedside
table and the cane leaned against the table and more solid than the faintly stirring limbs of the tiny
woman curled on the bed, now groping slowly for the cane without yet turning her light-haloed head
from the pillow in which it was buried.

“| fell asleep,” she said distantly.

Dylan Ebdus didn’t speak, but stood not crossing the line into the room filled with the haze and
piquancy of the old woman.

“You werelong.”

Dylan found hisvoice. “Therewas aline.” He d ferried another clutch of her hand-scratched |etters on
cream stationery to the post office on Atlantic Avenue and stood waiting for histurn at the Plexiglas
window, studying the wanted signs and the posters promoting stamp collecting and literacy, scuffing his
sneaker toes at the scraps of paper, the yellow dlips and torn government envelopes that layered the floor.

Dylan worked for Isabel Vendle for adollar an hour each Saturday morning the year of his tenth
birthday, the year of fourth grade. Vendlemachine, Vendlemachine, Dylan sang in his head, though he'd
never said it aloud once beyond his own doorstep, not even whispered it alone in Isabel Vendle s house
on those days when she was away visiting family at Lake George and he used her key and let himself in
through the basement door to gather her mail and pour dry food into a dish for the orange cat.

Vendlemachine was Rachel’ s word. Rachel Ebdus awarded secret nicknames to her visitors and to
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people who lived on Dean Street and Dylan understood they couldn’t be leaked from the house, from
Rachel’ s kitchen. His mother had instilled this doubleness: there were things Rachel and Dylan could
say to one another and then there was the official language of the world, which, though narrowed and
artificial, had to be mastered in the cause of the world’ s manipulation. Rachel made Dylan know that the
world shouldn’t know everything he thought about it. And it certainly shouldn’t know her words—
asshole, pothead, gay, pretentious, sexy, grass —nor should the bearers of nicknames know the
nicknames: Mr. Memory, Pepe |le Peu, Susie Cube, Captain Vague, Vendlemachine.

His father’ s nickname was The Collector.

V endlemachine stayed upstairs each Saturday morning while Dylan took out the foul, liquefied garbage
in the tall pail in the basement kitchen and lined the pail with a new bag. Isabel couldn’t lift a bag of
garbage herself and so the smell massed for seven days, waiting for Dylan to uncork it. Then the silent
and massive orange cat would creep downstairs to watch. It had a skull like a Gila monster. Dylan
couldn’t know whether the orange cat loathed him or Isabel or was indifferent, couldn’t know what it
understood about Dylan’s situation, so it was useless as a witness. It might not even know that | sabel
wasn’'t meant to be bent the way she was, might instead regard | sabel as a standard for the human form
and therefore find Dylan’ s shape objectionable. Neverthel ess the orange cat was the only witness. It
seemed to live for the moment each week when the garbage was transferred and the room inflated with
the stink of coffee grinds and orange peels and stale milk.

“1 don’t want to work for you anymore,” Dylan Ebdus said to Isabel Vendle now as she swam in the
coverings of her bed, in the mustiness and shadow. The orange cat sat in a solitary pool of clean sunlight
near the parlor windows, ducking its reptile head rhythmically against its paw.

| sabel moaned softly into the silence.
Dylan waited.

Outside the Dean Street bus breathed down the block, took the pothole which served as home plate with
aclunk, then shuddered on.

“1 need you to go to the store,” Isabel said at last. “Not Ramirez. Go to Mrs. Bugge's on Bergen.” |sabel
Vendle pronounced the name of the Norwegian immigrant woman Byu-gah. Everyone else on the block
called the shop on the corner of Bergen and Bond, the bodega that wasn’t a bodega because instead of
Puerto Ricans it was run by afat white woman with tiny eyes, Buggy’s.

Ho, snap—you lifted some cakes from Buggy' s? | heard Buggy’ s German shepherd once bit a kid’'s ass
off.

|sabel raised her arm from the bed and let her fingertips fall on the side table. Her nails rapped lightly.
Dylan came close, crossing the invisible line into the aquarium light of Isabel’ s parlor bedroom, to
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gather the bills which lay there.

“Kraft American slices, Thomas' muffins, and a quart of milk.” The old woman spoke as if describing a
recurrent dream. “Five dollars should be enough.”

Dylan crumpled Isabel’s money into his pocket, wondering now if he’'d spoken aloud. “I, don’t, want, to,
work—" he began again, softly, carefully, spacing the words.

“Skimmilk,” said Isabel.

“ldon’ twanttoworkforyou,” Dylan said quickly.
The orange cat blinked up.

“It tastes like water,” 1sabel mused. “White water.”

The block was empty except for a couple of teenagers on Alberto’ s stoop near the corner. Dylan didn’t
know where the kids were. It was October, getting colder, everyone was wearing jackets and ranging
away from the block. Henry left to play football in the schoolyard near Smith Street and Earl just didn’t
come out. Somebody had left a bottle in a bag on the stoop of the abandoned house. Days before there'd
been a guy sleeping on the stoop, one of those drinkers who just nested for awhile. A stained paper bag
was like a pissed pair of green pants, it was only a matter of where the leak showed. That’s why they
caled it aleak.

Dylan cornered Bond Street, feeling how irrational a block was, one face so familiar, the housefronts
and slate walk a surfaced iceberg, one with Dylan’s own flag planted on it, his chalk skully boards, the
ghostly traces of his chasing down aball or being tagged It. The rest of the block was under water.
Dylan for years had clung to this one face, bent over the dates as though they were sheets of Spirograph
paper on the floor of hisroom, not noticing until too late that they were part of an edifice which curled
past Bond and Nevins Street, into the unknown. He' d sooner take Isabel’ s letters all the way to Atlantic
Avenue to the post office than walk around the corner to Buggy’s. He didn’t trust Bergen Street. He
could feel the sidewalk tilt there.

Robert Woolfolk sat draped on the stoop beside Buggy’s, |eaned back just as he had been on Henry’ s the
day of the fight, the knuckles of his knees seeming higher than his shoulders though they rested two
steps lower. Dylan stopped there before the store, commanded. The sun of the day made a desert of light

al around them, and the traffic was still and distant. Dylan could see the bus up near Smith Street, where
it seemed to rest at atilt, fatigued. Dylan heard church bells.

“You work for that old lady?’

Dylan tried to shake his head for a thousand reasons. He thought of 1sabel swimming in her bed, the
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nearest authority for miles. Or there was Buggy and her dog, a pane of glass away, but they were
entombed inside a cave of products, rice, bicarbonate, Nestlé' s Quik. The store was so dark inside Dylan
imagined Buggy would wilt if she ever stepped out into the sun.

“You got her money in your pocket?’

Dylan was certain he' d said nothing.

“How much you got?”’

“1 have to buy milk,” Dylan said dumbly.

“How much she pay you for doing her errands, adollar? Y ou got it on you now?”’
“She givesit to my mother,” Dylan lied spontaneously, amazing himself.

Robert only turned his head quizzically, lazily, and swung his hand where it dangled from the step, as
though just then discovering hiswrist’s capacity for motion. His slung weight didn’t cleave from the
stoop.

The two of them were in arehearsal for something, Dylan sensed. How much of something, and whether
it was personal to him and Robert or larger than that, he couldn’t yet say.

S0 he stood frozen while Robert continued to examine him.

“Go buy milk,” Robert said at last.

Dylan moved for Buggy’s door.

“But if you come around here with that old lady’ s money next time | might have to take it off you.”

Dylan recognized this as a sort of philosophical musing. He was grateful for the implied sense of pooled
information. He and Robert could move forward together from this point into whatever was required.

“Tell Henry fuck you,” added Robert in a meaningless flourish.

Dylan ducked his head inside the dark, cheese-acrid storefront. Buggy’ s German shepherd snapped up to
the limit of its chain behind the counter, whining into a single pointed bark, and Buggy floated out of the
back like a pale bloated pickle in ajar to hover at the register. When Dylan emerged with the brown sack
of groceries Robert was gone.
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It was awhole week and Sunday morning again before Dylan found his voice. Abraham wasin his high
room, Rachel in her garden, Dylan stewing aonein hisroom as he dressed at noon, the ritual time.
Downstairs he paused in the kitchen calculating his defection, then went down the backyard stair. He
approached his mother where she kneeled on the cold ground beneath the bare ailanthus, hacking with a
trident at a network of unwanted roots, cigarette smoldering from between her lips. The cigarette' sfilter
was smudged with mud. Rachel wore jeans and an orange denim jacket and a Dodgers cap. Rejected
blooms lay heaped in a pile of green and brown that bleached and shrank in the air as Dylan stood
watching.

When he opened his mouth Robert Woolfolk was left out of the story.

“Poor old Vendlemachine. So don’'t work for her, kiddo.”

“1 tried to tell her, though.”

“What do you mean you tried?’

“l said it two times.”

“You're kidding me, Dylan.”

“ She pretended not to listen.”

“Just ignored you?’

Dylan nodded.

“Comeon,” she said. She stood and brushed the dirt from her thighs. “We'll go together.”

Dylan absorbed the thrill of Rachel’ sindignation, his breath short. “Maybe you should just call her,” he
said as they went into the kitchen.

Rachel scrubbed under her nails at the sink, and slurped from her cooled coffee.

“Let’s see what she hasto say,” she said, and Dylan was silent, understanding that his fate was to cross
| sabel’ s threshold at |east once again.

In the yard of the abandoned house the boys who would never be invited to work for Isabel Vendle
played running bases: two basemen tossing a spal deen between two squares designated as bases and four
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or five base stealers—Earl, Alberto, Lonnie, some other Puerto Rican kid. The runners bunched in
between, bobbing and colliding like cartoon mice, while Henry gripped the ball and faked a throw once,
twice, three times, wagging the spaldeen, showing it to them like a stuck-out tongue as he threatened the
chase with a stomped footfall in their direction, until his bluff became irresistible and in glee and
exhaustion the congregated runners surged, loping toward his base as though his hand was empty, and
were tagged out one after the other in quick sequence. The base runners lolled their heads, drunk on
being fooled, on Henry’s mastery.

Robert Woolfolk wasn’t among them.

Maybe nobody saw Dylan looking. Often a kid was invisible walking with his mother halfway down the
block. You didn’t look, you didn’t want to get mixed up in that space between a kid and his parents.

Then Earl waved, but he could have been pointing out abird or a cloud in the sky. Instead of returning
the wave Dylan looked up at the sky himself, pretended he’ d seen something move there, a body dart
across the cornices, or leap from one side of Dean Street to the other.

“I"'m Croft,” said the man who opened Isabel Vendle' s door, amused with himself already. “You're the
kid that works for Isabel, | guess.” He shook Dylan’s hand comically before looking up at Rachel. His
cropped black hair was astonishingly equal in length everywhere on his head, including his eyebrows.
“You got agirlfriend, huh? Come onin, Isabel’ s upstairs. Me and her are drinking Coca-Cola, and
there's plenty.”

It was asif Vendlemachine had calculated the coming affront and defended herself with the visitor. She
was supposed to be alone on Sunday mornings, adrift in bed or curled at her desk, moaning, trembling to
moisten a stamp with her tongue. She had always waited for Dylan by herself and now she’'d cheated
him, denied him the chance to show his mother the deathly house he' d been forced to enter. The
darkened street-level front room was opened now, the corners only Dylan and the orange cat knew
exposed to light, the dusty chairs rearranged to make room for a green plaid sleeping bag and a hiker’'s
backpack spilling with clothes, T-shirts balled like used tissues, and a stack of paperbacks: God Bless
You, Mr. Rosewater ; In Watermelon Sugar ; Sexus. Even the garbage smell was mysteriously gone.

Vendlemachine sat at her patio table, scowling, her grip crackling the real estate section of the Sunday
Times. The table was littered with sections of newspaper and the promised Coca-Cola and a scattering of
violently colorful comic books. “Isabel’ s Sunday paper was stolen this morning,” began Croft, as though
he felt generally destined to explain everything and accepted the assignment with good humor. He might
next start explaining that he was young and Isabel Vendle was old, or that they sat in a backyard in
Brooklyn.

“Agan,” said Isabel Vendle.

“1 had to walk all the way up to Flatbush Avenue and Atlantic to buy areplacement,” Croft said. “|

file:///K [/eMul e/Incoming/Jonathan%20L ethem%620-%20T he%620Fortress%200f%20Solitude.html (32 of 426)3-2-2007 15:20:50



The Fortress of Solitude

found that newsstand on the traffic island. There were all these great comics, you never know where
you' re going to find them. The Fantastic Four, Dr. Doom, Doctor Strange, you know.”

Dylan wasn't clear whom Croft was talking to until Rachel Ebdus grabbed one of the comic books and
looked at the cover. “Jack Kirby’sagod,” she said.

“Oh, yeah, you're into this stuff? Y ou know the Silver Surfer?’
“Everyone' s got Peter Max posters but | think Jack Kirby’s about ten times more psychedelic.”
A Rachel word.

“Yeah, sure,” said Croft. “But who do you like? Silver Surfer? Thor? What about Kirby’s DC stuff? Y ou
know Kamandi: The Last Boy on Earth 7’

Dylan’ s gaze scattered against the comic-book covers. A man of stone, a man of fire, aman of rubber, a
man of iron, a brown dog the size of a hippopotamus, wearing a mask. That was all Dylan saw before his
sight blurred in the sun and shadow and the figures were liquefied into blobs like Abraham Ebdus's
abstractions.

“Black Bolt,” said Rachel, tapping to point out afigure on the cover of one of the comic books. “Y ou
know, the Inhumans. The leader of the Inhumans.” Rachel seemed tangled in herself, seemed bewildered
as Dylan to find herself in this conversation. The force of Dylan and his mother’ s arrival at | sabel
Vendl€e's, the arrow of Rachel’ s intention flying down the block, had been captured and utterly
redirected by Croft and his comic books.

“Sure, the strong silent type,” said Croft, grinning. “1 get it.”
“Croft, you areinirresponsible man,” said Isabel Vendle with weary affection.
“Sweet Aunt Petunia,” said Croft obscurely.

“Yesyou are,” Isabel went on. “And now an irresponsible boy has brought his mother here to tell me he
doesn’t want to visit me anymore on Saturdays. We know this because the boy isn’t interested in your
comic books, Croft. He' s staring at me, isn’'t he?’ She flapped her newspaper so it bowed over her
hands, then glared over the tented top. “Do you find me evil, Dylan? Or boring?’

| find you psychedelic, Dylan wanted to say.

“You know there probably isn’t any difference, Aunt Isabel. Not to the kid.”
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“You knew he wanted to quit, Isabel,” said Rachel, faintly recalling her purpose. “He tried to tell you.”
She half stood in her chair to work her cigarettes out of her front pocket, then offered one to Croft, who
shook his head.

“Oh, | felt him working up to it,” said Isabel. “I’d imagined | might get another few weeks out of him.”
“1t’ sacoming-of-age thing,” said Croft. “Running away from scary old ladies. | had to do it myself.”
“Shut up, Croft.”

That was the end of the discussion and the end of Dylan’s working for Vendlemachine. Croft went into
the kitchen and returned with more glasses and they sat in the mottled sunlight squeezing lemon into
Coca-Cola and turning the pages of his comic books, Dylan and Rachel and Croft, while Isabel Vendle
stained her fingertips nearly to black with the ink of the Times. The Human Torch wasthe Invisible
Girl’ syounger brother, and the Invisible Girl was married to Mr. Fantastic, and Ben Grimm was The
Thing and Aliciawas his blind girlfriend, a sculptress who could honestly appreciate his hideous but
monumental body, and the Silver Surfer was Galactus' s emissary and Galactus ate planets but the Silver
Surfer had helped the Fantastic Four protect Earth, and Black Bolt couldn’t open his mouth because a
single syllable of his speech was so powerful it might crack the world apart—Croft and his mother
explained it al to Dylan, word balloons in the bright panels on the pale yellow paper, while

V endlemachine moved her lips silently and eventually dozed in her chair, and the late-October Sunday
afternoon collapsed to evening, Abraham in his studio darkening squares of celluloid with brushstrokes,
the nudes in the parlor below with no light to make them glow, the backyard window boxes and fire
escapes black against the ruddy streaked sky, the street too dark to judge a throw properly so the
spaldeen hit akid in the face and anyway it was time for dinner. Dylan fell asleep in his chair for just a
minute and for that minute he and | sabel had the exact same dream but when they awoke neither of them
remembered.

“Let me seeit for aminute.”

Let me seeit : you saw a basketball or a pack of baseball cards or a plastic water gun by taking it into
your hands, and what happened after that was in doubt. Ownership depended on mostly not letting
anyone see anything. If you let akid see abottle of Y oo-Hoo for aminute he’d drink what was left in it.

“Let me seeit, let me check it out. | only want to take it for aride.”

Dylan gripped the handlebars. Abraham had pried off the training wheels the day before, and Dylan still
wobbled, still scuffed with his sneakers groping away from the pedals to steady and brake against the
sidewalk. “Only if you stay on the block,” Dylan said, miserably.
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“You afraid I’'m gonnatakeit? | just want aride. You get it back after that, you got it all day, man. Just
let me go around the block.”

It was atrap or puzzle, the way Robert Woolfolk already knew to work Dylan’s guiltiness. And the
empty block conspired to leave Dylan alone to solve it. Robert Woolfolk carried a vacuum around with
him, or revealed by his presence the vacuum on Dean Street, the expanse of moments when no one saw
and no one knew what happened in plain sight, when all of the block was shrouded in daylight like the
abandoned house was shrouded in leaf shade.

Old Ramirez stood in front of his store and sipped a Manhattan Special and squinted at them from under
his fisherman’s hat. He was beyond appeal, watching them like television.

Robert Woolfolk added his hands to the bars beside Dylan’ s and tugged gently at the bike.
“ Stay on the block.”

“Around once, that’s all.”

“No, | mean stay in front of the house.”

“What, you think I’m not coming back? Just around the block.”

What came out of Robert Woolfolk’ s mouth was petition and chant, irresistible in itsillogic. His eyes,
meanwhile, were hard, alittle bored.

“Just once around.”

Robert Woolfolk’ s legs were too long to unfold in the span between seat and pedals, so he rode with his
knees doubled and knobbing up near the handlebars, like a clown on atricycle. Then he changed his
approach, elevated his hips above the seat to stand on the pedals and pump side to side, elbows flaring.
The bike teetered, annexed to Robert Woolfolk’ s stretching limbs. Like that, a vanishing pile of elbows,
he took the bike around Nevins.

When Dylan used the word block he didn’t mean Bergen Street, the other side.
How long did it take to go around the block?
How long was twice as long as that?

The tonguelike latch of Dylan’s black ironwork gate rattled with the vibration of the bus going by.
Though there were no trees on the Nevins end of Dean Street red fallen leaves had blown into the gutter
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from somewhere. The plastic milk cartonsin front of the bodega claimed you could be fined or go to jalil
for not returning them to May Creek Farm, Incorporated, afairly unlikely destination if you gave it any
thought.

The afternoon withered like a balloon around Dylan on his stoop, waiting for Robert Woolfolk to return.
Old Ramirez wasn’t watching, there was nothing to watch. Dylan stood naked in the minutes as they
accumulated, as they stacked up indifferently on the distant face of the Williamsburg Savings Bank
tower clock. The day was like an unanswered tel ephone, the mute slate ringing. The call of Dylan’s arm-
swinging vigil went unreplied.

Nevins Street might as well have been a canyon into which Robert Woolfolk had vanished like a cartoon
coyote, wordlessly, trailing puffs of dust. When Lonnie wandered up bouncing a Super Ball and asked
what Dylan was doing Dylan said he wasn’t doing anything. It was pretty much as if there had never
been a bike.

Abraham Ebdus lost a day to finding the boy’ s bicycle. He stalked Wyckoff and Bergen and Nevins,
thinking unavoidably that Rachel would have found it herself in the first half hour. She knew Brooklyn
in ways he didn’t. He walked the periphery of Wyckoff Gardens, not crossing into the grounds, the maze
of walkways and hedge and low Cyclone fence, not knowing where to start if he did. Light soured in the
shade of the graffitied white brick of the projects. They seemed designed as future ruins. He put his head
into a Puerto Rican socia club on Bond Street, a small hangar full of cardplayers. Before he ducked out
he registered atiny pool table, blue carpeted walls, the tang of malt-stale cork. Nobody spoke to him.

But by the end of the afternoon word was out, somehow. A woman with a baby stepped out of her door,
seemingly angry at him for wandering. Abraham’s family was possibly famous for being white, fools.
She passed the child back inside and led Abraham around to a vacant lot on Baltic, afenced yard filled
with debris shot through with ailanthus sprouts, the mongrel trees which grew asfast asacrack in a
windshield spread under pressure of afingertip. The heap of crushed baby carriages and rotted lath with
clinging bits of plaster and torn tin ceiling made a pattern with which Abraham Ebdus refused to permit
his eye to become fascinated. The bicycle was on top of the pile, above his head, flung there who-knew-
how, its blue curved fender twisted like a splintered wing. Give it another day and the ailanthus might
have shot through the spokes. He had to climb the fence and ended up tossing the bike to the ground to
free his hands. No one was inclined to help, though some watched. He wasn’t sure it mattered to rescue
the bicycle. If it had been stolen for use by another child, maybe. But this, this gratuitous trashing, was
just the street’ s incomprehension, its resistance. That shadows stood sipping from paper bags as he
struggled down to join the bicycle on the pavement was only appropriate, matched his mood. The
bicycle was defeated, and Abraham Ebdus wondered why he’ d taught the boy a useless skill. He knew
Rachel required he bring the bicycle home for repair but suspected the boy would never chooseto ride it
outside of the dirt of their backyard.
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Marilla and another girl were waiting, playing jacks at the base of Dylan Ebdus's stoop.

Marillasang in crazy falsetto The prob-lemisyou ain’'t been loved like you sho-huh-hood, what | got
will sure-nuff do you good—

The other girl—Dylan recalled that Marillacalled her La-La, wondered if that could really be her name
—scooped jacks between ball bounces, counting with a slurred inrush of breath whoosies, whreesies,
whorsies, whivesies. The game was splayed beneath his bottom step so he couldn’t pass. He sat on the
third step from the bottom and watched.

“Robert Woolfolk says he didn’t take your bike and if you say he did he’s gonna mess you up,” Marilla
announced suddenly.

“What?’
“Robert said don’'t go saying he took your bike since he didn’t even.”

“He said he’'d fuck you up,” clarified La-La. Her hand darted in distraction to fumble eightsies, the jacks
scattering.

“1 didn't say—" he began, thinking he hadn’t, hadn’t said a thing.

The bicycle was in Abraham Ebdus' s studio, its fender straightened and decorated now with Dylan’s
name in his father’s brushwork hand. Soon it would be downstairs again, leaning in the hallway like a
stuffed animal, ablind chrome elk loaded with his parents' expectation and Dylan’ s dread.

Marilla shrugged. “I’m just saying.” Squatted like she was peeing, her ass an inch above the date, she
seized the tiny red ball and swept the jacks up, and sang You refuse to put anything before your pri-hi-
hide—what | got will knock all that—uh—pride aside!

“Robert told you to say it?
“Nobody told me nothing, I'm just saying what | heard. Y ou got adollar for some candy, Dylan?’
Who was on the block? Was Henry in his yard? Was Robert Woolfolk there?

Dylan Ebdus's head twitched, trying not to look. His fingers clenched the two quarters in his pocket.
He' d meant to buy a spaldeen, afresh ticket of entry in pink rubber. Maybe practice taking shots off the
face of the abandoned house until a game built up around him. Dylan had a knack for making catches
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only when no one was looking, in private rehearsal, but any day now that knack might translate into
Henry’ s genius. Though come to think of it you couldn’t say when the last time was anyone played
wallball, it might be another lost art. Forgotten games stacked up like the grievances of the losers of
wars, unrecorded in the street’ s history.

You didn’t think of who got money from where. Every kid kept the change when their mom sent them to
buy milk. Alberto bought Schlitz for his cousin. Old Ramirez knew who it was for, so he let akid buy
beer, also cigarettes.

Word had gone around that on Halloween the kids from the projects threw, no, hurled with bruising
force, eggs. It was a holiday but you still had to go to school, a bad deal, a bad situation, every kid for
himself, scattering once the bell rang at three o’ clock, and more likely to be hit if he bunched with
another kid, let alone tried to protect him. Y ou couldn’t protect anyone from a thrown egg or much else.

What if everything changed? Probably it had. It had before.
Y ou and what army ?

Y ou and your so-called friends.

Y 0 mama.

From his bedroom Dylan Ebdus heard like a dog’ s inaudible whistle the lonely call of the Spirograph:
the pins, the toothed cogs, the skipping red pens. “No,” he said to Marilla, terrified. “1 don’'t have any
money.”

“You scared of Robert?” Marilla dashed the jacks across the slate in a crazily wide swathe, and frowned
at the result.

“l don’t know.”
“He got arazor.”

“Tell me something good! ” screamed La-La, then Marilla dropped the red ball which dribbled under
Rachel’ s forsythia and the two girls stood away from the array of paint-chipped jacks and danced, knees
bowed, eyes dlitted, cheeks blowing out as they chanted Ooh ah, ooh-ooh ah, ooh ah, ooh-ooh ah—

The elongated rectangular grid of these streets, these rows of narrow houses, seen from above, at dusk in
late October: imagine the perspective of aflying man. What sense would he make of the figures below, a
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white woman with her black hair whirling as she struck with the flat of her hand at the shoulders and
back of a black teenager on the corner of Nevins and Bergen? | s this a mugging ? Should he swoop
down, intervene ?

Who does this flying man think he is anyway—Batman? Black man?

These streets aways make room for two or three figures alone in struggle, asin aforest, unheard. The
stoops lean away from the street, the distance between row houses widens to a mute canyon. Our lone
figure above flies on, needing a drink more than anything, and the woman'’s beating of the boy continues.

The day after Halloween the pavement outside school was stained with egg, bombs that had missed their
targets, streaks of browning yolk studded with grains of shell, so distended by velocity they seemed to
speak of the Earth’ srotation on its axis, as though not gravity but centrifugal force had smeared them
lengthwise across the planet. The ones who’d worn home an omelet drying in their corduroys, borne a
throbbing red oval punched onto their thigh, they’ d deny it until you saw tears mass in the edges of their
eyes. Any kid honest with himself was sobered, though, by the glimpse of whatever raged inside the
bullies from Intermediate School 293, the berserkers just a grade or two ahead. The egg throwers had
worn cartoon-smooth, store-bought masks—Casper, Frankenstein, Spider-Man—so they resembled
Symbionese bank robbers or chainsaw killers, figures from nightmares fueled by stolen looks at
television news and The Late Movie.

Everyone moved at afixed rate toward the same undiscussable destinations.

No one could push the concept of arazor blade or a heroin-filled hypodermic stuck into an apple
completely out of their heads.

There were days when no kid came out of his house without looking around. The week after Halloween
had a quality both hungover and ominous, the light pitched, the sky smashed against the rooftops.

No Vember.

“Go deep,” Henry commanded. Now he wagged afootball, the latest enticement. Four kids were like yo-
yos strung to his hand, running to jump in a cluster when he finally spiraled the football half the length
of the block. No matter what happened, whichever hands the ball came down in or eluded, Henry’s
expression was sour. There was something inelegant or compromised in the ball’ s descent from the air
where he' d placed it.

Dylan Ebdus waited on Henry’ s stoop in a bubble of silence, seeing he made six, wondering if they’d
call him into the street to even the sides for agame. He' d detected in himself a certain translucency
today, atalent for being ignored. Rachel had flushed him from afour-day hide in hisroom, from a
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retrenchment into the secret power of his books and pencils, into the mysteries of eavesdropping on
Abraham’ s footfalls and Rachel’ s clangor on the telephone, into the dreary conundrums of the Etch A
Sketch and the Spirograph, and something in his conjured solitude had followed him out onto the street,
then reversed itself to drape all over him anywhere he sat still.

Gaze long enough into Dean Street and Dean Street will gaze into you.

Hands in pockets, Dylan went into the street and leaned against a car. Then, asif tide-swept from a
beach, he began to sway with the others toward the place the ball descended, making no show of trying
to catch it, just drawn to the site, taking air through his mouth, silently emulating play.

“Y ou seen Robert Woolfolk?' said Alberto casually.
Dylan wasn't surprised. He felt the irresistible relevance of Robert’s name. He shook his head.

They stopped playing. Henry tried to dribble the football. Two or three times it actually came back to
him instead of twisting away across their shoe tops. The ball was scarred with grease where it had
lodged under a car and been scraped down the block.

“He got beat up,” said Alberto reverently.

Lonnie nodded his head, Alberto nodded, Earl and Carlton nodded. They gathered wide-eyed as though
warming at a campfire of their own awe. Dylan waited. Henry slapped the football against the ground
and Alberto and the others stared as though it was Dylan who should explain Robert Woolfolk’s beating
to them. Then Henry flicked them away, as easily as flicking a drop of water from his hand, by
muttering “End zone,” and dropping back, the ball hidden behind his knee, to roll his eyes at the sky.
The four scuttled to the place where Henry’ s glance promised to deliver the ball, each yearning to be the
kid made pure by the perfect catch. Henry turned away the instant the ball was aloft, uninterested. He
gestured to Dylan and the two of them crossed to the abandoned house. The bus thumped past, giving
cover.

“Your mother kicked his ass, right out on Bergen Street,” Henry said. “He was crying and everything.”
Dylan was silent.
“1 guess nobody told you,” said Henry.

Could there be a distant island or hidden room where your life took place without your knowing? Dylan
tried to picture the incident on Bergen Street, the lunatic collision between Rachel Ebdus and Robert
Woolfolk, but the spotlight of hiswondering slipped to the invisible floating room in the dark of the
house at night where through the walls as he lay awake in bed he heard his mother’ s rhythmic
whimpering or his father’ s urgent, angry whisper. | guess nobody told you, Henry said, and Dylan began
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to drown in the stuff he dammed with silence at the brink of sleep.
Did Abraham beat Rachel, to bring those moans?
Who was kicking whose ass?

Of course that fury would slip out of the house to hammer some kid on the street. At least it was Robert
Woolfolk who'd taken it.

It suddenly seemed that Henry and every kid on the block might know the sound of Abraham and
Rachel fucking and fighting at night, that only Dylan was protected and blind.

“Y our mother’s crazy,” said Henry. He didn’t say it as a snap, like Yo mama’s so ugly bigfoot takes her
picture, but instead with admiration and goofy horror in his voice.

Dylan saw now that it wasn't strict invisibility that had cloaked his presence on the street, had kept him
wavering like amummy on the sidelines, but instead his mother’ s hidden act hovering over him, aforce
field, apale blur of shame. Who told Rachel about Robert Woolfolk? Had he betrayed himself, wept and
murmured in his sleep about arazor?

Dylan wanted to tell Henry he' d already known, but couldn’t voice the lie. Alberto reappeared with the
football, rushing ahead of the others, and flipped it into the air. The ball rose out of the canopy of leaf-
bare twigs between the frame of cornices and found a backdrop of low clouds against which it was
illuminated like a bomb. Henry stretched back and snared it with his fingertips, then in his downward
motion plumped it to Dylan, a sneak play. Dylan hugged the ball to his shoulder like a pledge of
alegiance. The thing ticked with cold, its skin impossibly tight.

chapter 4

Nixon quit, and NIXON QUITS read the full front page of the Daily News, a guilty pleasure tacked to the
wall of her study. The block words suited her that summer, her seventy-eighth, fifty-second since the
oar, and she imagined her own headline: VENDLE QUITS . She felt her coming quit like the stone of a
sour plum in her mouth, felt it graze her teeth asit nestled there but couldn’t tell whether it wanted to be
spit out or swallowed: quit, quit, quit. Swallowing hurt. Her hand hurt where it met the cane, her grip
dlipping, wrist crimping. Her eyes hurt where they met the page of a book. The words hurt. One day she
thrilled, almost drunkenly, to scratch with a ballpoint pen in the pages of Anthony Powell’s Casanova’'s
Chinese Restaurant, breaking ataboo of seventy-eight years. she heard her father’ s voice then, a shred
of memory, commanding her reverence for the leather-lined vault of hislibrary. There might be nothing
worse than defacing a book, but now she felt the urge to drop them, half read, from her deck into her
overgrown garden. She would only need to turn her wrist, let her grip slip once more. She knew she'd
quit, one way or another, drop the book or ssimply die, before finishing the twelve volumes of Powell’s
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novel, his Dance to the Goddamn Music of Time. Powell had written too much, taken too much of her
time aready, and she punished him by scribbling in his book, awavering row of lines, like some
hieroglyphic tide. Was it Lake George she wished to return to? Was it waves she’d miss, at the end? The
rocking and thump of waves against the swollen planks, akissin askiff in the minutes just before her
spearing by the oar?

Grips dlipped. Hers had from every surface. She’ d shaped nothing after all, only been crushed and
reshaped. No wonder she felt for the brownstones, the cripples, now filling chaotically with no regard
for her plan. Take for example the black singer who' d taken the house between hers and the Ebdus's.
Was that progress? He had money but looked stoned. The singer’ s mulatto son stood each afternoon that
August in the middle of the weedy backyard next door, dressed in afull Boy Scout uniform, gazing up
boldly at Isabel on her deck, saluting her as though she were his troop master. Dean Street had produced
its own weird spore, and she couldn’t track or account for what bloomed now. Homosexual s col onized
Pacific Street; a collective of naive communists spilled from arow house on Hoyt Street, pasted signs on
streetlamps announcing a slide show on Red China or afund-raiser for squattersin Loisada. She'd
founded a Bohemian grove. They won’'t have Isabel Vendle to kick around anymore. But then they
wouldn’t even know it was she who' d gathered them here.

They walked together to Pintchik on Flatbush Avenue at Bergen, a complex of interconnected shops
selling paint and furnishings and hardware and plumbing, a business likely once a single storefront, now
infiltrated through a block of fronts, and lodged below row houses painted schoolbus yellow with
PINTCHIK emblazoned in red, brownstones turned into a street-long billboard, brownstones wearing
clown makeup. Something in Pintchik’ s unmistakable age and specificity, itsindifference, made Dylan
ache. Apparently Brooklyn needn’t always push itself to be something else, something conscious and
anxious, something pointed toward Manhattan, as on Dean Street, on Bergen, on Pacific. Brooklyn
might sometimes also be pleased, as here on Flatbush, to be its grubby, enduring self. Pintchik pointed
only into Pintchik for provenance. It was alair, awarren, and the hairy men selling dust-layered shower-
curtain rings and glass doorknobs, the tangible stuff of renovation instead of the idea of renovation, from
behind cash registers thick with newspaper clippings, they were rabbits like Bugs Bunny or the March
Hare, smug into their hole and only amused or impatient that you might tumble in. Pintchik was awhite
Brooklyn unimagined by Isabel Vendle.

On the walk to Pintchik Rachel had taught him the word gentrification. This was a Nixon word, uncool.
“1f someone asks you say you live in Gowanus,” she said. “Don’'t be ashamed. Boerum Hill is
pretentious bullshit.” Today Rachel was talking and Dylan was listening, listening. She sprayed
language as the hydrant opened by the Puerto Rican kids around the corner on Nevins on the hottest
daysthat year sprayed water, unstoppered, gushing. Y ou might scrape the bottom of atin can until it was
open at both ends, then use the can to direct the water momentarily through the window of a passing car,
but the force of the spray would win in the end. When Dylan had tried it the pillar of water captured the
can from his hands and sent it spinning across the street to clatter under a parked car. His mother’s flow
he wouldn’t dare try to direct. “Never let me hear you say the word nigger,” she said, whispering it
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heavily, luscioudly. “ That’s the only word you can’t ever say, not even to yourself. In Brooklyn Heights
they call them animals, they call the projects a zoo. Those uptight reactionaries deserve the break-ins.
They ought to lose their quadraphonic stereos. We're here to live. Gowanus Canal, Gowanus Houses,
Gowanus people. The Creature from the Gowanus Lagoon!” She inflated her cheeks and curled her
fingers and attacked him at the entrance to Pintchik.

What would Dylan find if he walked across Flatbush, past its shops selling dashikis, and T-shirts which
read I’M PROUD OF MY AFRICAN HERITAGE, past Triangle Sports, past Arthur Treacher’s Fish and
Chips, past Pintchik itself? Who knew. His world found its limit there, under the narrowed shoulders of
the Williamsburg Savings Bank tower. Dylan knew Manhattan, knew David Copperfields s London,
knew even Narnia better than he’ d ever know Brooklyn north of Flatbush Avenue.

“Wedon't livein abox, we don’'t livein alittle square box, | don’t care what anyone says we don't live
in a sixteen-millimeter frame!” She flew like the Red Queen in Through the Looking-Glass through
Pintchik, whispering madly to him. “He can’'t put us inside, we'll break out, we'll bust out of the frame.
He can't paint usin alittle celluloid box. We'll run out in the streets! We' |l paper him into his studio!”

Inside, Rachel led him to aroom full of wallpaper rolls. He was meant to choose a replacement for the
jungle animals hiding in palm leaves, that children’ s-book design, too young for him now. The samples
in the room were furred with velvet, decorated with orange Day-Glo peace symbols and Peter Max
sunsets and silver-foil-stripes and lime paisley—Pintchik might be implacable and timeless but it hosted
wallpaper that looked like the newest candy wrappers, Wacky Wafers or Big Buddy. Dylan felt
embarrassed for the wallpaper. It had the bad taste to be passing through and not know it. Dylan
preferred Pintchik itself, its yellow-and-red painted-brick scheme, its cigar-glazed walls.

“I"ll pry him out of his studio theway | drive you out to play, let him get ajob instead of living on his
mountaintop like Meher Baba—"

Now Dylan was startled to find aroll of his jungle among the Pintchik swatches. Here it was no better
than paisley or Day-Glo. The jungle he gazed into while falling asleep had no age at all, was flat and
empty, corrupt as advertising. Abraham would never have had wallpaper in his studio.

Dylan wanted wallpaper as old as slate, profound and murky as his father’s painted frames. He wanted
to scratch a skully board on hiswall, wanted to live in the abandoned house. Or Pintchik.

Brooklyn was simple compared to his mother.

“A gang from the Gowanus Houses picked up afifth grader after school and took him into the park and
they had a knife and they were daring each other and they cut off his balls. He didn’t fight or scream or
anything. It’s not too soon for you to know, my profound child, the world is nuttier than afruitcake. Run
if you can’t fight, run and scream fire or rape, be wilder than they are, wear flamesin your hair, that’s
my recommendation.”
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They walked home from Pintchik along Bergen, Rachel filling his ear. His mother never mentioned
Robert Woolfolk, never once, but as they passed the corner of Nevins and Bergen, the site where she'd
kicked Robert’ s ass right out on the street Dylan felt the shaming thrill of it again, felt it in her aswell as
in himself. Rachel wasn't responsible for what she said, he knew. She was afraid too. Dylan’ s role was
to unravel what Rachel said and ignore ninety percent of it, to solve her.

“That beautiful black man who moved in next to Isabel Vendleis Barrett Rude Junior, he'sasinger, he
was in the Distinctions, he's got this amazing voice, he sounds just like Sam Cooke. | actually saw them
once, opening for the Stones. His son is your age. He' s going to be your new best friend, that’s my
prediction.”

It was Rachel’s last setup.

“You don’t want any kind of wallpaper, we'll tear it off and paint, whatever. It’s your room. | love you,
Dylan, you know that. Come on, race me home.”

Dylan put his confusion into his running, tried to put his mother somewhere behind him.
“Okay, can it, your mother’s out of breath. Y ou run too fast.”

His sneaker-slapping footfalls petered at the corner of Nevins and Dean, where he waited for Rachel to
catch up, and crooked his head up to gulp air. In that instant Dylan was sure he' d seen it again: the
ragged figure arching from the roof of Public School 38 to the tops of the ramshackle storefronts on
Nevins, to disappear then under the sky. The impossible |eaper. He looked like a bum.

Dylan didn’t ask his mother if she’d seen. She was lighting a cigarette,

“You're not only beautiful and a genius but you've got apair of legs. | wouldn’t say it if it wasn't true.
You're growing up, kid.”

Merit badges were cryptograms, blips of unlikely information from another planet of boyhood, and
Mingus Rude, though in principle showing off, seemed to regard them with an anthropological
detachment not so different from Dylan’s. “Swimming, fire, tying, compass,” he mouth-breathed as he
ran his thumbs over them, talismanic evidence of the Philadelphia suburbs, flotsam from a dead world.

Mingus Rude made Dylan wait in the empty, weedy backyard while he dressed himself in the full Scout
uniform, then stood before Dylan and they both considered the non sequitur of it, sleeves and legs
aready too short, yellow scarf stained with a slug trail of snot. He went inside again and came out in a
green-and-white hockey uniform with his name pressed across the shouldersin glossy, slightly crooked
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iron-on letters. He held a splintered stick with black electrical tape wound around the handle. Dylan
absorbed it silently. Then Mingus again vanished, to return in a crimson football uniform, with helmet
reading MANAYUNK MOHAWKS . Together they peeled back the ventilated nylon jersey to examine the
foam-and-plastic shoulder pads that gave Mingus Rude the outline of a superhero. The pads smelled of
sweat and rot, of dizzy, inaccessible afternoons. But can you catch a spaldeen? Can you roof one?
Dylan wondered bitterly. Mingus Rude would soon know that Dylan Ebdus could not.

Dylan was torn between wanting to claim to possess merit badges in skully, Etch A Sketch, sneaking
down creaky stairs, and drawing “ Skippy” and adesire to protect Mingus Rude from mockery, theft,
incomprehension. He could already hear Yo, let me seeiit, let me check it out, what—you don’t trust me?
He wished to protect them both by commanding the new boy never to bring any of these madly fertile
and irrelevant possessions out onto the block for any other kid to see.

Dylan tangled in silence. There in the high-fenced sanctuary of the backyard he wanted to heap the
various uniformsin a bonfire, like the one Henry and Alberto had once set on the stoop of the
abandoned house, igniting smoldering newspapers and dried dog shit and the stinky green late-summer
ailanthus branches which had fallen to litter the street everywhere. Dylan wanted Mingus Rude and
himself to build afire and smother the uniforms in damp smoke until the plastic blackened and melted,
until the numbers and names, the evidence, was destroyed. A Dean Street fire, no merit badges involved.
Instead he watched as Mingus Rude somberly packed the uniforms into the bottom of his closet.

“You like comics?’ said Mingus Rude.

“Sure,” said Dylan unsure. My mother likes them, he almost said.

Mingus Rude excavated four comic books from the closet floor: Daredevil #77, Black Panther #4,
Doctor Strange #12, The Incredible Hulk #115. They’ d been tenderly handled to death, corners rounded,
paper browned by hot attentive breath, pages chewed by eyes. MINGUS RUDE was written in slanted
ballpoint capitals on each first interior page. Mingus read certain panels aloud, incanting them, shaping
Dylan’s attention, shaping his own. Dylan felt himself permeated by some ray of attention, moved so
that he felt an uncanny warmth in the half of his chest that was turned toward Mingus. He wanted to put
his hand in Mingus Rude's crispy-looking hair.

“You know what they say now? Doctor Strange could take the Incredible Hulk by making some kind of

mystical cage but he couldn’t take Thor because Thor’s a godlike figure, aslong as he doesn’t lose his
hammer. If he loses his hammer dude’ s nothing better than a cripple.”

“Who's Thor?’
“You'll see. You know where to buy comics?’

“Uh, yeah.” Dylan thought of Croft, that afternoon on Isabel Vendle's deck, the newsstand on the traffic
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island at Flatbush Avenue and Atlantic. The Fantastic Four.

Could Doctor Strange “take” the Fantastic Four? he wondered.

“Ever steal comics?’

“No.”

“It'sno big thing. Y ou go to camp this year?”’

“No.” No year, Dylan amost said. He' d found an artifact on Mingus's dresser, a sort of tuning fork.
“That’sapick,” said Mingus.

“Oh.”

“Like acomb, for black hair. It ain’t nothing. Want to see a gold record?’

Dylan nodded mutely, dropped the pick. Mingus Rude was a world, an exploding bomb of possibilities.
Dylan wondered how long he' d be able to keep him to himself.

They crept upstairs. His father had abandoned to Mingus Rude the spectacular gift of the entire
basement level: two roomsto himself, and possession of the magically blank backyard. Mingus Rude's
father lived on the parlor floor. Like Isabel Vendle, Barrett Rude Junior slept in a bed opposite the
heavily ornate marble mantel piece, behind the shaded light of the tall windows, the showpiece windows
meant for front parlors filled with pianos and upholstery, eighteenth-century Bibles on stands, who knew
what else. But unlike Isabel Vendl€'s, Barrett Rude Junior’s bed, which lay on the floor there under the
scrolled Dutch ceiling, was awide flat bag filled, as Mingus Rude demonstrated in passing with a neat
two-palmed shove, with actual water, an undulating sea trapped in slick sheets. The two gold records
were, oddly, just what their name promised, gold records, 45s, glued to white matting and framed in
stained aluminum, not up on the bare walls but propped on the crowded mantel beside balled dollar bills
and half-filled glasses and empty packs of Kools. “(NO WAY TO HELP YOU) EASE YOUR MIND” (B.
RUDE, A. DEEHORN, M. BROWN), THE SUBTLE DISTINCTIONS, ATCO, CERTIFIED GOLD MAY 28, 1970,was
the legend on one, and “BOTHERED BLUE” (B. RUDE), THE SUBTLE DISTINCTIONS, ATCO, CERTIFIED
GOLD FEBRUARY 19, 1972 the other.

“Downstairs,” said Mingus Rude. They left the gold records behind. Dylan walked ahead on the stairs,
feeling strangely formal as he gripped the banister, imagining Mingus Rude’ s gaze on his back.

In the backyard they winged rocks into the sky, let them plop into the Puerto Ricans' yard. Mostly
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Mingus, Dylan watching. It was August 29, 1974. The air smelled like somebody’s arm up close. You
could hear the steady ding of a Mister Softee truck on Bergen Street, probably with a string of the usual
kids hanging on it.

“My grandpop’ s a preacher,” said Mingus Rude.
“Redly?’

“Barrett Rude Senior. That's where my daddy started singing, in his church. But he doesn’'t have a
church anymore.”

“Why not?’

“He'sinjail.”

“Oh.”

“1 guess you know my mother’ swhite,” said Mingus Rude.

“Sure.”

“White women like black men, you heard that, right?’

“Uh, sure.”

“My father don’t talk to that lying bitch no more.” He followed this with a sharp laugh of self-surprise.
Dylan didn’t say anything.

“He paid amillion dollars for me. That's what he had to pay to get me back, amillion cold. Y ou can ask
him if you think I’'m lying.”

“1 believe you.”
“l don’'t careif you believe me, it’ strue.”

Dylan looked at Mingus Rude' s lips and eyes, his exact brownness, took it in. Dylan wanted to read
Mingus Rude like a language, wanted to know if the new kid had changed Dean Street or only changed
Dylan himself by arriving here. Mingus Rude breathed through his mouth and his tongue curled out of
one side of his mouth with the effort of athrow. Mingus was black but lighter, a combination. The palms
of his hands were as white as Dylan’s. He wore corduroys. Anything was possible, really.
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A million-dollar kid doesn’t belong on Dean Street, Dylan wanted to say. The word million, even.

Mingus Rude might be insane, Dylan didn’t mind.

Two days later he was already playing, standing in the street, a catcher in stoopball, taking alean on a
parked car to let the bus go by. Like he'd been there all along. He caught laconically, perfectly. He
might be the Henry of his own block, now transported here—he might be a Henry of the mind,
recognizable anywhere. Dylan crept up and sat on Henry’ swall and watched, with Earl and a couple
girls, younger kids. Mingus Rude was viable, apparently. He' d been folded into the ongoing game while
Dylan wasn't looking.

Robert Woolfolk wasn’t around. Otherwise the last splendid day had shucked every verifiable kid out
onto Dean Street. Two girls turned arope with three others inside, their knees shining like a bunch of
grapes. The empty, blue-tiled school, Public School 38, hummed, just down the block. Nobody looked at
it, nobody cared.

“D-Man.”

“John Dillinger.”

“D-Lone. Lonely D.”

Dylan didn’'t know what Mingus Rude was yelling about, didn’t recognize himself in the nicknames.
“Yo, Dylan, you deaf?’

Captaincy was an essence lurking in Henry above all. But one captain needed another, even if inferior, a
stooge. Someone had to step up. Dylan had seen Alberto assumeit, Lonnie too, once even Robert
Woolfolk, to make alopsided game of punchball, fast dissolved in scowls and afaked limp. Now, at the
bright weary end of summer, Henry and Mingus Rude were stickball captains, unexplained.

Mingus chose Dylan first, over Alberto, Lonnie, Earl, anyone.

“He can't hit,” said Henry. It was a reasonably sympathetic diagnosis. Dylan was any captain’s problem,
acommunal drag.

“1 got Dillinger,” said Mingus Rude coolly. He wrapped and rewrapped the wrist fastener of a
Philadelphia Phillies batting glove, teasing reminder of the motherlode of outfits buried in his closet.
“Take your man.”
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That last August afternoon before school began was something like those heartbreaking, dazzling
glimpses of the opening credits for Star Trek or Mission Impossible, before you were commanded to
switch the television off and go to bed: it was going to haunt you, play inside your eyelids, after the door
was closed, the light extinguished, your pounding rib cage calmed. A summer was unfinished, broken
off at the end, a bad splice. Now, Mingus Rude's arrival promised the possibility of another summer,
hinged to this one like a door you couldn’t look beyond.

The palm-sweaty broomstick was wrapped with new black tape, like the hockey-stick handle.
“Lead off, Dill.”

The names, Dylan began to understand, conveyed that he and Mingus were to be one thing to each other
indoors, off the street, and entirely another outside. On the block.

Inside, outside, a distinction Dylan understood. Could work with.

Henry pitched. Dylan waved at something barely seen, like a bee overhead. “Ball one,” said Mingus
Rude, captain, umpire, announcer.

“Ball one?’ scoffed Henry. “Dude chased it.”

“Doesn’'t matter,” said Mingus. “Too high.” To Dylan he said: “Don’t swing at that shit.” To Henry:
“Strike zone.” Then back to Dylan, he whispered. “Don’t close your eyes.”

You evolved in full view and secretly at once, grew bony and hairy, twisted out a baby tooth and spat
blood and kept playing, claimed to know certain words the first time you heard them. A day came when
you made contact, stung it somewhere not foul, rounded first before the bat clattered to stillnessin the
street. It was no big thing, you weren't looking for congratulations. Dylan danced off on the manhole
cover, second base, daring the throw, the next order of business. Reward for trickling the ball between
Alberto’sfeet. Leading off, batting one thousand.

Any private thrill was like peeing your pants. Dylan knew to be ashamed of the relief.

He scored on Mingus Rude’ s own home run. Struck out hyperventilating his next time up. But. Five kids
in a batting order and no defense to speak of, you'd get up a hundred times on anight like this. Strike
out ninety. Lace it off alamppost and call it atriple, didn’t matter—you could bunt atriple in the dark.
The close of thisday you'd resist like sleep, like sickness. One kid’s mom yelled for half an hour and
even then nobody else paid attention, nobody went inside.

Rachel Ebdus didn’t call from the stoop. Dylan Ebdus wondered if Rachel and Abraham were taking the
opportunity to kick each other’ s assin one form or another.
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Given that he was outside at this particular moment, Dylan didn’t care.
Didn't give a shit.
Fuck you know about it, anyway?

If. Mingus Rude was a scant four months older than Dylan Ebdus, but those four months hit the calendar
such that Mingus was a grade ahead, had finished fifth grade in Manayunk, Pennsylvania. Like Henry
and Alberto, Mingus Rude would start sixth this year, at the Intermediate School 293 annex, on Butler
Street between Smith and Hoyt, in the turf of the Gowanus Houses. No-man’ s-land.

“Dill-icious,” Mingus called him once as he stood at the plate.

|.S. 293 was a hidden sun drawing kids screaming out of Dean Street’ s orbit, one by one. If Mingus
Rude was four months younger, if Mingus Rude and Dylan Ebdus had been headed to grade five
together, if. Then Dylan could have watched out for him, maybe. Kept an eye.

A grade of school was a bridge in mist. No way to picture where it touched land again, or who you' d be
when it did.

One stickball game was your whole career, your whole life to this point.

These weren’t innings, they were dreams of innings. Y ou couldn’t remember who got the last out, you
could barely recall the batting order until it was just two guys, Mingus and Dylan. Gus and D-Man.
Another kid quit and Henry had to pitch from the outfield. Y ou could do just so much, trap a grounder
with your body like a grenade, fish it from behind atire and lash it toward home base, maybe hit the ass
of the guy who'd scored. The pink spaldeen turned black, like a piece of night. Some Puerto Rican guy
reparked third base, pissed off at fingerprints. The spaces between outs were like summers themselves.

Public School 38 was on fire. No it wasn’t.

If. If Mingus Rude could be kept in this place, kept somehow in Dylan’s pocket, in his stinging, smudgy
hands, then summer wouldn’t give way to whatever came after. If. If. Fat chance. Summer on Dean
Street had lasted one day and that day was over, it was dark out, had been for hours. The Williamsburg
Savings Bank tower clock read nine-thirty in red-and-blue neon. Final score, a million to nothing. The
million-dollar kid.

Y our school wasn’t on fire, you were.

file:///K [/eMule/Incoming/Jonathan%20L ethem%620-%20T he%620Fortress%200f%20Salitude.html (50 of 426)3-2-2007 15:20:50



The Fortress of Solitude

— and now Major Amberson was engaged in the profoundest thinking of his life she found herself
guoting in her hospital bed at Long Island College Hospital on Henry Street, where the television bolted
to the ceiling showing Ryan’s Hope and The Gong Show had to stand for a hearth, brutally angry and
brutally fat Jamaican nurses for her lonely company, her vigil. She'd diein Brooklyn Heights instead of
Boerum Hill because Boerum Hill had ajail instead of a hospital— and Major Amberson realized that
everything which had worried or delighted him during thislifetime, all this buying and building —and
not in her bed beneath her parlor ceiling because the oar had dented her, crushed her, folded her like a
letter into the envelope of herself, unread for fifty-two years. Unreadable medically now, at the end:

she' d watched the interns puzzling at her X rays—how can this be nestled beside this ? How can old
Vendlefit into herself, how'd she do it, all these years? Her body was Boerum Hill, just as King
Arthur’ s body had been England. She was al of Boerum Hill’ s contradictions crushed together: she was
the Schlitz can in the brown paper sack sitting in the plaster-and-marble nook for turning coffinsin the
curve of stairwell in the nineteenth-century town house. She was ajail in the shadow of which boys
frolicked. Everything which had delighted him, all this buying and building, that it was all trifling and
wasted, for the Major knew—

Two visitors had come. Croft, of course, who'd stayed a week in her basement room and visited the
hospital every day, plaguing her with small packages of inedible curative food, ferrying in Temporary
Kings and Hearing Secret Harmonies, the last volumes of the Powell, drawing glares from the furious
Jamaicans for rinsing her bedpan in the bathroom and for his earnest, pointless questions regarding her
care. Then, at her request, he' d taken the orange cat with him to Indiana. She wished the orange cat luck.
It might perhaps serve as conscience for the rural commune, its missing moral center. Croft had shaven
or grown a beard—Isabel couldn’t focus except on her own irritation, centering somewhere around his
mouth. Croft would get the house. He' d sell it, she didn’t want to conjecture to whom. Isabel found she
couldn’t read the Powell now, couldn’t make it work, couldn’t operate the sentences. She watched The
Gong Show instead. There was an act, a comic with a paper bag on his head, whom she rather liked:
Take that, Anthony Powell!

|sabel’ s second visitor, Rachel Ebdus, had also brought a book, which Isabel regarded in astonishment:
Woman on the Edge of Time. Really, imagine calling oneself “Marge Piercy”! Isabel had smiled and
turned her wrist as she was learning to do—that small slackening, that relinquishing, rehearsal for the
deeper operation—turned her wrist and let the book drop to the floor, then whispered more faintly than
was required that Rachel should put it on the bedside table. She enjoyed playing at dying while she was
dying. You fool, she'd wanted to say, | don’t read women authors.

Rachel Ebdus had been crying. She and her recluse filmmaker were surely fighting again. The woman
had something she wanted to say but Isabel Vendle decided to invoke the petty majesty of the near-dead
and prevent her saying it. It's enough that you’ll inherit my Dean Street, beatnik child. Don’t come here
to inter your woes in my dying heart.

Rachel Ebdus was talking but it was as distant to Isabel Vendle as footprints on the moon.
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“1 might go,” she heard the young woman say.

“Yes,” Isabel said. “That’s best. Go.” If Rachel Ebdus were on television singing this song of woe |sabel
would have long since “gonged”’ her— the Major knew that now he had to plan how to enter an
unknown country, one where he was not even sure of being recognized as an Amberson —

Then she was alone, Rachel Ebdus discouraged, Croft scooted back to Indiana. Boerum Hill was what it
was—partial, recalcitrant, corrupt—and whatever it would next become it could manage without |sabel
Vendle s help. Let it be carved up, let it be forgotten, let it be forgiven. We must be of the sun, she
thought, irritated at herself for continuing to quote, so late in the game, there wasn’t anything here but
the sun in thefirst place, the earth came out of the sun, we came out of the earth —in her last dream
Simon Boerum, the old drunk, came to her and rowed her to the shore of Vendle' s Hard, both oars
securein his hand, so whatever we are, we must come from the sun —

Gong!

Fifth grade was fourth grade with something wrong. Nothing changed outright. Instead it teetered.

Y ou'd pushed futility at Public School 38 so long by then you expected the building itself would be
embarrassed and quit. The ones who couldn’t read still couldn’t, the teachers were teaching the same
thing for the fifth time now and refusing to meet your eyes, some kids had been left back twice and were
the size of janitors. The place was a cage for growing, nothing else. School lunch turned out to be the
five-year plan, the going concern. Y ou couldn’t be left back from fish sticks and sloppy joes. You'd
retain at the least two thousand half-pint containers of vitamin D—enriched chocolate milk.

Two black guys from the projects, twins, were actually named Ronald and Donald MacDonald. The
twins themselves only shrugged, couldn’t be made to agree it was incredible.

Chinese kids wouldn’t go to the bathroom al day, they lived that much in their own world.
At home, Rachel Ebdus’ s telephone was ringing unanswered.

Y ou met zones everywhere. The schoolyard was neighborhoods: black, black girl, Puerto Rican,
basketball, handball, left behind. Through the Cyclone fence someone had brushed the word
FLAMBOYAN in white paint on the stone wall, along with a square box for a strike zone.

Bruce L ee was famous now that he was dead.

A game of tap-it-in took place above the ground, in moments. Between jumps you weren't playing. Y ou
were inert, copping an attitude.
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Black girls had alanguage of partial words, chants harder to learn than anything in class. Therewas a
genera noise at the edges you’ d begun to detect, akin to indecipherable ball point desktop-gougings. A
scribbled voice.

The first few times someone said Hey, white boy it sounded like a mistake. Y ou had to be guided into
the new relation by the girls, the boys were actually alittle shy about it.

Wrong sneakers, wrong shoes, wrong length of pants. Highwaters.
Where's the flood?

What you laughin’ at, fool ?

Dang. Boy'slaughin’ at his own salf.

From |.S. 293 or from nowhere, from the projects, older kids bunched at the school entrancesand in
corners of the yard. Previous fifth graders had been alayer between. Now you were the layer. Robert
Woolfolk was among one of those regular bunches, the precocious paper-bag drinkers. Even standing in
one place Robert Woolfolk moved like a sprained kneg, like he was forever angling atoo-small bike
around the corner of Nevins. He flashed a smile like a torn photograph, his voice crept around cornersin
the air. Dylan Ebdus saw in Robert Woolfolk’ s eyes that same scribbled quality.

Red Hook, Fort Greene, Atlantic Terminals.

Y ou built up associations, which would pass for understanding. Nobody was explaining anything. Fifth
grade was an abstract art, painted one frame at atime.

Dylan could still hear the telephone ring from the kitchen while he sat on his stoop, waiting, watching,
afternoons dliding to twilight, air chilling so the bodega sitters left their milk crates, shaking their heads,
pinching their cold noses, leaving Old Ramirez alone. Dylan and Ramirez were paired in their two
doorways, keeping watch, ignoring each other. Dylan watched the traffic trickle down Nevins, watched
the mothers walking kindergartners home from the YWCA, counted the buses which drifted like
humming loaves to the stoplight, waited, drifted on. Henry’ s yard was empty, Marilla' s yard was empty,
somebody saw arat in the yard of the abandoned house. Bruce Lee and Isabel Vendle were dead and
Nixon was strolling on a beach. Nobody moved, nobody played, strange kids walked the block in
groups. It was a season of vanishing, of asilence like raw stupidity, like the unbearable ticking silence of
ateacher expecting an answer from a kid everyone knew couldn’t even say his own name right.

Let Abraham answer the phone, if he could even hear it. Let Abraham say she’s not here.

Most days Dylan waited alone until Abraham called him in for dinner. Mingus Rude had other places to
go, sixth-grader places, |.S. 293 places—other friends, Dylan guessed, then kept his own guessing
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hidden from himself. One or two afternoons aweek Mingus would lope down the block and raise his
hand. His coat was brown corduroy with a sheepskin collar, not the shiny plastic-stuffed bubblecoats
every other kid wore. Mingus Rude carried his notebook and textbooks loose under his arm, no bag, and
he' d clatter them on the stoop carelessly, expressing something less than utter disdain and more than
total mastery.

The comic books Mingus Rude treated as a presence delicately alive, some piece of still-beating flesh he
and Dylan might be capable of healing by their absolute fixity of attention, by their reverence. The
overlapping storylines were afield of expertise, skully again, all fine print and ritual. Dylan was really
horrified to learn he’ d let so much time dlip past, so much essential cultural history. Forget what you
thought you knew. The Silver Surfer, for example, was a situation you couldn’t really understand if you
camein too late. Mingus only shook his head. Y ou didn’t want to try to explain something so tragic and
mystical.

New comics arrived at newsstands on Tuesdays. Mingus Rude would have an armload, bought or stolen,
Dylan didn’t ask. Some were bimonthly, some monthly, you learned by reading the letters page, you
built up anticipation for special issues, too, oversized Annuals and one-time specia events like the
Avengers-Defenders Wars or Origins. In Origins you learned how superheroes got started, the answer
generally being: radiation. In the Annuals and Wars you satisfied, at least provisionally, questions of
who could take who. Hulk and Iron Man would face-off for a page or two, always vowing to settle it for
good another time.

Spider-Man’ s girlfriend, Gwen, had been killed by the Goblin, it wasn’t funny in the least. That’s why
Spider-Man was so depressed all the time.

Captain Marvel wasn't Shazam, it was confusing. He' d been revived to assert a copyright on the name,
and nobody could say whether he really fit into the Marvel Universe al that well. DC Comics, Marvel
Comics' antithesis, presented a laughable, flattened reality—Superman and Batman were jokes, ruined
by television.

In truth, Superman in his Fortress of Solitude reminded you all too much of Abraham in his high studio,
brooding over nothing.

Swamp Thing was arip-off of Man-Thing, or vice versa.

An uneasiness hung over certain titles. Different artists drew the same characters different ways—you
could hurt your eyes trying to account for it, to grant continuity to these hobbled stories. Weaker
superheroes were propped up with guest appearances by Spider-Man or the Hulk, confusing chronology
terribly. An Einstein could lose his mind trying to explain how the Fantastic Four had helped the
Inhumans fight the Mole Men when by clear testimony of their own magazine they were trapped in the
Negative Zone the whole time.
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The Incredible Hulk, if you followed him closely over time, lost the use of pronouns.

Two afternoons aweek, sitting in the dimming light on Dylan’s stoop, never discussing fifth or sixth
grade, stuff too basic and mysterious to mention. Instead just paging through, shoulders hunched to
protect the flimsy covers from the wind, puzzling out the last dram, the last square inch of information,
the credits, the | etters page, the copyright, the Sea-Monkeys ads, the insult that made a man out of Mac.
Then, just when you thought you were alone, Dean Street came back to life, Mingus Rude knowing
everyone, saying Yo to amillion different kids coming out of Ramirez’ s store with a'Y 0oo-Hoo or a Pixy
Stix, to Alberto fetching Schlitz and Marlboros for his older brother and his older brother’s girlfriend.
The block an island of time, school a million miles away, mothers calling kids inside, the bus lit inside
now, fat ladies coming home from offices at the Board of Education on Livingston Street, their weary
shapes like black teeth inside the glowing mouth of the bus, Marilla strolling by a million times singing
I’ strue, hah, sometimes you rilly do abuse me, you get me in a crowd of high-class pee-pul, then you
act real rude to me, the light fading anxiously, streetlights buzzing as they lit, their arched poles
decorated with boomeranged-up sneakers, and Mingus Rude saying, one dying afternoon, eyes never
ungluing from a panel in Marvel’s Greatest Comics in which Mr. Fantastic had balled himself into an
orb the size of a baseball, his tiny face including signature gray temple hair still visible in incredible
wrinkled detail, in order to be shot from a bazooka into the vulnerable mouth of an otherwise impervious
fifty-foot-tall robot named Toomazooma, the Living Totem, “Y our momsis still gone?’

“Yeah.”

“Dang, man. That's fucked up.”
chapter 5

After five weeks he was ready to sell the nudes. They nagged at his mind, they spoke to each other from
opposite walls in distorted whispers, they reflected him back to himself like fun-house mirrors, they,
along with the ringing telephone, the abandoned kitchen counter, the stale unemptied ashtrays, made the
parlor floor of the brownstone seem a skull lacking a brain, an empty skull decorated with memories,
déavu. She wasn't coming back, and his knowledge of it throbbed from the canvases like heat traces.

Erlan Hagopian, an Armenian collector who lived on the Upper East Side, had looked at the paintings
two years before. He' d asked to see them after one had been hung in a group show on Prince Street, at
Abraham Ebdus's old teacher’ s request—a request Abraham should have refused, a vanity, a mistake.
Hagopian and the Prince Street dealer had come around to Dean Street wanting to see the paintings and
also wanting to see the studio. Abraham had refused them that, protecting the film, protecting his secret
work, and inadvertently extending the confusion that the nudes were recent, or that his work on canvas
continued. It didn’t. His larger brushes rotted, not even properly cleaned the last time he' d touched them.
That day Erlan Hagopian had made a production of asking the price of the whole roomful, of wanting to
be told the number which would need to be written on a check to rob the parlor of its fleshy insulation in
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one grand gesture. Confident, surely, that it would be denied—the Armenian had read Abraham Ebdus's
diffidence at least that well. Perhaps not so well, though, that he’ d expected what he got: being refused
even one of the paintings. Abraham Ebdus' s reward was the sorry, grumbling shake of the Prince Street
dealer’ s sunglass-bearing, golden-maned head. That look was worth any number on a check.

Now, two years later, Ebdus phoned Hagopian directly, knowing that to circumvent the dealer—a secret
that wouldn’t keep for a so-called New Y ork minute if Hagopian actually purchased any art—wasto
burn a bridge to hisold career, a bridge to SoHo, to Manhattan. Abraham Ebdus would be perfectly glad
if the bridge was gone. He' d turned his back on the city which lay across that river and was stalking of f
in the opposite direction, into a desert of his own making, a desert of celluloid.

Erlan Hagopian, for his own purring reasons, didn’t hesitate. He seemed to recognize the logic of
Abraham Ebdus's capitulation: Having asked you to set your price for aroomful of paintings you refuse
to sell me even one—and in that overcompensating gesture, that childish underestimation of money’s
force, isthe seed of the moment to come, when you will inevitably come begging to sell me the roomful.
Naturally.

Perhaps Erlan Hagopian had always wanted to buy awhole roomful of nudes, and now would be able to
say he had. Perhaps he bought roomfuls of nudes every week. Perhaps he' d intuited the death of
Abraham’s career in painting and knew he was collecting a luminous mass tombstone, perhaps Rachel
Ebdus was now his mistress, captive in luxury in a Park Avenue penthouse, and the paintings were only
the seal on an invisible deal Abraham Ebdus couldn’t sense he was making. Anyway, Erlan Hagopian
didn’t ask to see the paintings a second time. He sent a check, and a truck.

Dylan Ebdus's friendship with Mingus Rude lived in brief windows of time, punctuation to the
unspoken sentences of their days. There was no single story: for all he knew Mingus might be off
fighting the Mole Men at the |. S. 293 annex, where sixth graders went, while Dylan, in fifth grade, was
still trapped in the Negative Zone—it didn’'t matter, didn’t contradict, they weren’t the Fantastic Four,
after all, just a couple of kids. By the time Dylan saw Mingus again what had happened in between was
too much to explain, for either of them. For Dylan sensed that Mingus had his own secret burden, his
own changed world beating away under the silence. There was nothing to do but pick up where they’d
left off, pool what they still had in common. What was new in the other you pretended to take for
granted, a bargain instinctively struck to ensure your own coping on the other end.

In between anything could happen and was beginning to. One example: the day Robert Woolfolk
effortlessly corraled Dylan in the schoolyard, by gesturing with his slanted shoulders and saying, “Y o,
Dylan, man, let me see you for aminute.” See you, like Dylan himself was now a bottle of Y oo-Hoo to
be gulped or a bicycle to steer around the block forever. Dylan had stepped once, twice in Robert
Woolfolk’s direction, not understanding how to refuse, and found himself alone with him.
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Robert said, sleepily, “1 saw them take yo mama outside the house naked.”
Dylan said, “What?’

“In the truck. They wrapped her all in blankets but they fell off. | saw her hanging out all over the street
likeaho.”

Dylan calculated distances between the spot where they stood and the four exits from the schoolyard,
despairing at the emptiness of a November afternoon that had succumbed to the Woolfolk Principle of
human desertion. “That wasn’'t my mother,” was what came out of his mouth. It wasn't half an answer to
Robert’ s craziness.

“Came out of your house, man, naked like awitch. Don’t lie. They put her in a police truck and took her
away.”

Now Dylan was baffled. Had Robert Woolfolk seen something Dylan hadn’t? He couldn’t really be
confusing paintings with a person, art handlers with police.

At the same time a glow of fear rose in him, knowing that however muddled, Robert Woolfolk grasped
that Rachel was no longer around to kick his ass.

Robert went on, in areasonable tone of commiseration. “ Threw her injail, | expeck. Locked her up for
being too motherfuckin’ loud and crazy.”

“Shewasn’'t naked,” Dylan defended, |aps behind. “ Those were paintings.”

“She weren’'t wearing no paintings when | saw her. She was hanging out al over the street for anyone to
see. Ask somebody if you think I'm alion.”

“A liar?’ In dizziness Dylan wanted to lead Robert Woolfolk back to his home, to show him the trails of
dust and shadows of faded housepaint on the parlor walls marking where the nudes had hung, missing
pictures of a missing woman, ghosts of ghosts.

“Don’'t call me no fuckin’ lion, man. I’'ll fuck up your white ass before I'm done. Show me your hand.”
“What?’

“Your hand. Right here. Let me show you something.” Robert encircled Dylan’swrist with hislong
fingers and turned it downward—Dylan watching in fascination as though from avast distance—then

curled it in one sharp motion toward Dylan’ s shoulder blade, so Dylan doubled at the waist, following
the line of force. Dylan’s knapsack tumbled over his head, notebook pages spilling to the concretein

file:///K [/eMule/Incoming/Jonathan%20L ethem%620-%20T he%620Fortress%200f%20Salitude.html (57 of 426)3-2-2007 15:20:50



The Fortress of Solitude

view between his knees. His face flooded with blood and breath.

“See, don't let nobody get you like that,” said Robert. “Y ou do anything they want, they get you arm
twisted back. I’m just telling you for your own good. Pick up your shit and clear out of here now.”

None of thiswas tellable. Asthey sat in the winter-squeezed light of Mingus Rude' s backyard window,
Barrett Rude Junior upstairs, strains of the Average White Band and his dlippered footfalls trickling
through the hardwood, Dylan and Mingus downstairs with their two heads bent together, leafing through
the new issues of Luke Cage, Hero for Hire and Warlock, Dylan couldn’t ask Mingus whether he'd also
seen the art handlers loading their truck or whether he’ d instead somehow withessed Robert Woolfolk’s
imaginary police. It was outside speech. To begin with, Rachel’ s disappearance didn’t want to be given a
name, aform to etch it in Dean Street history. And if Mingus had seen that parade of fleshy canvases,
Dylan didn’t want to know. Too, he couldn’t describe how the balance of terror Rachel had struck in
Robert Woolfolk was now tipped, because he felt a queasy instinct that Mingus and Robert should be
kept ignorant of each other. If they were destined to meet Dylan didn’t want to be the one who
introduced them, and if they were already familiar it was another thing Dylan was in no hurry to learn.
Finally, Dylan couldn’t ask Mingus Rude if black people called liars lions because Mingus Rude was
black. Sort of.

So silence and comic-book word balloons and the bass thump of the stereo upstairs.

One December afternoon Mingus tossed down his loose-leaf binder, bowed cardboard pressed with blue
fabric, fraying at the corners, and Dylan saw that on every surface surrounding Mingus's old

Philadel phia Flyers sticker the binder was laced with ballpoint scrawlings, lines dug in repetition like
Spirograph ovals, gestures toward some perfect, elusive form. Here was the scribble from schoolyard
walls, now carried home to Dean Street and plopped on Dylan’ s stoop.

“That’smy tag,” said Mingus when he caught Dylan studying the cloud of visual noise. “Here.” He tore
out a page and, holding his pen with fingers close to the point, tongue curling against his cheek in
concentration, wrote DOSE in angled block letters. Then he drew it again in a clumsy balloon font, the D
and O barely distinguishable, the E swollen so its three digits overlapped—faint mimicry, it seemed to
Dylan, of aMarvel Comics sound-effect panel.

“What's it mean?’
“It'smy tag, Dose. It'swhat | write.”

It was a new given. Anyone might have atag. Dylan might have one himself any day now. Further
explanations were or weren’t coming. The narrowed hours of winter light were aform of patience
themselves, a stoic reply to no question. Rachel had vacated a certain hysteria from the house, replaced

it with the telephone and assorted other ringing tones. A day had a hum like a seashell. Dylan watched
television, watched the mails, watched his father trudge upstairs to his studio. He listened to his mother’s
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abandoned records at low volume, Carly Simon, Miriam Makeba, Delaney & Bonnie. From the barred
window of his second-floor classroom he watched janitors trudge through a thin carpet of snow to
Dumpsters, which were covered with the newly visible scribble. Dylan had begun to pick out names,
layers in the mess. Most things had happened some time before Dylan came along, that’s why taking
them for granted was so crucial. Y ou could dia up any example in reruns, Room 222, The Courtship of
Eddie' s Father, The Mod Sguad. All was exemplary of daily life, the undertow of the normal.

Things occurred in one another’ s company that Dylan Ebdus and Mingus Rude might never discuss.
They watched the Super Bowl in Mingus Rude’ s parlor, first sealing afive-dollar bet in whispersin the
basement room, Mingus taking the Pittsburgh Steelers, Dylan, on helmet aesthetics, the Minnesota
Vikings. Then they’ d tiptoed upstairs, under the eye of the gold records. The parlor was rearranged, the
water bed hidden, the couch and a tremendous Barcalounger arrayed around a mammoth color
television. Barrett Rude Junior sat enthroned before the screen in blue satin pants and an unsashed silk
robe, histhick armsfallen to either side, palms open, legs sprawled halfway to the television. Coils of
black-and-white hair were like false starts, unfinished cursives on the flat brown page of his chest. He
cinched his head halfway from the pregame show to consider Dylan, squinted through his granny
glasses, his goatee warping wryly as he pursed immense lips.

“Thisyour friend, huh?’

Mingus ignored the question, sat on the couch.

“What’ s your name?’

“Dylan.”

“Dylan? | met that cat, man. Who you like in the game, Little Dylan?’
“Huh?’

“Who you like in the game?’

“Helikesthe Vikings,” said Mingus, distantly, fallen into some trancelike state induced by his father and
the immense, pulsing screen.

“Vikingslose,” said Barrett Rude Junior, so flatly that Dylan was momentarily confused—weren’t they
al hereto find out who won? The game wasn’'t arerun.

“You know the Dolphins?’ said Barrett Rude.

Dylan lied yes.
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“1 worked out with them, summer of * 71. Get the picture, Gus.”

Mingus rose from the couch and dlid into his father’ s carpeted bedroom, returned with aframed color
photograph, worm’ s-eye, showing Barrett Rude Junior in afootball uniform, ball curled to his chest,
dreaming eyes fixed worlds beyond the lens.

“Mercury Morrissaid I’ d make the cut as a second-string wideout, never got the chance, though. Damm
record company put the kibosh, thought | couldn’t protect myself. Cost me a Super Bowl ring, man.”

Barrett Rude Junior wound down, his voice purring to nobody in particular. The game itself, when it
began, turned out to be along green flattening: of huffing, robotic men, and of Dylan’ s interest. Football
was an arrangement of failures, a proving how unlikely most things were. Mingus kept his betting stake
private, just rooted maniacally for anyone to put it in the air. Dylan chanted silently along with the
commercials, I'd like to buy the world a Coke. Indi-gestion. Barrett Rude Junior twitched his fingers,
beating some tune on the Barcalounger’s arm.

“Gus, get me a Colt from the fridge, man.”

The yellow forty-ounce bottle sweated beads in the radiator-dry apartment. Barrett Rude wiped his
fingers on his blue silk knee after each sip, dark wipes which evaporated but left puckered signatures,
trails.

“Halftime y’all take ten dollars, get us some sandwich makings. Go round to Buggy’s, get me some of
that Swedish cheese | like. | hate that Puerto Rican cheese they got at Ramirez, man.” Barrett Rude
Junior said Buggy's like the rest of the block, it didn’t matter that he never went out. Names were known
indoors. The block was one thing, whole, it was proven again. The brownstones had ears, minds ticking

away.
Y all was a couple of yos walking together.

Dylan and Mingus wrapped themselves in their coats and jammed their hats to their eyes. Wind ripped
around the corner of Bond Street, flaying their bony legs, whistling in the vents of their Keds. Fists
balled in pockets, palms sweaty, knuckles frozen. Prying Buggy’ s door against the wind. She and her
German shepherd loomed as apparitions, creatures from Mars peering through glass. A black kid and a
white kid buying cheese and mustard. Buggy might not know it was the Super Bowl, might even think
the word was toilet-rel ated, a blue dusty item lining her top shelf, which nobody bought.

Mingus and Dylan assembled sandwiches and the three of them ate, Barrett Rude Junior raving about the
taste of the hot mustard, licking his fingers, muttering, punishing a second bottle of malt liquor. The
third quarter was a floodlit desert, men piled in disarray, time desolately stretched. Somewhere ice-laden
planes might be crashing, Manhattan might have snapped in two and drifted out to sea. Brooklyn was the
winter island. Outside it was black as night. Y ou’ d never have guessed the Super Bowl was so grim and
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insistent. A shot from a drifting blimp alleviated nothing. Mingus kept his vigil, closed into himself,
father-struck, father-stilled. Dylan scooted on his knees and picked through Barrett Rude Junior’ s record
collection, which filled the far corner beneath the mantel. Dylan flipped them forward and back, the
Main Ingredient’ s Afrodisiac, Esther Phillips's Black-Eyed Blues, Rahsaan Roland Kirk’s The Inflated
Tear, the Young Holt Trio’s Wack Wack, the names and cover art windows to some distant world as
embedded with irretrievable meaning as any single issue of Marvel Comics.

“You don’'t need to be looking at that stuff now,” said Barrett Rude Junior, distantly annoyed. “Sit up
and watch the game.” He squinted, seemed to consider Dylan’s entirety for the first time.

The whiteness of the boy in the black man’s house.

“Y our mother know you're here?’ Barrett Rude Junior asked.
“Dylan’s mother’ s gone,” volunteered Mingus from the couch.
“Y our mother’s gone?’

Dylan nodded.

Barrett Rude Junior weighed it. Dylan’s presence in his room was explained, that might have been his
first conclusion. Then, in slow motion, something else dawned. Dylan sensed in Barrett Rude' s heavy-
lidded gaze aflare of tenderness, felt it like a headlight’ s beam turning to enclose him.

“Mother’s gone, but the boy is keeping it together.” Barrett Rude Junior spoke the sentence twice. In the
first rendition the words emerged thick, deliberate, tongue-mashed. The second was a lilting echo of the
first, the line now a song of admonition, a beguilement. “Mu-tha’ s gone, but the boy is keeping it
together.”

Dylan nodded again, dumb.

Mingus Rude’ s father still gripped the blunt yellow bottle at its base. He waved it in acircle, toasting an
invisible table. “That’s cool. You're cool. Now, check out the long-players another time, Little Dylan.
Sit and watch the game.”

Did Barrett Rude Junior remind him of Rachel? Or was this only the longest the word mother had been
strung in the air since Rachel’ s vanishing? Dylan felt that she’ d drifted into the room, amist or cloud, a
formation. Mingus Rude sguirmed on the couch, wouldn’t meet Dylan’ s eye—seemingly he felt her too,
Rachel Ebdus or some other mother, pressing on him like aforce from above, like weather. Then she
drifted out of sight, the camera angle switched to the struggle of inches, runners writhing on shredded
ground, a helmet hugged like a baby on the sidelines, the long wait for a measuring chain to come
upfield.
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When at the end Mingus Rude put afist inthe air and said, “I won,” hisfather said, “What you win?’
“Me and Dylan had a bet.”

“How much?’

“Fivedollars.”

“Don’t play your friend like that. Any fool knows the Vikings can’t win no Super Bowl. Come here.
Come here.” When Mingus stood near enough Barrett Rude reached out with his wide hand, robe
spilling forward, exposing a nipple weirdly soft and large, and cuffed his son on the cheek with his palm.
It might have been affectionate if Barrett Rude’ s voice, the theatrical summoning, hadn’t marked it as
something else. Dylan watched Mingus rock delicately on his sneaker heels in expectation of another,
stronger blow. But Barrett Rude grew absent, examined his own hand front and back, as though for
something written there. Then he said, “Want money, don’t steal from your friend.” He extended an arm
to the mantel and peeled off atwenty from the roll which lay there, shoved it at Mingus. “Put your hat
back on and walk Little Dylan home now. And when you get back take a pick to your nappy-ass head,
don’t make me keep telling you.”

Winter days were static glimpsed between channel flips. Rotting snow like black diseased gumsin the
street. The projects were sealed up, the kids didn’t come out. Henry could be seen slinging a football
into the sky, basket-catching it himself. Alberto had abandoned him, shifted into new, more Puerto
Rican friendships. It was shocking how Henry was diminished, how much his stature had depended on
Alberto after all. Mingus appeared on the block before nightfall or was elusive for weeks. Comics got
weird, were thrown down in disgust. Warlock was canceled, they’ d never know how his battle with
Thanatos turned out. Jack “King” Kirby’sreturn to Marvel, from hisexile at DC, was still building
steam. Dylan pictured Kirby in alaboratory leaching the Superman toxins from his body, recovering
from kryptonite poisoning.

A guy jumped from the fifth floor of the halfway house on Nevins and impaled himself on the spiked
iron gate, which had to be cut out in a section and moved with him to the Brooklyn Hospital surgery
room. Kids took trips to see the fence, until the telltale spikes were capped by a new steel bar running
along their tops. You hadn’'t known it was a halfway house until someone jumped out, then it turned out
everybody knew. As with the Brooklyn House of Detention on Atlantic, you' d avoided that block on
communal instinct, knowledge you couldn’t have guessed you already had.

Dylan and Abraham stayed up late to see Saturday Night Live but after ten minutes Abraham declared he
didn’t get it, and rummaged angrily for a misplaced Lenny Bruce record. Time was running backward,
said Abraham. Things used to matter and be funny. Dylan took it on faith. One day Dylan found Earl
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slamming a spaldeen high off the face of the abandoned house, his teeth gritted as he said, over and
over, “I’m Chevy Chase and you're not! ” Earl was furious, disconsolate, nobody’s friend at the
moment. For anybody, ballplaying was now explicitly nostalgic. If afew kids formed a game they were
like the Puerto Ricans at the corner on milk crates, recounting the past, grumbling in ritual. Ball games
broke like false fevers, passed like moods. Marillaand La-La sang, nearly screaming, Got my sunroof
down, got my diamond in the back, put on your shaggy wig woman, if you don’t | ain’t comin’ back, oh,
shame, shame, shame, sha-ay-ame, shame on you! If you can’t dance too!

One thawing Saturday in March Dylan met Mingus at noon to walk up Court Street, through the scrap-
strewn park that stretched beyond Borough Hall, on a solemn mission Dylan didn’t understand. In the
park they bought hot dogs and knishes in greasy wax paper from a steaming cart, Mingus producing a
balled-up five from his coat pocket. Mingus rewrapped half his knish and put it where the money had
been, stash for the unknown destination. Just past the war monument the park tilted toward Brooklyn’s
edge, the crumpled waterfront: parking lots, garbage scows, city scrap yards. The Brooklyn-Queens
Expressway was a vibrating shadow, beneath it the streets still showed cobblestone in places, elsewhere
old trolley trackslay half buried in the new tar.

Mingus showed the way. They circled under the on-ramp to find stone stairs up into the sunlight of the
bridge' s walkway, then started across, over theriver, traffic howling in cages at their feet, the gray
clotted sky clinging to the bridge’ s veins, Manhattan’ s dinosaur spine rotating into view as they mounted
the great curve above theriver. The walkway’ s dlats were uneven, some rotten. Just an armature of
bolted wire lay between Mingus's and Dylan’s sneaker tips and the pulsing, glittering water. The bridge
was an argument or plea with space.

They halted two-thirds across. On the vast tower planted at Manhattan’s mouth were two lavish word-
paintings, red and white and green and yellow sprayed fantastically high on the rough stone, edges bled
in geological texture. Thefirst read MONO , the second LEE , syllables drained of meaning, like
Mingus's DOSE .

Dylan understood what Mingus wanted him to see. The painted names had conquered the bridge, pinned
it to the secret street, claimed it for Brooklyn. The distance between Mono’s and Lee’ s blaring, blurry,
timeless ten-foot letters and the binder-scribble and wall-scribble, the gnomic marks everywhere, might
be traceable, step by step. Tags and their invisible authors were the next skully or Marvel superheroes,
the hidden lore. Mingus Rude pulled out his half-eaten knish and nibbled it and the two of them stood in
awe, apes at amonolith, glimpsing if not understanding their future. The cars rushing below knew
nothing. People in cars weren’'t New Y orkers anyway, they’ d suffered some basic misunderstanding.
The two boys on the walkway, apparently standing still: they were moving faster than the cars.

Nineteen seventy-five.

Dylan Ebdus and Mingus Rude in the spring of 1975, walking home along Dean Street studying marker
tags in black and purple ink, on mailboxes and lampposts, DMD and FMD, DINE Il andSCAR 56 , trying to
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break the code, mouthing syllables to themselves. Dylan and Mingus together and alone, in windows of
time, punctuation. One crossing Nevins to dodge a clump of kids from the projects, keeping his white
face hidden in ajacket hood; one hanging in loose gangs of black kids after school, then walking alone
to Dean Street. The two of them, afifth and a sixth grader, stranded in zones, in selves. White kid, black
kid, Captain America and Falcon, Iron Fist and Luke Cage. In windows of time, returning from different
schools to the same block, two brownstones, two fathers, Abraham Ebdus and Barrett Rude Junior each
wrinkling back foil edges on TV dinners to discover peas and carrots that had invaded the mashed
potatoes and Salisbury steak, setting them on the table in dour silence. Dinner in silence or to the sound
of the television drowned by the baying of sirens, Nevins Street afire lane, a path of destruction, the
projects flaring up again, an apartment on the eighteenth floor with a smoldering mattress pushed
halfway out the window, stuck. The grid of zones, the huddled brownstone streets between prison and
projects, Wyckoff Gardens, Gowanus Houses. The whores on Nevins and Pacific. The high-school kids
pouring out of Sarah J. Hale all afternoon, black girls already bigger than yo mama, Third Avenue
another no-man’ s-land, the empty lot where they raped that girl. The halfway house. It was all halfway,
you walked out of your halfway school and tried to chart a course through your halfway neighborhood to
make it back to your own halfway house, your half-empty house. Dylan Ebdus and Mingus Rude like
figures stepping through mists of silence every few weeksto read a comic book or fool around with tags
in ballpoint, dry runs, rehearsals for something else.

His old teacher’ s office was unchanged, so it might all be a dream, a mistake. He might be cutting out on
a City College lecture at 135th Street to visit the Art Students League on 57th Street in 1961, might be
again the Columbus Avenue kid gawking like he wasn’t even a New Y orker, like he was some hick
loosed in hipsters' paradise, positive he saw de Kooning around every corner, airing his fresh goatee and
praying nobody would call him on the bluff, banish him back uptown. Back then Brooklyn had been
unknown to him, apart from Coney Island, that distant faded Wonderland where, at seventeen and high
on Coca-Cola, under the squeaking boardwalk, in bands of sun and shadow, he’ d unclasped his first
brassiere, Sasha Koster’s, and, balls aching, jetted spontaneously into his binding underwear. He should
have known that by spilling seed there, in the cold littered sand of Brooklyn, he’'d doomed himself. That
though MacDougal and Bleecker Streets seemed his future he would instead marry alife-drawing model
from Williamsburg, a Hunter dropout, a chain-smoker and pot-smoker, a hippie before there were
hippies, and end up raising their child alone in arow house five blocks from the Gowanus Canal. By
venting Sasha Koster’s breasts to the salt air he' d sworn himself to the borough.

His office was unchanged and Perry Kandel was unchanged, still genially shabby in an elbow-patched
sweater, teeth and skin still gray as an erased charcoal sketch, hair wild like a New Yorker cartoon of a
shrink. Kandel tipped his stolid middle over his desk to shake hands and wave at a chair, then sat back
and spoke as if resuming pursuit of a conversational point to which he’d been building for half hislife
but wouldn't reach if he lived twice.

“Thinkers aren’'t thinking, Abraham, teachers aren’'t teaching. The writers don’t write, they stand onstage
and play with themselves instead, emulating Mailer and Ginsberg. We' ve lost a generation. Y oung men
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walk into my office and declare their intention to live in a geodesic dome and tend bees, or compose
choral music in Esperanto. To do happenings. Tradition’s kaput. Nothing’ s good enough, not since
Warhol, that schmuck with earlaps. It isn’t interesting enough to be merely a man or awoman, even. |
went to see a so-called film at the Quad and in three hours learned only that David Bowie is without a
penis. Him, he can’t even play with himself. Me, | have a smaller ambition, to keep painters painting, a
few, anyway. You, Abe, you' re a grave disappointment.”

“You said ajob, Perry. Don’t torture me.”

“1 regard it as an act of despair. Y ou weren't selling when you sold to Hagopian, you were burying the
evidence like aguilty animal. Y ou're ashamed of paint, it embarrasses you. What, you' re surprised? Y ou
think word doesn’t reach me?’

“Has word of my wrecked marriage reached you?’ Abraham Ebdus spoke the words he hadn’t to this
point, and looked his old teacher in the eye, wanting to shock and silence him. In fact, he’ d shocked only
himself. Perry Kandel didn’t even pause for breath.

“There' s aproblem nobody’ s solved. A painter leaves atrail of wrecked marriages should he be so lucky
to get laid in thefirst place, but, but, but—essentially he persists in covering canvas with rabbit-skin
glue and pigment. That’s how he earns the right to go on wrecking them.”

Abraham wasn’'t going to descend to mentioning son, or mortgage. “1f what you told me on the
telephone was just to get me here for alecture—"

“Listen, it'sajob. Whether it's for you, you' Il decide. It would involve the application of paint with a
brush, but only for purely tasteless and reprehensible ends, so relax. Y our renunciation of your talent
should remain uncompromised.”

“|1 appreciate the concern.”

“1t’ s nothing. An editor acquaintance, a clever man to whom | frequently lose sums at the poker table, he
asked if | knew any young painters with both afigurative and an abstract bent, and with a sense of color.
| said sure, acouple. He presides over aline of science-fiction paperbacks, which he wants to market
with an eye on adults for a change, the college crowd, god knows what he imagines that is. For this he
wants someone outside the usual hack commercial painters. He used the word upscale. Personally, | hear
that word, | tremble. | wouldn’t want it applied to myself.”

Though certain to resume his galactic harangue before long, Perry Kandel paused now to savor hisown
last rhetorical flourish like he was sucking on an invisible cigar. Then, price extracted—A braham Ebdus
was more than usually conscious this day that every single thing in the world had its price—his old
teacher scribbled a name and a phone number on the pink duplicate copy of a student evaluation form
and pushed it across the desk.

file:///K [/eMule/Incoming/Jonathan%20L ethem%620-%20T he%620Fortress%200f%20Salitude.html (65 of 426)3-2-2007 15:20:50



The Fortress of Solitude

chapter 6

Rabbit-furred parka hood laced tight around his neck, tunnel vision further reduced by his bowed head,
the boy’ s narrowed view consists only of his own ribbed Converse sneaker toes shooting forward in
alternation through afur-lined oval window of rushing-past pavement. He walks this way along Atlantic
Avenue to Flatbush and Fourth, hands plunged in pockets, winter giving a certain minimal cover, a
chance to mask hands, face, all whiteness. Crossing Fourth he' sforced to lift the furred viewfinder, turn
it right and left, searching for the right moment to cross the lanes of heavy traffic to the newsstand on the
triangular island. Seen through the windshields of the steaming cars at the red light on Fourth, or through
the dusty windows of the Doray Tavern or the Triangle Pawn Shop, the boy might resemble a mole or

rat on two legs, gray hood tugged into a shape that resembles a darting, questing nose, one which sniffs
air for danger.

The mole-figure now scurries across the intersection to the shelter of the newsstand. There he looks up
again, turns the nose anxiously full circle, perhaps suspecting he’ s been followed. Finally, satisfied, the
mole crouches, under the indifferent eyes of the newsstand’ s proprietor, a bearded Arab who warms his
hands over the portable heater wedged at hisfeet in the narrow cubicle lined with People, Diario, The
Amsterdam News. The mole kneels, peels up his pants leg, wrinkles down his orange-striped tube sock.
Tucked moistly against his ankle is a paper dollar and three twenty-five-cent coins. It's Tuesday. The
mole-boy pushes the dollar and one of the quarters forward on the smooth-worn wooden lip of the
newsstand, then gently works the freshly arrived comic books out of the cold metal racks. One each of
The Avengers #138 and Marvel Team-Up #43, featuring Spider-Man and Doctor Doom, and three copies
of the debut issue of Omega the Unknown, an instant collector’ sitem, as promised by months of buildup
in the “Marvel Bullpen Bulletins’ columns in other titles. The proprietor glances, nods glazed consent.
The mole-boy’ s parkais opened for a dangerous instant, the comics slid ever so carefully into the
waistline of his pants. The mole-boy closes his coat, relaxes his arms, tests to see that he's walking
normally, that the presence of the comicsis concealed, but aso that the precious #1s are uncrumpled.
The remaining two quarters are now shifted to the coat pocket. They’re to travel with him, gripped in a
clenched, sweaty fist, for offering up at the first opportunity, the slightest confrontation. Mugging
money. Walk these streets with pockets empty, you're an idiot, asking for it.

This creature of pure fear waddles home, tiny steps to be sure the comicsdon’t slip.

Once indoors the mole-boy sheds his protective cover. The Avengers and Team-Up are put aside,
afterthoughts. Two copies of Omega the Unknown are tucked in sober plastic, the plastic is taped shut,
the sealed bags moved to a high shelf, archived. The last copy, that’s for reading.

The heralded Omega? He turns out to be a mute superhero from another planet, pretty much Black Bolt
mated with Superman, if you allowed the comparison. The comic isweird, worse than unsatisfying.
Omega, it turns out, isn’'t the main point of the thing. The majority of pages are given over to another
character, atwelve-year-old kid with an unexplained psychic connection to Omega, a bullied, orphaned
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kid who' s going to a public junior high in Hell’ s Kitchen.

Hey, maybe even the geniuses up at Marvel Comics knew you were in hell. Didn’'t matter, didn’t help,
because you weren't allowed to know it yourself, not really. There wasn’t any connection between you
and the poor, helpless kid in Omega the Unknown, not that you could permit yourself to see.

That kid? He just didn’'t have any street smarts.

Sixth grade. The year of the headlock, the year of the yoke, Dylan’s heat-flushed cheeks wedged into
one or another black kid's elbow, book bag skidding to the gutter, pockets rapidly, easily frisked for
lunch money or a bus pass. On Hoyt Street, on Bergen, on Wyckoff if he was stupid enough to walk on
Wyckoff. On Dean Street, even, one block from home, before the dead eyes of the brownstones, in the
shadow of the humming, implacable hospital. Adults, teachers, they were as remote as Manhattan was to
Brooklyn, blind indifferent towers. Dylan, he was abug on agrid of slate, white boy walking.

“Yoke him, man,” they’d say, exhorting. He was the object, the occasion, it was irrelevant what he
overheard. “Y oke the white boy. Do it, nigger.”

He might be yoked low, bent over, hugged to someone’s hip then spun on release like a human top, legs
buckling, crossing at the ankles. Or from behind, never sure by whom once the headlock popped loose
and three or four guys stood around, witnesses with hard eyes, shaking their heads at the sheer dumb
luck of being white. It was routine as laughter. Y oking erupted spontaneously, ajoke of fear, a piece of
kidding.

He was dismissed from it as from an episode of light street theater. “Nobody hurt you, man. It ain’t for
real. You know we was just fooling with you, right?’” They’d spring away, leave him tottering,
hyperventilating, while they high-fived, more like amazed spectators than perpetrators. If Dylan choked
or whined they were perplexed and dlightly disappointed at the white boy’ s too-ready hysteria. Dylan
didn’t quite get it, hadn’t learned his role. On those occasions they’ d pick up his books or hat and press
them on him, tuck him back together. A ghost of fondness lived in a headlock’ s shadow. Y oker and
yokee had forged a funny compact.

Y ou regularly promised your enemies that what you did together had no name.

Dylan leaked saliva, tears. On a cold day a nostril path of snot. Once, pee. He' d bite his tongue and taste
the seepage, the tang of humiliation swallowed back. They made faces, rolled eyes. Dylan was hopel ess,
stained with shame. They’d try to overlook it.

“Boy bleeds you touch him, dang.”
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“Nah, man, he all right. Let him alone, man.”

“You ain't gonnasay nothin’, right? Cuz you know we just messin’ around. We wouldn’t never do
nothin’ to you, man.”

He' d nod, collect himself, not open his mouth. Wait to be congratulated for gulping back a clog of tears,
for exhibiting silence.

“See? Y ou pretty cool, for awhite boy. Get outta here now.”

White boy was his name. He'd grown into it, crossed aline, become visible. He shined like free money.
The price of the name was whatever was in his pockets at the time, fifty cents or adollar.

“White boy, lemme talk to you for aminute.” Head tipped sideways, too lazy to take hands from pockets
to summon him. One black kid, two, three. One near a bunch, maybe, you couldn’t say who was with
who. Eyesrolled, laughing. The whole event a quotation of itself, alittle boring, nearly an indignity to
perform.

If heignored it, tried to keep walking: “Y o, white boy ! I’m talking to you, man.”
“What’ s the matter, you can’'t hear 7’

No. Yes.

“You don't like me, man?’

Helpless.

Thefact of it: he'd cross the street to have his pockets emptied. The outcome was obvious anyway. He'd
cross magnetized in disgrace, under the sway of an implicit yoking, so no one was forced to say See now
| got to fuck you up, cuz you don't listen, man. It was a dance, steps traced in yokes gone by. Call me
white boy and I’ [l hand you a dollar spontaneously, I’ m good at this now.

“Just come here for a minute, man, | ain’t gonna hurt you. What you gotta be afraid for? Dang, man.
Y ou think I’m gonna hurt you?”

No. Yes.

The logic was insane, except as a polyrhythm of fear and reassurance, a seduction. “What you afraid of ?
You aracist, man?’
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Me?
We yoke you for thinking that we might: in your eyes we see that you come pre-yoked.
Your fear makes it our duty to prove you right.

He was caged on street corners, stranded anywhere. A pair of kids made a human jail, a box of disaster
waiting on the innocent sunlit pavement, as though he'd climbed into the legendary abandoned
refrigerator.

Two voices made paradoxical, unanswerable music. Their performance for one another’ s sakes, not his.
The pleasure was in counterpoint, no place for athird voice.

“Who you looking for? Ain’t nobody gonna help you, man.”
“Nah, man, chill out. Thiswhite boy’s all right, he’s cool. You don’t got to fuck with him.”

“Fuck he starin’ at me for, then? Y 0, man, you aracist motherfucker? I might have to fuck up your
stupid ass, just for that.”

“Nah, man, shut up, he's cool. Y ou cooal, right man? Hey, you got adollar you could loan me?’
The distillation, the question at the core of the puzzle, asked a million times, a million ways:
“What you lookin® at?’

“Fuck you lookin’ at, man?’

“Don’'t look at me, white boy. I'll slap you, motherfucker.”

Here was what Robert Woolfolk had prepared him for. He' d awarded Dylan the gift of his own shame,
his mummy’ s silence, for use on adaily basis. Each encounter bore Robert’ s signature—glancing pain
and tilted logic, interrogations spinning nowhere. Ritual assurance that nothing had actually happened.
And the guilt of Dylan’s whiteness excusing everything, covering it all.

What
the

fuck

file:///K [/eMule/lncoming/Jonathan%20L ethem%620-%20T he%620Fortress%200f%20Solitude.html (69 of 426)3-2-2007 15:20:50



The Fortress of Solitude

am
I
looking
at?

If mole-boy ever lifted his darty eyes from the pavement he might have been casting around for a
grownup, or maybe some older kid he knew, someone to bail him out. Mingus Rude, say, not that he
was clear he' d want Mingus to see him this way, cowering at the prospect of a yoke, white boy with
cheeks hate-red. Hey, I'm not racist, my best friend is black! Thiswasn’'t halfway sayable. Nobody had
ever said who was whose best friend. Mingus Rude likely had a million of them, seventh graders, black,
white, who knew. And the mole-boy could have said black aloud about as easily as Fucking looking at
motherfucking YOU, man! Anyway, Mingus Rude was nowhere near. The seventh and eighth graders
were housed in the main building on Court Street, while Dylan was aone in the annex, one block and a
million years, amillion terrified footsteps, and one million-dollar kid away.

Abraham Ebdus handled the stack of postcards just as he had the dlices of burned toast, loosely, nearly
dropping them, and frowning as though they had ruined something or were ruined themselves. He stared
at hisfingers after he' d scattered them on the breakfast table. Perhaps the postcards had left a scent or a
smudge of something on hisfingertips. Maybe they’ d be improved by being scraped clean, or smeared
with butter and orange jelly. Really they wanted to be tossed out. He let the kid have them instead.

“Someone you know in Indiana?’

The boy had come to breakfast with his backpack on, running late, as always. They were like old men at
the YMCA, the two of them waking to their two alarm clocks in their two bedrooms and meeting for
breakfast. Dylan’s a clock radio tuned to an all-news station which leaked through Abraham’swall a
blaring theme of trumpets and tel etype sound effects, a voice boasting “ The newswatch never stops,”

like being driven out of sleep by a newsreel headache. The kid lived in an anxious world. His nervous
system seemed tuned like arobot’s. Now he edged up to the table with the backpack humped up onto the
back of his chair and blinked at the postcards while he gulped orange juice.

“The first one came a month ago,” said Abraham. “The one with the crab.”

Abraham Ebdus saw the kid needed new shoes. Dylan crushed his shoe backs by cramming into them
with the laces tied, and carved away the inner rim of the heels with his pigeon-toed walk which
corrective soles left uncorrected. He wanted to wear sneakers every day, certain sneakers which every
kid desired. He'd spoken angrily and Abraham had understood that at stake was less status than a certain

file:///K |/eMule/Incoming/Jonathan%20L ethem%620-%20T he%620Fortress%200f%20Solitude.html (70 of 426)3-2-2007 15:20:50



The Fortress of Solitude

bottom line of humiliation, the survival of the kid' s willingness to even keep braving school every day.
He' d bought him the sneakers but still insisted on the brown corrective shoes which looked like 1950s
boaters. Sneakers two days out of five wasthe rule.

The boy fingered the postcards but didn’t comment. “Toast is burned,” he said instead, head ducked
down. He turned the postcard with the picture of the crab over twice, reading the lines, then scowling
again at the Technicolor-hued photograph of the red crab on tan sand. His glasses slipped downward and
he shoved them back quickly with his thumb, an occult gesture performed with afugitive's deftness. The
kid was a hider.

“Give meyour glasses,” said Abraham.

Dylan didn’t speak, just handed them over. Abraham fished out of akitchen drawer atiny screwdriver
and cinched the hinge screws on the kid' s plastic frames. The glasses were shit, made of shit, part of the
contemporary ocean of plastic. Abraham frowned at them and did what he could, tightened the screws,
doing his miniaturist’s work. Thiswas the level at which things could be improved. He wished now he'd
taken the strange, inadequate postcards to his studio and altered them, forged the typist’s Courier font
with his delicate brushes, fixed the stupid, enigmatic words to make them mean something more than
they did, repainted the fire-engine-red crabshell a natural green and brown. As though crabs were bright
red before you cooked them, idiots.

Abraham Ebdus had studied the crab postcard for an hour the day it arrived, five weeks ago, in fact.
Dylan’s name was typed in full on the back, the address was typed, the message too, al with a manual
typewriter that had a misaligned ribbon which ornamented each of the wobbly-struck letters with a faint
under-halo of red. Close inspection revealed too a miniature trail of oily gear marks made by the
grinding of the postcard along the typewriter barrel’ s right edge. The postage stamp was a reproduction
of LOVE by Robert Indiana—that charlatan—and the message, which included no capitals or
punctuation, read:

this crab runs sideways west
out of the pot

but not out of potluck

pacific ocean mermaid dreams

be good d and you' |l see one

Unsigned. Postmarked Bloomington, Indiana, which to Abraham could hardly mean less. Three more
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postcards came in the following weeks. The second showed the same Indiana postmark, followed by two
boasting an erratic trail west, Cheyenne, Wyoming, and Phoenix, Arizona. All stamped with LOVE and
al equally gnomic, only now the typist had given attribution, still in type, at the foot of the flighty
poems, capitalized to show it was the author’ s name: Running Crab. Abraham Ebdus had read Running
Crab’ s subsequent messages with afury that blurred the dopey words so they swam in hisvision.
Anyhow, they weren't addressed to him.

Now he again asked his son, “Got afriend in Indiana?’ He was fishing, couldn’t help himself.

Dylan didn’t reply, just scooped the postcards together like a deck of cards and shoved them into his
backpack without reading them. Saving them for later. He seemed quite unsurprised.

“1 should have given them to you when they came,” said Abraham. “I will from now on. If more come.”
Dylan stared up at him for an instant, adjusting the placement of his tightened frames on his nose.

“1 aready got two,” Dylan said. “They came on Saturday.”

Now Abraham was silenced.

Outside, at the bottom step of his stoop, the boy looked back to be sure Abraham wasn’t watching
through the parlor window, then slung his knapsack off his shoulders and unsnapped the top. Inside were
his sneakers, Pro Ked 69ersin navy blue canvas, with the red-and-blue rubber stripes on the sole as thick
and satisfying badges of legitimacy. Under the prodding of afingernail the rubber stripes had the chewy,
resistant texture of afresh spaldeen. Today nobody would hound him singing Rejects, they make your
feet feel fine, rgects, they cost a dollar ninety-nine, because these sneakers indisputably weren’t rejects.
Few things were as clear. While the knapsack was open the boy stashed his glasses, pushing them into
the corner beside the six Running Crab postcards, the two he' d retrieved from the mail himself, the four
new ones, three unread, which he’'d study later. His interest in the postcards was clinical. The missives
from Running Crab were amusing but had nothing to do with hislife, like a dated and essentially
forgettabl e television show you watched alot anyway, but disdainfully, priding yourself on how seldom
you laughed or even cracked a smile, Gilligan's Island or Mister Ed.

He changed his brown corrective shoes for the Pro Keds, but the shoes didn’t go in the knapsack. They
didn’t go anywhere near school, not anymore. The shoes had a place under Rachel Ebdus’ s overgrown
forsythia plot in the yard to the left of the stoop, a cranny the boy had scooped out where they could nest
with the earth and the bugs and the twigs until the boy came home from school and retrieved them. The
shoes were an artifact from the fitful past, fossil shoes, and they belonged in the ground. Everyone knew
to call them roachstompers because they associated them, properly, with their ancient cousins. That their
survival into the present was uncanny didn’t make it any less embarrassing. The shoes ought to adapt,
grow wings and disguise themselves as present-day birds, like the dinosaurs had. Or return to the ocean,
become turtles. Until they burrowed back into the past where they belonged they could live in the earth,
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nestled in the cool forsythia roots which would never again be thinned or trimmed, and there they would
be denied the sunlight which embarrassed them. It was for their own good. If Running Crab sent a
postcard with areturn address maybe he’ d send her the shoesin the mail. Crab and shoes could run
together, could scuttle into the sea. Dylan, he'd stick with Pro Keds.

Near the finish of that desultory sixth-grade spring they found each other again, like it was the most
normal thing in the world, like they hadn’t missed half ayear of afternoons. Mingus wore a military-
green jacket though it was too warm for a jacket, and the jacket clanked, full of some metallic something
which had been pushed through torn pockets to nestle in the lining. The jacket’ s back panel bore
Mingus's tag, DOSE , elaborately surrounded by asterisklike stars and swooping punctuation. All went
unremarked. Dylan pushed his schoolbag just inside Mingus' s basement door and they slouched their
way together down Dean Street, the block which had become so useless now, no skully, no ball games,
any kid you could think of off in some cluster or gang, like survivalist cells. Just Marillaand La-La, but
they didn’t even seem to recognize you now as they sang to each other I’ m eightee-een with a bullet, got
my finger on thetrigger, I’mgonna pull it, yeah —

They crept wordlessly into Brooklyn Heights, away from Dean Street, putting the Gowanus Houses and
the Wyckoff Gardens at their backs, leaving Court Street and |.S. 293 skirted entirely. By way of
Schermerhorn Street they dlipped past the shadow of the Brooklyn House of Detention into the preserve
of the Heights. There they fell with relief to perfect invisibility on the silent, shady streets—Remsen and
Henry and Joralemon—ancient brownstone blocks like placid opening shots, scenes never to be
disturbed by any action. Remsen in particular resembled an arboretum, a diorama of perfect row houses
beneath a canopy of trees, their underlit parlor ceilings glowing through curtains like scul pted bultter,
brass doorknockers and doorknobs like the features of gleaming masks, street numbers etched in silver
and gold leaf on beveled-glass transoms. Here was Brooklyn prime, the condition to which Boerum Hill
lamely aspired. Here, stoops were castle stairs. No one went in or out that Dylan saw.

They were pretty much invisible too in the throngs on Montague Street, the three o’ clock flood of
private-school kids from Packer Institute and Saint Ann’s and Brooklyn Friends. The Heights kids
clustered around the Burger King and the Baskin-Robbins in giddy crowds, boys mixed with girls, all in
Lacoste shirts and corduroys, suede jacket sleeves knotted at their waists, flutes and clarinets in leather
cases heaped carelessly with backpacks at their feet, senses so bound up in a private cosmos of flirtation
that Dylan and Mingus passed through them like an X ray.

Then ablond girl with an intricate mouthful of braces stepped out of her gaggle of look-alikes and called
them over. Eyes wild with her own daring, she showed a cigarette.

“Got alight?’

Her friends busted up at the self-conscious comedy of it, but apparently Mingus didn’t care, could live
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inside the quote, make it real. He dug in his jacket lining and pulled out a bright blue lighter, like a PEZ
container that blurted a curl of fire. How she’ d known he'd have it Dylan couldn’t fathom. The tone of
the scene switched again, the girl leaned in, eyes narrowed ferally now, thrilled and wary, tilted her
head, scooped her hair around her ear to protect it from the flame. She turned her back the moment the
cigarette was lit and Dylan and Mingus moved on, dismissed.

The Heights kids were rich most of all with each other.

The Heights Promenade was arim of park cantilevered over the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway and the
shipyards, Brooklyn’s sulky lip. Old men and women pecked forward like pigeons on cobblestone, or sat
arrayed, frozen with clutched newspapers on benches in the face of Manhattan’ s tedious spires, the
skyline a channel no one watched that played anyway, like an anthem, like famous static. Beyond it
spilled the garbagey bay, yellow Jersey smoke clung over inching ferries, over the trinketlike Statue.
Dylan and Mingus were detectives, not really here. They followed clues. The trail was legible in gushy,
streaked font on lamppost bases and mail deposit boxes, fire-alarm poles, garage doors, finger-traced in
dust on the panels of trucks.

ROTO I, BEL | , DEAL , BUSTER NSA , SUPER STRUT , FMD .

“Non-Stop Action,” translated Mingus. He was hushed by the knowledge, his eyes unfocused. “Flow
Master Dancers.” Tags were no different from anything else: codesin layers, ready to be peeled away or
overwritten.

Roto and Bel and Deal werein DMD Crew, a new outfit, jokers from Atlantic Terminals, ahousing
project across Flatbush Avenue.

Super Strut was old school, he went way back. The style might look funny now, but you wouldn’t
disrespect it.

The syllable TOY was written in mockery over certain tags, disrespect for awriter who was atoy.
Write TOY on aDMD tag, get your ass kicked.

Mingus fished in hislining for his EIl Marko, a Magic Marker consisting of a puglike glass bottle
stoppered with afat wick of felt. Purple ink sloshed inside the tiny screw-top bottle, staining the glassin
curtains of color. Mingus drew out a safety pin and stuck the felt in a dozen places, pinning it out he
called it, until theink bled so freely it stained the light skin at his palm, then the green cuff of his

oversize jacket. Dylan felt a quiver of the pleasure he associated with his father’ s tiny brushes, with
Spirograph cogs and skully caps.

DOSEwent up on alamppost, Mingus's hand moving in studied arcs.
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A tag was areply, acall to those who heard, like adog’ s bark understood across fences. A reply in moist
purple. The letters dripped and stunk thrillingly. Every time they went up Mingus hustled Dylan away,
the EI Marko clanking back in hisjacket lining against the blue lighter and whatever else. Mingus
pushing at Dylan’s elbow, the two boys crossed the street diagonally, ducking pursuers who weren’t
necessarily real. Their path was a zigzag sentence consisting of a single word, DOSE , written in blank
spots found everywhere.

Under oblivious eyes, the invisible autographed the world.

The long path of the Promenade curled at the end in a small abandoned playground, two swings, adlide.
Mingus took a minute to tag DOSE on the heel-dented mercury sheen of the slide, a particularly juicy
rendition with a dripping halo.

He offered Dylan the El Marko. The purple-fingerprinted bottle rolled like something ripein Mingus's
stained palm, a plum.

“Go ahead,” he said. “Tag up. Hurry.”
“How do | know what to write?’
“Don’t you got atag yet? Make one up.”

Vendlemachine, Will-Fuck, Dose. Marvel Comics had it right, the world was all secret names, you only
needed to uncover your own.

White Boy ?

Omega the Unknown ?

“Dillinger,” Dylan said. He stared, not quite reaching for the El Marko.
“Too long, man. Something like Dill Three, D-Lone.”

A Filipino baby-sitter creaked a stroller into the playground. Mingus slipped the marker into his jacket,
tilted his head.

“Let’'sgo.”

Y ou could flee awoman who was four feet tall and a baby lashed into a stroller, scramble away giddy
and hysterical. It was only real threat that froze you where you stood, your feet like bricks, to dig in your
pocket and offer up your bills and change. Go figure.
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Mingus hoisted onto the fence surrounding the playground, swung aleg, dropped. Dylan, trying to
follow, doubled himself on the fence. Mingus braced under Dylan’s arms while Dylan scrabbled with his
foot. They fell together like cartoon catsin a sack on the other side.

“Dang, son, get off me!”

Dylan found his glasses where they’ d tumbled in the grass. Mingus brushed at his pants, his jacket, like
James Brown checking his suit for imaginary lint. He was grinning, lit up. A shard of leaf in the coils of
his hair.

“Get up, son, you're on the ground!” Mingus at his happiest called Dylan son in abooming voice,
another quotation, half Redd Foxx, half Foghorn Leghorn.

He offered his hand, yanked Dylan to hisfeet.

There was something about a physical collision, a moment when fond irritation found an outlet. It
wasn’'t sexual, more just the routine annoyance of what you were supposed to be doing with your time
being answered by the occasional pratfall.

You felt itsuse. The Italian kids on Court Street knocked each other down at regular intervals.
Dylan wanted to clear the leaf from Mingus's hair but left it alone.

They trudged down a grade to a hidden patch of land, atilted triangle of desolate ailanthus and weeds,
choked in exhaust at the edge of the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway, cars whirring indifferently below.
The patch was littered with cigarette butts, forty-ounce bottles, shreds of tires. It formed another oasis of
neglect, with all the secret authority of the abandoned house. Even the Heights was shored with
wreckage, the characteristic crap that underpinned everything.

Again they’ d traveled in famous traces, like pilgrims. The stone wall that rose up to the Promenade was
covered with six-foot letters, patient graffiti masterpieces to be viewed by the passing drivers. They
backed toward the traffic to view the art, Dylan adjusting his glasses on his nose. MONO and LEE : the
Dynamic Duo had struck here too.

In Dylan’s mind Mono was black and Lee was white.

Mingus leaned against the painted wall, shaded by a canopy of ailanthus, and thumbed the blue lighter,
held it sideways to the tip of a small, faucetlike chrome pipe, another surprise product of the green
jacket’ s lining. Head tilted, eyes squeezed in concentration, Mingus sipped at smoke, held it in with thin-
pressed lips. Fumes leaked from his nose. He nodded his chin at Dylan, finally exhaled.
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“Y ou want some weed?’
“Nah.” Dylan tried to keep it breezy, an incidental turndown that could have gone either way.

Below, trucks roared past, awall in motion. They bore their own graffiti markings from other parts of
the city, alien communication spread by an indifferent carrier, like avirus.

“1 took it from Barrett. He keeps it in the freezer.”

These days Mingus called his father Barrett. To Dylan it was probably the key to everything, a crucia
stance. Alone, he' d rehearse the possibility under his breath: Abraham, Abraham, Abraham.

“Does he know?’ Dylan asked.

Mingus shook his head. “He got so much, he won’t even notice.” He flicked the lighter again, the bowl
of the pipe flaring orange, crackling faintly. Dylan worked not to tip his fascination.

“Y ou ever smoke weed?’
“Sure,” Dylan lied.
“It'sno big thing.”

“1 know.”

“Everybody gets theyselves high on something—that’ s what Barrett says.” Every-body gets they-selves
high on some-thing carried like musical DNA atrace of Mu-tha’s gone but the boy is keeping it together.

“It'sokay, | did it before, | just don’t want to right now.”
“Before?’ Mingus tested him gently.

“Sure,” said Dylan. “My mom's apothead.” Asit came from his mouth Dylan knew he' d betrayed
Rachel, tossed her out like a skully cap you played indifferently, didn’t mind losing.

Shrugging around in your own language, falsely casual, you discovered what you already knew. The
stories embedded in the words like puns, waiting.

Running Crab not out of potluck.

“Yeah, well, speaking of which, my moms kicked Barrett out for smoking drugs,” said Mingus. He was
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compelled to chip in his own disaster, then went mute. Possibly mentioning anyone’s moms out loud,
even your own, was miscal culation enough to blow an afternoon.

Y ou were never ineligible for a screwup like that—say the unsayable word and watch it foul the sky.
Dodging any mention of Intermediate School 293 or the terms white or black you might think you were
in the clear, but you' d be wrong.

There ought to be awhole other language. Asit was, talk of Rachel pointed like a sundial shadow to
situations like Robert Woolfolk, stuff you' d worked to leave obscure. Then you were right back where
you didn’t want to be. Pinned to the grid.

A white boy in sixth grade, squirming in the glare.
Y oked.
Yo mama.

Mingus made the pipe disappear into his jacket. The two of them clambered up the grade, scaled the
fence easily, and in silence stalked back along Pierrepont, putting the Promenade behind them. Though
Dylan was ready now to be offered the El Marko, ready to uncap the pinned-out, purple-soaked felt and
feel it flow under his own hand, to discover his own graffiti name and to plop it dripping on the sides of
lampposts beside Mingus's DOSE , they tagged nothing. Mingus's hands remained buried in the pockets
of the jacket, fists pushed into the lining to grip the lighter and the pipe and the El Marko so they didn’t
clank together as they bounced against his thighs.

Mingus stalking ahead. Leaf still in hishair.
Dylan wasn’'t even atoy, not yet.

Probably Mingus was high too, his brain in some other quadrant, the Negative Zone maybe. That part
was too much to factor. Just another revoltin’ development, to quote Ben Grimm, more commonly
known as the Thing.

He' d learned to let the mail sit until the boy came home from schooal, to let the boy toss down his
knapsack and sort whatever had been pushed through the mailslot and palm away the Running Crab
postcard, when one had come, hide it among his private stuff, a category of the boy’ s that was ever-
expanding. Only after Dylan had dlid the mail around with his foot, spreading it on the hallway floor and
abandoning it there did Abraham Ebdus retrieve the bills, letters, exhibition announcements, whatever
else might have come. So the day’s mail sat all afternoon just inside the door, and Abraham on his
journeys downstairs from studio to kitchen for coffee or sandwiches did his honest best not to notice
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whether there might be a postcard sticking out of the pile. He didn’t want to know.

Tonight, after Dylan had passed through the hallway and moved to the kitchen to unpack his homework
on the table, Abraham found a thin package pushed through the slot, return-addressed with the name of
his new employer. Though he guessed its contents instantly, he held the package in his gaze for along
minute, darkness massing behind his eyes, a sort of headache of pride and rage. When he finally tore it
open a shudder of self-loathing went through him, and he nearly ripped the package in half down the
center, destroying the thin mass-market paperback book before it was unveiled.

Neural Circus by R. Fred Vundane, the first in a series called the New Belmont Specials, heralded as
“Mind-Warping Speculative Fiction for the Rock Age.” Jacket art by Abraham Ebdus: athird-rate
surrealist landscape or moonscape or mindscape of brightly colored yet somehow ominous biomorphic
forms, indebted to Mir0, indebted to Tanguy, indebted to Ernst, indebted even to Peter Max, and
repaying none of those debtsin the least. The art department of Belmont Books had overlaid his
gouache-on-pasteboard with an electric-yellow sans serif font meant to resemble computer-screen
lettering. Abraham wished now he’ d denied them the use of hisreal name, substituted a pseudonym
instead, as the author apparently had: A. Fried Mothball or J.R.R. Foolkiller. The colors he' d applied
with his own brushes hurt his eyes.

Abraham carried the book into the kitchen, thinking he’d drop it casually onto the table in the middle of
Dylan’s homework. Pique compelled hiswrist and he flipped the book to the floor instead. It skidded,
spinning to a spot under the table near Dylan’ s feet. Dylan raised his eyebrows, looked under the table.

“What'sthat?’ said Dylan.
“My first published book,” said Abraham, unable to modulate the bitternessin his tone.

Dylan scooped the book up from the floor and took it into the parlor, wordlessly. Abraham moved a
package of defrosted lamb chops from the refrigerator to the sink, ran the tap. Set onions on the counter,
considered them. He could only bear the silence for afew minutes before peering in to see Dylan
screwed into the corner of the couch, his whole body curled around Neural Circus. Dylan didn’t look up
as Abraham entered. The kid read books like he was engaged in some sort of scavenger procedure,
scowling in concentration, turning pages at improbable speed while he flayed away the inessential flesh
of prose and inspected the skeleton of story, the bare facts or crucial nonsense. Dylan Ebdus didn’t read,
he filleted.

Abraham returned to the kitchen. He sliced onions, tossed the chopsin a pan. By the time he' d gotten
dinner on the table and was about to summon Dylan, the boy trotted back in with the garish little book.

“Not bad,” said Abraham Ebdus's son. His tone suggested he' d read plenty that were worse. And then,
in an act of almost unbearably dry wit, the boy returned the book carefully to the spot on the floor where
Abraham had thrown it, covered his mouth with his fist and mimicked a slight cough, and turned to his
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dinner.

The book lay there through dinner, at sea between their feet. Later, after the television was on, Dylan
safely established at his pew in the church of The Sx Million Dollar Man, Abraham retrieved the book
and slipped it into his back pocket, carried it upstairs to his studio. There he cleared arow of ink bottles
from a shelf just above eye level, at the desk where he painted film. Neural Circus would have company
soon enough: he' d already painted three more jacket designs for the New Belmont Specials, and a fourth
lay in rough form on atable across the room. He couldn’t consider it now.

He dipped his brush, and focused his hot, onion-stinging eyes on the small celluloid frame where he'd
left off work. Hisfilm's plot had lately turned to the banishment or purgation, by degrees, of color. By
infinitessmal movements, small blottings and eclipses, black and gray were coming to dominate the zone
above the horizon line at the center of the frame, and white and gray the zone below. What colors
remained were muted, fading rapidly as though disheartened by the trend, their obvious death sentence.
They’ d seen the writing on the wall. First they came for the crimsons and | didn’t speak up, then they
came for the ochres —

The New Belmont Specials were purgatory for the banished colors, Abraham decided now. By expelling
onto the jacket designs his corruptest impul ses—the need to entertain or distract with his paints, the urge
to do anything with his paints apart from seeing through them to the absolute truth—he’ d further purify
his film. The published paperback art, he saw now, with athrill that felt almost vindictive, would be a
Day-Glo zombie standing in for his painting career, a corpse that walked. Meanwhile, thriving in
seclusion, like aPortrait of Dorian Gray in reverse, would be the austere perfection of the unpublished,
unseen film.

Mole-boy ventures out in springtime unprotected. Takes his chances. He folds adollar into sixteenths
and works it into aslot on the inside of his belt buckle, arms himself with a double bluff: two quartersin
his pocket, and another fifty cents he’'swilling to cough up tucked into his sock. Whatever it takes. This
operation isroutine. In his front pocket, though, the scrabbling furtive creature has a stash he’ s nervous
about, his hands eager, prickly. Hisown El Marko, jet-black, seal unbroken. At Pearl Paint on Canal
Street the Saturday before, on arun for art supplies, the mole-child had gathered it up with a sketch pad
and along tin box of colored pencils. Abraham Ebdus paid for the lot, no questions asked.

It's Saturday, not quite ten in the morning the fifth day of June. Sixth grade is nearly shed now, thel.S.
293 Annex aone-year carapace, like agross bodily phase, a mistake. What' s the point of a one-year
school? You couldn’t grow into any useful stature. Next year was what mattered now, always had been,
if you'd only known. Y ou were readying for seventh grade. The main building on Court Street, with
Mingus Rude in the grade ahead. There you’ d stand some chance. Maybe. Seventh grade: concentrate,
bring it into being. Looking anywhere beyond that, to high school, the guilty muffled fantasy of girls,
blond girls like the lost-not-forgotten Solvers, islikely unwise for a mole-creature looking to avoid
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getting yoked. Take it one step at atime, o creature of the depths.

Meantime, prepare to enter Mingus' s ranks. Earn your stripes, locate your name. Saturday morning you
could dare to hope the kids in the projects were all still in their Jockey underwear, five to a couch,
watching Merrie Melodies on black-and-white screens. The stink of the solvent factory on Bergen isthe
only thing loud today, the Puerto Ricans not yet assembled in front of Ramirez’ s store, the vacant bus
floating like a chubby mote in new-summer light toward Third Avenue. A morning like this one might
be a safe time to bring your name into being, throw it up on awall. Nevertheless, mole-boy moves with
nothing short of usual caution. Day, night, doesn’t matter. Who knows how he'll explain if he’s cornered
and forced to empty his pockets, show the El Marko. The thing’s a stolen passport, a charm he hasn’t
earned the right to carry.

Glancing behind, he moves up Nevins.

On the block of Pacific Street between Nevins and Third a couple of side-by-side empty lots had been
converted into what was called a vest-pocket park. Really just adent in the block’ s fagade of
brownstones, a square of ungreen public space, full of an oddly deep sandpit and some modernistic
climbing furniture made of heavily lacquered wooden beams, plus the conventional slide and swings.
The vest-pocket’ s floor was black rubber matting in squares, joined by jigsaw-puzzle hinges, and strewn
everywhere with broken glass and stubbed cigarettes and evaporated puddles of urine that marked the
site’strue life. The slide and swings and the bolted-down garbage bins and the brick of the walls that
made the vest-pocket’ s three sides were thick-layered with tags in spray paint and marker. A kid was
widely regarded as an idiot for setting foot in that sand even in sneakers, forget barefoot. That's if you
entered the Venus Flytrap of the park at all. Mole-boy regards it as a zone he sees the less of the better,
and it takes courage for him to enter it now, though a quick glance confirms he's alone.

He fumbles the El Marko free of his pocket and looks for a clean spot.

The last square of untagged surface in the vest-pocket is low on the underside of the slide, the angle
awkward-to-impossible. Knees bent, he duckwalks into the slide’ s shadow and uncaps. Smells the fresh
reek of the black ink. He' s got a name ready, a secret with himself, practiced a thousand times the past
two weeks, ballpoint on school desk, Sharpie marker on loose-leaf binder, bare fingertip in the air.

But thisisn’'t going to happen today.
Because today isthe day the flying man falls from the roof.

First a shadow flashing at the corner of the boy’s eyes as he crouches under the slide, an immense bird-
or bat-like stretch of black against the brick wall. Flight, reversed. Then a collapsing thud, someone
thrown, and the wheezing sigh, the exhale thrown from a body by force of impact. The long sigh
resolving into amoan. The boy starts, grazing his head on the slide’ s underside, drops the marker. Caged
in the slide’ s shadow, he wondersif he could somehow hide there from the whatever.
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Answer’s nope, he can't.
“Little white boy,” groans the voice. “Whatchoo doin’ ?’

The flying man is huge, up close. He' s seated on the rubber matting and against the wall, a few feet
away, knees up, two hands at his right ankle, rubbing. The skin of his knobby, flinty hands and at his
ankle, at each of his ankles, bare above ratty red sneakers— rejects, in point of fact—is scaly, psoriatic,
white tracing on alligator black. He' s dressed in jeans oiled gray with filth and a formerly white shirt,
cuffs shredded, a button dangling by athread. And over his shoulder, crumpled between his wide back
and the brick wall, a bedsheet cape, knotted at the neck just like the kid in Where the Wild Things Are,
only stained yellow. Unavoidably the boy thinks: pee -stained. And the flying man smells like pee, even
worse than the park does.

The flying man grumbles again, 1ooks up even as he goes on rubbing his ankle. His jaw is stubbled and
pitted, curls of white boiled in dark acne. His nose points sideways. And where the flying man’s eyes
ought to be white they’ re that same pee-stain color, as though he’ s somehow urinated even into his own
eyeballs.

Dylan Ebdus doesn’t speak, he stares.
The flying man nods at the fallen El Marko. “ Scrawling up some nassyshit on the walls, | seen you.”
“You fell down,” says Dylan Ebdus.

“Nah, man, | flew down,” says the flying man. “Fucked up my motherfucking leg, though. Can’t land
right no more.”

“How—how can you fly?’

“Hah. Ain’t ' cause of this fucking thing, that’s for damn sure.” The flying man pulls now at the sheet

around his neck, sticks his blunt fingersin the knot and jerks it loose, surprisingly easily. He balls the
soiled cape and tosses it to the side, into a pile of broken glass. “ Tangle me up, hurt my leg, dang,” he
mutters. “Got to be fallin’ al the time.”

Dylan Ebdus takes a cautious step toward the uncapped El Marko where it lies on the rubber floor of the
park.

“Gohead, pick it up. | don’t give a shit "bout no fucking graffiti, man. Least of my problems, shit.”

Dylan grabs the marker, capsit, and putsit away. The flying man seems to be talking to himself now,
anyway.
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“Hey, man, you got adollar, man?’

Dylan Ebdus stares again. The flying man shows his teeth, which are small and too spacious. Hisgum a
flare of brown and pink.

“You can't talk, man? | axed if you got adollar.”

The mole-boy isamost relieved to shift to such familiar turf. On automatic, he digsin his pocket.
Another part of him, though, still calculates trajectories, replays that flash and thud of descent a minute
before. His eyesflicker to the rooftop, three stories high. From thereto here ?

Elsewhere this day’ s unstarted. The park an empty bracket, no one walking Pacific Street’s sidewalk to
confirm or triangul ate any goings-on.

The flying man reaches up and Dylan Ebdus hands him fifty cents, stepping into the aura of stink to do
it. He steps quickly back.

The flying man palms the quarters, turns a silver ring on his pinky finger, his eyeslocked on Dylan’s.
There' sarime of white crusted in the fine lines of the flying man’s neck, as though he' s been beached,
baked in evaporating salt.

“1 used to fly good,” says the flying man.
“I’ve seen you,” says Dylan, nearly whispering, the knowledge appearing with the words.

“Can’'t no more,” says the flying man angrily, then licks hislips. “Muthafucking”—here he works to
find aword—"air waves always got to be knocking me down.”

“Air waves?’

“Hah. Hah. | can’t stay in the air no more. That’ s the problem, man.” The flying man suddenly spots the
quarters shining in his cracked palm, like shards of mirror sun-caught in amuddy curb. “That’s all you
got, man? That’s all you got for me?’

Dylan nods mutely, then undoes his belt and surrenders the tiny, wadded dollar, not unfolding it but
dropping it like a Chiclet into the cup of the flying man’s vast fissured hand.

“Hah. You really seen meflyin’?’

The flying man lifts his chin to point at the distant rooftops above Pacific and Nevins, the roof of P.S. 38
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and beyond, to the Wyckoff Houses. Seagulls wheel in the pale sky, strayed from Coney Island or Red
Hook.

Dylan Ebdus nods again, then flees the park.
chapter I

A postcard from Running Crab, postmarked Bloomington, Indiana, August 16, 1976. The front a black-
and-white photograph of Henry Miller on the beach at Big Sur, naked apart from aloincloth so bigit's
like a baby’ s diaper, wrinkled chest sagging below caustic grin and sunburned brow. A statuesque, black-
haired woman stands aloof behind him, in abikini and afilmy wrap, ankles in surf, ignoring the camera.

don’t let hank fool you d

a brooklyn street kid never quits
dreaming of stickball triples
egg creams and the funnies

in hismind he' sdick tracy
she's brenda starr

not venus on the half shell

|love beachcomber crab

He stared at the tickets so long his eyeball vibes might have scoured off the ink bearing that blind coon’s
name and replaced it with his own. Some fool up at Artists and Repertory had sent him two tickets to see
Ray motherfucking Charles at Radio City Music Hall, as though he was likely to sit pondering a mile of
the spangled white pussy known as the Rockettes—from the goddamn bal cony!—just to see that
haughty jive-ass banging on a grand piano hollering “ God Bless America.” Never wished to play Radio
City, why would he be found in the balcony ?

He' d propped his parlor windows open high. Outside, Dean Street moaned in an ailment of humidity.
The heat was granular, undissolved. The sunlight on the strewn mirror blobby, swimmy. Nothing rippled
the curtains, the air didn’t move. Just a steady distant Puerto Rican beat from the square in front of
Ramirez' s store, might be the same song for the last two hours, the whole afternoon. Cars moved like
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Jellyfish, barely distinguishable from their medium, aripple where the tar met the air.

Four black kids dancing like startled spidersin the flow of awrenched-open hydrant on Nevins and
Bergen.

He tossed the tickets on the mirror, then carved out aline, taking care to point his toes outward, ten and
two on the face of an imaginary clock. He' d recently devel oped a technique of widening his hips and
knees and keeping his back arched as he leaned forward, so that breathing a line became more natural,
the blow raining into his open lungs, flushing him through with cool air. Too many cats snorted while
balled up, imbibing the drug ragefully, their bodies fistlike.

It was like singing, a matter of what distant quadrants in your belly and chest you could find to offer up.
Commitment on a deeper level.

From the low angle he puzzled the tickets with his eyes, exploring how they lay twinned on the mirror,
dark writing inaccessibly sandwiched in shadow between the two pairs, the real and the reflected. Maybe
Crowell Desmond, his so-called manager, had engineered this affront. A widely unknown historical fact
was that Ray Charles had personally bounced areel of Subtle Distinctions' demos when he was running
Tangerine, saying, reputedly, Don’t come around here with this Motown-sounding doo-wop horseshit.
But could Desmond, who'’ d crept onto the scene only a year ago, be savvy to that fact? Not likely.
Anyway, Crowell Desmond lacked initiative for such a cryptic put-down.

Barrett Rude Junior picked up arolled dollar bill and drew aline clear into hislower gut, into his balls
and dick. Felt the chill there shudder outward everywhere through his clammy, sweat-boiled carcass.

Nigger, he thought. Nig- guh, maor falling to minor, an interval of sevenths.

Fugitive melodies lurked in the space between syllables, niggers themselves crouching in the dark.

No, the bestowal of the Ray Charlestickets was A& R working on its own, twitches from a corporate
body which had never walked, only groveled. The resemblance to sentient life purely accidental.
Someone in the offices had the wholly asinine and improbable notion they’ d sweet-talk him up to
Montreal to record some discofied bullshit with the German producer of the Silver Convention, wanting
to turn him into Johnnie Taylor, maybe, or the Miracles after Smokey split, soul men in mirror-studded
spandex bodysuits singing for horny Valley of the Dingbat housewives.

Move it up, move it down, move it in, move it out, Disco Lady! Then take me out behind the house and
shoot my lame black ass.

Nihhh- gahhh, like breathing.
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Could turn into a Curtis Mayfield falsetto thing, maybe.

In the same cause the sycophantic flacks had one month earlier dragged to his doorstep a slick new four-
track tape recorder with a note on cream-colored gold-embossed stationery reading Barry, never forget
you wrote Bothered to get me off your back, I'mstill onit, Ahmet. Asif that white-goateed upper-
management hipster had likely even noticed the tune until the Mantovani Strings version had floated into
his private fur-lined elevator.

Atlantic had ripped him off in hisincarnation as the lead voice of the Servile Distinctions, siphoned
royalties from his account like draining a pool. Then asfinal insult brought in Andre Deehorn and some
no-name scab singers and built tracks around unfinished vocals, for release as a bogus final album— The
Subtle Distinctions Love You More! —after he’'d quit. Now they wheedled and cgjoled for the chance to
resume ripping him off as a solo act. Only heartfelt emotion they’d ever know, like hungry cousins
ringing your phone: Come back and spread green on us again, brother! He' d stashed the four-track
below, in Mingus's apartment, its magnetic virginity intact. Now he turned the same way with the
tickets, shouted down the stairwell.

“Gus, man, get up here. Got something for you.”

Mingus came upstairsin a T-shirt and his Jockey shorts, looking sleepy-eyed at one in the afternoon. He
cocked his head at the drift of cocaine on the sun-mottled mirror, the smeary ghosts of inhaled lines that
trailed out of it.

Kid stared at the blow like he’ d never seen it before.

“What?" said Barrett Rude Junior. “Y ou want to get high?” He waved his hand at the mirror from his
big chair where he sat, felt the weight of his arm, abanner of flesh moving in the damp air.

Nihhh-gahhh, nihh-gahh, got you-self an itchy tri-ggahhh fin-gahhh. Could be a theme song for some
movie about a pimp. Maybe he ought to fish that four-track recorder upstairs, shock their minds with a
new track, number-one hit single on the R&B charts, first time the word nigger ' s ever been on the
radio. Go fuck yourself, Omlet!

It seemed to take a thousand years for Mingus to quit staring and shake his head.

Barrett Rude Junior just laughed. “Don’t tell me you ain’t hittin’ it when I’ m not around. Nothing to be
ashamed of.”

“Lay off.”

“1 know what’ s wrong with you. Y ou're saying, Barry best get this cleaned up before Senior comes up
here. Read your eyes, man.”
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“l didn’t say nothing.”

“Whatever. | got these tickets for you if you want them. Brother Ray Charles, up at Ray- dee -oh City.
Drinkin’ wine spo-de-o-dee, drinkin’ wine.”

“You don’t want to go?’
“Nah, not tonight. Why don’t you call up afriend, hop up there on the F train.”

Mingus took the tickets. Barrett Rude Junior rubbed his nose and upper lip with his knuckle, waiting.
Him and Mingus both fine-beaded in the day’ s wet heat.

“Ray Charlesisthe man, Gus. Big part of your cultural heritage right there, my man. You'll be telling
your kids you were there, Ne-ver fo-get the time | saw Bruth-a Ray.” He couldn’t say why he wanted the
boy to go. “Plus they got some fine air-conditioning up there in that balcony, man. Go cool out with a
friend, get out the heat. Take Dylan. Or that raisin-looking ghetto child you been bringing around,
what’s his name? Robert. Radio City likely blow that boy’s mind.”

The talk came out of him in one breath and was strangely taxing. He closed his eyes and when he
opened them Mingus stood there still looking at the tickets as though Barrett hadn’t spoken.

“Y ou gonna go, or what?’
“You got other plans?’ asked Mingus.

“What' s that got to do with it?’ In truth, Barry had his eye on a double feature at the Duffield Theater up
on Fulton Street, The Bingo Long Traveling All-Sars & Motor Kings and Car Wash. Leverage his own
ass out of the day’ s heat, into some dark windowless auditorium with best-be-working air-conditioning.
Just not to contemplate Ray Charlesin atuxedo. “Y ou want the tickets?’

Mingus shrugged. Scratching himself in his underwear, eyeballing his father, trying to figure the angle.
“Take them, think it over, give Dylan acall.”
“Youdon't careif | sell them?”’

Barrett Rude Junior eyeballed his son in return. “Nah, man, | don’'t care.” His disappointment was
irrational, huge. “But once you’ re all the way up there, why not check it out? It’ s bread you want, I'll
give you bread, Gus.”
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His pushing only stoked Mingus's own resistance, he saw now. If your old man doesn’t want to go see
Ray Charles why should you want to go? Too much effort all around, this day especially. Brooklyn was
atropical place, faint marimba notes suspended in the yellow air, now a Mister Softee truck’ s incessant,
circular tune, rising and falling like an ambulance whine as it positioned itself on Bergen, Bond, Dean,
Pacific, drawing sluggish kids like ants to a soda spill. Manhattan seemed a thousand miles away,
another city.

Barrett Rude Junior could have done with a soft-dipped cone himself come to think of it.
Getting one was another whole story altogether.
Didn't see himself standing at no ice-cream truck.

Under the marimba and the Mister Softee jingle he breath-chanted nihhh-gahhhh, nihhh-gahhh, the tune,
let’s admit it now, going nowhere, unfolding into nothing but itself. Nigger would be a song unsung,
more dust blown away. Besides, the four-track recorder was impossibly distant, a rumor as farfetched
and unlikely as the ice-cream cone, as Manhattan.

Y ou don’'t fetch what’ s too far. Hence the phrase.
Now, how wasit that blow always make him want to close his eyes? Made no sense at all.
And why couldn’t Mingus answer one simple goddamn question?

When Barrett Rude Junior opened his eyes again hours had passed. He' d been wallowing there all
afternoon and into the dusk hour, Mingus long gone wherever with the tickets. He awoke entombed in
the dark, heat-glazed to the leather chair, the folds of his chin and neck chafed with sweat. The curtain
flapped lightly in a useless breeze which had quietly worn the knoll of cocaine and chased grainsto the
edges of the mirror. Probably on the carpet as well.

He' d already spilled it on the water bed the night before, a new layer of sheen between his body and the
sheets. Let it cover the whole house in alayer—it would be there when he’ d need it, he’d run his fingers
over the walls, snort the carpet. He' d bring a woman home and use her like a sponge to pick it up and
get high cleaning it off her body.

True enough, he’' d need to get this part of hislife stashed away before Barrett Rude Senior got sprung
and came up north.

Now haul your ass up splash water on your neck get out the damn house already, it’s nighttime.

The Duffield was agrand ruin of an Art Deco movie palace, an experiment in what happened if you
never cleaned aplace for fifty years, just sold tickets and stale candy to stick to the floor and flat colato
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erode the hinges of the sprung upholstered chairs when it spilled. One chair in four was upright enough
to sit in. Otherslooked like they might have been attacked, stabbed by angry gangs. The walls were
panels of torn crimson felt between gold-painted cherubs and rosettes, now blackened and nose-chipped
into dingy gargoyles. The place was unnaturally dark. Red exit signs hovered in the murk, cigarette haze
floated up through the projector beam to nest in the massive wrecked chandelier, below the peeling vault
of the ceiling, the misaligned film played over the edges of the heavy rotting curtain at both sides of the
screen. The screen itself showed bullet holes and was prominently tagged by Strike and Bel I1.

Barrett Rude Junior paid for histicket and went inside, found a seat under the balcony. Bingo Long was
started already, maybe half over. The air was cold and rank. The place was two-thirds full, heads
clustered in groups to the distant reaches of the giant room, all smoking and laughing and talking back to
the movie. Squeals and moans in the darkest corners. A woman could be giving birth to twinsin the
balcony, nobody’ d know. Barrett Rude leaned back, tested his springs, settled in. He' d had the foresight
to ferry in abrown sack with aforty-ounce Colt, not troubling to hide it from the indifferent ticket
ripper. Now he eased the cap off. It voiced a quick shuffff of freed carbonation, answered by an envious
murmur from those in the Duffield near enough to have heard: Wish I’ d thought of that, damn.

Bingo Long was no good. It stunk, in fact, full of cloying Dixieland jazz and Billy Dee Williamsin a
three-piece suit like he thought he was Redford in The Black Sing. Plus too little Richard Pryor, too
much James Earl Jones making like Paul Robeson, that tired nobility jive. Didn’t matter. It was half over
and soon Car Wash would start and the crowd was good and the air was cold and the liquor was cold.
He only had to stretch it out, not drink it up before the second feature. Everyone was here to see Car
Wash in the first place. Not that they’ d be any quieter then.

It was at the break when the lights rose that he saw them, the nappy dark head and the straight and
nearly blond-haired head beside it, the two of them slumped twenty rows closer, at the front where the
screen surely loomed like a sky they couldn’t see to the edges of, their identical blue Pro Keds thrown
up across the seats in front of them. Mingus had rounded up Dylan, sure—probably dragged him uptown
to Radio City to scalp the tickets too. Unloaded them on some white folks in evening dress, no doubt.
Then hauled ass back to Brooklyn, like he' d read Barrett Rude Junior’s mind, for the double feature.
Shit, it didn’t take amind reader. Anyone in their right mind for a mile around was at the Duffield
tonight, and if you' d delivered free Ray Charlestickets to their mailboxes that morning it wouldn't be
any different. Who wouldn’t want to be here jeering through Bingo Long in the dark, anticipation just
making things better, waiting for Car Wash, all that Norman Whitfield-Rose Royce pizzazz on the
soundtrack? Only proved the boy had sense.

It was entirely possible that one song could destroy your life. Y es, musical doom could fall on alone
human form and crush it like a bug. The song, that song, was sent from somewhere else to find you, to
pick the scab of your whole existence. The song was your personal shitty fate, manifest as athrob of pop
floating out of radios everywhere.
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At the very least the song was the soundtrack to your destruction, the theme. Y our days reduced to a
montage cut to its cowbell beat, inexorable doubled bass line and raunch vocal, a sort of chanted sneer,
surrounded by groans of pleasure. The stutter and blurt of what—a tuba ? French horn? Rhythm guitar
and trumpet, pitched to mockery. The singer might as well have held a gun to your head. How it could
have been allowed to happen, how it could have been allowed on the radio ? That song ought to be
illegal. It wasn't racist—you’ll never sort that one out, don’t even start—so much as anti- you.

Yes they were dancing, and singing, and movin’ to the groovin’, and just when it hit me, somebody
turned around and shouted —

Every time your sneakers met the street, the end of that summer, somebody was hurling it at your head,
that song.

Forget what happens when you start haunting the green-tiled halls of Intermediate School 293.

September 7, 1976, the week Dylan Ebdus began seventh grade in the main building on Court Street and
Butler, Wild Cherry’s “Play That Funky Music” was the top song on the rhythm and blues charts.
Fourteen days later it topped Billboard ’s pop charts. Y our misery’ s anthem, number-one song in the
nation.

Sing it through gritted teeth: WHITE BOY!

Lay down the boogie and play that funky music 'til you die.

When Dylan Ebdus first spotted Arthur Lomb the other boy was feigning pain in the far corner of the
schoolyard. At some distance Dylan heard the cries and turned from the entrance of the school to look.
Catching sight of Arthur Lomb was like noticing the flight and fall of a bird across a distance of |eaf-
blurred sky, that flicker at the corner of vision, the abrupt plummeting. Like the flying man too,
something Dylan did and didn’t wish to have noticed. It occurred at that moment of slippage after the
bell had rung and the gym teachers who patrolled the yard had returned inside, ahead of the flood of
students, so the yard became alawless zone, that terrible sudden reframing of space which could happen
anywhere, even inside the corridors of the school. Nevertheless it was a clumsy mistake for the boy now
cringing on the ground to be caught so far from the yard’ s entrance, a mistake Dylan felt he couldn’t
forgive. He wouldn’t have forgiven it in himself.

Arthur Lomb fell to his knees and clutched his chest and keened. His words were briefly audible across
the depopulating yard.

“| can't breathe! ”
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Then, each syllable riding a sharp insuck of air, “I! ” Pause. “Can’t! ” Pause. “Breathe! ”

Arthur Lomb was pretending asthma or some other weakness. It was an identifiable method: preemptive
suffering. Nobody could do much with akid who was already crying. He' d become useless, untillable
soil. He had no spirit to crush and it was faintly disgusting, in poor taste. Anyway, thisweirdly gasping
kid might not know the rules and talk, tattle to some distant cloddish figure of authority what he
imagined had been done to him. He might even be truly sick, fucked up, in pain, who knew? Y our only
option was to say Dang, white boy, what’ s your problem? | didn’t even touch you. And move on.

Dylan admired the strategy, feeling at once a cool quiver of recognition and a hot bolt of shame. He felt
that he was seeing his double, his stand-in. It was at least true that any punishment Arthur Lomb endured
was likely otherwise Dylan’s, or anyway that a gang of black kids couldn’t knock Dylan to the pavement
or put him in ayoke at the exact moment they were busy doing it to Arthur Lomb.

From that point on Arthur Lomb’ s reddish hair and hunched shoulders were easy to spot, though he and
Dylan had different homerooms, and schedul es which kept them from overlapping anywhere except the
schoolyard at lunch hour. Arthur Lomb dressed in conspicuous striped polo shirts and wore soft brown
shoes. His pants were often highwaters. Dylan once heard a couple of black girls serenading Arthur
Lomb with a couplet he hadn’t himself elicited since fourth grade, snapping their fingers and
harmonizing high and low like a doo-wop group: The flood is over, the land is dry, so why do you wear
your pants so high ?

Arthur Lomb carried an enormous and bright blue backpack, an additional blight. All his schoolbooks
must be inside, or maybe a couple of stone tablets. The bag itself would have tugged Arthur Lomb to the
ground if he'd stood up straight. Asit was the bag glowed as a target, begged to be jerked downward to
crumple Arthur Lomb to the corridor floor to enact his shortness-of-breath routine. Dylan had seen it
done five times already before he and Arthur Lomb ever spoke. Dylan had even heard kids chanting the
song at Arthur Lomb as they slapped at his reddened neck or the top of his head while he squirmed on
the floor. Play that fucking music, white boy! Stretching the last two words to a groaning, derisive, Bugs-

Bunnyesque whyyyyyyyboy!

There were just three other white kids in the school, al girls, with their own girl factors to work out. One
shared Dylan’s homeroom, an Italian girl, black-haired and sullen and tiny, dwarfed by the girls all
around them who exploded with hormonal authority. The black and Puerto Rican girls had risen to some
other place where they wererightly furious at anything in view, jostling at one another and at the
teachersin arage of sex. However, their very size offered an approach: it was feasible to pass unseen
below. Homeroom was a place for honing silence in atheater of noise and so the Italian girl and Dylan
never spoke. Asfor Arthur Lomb, Dylan supposed he and the other boy had been kept apart
intentionally by some unseen pitying intelligence, to avoid making both more conspicuousin their
resemblance. Thiswas a policy Dylan endorsed heartily, whether it existed outside of his own brain or
not. Even at that remove, Arthur Lomb bore the mingled stink of Dylan’s oppression mixed with his
own, so that it was hard to tell where one began and the other left off. Dylan wasn’'t in any hurry to get
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closer. Redlly, he wanted no part of Arthur Lomb.

It was the library where they finally spoke. Dylan and Arthur Lomb’ s two homerooms had been
deposited there together for a period, the school librarian covering some unexplained absence of teachers
for an afternoon, a blip in the routine nobody cared about anyway. Most kids sent to the library never
arrived there, ended up outside the building instead, taking the word as a euphemism for class dismissed.
So thel.S. 293 library was drab but peaceful, an eddy of calm. Below a poster advertising A Hero Ain't
Nothin’ But a Sandwich, abook the library didn’t actually offer, Dylan placed himself against awall and
flipped open issue number two of the Marvel Comics adaptation of Logan’s Run. Asthe period ticked
away glacially, Arthur Lomb buzzed him twice, squinting to see the title of the comic, then pursing lips
in false concentration as he mimed browsing the half-empty shelves nearby, before stepping close
enough for Dylan to hear him speak in an angry, clenched whisper.

“That guy George Perez can’t draw Farrah Fawcett to save hislife.”

Thiswas a startling allusion to several bodies of knowledge simultaneously. Dylan could only glare, his
curiosity mingled with the certainty that he and Arthur Lomb were more objectionable, more
unpardonable, together than apart. Up close Arthur Lomb had a blinky agitated quality to his features
which made Dylan himself want to knock him down. His face seemed to reach for something, his
features like a grasping hand. Dylan wondered if there might be a pair of glasses tucked in the
background somewhere, perhaps in a side pocket of the monumental blue backpack.

Dylan hurried the comic book into his binder. He' d bought it on Court Street at |lunchtime and debated
allowing it to be seen inside the school, a breach of general good sense. It was alousy comic, though,
stiff with fidelity to the movie, and Dylan had decided he wouldn’t care anymore than he' d be surprised
iIf it was taken away. This, a conversation with his homely double, wasn’t the price he' d expected to pay.
But Arthur Lomb seemed to sense the dent he’ d made in Dylan’ s attention and pressed on.

He smirked again at the comic book where it had vanished into the binder.
“Seen it?’

“What?’

“Logan’s Run.”

Fuck you looking at? Dylan wanted to shriek at Arthur Lomb, before it was too late, before Dylan
succumbed to hisloneliness and allowed himself to meet Arthur, the other white boy.

“Not yet,” Dylan said instead.
“Farrah Fawcett isafox.”
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Dylan didn’'t answer. He couldn’t know, and was only chagrined that he even knew what Arthur Lomb
was talking about.

“Don’t feel bad. | bought ten copies of Logan’s Run #1.” Arthur Lomb spoke in a hurried whisper,
showing some awareness of his surroundings, but compelled to spill what he had, to force Dylan know
to him. “Y ou have to buy number ones, it’s an investment. |’ ve got ten of Eternals, ten of 2001, ten of
Omega, ten of Ragman, ten of Kobra. And all those comics stink. Y ou know the comics shop on
Seventh Avenue? The buildings on that corner are all brand-new because a plane crashed there, you
heard about it? A 747 tried to crash-land in Prospect Park and missed, no kidding. Big disaster. Anyway,
guy runsthat shop is an a-hole. | stole a copy of Blue Beetle #1 from him once. It was pathetically easy.
Blue Beetle is Charlton, you ever hear of Charlton Comics? Went out of business. Number one'sa
number one, doesn’t matter. Y ou know Fantastic Four #1 goes for four hundred dollars? The Blue
Beetle might be an all-time record for the stupidest character ever. He was drawn by Ditko, guy who
created Spider-Man. Ditko can’t really draw, that’ s the weird thing. Makes everything look like a
cartoon. Doesn’'t matter, it’s anumber one. Put it in plastic and put it on the shelf, that’swhat | say. Y ou
use plastic, don’t you?”

“Of course,” said Dylan resentfully.

He understood every word Arthur Lomb said. Worse, he felt his sensibility colonized by Arthur’s, his
future interests co-opted.

They were doomed to friendship.

chapter 3

T hree weeks earlier, Dylan Ebdus had stood on the dlate in front of Mingus Rude' s stoop, waiting.

Women trudged little kids to kindergarten at the Y or moved alone up Nevins to the subway. Two gays
from Pacific Street tugged |eashed dachshunds, in another world. A bunch of black girls swept up from
the projects to gather Marilla, who was in high school now, at Sarah J. Hale, down on Third Avenue.
They shared a cigarette for breakfast, rumbled around the corner in aball of smoke and laughter. All
under the angled morning light, distant Jersey haze, merry solvent-factory stink getting you mildly high,
the pillar of the Williamsburg Savings Bank clock tower organizing the sky, time different on itstwo
visible faces but either way it was time to go, today the first day of school everywhere in the world,
possibly. This day when summer ended was as hot as summer, even at eight in the morning.

Only one thing wrong with this picture, as the block cleared, the bus breathed past, a dog barked in a
cyclelike code. Dylan standing in long pants and with his backpack full of unruined binder pages and
dumb pencils and hidden glasses and still-virgin El Marko. He felt like an apple skinned for inspection
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at the new school, already souring in the sun. Those dogs could tell and probably anybody else too, he
stank of panic.

If Mingus Rude would walk with him up Dean Street to Smith or Court, walk through the doors of the
school with him, side by side, it might be different.

Dylan went to the shuttered basement window and rapped. Mingus' s own entrance under the stairs had
no doorbell.

Dylan should have planned it with him in advance, he saw now.
Up the stoop, he rang the bell.

Herang it again, shifting in his Keds, anxious, time ticking away, the day and the prospect of seventh
grade rapidly spoiling with him in the sun.

Then, like an irrational puppet, panicked, he leaned on the doorbell and let it ring in a continuous trill.
He was still ringing it when the door opened.

It wasn't Mingus, but Barrett Rude Junior in awhite bathrobe, naked underneath, unhidden to the strest,
arms braced in the door, looking down. Face clotted with sleep, he blinked in the slanted, scouring light.
He lifted his arm to cover his eyes with shade, looking like he wanted to wave the day off as a bad idea,

a passing mistake.

“Hell you doing, Little Dylan?’

Dylan took a step back from the door, to the first step down.
“Don’t never be ringing my doorbell seven in the morning, man.”
“Mingus—"

“You'll see Mingus at the got-damn school.” Barrett Rude was waking into his anger, hisvoice like a
cloud of hammers. “Get out of here now.”

Seventh grade was where it turned out when you finally joined Mingus Rude in the main building
Mingus Rude was never there. Asif Mingus walked another Dean Street to school, another Court Street,
had actually all thistime gone to another |.S. 293 entirely. The only evidence in the opposite direction
was the proliferation of DOSE tags on lampposts and mailboxes and on trucks which moved wearily
through the neighborhood, Mingus's handiwork spread in a nimbus with the school building at the
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center. Every few days, it seemed, produced a fresh supply. Dylan would covertly push aforefinger
against the metal, wondering if he could measure in the tackiness of the ink the tag’ s vintage. If his
finger stuck slightly Dylan imagined he' d followed Mingus by minutes to the spot, barely missed
catching him in the act.

For three weeks Mingus Rude was like the flying man, a rumor with himself Dylan couldn’t confirm.
Mingus's vacancy from his own schooldays, and from Dylan’s, was the secret premise of an existence
which was otherwise unchanged except by being worse every possible way. Seventh grade was sixth
grade desublimated, uncorked. It was the Lord of the Rings trilogy to sixth grade's The Hobbit, the real
story at last, all the ominous foreshadowed stuff flushed from the margins and into view. It wasn’t for
children, seventh grade. Y ou could read the stress of even entering the building in the postures of the
teachers, the security guards. Nobody could relax in such aracial and hormonal disaster area.

Bodies ranged like ugly cartoons, as though someone without talent was scribbling in flesh.

The biggest shapes were the angriest. That’s what they were, shapes—between hiding your glasses and
averting your gaze you were Mr. Magoo now. The less you met anyone’s eyes the less chance you'd
ever risk doing it, a self-fulfilling program.

Chinese kids had apparently gotten some warning well in advance, and had thoroughly disappeared.
Puerto Rican or Dominican kids seemed to be tiptoeing away from the scene of everything. They
decorated themselves differently and spoke more Spanish each passing hour. The way they occupied
space in homeroom or gym class they were there and not there, an operation of mass adjacency.

The scariest fights were between two black girls.

On Court Street and Smith Street it wasn't even clear who was and wasn'’t in your school. Other bodies
floated around, loose elements. A couple of black kids might corner you and ask, “Y ou Italian or awhite
boy?’ and all you' d know for sure was not to point out that the Italian kids were white. A black kid
might be scared of something, might be watching his back on Court like an Italian kid watched hison
Smith, but whatever they were scared of it was never going to be you. Anyway, no Italian kid would' ve
answered I’'m Italian. He' d have said Fuck you think I am? Or just grabbed his dick through his pants
and sucked his teeth, flared his nostrils,

Y ou, you were a million miles from any such procedure.

More in the market for a case of fake asthma.

The day after Dylan Ebdus and Arthur Lomb spoke of the Blue Beetle in the library, Mingus Rude
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resurfaced. At three o’ clock, the hour when the doors were thrown open and the school exploded onto
the October-bright pavement, when Court Street shopkeepers stood arms-crossed in doorways, their
jaws chewing gum or nothing at all, just chewing under narrowed eyes. Dylan used the Butler Street
entrance, looking to be lost in the flow of anonymous faces as he left the building, hoping to be carried a
distance down Court Street disguised in aclot of anybodies before exposing himself as a solitary white
boy. Today he stopped. Mingus sat cross-legged on the rise of a mailbox on the corner of Court and
Butler, regarding the manic outflow of kids with a Buddha's calm, as though from an even greater height
than the mailbox, another planet maybe. He might have been sitting there placidly for hours, unnoticed
by the school security guards or the older Italian teenagers who roamed Court, that’ s how it felt. Dylan
understood at once that not only hadn’t Mingus been inside the school today, he' d never crossed its
doors since summer, since the start of his eighth-grade year.

“Yo, Dill-man!” said Mingus, laughing. “1 was looking for you, man. Where you been?’

Mingus unfolded his legs and dslid off the mailbox, pulled Dylan sideways out of the crowd, like there
was never a question they left school together, like they’d done it every day for three weeks. They
crossed Court, into Cobble Hill, Dylan hitching his backpack high on his shoulders and trotting to keep
up. Mingus led him up Clinton Street to Atlantic Avenue, kids from 1.S. 293 dl left instantly behind.
There the neighborhood opened out, the shipyards visible under the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway, the
avenue tilting down to the yellow-glinting water. It was as though Mingus knew paths from the school
Dylan in his stupefaction couldn’t have plotted for himself.

“l haven’'t seen you—" Dylan began.

“Whenever you call me, I'll bethere,” Mingus sang. “Whenever you need me, I’ ll be there — | been a-
round! Here.” He crumpled a couple of dollarsinto Dylan’s hands and nodded him to the Arab
newsstand on the corner of Clinton. “Get me a pack of Kools, Super-D.” He tipped his head again. “I’ll
be over here.”

“l can’'t buy cigarettes.”

“Say it'sfor your mom, say she always comesin there. He'll sell it to you, don’t worry. Better let me
hold your backpack.”

Dylan tried not to turn his head at the rack of comics as he stepped into the narrow, darkened corridor of
a shop.

“Uh, pack of Kools. It'sfor my mother.”
The operation unfolded precisely as scripted. The guy raised an eyebrow at the word mother, then dlid

the Kools across the linoleum counter with nothing besides a grunt.
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Back outside, Mingus stashed both cigarettes and change in his jacket-of-mystery, then led Dylan back
along Clinton, toward the park on Amity Street.

“Dill-Man, D-Lone, Dillinger,” Mingus chanted. “Diggity Dog, Deputy Dog, Dillimatic.”
“1 haven’t seen you anywhere,” Dylan said, unable to check the plaint in his voice.
“You all right, man?’ Mingus asked. “ Everything cool with you?’

Dylan knew precisely what everything Mingus meant—all of seventh grade, whatever went on or didn’t
inside the building which was apparently no longer Mingus's problem.

According to Mr. Winegar, science teacher, the universe was reportedly exploding in slow motion,
everything falling away from everything else at afixed rate. It was a good enough explanation for now.

“Everything cool?” Mingus demanded.

They were together and not together, Dylan saw now. Mingus Rude was unreachable, blurred, maybe
high. There wasn’t going to be any communing with his core, that vivid happy sadness which called out
to Dylan’s own.

Dylan shrugged, said, “Sure.”

“That'sal | want to know, man. Y ou know you’re my main man, Dillinger. D-Train.”

It was arehearsal and now Dylan learned what for. Asthey slipped into the park Mingus exaggerated his
ordinary lope, raised a hand in dreamy salute. Arrayed at the concrete chessboard tables were three black
teenagersin assorted slung poses. One more chaotically slung than the others, a signature geometry of
limbs which caused Dylan’s heart to guiltily, madly lurch. Nevertheless he strolled beside Mingus into
the thick of it, accepted whatever was meant to unfold in the park from within his own sleepwalker’ s
daze, which, perfected at the new school, covered even the resurrection of Robert Woolfolk asa
presencein hislife.

“Yo,” said Mingus Rude, lazily slapping at hands, humming swallowed syllables which might be names.
“What's goin’ on, G?’ said Robert Woolfolk.

Robert Woolfolk called Mingus G, for Gus, Dylan supposed. Did it mean he' d also met Barrett Rude
Junior?

Then Robert Woolfolk recognized Dylan. He flinched with his whole face, his sour-lemon features
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hiding nothing, yet didn’t alter the arrangement of his limbs an inch.

The park was full of little white kids with bowl haircuts, maybe second or third graders from Packer
Institute or Saint Ann’s. They ran and screamed past the chessboard tables, dressed in Garanimals, arms
loaded with plastic toys, G.1. Joes, water pistols, Wiffle balls. For al they inhabited the same world as
Dylan and Mingus and Robert Woolfolk they might as well have been animated Disney bluebirds,
twittering harmlessly around the head of the Wicked Witch as she coated an apple with poison.

“Shit,” said Robert Woolfolk and now he smiled. “Y ou know this dude, G?’
“Thismy man D-Lone,” said Mingus. “He's cool. We go back, he's my boy from around the block.”
Robert looked at Dylan along while before he spoke.

“1 know your boy,” he said. “I seen him from before you were even around, G.” He flicked his eyes at
Dylan. “What up, Dylan man? Don’'t say you don’t remember me because | know you do.”

“Sure,” said Dylan.
“Shit, | even know this dude’ s mother,” said Robert Woolfolk.

“Oh, yeah?” said Mingus, carefully blasé, downplaying any further speculations. “ So you down, right?
Y ou cool with my man Dylan.”

Robert Woolfolk laughed. “What you need me to say, man? Y ou can hang with your white boy, don’t
mean shit to me.”

At that the thin, worthless pretense of Robert Woolfolk’s fondness for Dylan was shattered in hilarity.
The other two black teenagers snorted, slapped each other five for the words white boy, as ever a
transport to hear said aloud. “Ho, snap,” said one, shaking his head in wonderment like he'd just seen a
good stunt in amovie, a car flipped over or abody crumpled in ahail of blood-spurting bullet thwips.

Dylan stood frozen in his stupid backpack and unpersuasive Pro Keds in the innocent afternoon, his
arms numb, blinking his eyes at Mingus.

Weebl es wobbl e but they don’t fall down.

“We going down to bomb some trains or we sit here all day talking *bout this and that?’ said Robert
Woolfolk.

“Let’sgo,” said Mingus Rude softly.
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“You bringing your homeboy here?’

Suddenly awoman stepped into the thick of them. Out of nowhere she made herself present where they
sat and stood around the tables. It was a shock, as though she’ d ruptured a bubble, disturbed aforce field
Dylan hadn’t thought was permeable, one where their talk, no matter how many times the word fuck was
included, was sealed in a glaze of distant car horns and bird tweets and the younger kids sweet yells.

The woman was amom, surely, one of the running kids had to be hers. She was maybe twenty-five or
thirty, with blond hair, matching blue-jean jacket and bell-bottoms, and granny glasses—she might have
been familiar from one of Rachel’ s parties. Dylan could see her now, waving a joint around, making
some passionate digression about Altman or Szechuan, aggravating men accustomed to holding the
floor. Or Dylan might have been kidding himself. There were probably a million like her, false Rachels
who'd never known his.

“You okay, kid?’

She spoke to Dylan alone, there was no mistaking. The rest of them, Mingus included, were one thing in
her eyes, Dylan another. Dylan felt Robert Woolfolk had somehow called the nearest thing to Rachel
into being, as though white women everywhere were charged with bearing Rachel’ s one crucial
intervention however far into the future it needed to go.

Of all times, it would have to be now. Dylan had wished what felt like a million times for an adult to
step up, for ateacher or afriend of his mom’sto turn a corner on Bergen or Hoyt and collide with one of
his unnameabl e disasters, to break it open with a simple question like You okay, kid? But not now. This
disaster sealed his status as white boy with Robert Woolfolk forever, precisely when Mingus had been
working to changeit.

Mingus, it was clear, had been communicating a message to Dylan by his three-week vanishing act, his
elusiveness: that at the new school Dylan was on his own. Nobody had his back. It ssmply wasn't
possible. It had taken every day of those three weeks for Dylan to abandon the fantasy that Mingus
would float him through seventh and eighth grades. Mingus cannily showed himself only after the
message was sunk in: | can’t carry you, son, it's beyond my power. Then, in a compensatory statement
of equal clarity, he'd guided Dylan into Cobble Hill to the park on Amity Street to meet and make a pact
of being down with Robert Woolfolk in order to say, Where | can help, | will. I"'m not actually blind or
indifferent here, Dylan. I’m looking out.

“Hey, kid? Something wrong?’

Dylan had turned to her, helpless, gaping. There was no way to tell her how right and wrong she was at
once, no way to make her evaporate. All the worse that she was beautiful, gleaming like the cover of one
of Rachel’s MS. magazines which stacked up scorned by Abraham in the living room for Dylan’s

eventual guilty perusal of illustrated features on bralessness. Dylan wanted to protect the blond woman
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from Robert Woolfolk’s eyes. She shouldn’t have popped out of the other world, the Cobble Hill world
of private-school kids and their caretakers, it was a misunderstanding. He wanted to send her home to
entice Abraham from his studio, that was where she might have done some good.

Of course, Robert Woolfolk didn’t really matter. He was only an enemy, finally. The worst thing the
woman had done was humiliate him with Mingus.

“They’'remy friends,” Dylan said feebly. Asit was out of his mouth it occurred to him he'd failed
another test, another where the correct answer was Fuck you lookin at? That phrase, robustly applied,
might have actually transported them all back in time to a moment before Robert Woolfolk had said the
words white boy. Dylan might have then been invited to trail the othersto atransit yard or wherever else
they were going in order to bomb some trains, arichly terrifying prospect. Dylan craved to bomb some
trainsasfiercely asif he' d heard that phrase for years instead of just once, moments ago. And he had the
El Marko in his backpack to bomb them with, if he'd only get a chance to produceit.

No one else piped up to say Lady, mind your own fuckin’ business and Dylan saw that Robert Woolfolk
and his two companions, Robert’ s laugh track, were missing. Gone. Dylan had slipped a gear in staring
perplexedly at the blond woman, lost a moment in dreaming, and in that moment Robert Woolfolk had
shunted away, out of the blithe park which seemed intended to contain anything but him. As though
making a silent confession of whatever it was the woman suspected was going on. Only Mingus
remained, and he stood apart from the table where the others had sat, and from Dylan.

“Do you want me to walk you home?’ asked the woman. “Where do you live?’

“Y o, Dylan man, I'll check you later,” said Mingus. He wasn't fearful, only uninterested in contending
with the blond woman and anything she thought she knew. Dylan felt her irrelevance to Mingus.
Mingus's own mother having been cleanly bought off with a million-dollar payment, he was immune to
echoes. “Be cool,” Mingus said. He held out his hand, waiting for Dylan to tap it with hisfingertips. “1’ll
check you on the block, D.”

With that Mingus hunched his arms around his jacket pockets as though leaning into a strong wind and
ambled into the sun-blobbed trees in the far corner of the park, toward Henry Street, the BQE, the
shipyards, wherever he was going where Dylan wasn’t going to be swept along now. His gait was mock-
infirm, a quotation of something amusing and profound you’ d seen somewhere but couldn’t place,
Mickey Rivers or Weird Harold or Meadowlark Lemon. He seemed a figure cut out of one kind of day
and plopped into another, a cartoon squiggle or bass line cometo life.

That’s my best friend, Dylan wanted to tell the blond woman, who the longer he didn’t reply to her offer
was more and more squinting at Dylan like she might have miscalculated, like he might be a thing
spoiled by the company she’d found him in, a misfit, not a kid worth her rescue in the first place.

And that’ s what he wanted to be to her, spoiled, stained with blackness.
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Racist bitch.

Where do | live? In hisfantasy Dylan replied, | live in the Wyckoff Gardens, the housing projects on
Nevins and Third, that’s where. You know the ones, they' re always on fire. If you want to walk me home,
lady, let’s go.

Arthur Lomb and his mother lived on Pacific Street between Hoyt and Bond, the far side of the hospital.
Arthur’ s block was eerie, kidless, no bus, the hospital’ s laundry stack cascading silent white steam to the
sky, the bodega on the corner another sidewalk congregation of old men on milk crates but graver, less
amused, less musical than Old Ramirez’ s bunch. On Pacific the men grumbled in some middle distance,
|eathery fingers shifting dominoes across felt. Everything on Pacific including a gray cat darting across
the street seemed farther away and more pensive. The block might have been the Bermuda Triangle of
Boerum Hill, a space arranged the precise distance from the Gowanus Houses, the Brooklyn House of
Detention, and Intermediate School 293 to fall under no domain whatsoever. Not along-term solution to
anything, Arthur Lomb’s stoop nevertheless formed a kind of oasis on certain October afternoons when
he and Dylan would tiptoe there unharassed and set out a chessboard under the furling shadow of the
hospital’ s steam.

“You'rein Winegar's science class, huh? | feel sorry for you. He's aworm. Y ou see the way he toys
with his mustache when he’ s talking to the Puerto Rican girls with devel oped breasts? It makes me want
to vomit. Doesn’t matter, pretend you like him. Science teacher’ s your ticket out of here, that’s my view.
Don’t move that bishop, it’s the only thing keeping me from crushing you. | told you a thousand times,
link your pawns.”

Arthur Lomb sat with one leg folded under his body like a kindergartner. His monologues were all brow-
furrowed and lip-pursed, craven machinations cut with philosophical asides and vice versa. His jabber
had a glottal, chanted quality, seemingly designed to guide you past the territory where you might wish
to tell him to shut up already or even to strike him, into arealm of baffled wonderment as you
considered the white noise of anerd’sid in full song. Arthur Lomb had been at Saint Ann’s until the day
his parents divorced and his mother could no longer afford the private school. Now he was intent on
getting into one of the specialized public high schools, one of those with academic requirements,
entrance exams. Arthur Lomb never pined for the lost school behind him, for the company of other
white children whom Dylan could only surmise had loathed him in their way as acutely as the black kids
at 293. He was all grim necessity, a soldier in open ground casting for his next foxhole.

“Only thing that mattersisthe test for Stuyvesant. Just math and science. Flunk English, who gives? The
whole report card thing's ajoke, awayswas. | haven’'t gone to gym class once. Y ou know Jesus
Maldonado? He said he’' d break my arm like aPixy Stix if he caught me alone in the locker room.
Gym’ssuicide, frankly. I’m not stripping down to my underwear anywhere inside the four walls of this
school, I’'m just not. If | have to BM, | hold it until after school.”
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Arthur Lomb and his mother lived in an apartment on the top floor of a brownstone and Arthur Lomb
had the back bedroom. His comics were stacked on low shelvesin neat piles, al in plastic. He handled
them with somber disdain, and radiated disapprova when Dylan turned pages too quickly to have read
certain essential thought balloons. Though carefully archived, his comics bore faint marks where Arthur
Lomb had placed thin paper over the pages and traced the breasts of the Wasp and Valkyrie with a
ballpoint pen. The resultant page of blue parenthetical breasts was stashed like secret Chinese writing in
Arthur Lomb’s desk drawer. There Dylan found it one day while Arthur Lomb prepared a plate of
graham crackers.

“Just pass that test. Your life depends onit. Y ou think thisis bad, wait until high school. If you don't get
into Stuyvesant or at least Bronx Science you're dead. That’s how the test works, highest scores get into
Stuyvesant, next highest Bronx Science, Brooklyn Tech’s alast resort. Sarah J. Hale or John Jay, those
places are practically like prison. A teacher got shot at Sarah J. Hale, it was on TV. Algebra, geometry,
biology. Get Winegar to give you a practice test, I'm telling you out of kindness. Make him think you
like him. Say you want to enter some kind of project in the sciencefair. You don't really haveto do it. If
he knows you want to go to Stuyvesant maybe he'll call someone. Do whatever it takes.”

On the same shelves as his comics Arthur Lomb kept mass-market paperback editions of Al Jaffe's
Shappy Answers to Stupid Questions and Dave Berg's The Lighter Sde. The snippy irony of the Mad
Magazine cartoonists seemed perfectly matched to Arthur’s bitter views, everything funny in a not-
funny-at-all kind of way. Sarcasm as something you practiced like karate. Later concealing your mute
fury when nobody fed you the opening lines.

Arthur Lomb’ s bedroom windows faced the rear entrances and neglected, ailanthus-choked backyards of
the stores on Atlantic Avenue, the rear windows of apartments above the stores, the Brooklyn House of
Detention above the rooftops, the municipal buildings and courts of downtown Brooklyn behind the jail,
the trace of Manhattan’ s high teeth visible past downtown Brooklyn. Arthur Lomb gazed out of his
bedroom with a pair of binoculars. Fading evenings after their inevitable chess Arthur and Dylan would
gaze through the binoculars in turn, spying on nothing in particular, in silence for once, until Arthur
snapped on his radio, which was tuned to an AM station permanently playing “Dream Weaver” or “Fly
Likean Eagle.”

Mostly, though, they sat on the stoop, studying Pacific Street’ s failure to acknowledge its connection to
Bond or Hoyt. On certain summer days they might have made up the contents of adioramain the
Museum of Natural History on the Upper West Side, creatures shot by Theodore Roosevelt, then stuffed
and mounted in a case: Dylan Ebdus, Arthur Lomb, Homo sapiens, Pacific Street, Brooklyn, 1976. Days
were falsely still, gelled in low motion, Dylan not thinking of Mingus Rude or Dean Street at all, just
studying the gray cat asit skittered under a car, the hypnotic tumbling cloud of hospital steam, the
mailman reading magazines on another stoop halfway down the block, wondering how long weird
detachment could cover losing a thousand chess gamesin arow to Arthur Lomb’s blunt but remorsel ess
rook play.
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Arthur Lomb using both hands to knead sensation back into his folded-under leg, brain whirring behind
consternated gerbil eyes as he dialed up another digression.

“1t makes no sense to be a Mets fan, not when you look at the facts. Few people our age have actually
considered the record, but the Y ankees are simply the greatest team in the history of baseball based on
sheer championships, playersin the Hall of Fame, etcetera. The whole Mets thingsis avery recent
development. But so many kids like you have fallen for it hook, line, and sinker. | maintain you can’t
argue with the Y ankee legacy.”

[1] Hmm."

“You'’ ve probably wondered why | always wear shoes. | had a pair of Pro Keds and some kids took them
from me, made me walk home in my socksif you can believe it. My mother bought me another pair but

| keep them at home. My sources tell me Pumas are actually what’s coming next. If you go in for that
sort of thing: wearing what everyone’' s wearing just because they’ re wearing it. | don't, really.”

“Hmm.”

“Mél Brooks's funniest film is The Producers, then Young Frankenstein or Blazing Saddles. Terri Garr
ishot. | feel sorry for any kid who hasn’t seen The Producers. My dad took me to al the humor movies.
The best Panther is probably Return. The best Woody is Everything You Always Wanted to Know About
X

Positioning, positioning, Arthur Lomb was forever positioning himself, making his views known,
aligning on some index no one would ever consult. Here was Dylan’ s burden, his cross. the accumulated
knowledge of Arthur Lomb’s smug policies on every possible question. The cross was Dylan’s to bear,
he knew, because his own brain boiled with pedantry, with too-eager triviaready to burst loose at any
moment. So in enduring Arthur Lomb Dylan had been punished in advance for the possibility of being a
bore.

“Develop your pawns or Hulk Will Smash.”

Now and again Dylan saw a shutter wink open, a glimpse into the furnace of anger inside Arthur Lomb.
Dylan didn’t mind. He regarded himself as deserving, according to the same principle of similars which
had dictated their friendship in the first place. Just as Dylan should absorb the ennui of Arthur’'s
poseurdom because of that kernel which thrived inside himself, so again with those glimpsed coal's of

rage.
“1 couldn’t help but notice the other day you were talking to that Mingus Rude kid after school. Ahem,

keep your eye on the board, you' re going to be shocked again. It’s going to be bad for your health until
you learn to start castling. As| was saying, | noticed you talking to Mingus Rude, he' s an eighth grader,
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how’ d you get to know him? Not that he’sin school much, huh. Still, it must be advantageous to be
friends with, hurrh, that sort of person.”

Arthur Lomb’s speech bore like a small puckered scar a characteristic hitch of intaken breath in that
place where he’ d omitted the word black from a sentence but not from the thought which had given rise
to the sentence. And that hitch of breath, it seemed to Dylan, was Arthur in anutshell, making such
show of acard unplayed that he tipped his whole hand.

“How’ d you know Mingus' s name?’ Dylan heard himself say. He' d been concentrating on the game for
once, waiting for Arthur to castle as he always ostentatiously castled, but ready this time, with
something in store. Distracted, he' d blurted a question which confessed his possessiveness of Mingus,
his jealousy. Listen to Arthur Lomb for a month of afternoons and your own talk would be stripped of
disguises, that was the price you' d pay.

“Oh, various kids talk about him,” said Arthur airily.

Dylan couldn’t imagine which various kids would ever be seen speaking to Arthur Lomb in school, as
opposed to browsing his pants pockets for loose change. Dylan himself shunned Arthur inside the school
building, only met up with him afterward for their mutual creeping to the safety of Pacific Street. He
understood Arthur’ s acceptance of the humiliation of Dylan’s silent treatment at school as a clear
measure of Arthur’s desperation and loneliness. So, which various kids?

“Yeah, well, | knew him before,” said Dylan, shutting up before it wastoo late. Let Arthur fish. Dylan

advanced his knight in reply to Arthur’s castling. He made the move lackadaisically, but his heart
pounded. Arthur was blind to knights, it had only taken the first thousand games to seeit.

“Before what?’ said Arthur with thin sarcasm. He pushed a pawn absently, scowling past Dylan and the
chessboard, toward Hoyt Street, perhaps mentally groping for a suitable Snappy Answer.

“Check,” said Dylan.

Now Arthur frowned at the board, his eyes racing hectically to consider this unanticipated turn.
“Isthis pawn here or here 7’ he asked.

“What?’

Arthur pointed, Dylan leaned in. Suddenly the board rattled, jarred at the corner. Then the ripple among
the chessmen became an explosion, and the board was lost, pieces tipping, rolling, Arthur’s doomed
king clattering atonally down the stoop toward the street, revealed as plastic.

“Look what you made me do,” said Arthur Lomb.
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“You knocked it over.”

Arthur opened his palms. sue me.

“1 was going to beat you.”

“Now we'll never know.”

“You win every time and you couldn’t stand letting me beat you once!”

Arthur Lomb stroked his chin thoughtfully. “ Actually, | do think we were headed for a stalemate. Y ou
shouldn’t get overexcited, Dylan, it may be awhile before you beat me. But your game isimproving. |
congratulate you. You' ve definitely picked up afew things. Speaking of which, har har, would you pick
up that king? My leg seemsto have fallen asleep.”

Two men, two fathers. Two fathers expelled from their lairs, headed to Manhattan for a change, dressed
for aday threatening rain, having shaved their chins to make some nominal impression at their target
destinations, tightened scarves with momentary vain glances at hallway mirrors before flushing
themselves out of hiding, onto the street. Two fathers each sighing as they plunge down stairwells to
underground trains, to endure the shoulder-jostling crowds which mill on platforms and pass through the
jerky opening doors, then hang wearily from straps or clutch polesin the blinking, grinding trains. One
carrying evidence, a black pebbled-cardboard portfolio with lace ties, the other empty-handed, his
instrument his throat and lungs, carried in the valise of his chest. Two fathers ride awhile on two
separate trains, then, stations attained, Times Square for one, West Fourth for the other, two fathers
again put shoe leather to pavement, out on the big island now, two fathers negotiating Abe Beame's
crumbling, deranged infrastructure in the year of the Tall Ships. Two fathers blinking in confusion, each
startled how reclusive they’ ve become, drifted into their Dean Street solitudes, Brooklyn a mind-state
peeling further from Manhattan each day, like continental drift. Two fathers briefly and involuntarily
recalling other less morbid and sensitized selves as they move dazed through strobing faces in the late-
October streets, two fathers each realizing he alone is distracted by a slide-show sequence of false
recognitions— You! Didn’'t you go to City College? Ain't you Charles What' sisname? —among dulled
millions trudging Manhattan daily, millions jaded out of such free-associated overstimulation. Two
fathers shake it off, forcibly raise the thresholds of their own naiveté, get back to their twin metropolitan
missions in the chill-now-beginning-to-rain. Two fathers bearing down, recalling their work-selves, their
places in the world. Two fathers here after all for areason, to do some business, no fooling around.

One father stops abruptly, ducks beneath an umbrellato trade fifty cents for a hot dog from a street
vendor, another lost ritual unavailable in his part of Brooklyn, his circumscribed rounds. He juggles the
portfolio full of painted boards to one arm, then frees both hands, crumples wax paper back and
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consumes the mustardy dog in four chunks more swallowed than chewed. The snack glowing nicely in
stomach’s pit but, breath possibly fouled, conscious again of the impression he'll make, the hot-dog-
gobbling father halts again at a newsstand for mint chewing gum. Forty-one blocks south, the other
father’ s got similar pangs and is tempted to stop by the siren odors, suspended in misty cold, of asimilar
cart with hot dogs in boiling water and greasy knishes on the grill, in fact pats his stomach at the smell
but pushes on, relying in anticipation on the spread he’ s been promised waits at the recording studio,
corn bread and barbecued brisket and red beans and rice trucked down from Sylvia’'s, that’ s the word.

Two fathers come to their respective thresholds, pause. Rain’s falling sideways now, borne on wind,
hastening them to curtail reflection. Two fathers exhale deeply. One steps inside the elevator in the
lobby of the Forty-ninth Street office tower and pushes the button for the eighteenth floor. The other
squints through a porthole window, then rings the buzzer at the door of the squat recording studio on
West Eighth Street, the place known as Electric Lady.

To beinthis placeisto admit you exist.
To beinthis placeisto admit you want something.
Or maybe tell yourself you're doing it for the kid.

One father paces at the reception desk, stands rather than sits waiting for the art director of the second-
largest publisher of science fiction in mass-market paperback in the city, no fly-by-night Belmont Books
offices now, Belmont Books with its three-months-late checks and Fashion District office of six guysin
Chinese-food-stained shirts, no, thisis publishing proper, dour receptionist with butterscotch sucking
candy in ajar and a phone with three blinking lines. Other father, downtown, is welcomed off the street
of leather outlets and white teenage vagabonds into the odd brick fortress of a building by the
soundboard man, apologetic, telling him the others are late, no sweat though, come in. Guy knows your
name and is a big fan of your work, actually saysit, rare for one of these guys not to disguise any awe,
hoarding their technician’s seen-it-all cool. Fine, fine. Downtown father nods coolly, taking it out on the
guy, feeling like an ass for being early, for being first.

So, two fathers each given more time for stewing than they’ d banked on. Then the art director emerges
to pump the hand of the one father uptown, guy in a sweater-vest and chewing an unlit pipe, well-fed
corporate hipster head-to-toe, while downtown at that same moment the doors to Electric Lady burst
open and piling in from awhite limo parked at the curb is the whole gang in their Elton John glasses and
pimp hats and boas, the bassist in his spaceman ouitfit of puffy satin shoulder pads and belt, dressed this
way just because that’ s the way they’ re dressed, not for stage or a photo session but because they’'re a
bunch of freaks who think they’re Jimi Hendrix and Sly Stone and Marvin the Martian rolled into one—
and the father reminds himself he knows these guys, they like him and that’ s why he’s here, they come
from the same place. Shit, they all—every one of these jokers and himself—were signed to Motown
back in the day.
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Taking his elbow and steering him inside, saying, Really good to meet you, Ebdus. | have the feeling
we' re both going to be glad you called.

Slapping his hands high and low, insisting on the whole circuit of bullshit, saying, Hey, man, we just
couldn’t get out of bed this morning! But we're here now! You' re gonna luuuv this motherfuckin’ track,
man.

You outgrew Belmont before you started working for them, Ebdus. Don’t think everyone didn’t notice
your work the minute it appeared. Thisisn't a big industry, not once you'rein it. It’s like high school,
everybody knows who the cool kids are. | frankly don’t understand why you didn’t come to us in the first
place.

Forget the legal bullshit, man. We'll put some other name on the sleeve, call you, huh, Pee-Brain
Rooster. You like that? Anyone with earsis gonna know it’ s you the minute you open your mouth, man.
Minute you let out that motherfucker of a voice. We'll sort out the legal shit some other time, can’t let
that trouble us.

What one father doesn’t say is that being here means admitting that what he' s engaged in is some sort of
career. The arrangement with Belmont, he’' d always told himself, with admittedly perverselogic, was a
sort of favor to Perry Kandel: permitting his old teacher to imagine he' d welcomed him back into the
world. It was alark. Plus the notion of the New Belmont Specials suggested a sort of limited
engagement, a run to some conclusion. But to make this call and keep this appointment was to grant that
he' s a paperback painter now, acommercia artist. And being welcomed so eagerly here meant despite
the contempt dripping from his brush he'd done acceptable work. The seduction of craft had led here, to
the seduction of praise. In the elevator he’'d sworn he’' d heard Perry’ s bitter wheezing laughter.

What the other father doesn’t say is that though he envies these men dressed as cartoon pimps and
superheroes their freedom, that though a part of him thinks $hit, why didn’t | haul out the overt freak shit
myself, why did | always stay so buttoned down in the goddamn Philly system, another part just doesn’t
think the singing and playing on the backing track is any good. Funk is soul on acid, for better and for
worse; today worse. Thistrack sprawls to no purpose, slack, initsway, as disco. Pornographic disco,
that’sreally what it is. He's expected to doodle over a harmonizing backdrop but the harmonizing isn’'t
any good, and for the first time since leaving the Subtle Distinctions he misses their sweet uptight
voices, the way they provided him such a smooth clean cushion of sound from which to launch his
rhapsodies, hisflights.

You want a cup of coffee? It’s not too bad, actually.
Hey man, food’ s gonna get here. Need a little blow?

Something the matter?
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Just say what you need, man.

Fathers, fathers, why so grim? Today you emerged from your houses, your hiding, and were warmly
welcomed. Smile, fathers. Relax. Today thisworld wantsyou init.

chapter 9

At the end of another winter, lion giving way to lamb, he comesto lie there one day in the long sun and
shadows and stays for good, curled into a ball at the corner of Atlantic and Nevins, at a spot on the
pavement just short of the street, in front of the never-closed liquor store and the never-open locksmith.
Fouled in himself, baked in vomit and urine and sweat, his pants black with it, he lies still as abog man
or mummy preserved in a glass case, eyes shut and mouth rigid, arms wrapped around his middle,
fighting the chill of one week before, when he first took the position. He' s huddled as if against time
itself, enduring the winter that’s aready past, his pose a record of pain, afull-body grimace frozenin
sunlight. Over his shoulders and tucked under his assis achild’ s thin synthetic sleeping bag, feeble
cover though if he's alive it must have gotten him through. The sleeping bag’ s two corners are peeled
away in torn strips, exposing cottonoid filler stained gray with street filth, and the two stripsmeet in a
knot under his white-grizzled chin, so the thing weirdly resembles a superhero’ s cape.

The flying man, grounded for the foreseeabl e future.
Guy looks dead if you ask me.

How? Why’s it allowed? Isabel Vendle's Boerum Hill was declared “ The City’ s Best-Kept Secret,” New
York Magazine, September 12, 1971. Gentrification—say the word, nothing to be ashamed of, only
what’ s this a coholic coma victim doing herein plain sight? How likely no one expresses concern or
touches his shoulder to seeif he still moves, still lives, how likely no one even calls the cops?

Isit because he' s black?

Maybe Atlantic Avenue between Nevins and Third isn’t quite Boerum Hill. Maybe it's Gowanus or
some other thing without a name. Anyway this gentrification is strange and slow and not at al as
coherent as Isabel Vendle might have hoped. There' s acluster of antique shops now on Atlantic between
Hoyt and Bond, new families on Pacific and Dean, Bergen too. Not Wyckoff, Wyckoff’ s too close to the
projects, no point hoping. Then there' s the communes. Assuming no one stashes Patti Hearst in a Dean
Street basement they’ re harmless enough, an acceptabl e placeholder. Some eager beaver’s opened a
French restaurant on Bergen and Hoyt, jumping the gun perhaps but worth a shot. Even State Street, so
close to Schermerhorn and the House of Detention and the eye-agonizing blight of downtown Brooklyn,
even State’ s got atender little boomlet of brownstone renovation.

Yet it exists under aspell, apall. The white families appear continuously these days, now too many to
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count, but collectively they’re still adream, a projection conjured up by Isabel’ swill. The renovators—
that’s a politer word for them—they’ re a set of ghosts from the future haunting this ghetto present.
They’ re a proposition, a sketch. Blink and they might be gone.

Ghetto? I s that the name for it? Depends which block in this patchwork you have in mind. Rise up, the
way the flying man no longer can. Look. Here Fourth Avenue’ s awide trench of light-industrial ruin, oil-
stained auto-body shops and forlorn, graffitied warehouses, sidewalks marked with sprays of broken
glass which trace the shape of nighttime incidents in front of Chinese take-out places, liquor stores,
bodegas, all of them serving their customers through slots or diding drawersin shields of Plexiglas. At
the opposite end, Court Street’s an old Italian preserve, the side streets south of Carroll hushed in the
grip of Mafiawhispers, old ways enforced with baseball bats and slashed tires, down to where the
looming, curling Brooklyn-Queens Expressway forms a steel curtain severing what used to be Red
Hook. South, the Gowanus Canal is awasteland of buried or sunk toxins and smoldering strips of
rubber, while Ulano, the solvent factory, is a block-long engine, its windows like dlit eyes, pumping out
fresh invisible toxins and accompanying legends of nerve damage and brain tumors. The projects,
Wyckoff Gardens and Gowanus Houses—well, they’ re projects, their own law, like meteors of crime
landed in the city’ s midst, still unapproachably hot. Thejail’s called a House of Detention, athin
euphemism nonethel ess worth clinging to. So, the brownstone streets which span these margins—
Wyckoff, Bergen, Dean, Pacific—a ghetto?

Cadl it “The City’ s Best-Kept Secret.”

Nevins has unique properties, venting at the top to Flatbush Avenue and running south smack into the
Wyckoff Gardens, on the way threading the halfway house, the Department of Motor Vehicles,
Schermerhorn Park, and the Nevins Day Care Center, on the steps of which drunks gather to greet
welfare moms as they pass in and out of the center, yanking bawling kids' arms like yo-yo strings. And
widely known but rarely spoken of isthis: Pacific Street at Nevinsis a place where prostitution’s
tolerated. Some default in authority has chased it to this corner, where after eleven o’ clock alone
streetwalker or sometimes a pair can be spotted in the shadow of Public School 38, heard cooing
enticements to lone strollers on a quiet night. Outraged callsto local officials gain promises and nothing
more. At that inexplicable level where such civic deals are struck this one’ sirrevocable, even as the
neighborhood on all sidesis gentrifying fast. So the police are revealed as skeptics, insensible to the
concerns of realtors. This zone's on their official map—never displayed to the public—of Hopeless.

So, perhaps it’s by this same principle that the no-longer-flying man has been allowed to rest
undisturbed for weeks in hisfetal curl on the corner of Nevins and Atlantic. He' s still there the last
Saturday of March, when the black kid and the white kid go by. Y es, they’re together again, that
uncanny sporadic pair, their solidarity a befuddlement to passersby, a shred perhaps of utopian
symbolism, sure, something Norman Rockwell might have chosen as a subject, but not outweighing the
fact that the two look furtive, maybe stoned, unmistakably headed for if not already deep into all kinds
of black-white-combo trouble. Even those who don’t happen to spot them slipping blunt felt-tipped
markers sopped with purpleink in and out of their jackets sense the likelihood that something’ s not
right. Thisis Brooklyn, nothing integrates innocently. Who's fooling who? If the cops were on the ball
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they’d likely split up this pair just on general principles.

The white kid and the black kid take turns playing lookout while the other tags up. Things are radically
simplified: the white kid’ s stopped looking for his own moniker, been encouraged by the black kid to
throw up his perfect replication of the black kid' s tag instead. DOSE , DOSE , DOSE . It’s a happy solution
for both. The black kid getsto see his tag spread farther, in search of bragging points for ubiquity, that
bottom-line standard for a graffiti writer’s success. The King of the C Line, for instance, isjust alousy
tagger with too much time on his hands who’ s thrown up the unimaginative tag CE on every window of
every car of the trainsthat run that line. A success of thistypeisasimpossibleto disputeasit is
mechanical, crude. Graffiti writers compete like viruses, by raw proliferation.

What'sin it for the white kid? Well, he’ s been allowed to merge his identity in this way with the black
kid's, to lose his funkymusicwhiteboy geekdom in the illusion that he and his friend Mingus Rude are
both Dose, no more and no less. A team, a united front, a brand name, an idea. The white kid' s control
of line, honed in athousand Spirograph spirals, and his gift for mimicry—Can Y ou Draw Tippy?—both
have served him well. His rendition of the DOSE icon is clarified, perfected, automatic—in fact cleaner
and more surein its lines than the black kid's. Just atrick of the hand, nothing anyone couldn’t learn if
they practiced it agazillion times waiting for this moment.

The marker’sin the black kid's hands now. The white kid' s the lookout. The black kid puts DOSE on the
base of the traffic light at the corner of Atlantic and Nevins, and on the locked-up locksmith’s rolling
metal gate. Then he turns and considers the curled figure near the curb. They both consider the figure.
The bum—the word they’d find if they bothered to find a word—has been sleeping or dead on this
corner for long enough now that they’ ve both noticed him at different times. Thisisthefirst time
together, though, and being together forces them to acknowledge the figure in away they wouldn’t apart.

The white kid has one set of feelings, the black kid another. The white kid' s seen this particular bum on
better days, seen him in the sky, idiotic as that sounds. He' s got no idea whether his friend Mingus has
this information, and no idea where he' d begin explaining it if he wanted to try. He' sjust locked into a
permanent state of stupid wonder here, along with aslug of fear.

The black kid's curling hislip, suffering aripple of sudden shame: of courseit’s a black guy who'd be
lying here in the street, goes without saying. Not a Latin guy. No matter how many Hispanic drunkards
might spill out of Dean Street’ s rooming houses, they always wobble home, sleep in beds, change
clothes, cash government checks, and begin again. And he’ s no white guy, no need to even think about it.
“Watch this,” said the black kid.

“What?" says the white kid.

The black kid dashes forward with splendid daring, taking the white kid’ s breath away. He' s got the
marker uncapped. The plasticky sleeping bag stretched across the bum'’ s back has a sheen despite the
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grime, a slickness to welcome the marker’ s slide. The black kid kneels at the stinky form and tags up,
managing despite the drag of the felt on the blackened synthetic: in amoment the thing is done and they
both spring away, amazed.

The bum’ s back reads DOSE .

“Run!”

“He’ s not moving. Ho, shit! Look at that!”
“Come on!”

That’sit, they’ re done tagging for the day, nothing could top this anyway. The two of them scramble
down Nevins, gasping with laughter, drunk on the atrocious prank, on the demonstration of their
dangerous new ability to reach out and plop alogo on the maybe-dead of thisworld.

They arrived |late and had to take single seats a distance apart. Dylan sat near the front, in the second
row. His father had insisted Dylan take the nearer seat, had himself taken one farther back and at the far
left side of the lecture hall. Dylan understood he was meant to appreciate this up-close glimpse of the
experimental filmmaker Stan Brakhage, whom Abraham regarded soberly as a great man, a beautiful
man. The topic, generally, was paint on film. Dylan hadn’t known before this moment that painted film
existed, apart from Abraham’s. Let alone that the topic could draw a crowd to fill ahall full of
uncomfortable metal folding chairs.

In fact, Dylan found Brakhage, when he spoke, enthralling, though he understood zip of what he said.
Brakhage was charismatic and orotund and evoked Orson Welles on television. Like Welles he
suggested a greatness both distant from itself and fully at rest, in this case scarcely bothering to taste the
air of adulation in the room. The problem with the presentation was that Brakhage rarely spoke. He sat
sipping water and blinking rapidly, examining the audience, remaining largely silent in favor of a panel
of younger men who in laborious turns pronounced on the significance of Brakhage'sfilms. Their spiky,
resentful tones failed at concealing (or were perhaps not designed to conceal) the implication that they
alone understood the filmmaker’ s work. Dylan was bored, as Rachel would have said, shitless,

“1 would rather see my work as an attempt to clear aesthetic areas, to free film from previous arts and
ideologies,” said Brakhage when he was permitted. His words rippled through the room, resonating in
minds so straining toward their speaker that they practically boiled. Dylan felt it himself. He looked
back at his father, who sat straining too, in love and anger toward the stage. “Perhapsto leave it clear to
be of use to men and women of various kinds which might help evolve human sensibility.”

The fluorescent-lit, plaster-crumbled lecture hall in the Cooper Union basement was full to capacity
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now, to standing room only. Dylan twitched, but he wasn’t alone. The man in the seat beside him was
tearing a Styrofoam cup into a thousand dandrufflike shreds which floated down to form a drift between
his tapping feet. The Styrofoam-tearing man might have been in an agony of suppressing some question
he wanted to cry out to the men on the stage. Perhaps he thought he belonged on the stage. Everywhere
chairs creaked.

“1 believein song,” said Brakhage. “That’s what | want to do and | do it quite selfishly, out of my own
need to come through to a voice that is comparable with song and related to all animal life on earth. | am
moved at the whole range of songs that the wolf makes to the moon, or neighborhood dogs make, and |
in great humility wish to join this.”

When the tension in the room was at its height and the Styrofoam cup had been wholly processed the
shredder beside Dylan jumped up and shouted into the panel’ s droning, “What about Oskar Fischinger?
None of you are acknowledging Fischinger!”

Having thrown this gauntlet he stood trembling, perhaps expecting to find the crowd at his back,
enraged, ready to rush the dais.

“1 don’t think anyone’ s denying Fischinger,” said one of the men on the panel, in atone of draining
sarcasm. “| don’t think that’s really the point at all.”

“Never mind Fischinger,” came another voice. It was Abraham Ebdus. He spoke from the corner of the
room without rising from his chair, and more quietly than the shredder, who still stood. “Maybe at this
point someone should mention Walther Ruttman.”

Silence on the podium, marked only by Brakhage's slight and unsurprised nod, which seemed to say,
Ruttman, yes, Ruttman. The shredder took his seat, humbled.

Then, from the back of the hall another cry pierced the breath-inheld tension: “Fuck Ruttman! What
about Disney 7’

This brought aroar of relief, since no one actually relished the burden of understanding how little they
knew of the careers of Fischinger and Ruttman. The moment was now lost in a calamity of babble and
laughter. Then Brakhage smoothed everything, began taking questions from the crowd. Hostility slowly
dissipated as the panelists were rendered equal to the audience by Brakhage' s authority. Silent, the
younger men could be more-or-less forgiven for being onstage.

Forgiven perhaps by all but Abraham.

Afterward Brakhage was mobbed at the foot of the stage. Abraham found Dylan in the swirling mass of
bodies, took his hand, and together they pushed to the exit. Dylan felt his father’s smoldering inarticulate
fury, felt enclosed in it asin acocoon as they descended the subway stairwell at Astor Place and as they
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waited on the platform, then boarded the 6 train, felt it shut them out against the other night riders,
whose heads |olled with the train’s movements on the weary sticks of their bodies, felt it shut them
against the whole city everywhere around them.

Dylan breathed his father’ s embarrassment. Something had gone wrong in Abraham’s demonstration to
his son of Brakhage's greatness, and of his, Abraham’s, kinship with the great filmmaker, this man who
was Abraham’ s secret tutor, his North Star. Perhaps the hall had been too full. Perhapsit would have
been too full if there had been even one other soul there apart from Brakhage and Abraham Ebdus and

his son. The evening was essentially ruined as soon as it was obvious Brakhage wasn't only not as
lonely for recognition as Ebdus but wasn’t lonely for recognition in the |east.

Or maybe it was just that asshole shouting Disney for an easy laugh.

The mood lasted as they waited at Brooklyn Bridge for the 4 train, that extraindignity of the 6's refusal
to bother entering Brooklyn, lasted as they emerged at Nevins to walk in silence toward Dean Street,
toward their beds, oblivion for their demolished evening. It might have gotten them home, Abraham’ s
bubble of muted rage, if it hadn’t been for the tagged bum still in his self-clench on the corner of
Atlantic.

Dylan glanced as they passed. The once-flying man’s mummified pose was unchanged, though he
seemed nearer to the gutter now. DOSE gleamed on the billboard of his back, spotlit by the streetlamp.

Abraham Ebdus raised his eyes from his dark contemplation of the pavement at his feet and followed
Dylan’s gaze to the bum’s back. He halted in his steps.

“What' s that?’

“What?’ blurted Dylan.

“That.” Abraham pointed, unmistakably, horribly, at the spotlit DOSE on the bum’ s sleeping bag.
“Nothing.”

“What'sit say?’

“1 don’t know,” said Dylan, hopelesdly.

“You do,” said Abraham. “You write it on your notebook.” Certainty rose in Abraham’svoice, hisfog
of anger given shape. “I’ve seen it. That’s the word you and Mingus write on everything. Y ou think |
don’'t notice ? Y ou think I’m stupid 7’
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Dylan couldn’t speak.
“Let me see your sneakers.”

Abraham Ebdus took Dylan’s shoulder, his hand clawlike, a startling assertion of force between them.
Abraham’ s disapproval or affection were usually aspects of afloating arrangement of father-notions,
largely sonic: footsteps pacing overhead, a voice descending stairs. Abraham was a collection of sounds
bound in human form by gloom.

Now they stood in the cool night on the corner of Atlantic Avenue, connected by Abraham’s grip. The
streetlamp’ s nimbus on the shape at their feet, a stinky outcropping of the gutter ignored for weeks and
improbably come to human attention at last. Abraham turned Dylan by the shoulder and squinted to
examine his son’s sneakers like evidence in a murder.

Eyes behind passing windshields could care less.

A block away, awhore paced to the corner of Pacific. She called to some old man walking a dog, no
illusions, just out of boredom.

Spring was coming, though, a general thaw, she could fed it.
“What' sthat?’ Abraham said, his grip fierce. “It’sthe same, isn't it?”’

There was no way to hide. The fat white margin at the sole of each of Dylan’s Pro Keds was crammed
with miniature tags. The mushy rubber took a blue ballpoint like butter under pressure of afork’stine, a
discovery which had enraptured Dylan’ s attention during a crushingly dull math class. Though
technically he was destroying his prize 69ers, Dylan couldn’t stop himself. At least it rendered them not
worth stealing.

“Minguswrote it,” Dylan heard himself say.

Abraham freed Dylan’s shoulder and they sprang apart, a physical renouncing as sharp as the contact
itself.

“Look at us!” Abraham said, squeezing his eyes and forehead with one hand. It wasn’t clear that he was
speaking to Dylan.

Dylan waited frozen.

“What could this possibly mean?’ said Abraham, his voice erupting from him now. “Isthiswhat | raised
you for? This disrespect for a human life? What do you and Mingus do out on the streets, Dylan? Just
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run like feral animals? Who taught you this?’
“1 didn’t—" But Dylan couldn’t offer Mingus's name again.

“Maybethisisjust aterrible place. Maybe in these streets right and wrong are confused, so you and your
friends run insane like animals that would do this to a human person.” Rachel went omitted, unnamed,
but both knew that to speak of this place was to speak of her, however little they wished to. Possibly
Dylan and Abraham only remained in Gowanus for Rachel, holding down her spot. Now they’ d tiptoed
together to the brink of an implication that Rachel had outlawed. Some shadow lurked in the word
animals that shamed Abraham deeply.

“It' sthistime in the world,” said Abraham, groping for some epic sentiment to blur the thought that had
come over them both. “We'rein hell, that’s the only explanation.” The body on the street with DOSE on
his back could be ascribed to Gerald Ford or Abe Beame, perhaps the Shah of Iran.

In acity commanded to drop dead it wouldn’t be improbable for afew of its citizensto do so literally
and in full view. Especially on Nevins Street.

“This neighborhood is killing us, it’s my fault, Dylan, I'm sorry. These choices I’ ve made.” At last and
almost mechanically, Abraham was turning on himself, with every resource of disappointment and
loathing. He might have farmed humiliation from the Cooper Union lecture hall and beyond, from who
knew where. From Rachel. It was no relief to Dylan. “Look at us, God,” Abraham moaned. Previously
he' d covered his eyes;, now he widened them.

Absolution lay in one direction only. At their feet.

“Isthisman even alive 7’

“1 don’'t know,” said Dylan.

Abraham knelt and embraced the form'’ s shoulder through the wrapped sleeping bag. Nudged, then
rolled the body dightly. Dylan watched, horrified. “Are you—" began Abraham, stupidly. What
guestion was appropriate? Did you ask a corpseif it was okay, comfortable? Abraham resorted to

“Hello?

Incredibly, the man on the ground unkinked, rustled hislimbs. Then spoke, in a snorelike groan:
“Fuckin’'! ”

The man on the ground twisted his neck, beat at the air with wrists and elbows doubled, resemblingaT.
rex scrabbling with tiny forelegs. However long his nap, the man woke into resumed conflict, warding
something or someone away. The movement stirred his odor, made his size apparent. Abraham jerked
his hand back, startled.
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They’ d thought he was dead, really. Dylan and his father blinked, appalled to see they’ d been talking
over alive body. The fallen man might even have been listening.

“Hold on, man,” said Abraham, his voice hollow, rushed. To Dylan it sounded as if Abraham thought
the man on the pavement had been fine a moment before, had only fainted, as though this spell on the
street corner didn’t define aman’s life but was only an interruption, a hiccup. “We'll get an ambulance.”

The whore, pacing uncommonly far in her boredom, reached the avenue. Atlantic was quiet, no cars at
the lights which changed red-to-green with a chunk-chunk just audible above the insect hum of the
streetlamps. She teetered halfway across the intersection and called out to the three, the small man and
the thin tall one and the thick black one on the ground:

“Any y'al need a date?”’

The best colors all have the best names. Pastel Aqua, Plum, John Deere Y ellow, Popsicle Orange,
Federal Safety Purple. A blind guy could steal the right paint just hearing the monikers. These colors are
the necessities for throwing up a burner, atop-to-bottom masterpiece of flaming 3-D letters studded
with rivets or bleeding from gashes, surrounded by clouds of stars, lightning bolts, and a VVaughn Bode
wizard or Felix the Cat character standing to one side like a master of ceremonies. A burner comes into
life either on the panels of a stilled subway car or on a handball court or schoolyard wall, an unsmple
matter of five or six hoursin the dead of night, two guys spraying paint, the more talented one handling
outlines and fade effects, the lesser doing flat fill-ins, usually two more guys looking out at the end of
the block or the entrance to the train yard. Plus ruining a set of clothes, coming home pore-and-tear-duct-
clogged with pigment. Plenty more obvious than drugs, to avigilant parent; the potheads have it easy.

First, though, you’ ve got to assemble the paint.
That means racking at McCrory’s.

Today it'sthe Dean Street Crew: atemporary, maybe one-time agglomeration, led by Mingus Rude. The
crew consists of Lonnie, Alberto, Dylan, and Mingus. Mingus the oldest. The four have a scheme, a plan
of attack, which, like the expedition itself, is Mingus s origina conception—or if Mingus learned it from
another kid he's not giving credit. The scheme feels brilliantly original to the Dean Street Crew, feels
fine. In fact they're high on it, jangled, dancing.

McCrory’sisthe feebler of Fulton Street’ s two department stores. The other, ablock away, iSA& S—
Abraham and Straus—an eight-story Art Deco monolith, a gilded time machine into some glorious
shopping Utopia. It’s aso intimidating and Manhattanesque, with its uniformed elevator operators and
old ex-cop guards. On floor six of A& S there’'s a gourmet shop with rows of hand-dipped chocolates, on
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the eighth there’' stoys, puzzles, a counter selling collectible coins and stamps. Also an enclosed record
store, four walls within four walls, out of which no kid's yet claimed to succeed in boosting records.
Gangs roam clear of A& S, perhaps embarrassed by memories of parent-guided expeditionsto sit on
Santa’ slap. That place, it’sjust alittle too dreamy.

McCrory’sis the department store they understand and deserve, McCrory’sis atad more approachable.
It's a Woolworth’ s knockoff, really, with butter-sour popcorn smells and costume jewelry in Plexiglas
cases and a photo booth and a desolate sandwich counter where a sharp-eyed kid can order a milk shake
and pay for it with tips he' s slid away from other placings on the counter, if he drinks the shake slowly
enough. The main floor’s acres of underwear and baby clothes and brandless reject sneakersin bins.
Back-to-school specials give way to orange crepe-paper pumpkins that give way to half-dim strings of
Christmas lights that give way to Valentines and Easter crap and summer bargains, all flacked by a
recorded drone from unseen speakers. Downstairs is the hardware department. That’ s their destination
today, the Dean Street Crew. They’ ve cased the joint the afternoon before. They’ re ready.

According to the scheme Dylan Ebdus now stands waiting alone, a still figure in the passing crowds,
mostly black ladies with young kidsin tow, on Fulton Street. He' s wearing his glasses for once, plus a
green-and-white striped | zod shirt—ironically not his but Mingus Rude' s—buttoned up to his neck, to
complete the picture of harmless private-school nerd. He' s also wearing a backpack, empty but fluffed
out from inside with a bent wire hanger to appear, they all hope, heavy with schoolbooks.

Lonnie, Alberto, and Mingus, they’ re already inside McCrory’ s basement, shifting cans of spray paint
from one aidle to another, secreting them in less closely watched sections, behind IF YOU DON * T SEE
WHAT YOU WANT, ASK signs and vinyl wood-grain photo albums. The three of them, two black kids
and one Puerto Rican, are drawing attention from McCrory’s security staff, plenty. That’s fine: their
very presenceisasilent alarm going off in the store, meant to be. They’re happy to be spotted picking
up Krylon and wandering with it into the other aisles, more careful to be undetected stashing the cans
here and there. A few times they even enact an empty-handed pantomime of stuffing paint into their
baggy coats, sniggering. This crimeless crime, this game of baiting racist expectation that they’re
robbing the place blind, is good val ue entertainment.

Now comes Dylan, trailing into the basement five minutes later, and doing nothing to acknowledge any
connection to the two black kids and the one Puerto Rican. Eyes dlitty, he orients himself on the field of
play, the bright-lit confusion of aisles, shoppers, guards, plus his homeboys. Inhales the popcorn
perfume, gulps. The security staff, mostly enormous Jamaican women, are in their predicted tizzy,
trailing Mingus and Lonnie and Alberto deeper into the hardware section, to a high aisle of garbage pails
and brooms and rakes, preselected for low visibility. Suck-ahs! Dylan scowls, adjusts his glasses,
wanders innocuously into aisles designated the day before. Here' s the scheme’ s payoff. Dylan’s the
collector. His breath clicking in histhroat, he gathers the Krylon from the various stashes in the innocent
aisles and, electric fear in his fingertips, plops them into his backpack: Tangerine, Chrome, Surf Blue.

Today you're awhite boy for areason.
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Leave it to Mingus Rude to recuperate their differences for his own purposes, for Robin Hooditry in
art’s cause.

Dylan goes for the exit. The cans of Krylon clunk and ping seductively in his knapsack, treasure for
sure. Spreading gratuitous confusion now, the other three chart divergent paths through the aisles, leave
separately. Mingus, the broadest performer, is halted and frisked by a couple of guards. Alberto screams
into the doorway behind him, “Fuck you! " No reason, just because he can.

Back on Fulton they regather in the shade of the parking garage, all out of breath before they’ ve even
begun their run, hearts thrilled. The paint is quickly weighed, shaken to reveal the shuttle' s promising
clatter, then parceled out to coat pockets, stuffed in sleeves. Let some superhuman guard chase them,
he' Il never catch all four. They scramble down Hoyt Street, pretending to be pursued, laughing and
shouting: “Oh, shit! Book, man! Can’t you run? Something wrong with your legs?’

Animals, Abraham? We can give you animals.

They shared along walk in silence across Flatbush, up St. Felix, to the red brick hospital wedged against
one side of Fort Greene Park. A Saturday afternoon in early April, first blush of heat in the air, the
rutting birds and sun-stoned children in the dizzying, near-vertical park screaming in unison,
bombarding the hospital windows with a shrill hail of sound. The flung-open windows couldn’t decant
the detox ward' s deep linoleum-urine rot, an air of body poisons overlaid with disinfectant and sharp
wafting farts from the recently destarved. No fear a bird would fly into the hospital. They’d be knocked
back by awall of odor as though butting a glass pane.

Dylan hung in the doorway. A Jamaican nurse stood beside him, one eyebrow cocked. Abraham went to
the bed. The man was a draped hulk, wrists buckled into cloth restraints to the aluminum bed frame,
hands hanging below, pitiful and large. One scabby foot was flung past the bed’ slip, the other curled
inward like a dancer’s, tucked beneath the sheeted bulk of knee. His left cheek and brow were knitin a
petrified wink. An intravenous line dripped something green-yellow into his arm, something that had
also made a green-yellow stain on the sheet. Spills were his nature, even here. Hard to fathom he'd
negotiated the sky.

Abraham frowned at the bound wrists, the crust at the IV’ s point of connection, the unsavory smell. This
care wasn't good, not good enough. Perhaps Abraham was compensating: nothing could be good enough
for the man in the bed. He needed to be treated like a human being, not a bum or a scoundrel, for by still
breathing when he should have been dead he’ d become a symbol of possible atonement. The Jamaican
nurse stood in the corner and watched. She frowned too, showing her disagreement with Abraham
Ebdus’' s implication that the hospital wasn't doing its job with this drunk fool, who was killing himself
like many thousands of others and deserved no particular special notice for having happened to be
checked into this ward by a white man.
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“Does he eat?’ asked Abraham finally.

The nurserolled her eyes. “He eat if he want to. He spit in dameal at breakfast. We can no make
anybody eat you know.”

“1 want to speak to adoctor,” Abraham concluded peremptorily.

“Doctor come at four 0’ clock, no here now.” She budged Abraham aside to fuss with the dial regulating
the IV’ s drip, showing her command. “Is no need of adoctor here.”

“Y our supervisor, then.”

The nurse clucked, said nothing. She and Abraham Ebdus went together into the hall, the nurse’ s white
sneakers shrieking on the tile. Dylan was |eft alone with the man in the bed.

Abraham might be this man’s champion, but he'd never done more than groan a curse or two at
Abraham. Dylan he knew, and seemed to sense now; they’ d spoken before. His bruised lids fluttered
open.

“Little white boy.”

Was Dylan going to be asked to surrender his spare change? What use could the captive flying man have
for fifty cents or adollar here in the hospital, strapped to a bed frame? Instinctively Dylan felt in his
pockets, didn’t find anything.

“Get up here. Cain't see.”
Dylan obeyed.

“You seen me.”

No question, but Dylan nodded.

“Hah. Hah. Go in that drawer.” Not unscrewing his screwed-up eye, he nodded at the small cabinet
beside the bed, where flowers would be set if anyone were setting flowers. “Y ass, that drawer, get init!”

Dylan tugged at the drawer, fearing to find some hellish hypodermic the flying man would want stuck in
hisarm.

Only a corroded plastic wallet, thin like a bus-pass holder. Driver’ s license, issued in Columbus, Ohio,
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1952, to Aaron X. Daily.

And the silver ring the flying man had worn on his pinky.
“Thassit, thassit.”

“Thering?’

“I"m done, I’ m through, man. Cain’t fight the air waves.”
“You want—?"

“Takeit, man.”

By the time Abraham Ebdus and the nurse ran back to the room the man in the bed was deep into his
screaming throes of withdrawal or D.T.’s or whatever, sweat broken everywhere on his body,
contortions wrenching the bed frame. The bounds held, so that body and bed became one shape rattling,
shivering in agony. He found the IV pole and knocked it to the floor, bag bursting yellow spill
everywhere. The kid was pressed to the far wall, but not panicked, watching coolly. Nurse harrumphed
to broadcast her unsurprise: this only went to show and was all in aday’s etcetera. Abraham, having
achieved no satisfaction from the higher-ups at the nurses' station in the corridor, gathers the poor kid,
who’ s been punished enough by now you’ d have to think, gets him out of there. The man’sbellowing is
insane. It' s frankly hard to take.

Dylan Ebdus with aring gripped in hisfirst, the fist buried deep in his pants pocket, the ring itself
pulsing in his sweaty fingers as though it were atoken, atiny fragment of the mad paroxysm of the man
in the hospital bed, now borne covertly away into the breezy Fort Greene afternoon.

“What was he saying?’ Abraham asked his son gently, once they’ d gone a few blocks, the yellow
insanity of the hospital receding into dream.

Dylan Ebdus just shrugged. The flying man, he'd said alot of things.

The last—it couldn’t actually have been “Fight evil! ” could it?

chapter 10

Summer’ s start, 1977: various persons are sprung, various terms and sentences completed. For instance
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here’ s Barrett Rude Senior, six years served on aten-to-fifteen, now paroled on good behavior, dressed
in the green sharkskin suit and worn wingtips he'd been tried in, at a Greyhound’ s window seat asiit
courses a circular ramp into the guts of Port Authority, midtown towers doubled in the smoked glass's
reflections and dancing with the engine’ s vibration. His only baggage, a hard leather briefcase tucked
upright between his ankles, contains legal papers, a certificate of ministry in the Church of the Parlor of
God, and a pair of photographs—teenage Barrett Junior and his then-thirtyish, now-late mother in one,
fifth-grade school head shot of Mingus grinning in a mortarboard and tassel the other—in aframe
constructed of ingeniously woven cigarette packages, Parliament emblem alternated with Marlboro. Plus
mother-of-pearl| cufflinks, rolled tie, and gilt-leather Bible. Mingus Rude’ s been sent to meet this bus, to
guide his grandfather to a cab, and by cab to Dean Street. He'll offer to carry the briefcase and be
refused. No offense, little man, but Reverend Barrett Rude Senior can handle his own stuff.

Cut to Aaron X. Daily, passing through this same bus station aweek later. He' s got a bus ticket for
Syracuse pinned into the breast pocket of one of Abraham Ebdus's old herringbone jackets, one
Abraham wore to Franz Klin€' s last one-man show during Kline' s lifetime, as it happens, and this jacket
Is stretched tight as a canvas and near to splitting across Aaron Daily’ s shoulders. In Syracuse he'll be
met by the local Salvation Army and installed in a shelter, given three squares and a bunk on the
guarantee of his attendance at the local Alcoholics Anonymous, where among the hard-bitten, 1aid-off-
lathe-operator types he'll be the sole black face. That’sif he gets aboard the Syracuse bus; see him now,
eyeing the ticket counter, knowing he could probably cash the ticket. Bottle of Colt’sin five minute's
reach, easy. But let’s not truck in false suspense: Aaron Doily finds strength to bypass this possibility,
boards the bus. Sits blinking atop the humming engines in the dark garage, absently twisting with his
right thumb and forefinger a phantom ring on his left pinky. He' s uncertain how and when he lost the
ring but figures it might be just aswell gone. Let’s leave him, he's no mysterious flying man anymore,
just an incomprehensibly lonely alcoholic with afunny name, risen from pavement in spring to find
himself restored to the daily world, sponge-bathed clean and tagged with a plastic wristband, now
pointed out of town.

Peek ahead further, another two weeks: there’ s Dylan Ebdus himself climbing aboard a bus, destination
sign reading SAINT JOHNSBURY , VERMONT. Abraham Ebdus nodding goodbye through the tinted pane.
Abraham’ s got a grudge against the city these days, and a new penchant for exiling those he wishes to
protect, first the detoxified Doily and now his own son, to the north, to New England’ s countryside.
Dylan’s signed up to be a Fresh Air Fund kid this summer. What was good enough for Rachel, a Fund-
ee back in the fifties, ought to be good enough for Dylan. This scheme she would have approved; father
and son both sense it, impossible not to. Abraham’s hunch will seem brilliant after the July blackout, the
subsequent looting and mayhem which comes as near as Ramirez’ s bodega, whose sprays of smashed
shopwindow will be kicked up and down Dean’s date for days after, and the spree and capture of
Berkowitz. These give that season an air of disaster, and Dylan, safein hisidyll, will missit.

But wait, Dylan’ s not bound for Vermont, not yet. He' s not even thinking about it. Today’ s the first
morning after the last afternoon of seventh grade. Spring is sprung, and so ishe. 1.S. 293 is behind Dylan
Ebdus for now, he can go three months not crossing Smith Street if he likes. Eighth grade’s a distant
rumor, atabled issue, and Dylan knows from experience that the summer between might change
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anything, everything. He and Mingus Rude too and even Arthur Lomb for that matter are released from
the paint-by-numbers page of their schooldays, from their preformatted roles as truant or victim, freed to
an unspoiled summer, that inviting medium for doodling in self-transformation. Who knows how it’l|
come out, what they’ll resemble by the end of it? All Dylan knowsis he's giddy, loosed, flying.

It's flying how far that remains to be seen.

Today, first day of freedom, he's keeping a date with himself. Abraham’s out so Dylan’sfreeto climb
the ladder out of the painting studio, unhook the hatch to their roof and push it aside, crawl out across
the mushy tar paper into the new summer’s morning.

Dylan wouldn't have said he feared heights, but the brownstone' s roof has always made him dizzy, not
so much the view to the ground as the view across rooftops, out to Coney Island and beyond. Easier if
you gaze on Manhattan’ s towers. Those place you, fix you in afirm relation of puniness and awe. Easier
still to kneedl at the roof’ s edge, hands gripping the ankle-high rim of masonry, and stare down at the
contents of your own yard: ailanthus, brick pile, shoots of weed, a dirty spaldeen you can just make out
like a speck of flesh. The grainy redlity is reassuring.

What' s unsettling is to put Manhattan at your back and face the borough. Up from the canyon floor, out
of the deep well of streets, gazing out into the Brooklyn Beyond is like standing in a Kansas prairie
contemplating distance. Every rooftop for milesin every direction islevel with that where you stand.
The rooftops form aflotilla of rafts, a potential chessboard for your knight-hops, interrupted only by the
promontory of the Wyckoff housing projects, the skeletal Eagle Clothing sign, the rise of the F-train
platform where it elevates past the Gowanus Canal. Manhattan’ s topped, but Brooklyn's an open-face
sandwich in the light, bare parts picked over by pigeons and gulls.

A sky full of pigeons and gulls and you standing there with aflying man’s ring on your finger.

Dylan stands at the front edge, as close as he' s stood, then closer. Shifts atoe onto the cornice, bends his
knee like George Washington in the prow. He can just see down into the pit of Dean Street, the tops of
new-planted trees, the roof grilles of the passing bus, but the feeling’ s vertiginous. He steps back. No
good staring and daring yourself: the will to fly sours, leaks away. That may have been Aaron Daily’s
mistake. It needs arunning start, a glorious oblivious leap to the opposite rooftop, not the dying quail of
afall that would surely result from long and woozy contemplation.

Close your eyes, reach out and feel the air waves, if there are any. Use the force, Luke.

Okay, okay. Dylan charts with backward steps an invisible runway he'll retrace. Five steps ought to be
enough. He' sretreated to the center of the roof. Anyone watching would think he was cowering, but it’s
just the opposite—he' s spring-loaded, expecting to fly. Then, as though smacked by a vast hand from
the sky, he crumbles to his kneesin terror of the thing he’s proposed for himself. Fingers balled in one
doubled fist around the ring, Dylan Ebdus huddles, shivers, and slowly and without resistance pees his
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pants. The urine runsinside hisjeansleg to his ankle, dripsinto his sock and sneaker and onto the
gummy, sun-warmed tar.

Here might be the ring’ s only spell, to induce self-pissing.

Got to giveit up to the flying man: it’s not that easy to throw yourself off aroof.

The Dean Street bus, unable to dlip past the white stretch limousine double-parked in front of Barrett
Rude' s place, nestled at its bumper instead, humming like a refrigerator, traffic behind stacking to Bond
Street. The bus carried just two passengers, one intermittently asleep, but the thing still had its dumb
round to make, itsloop. The driver kneaded his horn, bleats cutting the drowsy, humid afternoon. The
chauffeur had abandoned the limo, snuck to Ramirez’ s for a bottle of Miller and a ham-and-cheese.

So anyone on the block not already eyeballing the limo through parlor or upstairs windows was aerted
to the anomaly, the bright unlikely event plopped into their June' s last afternoon. Nobody saw it come,
but they’ d be damned if they weren't going to see it go, to learn who'd climb inside. Men on stoops
wrinkled new bags open just to the lips of bottles, no farther. Women leaned clubby arms on sills,
watching for something to unfold. Behind a basement window grille La-Laknit Marilla's hair in
cornrows, jerking her head back with increasing force until Marillasaid, “Dang! Y ou got a problem?’

A white man with arake scraped a day’ s new crop of wrappers and bottle caps out of hisforsythia,
muttering under his Red Sox cap.

Abraham Ebdus daubed gray on aframe of celluloid, totally unaware.

Dylan missed the limousine too. He sat sequestered in ailanthus shade in his backyard, speedily turning
the pages of The Pod Thickens, a New Belmont Special written by Semi Chellas, cover art by A. Ebdus.

The chauffeur popped out of Old Ramirez’s, sandwich already half unwrapped, then took in the sight of
the clogged-up bus and nearly dropped his beer, performed a corny double take with his elbows, sensing
his audience. The line of backed-up drivers horn-serenaded him as he fumbled key into ignition,
muttering, “Hold up, baby, hold up.” The limo cornered Nevins, loosing the clog.

The street grew calm. For a moment it was as though the watchers had dreamed it, they might be
returned to their lives, only mystified. Then the white car rounded Bond, sharklike, and resettled at
Barrett Rude’ s address. The driver stuck at the wheel now, gnawed his sandwich there, alazy hand
dropping balled butcher paper to the asphalt, then rising to adjust rearview for a spell of toothpicking.

Blobs of yellow-green sun refracted through trees grew elliptical, spanned the white hood, moved on.
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The chauffeur was asleep, what alife.

When the door at the top of Barrett Rude’' s stoop opened it was like a Sunday newspaper flipped open to
the funny pages. The figures poured out one after another, cartoon pimps, Batman villains, outsize
mercurial goofsimpossible to fix in vision. The Funk Mab, singers, players, and what passed for an
entourage, a couple of freakazoid chicks. They’d dropped in to visit Barrett Rude Junior, en route to a
promotional appearance at the Fulton Mall and in utmost regalia: mauve feathers, star-frame glasses,
padded silver-foil shoulder pads, lightning-bolt headgear, spaceman boots, six-inch heels, King Tut
beards, the works,

They burst out of the house loud and happy and moving with zany grace, a Ralph Bakshi cel in the open
air, high on Barrett Rude’ s hospitality and cocaine, both powdered and cooked into base. To Dean Street
they resembled nothing so much as a slice of human graffiti, a masterpiece in motion like atrain car
gone before you could check it out. Thisvision, too, quickly evaporated, each band member hand-
slapping Barrett Rude farewell where he stood in his boxing robe and satin pants at his door, then piling
into the back of that clown-car-in-reverse. The smooth white container swallowed the whole chaos of
glints and textures and jiving walks behind tinted windows. The chauffeur rubbed his eyes, turned the
key, revved the engine. The limo coursed down the block, gone.

Barrett Rude Junior stood in his robe on the top of the stoop, chuckling, shaking his head, kneading at
his coke-frozen nose and lips with the back of his hand. He might have basked for a second or two in
Dean Street’ s eyes on him: Shouldn’t they know he was a star? Damn, time they learned. Problem with
being in agroup, no one ever knew your name, just the group, the Distinctions, like White Castle or
Oldsmohile.

White and Puerto Rican motherfuckers around here probably never even heard his million-selling songs,
probably thought he was a pimp or gangster coming in buying up a house on renovator’s row, right in
their faces.

He stood, hands on hips, for along assertive minute, grinding his jaw, staring at nothing, taking the
pulse of the block before he turned and went inside.

It was after his door had shut, Dean Street at last absented of limousine and costumes and singersin
satin robes, that eyes might have found the figure below, in the well of the basement entrance under the
stoop, one foot and knee propped out in late sunlight, the rest of him in shadow, watching. An old man
with coiled salt-and-pepper beard on grave-lined cheeks, arms ropy in a sleeveless white T-shirt, gold
Star of David on achain hung to his sternum: Barrett Rude Senior. It had been hearsay up until now that
athird generation was arrived in the Rude house. This was the first sighting. Only, Senior had been
watching the whole time, watching for days already, peering through the half-sunken basement
windows, seated in alow chair beside the paint-chipped radiator, eyes level with the knees of passersby
on Dean’s date. He' d been watching Marilla and La-La across the street, watching the new wave of
ballplayers who' d inherited Henry’ s stoop, watching dog walkers furtively toe piles of shit to the gutter.
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He' d watched the Funk Mob come and go, heard their hoots of laughter through the ceiling. Now he
watched Dean Street watching him, fine with it, as willing to be seen, in his half-seen way, as his son.

The ring wasn’t helping him win chess games with Arthur Lomb, that much was for certain. He toppled
his king in surrender three times an hour, the two of them hunched on the stoop in sunlight, lizards on a
rock. Dylan prayed for Arthur to ferry down the red juice and turkey sandwiches and raisin cookies his
mother wrapped in wax paper and packed into the refrigerator each day before leaving for work. Their
lunch break, which was the only relief from Arthur’ s bearing down with his phalanx of pawns, and
behind them his thuggish rooks ready to surge and crush Dylan’s limp knights, dozy bishops, naked
king, spirit. Arthur’s mother figured on Dylan’s presence, made double sets of sandwiches now. It was
pitiably easy to fall into aroutine with akid when you were his only friend and his mother knew it.
Dylan suspected the sandwiches and cookies were a bribe. Perhaps Arthur suspected it too, perhaps that
was why he chewed them with a morbid gnashing intensity which resembled his chess. Asif Arthur
were trying to pulverize the mornings and afternoons of the new summer into crumbs, defeated pawns to
be swept away.

The problem was he never actually did sweep the pawns away, only set them up again as quickly ashe'd
crushed them, flogging Dylan to the next match, and the next. Arthur, as ever both slavish and sadistic,
always reorganized both their chessmen. If the Y ankees or Mets had a day game afternoons were more
tolerable, Arthur’ s transistor tuned to Lindsey Nelson or Phil Rizzuto, the Mets going nowhere, the

Y ankees stacked with hired guns and bound for glory. Otherwise it was another tight rotation of
“Afternoon Delight” and “Right Back Where We Started From” on one of the Top 40 AM stations
which were Arthur’ s fixation.

“Thisisreally quite an interesting song,” said Arthur whenever “Convoy” played. He never explained.
The ritual comment was intended as self-evident.

Dylan didn’'t ask, didn’t fall for it, just fiddled with the ring on his hand. He was immune, off elsewhere
in hismind, in diving flight.

Arthur began saying breast for check. “Breast. Breast. Breast mate.”

For relief they scored the latest Fantastic Four and Defenders and Ghost Rider from the newsstand on
the traffic island on Flatbush. They read them in five minutes, then Arthur put them in plastic and began
setting up the pieces again.

The day Dylan began to hallucinate that Arthur’ s furrowed, sweat-beaded brow was actually ticking like
abomb, he toppled hisking and said, “Let’ s go seeif Mingusis home.”

Arthur stared up from the board. “Did | hear you correctly?’
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“Sure.”
“You'll introduce me to Mingus Rude?’

Arthur’s expression mingled astonishment and gloat. It was asif the entire dull ten-day stand of chess
demolitions had been intended to produce this one specific result.

“Why not?’ said Dylan.
“Y ou won't hear any objection from me,” said Arthur.

Dylan shrugged, not wanting to suggest in his response that he' d given anything valuable away. In fact
he' d vowed never to bring Arthur Lomb around to Dean Street, at least never when any of the Dean
Street kids, such as remained hanging around the block, would possibly see. Hell, it was only another
promise to himself broken, nobody else would ever know. If the Dean Street kids confused Dylan with
Arthur Lomb at this late date it was hopel ess anyway. Arthur’ s whiteness couldn’t rub off on Dylan,
couldn’t make him any whiter than he was. The taboo was pointless,

Anything, anyway, not to see his decimated pawns clapped back on their squares.
Mingus was home. In fact he was sitting on his own stoop, halfway up to catch the shade thrown by the
house, staring dazedly at what he held between his two hands like a treasure, or perhaps asmall live

thing which required his protection: a fresh spaldeen, its pink flesh unscuffed, as though it had never had
contact with the street, as though every latent bounce remained sealed inside it, pure potential.

He looked up when Dylan and Arthur approached and Dylan understood instantly that Mingus had been
into Barrett Rude Junior’ s freezer pot stash, had gotten deeply stoned, a solo afternoon jaunt. His eyes
were dewy with it.

“l found it,” he pronounced, raising up the spaldeen.

“Thisis Arthur,” said Dylan lightly, making the introduction he’ d never meant to make, but tossing it
off. “From Pacific.”

Mingus snapped to exaggerated attention, reached to shake Arthur Lomb’s hand. “Y o, Arthur, how you
doin’?’

“Okay,” said Arthur sheepishly.

“Pa- cif -ic,” said Mingus, measuring it with his dope-thickened tongue, tasting the syllables. “Y ou got
your own homeboys up around Pacific, Arthur?’
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“There, uh, aren’t any other kids my age on my block.”

“Oh yeah?’ Mingus looked impressed. “All right, | think | know what you mean, yeah. So, what you
think—some little kid lost this ball, man?’

“l guessthat’s most likely,” said Arthur. He looked stymied to be interviewed by Mingus Rude, pushed
out of hisordinary range of operation. He might fear himself on the verge of a stupid answer to a snappy
guestion, that was what his eyes seemed to say.

“Y ou think we ought to play stoopball?’
Arthur made a helpless face, looked at Dylan.
“What you think, D-Man?’

“If you even remember how,” said Dylan. He savored a certain hard-boiled flavor in hisreply, pleased to
assert before Arthur Lomb the deep and weary history between himself and Mingus Rude, a history
extensive in ways Arthur couldn’t begin to imagine.

“I"ll throw a home run on your ass, boy.”
“Let’'sseeyou,” said Dylan.

Maybe the summer was only waiting for them to resume their places, the light and heat waiting to gel
around them. The block was like an open-air museum of their former days, the dlate cracked and skewed
in al the usual places, the abandoned house still theirs any time they wanted to reclaim it. It had taken
Arthur Lomb’ s presence, though, to rouse the effort. They’d silently partnered to show him what Dean
Street meant, the old essential traces. If it had been only Dylan and Mingus they would have been off
tagging DOSE on lampposts, away from headquarters on some undercover operation.

Arthur Lomb, and the beacon of the fresh spaldeen. It had something to do as well with the pink ball
which appeared in Mingus's hands like a problem unsolved, an old itch.

There were only the three of them at first. Mingus at the abandoned stoop, turned sideways as he wound
up to slam the ball high off the steps. Dylan on the opposite sidewalk, beyond the parked cars, playing
the outfield. Arthur Lomb placed between, in the street, under the canopy of trees, to play infield and
flatten himself to one side to make way for the rare car.

“Mother fucker !” Mingus shouted when Dylan made a perfect catch. Consoling himself, he rattled a
double up the middle, chattering too-late encouragement: “Block it with your body, Artie, Arthur
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Fonzarelli, Fonzie, A-Boy.”

Dean Street’ s kids were drawn out-of-doors, or back to the block from some other place by magnetism, a
weird call. Nobody knew they were nostalgic until they saw Dylan Ebdus and Mingus Rude in the
golden leaf-light that covered the middle of the block, a dream of a summer ago, ripened into history
while nobody noticed. Plus here s this new gawky grim-faced white boy in the street, knees tangling as
he tried to stop the screaming rifle-shot grounders and line drives Mingus kept winging off the stoop.

Irresistible not to look. And then to wander over.

“King Arthur, man, you done fell down!”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t sorry me, son! Sorry is for snakes. Catch the damn ball!”

Mingus arched one high over the parked cars, destined for number 233 Dean’ s sunken concrete yard, the
shallow where a stoop had been demolished. Dylan leaped to intercept, found the spaldeen cool in his
palm, transmitted from Mingus's hand to his by way of the stoop and the air. He tossed it back casually,
over Arthur. Mingus shook his head, medium-impressed, unwilling to exaggerate.

Alberto drifted up, hands in pockets. He quickly sussed the situation, then set himself behind Arthur to
gather what dribbled or zinged through, just wanting to put his hands on the ball. Next came Lonnie,
then a couple of young Spanish kids whose names nobody could stop forgetting. Mingus waved them
into place, the infield turned into a mob. He kept throwing.

Marillaand La-La arrived, elbow-perched themselves on Henry’ s stoop, trying not to look like they
cared.

Henry himself had gone off to Aviation High School in Queens, was never around. Just a ball-game
ghost, the name given a particular stoop.

In theory five catches got a kid up to bat, in practice today who knew? Mingus was writing the rules.
Arthur and the little kids, they didn’t know any better. Alberto was deferential, easy. Dylan, Mingus's
congpirator, was camped in the outfield, not saying. He knew Mingus's druggy adamancy, had seen him
go into a zone, tagging, or just making some point aoud, talking in circles. He' d stay at the stoop until
he threw a home run.

Arthur Lomb shot Dylan paranoid eye-bolts from within the crowd of kids jostling in the street for up-
the-middle position.

Dylan if he bothered to notice was one of the older kids around Dean Street now.
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He was more aware of hisfeet leaving the ground as he reached for another line shot, robbed another
long bomb out of 213’ s yard. Perfect catch numero tres.

Marilla sang, high falsetto, | used to go out to parti-i-ies, and stand around —

He'd hung inthe air just as long as it took, matched the flight of the spaldeen exactly. Then came down
soft, unjarred.

White boy was some kind of catching machine today.
Y ou were flying.
"Cuz | wastoo nerv-uh-us, to really get down —

Arthur Lomb kicked a grounder down the street sideways and they all stood head-lolled watching him
corral it.

“Yo, Mingus,” said Lonnie, falsely breezy. “1 seen al of the Funk Mob visited your pops the other day.”
“1 don’t know what you're talking about,” Mingus deadpanned.

“You must of seen it, Mingus, man. They had a big white limo all in the street. They looked like
superheroes, man.”

“What drug you on, Lon?’
“Don’'t say you don’'t know what he' stalkin’ about,” said Marilla

Dylan had heard Earl and a couple of kids mention it the day before—the limousine, the wild-costumed
musicians that had poured out of it.

“1 saw nothing,” said Mingus, increasingly pleased with himself, thriving on the absurdity of denying it.
“That boy’slying,” said La-La, shaking her head.

Mingus reared, the spaldeen shot into the sky. A dark smudge wobbled to describe the pink ball’ s torque
against the background of sun-stained leaves.

“Takethat !” taunted Mingus.
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Dylan flew and found it in his hand again.

Thering and the ball in some kind of partnership of magical objects.
Y ou between them: the beneficiary, airborne.

“Dang! My man can jump !”

Dylan flipped the ball back past gapes of astonishment in the street.
“Watch your boy D-Lone, King Arthur man. Learn athing.”

“1I"m taking notes,” said Arthur Lomb sourly.

Marillaflopped her head and rolled her eyes, resumed singing, syllables stretched in petulance, But my
bod-dee-ee, yearned to be—freee —

By the time Robert Woolfolk arrived Dylan had robbed nine of Mingus's sure home runs, was perhaps
assembling alegend, some kind of miraculous stand patrolling the far sidewalk, the air above. The game
had become nominal, just an elaborate contest of wills between the stoned Mingus, the flying Dylan.
The others were stranded, monkeys-in-the-middle, feeding off scraps.

Marillaand La-La chose not to note Robert Woolfolk’s saunter past their place on the stoop, hisbid for
their eyes. Robert couldn’t bring Dean Street crumbling to attention just rounding the corner anymore,
that’ s what their taunting voices claimed. | got up on the flo-oo-or board, somebody can—choose—me —

Inspired, street-flippant, Dylan decided not to fear Robert Woolfolk today, not on his own block, not
wearing Aaron Doily’ sring. Besides, Arthur Lomb was here, official weakest link. Y ou could
practically feel Robert measuring Arthur’s neck for ayoke, like Wile E. Coyote replacing the
Roadrunner with aroast chicken in hismind’s eye.

It seemed to Dylan now that Robert Woolfolk’ s argument was with Rachel. Who was gone from their
lives, even if Robert Woolfolk hadn’t grasped it. That wasn't Dylan’s problem. There were days he
hardly thought of Rachel once.

Today, for one.

“Y o, Gus, man, let me see the ball for aminute,” said Robert. He tilted his head, moved his eyes
sideways, checking his back. “I’ll give it back, man, you know | will.” Another kid could ask to join a
ball game: Robert Woolfolk had to hustle in. His basic premise was criminal. It wasn’'t something he
could leave behind when it happened to be unnecessary.
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Mingus cocked his head, stared at Robert Woolfolk like Robert was speaking Martian. The younger kids
wandered off, half-intimidated, half-bored, never touching the ball. Arthur Lomb frowned at Dylan, his
trademark glare-of-despair. He might be calling up an asthma attack any minute now.

“Aight,” said Mingus suddenly, and bounced the spaldeen to Robert Woolfolk, home run forgotten,
stakes evaporated. Mingus could do that, flip like a switch. “Y ou can find me in the outfield,” he
announced. “Me and my man Dee.”

Dylan shifted to his left and Mingus joined him, two center fieldersin rivalry for anything in the air.
Robert’ sfirst throw, slung underhand, knuckles nearly grazing pavement, produced aline drive at eye
level which banked off the car between infield and outfield, nearly taking Arthur Lomb’ s head off
coming and going. Robert Woolfolk remained a source of bizarre ricochets, like a busted pinball
machine left for years in the arcade and still eating your quarters.

“My mother said | have to go home, Dylan,” said Arthur Lomb glumly. The non sequitur betrayed his
discomfort. Who' d said anything about mothers ?

“Okay,” said Dylan, uninterested.

“All right then, I’ ve got to go.” Arthur seemed to think Dylan ought to walk him home, or at least break
off playing to acknowledge the fact of his departure.

“Seeya”
“Hey, King Arthur,” said Mingus, picking up the thread. “ Catch you on the rebound.”
“Nice to meet you.”

“Give my regards to Pacific Street, man—and your mother.”

Alberto and Robert Woolfolk busted an instantaneous gut. Mingus and Dylan deadpanned, pretended
nothing was unusual. It was hilarious in away you couldn’t pin down, Mingus essentially saying yo
mama without saying it.

Mutual assured deniability.
Arthur Lomb just slumped and moved down the block, a crushed pawn.
And Marilla sang No more stand-di-ing beside the wall —

Robert wound and unwound himself again and the ball struck high on the stoop and flew the farthest yet.
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Albert leaned on a car, not imagining for a moment this was histo catch. He turned to watch Dylan and
Mingus jostle elbows together, preparing to leap.

| done got myself togeth-a, baby —

Asherose, Dylan saw the block complete. He nestled easily in the air, under the branches, above the
cars. He was aware of Mingus beside him, rising not quite so high. The pink ball found Dylan’s | eft
hand, his catching hand, ring hand, met palm of its own volition. Dylan simply there to keep the
appointment. He had time to glance around, Marilla s song slowed, to, geth, a, ba, by, from above Dylan
saw that Robert Woolfolk had what couldn’t actually be a bald spot, but a bare place, an off-center patch
of scuff or mange on the top of his head. The ball compressed in Dylan’spam asif sighing. At the
corner of Dylan’s vision Arthur Lomb sagged home along the slate. The boy can’t catch, ain’t nothin’
you can do about it. Dylan noticed La-La s nicetits, was amazed he had the term nice tits ready the first
time he'd noticed any. In truth he probably owed it to Arthur Lomb, the availability of that concept, not
that he'd ever give Arthur the credit. So who needed the Solver girls, anyway? Maybe your life wasn't
bereft, your fortune robbed before it could be spent. Maybe life, sex, everything that mattered, was right
here, on Dean, not gone elsewhere. At hisside, Dylan felt Mingus Rude nestled slightly below him, their
bodies clunking sweetly as Mingus tried to match Dylan’s leap and fell short, minus the advantage of the
flying man’sring. Mingus rising not quite so high as Dylan.

At perihelion Dylan felt himself to be a note of music, one delayed, now floating upward. They might all
be notes in a song, the Dean Street kids. Mingus was Dose. Though Dylan had been tagging the name it
belonged to Mingus wholly. Mingus had his drug thing, his access to Barrett' s stash, and it was okay, it
was cool. Robert Woolfolk, his part was to be skulky and scary. Robert was criminal-minded, Dylan
couldn’t begrudge it. Y ou alowed for the kid from the projects, steered a berth. Arthur Lomb, he was
the white boy, slotted into place. Even Arthur was okay, he just didn’t know it yet.

Asfor Dylan, he had the ring. Befuddled witnesses were only part wrong, Dean Street possessed
superheroes: not musicians in alimousine but Dylan, the flying kid. He' d sew a costume and take to the
rooftops, begin bounding down on crime and they’ d know then what they couldn’t be allowed to know
yet. Today it had to be disguised: the Discovery of Flight, right under their noses. On his maiden bound,
though, he already felt love and sympathy for all as he swam in the air, his view rearranged.

Then Marillacompleted the line, hands waving for syncopation, the beat only she heard, | done got
myself togeth-a, baby—now I'm havin’ a ball! Dylan landed, Keds squeaking softly, a millisecond after
Mingus, though they’d jJumped in tandem. The ball in Dylan’s cool palm. Elsewhere sweat had broken
everywhere on histhrilled body while aloft.

“Kangaroo boy!” barked Mingus. “Been takin’ hisvitamins, dang!”

La-Laanswered Marilla s falsetto call with ajeering response:
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Got to give it up, baby!

Oh, yeah: Got to giveit up!

It would be the throwdown of the summer of * 77 though it was still just the start of July: Grandmaster
DJ Fowersis coming with his crew from Flatbush to spin discs in the schoolyard of P.S. 38 after the
block party on Bergen. Word' s gone out. Hottest day of summer so far only nobody complains,

nobody’ stired, the sun plummets on Manhattan and the harbor, making orange light, but the day hadn’t
started yet, not if you knew what was about to go down. Y ou couldn’t drink enough beer to cool off or
get sleepy. The block party itself isjust preliminary, the white renovators grilling chops in their front
yards, trying to get to know their neighbors, couple of Spanish guys playing steel drums, nothing
special. Thelittle kids run wild, girl and boy, Spanish, black and white mixed the way they did at that
age. They spend themselves in the sun, winning and losing shitty prizes, Super Balls, green-haired
gremlins, sucking sweet juice through shaved ice in paper cones, getting face-painted by a clown who's
really somebody’ s mom roasting in a Day-Glo Afro wig. The young ones shriek and run, are pooped and
whining by four o’ clock. The older kids are stalling for night. They kill the afternoon stoop-sitting,
eyeing that balloon-filler’ s huge canister of helium, eating dollar-fifty plates of paella

By six 0’ clock the first kids have begun to group in 38's yard, though Flowers won’t show until
nightfall. The local crews are here in the meantime, setting up a minor skirmish to whet the appetite. P.S.
38 isthe domain of the Flamboyan Crew, since their celebrated DJ Stone operates out of the basement of
the Colony South Brooklyn youth center next door. Indeed, it was Flamboyan Crew’ s invitation to
Flowers which resulted in tonight’s plans. That doesn’t mean nobody disputes Flamboyan’ s primacy
here, though. Geography dictates the 38 schoolyard’ s really a nexus between different forces, the
Atlantic Terminals kids crossing down from Fort Greene, the Wyckoff Houses element coming up
Nevins. Plus the tough Sarah J. Hale High School kids, drawn to the neighboring block of Pacific from
al over.

So, up from Red Hook are the Disco Enforcers—they’ ve heard about Flowers' s visit and demanded a
turn in the proceedings. Flamboyan’' s found itself backed into a battle of the jams when all they’d
intended was to host Flowers with themselves as the warm-up. No sweat, though, Stone'sup to it. He's
so sharp on the crossfader he might be Brooklyn’sking if not for Flowers. The rival crews work together
to set up, to steal juice out of the nearest streetlight base and run it down to the far end of the yard for
their turntables and amps. At the same time trying to conceal from one another their crates of twelve-
inches, thinking to maintain some edge of surprise. The secrecy’ s abit of a joke, though: they're all,
including Flowers when he gets there, certain to be spinning the same fifteen or twenty cuts.

The Enforcers go first. They’'re an all-black crew, Enforcers compensating easily for any faggy
associations in the first part of their name. Similarly, their partisans dance on roller skates— uprocking,
that’s what they call it—and nobody’ s laughing. They balance kneebends and one-heel spins against a
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series of crotch-grabbing and fist-clenched poses, an in-your-face aspect. One mimes feeding you an
endless firehose of dick. The Red Hook DJleans on “Fatbackin” by the Fatback Band and Babe Ruth’s
“The Mexican” but also stumps the crowd with Alvin Cash and the Registers' “Stone Thing (Part 1),” an
unfamiliar jam. On the drum breaks the line of roller-skated dancers freaks for the crowd, a storm of
limbs, skates striking sparks on the cement.

If you managed to meet the eyes of the dancers, though, you’ d find them flinching, shy. To actually get
out there and uprock isn’'t easy. Far easier to stand pouting with arms crossed, head perhaps bobbing
slightly as you stake out your chosen proximity and consider what unfolds.

The beat’ s a sonic clatter resounding down Pacific, down Nevins and Third Avenue, a clarion to any
who might have missed word: Something’s happening up at thirty-eights, yo.

Flamboyan takes over next. Those who recalled anything beyond Flowers' s appearance that night would
later grant DJ Stone blew the Disco Enforcers out the yard. Stone not only finds the break, he wears it
out. Plus, where the Enforcers DJs provided their own exhortations to the crowd—a scant few
Ewveybody git down! 's—Stone’ s got aboy on avoca mic calling out to the crowd, one who must
imagine he' s Flowers s kid brother. The scrawny boy, who calls himself MC Ruff, just won't quit with
the chants and rhymes.

Flamboyan Crew doesn’t provide its own dancers—Stone' s breaks and Ruff’ s shouts merely turn the
whole yard into Soul Train. No big surprises, just “Paradise IsVery Nice’ and “Love |s the Message’
sliced a hundred different ways. Those are the grooves get people off thewall. “Love Isthe Message” in
particular. It's by MFSB, house band of the Philly Groove. Their name ostensibly stands for “Mother,
Father, Sister, Brother,” though those hip know it really means “Motherfuckin’ Sons of Bitches.” No DJ
Iswithout three or four copies of the precious twelve-inch, it’ s the staple of any set and nobody
complains.

Two hours later they hear “Love Isthe Message” again from Flowers. In his hands it sounds just as
good, better. Flowersin person casts a spell, he’'s some kind of heavy Jamaican or West Indian dude,
beyond affiliation or strife, like Kung Fu. Flowersis one of the discoverers— the isolators —of the
break, one of those who proved how furiously people could be made to dance to a section of song
unencumbered by vocals or melody. And proving it again tonight.

By this time the card tables and crepe paper back on Bergen have long been cleared. Here is the only
place you' d want to be. Maybe three hundred kids spilled around the turntables and amps, dancers at the
front, hard-asses clustered according to faction: Atlantic Terminals, Wyckoff Gardens, Spanish dudes
from Fifth Avenue. Nobody wants to be the fool who starts a ruckus, though pride requires vigilance
against anyone gazing too long at you or your lady. Rivals form Apache lines and dance their
aggression, throwing moves. Sure, there’ s a scuffle or two. But this gathering’ s peaceful, hardly calls for
the cops to come shutting it down just before midnight, stripping one group of kids of sock-hidden steak
knives, one cop snapping a pair of nunchucks over his knees, everyone sent streaming out of the
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schoolyard still buzzing, barely gotten started.

Nevertheless, Flowers s set runs long enough to carve the night into legend. The Jam of * 77, just before
the blackout. The dark yard lit by the glow of the DJ s flashlights as they cued up grooves, ran breaks
together: it merges in memory with that night of flares and candles aweek later. In memory, that is, of
al but the white kid, the one white face in the whole yard, brought there by, and hewing close to the side
of, his homeboy Dose. No blackout for whiteboy. He' s lost his last chess game, eaten hislast of Mrs.
Lomb’ sturkey sandwiches, tomorrow he's boarding a Greyhound for Vermont. The Fresh Air kid.

Dylan’ s gone unhassled tonight. Who knows why unlessit’s evidence of the jam’s benignity. He' s stood
all night soaking it up, one in the mob of flickering bodies and animated faces, even shouting out Ho-o!
and Ow! when Flowers called for it, though this does garner stern looks from some bruthas standing
nearby. Still, he skates through. Maybe this night’s just lucky, maybe he’s passed through some flame
and come out the other side. Maybe it’ s the ring. Maybe the ring has made him invisible. Maybe the ring
has made him black. Who can say?

A black-and-white photograph of Fidel Castro in abaseball uniform, standing on a pitcher’s mound:

if the mets had to trade seaver
for ared

they should have shipped him
to cuba for this guy

better fit for che stadium

SO saith commissioner crab

The postcard dlipped from between the gallery flyers and Chinese takeout menus stuffed through the
mail slot and landed on the hallway carpet, message side up. Abraham Ebdus didn’t raise an eyebrow,
only dropped it onto the small pile accumulating on the parlor’s side table. He trusted there was no
urgency to the Running Crab postcards by this point, nothing in any way timely. The boy could wait to
read them when he returned. Abraham himself never even glanced at the things anymore.

chapter 11
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FFish mouthed the pond’ s surface, seeming to sip air. Mist clung to the long grass curling from the banks
and in the tops of the trees beyond the grass. The short, rotten dock where the boy from the city sat
floated inside a gray-green smear, like a corroded photograph of a cloud. Easier to see through the

pond’ s lens to the baublelike sunfish and the broccoli-bright fronds growing underwater than through air
to the opposite bank.

“Fishintherain,” Buzz, the delinquent teenage son of the city kid’s host family, the Windles, had said
that morning. “1’ll set you up. You can't miss.” Buzz had begun sloughing off the boy from the city with
bogus rural assignments, stuff he likely wouldn’t touch himself if you paid him. Buzz at sixteen had a
small mustache and was hot to rgjoin his Vietnam-vet pals chain-smoking over the open hood of a
theoretically souped-up, in truth inert, Mustang. The city kid had trailed along for an afternoon and an
evening before Buzz cut him loose. In an oil-stained, weedy driveway Buzz' s grown friends flicked
glowing butts at alame golden retriever, urinated into empty bottles of Pabst Blue Ribbon, and joked in
alanguage the boy from the city couldn’t understand.

It was only malicious to wrench fish through that lens to drown on mushy planks. The boy had no
interest in reenacting Buzz' s hasty demonstration. The pole rested in the curved grass at the dock’ s base,
hidden like acomb in hair. The boy hunched in borrowed yellow slicker, back turned from the path up to
the fields behind the house, painting a figure of solitude for anyone approaching, for his own mental eye:
Brooklyn-bereft in Vermont, 1977.

Anyway, he might have an audience for ostentatious kindness to fish. Heather, the Windles' daughter,
thirteen to histwelve. He' d felt her trailing him with her eyes. The bookish way the boy talked to their
parents and his long, bowl-cut bangs, turnoffs to Buzz, had aroused her curiosity.

She was blond like a Solver.

She darted on her bicyclein quick silence like afigure in Brueghel or De Chirico.

Y ou might murmur to agirl on adock in the summer, what you’ d never dream of trying in school.
Y ou might be one lucky motherfucker.

Heather Windle picked her way down the path. Her legs had outgrown her own yellow raincoat so it
rode high, giving her a Morton Saltish aspect. She hopped side to side on the wet rocks, and slapped,
fingers splayed, at a cloud of gnats.

So the kid from the city had completed the transfer, brother to sister.

“Hi, Dylan.”
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“Hi.”

“What are you doing?’

“Nothing.”

She stood at the top of the dock, glanced at the pole in the grass.
“Areyou sad?’

“Why would | be sad?’

“1 don’t know, you just look sad.”

Maybe he was. Not, though, if the rest of July could be theirs, on the dock, in the field, in the mist,
anywhere but out in the oily, pull-tab-strewn driveway, the 7-Eleven lot full of pickups. Dylan Ebdus
was ready to vanish out of Buzz's Vermont into a girly world, into Heather’ s hair. He wanted to ask her
if he could simply breathe the oxygen of her blondness, nose the wisps at her cheek.

“1 was waiting for you,” he heard himself say.

She didn’t speak, just clambered to sit beside him at the rain-puckered window of the pond.
“Are you sad because you have no mom?’ she said eventually.

“l said | wasn’'t sad.”

“That’ swhy you came to stay here, though, right?’

Dylan shrugged. “Plenty of Fresh Air kids have moms,” he said. He' d been justifying the Fund to a
stoned man with an eye patch the night before, and the spiel came easily. “The whole point isfor city
kids to, you know, spend the summer in the country. For variety’s sake. | guess your parents thought it
was agood idea.”

“1 know,” she said. “We had one last year, but he was black.”
“My best friend is black,” said Dylan.
Heather thought for a minute and then leaned into him. Raincoat elbows squeaked together. “1’ve never

been to New Y ork City.”
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“No?’
“Not yet.”

“You have noidea.” A glow in Dylan replied to the pressure of her body. He felt her curiosity as a kind
of enclosing radiance, afield.

Sure, he' d be sad, accept pity, work with whatever came his way.

At that moment he decided to tell his secret, show her the costume he' d brought hidden in his knapsack,
the ring, his secret powers.

“You know what graffiti is?” he asked.

“Uh-uh.”

“Mation-tagging?’

“What' sthat 7’ she said, delighted.

“You do graffiti on amoving train,” he said. “Instead of in the yard.”
“But what’ s graffiti?’

Y es, he'd reveal the costume, he' d wear it for her. First, though, they sat inside a cloud and he told her
about Brooklyn.

When after dinner Heather’ s mother called to where they played and whispered in the sharply pitched
attic Dylan felt abolt of guilt, as though accused of what hadn’t yet happened, as though his yearnings
were films projected on the walls downstairs. He' d anticipated Buzz' s scorning gaze all afternoon, but
when Buzz missed dinner no one even spoke his name. Dylan had felt himself and Heather to be
invisible under the Windles' eyes, attic mice, dust balls. Now at her mother’ s voice he and Heather
shared one luscious gaze of complicity, then moved in silence to the stairs.

“You'll want to call your dad, if the phones are getting through,” said Heather’ s father from his recliner,
in the room lit by the television’s glow. He spoke without turning his head from the spectacle. In shades
of blue, New Y ork wasin the dark and on fire.

The phone rang four times before his father answered.
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“1 wouldn’t care to be on Fulton Street,” said Abraham Ebdus. “ There' s no sign here, though, just fools
yelling. Ramirez parked his station wagon on the sidewalk blocking his shop window. He's standing
with abat, | can see him. | suspect he'll be disappointed.”

Dylan nearly asked about Mingus, didn't.

“It'sbeen so hot, it'sreally ablessing. I'm in my studio, I’ ll paint the stars, you never see them. Or I'll
paint Ramirez. I’ll be fine, don’'t worry.”

“Okay.”

“Everything well with you, Dylan?’
“Sure.”

“Put Mrs. Windle on.”

Dylan handed over the phone and turned to Heather. To show provenance over the distant riot he said,
“It'sno big deal.” Then, abit wildly: “This actually happens all the time, it just doesn’t usually get on
the news.” This drew alook of perplexity from Heather’ s mother, who'd just replaced the receiver.

The television never returned to the blackout. Still, those rapid-flashed shots of spilled glass and running
figures trumped his father’ s report. Dylan lay dreaming awake of the city on fire.

While Mrs. Windle shopped, the three wandered together to the magazine rack in the broad, white-lit
aisle of the supermarket. There Buzz marked his indifference to the new order. Dylan and Heather knelt
at the comics rack and murmured in low tones, Dylan patiently explaining the mysteries of Marvel’s
Inhumans while Buzz leafed at hot-rod magazines and High Times, then wandered away.

As he did, Dylan saw Buzz was trailed by a middle-aged woman with a dirty blue apron and a sticker-
gun dangling in one hand like Dirty Harry’s Luger. She leaned on her hip to follow Buzz' s progress
around the aisle’ s corner, then strolled after him. Dylan smiled to himself, returned to the comics.
Heather was oblivious.

Followed in a shop like a black kid.

Dawdling through checkout behind Mrs. Windle, Buzz labored at innocence, shrugging, poking at arack
of gum, making small talk, doomed. The woman with the gun and a bald, stern manager hung near at a
closed register, biding time until it was official, until Buzz moved for the exit without plopping whatever
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he had in his pants and sleeves onto the scudding rubber belt. Only Mrs. Windle and Heather were
surprised when the manager corralled them just through the automatic doors.

“I’'m sorry, Mrs. Windle.” The manager squinted in the pounding sunlight, histone full of sorrowful
inevitability. “We gotta ask Buzz here to step into the back, please.”

“Oh, Buzz,” moaned Mrs. Windle.
Buzz stood pouting sarcastically, shifting from leg to leg, player in a script he wastoo dull to resist.
“Why don’t you younger kids come along. This lesson couldn’t hurt you to learn.”

In anarrow, windowless office they watched as Buzz dutifully produced Hot Rod, Penthouse, and a box
of shotgun shells from the hunting and fishing aisle.

“Last time we said next time we'd call the sheriff, Buzz.”
“Say something,” Buzz's mother commanded.

“| should’ ve called the sheriff, after how Leonard treated me last time,” mumbled Buzz. “ Shit, |
shouldn’t even come in here anymore.”

“Afraid that’ s right, Buzz, you shouldn’t. Leonard’ s got nothing to do with it.”

“Well, | don’'t know about that,” said Buzz, locating his rallying cause. “Y ou need to have aword to him
about getting off my back, man.”

“What did Leonard say to you?’ said the manager, his face instantly growing red.
“You kids go wait at the car,” said Mrs. Windle, nodding at Heather and Dylan.

They drovein silence, Buzz in the Rambler’ s passenger seat, forlornly leveraging elbow, head, and
neck, as much of himself as possible out the window, his mother rigid with fury at the wheel. Heather
and Dylan slumped low and traded grimaces beneath the horizon of the long front seat. Dylan lifted his
shirt asin a striptease and flashed the copy of Inhumans #7 and the two Nestl€ s Crunches tucked at his
waist. Heather widened her eyes obligingly, put her hand to her mouth. Home, they ate both bars of
chocolate together in the attic while downstairs Buzz reckoned with his father.

Vermont was permeable to Brooklyn ways. Nothing simpler, really, than racking the chocolate and the
comic book with Buzz in the role of the black kid, drawing heat.
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Buzz had set a pick for Dylan—that’ s what Mingus would have called it.

Afternoons had a dazing slackness. Y ou dropped a bicycle in the grass or on the gravel, wherever you
were sick of it, stripped off your T-shirt and kicked away flip-flops and resumed swimming, since you'd
been cycling in your drying trunksin the first place. Heather’ s tits were plums in the armholes of her
tank tops and there was always the possibility of an angle, another take on that subject. Y ou compiled
views until the postulated form burned in mind’ s eye, gathering obsessive force like an advertisement
you'’ d passed over forever until the day you just had to know, Sea-Monkeys or X-Ray Specs.

Blackflies and boners, each were solved by immersion.
Dylan mentioned he'd turn thirteen in August at least twice a day.

It was natural enough in those humid, bug-drunk afternoons, the house, pond, field, gravel front yard all
Dylan’s and Heather’ s alone, that they’ d find themselves sprawled in their suits making wet ass-prints
on the sofa one minute, side by side, panting heavily and laughing hysterically in rapid alternation, and
then a moment later kneeling barekneed on chairs at the counter, stirring up a Tupperware quart of
lemonade crystals and cold tap water. Equally likely to next be ferrying ice-filled beading glasses to the
attic, which in daylight boiled with a psychedelic swarm of dust swimming in angled light.

Half naked on the checkered bedcover they again lay side by side, sucking ice.
“l can't feel my lips.”

“Me neither.”

“Fedl this.”

“Cold!”

“You now.”

The country-city premise freed them to pretend anything was a surprise. Maybe ice didn’t work the same
in New York City.

“Kisswhere | kissed.”

A pause, then the attempt.
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“l can't feel anything.”

“Kissmy lips.”

Though they’ d been mashing iced lipsto wrists, the first was a graze, abird’ s peck.
“I"m numb— dumb.” They cracked up.

“Okay, again.”

“Ah.”

She'd closed her eyes.

They rolled away. Dylan flopped onto his stomach, quashing athrob in histrunks. “Y ou ever suck
laughing gas from whipped cream?’ he asked to keep up the stream of distractions, a permitting air of
larkiness.

“No000,” she said. “Buzz did though.”

Buzz, code for al things crude, contemptible, townish. Dylan and Heather were beings of the pond and
the distant-recalled city, nothing between. Forget laughing gas.

“Y ou want a back rub?’
“Sure.”
“Turn over.”

She obeyed, keeping their deal: nothing was related to any other thing. They were sprites who'd
banished taboo and were also a bit stupid, willingly dim. The kiss was on one planet, the back rub
another.

He kneaded and pinched, gave her spine a noogie, whatever seemed artful.

Inside the arrangement of her flung arms on the bedspread her tits bulged, third-moons. He earned a
grope through extensive rib work, lingered just enough to find them disappointingly lozengelike,
hamburger-hard. Her eyes fluttered inside their lids.

When his fingers curved slightly inside the tight band of elastic at her hips she twisted away, sat up.
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“| can’'t breathe in here.”

They tumbled out and onto the bicycles and raced down the gravel shoulder, just two local kids killing
time as far as dozing passersby in any passenger windows might care, Heather ratcheting ahead madly,
knees flashing in and out of bronze shadow, Dylan chasing, relieved, mouth wide gobbling the moist air,
the infinite Vermont afternoon.

Mr. Windle parked the Rambler at the rear of the drive-in lot to shorten his walk across Route 9 to the
Blind Buck Inn. There, Buzz predicted, he'd not stir from the bar through the entire double feature—
Sar Wars, The Late Show —and emerge so crocked he' d pass the keys Buzz' s way for the three-mile
drive home. The ot was two-thirds empty, maybe fifty cars hooked asif on life support to units
thrusting at angles from weed-cracked pavement.

Space in the city, like time, moved upward. Here the direction was sideways, into the trees.

At blue twilight figures browsed car to car, leaning through windows for alight, making mock of an
overfull backseat, a social moment before hunkering down.

“I’m taking a pass on the first feature,” Buzz said, not looking at Dylan. With the ten Mr. Windle had
floated their way and Buzz confiscated, Heather’ s brother had magnanimously bought Cokes for Dylan
to convey back to the car, then pocketed the change. He was humped over the Evel Kneivel pinball
machine in the concessions hut, intent on making it tilt a hundred or athousand times. Or possibly there
was an agenda beyond pinball, say afour-foot bong in atrunk. Likely accomplices milled nearby.

Always there was a pond or quarry rumored through the fields, where the real action went on.

Buzz tipped his chin at the distant screen. That scuffed blank billboard was the least interesting place to
rest your eyes in the whole sky, which was full of what looked like feathers the color of bruises. “You
can stay in the backseat with my sister if you want.”

Dylan stood dumbly clenching the paper frame full of Cokes. A week kissing Heather every stolen

moment had made him faint and dreamy, incapable of reading either sincerity or scoffing in Buzz. This
might actually be some rough blessing.

He nodded and Buzz grinned.
“Bet about now you’ re thinking the Avoid Nigger Fund' s the best deal you ever had in your life, huh?”

They did watch from the backseat. Dylan steered Heather’ s attention to crucial details, though Sar Wars
didn’t carry the same impact here, flashing like aView-Master slide in the pinpricked bowl of night, as
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it did at the Loew’ s Astor Plaza on Forty-fifth Street. Dylan had seen it four times there, the last two
alone, adwarfed figure growing amazed as the frames pulsed in his eyes, feeling in his subvocal
anticipation of certain lines, his sense-memory of certain actorly gestures, the possibility of floating up
and intercepting the light halfway, of being a human projector secretly responsible for the existence of
the images.

“Parsecs measure space, not time,” he droned, unable to quit though the point felt unworkable,
Arthurish. “Some claim it’samistake but I’'m sure it’ sintentional, Han Solo’s pretending—"

“Dylan,” Heather whispered.
“What?’

She closed her eyes. Dylan completed the sentence silently, groping for arelation between speech and
the passage of breath in two mouths, the miasmic world created at the junction of two faces. Asin the
dusky cool of the attic, as at the noon-blazed pond, there was nothing between, the rupture was total,
bliss speechless.

"Nuff said.

It was only hard to believe it wasn't illegal. But shut up already and kiss her.

Then he opened his eyes.

The Windles car was rocking.

Four sets of ass cheeks like blond lunar pancakes pushed the Rambler’ s windows in gentle alternation,
sideto side.

Their hair flash-dried in horns and Superman spit curls as they swam and kissed. The sun-dazzled heads
were calm, bobbing like floes while an eye-level dragonfly described chess problems on the table of the
water. Just below, animal bodies thrashed in green cold. The boy had grabbed the girl everywhere by
now, his demented hands inventorying shapes there in the Negative Zone, where nothing counted. Twice
he' d felt her fingers graze his pond-numbed prong and practically drowned.

He was returning to Brooklyn tomorrow.

“Your dad might send you to private school,” said Heather, breath rippling pond between them. She
ducked lower, water past her nose, blue eyes floating doubled in reflection, pupils near invisible.
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“What are you talking about?’

“Buzz heard him talking to my mom. Buzz says you’ re struggling with a black influence.” She'd plainly
rehearsed the phrase, dared herself to speak it.

“Buzz is struggling with amoron influence,” said Dylan. “I think he' slosing the struggle.”

“He said you got beat up.”

Dylan dove, plunged fully into the silt and shadows of the Negative Zone. He' d taught himself to open
his eyes underwater these past weeks. The pond didn’t punish eyeballs like the chlorine-poisoned
Douglas Pool, down behind the Gowanus Houses, where he’ d gone swimming with Mingus a couple of

times. Y ou aso didn’t need to wear sneakers underwater for fear of broken glass. He' d have liked to see
Buzz contend with that.

Now he rushed in echoless slow motion at Heather’ s seal-like body, her red one-piece, limbs glowing
like milk in the bent emerald-yellow light. She cycled afloat, not fending him off. Wrapping one arm
around her middle, he mashed his mouth into her stomach. A fugitive hand found atit. She didn’t thrash,
or even pull away. Anything under water was between him and her body, apparently.

When he'd come up for air and they lay panting and dripping on the dock, gaze squinted through fingers
to protect their eyes from the sun, Dylan said, “I’ ve got something to show you.”

“What?’

“Surprise.” He'd meant to reveal the costume today anyway. Now it seemed a correction too, to Buzz's
garbage.

“Whereisit?’ she sad.
“Go on your bike. Get some Mountain Dews. Meet back here.”
She nodded, spellbound, guileless.

In the Windles' guest room he slipped the ring onto his finger, then bundled the costume under hisarm.
Paranoid he' d be seen, he moved sideways through the kitchen and out, then dlipped through the fields.

On the dock he spread the costume out and looked at the thing for the first time since riding the
Greyhound bus out of the city.

He' d had his father teach him the simple stitches he’ d used to sew it together, though he hadn’t said
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what for. The cape, cut out of aworn Dr. Seuss bedsheet featuring A Lion Licking A Lemon Lollipop,
was attached at two corners of the neck of the sky-blue T-shirt which formed the costume’s body. He'd
centered the lion, a suitably enigmatic logo, as nearly as possible in the middle of the cape. The deeves
of the T he' d extended with brightly striped bell-bottom legs scissored off apair of his mother’s
abandoned pants, scavenged from the heap at the bottom of her closet where only Dylan ever visited.
They hung imperially, his hands extending through a fringe of threads like the clapper in a bell.
Impractical, but this was only a prototype. A showpiece. The shirt’s chest he' d stretched flat over
cardboard and decorated using the Spirograph, the rusty pins, the balky cogs, a clumsy labor with
imperfect results. The emblem was an oscillated circle, the widening path of an atom traced a thousand
times through space to form bands of power. At any distance, though, it blurred to afat zero.

The boy from the city wriggled into the elaborate top and stood on the yawning dock in aveil of tiny
insects, waiting.

A moment later the girl appeared at the top of the path, two green bottles clanking where she had them
cradled at her belly, head bowed as she placed bare feet on rocks.

At the foot of the dock she set the bottles of sodain the grass and stood considering.
“Well?’

“What isit?

“What doesit look like?’

She didn’t seem to know.

He fluffed the cape with his elbows, wishing for awind. The weight of it dragged the neck of the shirt
back so it rode against his throat, a design flaw. He' d attach the next cape at the shoulders, maybe.

“Thisiswho | really am,” he said.

She still didn’t say anything, just stood.

“Aeroman.”

“Who'sthat?’

“1t means flying man. Dylan Ebdus is my secret identity.”

Forehead knit, she said: “Weéll, | don't likeit.”
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“What do you mean?’
“It looks weird.”
“When it'sdoneit’ll cover my legs. Thisisjust the top half.”
“Where did it come from?’
“I made it.” He said nothing about the ring, about Aaron X. Doily.

She nudged the Mountain Dews, her bare toes cast in green shade by the sunstruck bottles. “It doesn’t
seem likeyou.”

“Well, itisme,” he said, adamant. He realized now he wanted Heather to tell her brother, so Buzz would
understand he could presume nothing about Dylan or Brooklyn.

She sat, folded her legsin the grass. He stood, still looking for the sign she comprehended the
importance of what he'd shown her.

“Dylan?’

“What?’

“If you stayed here you wouldn’t have to go to private school.”

He was stupefied. The remark was so irrelevant and appalling, he didn’t even know where to start.
“I"'m not staying here,” he said simply, perhaps cruelly.

Heather abruptly stood, her face red and shocked, asif he'd slapped her.

“Takeit off,” shesaid. “I don't likeit.”

“No.”

She moved to the path, abandoning the bottles which lay in the grass.

“What about the surprise?’ he said. There was a breeze suddenly, and he felt the cape flutter and snap
perfectly at his back, like a stadium flag.
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“l don't care,” she said without turning.
“1 haven’t even shown it to you yet,” he yelled, but she was gone.

After amoment he moved, anyway, to the end of the dock, there bent his knees, pointed his hands
straight from his body, preparing what he' d planned for weeks. Heather might be watching from highin
the grass at the field’ s edge; it was possible. Or not, didn’t matter now. He didn’'t need to be known in
Vermont, this null areathat was only measured in its distance from the city, its use as arestorative, a
place to get your act together before returning to the real world. In his case, to prepare to be thirteenin
the city, to kiss city girls, to be the flying boy who fights city crime, shit incomprehensible to anyone
from Vermont.

He dovein air. The mirrorlike surface dazzled his eyes as he executed a pinball circuit, like one of those
dragonflies, inches above. He trained on the far bank to keep from dizziness, flew near and turned,
brushing the high grass there, springing an explosion of waterstriders snoozing deep in roots.

He toured the water twice around. When he landed running on the dock he took a splinter in his heel:
never fly without proper footgear. And the corner tips of the cape had dangled and were soaked. That’s
how close he'd been. So: 1. Wear sneakers. 2. Hem cape. One way or another, you were always learning
something.

chapter 12

T he church was a garage, set back on Dekalb Avenue behind alow white picket fence that fooled no
one, being flush to the busted slate sidewalk and wedged between an ironworks and a plumber’ s shop.
On a Saturday the ironworks was in full operation, oblivious to the services next door, rolling gate up to
reveal aman in awelder’s mask dipping an acetylene torch against a window grille, sparks spilling on
the concrete floor. The block aso included an auto body shop, its windows showing a 1967 pinup
calendar; a“record” store, glass papered with empty album jackets to conceal the interior from the
street, protecting sellers of something likely not records; and two boarded lunch counters with thirties
vintage Coca-Cola signs intact, emblazoning forgotten names. The church, whitewashed cinder-block
exterior decorated with a handpainted tin sign reading PARLOR OF GOD , “ IN HISBOSOM WE ARE
REVEALED,” REV . PAULETTA GIB , PASTOR and decorated with agolden Star of David was absolutely
agarage, plywood doors open to expose five rows of backs and nodding heads of sittersin folding chairs
facing the woman with the microphone at the front of the room. August sun blazed down, baking the
churchgoers. Ties were tugged loose at necks, knees eagled to ventilate genitals, cuffs hitched. The
pastor’s floral dress was soaked at the belly and where the wattles of her upper arms pressed against her
ribs. As she paced at the front she expertly flipped the mic’s cord across the floor at her feet, keeping it
looped far from her high, thick-heeled shoes, which bore a print to match the dress.

The two men, father and son, each boiling in a suit and tie in the midmorning heat, moved through the
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gate of the picket fence and took seats at the back, just inside the shade of the garage.

“We had better strive to emulate the five virgin brides,” the woman said at the pitch of her talk.
“Keeping our wicks cropped close, keeping our oil clean, preserving the flame, oh yes.”

“Oh yes,” came the murmured and shouted reply.

“Keeping that light in the window so when the robber bridegroom arrives he can see us waiting
faithfully in the window, oh yes, all in our fine things, in our finery all untouched, not one fingertip
soiling our garments, not one.”

“Not one, not one.”

At the end, as the tiny congregation milled through the picket fence and onto the sidewalk, the pastor
found her way to the strangers who' d arrived late and seated themselvesin the rear, Barrett Rude Senior
and Junior. They stood as she approached.

“Welcome,” she said, holding out her hand. “Pauletta Gib.”

“That’s afine service, Sister Gib,” said Senior, bowing deeply. Histie was still knotted tightly at his
neck, despite the heat.

She nodded at him, then opened her hands, and they stepped out together into the glare. Pauletta Gib
turned to the son. “Y ou're that singer with the Distinctions,” she said.

“Barrett Rude Junior, ma am. No longer with the group.”
“1’d heard word you were raised within the Parlor.”

“Raised by my father in the church, yes.” The singer softened his voice, spoke as humbly as he could.
The pilgrimage to the garage-front church today was for Senior, not a concession but a gift.

But Pauletta Gib had eyes for the tall man who wished today only to stand in his father’ s shadow. “Y our
singing’s given alot of easement to folks,” she said.

Barrett Rude Junior lowered his head as his father said: “My son is not aworshipful man, Sister.”

Pauletta Gib arched an eyebrow. “I’'m sure | don’'t have to tell you, Mr. Rude, that aworshipful man is
measured one Sabbathday at atime. Today | find your son here within my walls.”

“1 have only just joined him here in the city. He had no idea of the existence of your temple.” His choice
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of words conveyed hesitation over the setting, the dressed congregation lingering on the sidewalk where
men from the ironworks now misted a section of grille with black Krylon. The paint settled to form a
blurred negative of the grille on the pavement.

“Y et you found us today, praise be to God.”

The father at last found voice for what he wanted her badly to know: “1 once had a ministry of the Parlor
of my own in Raleigh, North Carolina.”

Her frown seemed to go through the older man, to pass over his tight-knotted tie, his fresh shave, his
keen and defiant expression, to ask How long ago was that? And what transpired in between?

What she said, though, revealed nothing of her conclusions at the going-over her eyes had conducted:
“Love sets up a Parlor wherever it wanders.”

To that Barrett Rude Senior could only add, grumpily, “Praise God.”

The woman took the son’s hands in hers, gazed deep in his flinching eyes. “Would you sing in our
church next Sabbathday?’ The tone suggested it was a kindness she offered the singer, not the request
for afreebie it should seem to be.

But it was the father, now shifting his weight from squeaking shoe to squeaking shoe, who ached to be at
Pauletta Gib’s microphone.

“1 don’'t know,” said Barrett Rude Junior sincerely, not certain what his father would prefer to hear,
mostly wishing he could cause the question to be unasked.

“Don’'t speak to it at present,” said Pauletta Gib, patting the singer’s hand. “Y our heart will clarify the
guestion in your sleep.” Then she turned to the father, her tone dlipping an octave. “I trust I'll see you
next week, Mr. Rude. Unless you' ve already set up atemple of your own.”

“Hrrph.”

Barrett Rude Senior turned and pouted, squinting into the sun. He checked his cuffs, picked a
nonexistent thread off the breast of hisjacket and examined it briefly before tossing it toward the curb,
elaborate dandyish mime.

Inevitably, Pauletta Gib had begun to remind Senior and Junior of their deceased wife and mother.

Like the woman they both remembered, she disfavored the father for the son.
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Now two of Pauletta Gib’s flock who'd hovered at the edge of the talk came forward with an envelope
and a ballpoint pen and pressed them into the hands of Barrett Rude Junior. A girl in aprint dress, bare
dusky arms with atrace of talcum powder, her young brother atwig in a pale peach suit. The boy stood
shy at hissister’s hip, so the girl had to make the request. They wanted nothing much, though it was a
thing the singer hadn’t given in nearly two years: just an autograph.

“Yo.

“Y 0, man.”

“What up?’

“Nothin’, man. What you doin’ ?’

“What you think, man? Same as you—gettin’ someink.”
“Cool, cool.”

Samuel J. Underberg’s, Inc. Food Store Ouitfittersis a boxy, pale-green five-story building on the other
side of Flatbush, beyond the newsstand on the traffic island, in the region of flattened lots and stilled
warehouses in the shadow of the Williamsburg Savings Bank tower. The areais abig zero in most
senses, aregion of lack. Past the Brooklyn Academy of Music, the Long Island Rail Road terminal,
there' s nothing doing, nobody home. In fact, though no one seems to know it, thisis the site once slated
for Ebbets Field’ s relocation, before the Dodgers defected. They got as far as knocking down alot of old
brick and putting nothing up in its place. Nobody smells beer and peanut ghosts here because the
ballpark never arrived. The flattened region is a sort of brick-dotted outline tracing a phantom limb. As
far as awandering crowd of kidswould care, housing projects-wise, it's beyond the safety zone of
Wyckoff Gardens, well into the turf of Atlantic Terminals.

Strange groups on the bare sidewalk give uneasy props all around, heads bobbing and nodding, eyes
averted.

All gaze is deferred to the warehouse wall, the splendid explosion of graffiti there.

At the center of this dead land Samuedl J. Underberg’sis asite of mysterious life, one to which the
family-owned businessis oblivious. It's nothing to do with their real profitability, which ismainly in
supplying new shopping carts, replacements for those stolen by the homeless or wrecked in parking ot
collisions. Every day Underberg’ s trucks dozens of carts out of their warehouse to supermarkets all over
Brooklyn. From the warehouse they also shift big-ticket items like registers and rubber matting and
display carousels. Call it aniche. At least it keeps a number of men employed, cousins, many of them.
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None of this remotely explains the special magnetism of Underberg’ s for the kids who congregate there.
The secret’ s inside the dinky showroom, practically an afterthought, which features the trimmings a
supermarket needs to dress itself as a stage set for the play of shopping: fake parsley-sprig barriersto lay
between different cuts of meat inside coolers, fake plastic salamis and gourds of cheese to bulk up
displays of real goods, vinyl and laminate signage cut in shapes of fish and pigs to stick in the fronts of
delicatessen trays, hot-pink and orange fluorescent signs blaring SPECIAL!

“Y 0, man, check it out, that’s Strike, man.”

“Strike? Really?’ Thisawhisper of disbelief that the King of the Broadway Line would materializein
human form.

“Check it out man, he' stagging up.”
“Ho, snap, man. Strike.”
“1’m gonna get him to sign my book.”

The Underberg’ s showroom is the sole place in Brooklyn where awalk-in customer can buy, no
guestions asked, an eight-ounce bottle of Garvey Formula XT-70 Violet, an industrial ink comprised of
ethanol, butyl ether, and polyamid resin, formulated specifically for stamping prices on frozen
cellophane and plastic-wrapped packages of slimy meat. Garvey Violet’ s unique grabability extends also
to grime-covered windowpanes—the panes in question being those of subway cars. For use in the
homemade markers of graffiti artists Garvey Violet isan irreplaceable elixir, and that, in turn, makes
lowly, oblivious Underberg’'s a destination. It also ensures that the sides of the building form a
constantly updated museum of tags from every corner of the borough, a showcase for rival tribesin
temporary collaboration.

The skull-capped men at the showroom counter have sussed out this much: Garvey Violet is stacked

well behind the counter, so it can only be purchased, never shoplifted. And the counter it hides behind is
aglass casefilled with cutlery, boning knifes, fat cleavers. At $5.99 a bottle Garvey Violet’s enough of a
bargain the writers pony up—the only other option, anyway, would be to storm the place with shotguns.
Their acting out inside the showroom is more covert: stealing fake fruit and scribbling tiny tags here and
there on the cardboard displays.

But apart from this the writers tend to shift in and out glumly, one at a time plunking cash on the counter
and mumbling the request, their braggadocio damped until back on the street.

“Y 0, man, you hear that? He said Jew want a bag for that 7’

“Ah, shut up, man.”
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“l swear man, he said it. I'm not making it up.”

These wary groups pass around drawing books bound in pebbly black board, full of their own and
others' tags, aswell as full-color felt-tip blueprints for top-to-bottom burners they hope someday to dare
to reproduce on atrain. Underberg’sis aplace for displaying books, for gathering autographs from all
over, though the risk is always abasement or mockery if agroup of older, stronger writers decides to
bully some younger faction.

From up Flatbush Avenue, off the D train, from up Fourth Avenue off the N and the R at Pacific Street,
wandering up from the projects, small groups arrive in waves and mingle jostling on the sidewalk there,
blocking the Underberg’ s men from loading their truck. They come and go noisily, the groups
themselves like aform of human scribbling.

This day two white kids stand hoping to be inconspicuous in the gabble of activity that’ s suddenly all
around them, asimple run to Underberg’ s not so simple after al. One' s frozen in the act of tagging up.

“Check out the white boys, man, think they bad.”
“What you write, white boy?’

The white kid with the marker is silent, shoulders bunched against his harassers, but with a certain
plodding integrity he finishes marking his tag on Underberg’ s wall, in the small space he’s found
between larger, spray-painted throw-ups.

“Whazzat say? Art? A-R-T?

“Dude’ stag is Art, man. That’s wack.”

“Y our name Arturo, dude? Y ou don’t look Puerto Rican to me.”

“Shut up, man, leave the guy alone.”

“He'satoy.”

“Leave him alone, man.”

“I"m not messin’ with the dude, yo, | just want to see what he'swritin’. Y ou with acrew, Art 7’

Question’ srhetorical: What white kid could be with a crew? For that matter, what self-respecting crew
could contain a white dude, let alone asmall, ferrety white dude like this one, et alone two white dudes?
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Not to mention two like these, beginning to cower instinctively against Underberg’ s wall in the manner
in which negotiating the halls and schoolyard and adjacent streets of |ntermediate School 293 has
tutored them.

Ritualized cringes buried millimeter-deep in the psyches of the two white kids, mock-asthmatic seizures
and other forms of beseeching, are ready to surface when the nearest thing to a crew these guys could
ever hope for pops back out of the showroom with a fresh-purchased bottle of Garvey Violet: Mingus
Rude.

Mingus' s assessment of the situation is so instantaneous and smooth his remark seems to emerge from
his mouth even as he himself emerges from Underberg’s, while at the same time he dlips the bottle of
ink into the fat thigh pocket of his military-surplus pants. He doesn’t address the four black kids who are
tightening the lasso of themselves around Arthur Lomb and Dylan Ebdus, instead speaks asif all but
Arthur and Dylan are invisible, his tone one of annoyance.

“Fuck you doin’, Art man? | tole you them other dudes are waiting for us. Ain’t time to be foolin’
around here, man, we got to go.”

A reference to other dudesis magic. The lasso slackens. Arthur and Dylan nod obediently to Mingus,
duck their heads, eyes cast down on the sidewalk as they follow him.

The three escape together, leaving the Underberg’ s pavement to other confrontations.

Across Flatbush, Arthur Lomb skips up excitedly beside Mingus, while Dylan lags behind. Arthur’s
eager mimicry produces atwee, mechanical version of Mingus's hunched lope. Heredlly is, in this
sense, atoy : he' sturning himself into a Mingus-puppet. “Y o, them dudes were talking about Strike,
man, they said he was there tagging up, but | didn’t see him. Could be wishful thinking, just like
everybody claims they saw Son of Sam. Anyway, Strike’s okay, but | prefer Zephyr, | think he'sreally
got the most original tag, yo, man, you know what | mean?’ Mingus only grunts and stalks on, but that’s
encouragement enough for Arthur. “Man, that one guy was trying to act real scary, but | could see his
face, he looked like a baby, his lips were all blubbery. Yo, | probly could of taken him if you hadn’t
come out just then. Lucky for him I'd say, yo.” Arthur’s careful slurring of certain words, in contrast to
his sharply nerdish pronunciation elsewhere, iswincingly obvious to Dylan, who wonders why Mingus
doesn’t just smack him upside the head and command him to stop. But Mingus tolerates Arthur’s
parroting talk, accepts this transformation Arthur’ s accomplished, somehow, in the month Dylan’ s been
away. Arthur Lomb, it appears, contains multitudes: he's managed this utter self-reformatting with the
same sleazy facility with which he earlier dumped the Mets for the Y ankees. “ Couple white boys could
of taken their paints and shit off them, | bet, that isif they had anything worth taking, which | doubt, yo,
judging from the poor condition of their sneakers.”

“Becool,” says Mingus now, as without glancing sideways he throws out an arm to slow Arthur’s pogo-
ing gait. There may be no stopping the flow of Arthur’stalk, not once he's on thiskind of roll. At least,
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though, he might quit hopping.

Arthur does slow. He allows Mingus to move ahead, giving him some room to glower in his own
irritated headspace, often a necessity when Mingus hasn’t smoked ajoint in awhile. Arthur turnsto
Dylan instead. “What you think, we could of taken them, yo?’

“Don’'t yo me,” said Dylan.

He crouched in darkness at the top of the abandoned house’ s stoop, hearing distant sirens. Nearer by,
voices at Bond Street, alaugh knifing through the humidity, floated to the sky. Though the night was hot
he wore a sweatshirt. Underneath was the costume, the cape crammed up into the back like a soft turtle’s
shell, bell-bottom sleeves doubled around his wrists. He sweat furiously, it couldn’t be helped. The ring
he kept like afolded dollar, hidden in his sock: the possibility of being yoked while still on the ground
was very much with him. Perhaps he should have begun on rooftops, but access to his own was through
Abraham’s studio, and Abraham was painting frames of film tonight. Dylan had opened the studio door
to find his father planted under a single clip-on floodlamp, fingers crabbed around atiny brush,
transistor radio tuned low to gooselike jazz, the barely audible squonks of Rollins or Dolphy.

“1’m going out.”

“Tonight?’

“Just for an hour.”

“Shouldn’t you sleep?’

“Just an hour.”

It was the evening of the day before eighth grade.

It was somewhat unclear how to begin.

Mingus Rude and Arthur Lomb were off painting a burner on the side panel of an abandoned police
truck in the city salvage yard at the foot of the Brooklyn Bridge. The expedition had been planned for
days, awake for summer’ s death, alast fling. Dylan involved himself in preparations, including the
harvesting of Krylon from McCrory’s and the assembling of a sheaf of marker sketchesin full color,
then bowed out of the jaunt itself at the last second. This ensured that tonight he wouldn’t bump into
Mingus or Arthur. Anyway, Dylan was exhausted with the whole Mingus-Arthur situation. He' d begun

to wonder if he was encouraging it by his own presence. Let them be alone together, let Mingus endure
the raw, grasping force of Arthur’s sycophancy without Dylan around as a buffer, and see how he liked
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it.

Besides, the two would be painting Dylan’s design on the police truck, Dylan’s hand was inherent in the
sketches. Mingus might be Dose, but Dylan was Dose' s auteur.

Teenagerdom was a secret identity in the first place.

At thirteen you' d begun to leave traces, occult names and signs proliferating, sheets you fiercely insisted
on laundering yourself.

Like a Spirograph cog your wobbling path made messes.
Aeroman was a bolder route, only he was proving hard to bring out of his sweatshirt shell.

Where in Gowanus did a fresh-minted superhero go to find the sort of crime in which he could
meaningfully intervene? Dylan huddled on the abandoned stoop, ear cocked to the damp howl of the late-
summer wind as it bore voices through the night. The gays walked their dog, otherwise the block was
empty. Dean Street wouldn’t cut it. Nevins, that was too much, the prostitutes, the old men on Ramirez’'s
corner, the chance of Wyckoff kids ranging up from the projects. Smith Street, same problem. He

needed an isolated nightscape, an alley, awoman yelling for return of her stolen pocketbook, the
classical Spider-Man mugging scenario: exactly what he'd never seen in hislife. A superhero spliced
criminals from victims. In Gowanus things tended to be more mixed up.

He needed height, perhaps. To rise above.

He roused himself from the stoop and walked to the corner, then up Bond Street, to the subway, the
Hoyt-Schermerhorn station, knowing it was a place he’ d never go at this time of night if conditions
weren't changed, and they were barely changed. He resembled himself, not Aeroman, until he shed the
sweatshirt. And Aeroman didn’t walk, he flew. Until he brought himself to fly down from arooftop he
wasn’'t Aeroman, he was akid in a costume in a sweatshirt, walking. The ring was in his sock—he
reached down and confirmed it. A white boy on the corner of Bond and Schermerhorn at eleven at night.
The place was desolate enough, barren parking lots and basketball courts, darkened municipal buildings,
the street’ swide lanes silent. Too desolate, maybe. Places you feared most were empty, your fear of
them theoretical. Y ou wouldn’t be caught dead there, so you didn’t go, so no one went because what was
the point?

In truth the action was below, in the long urine-stinking subway tunnel beneath Schermerhorn. The
token booth there was buried deep in the block, the path to it aterrifying gauntlet, a home for beggars
who slumped against the dimmed windows of subterranean displays, relics from atime before Abraham
and Straus figured there was no one worth advertising to in the stations underground, and no way to
protect the merchandise displayed there. The tunnel was afamous danger.
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He caught himself, though: What use was a flying man in the subway? A novice mistake, barely
outsmarted. He felt a degree of accomplishment in avoiding it. Aeroman’ sfirst triumph, a prudent
hesitation. It was arelief not to enter the tunnel.

Maybe Smith Street was a better bet after al.
Tomorrow eighth grade began.
Aeroman wanted to emerge before it was too late, but he needed crime to call him out.

Beneath his feet the pavement rumbled as the A or GG slowed at the underground platform, then a
handful of lonely figures leaked from the station into the night. He stood beneath the lamppost across
Schermerhorn, watching. One white woman glanced in his direction, eyes darting, surveying the empty
street. She turned down Bond, then onto State Street.

Sweating, hunchbacked, Aeroman followed.

Maybe something would happen. He was magnetized by her fear, athing he understood. Seeing it
reflected in the woman was acutely thrilling. Here was precisely what Aeroman meant to combat, the
hectic, accelerating heel steps in darkness, on a block where the canopy of limbs masked the streetlights.
He reached down, not breaking stride, and palmed the ring up from his ankle, slipped it onto his |eft
forefinger. The voices of hidden paper-bag drinkers drifted from the recessed stoops, idle jaded watchers
who'd never help awoman in danger.

She was underdressed, rape-able, regretting she' d ever heard the word Brooklyn, |et alone nibbled the
bait of the reputed astonishing rents here, the hardwood floors.

Just one catch: the scene sorely lacked avillain. No one followed the girl apart from him.
He was chasing her down the block. It was his footsteps she fled.
It was a mugging like an egg on aroosterless farm, unfertilized, incomplete.

When she began actually running he stood still in the middle of State Street and let her go, made dumb
with chagrin. Should he fly ahead, somersault over and intercept her, perhaps, to apologize? But he'd
only scare the shit out of her worse than he already had.

Aeroman had met the enemy, and it was Aeroman.

Now he trudged to Smith Street.
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He went unnoticed here in his humped shirt, his hands bunched at hiswaist, right covering left, the
finger with the ring. Happy enough for the moment to be scaring no one, to be a part of the crowd. The
summer night was alive, Puerto Ricans spilling from social clubsin groups of four at sidewalk domino
games, younger men in Y ankee shirts tuned to the game. The entrance to the Bergen subway station was
clotted with Gowanus Houses kids, teenage boys in stocking caps, angry girls he might or might not
recognize from school. School, ready to resume, ready to pin himin place. He felt urgently again the
need to find a meaningful crime, something he could handle. He slunk past the crowd of Gowanus kids
at the subway, certain there was less than nothing for him there.

He was hungry. Looking both ways, he fished in his other sock for the dollar tucked inside. It was
soaked. He transferred the dollar to his pocket and rubbed it against the cloth at histhigh to dry it. At
Bergen and Smith was a pizzeria, also thronged with older teenagers, a place he and Arthur Lomb had
braved one afternoon on the way from school to Pacific, to Arthur’ s stoop, in the early days of their
friendship. It seemed possible now his friendship with Arthur Lomb had peaked in the first month of that
summer, during the deplorable chess marathon, that he would never taste Arthur’s mom’ s red juice or
turkey sandwiches again. He couldn’t permit himself to be nostalgic. Arthur was a phony, and Mingus
would know soon enough. He imagined Arthur saying, Yo, Mister Machine sucks, Jack Kirby can’'t draw
anymore, dang, but a number one's a number one, yo, seal it in airtight plastic and put it on the shelf,
that’s my policy, yo. He went into the pizzeriaand ordered a slice, spread his moist dollar on the counter.

A hand clapped over the two quarters change as they appeared in place of the dollar. Dylan looked up.
Robert Woolfolk scooped the coinsinto his pocket. The men at the pizza counter were uninterested: the
event occurred at the teenage stratum, which they filtered at a preconscious level. Dylan or Aeroman
was a little uninterested himself. He kinked the slice of pizza at the crust, folding it so it supported the
floppy weight of its own tip, fluffed the sheet of translucent paper underneath, then shook garlic salt
onto the pizza s surface, tan grains which saturated instantly in pooled oil. With the slice he stepped into
the populated street. Robert Woolfolk followed. Robert had a companion along, a small version of
himself, dark and rangy, whom Dylan had never seen before.

“Don’t bite that, man,” said Robert.

“Why not?’

“Takeit off him,” Robert told the other boy, who was smaller than Dylan.

“What you talkin’ about?’ said the younger boy, disbelieving the obvious.

“Take hisdlice.”

Among yokings, thiswas a familiar format to Dylan: the master instructing apprentice, commanding
Take it off him or Check his pockets, man. Call it the Batman-and-Robin.
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Never for adlice, though. That was fairly original.
“C’mon, man,” implored the protégé, not looking at Dylan.
“Takeit, man. Doit.”

Dylan bit the pizza' stip. Chewing open-mouthed to ventilate molten cheese, he sought out the younger
kid's eyes. He felt a peculiar cheer at the animal bewilderment he inspired there. Yes, | am your first
whiteboy. Gaze on me. Y ou'll know many before you' re through. Some you’'ll be large enough to
handle, some you' |l even terrify.

He took a second bite.

“Don't eat it, | told you,” said Robert, hisvoicerising. “ Take the dice,” he directed again.
“Awww, he's bitin’ onit,” said Robert’strainee, misery in hisvoice.

Robert pointed at the pizza. “Quit now, man, or I’ll fuck you up!”

Dylan swallowed, sank his teeth in again. Robert Woolfolk was hamstrung by his intractable sidekick—
if he reached for the pizza himself it was an admission of failure. The slice was dwindling anyway, so
the principle was all that remained, if there’ d been anything apart from principle in the first place. Dylan
understood he functioned as a passing occasion here, object in an obscure ritual which had for once
nothing to do with Dylan himself. The young black kid would take the brunt tonight, be bullied through
aseries of low-end quasi-criminal stunts.

The kid knew it too. He sulked in the background as Dylan’ s bites made the dice irretrievable. Robert
Woolfolk turned to Dylan now, but was jangled, distracted, with only a minute more to spare, seemingly
abit out of hisskin.

Last day before school could get to practically anyone.

“I"'m still gonnakill you one day,” Robert Woolfolk said.
Dylan chewed, facing Robert with a dope-eyed, cowlike aspect.
“Don’t pretend you don’t know.”

Dylan shrugged, only certain Robert wasn't killing him tonight.

“Fuck’ s the matter with yo back, man?’
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“Nothing,” said Dylan between bites.
Robert looked harder. “Lemme see that ring for a minute.”
“It' sapresent,” said Dylan. “From my mother.”

“Fuck your mother, motherfucker.” Now Robert Woolfolk danced as though attacked by invisible
insects. Thering, anyway, was clearly off-limits, tainted with Rachel-magic. Robert twitched like a bot
moving in circles, hiscircuits blown.

“Think Gus be gonna proteck you forever?”’

No, Aeroman be gonna proteck me forever, thought Dylan, swallowing unchewed chunks of pizza
defiantly.

But Aeroman hadn’t flown tonight, there was no pretending.

Dylan had now gnawed all the way to the ragged crust, which he held at his mouth like ajack-0’-lantern
smile.

Robert herky-jerked his arm out and slapped the crust from Dylan’s hand. Like hilltop observers musing
on a distant novathey watched it tumble to the gutter, officially ruined. Robert’ s worst excess of tension
was spent in the act. He could return to his protégé who stood abjectly to one side.

Robert Woolfolk pointed afinger at Dylan as they parted, but his voice was lost, his menace dispelled
by the conundrum of this encounter.

On Smith Street alone, ignored by the Puerto Rican social club membersin their floral shirts and straw
porkpies, the humpbacked, overdressed, and sweating thirteen-year-old turned onto Dean and strolled
home along the shadowed slate, weirdly satisfied.

Aeroman had not flown, had remained tucked into Dylan’ s sleeves and waistband, in chrysalid form.

Nevertheless, two happenings, incomplete in themselves, somehow clicked puzzle-ishly together to form
awhole, the phantom image of a mugging averted, Gotham'’s streets made safer.

The running woman on State Street had been the one afraid tonight, not Dylan. That was something, a
crack of daylight in the night. Aeroman would slip through that crack, he just wasn't ready yet.
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Eighth grade, right, you could almost grasp the shape now. A given day was amodel of the gradein
miniature, something to get through. Just perfect one single day and you’ d have a method to apply to the
whole.

Abraham did his part scraping toast while Dylan worked math problems at the table, a take-home test
due in fifteen minutes, first period.

Barrett Rude Senior might be lighting a breakfast cigarette in the well of his basement entrance, stroking
white stubble, patrolling the morning.

Ramirez rolling up his gate, moms tugging first gradersto P.S. 38.

Henry wasin his second year at Aviation in Queens, he'd grown afoot and a half and was the man you
saw sometimes on the block who'd high-five with younger kids. Recalling he' d been in afistfight with
Robert Woolfolk was useless. There was no history of kids on ablock, such facts you couldn’t impart in
away to make anyone care.

Whacking off was a new organizing principle, the rare thing completely under your own command. Y ou
might get hard on the way home from school, clutch it in your pocket, anticipating an afternoon session.

Aeroman’s new ouitfit-in-progress was simpler, cape lighter and shorter and secured at the shoulders,
sleevestight at the wrists.

It progressed slowly, stitch by stitch, no hurry thistime.

When the weather cooled Dylan and Arthur took the A to Canal Street. They browsed bins full of lucite
knobs, drank egg creams at Dave's Famous, then made their way to the army surplus store. With money
for coats they’ d cadged off Arthur’s mom and Abraham they purchased green fatigues like Mingus
Rude's, jackets with heavy vented pockets, strange loops for military knives or rounds of ammunition,
who knew. Maybe dudes in Nam had died in the jackets, you couldn’t exclude it, though they lacked
telling bullet holes.

Returning to the subway they paused to flip through some worn Beatles L Ps for sale on the sidewalk, Let
It Be, Abbey Road. Dylan found a name he recognized. The name was superimposed on a photograph of
four grinning, beardless black men in peach suits and ruffled shirts seated on stools of various heights,
backlit in blue and arranged like a bouquet in a photographer’ s studio: The Deceptively Smple Sounds of
the Subtle Distinctions.

Dylan showed it to Arthur. “That’s Gus's dad.”

Arthur looked unimpressed. Dylan bought the record and took it home, but it was scratched, unplayable.
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For aweek Dylan and Arthur wore the jackets to school pristine. Then one day Arthur appeared with his
jacket glamoroudly ruined with gold and silver paint, sleeves laminated in Krylon, burner scars,
evidence. Arthur smirked, Dylan said nothing. That night he retired his virginal jacket before Mingus
caught himiniit.

Mingus himself was a random factor, a shade or rumor now, only glimpsed. He' d vanish for weeks, then
you’ d meet up, get high in his basement, and go to the Rex on Court Street to take in a Charles Bronson
double feature, sit in darkness for hours not speaking a word apart from dang and ho snap.

Mingus was flush erratically, blew cash in ahurry. Later you' d catch him fluffing cushions for change,
palming pennies from the dish Abraham kept at the front door, scraping up enough for a nickel bag.

Nobody took fifty cents or adollar from Dylan that he didn’t see coming a mile off. One day in the
basement Dylan applied Abraham’s hacksaw to a couple of quarters, then strolled with fragments
jingling, waiting for the inevitable frisk. When with a dumb grin Dylan offered the sawed half-quarters
and quarter-quarters the Gowanus kids who' d cornered him walked off shaking heads, pained, asif he'd
spoken Chinese or wriggled an antenna.

Y ou knew this game of days like the back of your hand, if the back of your hand was changing like a
werewolf’s.

One day Dylan came home to find Abraham with a package on the kitchen table, an upright bundle
wrapped in layers of butcher paper and twine. Abraham shredded at it with a steak knife, freeing the
hidden object, unpeeling onion layers of newspaper insulation like Humphrey Bogart unpacking the
Maltese Falcon. Dylan imagined it might be something from Rachel, perhaps a statuette depicting A
Crab, Running. Then Abraham exposed the top of the prize inside: the gleaming golden nose of a 1950s-
style rocketship.

“Don’t worry, | won it fair and square,” said Abraham. “Sidney accepted on my behalf.”

Words on the gilded rocket’ s base explained, at least partly. HUGO AWARD , BEST NEW ARTIST , 1976,
ABRAHAM EBDUS.

“Recognition creeps up on one,” said Abraham darkly.
Dylan hefted the thing, scowled.
“You want it for a doorstop?’

Dylan considered, nodded.
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“Just don’t say | never gave you anything.”
chapter 13

T he song could be heard on New Y ork radio for aweek or two, mid-February 1978, not yet charting
high but picked to click, scored on the R& B chart at number eighty-four with a bullet—it was asserted to
be with a bullet each time that discouraging number was mentioned aloud—and slipped into rotation
between Earth, Wind and Fire' s “ Serpentine Fire” and Con Funk Shun’s“Ffun”: “(Did Y ou Press Y our)
Bump Suit” by Doofus Funkstrong, athree-minute, forty-second single edited out of the sprawling
eighteen-minute jam that covered side two of the band’s Warner Brothers debut, Double-Breasted
Rump. DJs solicited phone calls weighing in—bold or cold, smash or trash, funk or junk? A few dozen
requests could still tip a song up regional charts and push it toward a national breakout. Anyone trusting
their ears knew Doofus Funkstrong was a disguise for the legally hamstrung, hence recording-under-
pseudonyms Funk Mob—for those less sure, alook at the psychedelic Pedro Bell jacket art did the trick.
Fewer ears would place the name of the vocalist whose melismas decorated just the last thirty-eight
seconds of the single edit, credited on the album jacket, as according to plan, as Pee-Brain Rooster:
under his own name Barrett Rude Junior was a voice from radio’ s middle distance, years out of rotation,
not yet an oldie. If afew formed the question Ain’'t that the singer from the Distinctions? it was only a
passing thought—how likely, anyway, that the tenor voice of the smooth and mellow Distinctions
should show up riding the crest of that distorted synth bass line?

Then the song died. No explanation was called for—certainly none was given. Songs die, this one did.
Figureit freakish that it charted at al, with refrains like Up jumped the globster, caught her with a
mobster! and Goof a wedgie up your rump pocket! There are limits. So it died; call Doofus Funkstrong
an album-oriented act, euphemism for Who cares? Performance royalties trickled through a legal maze,
never enough to fight over should Pee-Brain Rooster choose to consult a lawyer. For afew weeks you
heard the song or you didn’t, while nerd connoisseurs were left to savor it later, to champion or slag it in
their endlesstinny dialogue. History, basically, wasn't made. Marillaand La-Lawould never be heard
chanting this song in their front yard, not skipping rope nor braiding hair nor teasing boys with their
fresh-grown hips. That test it couldn’t pass: the song, musicianship aside, lacked a hook.

When Mr. Winegar asked him to remain after class he sat imagining that he’'d somehow become known,
that the science teacher had taken it upon himself as gravity’ s local spokesman to pronounce on the
matter: Young man, human flight is sheerly impossible! Renounce it at once! Instead Mr. Winegar took a
letter from his drawer and handed it across his desk, sat twisting the end of his mustache as he watched
Dylan Ebdus absorb its contents: test scores permitting entrance to Stuyvesant.

Outside it snowed, jigsaw chunks which piled on the ledge, clotted the grate which covered the window.
The school had poured out into the white-muffled afternoon. Staying late Dylan had lost his chanceto
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sneak across Smith in a protective mob of bodies in motion, would instead be snowball target prime for
anyone prowling near the school.

“Only kid in the school to makeit,” said Winegar. “But then only six even tried the test. | requested the
chanceto tell you in person, don’t mind saying I’ m proud of how you’ ve applied yourself.”

Winegar’ s mustache-torturing and puzzled gaze contradicted this potted speech: he' d retained the letter
in order to glimpse the freak, the reverse-retard who' d surfaced unexpectedly in the ocean of screaming,
proto-criminal souls that made up Dylan’s classmates, made up for that matter all five periods of science
teaching in his day’ s schedule—made up, come to think of it, his entire blighted career. If I'd known
you'd pull this |’ d have flattered myself by noticing you sooner.

But caretaking Winegar’ s astonishment wasn’t one of Dylan’ s priorities.
“What about my friend Arthur Lomb?’
Winegar frowned. “I shouldn’t discuss anyone else’s results with you.”

It could only mean one thing. Dylan found himself pained for Arthur, felt an unexpected throb of
empathy.

“He must of gotten into Bronx Science, though,” he suggested to the teacher.

Winegar looked hurt. “ Certain persons—" he began, and broke off. Dylan understood: not Bronx
Science, not even Brooklyn Tech. Arthur Lomb, chess demoalitionist, whiz mimic, master strategist of
escape, hadn’t honored his own advice and studied for the test. Perhaps he thought a last-minute
asthmatic seizure would carry the day, perhaps proudly held a bowel movement through the test period,
perhaps thrown afew yos their way. All uselessin the teeth of algebra. Houdini had drowned inside his
padlocked cabinet.

From Winegar’' stone it was plain Arthur had bragged to the teacher in advance, worked up expectations
with a series of snappy answers and arch asides.

“Well, Sarah Hale isright by my house,” said Dylan, impulsively sadistic. He adopted a moronic,
grating monotone, tribute to Arthur Lomb, fallen soldier. “I mean, it does seem like all my friends are
going there.”

“I"'m sorry?’

“1 only took the test to see how I'd do. | might not go.”
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Winegar looked traumatized. Sarah J. Hale High School was the next grim repository, following
Intermediate School 293 by rote. Y ou could cut class for two years straight, asin the case of Mingus
Rude, and they’ d eventually palm you off to Sarah J. just to free up the chair in your homeroom for
someone else. Dylan might aswell have said | think I’ just go straight to the Brooklyn House of
Detention. “I’d hate to see you neglect an opportunity—"

You're white! Winegar wanted to scream.
Man can fly! Dylan wanted to scream.
“Ill think it over,” said Dylan.

“Y ou’ ve shown an aptitude—"

You should see my altitude.

“1 have to talk to Abraham. My dad.”

The mustache might dissolve in Winegar’sfingersif Dylan didn’'t show alittle mercy. “Certainly. Please
let your father know I’ d be glad to answer any questions—"

“Okay.” He glanced outside. Brooklyn was captured in a net of false calm, the school drowned. Dylan
was bored with Winegar now, prepared to meet hisice-ball fate.

Snow-thick roofs could be afine place to study cornice-hopping, leave inexplicable footprint trails,
jumpings-off to nowhere.

Aeroman, you understand, works locally, like his predecessor.

Marijuana was Rachel Ebdus's totem fume. To inhale it was communion, aforgiving and being
embraced by her smoke-form. Dylan Ebdus learned slowly, first faking when Mingus Rude handed him
ajoint, making sucky sounds around the damp tip as wisps wreathed his head. Then not faking but
getting nothing for histrouble apart from araw impression that his throat was an overpicked nostril. It
was only later, the sixth or seventh time he sincerely inhaled, that Mingus's room slowly widened
outward from pinprick size, the thing Dylan had pretended to feel al along.

At that moment Rachel joined him there, in Mingus's room with the towel stuffed at the bottom of the
door and the back windows vented to theicy air. Whether in the drug or in Dylan, she’ d seemingly
lurked in one to be catalyzed by the other. Or perhaps it was simpler: as while listening to her records,
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the Modern Jazz Quartet and Nina Simone and Three Dog Night, Dylan could still be just getting
acquainted with Rachel, through her appetites, her puns, her drugs.

Dylan stored the Running Crab postcards, maybe thirty-five or forty now, in order by postmark, pinned
upright between Heinlein's Stranger in a Srange Land and the New Belmont Special's numbers one
through sixteen—a run halted when Abraham had quit painting their covers—on a shelf bookended by
the Hugo Award statuette. Dylan archived the postcards alongside Abraham’s commercia art not only to
ensure Abraham’ sirritation, should father sniff into son’s Batcave while son was at school, but also
because it felt deeply right: the objects made a voodoo poem of Abraham-and-Rachelhood, of his
parents DNA, their semivoluntary sheddings like fingernails or hair, mixed on a shelf.

Dylan determined now to reread the whole sequence of postcards stoned, to start at the beginning again
and with the assistance of the drug decode Rachel’ s vanishing.

“Check thisout,” said Mingus Rude, after he’ d fanned the smoke into his backyard and shut the
windows. The cold didn’t matter, Mingus always wore his stained army jacket indoors. He was always
just passing through, ready for action even when he never stirred from the room for hours.

Now he slipped Rhythm Heritage's “ Theme from SW.A.T.” extended-mix seven-inch from its sleeve
and smoothly to the turntable, moved the needle to the groove.

As crackle gave way to the opening break, Mingus began shifting the record back and forth under the
needle, isolating the beat. Under his breath he rapped calls to an imaginary schoolyard audiencein a
rubbery voice of cartoon affront, the Bugs Bunny of the ghetto.

Dylan nodded appreciatively.
“That’ s bad, right?’ said Mingus.
“I1t'sfly,” Dylan ventured.

“All the cutsthem DJs can’t even find, | just snuck upstairs and stole out of Junior’s collection. Wanna
hear some more?’

“Yeah.”
“That’ s right my boy wants to hear more, you bet he does.”

This time Mingus set the needle on Dennis Coffey and the Detroit Guitar Band’ s “ Scorpio.” Again he
scratched it back and forth, again he mumble-rapped along with the song, shy eyes slanted downward.
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Mingus might not be ready to take it to the schoolyard, but he had the tracks. They might be the only
two kids in Brooklyn with a collection of vinyl beamed direct from Planet Superfly.

Mingus's room had changed. The Philadelphia Flyers Dave Schultz and the Miami Dolphins Mercury
Morris were gone, the Jackson Five was gone. All three posters had been autographed in real ink, giftsto
Barrett Rude Junior. No matter: they’ d been ripped from the wall, leaving only shreds under tacks. Just
one poster remained, one permanently creased in sixths from its life as a giveaway inside a double
gatefold LP: Bootsy Collins and his Rubber Band, in chrome tuxes, platforms, pink smoke. It was
autographed too. On avisit upstairs to see Barrett Rude Junior Bootsy himself had been directed to the
basement apartment, had stood in Mingus' s room to sign the poster in dripping Garvey Violet, a messy
slogan that half-covered his spangled, star-shaped guitar: Love Ya, Bootsy! More recently the poster had
been half-covered in silver spray. Mingus had begun tagging inside his room. Too lazy or stoned to go
out and put it in the public eye, the tags still flowed from him, DOSE , DOSE , DOSE . Silver loops
sprawled over the walls, across molding, touching the ceiling, silver mist even touching the glass of the
back windows. The radiator was tagged, a puzzle in three dimensions. If you stood sideways so the
radiator’ s grille formed a single surface you could read the tag: ART . From other anglesit dissolved into
stripes, empty code.

Farrah Fawcett-Majors was gone too, the red one-piece and erect nipple and blond tilted grin which had
been pinned at telling eye level to Mingus' s single bed. Instead, a clutch of Barrett Rude Junior’s hand-
me-down Playboy and Penthouse magazines were inadequately hidden beneath the bed, tattered
centerfolds torn from their staples and flapped out like the tongues of exhausted dogs. A white bloom of
balled Kleenex failed to conceal ajar of Vaseline.

“You never told me about the girl in VVermont, man.”

“What girl?” Dylan was turning the pages of Defenders #48, ogling Valkyriein her blue sleeveless
armor, her chain-mail brassiere. Mingus' s comics were in tatters, he' d tagged their slick covers with
black El Marko.

“King Arthur said you were bragging about it, man, so don’t eventry to lie.”
“I didn’t tell Arthur anything. He' s full of it.”

“Look at my boy, trying to cover up! Arthur said you done got over. Y ou can't hide from me, D-Man,
you know you'll be telling me in aminute.”

Dylan thought for less than a minute and said, “Her name’ s Heather.”
“Thereyou go.”
“We went swimming.”
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“1 heard more than swimming.”

Despite cutting class for two years, Mingus had graduated to Sarah J. Hale. Like a sundial shadow he'd
crept into the next time zone, the next phase. His room had changed, his body had changed, he’d grown
gruffer and larger, when he loped down Dean Street he chanted rhymes under his breath, disc jockey
patter. He had his own stereo. He scored his own pot, nickel bags through a slot in the door of a
tenement on Bergen, no longer raiding Barrett Rude Junior’ s freezer stash. His room was a sanctum.
Though Barrett Rude Senior had moved into the front of the basement apartment Mingus's room seemed
remote from any authority beyond his own. The rooms of the duplex had become fortresses, the three
generations of Rudes barricaded into their dominions in an unspoken war. Mingus called his grandfather
Senior and never stepped into his front room, which when it was seen through a half-open door |ooked
barren, as though Senior had forgotten how alarge room might be filled. Senior sat by the radiator and
stared through the bars of the basement windows onto Dean Street as through the bars of acell.
Sometimes he burned candles. Mingus called him Senior, and he called his own father Junior. Mingus's
room smelled of Vaseline and something else. The jacket of the Ohio Player’s Fire, which depicted a
girl’simpossibly hot torso with a firehose snaking obscenely between her legs, was sticky with
something, resin maybe, and seeds and stems from rolling joints on the jacket were stuck in the
something. It was a bit disgusting, but also fascinating, like aleaf stuck in hair or a smear of food on
chin you didn’t want to point out.

Junior’s rooms upstairs smelled of something else, something wicked, heated foil, singed crystal grains.
Senior melted candles and chain-smoked Pall Malls, frequently igniting the next with the stub of the last,
Mingus and Dylan, sealed into the sanctum with the towel at the door, puffed pot, while upstairs in the
parlor which nobody entered Junior burned freebase cocaine in a glass pipe.

Barrett Rude Junior and the Famous Flames.

“Don’t think | forgot you was telling me about Heather, man.”
“You wish.”

“How old is she?’

“Thirteen.”

“Older woman—always said that’ s the way to go.”

“1 gave her a back rub.”

“Oh yeah. There you go. | know you didn’t stop at no back rub.”
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“Wekissed, inthe attic.” Saying the words Dylan smelled the place, recalled groaning wooden stairs,
blond light. “All she had on was her swimsuit.”

“Get serious now. She a old thirteen or ayoung thirteen?” Mingus's open hands described fullness in the
ar.

Dylan thought oranges, said, “ Grapefruits.”

“Damn!” Mingus's pleasure was so great he scowled. “Hold on a minute.” He pushed himself up and
put Sly’s Fresh on the stereo, cranked the volume. Then he slumped back on his bed, fingers spread
wide on thighs. Between thighs and spread fingers, tenting his corduroys, a boner.

“Y ou were saying.”

Something moving in the brain of a doer sang Sly in alubricious, dozy drawl.
“I’ll show you,” said Dylan. “Turn over.”

Mingus nodded, and obeyed.

Dylan was the storyteller here, he understood now that Mingus had no way to contradict him, was only
waiting for the story to continue.

Mingus waiting facedown on his bed as though it had only been a matter of time until Dylan understood
how to make him quiet.

Dylan’s palms on Mingus' s shoulders through his green jacket.
“S0, you'rethe girl, right?’

“Uh huh.”

“They’re bulging out on the sides and I’'m going crazy.”

“Uh huh.”

“But | go slow.”

“Then I'm grabbing around the sides.”

“Shit.”
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“She doesn’'t say anything or try to stop me.”
“Uh.”
“Then | try to get inside her pants.”

The world was unnamed, you wore disguises, were Inhumans. Mingus's room was another Negative
Zone, under water, under the house, detached from Dean Street and whirling away to another place. It
had been from the day Mingus stood in his Scout uniform and ran his fingers over merit badges, passport
stamps from distant realms.

Y ou built fires, marked bridges and trains, jerked into tissues and socks.
A hand molding Mingus's ass through his pants didn’t need explaining, it wasn’'t afaggot thing, just a
story you were telling: the pile of Playboy s under the bed, the massing thunderhead of tits everywhere,

of wanting women'’s bodies in your life, the horizon breaking into shared view.

Anyway, if you caressed Mingus after all thistime you’ d only want to take a pick to his nappy-ass’ Fro,
you'’ ve always yearned to know what it would feel like to cradle his head and pluck at it with that
mysterious fork.

But tuck weird tenderness away, thisis boy time.
“Just touching her ass | was hard like arock.”
“No shit.”

“Shedidn’t let me get inside, though.”

“You must of been dying!”

“Uh huh.”

“I’dasaid: Yo! Wait aminute!”

“Well, that’swhat | did,” said Dylan, inventing with abandon, unmoored. “I told her look at the
condition | was in, what was she going to do about it?’

“Don’'t say what | think you about to say.”
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They were side by side now, as Dylan and Heather had been side by side in the sun-smashed attic then,
stretched on the bedspread, draining lemonade from sweaty glasses, icing their forearms. Only Dylan
and Mingus lay stoned, sprawled head-propped on Mingus's drooly pillows, each grappling through
pockets and pretending not to notice. Their breath lengthened, Mingus's sigh rattling like a small snore.

Mingus reached to the stereo and turned the music up another notch so they were swarmed in funk,
stupefied deeper.

“Tell me.”

“We didn’t have arubber so she had to give me a blow job.”

“Damn!”

They were silent awhile. When Mingus spoke his voice was quiet and intent:
“Y ou shoot white or clear?’

“White. It use to come out clear.”

“Yeah.”

Then, after further silence:

“How’sit feel in agirl’s mouth, man?”’

“Best feeling in the world,” Dylan lied with certainty.

“| heard that.”

“1 wish | had a girl sucking on me right now.”

Another pause, then Dylan said: “You can take it out if you want.”

Mingus's penis was hued dun-to-rose, like his pams. He trembled in his own hand.
“Close your eyes,” said Dylan.

“No shit?’

“Hands behind your head.”
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Dylan let himself get in whispering range before chickening out, close enough to smell the air of
Mingus's legs, the pubic tangle in hisjockey fly.

“Do it with your hand,” said Mingus.

When the door flew open Dylan and Mingus were caught Vaseline-fisted, their pantsirretrievably down,
bunched like mufflers over their Pumas. There wasn’'t remotely time to do anything but stare back at
Mingus s father as he stood in the doorway barefoot in his blue satin bell-bottoms and a white designer
T cut wide on his shoulders like a girl’ s blouse. Barrett Rude Junior dressed more and more like a man
who never left the house, his whole parlor floor a sort of self-harem, aregion of pajamas. Mingus and
Dylan might have been termites or mole-men who' d burrowed underneath the Playboy mansion and
now were caught, a spade breaking into their burrow, filling it with daylight. Pants down, they were still
more dressed than Junior, Mingus in his jacket, Dylan in his sweater, both in their street shoes. They'd
only haveto jerk the pants back over their bared thighs and be out on the street again, in motion, rats
scurrying, street beings. They pulled them up. Dylan looked at the floor.

“Turn that music down, Gus, man.”

Mingus rolled the dial until it wastinny, faint like Junior’s own music now heard arguing through the
ceiling.

Mingus's father regarded them with narrow, sleepy eyes, smacked lipsin slow motion, scratched goatee
with one blunt finger’s untrimmed nail. His nostrils flared, perhaps sniffing the medicinal goo on their
hands and dicks. He lingered, seeming to wait for the right beat to come in on, not from the stereo but
instead following his own inner music. When he spoke again it was low, tossed-off, melodic.

“l don't really care what you motherfuckers get up to down here, but you got to keep it down, man.”
His weary delivery implied encompassing knowledge of anything they might bother to think they’d
invented for themselves, along with a smidgen of affectionate distaste for their clumsy disarray, their

poorly upholstered love nest. Maybe Dylan and Mingus ought to have lit incense and worn purple
dressing gowns—whatever, it was none of his business. He took the door handle.

“Y ou best know you one lucky soul, Gus, it was me not someone else walked in here. Get alock for this
goddamn door, man.”

Then he was gone.
His few sentences might have been the kindest words Dylan had heard spoken in hislife.

“Shit,” said Mingus softly to the closed door, mildly disgusted with his father’ s presumption once he
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could afford to be.
Dylan only watched Mingus and waited. Perhaps he bugged his eyes alittle.

“Don’t worry, Junior won't say anything to your pops. | walked in on him doing way more wack shit
than this and he knowsiit.”

“Really?’
“Don’'t even ask.”

That was the end of it, it was as if they’ d never been discovered. Mingus flipped the record over,
defiantly tweaked the volume upward.

Ten minutes later, sputtering into one another’ s fists while Sy’ s whole band groaned Que sera, sera, the
future’ s not ours to see, Dylan was flushed with new understanding: he and Mingus were restored. They
had secrets again, ones shored by risked accusations of faggotry, secrets from Arthur Lomb and Robert
Woolfolk, absolute secrets from anyone. Even Barrett Rude Junior’s complicity was consoling, they
were sealed by it as alump of wax seals an envelope. Not faggots, of course: best friends, discoverers.
Dylan could trust Mingus, they were again sole and extraordinary. Dylan had kept a secret and been
poisoned by that secret, he now understood. But it was safe, it was okay: he could tell Mingus about the
ring. He could show him the costume.

A lone figure on the pavement, a white kid, makes nervous tracks along the block of Atlantic Avenue
between Court Street and Boerum Place. It'sachilly April Tuesday night, just past twelve. In isolation
and seeming undersized, a puppet on a human stage, the boy casts shrinking and again lengthening
shadows as he moves through streetlight pools. The natural question: What's he doing there? This
block’ s bounded on the Court side by Atlantic’s Arabic shops, at Boerum by St. Vincent’s Home for
Boys. Across Boerum looms the glass-brick monolith of the Brooklyn House of Detention. The block
where he walks is anullity, though: only a parking garage, a concrete embankment of ramps four levels
high. On the other side of the street a Mobil station, closed.

The boy strolls to the garage’ s one corner, then the other, as though penned, agerbil in aninvisible
Habitrail. What he’ s doing there' sreally inexplicable, the longer you consider it, which no one does.
The block’s alousy choice for amidnight stroll, something bad is bound to happen.

Exactly the point.

To the corner and back again: hurry up and happen already.
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Now it does. Attackers comein their expected fashion, two black teenagers, one tall and one stubby,
each wearing a net of stocking wrapped on their thin-shaved skulls—a doo-rag, that’s the term—a pair
out of central casting for their part in this tableau. They’re roaming down Boerum Place after who-
knows-what diversion up in the Fulton Mall, maybe alate movie at the Duffield or the Albee, or maybe
they’ ve just scored a nickel bag at one of the pot stores on Myrtle-otherwise-know-as-Murder Avenue.
Anyway, their whiteboy radar’ s operative tonight. Tonight’ s dish is served up a bit too rare to be
believed: under the shadow of the vast garage they can afford to take their time, have some fun. There's
really no one around for miles. White boy this stupid deserves whatever comes, only hope he' s not some
retard who starts crying too quick.

“Yo, let me talk to you for aminute.”

The white boy only blinks. The two are strangers, unknown to him from school. Thisis afirst encounter.
It ought to be one they’ll remember.

“What, you don’t hear him talkin’ to you, man?’
“Nigger’ s deaf or some shit.”
“Maybe he don’t like the color of your skin, man, maybe that’s the problem.”

Then’swhen it comes out of the night sky, the blur in cape and mask. The leap begins three stories
above, on the roof of the garage, and for the first moment looks to be nothing better than a headfirst
plummet, a suicidal drop. The black teenager wearing the home-stitched outfit and with the ring on his
finger has been practicing for weeks, in backyards and on roofs—thisis the first time, though, he's taken
it to the street.

No problem, he's a natural. Whatever it is flying requires—balance, poise, unhesitation, an organ for
sensing air waves —he' s apparently got. His swoop begins just below the garage’' s second story, two
balled fists leading the charge as he curves from the expected collision with the pavement, first falling
aslant, then unmistakably horizontal. By the time he collides with the white boy’ s would-be yokers he's
rocketing upward, back toward the sky. The flying boy batters at shoulders and doo-ragged crowns with
hisfist and again with his knees and lastly with his sneaker toes as he soars over—a perfect and
bewildering assault from the sky. The two victims stumble cowering to the ground, incredulous,
swearing, caressing their bruised noggins.

“Fuck was that 7’
“Shit, man, you clocked me!”

“1 didn’t touch you, man, fuck you talkin’ " bout?”’
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The flying boy rollsin air, soars down again, leading with his knuckles. His white cape flutters and flaps
dramatically at the elbows of his Spirograph-decorated long-sleeve T. He' s wearing a sewn white mask
too, one tied behind his ears and open at the top to vent his Afro to the air, like Marvel’ s Black Goliath.

“Book, man, let’s get out of here!”
13 GO! ”

Seconds later they’ ve vanished, fled down Boerum Place, toward Bergen, home to the Gowanus Houses
most likely. The costumed boy |ands beside the white boy on the pavement and yells at the departing
shadows: “Run, motherfuckers! That’sright! Y ou don’t mess with Arrowman!”

“Aer -o-man,” corrects the white boy.

“That’swhat | said—Arrowman.”

chapter 14

Someone had painted the interior walls here alush medical pink in semigloss, a shade like K aopectate,
or the representation of a suffering brain before itsrelief by a headache pill. On this dirty, leak-warped
surface was pinned bank-giveaway calendar, mimeographed schedule, yellowed fifties-vintage
Alcoholics Anonymous recruitment flyer, not much else—nothing, say, like a placard reading YOU DON
" THAVE TOBE CRAZY TO WORK HERE BUT IT HELPS, certainly no snapshots of wives or pets or
children. The wooden desk on either side of which the two men sat showed coffee-steam rings, paperclip
scars, thirty years of gougesin its cherry-blond veneer: it had been reassigned from a nearby public
school for its use here. On the side of the desk which faced the door of the pink office the desk bore a
few nervous tags, graffiti or scratchiti accomplished with ballpoint or key tip or pocketknife at discreet
knee level, where resentful hands could be hidden from their questioner’ s view while an earnest
listening expression was maintained on the face above.

A folder lay open on the desk between the two men.

It was July 1978. Each wore atie: the thirtyish white man over awhite, short-sleeve shirt with no jacket,
the tie afat powder-blue number, color like an inflamed nerve in the pink brain of the office. The elderly
black man wore an unfashionably thin black tie, clipped neatly inside the vest of his newly thrift-store-
purchased gray pinstripe three-piece, a banker’ s suit except for clownishly wide lapels. The vest’sfive
buttons were done up, sealing thin torso like a sausage in casing. No air-conditioning here, so alace-
embroidered handkerchief got some use blotting brow, nose tip, and corded well of throat, visible just
above the firm knot of thetie.

“1 tell you, there' s goings-on in that house,” said Barrett Rude Senior.
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“Why make it your business?’
“A man of God is duty bound.”

“This man of God ought to make three years clear of the girls on Pacific before he gets on anyone else's
ass,” said the man behind the desk. “ Just because some rookie took pity and didn’t book you doesn’t
mean the write-up didn’t find its way to my desk. Don't play like you' re getting over, Barry, don’t think
for aminute | don’t know what goes down.”

The man behind the desk might have seemed young to speak this way to the elder Rude, or to anyone:
his hard-boiled tone atad unearned, street dialect feigned. If so, explanation for his arrogance wasn't in
the pistol holstered on his ankle, evident as he hitched his pants to cross one leg over the other, nor in the
handcuffs which dangled from his belt; really, these were all symptoms of one thing, all indicative of a
type of person likely to fall to this particular line of work. An incarcerated man would call the type a
cowboy. Like bail-bounty hunters or prison guards, cowboys were the type of men too sadistic or willful
to make the conventional police force. Among parole officers the scattering of do-gooding Serpico types
are atiny minority; cowboys are the norm. To them busting your ballsis daily static, nothing remarkable.

If the halfway house and rehab center and DMV weren’t sufficient to explain a certain thuggish vibe on
Nevins between Flatbush and State, here' s the secret: a parole office carefully unadvertised on the
second floor of a building on the corner of Schermerhorn Street, six offices off awaiting room, kitchen
converted to alab for on-the-spot urinalysis, windows of one back room heavily barred for use as an
impromptu holding cell. Barrett Rude Senior had been making his weekly trudge to this place since the
morning he first reported, the day after getting off the Greyhound at Port Authority, never less than
impeccably decked out. His officer didn’t return the favor, dressing with his shirt untucked, beard
stubble unshaved, with redolent sandwich wrappings unfurled on his desk.

“Y ou misunderestimate an old man,” said Barrett Rude Senior. “1 was attempting to bring those girls the
blessings of Jesus.”

“You and Jesus keep your blessings off Pacific Street at one A . M., that’s my advice. You got a
signature for me?’

Barrett Rude Senior was made to produce an autographed sheet, certifying hours of community service
under supervision of Pastor Gib at the Myrtle Avenue Parlor of God Ministry. In lieu of employment a
parolee needed some clock to punch; thiswas his, personally selected. He nonethelessfelt it asa
humiliation. Each week a bolt of rage split his countenance as he fished with skeletal fingersin his
breast pocket for the required proof.

“1 go out walking,” he said, rigid with damaged pride, not letting the point go. “ Spend too much timein
that house | got to air out my mind.”
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“Take afternoon walks, not midnight. Feed the ducks.”
“ Sounds come through the ceiling nobody should hear because nobody should be making.”

“What am | supposed to say, Barry? Wear earmuffs.” The parole officer glanced at the page and handed
it back.

“1 got to be relocated out of that house because the devil is making trouble in my mind. Knowing that
boy’ s getting warped up and not doing anything.”

“Terms of your transfer up from Carolina were habitation in your son’s apartment.” He spoke as though
reciting some dull recipe: two parts water to one part rice. “We can talk about sending your file back to
the Raleigh office and you with it, if that’s what you want. Y our being in New Y ork City where
miniskirts walk the streets all night depends on maintaining current residence and you know it.”

“I’m going on the record as it’ s not good for my rehabilitation to be around hard narcotics and funk
music. Write it down.”

“C’mon, Barry. Be straight with me.”

“1 regret to say my only son is courting Satan. Put it in your report. He and | will come to blows or
worse. I’'m asking arelocation for the good of everyone involved and you're responsible. I’ d take the
child with me but he' s already half a man himself and will have to fight through it on hisown. | pray
nightly, when | can hear myself over the bellows and groans and the crackle of the pipe.”

“We're concerned here with you keeping together what you need to keep together and you' re not talking
to me. I’ ve heard this stuff before, it’s old tunes. I’'m not going to have your son arrested and I’ m not a
religious man, so far as| can hear you haven't said aword yet.”

“1 want to get aroom in the Times Plaza and take the pressure off.”
“Who's paying?’
“1 believe the devil will pay to have me out of his hair.”

“That old fleabag hotel’ s no better than ajail. Half the rooms are filled with cons killing time between
bids.”

Barrett Rude Senior stiffened again as though he’ d been misunderstood. * From the church | know aman
there, afine saintly man. He gazes out his window and he doesn’t see filth all around him.”
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“The Birdman of Alcatraz, en?’

Senior only returned alook of unshrouded disdain. In his glare he summoned for one moment the
mummified eloquence of alegacy of chanting men in cotton fields, sweat-bathed parishioners, masked
riders, galley shipsfrom Africa, all the parole officer with his Dion and the Belmonts Bronx accent
couldn’t pretend to fathom. For one moment it was asif Senior had ridden into this meeting on amule,
asif the baying of beagles as they crashed through swampland had |eaked into the room.

Whatever grain of tenderhearted Serpico resided in the parole officer’ s cowboy psyche was touched for
just that moment. “It’ sreally shitty between you and your son, huh, Barry? | have to figure you'’ re not
kidding me to want to move into that dive the Times Plaza.”

“1 seen women on women and other counternatural things.”

“Enough already, you're giving me hives. Let me see what | can do.”

“Born in Babylonia, moved to California—"

“We are the knights who say Ni !”

“Get al excited and go to ayawning festival.”

“Y ou—must—bring—us—a—shrubbery!”

“Hey, let’s go get Blimpies, I’'m so hungry | could beat a dead horse. Ow, shit, what’ s that for?’
“l said I’d punch you the next time you said Blimpie.”

“Y ou bloody bastard!”

In ragged, rasping voice: “It’ s the blimp, it’s the blimp, it’s the mothership!”

“C’'mon.”

Falsetto, as they crossed the street from school: “ Basketball Jones, | got a basketball Jones —"

Gabriel Stern and Timothy Vandertooth ranted in avocal graffiti of impersonations: Steve Martin and
Marty Feldman and George Carlin, Devo, Python, Zappa, Spock, The Prisoner. Gabe Stern had
memorized the songs of Tom Lehrer, Tim Vandertooth could do Liverpool, Wild and Crazy Guy, Peter
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Sellers-Swami. Induction into the company of Gabe Stern and Tim Vandertooth had begun the second
week of school, Monday, just after three 0’ clock. Gabe and Tim surrounded Dylan before he reached the
subway station on Fourteenth Street and bought him a slice of Original Ray’s, extra cheese. Then they
went to Crazy Eddi€’ s showroom and played the demonstration model of Pong, writhing in fake agony
at each loss, oblivious to customers or staff.

“You bastard!”
“Revenge, | swear revenge.”
“I fart in your general direction.”

Gabe, broad-shouldered, dark, and curly-haired, had blistered nuclei of acne on each cheek, as though
acid had been dripped there and was eating through. Tim was sandy, angular, walked hippily, seemingly
steering hislean, high body like a kite in wind. Beside them Dylan was smaller. He' d grown, had private
developments, weird fists of hair, but with Gabe and Tim felt childlike and possibly invisible. Anyway
everyone' s body betrayed them in different ways, it was all forgiven and never discussed.

Dylan folded into the unit of Gabe and Tim as a redundant third: arbiter, audience, appendix. One day
Gabe and Tim might seem to be playing to Dylan, wooing him, as though he’ d be capable of
adjudicating a conflict they’ d been trying all their lives to resolve: Which of usis funnier, louder, more
irresistible? Those days Dylan felt that it was essential he balance the two in their mania, that if he chose
or even sightly favored either Tim or Gabe the other would die sizzling on the pavement like the
Wicked Witch of the West. Other days their energies were exclusive, circuit complete between
themselves, Dylan might as well have been watching a Tom and Jerry cartoon on television, head
propped in his hands, antics reflected in his glasses.

Gabe and Tim would abruptly fall to wrestling on the sidewalk in front of school, knapsacks skidding to
the curb as if attacked, yoked. Thiswas different, though, from real hostilities, which drew instantaneous
crowds. Anyone besides Dylan knew not to pay attention. When either Tim or Gabe got the other
subdued, knees on chest, head clamped in elbow, arm wrenched high behind back, he’d demand some
idiot password.

“Say Fanta.”

“No. Ow! Dr. Pepper!”
“Not Dr. Pepper, Fanta.”
“Tab!”

“Fanta.”
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“Mr. Pibb! No. Shit, stop! Bastard, bloody bastard!”
“You know what | want.”

“Okay, ow, okay, okay—Fantal”

“Now Sprite!”

“No! Never that! Let go!”

Stuyvesant drew high-scorers from al five boroughs, a migration hidden under the skin of rush hour,
subway floods of Lacoste-clad Upper West Siders who’ d known each other since kindergarten, dazed
black math geniuses from the South Bronx who slumped in the hallways wondering if they’d ever
recover from the shock, studious Puerto Rican nerds from Stuyvesant Town who'd only crossed the
street to attend school and were still in thrall to local bullies from their pre-high-school lives, diligent
Chinese achievers from assorted immigrant neighborhoods, Greenpoint, Sunnyside, usually in sequences
of siblings, an older sister in an upper grade nearby to grab an ear if ayounger began to trickle toward
the mass of kids who cut class aimost from day one, smoking joints and playing frisbee in Stuyvesant
Park down the block. The lemmings gathered from every corner of the city, some unlucky souls coming
from Staten Island on the ferry every morning had to set their alarms for five or six or some wilder hour.

Gabriel Stern and Timothy Vandertooth lived on Roosevelt Island, had met three years before when
their families moved to the new housing there. Roosevelt Island was an enigma, carless and dogless,
haunted by the ruins of atuberculosis sanitorium on the southern shore. Residence there was like cult
membership. The science-fiction tram on pulleys which dangled beside the span of the Fifty-ninth Street
Bridge and which Tim and Gabe rode to school and home together every day stood nicely for their
resolute and impenetrabl e best-frienditude: they were freaks beamed daily to the island of Manhattan
from their own subordinate, moonlike isle, no wonder they spoke a private language, nanu-nanu, live
long and prosper.

Stuyvesant was Jewish white, wasp white, hippie white, Chinese, black, Puerto Rican, and much else but
crucidly it was nerd, nerd, nerd, nerd, the great family of those able to ace the entrance test. Pencil
chewers, teacher’ s petsin glasses, the Arthur Lomb in everyone unbound now, no longer having to
cower. It was pathetic to think of Arthur himself, on course for this natural destination all those years at
Saint Ann’s, then derailed by Dean Street only six months or so short of his goal. The mystery was how
so many who'd toed the line, favored studies over socialization in order to pass the test, then within a
few weeks of freshman orientation broke out Jim Morrison— and Led Zeppelin—painted jean jackets and
began loafing all day in the park, immacul ate scholastic careers ruined overnight.

Timothy Vandertooth and Gabriel Stern didn’t drift into stoner affiliation, not exactly. The sole class
they cut was gym, and though they did spend that period and lunch hour and some after-school hoursin
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the park they were inept with frisbees and retained their short haircuts and were uninterested in Hendrix
or Morrison or Zeppelin, music too blunt and earnest to be swallowed straight. The languorous, slack-
haired park girls paid Tim and Gabe no attention at all, seemed unable to parse jokesin any register.

“1 swear she amost looked at you when your voice cracked. Y ou ought to talk like that all the time, get a
tank of helium.” Tim and Gabe discussed mattersin full voice asif girls were deaf, lame payback for the
silent treatment they themselves received.

“1 think she was distracted staring at your pants, actually. Check your fly, maybe there's a spot of
chocolate milk or scum or something.”

“It’ s because of the zucchini I'm concealing in my underwear, my new method which | highly
recommend. | offer it free, you don’t owe any royalties. The cold wears off eventually.”

Tim and Gabe would smoke pot or not. Either way they didn’t fit, were tourists, comic relief to the
longhairs in the park who were comic relief to them in turn, never clear who ought to be laughing at
who, only that Tim and Gabe were moving at afaster clip, their movements and thoughts hectic, jerky.
Those first months of high school Tim and Gabe waited for something else to complete them, or the
reverse, something waited to complete them. They were stalled like robots, incanting their encoded
frustration.

“Open the pod bay doors, Hal. Open the pod bay doors, Hal. Open the pod bay doors, Hal. Open the pod
bay doors, Hal.”

“| am not anumber. | ama free man! ”
Y ou waited too, feeling it.

Another sensibility agitated in periphery, one located in the conjunction of the midnight movies at the
Eighth Street Playhouse and the Waverly, on Sixth Avenue: Clockwork Orange, Pink Flamingos, Rocky
Horror, Eraserhead. Within six weeks you' d seen all but Eraserhead, the prospect of which was too
terrifying, though you’ d never admit it, just fumbled out an excuse about being grounded that night. In
fact you' d never been grounded in your life, wondered where you’ d even picked up the word.

One guy cameto classin Tim Curry pancake whiteface and black-varnished nails every day, the focus
of scoffing laughter and secret awe.

Each morning you passed Max’ s Kansas City on your way from the Fourteenth Street subway to schooal,
talismanic site of what exactly you weren’t sure.

The band Devo might have to do with the new something in the air, lyrics about mongoloids and
swelling itching brains offering some ironic back door into animal nature, away to evade the appalling,
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head-on Jm Morrison route.

The main problem any kid faced if he could have found the word was how to find himself in any way
sexy. Forget girls themselves for the time being, the problem was between you and the mirror.

Manhattan thankfully didn’t give a shit about you.
What about Mingus and Aeroman, though?

Dylan crept as he reapproached Dean Street in the perishing light of afternoons spent with Gabe and Tim
bouncing in and out of Crazy Eddie's and Ray’s Famous and Blimpies and J& R Music World and
Washington Square Park, crept in his mind, furtive like an escapee returning nightly for mealsin his old
cell. The block was dead as far as he could tell. He'd killed it by graduating from 1.S. 293 and leaving
for Stuyvesant. It wasn't only Mingus. Henry, Alberto, Lonnie, Earl, Marilla, and La-Lahad all fled the
scene or been so transformed they might not be recognizable. Some days you passed in silence some kid
you' d known, they had a mustache or tits and they were black and you were white and you didn’'t say a
word.

There was no new crop of kids unless you counted the scruffy batch, mostly Puerto Rican, who didn’t
even know you were meant to gather in Henry’ s yard or at the abandoned house, they didn’t even know
Henry’s name, they squatted like bugs on the sidewalk and were as little able to carry forward the

block’ s work as bugs would have been. One day Dylan saw one scratching some primitive botched
skully board, not on a slate but on a pebbly square of poured concrete, hopeless, like afallout survivor
dim with radiation sickness sketching a blueprint for reinvention of the wheel. One day Dylan passed the
buglike kids and one called out “Honky” in a voice so tentative Dylan died laughing at the sweetness of
it. The abandoned house wasn't even abandoned anymore. It wore asign reading CINDERELLA #3 , A
PROJECT OF BROOKLYN UNION GAS, and one day they punched through the cement blocks and
replaced them with dull aluminum-frame windows, dumb eyes. The site of mystery was destroyed. For a
few months bums resolutely drank and passed out on the stoop anyway, then moved on.

Maybe every other week, though, Dylan would find Mingus seated on his own stoop, like abum, with a
forty-ounce in abag. Mingus ruled his own yard again, now that Barrett Rude Senior had shifted into the
welfare hotel on Atlantic Avenue, severa blocks away. He' d greet Dylan in the old manner, as though
they’ d been interrupted a minute before.

“That Parlet record | was telling you about? | just scored it.”

“Oh yeah?’

“That shit is serious, I'm telling you, Dillinger, you need to check it out now.”

Dylan and Mingus met according to no plan or reason, might have been darts hitting a calendar, a
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roulette of days. He and Mingus would go into the basement apartment and get high and Tim and Gabe,
Dylan’s whole Stuyvesant world, would evaporate, Manhattan unlikely as Neptune or Vulcan, restored
to its status as an unexplored planet, the future.

Hallway and bathroom were tagged now, the whole basement a subway tunnel. Senior’s room was still
off-limits, though, an abandoned shrine which stank of dust-rotting candles.

Mingus chugged beer now, Colt and Cobra, aregular thing.
Dylan didn’t, only got high.

Dylan knew Mingus still hooked up with Arthur Lomb too, saw Arthur’ s practice tags in ballpoint on
scattered pages around Mingus' s room, sometimes saw Arthur himself. Arthur Lomb had the curse of
puniness. he still looked eleven or twelve, no number of what-ups and yos, no degree of street saunch in
his walk, no green suede Pumas could compensate. After flunking the Stuyvesant test Arthur’s mother
had falsified their residence to get him transferred to Edward R. Murrow, a white high school deep in the
Irish Italian heart of the borough. It was too late, though, he might as well have been at Sarah J. Hale
from the look of things. Arthur had become yucky, his sleeves always crusted with Krylon, hisred hair
slack and ratty, jeans black. Arthur was a pothead now, often looked red-eyed, glazed with an

afternoon’ s doping. His street credibility was all he had and it was direly thin.

Arthur’ s being seen with Mingus was a gift Dylan wouldn’t begrudge him now: it was a thing Arthur
needed much worse than Dylan ever had. Let Arthur imagine a parity. In fact, Dylan knew, their two
friendships with Mingus, his and Arthur’s, were vastly different. Dylan and Minguslivedin a
motherless realm, full of secrets. Aeroman, for one thing. Certain other things, for another. Dylan
doubted Arthur even had pubic hair yet. Plus Dylan and Mingus knew each other’ s dads, and Mingus
went into Dylan’s house. Dylan was certain Arthur wouldn’t ever want Mingus to see inside his own
mommified sanctuary of Hi-C juice and Hydrox cookies.

When Mingus was a dollar short of anickel bag he and Dylan might scrape for loose change in Dylan’s
kitchen or even climb the stairs to Abraham'’ s studio. There Mingus waited at the door, dim transistor
Jazz seeping through, while Dylan cadged folding money. Abraham, always sensing the lurker in the
corridor, would ask:

“Isthat Mingus?’

“Yeah.”

“He doesn’'t need to hide. Tell him to come say hello.”

In Abraham’ s presence Mingus Rude grew courtly, called Abraham Mr. Ebdus, asked about the progress
of hisfilm. Abraham would sigh and produce some opague riddle.
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“Aswell ask Sisyphus, my dear Mingus.”

“Cookypuss 7’ Mingus would be quick with a free-associated reply. He and Abraham had hatched some
running joke of mishearing one another. They couldn’t get enough of it.

“Ah, Cookypuss. Maybe Cookypuss for one is showing some progress. I’ d like to think so.”

On the other hand, the two no longer went upstairs to Barrett Rude Junior. The stairway between
basement and parlor floors might as well have been sealed now. Dylan saw evidence Mingus avoided
the upstairs kitchen, cans of Chef Boyardee heated on Senior’s hot plate, Slim Jim wrappersin the
bathroom garbage pail. When they cranked Mingus's stereo, though, Dylan felt himself expecting, even
yearning for Junior at the door singing Fuck you doin® Gus?, his sweet disapproval afragment of
melody you pined to hear whole.

But no amount of volume drew Junior to the door, in Mingus' s apartment they were mole-men now for
sure, on their own deep exploration.

Foxy’s*“Get Off” they played fifteen timesin arow, louder each time, trying to destroy the distance
between that rubbery, fleshlike bass line and themselves, as if the song was a photograph, a Playboy
centerfold they enlarged by degrees until they could enter the frame, walk into the picture.

They also stared at certain photographs until they might have left sheddings from their blistered eyeballs
strewn on the pages, then exchanged relieving hand jobs without making a particularly big deal of it.

Mingus kept the ring and the costume, Aeroman was officially him. Both were stashed on a shelf high
above the door, with a hockey trophy and Mingus's old football helmet, ring out of sight above eye
level, costume balled behind the helmet, nothing any random visitor to the room, Arthur Lomb, say,
would bother remarking on. Whether Mingus ever donned them out of Dylan’s company went
undiscussed. Afternoons passed when Aeroman wasn’t mentioned, the ring wasn't handled or even seen,
Dylan sat on Mingus's bed and glanced at the shelf between joint tokes but nothing happened, they’ d hit
the street or catch aKung Fu flick or Dylan would only go home stoned to whatever supper Abraham
had prepared. Then Aeroman might as well have been the lead in a quickly canceled Marvel title like
Omega or Warlock, or amurdered sidekick, quickly avenged then forgotten, or a name from the Golden
Age, perhaps, like Doll Man or the Human Bomb: in other words, no superhero at al, not really, not one
anyone remembered.

Other days he' d have told Abraham he was having dinner at Mingus's house, or slipped out after
wolfing dinner at Abraham’ s table to return to the basement apartment, and then after a certain hour
Mingus would glance at the shelf too, and say:

“Fight crime?’
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“Yeah.”

“You sure?’

“Uh huh.”

Mingus would grin and say, “Look at you, you're like, | thought you would never ask.”

Aeroman flew six or seven times that fall, was perhaps involved in eight or nine incidents, could claim
maybe three bonafide rescues, legible crimes authentically flown down on and busted up. On State
Street near Hoyt they halted a six-foot Puerto Rican showing a steak knife to a small Chinese guy, who
was busy pulling balled wadded dollars from his pockets, magicianlike, in terrified surrender. Mingus-
Aeroman swooped from afire escape and scissored legs around the knife-wielder’ s neck, torque twisting
them both to the pavement, Dylan scooted from an apartment building’ s entrance to pounce on the knife,
plucking it from the ground and surrounding it with his body as though it might detonate. Puerto Rican
and Chinese both fled in shock. Though Dylan waved the fluffy bills and called after the victim, he
didn’t turn. Breathless and amazed at confiscated weapon and money, Dylan and Mingus stuffed
Aeroman’ s outfit and mask into a paper sack and walked to Steve' s Restaurant on Third Avenue,
celebrated with midnight cheeseburgers and chocolate shakes, adrenaline and marijuana buzz given way
to aravenous appetite, adolescent cells howling for lipids. Waiters gave the hairy eyeball all through the
meal, suspecting a scarf-and-run, but Dylan and Mingus didn’t care. They had the dough, even left an
ostentatious fuck-you tip.

On Smith Street, howling an unrehearsed cowboys-and-indians woo-woo-woo as he descended,
Aeroman spooked drunks boxing at the door of a social club, sole duty at thetail end of along night’s
stalking around, prowling for gigs, killing time tagging on metal doors. On Third Avenue in a cold mid-
October rain he foiled a holdup attempt at one of the Plexiglas-barrier Chinese joints, leaving a spilled
mound of orange fried rice trampled to pudding at the entrance. At the far end of the Heights
Promenade, under cover of darkness, he was cooed at in his costume by men rendezvousing on park
benches, men who didn’t need his protection. On Pacific Street near Court, Dylan and Aeroman found
roof accessto atenement and lay on their bellies, in costume and street clothes, peering over the cornice,
memorizing the life of the unfamiliar block, every girl screaming “Mira, mira! ” at someone who
wouldn’t reply, every boy slapping a spaldeen into the joint of awall, every grandmother window-
perched on Buddha arms, watching just as Mingus and Dylan watched, absorbed, doing nothing.

The bridge crossing after dark was a sure spot, afamous mistake to walk there at night, so they took it to
the bridge: Dylan standing as bait by the massive shoring tower still bearing Mono'sand Lee's
fabulously weathered autographs, Mingus in costume flown to a perch on the high, swaying cable.
Below, on the streets, it was late summer, but here above the city winter was arriving, swept off the
ocean. Dylan was mugged in minutes, it was comically predictable, amost corny when two homeboys
lurched out of the gloom beyond the tower and said: “Hey, whiteboy, lemme borrow a dollar off you,
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man.

Dylan gladly played at reaching into his pockets for money, his attackersfish in abarrel. Only Mingus
didn’t shoot the fish, he didn’t swoop.

“What you checkin’ around for, man?’

Dylan had made them nervous. They smelled setup in his hesitation and followed his gaze to the bridge,
the sky-harp of spun lines. So all three saw the caped figure struggling in the gust which had torn it from
the cable, saw Mingus cycling in air, trying to reclaim afooting, nearly doing so before being wind-
wrested into the breach between the bridge and the water, the wild void. All three watching lost sight of
him below the line of the bridge' s roadway. He was just atwinkle, mask, cape, Puma soles maybe, then
nothing at all.

He' d been blown from the bridge.

Dylan turned on the walkway’ s planks and bolted for the Brooklyn end, abandoned the scene exactly as
Rachel had always told him to do— Just run, kiddo, use those pogo sticks, they can’t catch up with you!
—and which he’d never done once in athousand yokings. For Mingus he found his legs, heran. He
nearly tumbled dodging a beat cop staked at the foot of the stairs, waved a quick hello-1-must-be-going
to the cop’ s dull glower, then panted on, limbs wheeling. Cabs curled off the bridge, faceless, cornering
through Cadman Plaza to Henry Street, Clinton Street, to placid brownstones with mock gaslight
fixtures. There wasn't anybody to appeal to for help, Dylan was alone, Mingus, Aeroman, ring al
drowned, smashed on the water. Dylan veered to the dark paths below the bridge, seeking the edge of
the river, the junk-strewn wasteland where the city hid crashed police cars and looted parking meters and
other evidence of helplessness.

Mingus sat hunched and dripping at the base of the anchorage, twisting water from the tips of his cape,
stain spreading on the concrete embankment like a snow angel. Dylan arrived gasping, hot-faced,
couldn’t speak before Mingus said: “Ho, shit, man.”

“You're okay?’

“1 was swimming, man. | don’t even know how to swim.” He spoke with quiet amazement, nodding his
head at the water.

“What do you mean?’
“Like afish, D-Man.”

“You' re saying the ring gave you the power of swimming ?’
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“Or flying underwater, don’t ask me. | was up to some serious Aquaman shit, though.”

They slunk to Dean. The staged rescue left unfinished on the walkway and the plummet from the wires,
both were put behind them, though Dylan and Mingus and Aeroman skirted the bridge after that.
Aeroman, having been laid flat to dry, mellowed on the shelf for weeks, regathering his wits and
bravado, perhaps, shaking off effects of the fall. Mingus didn’t reach for the costume and Dylan didn’t
push. Dylan instead became briefly obsessed with clandestine powersin the ring. Why imagine Aaron
X. Doily had plumbed them all? Possibly Aeroman was named prematurely, had more to offer. Dylan
wore the ring and immersed his head in Mingus's filled tub, hoping to breathe underwater. He snorted a
flood into his lungs, came up hacking, nearly puked, bathwater scalding his nostrils.

Thering aso conferred no X-ray vision, though they spent one thrilled night persuading themselves,
scowling hard at dresses, black hos working Pacific and Nevins, white Saint Ann’s girls massed at the
Baskin-Robbins on Montague.

“Wait, wait, | see something.”
“My turn now.”
“ Oh—sweet—Jesus. She's wearing no panties.”

Aeroman’s last venture that first season of high school wasin alight, freak-early midnight snowfall two
weeks past Thanksgiving, Dylan walking State Street, Mingus hopping the rooftops above, keeping
pace. Ever since the Chinese victim who' d dropped his money, State between Hoyt and Bond was their
lucky mugging strip, safe distance from anyone they’ d know on Dean or Bergen, dark with a smashed
streetlamp, close enough to the Hoyt-Schermerhorn subway stop that dumb junkies frightened of
venturing into the Heights considered it safe prowling for renovators’ wives, trembling whiteboys,
geezers. Tonight, though, a snowball was al Dylan drew. A lone, tall Puerto Rican kid leaning on a car
scooped a windshield-mass of fresh stuff and flung an unerring bull’ s-eye in Dylan’s back. When Dylan
whirled he said: “Try it, motherfucker, | dare you throw one.”

At that moment Mingus descended with a cradled armload, shoveled it into the tall kid's collar.

Then Mingus landed softly beside Dylan and they ran together hooting, Mingus stripping the costume
and cape off over his head, momentarily bare-chested in the snowfalling night.

Mingus afternoons, Aeroman nights, they were untellable the next day at Stuyvesant, if he’'d even
wanted to try, if he’d somehow corralled Tim Vandertooth’s and Gabriel Stern’s ears for the attempt.
Dylan had no interest in telling. Mornings after, he felt himself an orbiter on reentry, his hidden
knowledge sealed in flame. Mingus and Aeroman were a million miles away, another realm, Brooklyn.
Besides, the thing coming for Tim and Gabe had found them.
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Onceit arrived it was obvious, had a common name already known: punk. Or new wave. They were
related strands: Sex Pistols, Talking Heads, Cheap Trick. Discerning their difference, articulating your
precise relation, that was part of the point, a continuum of the now it was suddenly clear anyone could
be placed on. Even the longhaired stonersin their refusal were anti-punk, defining something.

Tim came to school one day with a point-studded dog collar. He showed them how it worked, asimple
snap. Gabe taunted him uneasily for a week, then went out and bought a Ramonesian |eather jacket
loaded with zippers and buckles, smelling of preservatives and sizing, almost like one of Abraham'’s
canvases. Gabe slapped the jacket against arock in the park, trying to age it. They studied the results.
The jacket looked new as licorice. Or the problem was themselves, their bangs, hair curled over their
ears. The next week Tim and Gabe returned from Roosevelt Island having fucked up their hair with
children’s scissors. The jacket looked slightly improved.

Tim smoked cigarettes now.

Gabe etched atiny swastika on his forearm with arazor blade. “ You know what my parents would do to
me if they saw this? ” he whispered darkly, like he’ d been kidnapped by Satanists and forced to recite a
pledge.

The girls with short black-dyed hair were suddenly visible. Sarcastic, pale, and titless, they were a
different flavor, previously overlooked.

A few even had tits, which might violate punk aesthetics but you' d consider making an exception.

Dylan shunted knapsack-loads of Rachel’ s Blind Faith and Creedence Clearwater Revival recordsto
Bleecker Bob' s record exchange, embarrassed to see them in the house, returned with the Clash’s Give
"Em Enough Rope.

Steve Martin was for children.

There wasn’t much terror. Fourteenth Street, First Avenue, they were scungy but populated, jostling
with drug traffic but not alot of yoking. Maybe you’ d outgrown victim size, though it was hard to
Imagine there could be universal consensus on that point, you had to stay alert. A girl your age was
pushed from a subway platform on her way to Music and Art, a cellist who lost her arm under the train
and had it reattached in amiracle surgery. The incident made a brief noise of panic among white kids on
subways and their parents, but that was 135th Street, Harlem. Poor kid but what did she expect? Thank
God you hadn’t gone to Music and Art. To escape the outer boroughs only to soar on the subway past
Manhattan’ s safe zones al the way into Harlem was ironic, one crazy mistake you'd at least avoided.

It was the leather jacket which caused the only piece of trouble. For once it wasn’t Dylan’ s trouble. A
Puerto Rican perhaps eighteen or nineteen—mustached and tall and particularly thick around the middle,
pearish, apparently self-appointed one-man gang patrolling Fourteenth Street between Second and Third
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—isolated Gabe in his new leather from among the hundreds of other streaming Stuyvesant kids and
stepped up to block his path on the sidewalk. Something affronted him and he demanded reciprocal
understanding from Gabe.

“You wannafight me?’
“What? ” Gabe squinted in fierce incredulity.

“Think you're tough, you wannafight me?’ He poked Gabe’ s shoulder. Gabe looked to Tim and Dylan,
who both stepped back.

Gabe enunciated with Maxwell Smart precision. “I actually don’t think I’ m tough, no.”
“Youinacrew ?

Thiswas a problem of codes, the self-loathing ironies of punkism not sufficiently conveyed yet to the
Puerto Rican—gang quadrant of the universe. The guy himself wore just ajean jacket, wasn't particularly
fitted out or flamboyant. A red handkerchief knotted on his belt loop was maybe significant. Again
Gabe' s glance sought Tim or Dylan but they’ d melted away. Throngs parted around Gabe and his
confronter, uninterested.

When Gabe spoke again sarcasm curdled to awhine. “I’m just wearing it, it doesn’t mean anything.”
Dylan detected scars in Gabe's cringe-readiness, schoolyard mortifications they’ d never have discussed.
Histone wasn't so far from Arthur Lomb pleading | can’t breathe.

“Don’'t come around here wearin’ that, man, or | haveto take it off you.”

The fact of their being lost in a crowd was no help, only added a lunatic degree of humiliation. So
despite Tim’s mockery, Gabe diligently obeyed the Puerto Rican. He required Tim and Dylan to
accompany him the long way around that block every day for weeks. Even taking that precaution he was
spooked, now hustled through subway stations and down certain blocks peeking over his shoulder, wore
his jacket with doomy fear—not a bad accouterment, actually, to his punk aura.

Incredibly, the one day they defied the edict, again in what should have been a protective swarm, the
guy’ s radar guided him from nowhere to square against Gabe. He chest-bumped him out of Tim and
Dylan’s company and to the curb.

“1 tole you. Now we gotta fight.”

Gabe' s face was hot red and he spoke quietly under a strain of absurdity. “I’ m not fighting you.”
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It wasn't Dylan or Aeroman who rescued Gabe, but Tim, in a delicate maneuver Dylan barely
understood. Stepping out to where Gabe and the guy stood in the street he reached into the vest pocket
of his own jean jacket and showed his Marlboros.

“Smoke?’ He inserted a cigarette in his own mouth and held out the pack. As the Puerto Rican stared,
weighing the offering, Tim said:

“Give him abreak, man. He doesn’t mean anything, he can’'t helpit.”

Seemingly the Puerto Rican had only needed Gabe' s deep objectionability confirmed by an outside
source. He accepted a cigarette. “ Tell him not to come around here,” he said, ignoring Gabe, all violence
|leached from his tone.

“Sure, sure.”

For the first time Dylan and perhaps Gabe really noticed how Tim was taller, cooler, maybe really cool,
in fact. He'd quit wearing the dog collar. His hair took the choppy haircut well, unlike Gabe's curls. He
triumphed each time those two wrestled, when you thought of it—only Gabe ever had to cry out Sprite
or clitoris. But anyway, they hadn’t wrestled for months. Tim now cut all classes, was flunking madly,
while Gabe like Dylan clung to respectability. One day in the park Tim appeared wearing sloppy
eyeliner, and a James Dean slouch that dared you to mention the eyeliner. You didn’t. Tim smoked pot
with the hippies at eight in the morning before class, while Gabe stood angrily aside in his useless
jacket, the jacket he couldn’t defend without Tim’s help.

Maybe Gabe and Tim didn’t even like each other, you realized now. They barely spoke and never joked,
didn’t necessarily arrive or leave school together, rode separate trams. In algebra Mr. Kaplon gestured at
Tim's empty seat and said, “Mr. Stern—any notion as to the whereabouts of our friend Mr.
Vandertooth?” and Gabe said “Why ask me?’—summing it up pretty well. By Christmas vacation Gabe
and Dylan played demonstration Pong at Crazy Eddi€ s in rageful silence and you’ d never even picture
Tim Vandertooth being there. It wasn’t his kind of thing.

Mingus Rude, Arthur Lomb, Gabriel Stern and Tim Vandertooth, even Aaron X. Doily: Dylan never met
anyone who wasn’t about to change immediately into someone else. His was a specia talent for
encountering persons about to shed one identity or disguise for another. He took it in stride by now.
Maybe Rachel-Running-Crab had taught him that art.

4/3/79

viewed from space radioactive
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nostrils want a kleenex

If sneezy they might blow

brooklyn to merrie england
however bad molten core might itch
don’t pick down there too deep

or you'll toast your shell

infrared like mine

meltdown crab

chapter 15

T wo sons might think two fathers never budged from their hiding places apart from runs to Ramirez's
or Buggy’ s for bare necessities—toilet paper, Tropicana, cold cuts at gouging prices, whatever.

Two sons might think fathers utterly unschooled in the craft of stoop-sitting—might suppose them
ignorant equally of their neighbors and of the delirious nature of sunshine spilled into the chasm of
brownstones.

Two sons might be wrong all over. Abraham Ebdus and Barrett Rude Junior had their own Dean Street,
the eleven A . M. weekday edition.

Abraham Ebdus was up for hours by then, having packed off to school a mute and bleary Dylan, half-
eaten toast in hisfist, then ferried athermos of coffee upstairs for a session painting celluloid frames
under natural light. Abraham made film early mornings and late nights, his best hours, reserving lunch-
dulled afternoons for painting outer spacescapes and electrical gremlins from the fourth dimension,
whatever the latest art director required. Book jackets took care of themselves; he could be half asleep.
Drowsiness dulled rage and good taste, unnecessary functions. The film required his sleep-purified,
caffeine-honed eyes and mind. From eight-thirty he might accomplish five or six seconds of footage and
by eleven be ready to unkink hislimbs, rinse the thermos, wander briefly from the house. Dean Street at
that hour was pensive, transitive, those with jobs and school all scurried away, idlersjust rousing. The
first of Ramirez' s corner-men would have found amilk carton, or not. Half a block away alandlord
might be brooming his portion of slate. And Barrett Rude Junior would have woken, tucked feet in
slippers, moved to his stoop for a gander at the day, afirst gulp of air and light.
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Junior, on waking, often staggered first to the stereo whose red lights still glowed, to re-drop needle on
whichever long-player had lullabyed him the night before, so when in robe or pajamas he took
possession of his stoop it was with strains of Donny Hathaway’ s Extension of a Man or Shuggie Otis's
Inspiration Information at his back. If the volume was sufficient and the Dean Street bus nowhere near,
Abraham Ebdus, five doors away, could hear the music, faintly. Junior came sound-tracked, wore ahalo
of music like awafting smell, literal funk. No actual bodily odors reached Abraham at that distance, but
it wasn't much of aleap to suppose they clung to those frayed silks in concentrated form.

Seeing Mingus Rude’' s father at eleven cheered Abraham. He couldn’t have said why. It happened every
few mornings. no pattern but an accumulation, or along polyrhythm. They lorded from the height of
respective stoops, the block’ s true kings. On warmer mornings they’ d each sit, in cold or rain they might
be outdoors less than a minute. Either way, Abraham made an effort to keep the appointment and
imagined Barrett Rude Junior doing the same. No way to know, since they only nodded, chins tipping
upward, sometimes waved.

Abraham never saw the old man anymore and wondered slightly.
Bus purring through leaf-blotched shadow.

Run-on sentence of cracked dlate.

Cornices a horizon, lintels slag in a canyon or quarry wall.

Dean Street of course infiltrated the work, it couldn’t not. Abraham painted row-house fagades, then
blacked them over, presences drowned in abstraction. The film was among other things a record of
methods disguised, agraveyard of strategies. He startled himself one day brushing in afigure, a stoop-
wanderer, an armless pylon limned in gray rays. The anomalous form, Barrett Rude Junior taking the
morning air, jiggled and danced in place through two weeks' work, a minute of film, before censure.
Abraham didn’t blot the figure retroactively, though. He let it stand. The sprite simply inhabited space
for aminute, then turned and went inside. Gone like that.

The film devoured days and years and Abraham let them be devoured. He' d optical-printed earlier
sections and now and then ran them in his hand-cranked splicer, not editing so much as dwelling in his
own work in progress. At sea. He could no longer relate the motifsin earlier sequences to raw dates,
factsin hislife. Watergate, Erlan Hagopian, Rachel’ sleaving. The film floated above his routine, coffee
cups, newspapers, the kid growing. The rest was trivia, moods, implementation. A body moving through
days, serving higher purposes.

Abraham Ebdus was reasonably certain he was demolishing the concept of time.

For that reason, and not because of any fetish for death, he savored obituaries. They might be the only
news that mattered, quiet closings on forgotten accounts, revealing lives lived decades past their
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ostensible peaks, their nodes of fame. He turned to them over breakfast and quoted with exaggerated
relish, atouch of hammy gusto. “Lived in Mexico as one of Trotsky’s bodyguards and later edited
Popular Mechanics —isn’t that amazing, Dylan? These lives, so full and crazy, so contradictory, and
you never learn this stuff until they happen to die. Y ou might not even know they’d existed !” The more
Dylan met these ravings with silence the more his father hectored: “Jean Renoir, his father was the
painter Renoir, you know,” or “Listen: Al Hodge, he played the Green Hornet and Captain Video—
incredible.” Charles Seeger, Jean Stafford, Sid Vicious, the names stacked up, a breakfast litany. If
nothing else it was away to chase the boy from the house and onto the IRT. Dylan owed a sterling
attendance record to the obituary page, probably. “ The best-written part of the newspaper, these guys are
geniuses, listen—"

So it was dumb luck the kid was still at the breakfast table that particular morning: nobody good died.
The page was arare bore. Abraham survived this slight disappointment and turned to the Metro section,
and there it was, a photograph of Mingus Rude in aweird shirt, surplus cloth bunched around the collar.

“Huh, huh. Wow. Dylan, you'll want to see this.”
The kid ignored him, mouth-breathing through a cud of Cheerios, par for the course.

Abraham quarter-folded the section and handed the article to Dylan so he couldn’t missit. The item was
smart-alecky, sloppily reported, and full of holes and questions begged, no obituary by along shot, but it
contained its own amazements.

DRUG STING NETS CAPED CRUSADER
BY HUMBOLT ROOS

B ROOKLYN,M AY 16. An undercover operation at the Walt Whitman Houses in Fort Greene was
tripped up by the efforts of ateenage vigilante dressed as a superhero late Monday night, according to
police at the 78th Precinct.

The costumed do-gooder, later identified as Mingus Rude, 16, was apparently concealed in atree on
housing complex grounds when he assaulted an undercover detective conducting a drug transaction with
known dealers, presumably mistaking the officer for acriminal. The attempted citizen’s arrest resulted
in aliteral headache for plainclothesman Morris, who was treated for minor injuries on the scene, and a
paperwork headache for officersfiling reports. The surveillance operation, a complex sting in
preparation for several weeks, was unsuccessful, and no arrests were made.

All narcotics detectives got for their trouble was the consolation prize of Mr. Rude, later released into
his parents' custody with awarning, but no charges. Dressed in a hand-decorated mask and cape, and

giving his name as “ Aeroman,” Mr. Rude initially refused to answer questions without the presence of
an attorney. Detectives confirmed that several local incidents had been reported recently involving the
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would-be hero—

And so on.
Dylan had turned bright red. “Can | take this?’
“Sure, sure.” Abraham spread his hands. “Why not?’

The kid hustled the folded newspaper into his knapsack and swept in a mad rush from the table, nearly
upsetting his abandoned glass of OJ and his unfinished Cheerios floating in a half-bowl! of milk, with
face averted, ears blazing like taillights.

“Bye!” he shouted from the hall.
And was out the door.

Questions? Sure, Abraham had questions. Do you know something about this, son? Is there anything you
might like to share with me? Just where do you and Mingus Rude go all day and all night, anyway?

For that matter, is Brooklyn itself a geographical form of insanity?
Are we, do you happen perhaps to know, my darling boy, cursed by God?

But who in this day and age got answersto his questions?

He did what he never did: cut school. And athing he hadn’t done for years: searched Mingus out instead
of relying on chance to bring them together. First, though, he squirmed through morning classes,
knowing Mingus wouldn’t necessarily even be out of bed before ten, unwilling to risk waking Barrett
Rude Junior, and not wanting policemen, truant officers, security guards, gangs, whomever, to draw an
absolute bead on him as he imagined they would if he went straight to Mingus's school, whiteboy with a
knapsack on the curb outside Sarah J. Hale after morning bell, nine in the morning. So he rode the train
to Stuyvesant and agonized in his seat, swallowed anxiety through French and physics and history, slid
the folded newspaper out of his binder for horrified reconfirmation, yes, it happened, Aeroman was
arrested, perhaps a hundred, perhaps athousand times. At least they’ d gotten the name right! At lunch
period he split, took the IRT back to Brooklyn and prowled the blasted land of Sarah J. Hale's sidewalk
and schoolyard seeking after Mingus Rude. His reward was about what his guilty, panicked heart might
have felt it deserved: Robert Woolfolk.
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Robert and a couple of his homies occupied a Pacific Street stoop across from Sarah J. Hale. All three
had tallboys of beer concealed in their sleeves for furtive slugs when the coast was clear—just another
Wednesday afternoon in late-spring glare, life was sweet. The block was vacant, no guards, cops, gangs,
no vibrations from within the building, Robert Woolfolk still the human neutron bomb of Gowanus.
Dylan got a blissful crooked smile out of Robert as he approached. The scene was the opposite of what
Dylan had imagined, Sarah J.’ s sidewalks teeming with cutters like the park across from Stuyvesant.
Instead Pacific Street was like a cartoon desert, Dylan crawling across the expanse with cartoon
buzzards overhead, Robert and his crew like a batch of cartoon banditos you met on your knees.

We don’t need no stinking badges.

Dylan halted on the sidewalk, but Robert didn’t move. Nobody seemed much impressed at what had
bumbled into their laps. This crew might find motivation another time to resume careers as criminals or
at least harassers, menaces, inspirers of fear: this day they’d got athirty-year head start on the men who
sat on rooming-house stoops or in the entranceway of the Colony South Brooklyn Daycare Center on
Nevins, mellow lackadaisical observers of life's passing streams, Thoreaus at Walden. They were drunk
off their asses.

Life' s passing streams might be urine trails from doorways to the curb, but never mind.

“Hey, Robert?’ said Dylan.

“Yo,” said Robert Woolfolk, his eyes glazed. He didn’t object to being addressed by Dylan, not today:
We're on the same planet, might as well admit | know you.

“Have you seen Mingus?’

Robert tilted his head back and to the side, Ali ducking ajab. Or possibly he mimed a braying laugh, but
no laugh came ouit.

One of his homeboys extended a hand to slap and Robert Woolfolk slapped it. Dylan had stepped into
some slow sculpture, afrieze in motion. Though he' d penetrated the frieze' sredlity, barely, he
nonetheless couldn’t hurry it along.

“Have you seen him?’ he asked again, helpless, his morning’ s panic only mounting.
“You lookin’ for Arrowman ?’ said Robert Woolfolk.
He made it sound like errorman.

Dylan didn’t offer a correction.
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Now came braying laughter, in triplicate. Robert’ s cohorts squirmed in their spots as though brutally
tickled, immediately gasping for air, begging for release from the excess of hilarity. Hands were again
slapped, Robert accepting congratulations for his rapier wit.

“Ho, shit,” said one of Robert’s homeboys, shaking his head as he recovered.

“Nah, man, G ain’'t come around here today,” said Robert. “Y ou want me to tell him something for you?’
“That’s okay.”

“I"ll tell him amessage, man. What, you don’t trust me?’

“Just that | came around looking for him, | guess.”

“Aight. You was lookin’ for him, cool.”

Dylan mumbled thanks.

“Y o, Dylan, wait up man. Y ou got adollar you could lend me?’ No one budged from slanted attitudes
on the stoop. Someone drained a bag-sheathed tallboy, tossed it aside. Robert Woolfolk might have been
addressing the sky, Dylan wasn’t worth settling eyes on. “Because you know |’ m good with you, man.
These dudes don’t know you, | had to stop them coming down throw a yoke on you. | told them you
were my man, we practilly grew up together, you's like my little brother.”

The logic was airtight. Certainly Robert’s homeboys weren’t saying otherwise, though neither looked
inclined at this moment to yoke anything larger than a cat. Dylan emptied his pockets, his despair
absolute, the dollars negligible for passage out of here.

One thing transfer of funds always did accomplish was a turning of the page.

He walked to the Heights, knowing he couldn’t risk being seen on Dean Street before three, figuring no
authority would doubt the legitimacy of awhite kid with a knapsack in Brooklyn Heights being home
early from school. There he took up station on a bench at the south end of the Promenade, sat chin-
propped, pancaked between sky and the truck traffic roaring underfoot, the exhaust-flooded Brooklyn-
Queens Expressway. He abandoned himself gazing into the bay, ferries lugging across to Staten Island
and the Statue, garbage scows loaded up for Fresh Kills, the whole watery mouth of the city. Every
reeling gull was Mingus Rude tumbling from the bridge again, white wings like cape ends tipped to the

water, Dylan’s eye fooled a thousand times.

The sky was full of Aeroman, except it wasn't.
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Dylan had never flown in Brooklyn, if the ring was gone. They’ d meant to swap it back and forth, the
changing from black to white one of Aeroman’s mystifying aspects, another level of secret identity, but
it had always been Mingus in the costume, always Dylan crouched behind a parked car or dangled as
bait while Mingus flew. Now this, Mingus heroing into the projects on the far side of Flatbush Avenue,
where Dylan would never go. Dylan had sewn Rachel’ s scraps together and told a story and then clothed
In those tatters Mingus had launched himself onto a cop in adrug deal. If the newspaper wasto be
believed. Of course it had to be understood before it could be believed.

There was something in the story not to understand.
Or maybe something you didn’t want to know.
What did Aeroman care about a drug deal ?

Two black kids found Dylan there at the end of the bench faced out to the island and the water and the
sky. Lodge in any one place long enough and they’ d find you, drawn like flies. These were just about as
problematic asflies, too small to yoke him, fifth or sixth graders probably, a couple of mugging Robins
lacking a Batman to back them up. If they’ d roamed to the Heights from wherever, 1.S. 293 probably, it
had to be after three, school out.

They circled asif Dylan were a beehive, daring themselves to prod.
“What' s the matter, whiteboy?’

“Your friends leave you al aone?’

“What, you can’t go home? You lost?’

“Y ou crying, whiteboy?’

“Heain't talkin’.”

“Boy’ s stupid or retarded.”

“Check his pockets.”

“You doit, man.”

Dylan looked up and they danced back. There was really no chance they’ d touch him. He wasn't
Aeroman, but he’d gained in gravity, was something middle-sized, neither gull nor mole.
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“Ooh, ooh, he’'s mad now.”

“He' s gonna grab you, man, you better book!”
“Nah, he' s going back to his crying.”

“He a stupid whiteboy.”

“He stoopid.”

“Soo -pid.”

“Nigger’ safaggot.”

It was enough to make you miss Robert Woolfolk. The situation minus fear was only idiotic. Dylan was
sick of it, theracial rehearsal. He' d been identified as whiteboy a thousand times and there was nothing
more to learn. Another option, Manhattan, was so prominent it was nearly sticking in his eye. If Aaron
X. Doily’sring was gone Dylan might be done with Brooklyn for a while, be done vindicating fifth
grade, be through with Mingus's fucked-up mysteries and ready to compl ete his escape.

The two black kids grew bored of him and wandered, maybe to find some Packer or Saint Ann’s kid and
work off steam, pick up adollar or two.

A barge grunted from the docks with a three-color throw-up by Strike on its side, a strong piece of work.

He sat and sat, chanting Clash songsin his head, “I’m So Bored with the USA,” “Julie’sin the Drug
Squad,” records he' d never played for Mingus Rude because they embarrassed him on Dean Street,
because he didn’t know how. Then the Talking Heads, Find myself, find myself a city to live in. He sat
and measured skyscrapers through bars and when he was done sitting the sun had fallen, squinting its
narrowed orange beams through towers and bridges, the honey light flared and grew dull, and Dylan had
missed Abraham’s dinner, he'd sat all day.

In darkness he returned to the block and tried Mingus's door.

Mingus Rude appeared at the gate of the basement entrance, himself, intact, dope-eyed. He showed no
particular objection to Dylan being there.

“D-Man. What up?’
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“Where' sthe ring?’
“1 got it, it’s cool, don’t worry.”

“Where?’ Dylan looked up and down the block, fearing surveillance of some kind. There was nothing,
his paranoiawasn’'t even mirrored in Mingus. Two nights later nobody cared, Aeroman or Errorman was
ajoke, a name passed along stoops before fading from memory.

“I hid it away.”

“Did the police see you fly?’

“The cops, man? They think | sprung out atree.”

“What—"

Mingus put up his hand to say Enough, not now. “Y ou wanna come in? | got King Arthur here.”

The shelf was empty, no costume, no ring, just the football helmet, Manayunk Mohawks, its bowling-
ball curve now tagged in soppy marker by Art and Dose. “ Get Off” was on the stereo, the needle hadn’t
actually plowed the music off the vinyl yet though it sounded like it was getting close. Arthur Lomb lay
on his side on the bed, his cruddy Pumas on the bedspread, sifting seeds from a nickel bag in the
gatefold crotch of the Spinners' Pick of the Litter. Crumpled rolling paper lay balled in aloose circle
around him, failed tries, like some ring of dubious enchantment. He grinned at seeing Dylan: Welcome
to my chamber, bluh-hah-hah!

Arthur Lomb had become afoul gnome. He seemed smaller. That was likely an optical illusion, a matter
of losing himself inside titanic hooded sweatshirts and droopy military pants which could have held
dozens of his pipe-cleaner legs. Arthur’s clothes were growing though he wasn't. He completed a joint
at last, repulsively swooping it through his mouth to cauterize the paper with saliva. He only spoke after
it waslit, in order to demonstrate expertise in speaking through gagged breath, his voice helium-
dwindled with effort:

“You heard Gus got arrested?’
“Shut up, Arthur.”

Arthur handed the joint to Dylan, his own held toke exploding in agust from hislips. “He went to the
Myrtle Avenue projects at midnight and jumped out of atreein hisunderwear. | suppose if you're
tripping on LSD or heroin it might strike you as agood idea. | saw something like that on The FBI once.
A girl ate the bark off atreein avacant lot. She was pretty hot, too.”
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“I’m right about to kick your ass.”

“Do it, superhero.”

“When | do you’'ll be weeping.”

“I’ll look forward to that day, it'll be worth seeing you dress up in your homo suit, Arrow Man. ”

Arthur needled like he moved rooks, unashamed of the obvious. He was monotonous and punishing,
easy to tune out. Mingus had seemingly acquired the skill.

“What’ s your power going to be, Dylan? Because we all need powers now, we' re Superfriends. | was
thinking maybe I’ d be able to undress people with my mind, | mean like their clothes would really
actually vanish, criminals would be humiliated and surrender on the spot. I'll call myself Fig Leaf Man.”

Mingus didn’t meet Dylan’ s eyes when they handed off the joint. Questions remained simpler to leave
unanswered, Mingus flying solo, Aeroman’s agenda at the Walt Whitman Houses. If he’ d wanted to bust
up adrug deal he only had to go as far as Bergen, or Atlantic, the foyer of the prostitute hotel. Or
upstairs, for that matter, to Junior’ s apartment, where deals occurred on adaily if not an hourly basis.

But maybe that was the dilemma which had spun Aeroman off his usual orbit—the risk of meeting
someone familiar in alocal deal. Up to and including Barrett Rude Junior or Senior.

“Y o, D-Man, you got to hear thisrecord ‘King Tim Personality Jock’ by Fatback—" Mingus began. He
moved to the stereo, marking the conclusion of histwo-night’ s-ago adventure as a topic, announcing the
resumption of the real story: they lived in afamous era where heroic advances in musical styles, the
discovery of anew break previously unheard, could happen at any moment. “ Shit is seriously dope,
check it out.”

Mingus only turned away briefly to punch Arthur Lomb on the arm. Arthur shouted “Mother fucker! ”
and stroked the punched spot, but didn’t shift from where he lay sprawled, a cackling, smoke-numbed
dwarf on the bedspread.

Aeroman was dead or at least on hiatus, a serious layoff. He' d likely never appear in the same form
again. Dylan was certain the costume was lost or destroyed. The costume was irrelevant anyway. With
its bedsheet stripes and wobbly Spirograph emblem it had been too personal, too tender for the street,
Dylan understood that now. Aaron X. Doily was right to renounce his cape, Dylan had missed the hint.
Now Daily’ s ring was hidden and it should be. The ring was an enigma to contemplate, a subject for
further review. The costume was likely just as stoopid as Arthur Lomb made it sound but the ring wasn't
apart of Arthur’ s story, or for that matter the cops’, or The New York Times'’s.
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They got stoneder and stoneder and quit talking.

The three together might have been anormal occasion if you didn’t think about it too hard. From one
perspective it was odd it hadn’t happened before.

But Dylan Ebdus and Mingus Rude still had secrets, even if those were on ice, hidden somewhere
unspecified behind Mingus's thousand-yard stare.

Dylan Ebdus told stories and drew pictures, Arthur Lomb carped and needled, but Mingus Rude
possessed a greater force, moods which prevailed, moods like laws. He cold-shouldered whole unwished
regions of existence, his scowl chopping down fathers, grandfathers, schools. It wasn’'t an argument. For
now, Aeroman was vanished, painted out.

Three white high schoolers cavort along West Fourth Street, returning from J& R's Music World to an
apartment on Hudson where a certain divorced mom’ s not home, where they’ ve got keys and the regular
afternoon run of the place. All three are armored against late-fall weather in black motorcycle jackets,
the Brando-Elvis-Ramones variety, leather skins studded with chrome stars and skulls, buckles dangling
loose and fronts unzipped against the chill. The three grab-ass, swing incompetently from lampposts,
talk in private tongues, nerd-punk argot.

November 1979: “Rapper’s Delight” has just cracked the top forty. It's also cracked the attention spans
of the white kids at Stuyvesant, including this bunch. The song is on the radio and on the street, leaking
from stores and passing shoulder-hoisted boom boxes, a different sound, and impossible to miss.

But to really hear it for yourself someone’'s got to lay down cash and bring the thing home.

The Sugar Hill Records twelve-inch in its generic sleeve is bagged with their other purchases, Eno, Tom
Robinson, Voidoids, Quadrophenia soundtrack. “Rapper’s Delight”’ s place on the pop chartsisas a
novelty single, late entry in the lineage of “ The Streak,” “Convoy,” and “Kung Fu Fighting,” and it’sin
this spirit these white boys have made their purchase: the record strikes them as inconceivably stupid
and killingly funny, two concepts lately the opposite of mutually exclusive, Gabba Gabba Hey.

Self-loathing worn inside out as a punk’s moron pride.
If one of these three knows more, he's not telling.

But put it thisway: if one of those shops on St. Marks Place retailing punk fashion sold T-shirts reading
PLEASE YOKE ME you’'d buy one in aminute,

Then zip your jacket wearing it home from Manhattan.
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Now, in the safety of the apartment, the other records are put aside while the twelve-inch is plopped on
mom’ s turntable for instant-gratification hilarity. The needle is stopped and shifted backward a dozen
times for incredul ous confirmation of some sequence of chanted rhymes, | don’t care what these people
think, I’'mjust sittin’ here makin’ myself nauseous with this ugly food that stinks. The three white boys
bust up, barely able to breathe for laughing.

“The—chicken—tastes—ike—wood! " one gasps.

Jackets are shed. Divorced mom'’ s boyfriend left asix of Heinekensin the fridge, the fool, and these are
swiftly drained. A box of NillaWafersis demolished, down to the crumbs at the bottom of the wax liner,
which are shaken out and inhaled. “Rapper’s Delight” is played again, the punks doing an antic dance,
pogoing on the couch, playing at break dancing, striking poses.

The record includes among others a passage mocking Superman, the rapper calling himself Big Hank
mock-wooing Lois Lane with boasting couplets. He may be able to fly all through the night, but can he
rock a party 'til the early light? An excellent question for Superman or any other flying personage,
really.

That’sif flying wasn't the last thing on your mind.

Now the three begin quoting favorite lines, trying to mimic the rappers’ inflection while keeping straight
faces. “| understand about the food,” says one, nearly weeping with pleasure. “hey, but bubba, we're
still friends! ”

Two of these harmless, pink-cheeked punks are Manhattan-born, were privately schooled until the year
they switched to Stuyvesant to spare their parents the expense. For all they know this record might have
been cut specifically for their private anthropological enjoyment, and they hear it with detachment
suitable for an artifact fallen from the moon. They’ ve never heard anyone rap before, anymore than
they’ ve met Fat Albert or Sanford & Son walking down the street. Consensus might be that what makes
“Rapper’s Delight” and black people in general so criminally funny istheir supreme lack of irony. Hey,
It"s not racist to find blacks earnest as hippies, broad and embarrassing as a comic book. These boysis
punks, and punks sneer. That’s what they do, deal withit.

Lack of irony’s scarcely a problem for the third in the room, the punk from Gowanus.

Tied in splendid baroque knots, that’ s him. Ready to pass any and all litmus tests for self-partitioning.
But hey, if standing in your Converse All Star high-tops on the couch cushions rotating hips in awkward
parody you recall Marilla's curbside hula-hoop instruction a million years ago, recall too your
disappointment Marillawasn’t a blond Solver, your guilt at this disappointment, your shame at your
body’ s inexpressiveness, its unfunky failings— so what ? Laughing at “Rapper’s Delight”’ s no revenge,
and anyway it wasn't your idea, and anyway it’s funny. Dean Street’ s another story, arealm of
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knowledge inapplicable here.
You've just about finished leaving Dean Street, and Aeroman, behind.

If this means avoiding the one who protected your ass all through junior high, the one you once ached to
emul ate, the one whose orbit you were happy just to swing in—if it means leaving the million-dollar
kid’s regular phone messages in Abraham’ s precise handwriting unreturned—that’ s a small price to pay
for growing up, isn't it?

Thisain't no party, thisain't no disco, thisain't no foolin’ around.

It's the end, the end of the seventies.

chapter 16

T hough Barrett Rude Junior had it in mind all along, grist for his own heart’'s musing, the evening's
theme was kept a mystery to those in attendance. That hadn’t slowed them delving into the spread, the
sliced meats and cheese and olives and egg bread and rye and cherry cheesecake he’'d dialed in from
Junior’s, the Seagram’s, the dope. This posse of freaks, Horatio, Crowell Desmond, the three girls, they
never needed an excuse to party. When finally he made the announcement he got only afaint echo back,
most of the crowd aready too wasted by then to do more than nod sweetly and spacily, raise a glass with
iceif they held one. Barry's hyped about something, WWhose birthday? Whatever, that’s cool. But the one
girl, whose name he' d forgotten, said:

“How old?”

She’d given him a shy smile when she came in, one of three numbers on Horatio’s arm, al jingling
earrings and Egyptian eyelashes, tan skintight slip-sheer dressto her pumps, nearly fifty buttons on one
side, ankle to armpit, bottom dozen undone. Prime Horatio specimen, but new and unfamiliar. Picture
her answering the phone, Horatio saying, Wanna meet Barrett Rude? Snger from the Distinctions?
Wear something nice, baby. Standing at a mirror counting how many buttons up from the floor to undo,
nothing’ s accidental.

It talks without talking.
Brother, it singsif you listen.

Right through the door she’ d started fussing, dimming the overheads digging in his drawers looking for
candles, until he told her there weren’'t any. Then she’' d thrown her shawl on his lamp, made a web of
shadow that stretched across the ceiling like a groaning mouth with tassel teeth.
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“Y ou down with some Fleetwood Mac gypsy type of thing there, girl?’

Again she’' d smiled without speaking, then gone and sucked up aline Horatio had laid out on the kitchen
counter.

All elegance, one nail-painted finger pressed aside a nostril.
Pinky high like she was sipping Earl Grey.

He ignored her, slipped something mellow on the turntable, Little Stevie Wonder’ s Journey Through the
Secret Life of Plants. Then got to sampling Horatio’s product himself, did aline while waiting for the
base to get cooked for the pipe. One of the other girls asked him about the gold records on the mantel
and he told her there ought to be four more up there, if the truth be known. He didn’t even get angry, it
was just a story now. While hetold it he kept half an eye on the quiet girl, as she watched and pretended
not to, the usual game. No hurry, the quiet ones always came around. Like atimer going off. Now she
showed some curiosity about his having a son, the procreational instinct.

Fine, girl, we can work with that. That’d be a direction we could definitely explore. He said: “ Seventeen,
you believe that shit? I’m an old man, damn.”

Barrett Rude Junior sat in his butterfly chair, arms flung behind his head, spread open to the air the way
he preferred, not caring if the girls on the rug were seeing up his gym shorts. Exhibit A, help yourselves.
Y'all came here to see me, make sure I’'m real.

“Well, if it’s his birthday, where is he?’ Her voice was girlish, purring, porny.

He lifted his eyes to the door to the basement apartment. “Why don’t you call him up here? Name's
Mingus.”

Outside a thunderstorm had eased the June night, atide of cool coming through the parlor windows,
flapping the curtains.

Night the kid was born it was raining too, 1963.

The girl glanced at the door, surprised, like he was keegping some damn prisoner. “Whole downstairsto
himself,” he said in defense. “1 called him before but he was out doing his own thing. Motherfucker lives
for the street. Storm likely blew him home, though. Or it will.” He shut his eyes and sang in fal setto,
tonguing his palate for an Al Green lisp, “I can’t stand the rain—against my window—bringing back
sweet memories—hey windowpane—"

Taking the dare, she went to the basement door and called the name, tentative, like she didn’t believe it.
A minute later the birthday boy arrived, was suddenly in their midst like adog on the carpet in his
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stained fatigues and napped hair, his proto-dreadlock nubbins. The girls all looked him over as if on cue,
went mm mm, vamping for the sake of the grown men.

“What?" said Mingus.

“Hey, Gustopher, man, how you doin’ ?* said Crowell Desmond, leaning over the counter and sticking
out his palm for a slap Mingus gave half-willingly. “How come | never see you, man?’

“Gus only come upstairs steal my records and the dope out my freezer,” said Barry. “He don’t deign to
hang with us no more.”

“You father said it’ s your birthday,” said the gypsy-looking girl, still skeptical.
Mingus nodded.

“Y ou looked stoned, boy. Y ou aslegp? Intro duce yourself to the woman.”

She held his hand. “Y olanda.”

“Yo. Mingus.”

“Yolanda, Yomingus,” said Barry. “Y’al acouple of twins.”

Desmond Crowell, standing over by the sink where Horatio was cooking up some base in a glass tube,
laughed like a horse.

“Yeah, that’s funny, Barrett,” said Mingus softly.

“Don’'t go calling me Barrett, boy. Look at you, all in your hippie Vietnam shit. Y ou ought to be stealing
my clothes.”

Y olanda returned to the couch where the girls were arrayed and Mingus was stranded on the long fringe
of the rug. The album side was finished, needle crackling to the label, hollow clunk of the tone arm’s
return, silence. Now all in the room grew attentive, the birthday concept perhaps penetrating dim brains
at last. Or else they’ d sensed a crackle in the air, summer lightning. Barry felt rebuked and scorned,
though he'd hardly alerted Mingus to his plans. But such feelings lay beyond sense.

Y ou commune with aboy in genetic vibrations and no one but you knows the full history, not even the
boy himself who wasn’t born when vibes originated.

The mother half of vibes being an uncontrolled factor.
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Under his grubby clothes Mingus was a hunch-shouldered man. Lean, coiled, his eyes slanting to the
street where he' d likely rather be. When had Barry last looked him over? Couldn’t say. Not looking was
areciprocal deal, struck who-knew-when. He didn’t want to picture himself in his son’s eyes—or for
that matter in the eyes of the girl Y olanda—him with his fingernails grown horny, pudding thighs,
thickened neck veiled in muttonchop whiskers. Only cocaine kept him from bloating up entirely, turning
into some fleshy |saac Hayes cartoon.

He should be dancing around the room, instead he felt weighed to the chair, a thousand pounds of ballast.

It was that world-feeling coming over him again. That was the only way he’' d ever been able to describe
it.

“Only fooling on you, Gus, lighten up. Take a seat. We're here to toast a man’s birthday, people.
Desmond, put on adamn record.”

Mingus twisted on his sneaker solesin the middle of the rug.

“You got one of your friends hiding downstairs? Don’t be all furtive now, bring ’em up.”
“Nope, just—"

“See, Yolanda, Mingus digs white boys.”

Hejust said it, no big thing, let it mean what it wanted to mean. Silence, though, had crept over
everything, bugging him. The room was full of ions, thunderstorm stuff, and Barrett Rude Junior felt
himself to be a massive |eaden presence. He ought to dance but there was no music, and as his world-
feeling increased his forearms and thighs seemed to grow mountainous. If the girl Y olanda cameto him
she’' d be like amewling kitten, crawling on the landscape of him. On atelevision nature show a
kangaroo’s pink larva had squirmed from birth to pouch, the parent a planetary form. That was his
proportion now. The longer he didn’t get off his ass the bigger he grew.

Mingus just stood, playing at being eerie like the kid in The Shining, mooning at his father.

M eantime something good was happening over at the sink, a sizzled stink, a smell with promise. It
buoyed him immediately, made him want to sing.

“Don’t immolate yourself in some Richard Pryor deal, now, Horatio. Get that pipe loaded up and bring it
here. And pick some music, Desmond, you good-for-nothing flunky. Gonna write you a theme song,
Good-fo-nuthin’ flunky man, he can’'t book me a gig | bet somebody else can —”

Perhaps motivated to stop Barrett’ s improvisation Desmond at last picked a new record. Prince’s For
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You, nothing too grating.

If Barry wasn't looming in size like a bloated planet, Horatio and Desmond and Mingus and the girls all
tiny and floating in orbit around him, everything would be fine.

“Desmond, | ever tell you about how this feeling comes on me, like I’ m getting bigger while everyone
elseis getting small?’

“Nah, man.” Desmond sounded baffled.
“We all gonna be gettin’ small,” said Horatio. “Nothin’ wrong with that.”

“My former wife the mother of thisboy here used to tell me | was getting grandiose, but there’ s nothin’
grand about it. Just at times | feel like my fingertips is athousand miles away.”

“Crazy, man,” said Desmond, afraid of saying anything specific or controversial.

“Yeah, crazy,” sad Barrett Rude Junior, seeing the futility in trying to explain. “It’s some crazy shit all
right. Yo, give thekid his present, ' Ratio.”

“What?’

“Don’'t play like you don’t remember.” His voice crept from within the tomb of his chest and made its
way into space, where the curvature of his own ears retrieved and confirmed it. He trusted that he'd
actually spoken.

Eyes widened, Horatio came from behind the kitchen counter and reached in hisinner vest pocket for
the dlip of folded fail, the gift he might have been unsure Barrett Rude Junior wasn't joking about. He'd
prepared it anyway: never could have too much product on you, partying with Barry.

“They you go. A gram of your own. Y ou don’t have to go jumping out no trees now.”
Mingus only stared.

“That’sfor you, take it. Y ou want aline now Horatio cut you up some of his.”
Mingus slipped the packet into his baggy thigh pocket and shook his head.

“Happy Birthday. Y ou a man now.”

Then Barrett Rude Junior, swimming back inside himself, his voice and mind more and more a speck
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within the sea of his body, saw the gift was incomplete. Sure Mingus was ungrateful, he should be. The
gram wasn't enough. His father had to give him the girl, Yolanda. Barry had no use for her himself, not
tonight with these brick-heavy limbs. The girl would be crushed if he somehow mounted her. And if she
offered him head she' d be undetectable, miles off, beneath the horizon of the real. Tonight was the boy’s
turn.

“Horatio, you done already? Bring me the pipe because | swear like Old King Cole I’'m too damn lazy
get out this chair. Hey, Yolanda?’

“Yes?' she said, surprised to be named by him now, a bit prim.
“How’d you like to go downstairs and check out Gus's crib?’

He' d spoken easily, like she’ d know his thinking, one thing flowing from the next. But nobody else saw
the essential grace of the handoff, father to son. They all got on him at once.

Yolanda said, “What’ s that supposed to mean?’ She didn’t leave the couch, but crossed her legs,
guarding the prize, and angled her body resentfully to the door.

“That’ s fucked up, Barrett,” said Mingus in alow and pitying tone.
“Barry, be cool,” added Horatio, like he had any say in this house.

“1 don’'t mean anything, relax y’all. Damn. What if | make you a bet, though? How old are you, little
Yo- landa ? If you're closer to his age than mine, what about you go downstairs? Do afew lines of
birthday blow with my son, it'sonly fair.”

“She can't,” said Mingusflatly.
“Wait up, Gus, let’s hear from the girl. What about it, baby? Y ear of the Dragon or Rat or what?”’

“You' re a sweet-looking man, Mingus,” said Y olanda defiantly, refusing to look at Barrett. Her voice
was layered with sex, mothering, other mystical woman shit meant to shame Barry and let him know
what he’d missed. For he'd missed it, blown it, she was gone. “Don’t let your father ruin your birthday
for you. I'll come see your room if you want.”

But Mingusignored her. “ She can’t come downstairs,” he said again.
“Why isthat?’ said Barry.

“Senior’sin the front. | heard him in there.”
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“He snuck back in?’
“What you expect? You didn’t take hiskey.”

Barry was resigned to the world-feeling now. Thiswas how it felt: he’' d become a planet and his
population swarmed like gnats, flitting in and out of sight. So his old man was back, the skulker!
Senior’ d done something to get himself in bad with the pimps and dealers running the Times Plaza
Hotel, talked some girl into hisroom and tried to baptize her, or maybe just fulminated too long in the
|obby—anyhow, got himself unwelcomed, then crept back here to the basement. Mingus and Senior
were two of akind, creatures ungrateful by nature and grown as remote from him as his own distant
hands. Horatio, Desmond, son, father, pussy, gold records, all flew in a cloud, godforsaken and tinny.

What he needed was a hit on the pipe. A line or two lines or a dozen wasn’'t going to do it tonight,
wasn't going to shrink his unendurable weight or expand the other inhabitants of the room from irritant
size.

Outside, rain misting on the day-baked tar.

Pipe, bowl, and be damn sure the Fiddlers Three don’'t weasel themselves a co-writer’s credit.

It was the fact that the venue was the New School, a name he associated with pinkish causes and the
hiring of scantily credentialed professors, which had beguiled him to committing this mistake. That and
the Dutch collector of original paperback art who’d enthused through his telephone a half-dozen times
until Abraham relented. Perhaps also some morbid curiosity to encounter his colleagues: one Howard
Zingerman and one Paul Pflug, incredible as the names might seem. Likely his own name Ebdus struck
others the same way and it was the oddness of their monikers which had caused them to drift into this
enterprise. Perhaps Abraham had accepted out of vanity. Certainly vanity. The term pop culture, thrown
around so freely by the Dutchman. He was pop culture now. So let him go and see what that meant and
let him meet Zingerman and Pflug. What harm to sit on a panel?

WEell, he'd learned what harm, what cost to be baited out of hiding. The New School auditorium was no
insurance against humiliation. The small crowd, fewer than fifty, nearly all of them lurching males with
complex facial hair, had come expressly to meet Pflug. Pflug was himself perhaps thirty, had along
ponytail like many of hisadmirers, and appeared to be aweight lifter, though he also wore the wispy
beard of an old man, or possibly awizard.

Pflug worked in the style which had succeeded Abraham’s in time and overwhelmed it in popularity.
That was, if Abraham’s style had in fact ever enjoyed any real popularity except with art directors, who
had for afew years vied to hire Abraham himself and, when he proved unavailable, commissioned bald
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imitations of hiswork. This no longer happened. Though Abraham still worked, the vogue for arty
psychedelia was done. Pflug was typical of what replaced it. He painted dragons and strongmen in the
fashion of the posters of certain recently popular films, his skies full of billowy Maxfield Parrish clouds,
his barbarians and gladiatrixes and even his dragons rendered with a uniform photorealist gloss, down to
each feather and scale, down to each blond, blow-dried strand of their anachronistic haircuts.

In fact, it became clear it was Pflug who' d created the poster for one of the recently popular films. This
explained the resemblance, and also the existence of hisfans. They’d barely concealed their impatience
through the brief panel, waiting for the chance to mob Pflug with posters, now reverently uncurled from
cardboard tubes, which they hoped he' d autograph. No one here cared about paperback cover art, and
why should they? It wasn’t a thing to care about.

The exception was the Dutchman who'’ d single-handedly organized this event, God help him, coming
from Amsterdam to do so. And it was Zingerman he cared about, exclusively. The Dutchman, younger
than Pflug even, was clean-cut and shaven. He' d sounded older on the phone, but in person was soft-
spoken, dumbstruck with reverence. Zingerman was his hero. He' d been buying Zingerman originals
from the warehouses of defunct paperback houses, from thieving art directors, from catalogues which
circulated among aficionados like himself. The Dutchman was authoring a monograph, a catalogue
raisoné, and sought Zingerman’s blessing. His Atlantic crossing should have been adirect pilgrimage to
the feet of his master but he’ d been shy, it now seemed, and so had arranged this whole sham panel,
Zingerman-Pflug-Ebdus, “ The Hidden World of Paperback Art,” as ablind.

Zingerman the painter had a certain integrity, a kind of Ashcan school realism. He was painterly in the
mood of the Soyer brothers, or, if you were generous, even the earliest Philip Guston. Zingerman's
milieu was urban gothic, characters caught at heights of expressive torment, men tearing shirts from
women and vice versa, but also moments of tenderness or even pensiveness. Small dogs and rusted cans
lay in the gloom of Faulknerian porches. The women were only always atad beautiful, Playboy bunnies
in disarray, slumming. Hands, faces, and cleavages were all in clean focus, while much elsewaslost in
chiaroscuro, a signature style which also saved man-hours and was surely far less wearing than Pflug’s
autistic micro-detail in the long run.

The examples on hand, books sealed in protective plastic sleeves and two of the paintings themselves,
were al from the Dutchman’ s collection. The titles spanned four decades, from the forties, Paul Bowles
and Hortense Calisher beside outright pornography—Zingerman’s treatment was consistent. He'd
conceded to the seventies only his sfumato palette of grays and browns, brightening his tones and adding
Laugh-In -style paisley bikinis and unbuttoned print shirtsto his girls' wardrobes, fluffy sideburnsto his
protagonists' clenched jaws.

Zingerman the human? He was toxic. Maybe seventy, he stooped from a basketballer’ s height, his
enormous frame draped in a dust-colored suit and folded awkwardly behind the table they shared. Hair
sprouted from his French-cuffed sleeves like he wore an ape suit beneath, but the skin of his hands and
face was papery, drained of vitality. Against the auditorium’s posted prohibitions he chain-smoked
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cigars thick as his clubby fingers. He coughed frequently around the cigars. Hard to picture those fingers
with a brush—Dbut then so many things were hard to picture and yet were, like this evening’ s occasion.

Zingerman wanted no part of Pflug, and barely seemed to tolerate the Dutchman, his Boswell. Perhaps
they lay beyond some age requisite for Zingerman'’s attention. As Pflug autographed posters—another
artistic task he handled in excruciating detail, lavishing each with cartoons and inscriptions—Zingerman
stretched in his chair, offered Abraham a cigar, and wholesaled hislife' s philosophy.

“Lay thegirls.”
“Sorry?”’

Zingerman’' s voice was graveled and abrupt and possibly Abraham had mistaken a baroque cough for
speech.

“Lay the girls, every one of them.” Zingerman gestured at the paperbacks on the table before them, then
back at the large originals hung on the curtain. “The models. That was my only consolation for staying
in this dirty stinking business, and that’swhy | can’t fathom a guy like you goes on painting these
whatever-you-calls, geodesic forms. What are you, going to lay a geodesic form? That’s alonely road.”

“Y our models? Y ou took them to bed?”

“To the bed, to the couch, right in the middle of the room with aleopard-skin outfit, in amermaid
costume, with fake fangs, with atoy gun in their hands, with paint all over my fingers, lay them, lay
them, lay them. Strict policy. Hire the boy, hire the girl, arrange the pose, snap Polaroids, send the boy
home, give with an excuse to start touching the outfit, fix the collar, hand on the ass, lay the girl, lay the
girl, lay the girl, thirty-five years.”

“Like Picasso,” was all Abraham could think to say.

“You bet your ass. | couldn’t bear to paint those pictures any other way, I'd put my head in the stove. |
tried telling my friend Schrooder, he thinks I’ m joking. I’'m not joking. Y ou a married man?”’

“l was.”

“We dl were. These kids have no idea. That one there? Y ou think he lays them? He' s too busy painting
hair, painting feathers, painting the shine on bubbles. If | got one of those girls with the swords and the
hair in my room I'd know what to do. Him, see those arms? | think he' slooking harder at the boys.”

“Or the dragons.”
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“Or the dragons. So you, what? Y ou screw forms? At least Picasso started real. After he laid them both
eyes were on one side. He made them walk funny. You, it’s like looking in a microscope. Y ou’ re not
lonely, just you and your germs?”’

Abraham thought: ladies and germs. Which was pretty much Zingerman’s vintage. So this was what it
came to, Ebdus the bridge between A shcan school schlock and photorealist dragons, a momentary
interlude. Just him and his germs.

No, the film would not be discussed here, the film would not be considered, not be thought of.
“I'm lonely,” he said honestly.

“Of course you are, you stink of it.”

“A big career mistake, biomorphism.”

“Now you're talking. Take aleaf from my book,” said Zingerman. “Live. Lay the girls.”

“I will.”

Here Zingerman lowered his voice, to conclude the lesson, to share what he’ d earned, what he really
knew. “Look,” he said. “Don’t tell Schrooder.”

“Yes?
“Riddled.” He passed his cigar magically over the length of his body.
“Sorry?”’

“Started lung, so they cut lung. Doesn’'t matter where it started. Gone lymph, gone brain, gone
bloodstream.”

“Oh.”
“1 shit cancer. Doesn’'t matter, don’t pity me. Y ou know why don’t pity me? One guess.”
“Lay the girls?’

“Give the man acigar.”
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bad december

no joke kid

| haven’t slept awink
put arose at the door
of the dakota for me

I am the walrus crab

“Horatio, fuck you been, man?’

Pause.

“Oh, hey, what up, Barry?”’

“Y ou got so much action you can’'t even respect a nigger’ s phone calls?’
“I"m sorry, baby, | was gonnaring you. Ain’'t no thing. What’'s goin’ on?’
“1 need you to set me up with a piece.”

Pause.

“Youtalkin’ "bout, Barry?’

“Y ou watch television, Horatio?’

“Sure, | watch television, black man, what’s with you?’

“You know what a Beatle is?’

“What? Oh, yeah, yeah.”

“1 got to pack some weight. Simple matter, Horatio. Now can you come through for me? That’ s the
guestion.”

file:///K |/eMule/Incoming/Jonathan%20L ethem%20-%20T he%20Fortress%200f%20Solitude.html (213 of 426)3-2-2007 15:20:51



The Fortress of Solitude

“Man, you crazy? That shit got nothing to do with you.”

“1 seen that Chapman-ass motherfucker walking around on Dean Street staring at my house just |ast
week. Wasn't him it was his cousin. White motherfucker had alist.”

“You serious ?’

“You know how many forces want me out the picture, get they hands on some four-track tapes? | don’t
even trust Desmond, shit. Must be five or ten smash number-one records on them tapes, you think
people don’t know that? I’ ve got enemies, ' Ratio, on the streets, in the executive boardrooms, no shit,
even under my floor boards. The question is can you help abrother out or do | have to go elsewhere?
Whatever you say to me, be for real.”

Pause.
“No swest, Barry. That what you want | got you covered.”

“Now you're speaking words | can understand.”
chapter 17

Stately Wayne Manor is scheduled to go on between Miller Miller Miller & Sloane and the Speedies,
the whole lineup a battle of high-school bands, the members al from Music and Art and Stuyvesant and
City-As-School and Bronx Science or Dewey, wherever it is the Speedies go to school or had dropped
out of. The Bowery sidewalk is thronged, nobody checks IDs, there are twelve-year-olds, junior high
schoolers around. The girls are incredible, sensational, they teem outside CBGB in print dresses and
fifties lipstick shades and teased hair, zits sunk in foundation, cupping cigarettes against light wind, bare
arms goose-pimpled. They light up the night, birds of paradise to induce trembling in grown men but
there are no grown men here apart from afew flophouse dwellers suffering already from delirium
tremens. 1981, sixteen-year-olds could rule the Manhattan night, puff joints openly, and inside the hole-
in-the-wall club order beer in plastic cups. Twos or threes of boysin leather and jeans mutter around the
mobs of girls, faking hand stamps with ballpoint pen and pushing inside toward the stage, or stalling
outside, passing bagged bottles of something harder, occasionally shoving one another to the curbin a
hail of shouts, bluffed hostility. Somebody arrives and stickered amps and guitars come out of a trunk.
Everyone admires the guitarist’ s bandaged fingers, he’ d punched a car window and broken three
knuckles, just raging at something some girl had gotten away saying unanswered. He's playing tonight
anyhow, with mitts for hands, a show-biz hero.

In anearby lobby a man enters a cage elevator, returning to asingle room he'slived in since 1953.

A black-and-white curbed on Rivington jiggles slightly, a cop getting blown in the cage while his
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partner on the Bowery’ s corner looks out and waits histurn. Likely there’ s some code for this operation,
adtroller, or an O-five-O.

Walls here show punk graffiti, another type entirely, the letter A circled for anarchy, jerky uppercase
remembrances of bands like the Mice and Steaming Vomit perhaps the one lasting impression they’ ||
make.

Tonight’s a bigger than usual deal in the Stuyvesant crowd, with somebody’ s apartment parent-vacated
for the weekend and mass plans to drop acid there. Weekend, it all happens on the weekend, as if school
isn’t twenty-four hours away, asif your life has changed one iota. Y ou could fight the structure, on a
Tuesday or Wednesday night go to shows or to Bowl-Mor, the all-night alley on University Place which
advertised “Rock-"n’-Roll Bowling!”—»but down that road lay too much cutting, failing out, the rock-
bottom destinations of City-As-School or your local high. Like Tim Vandertooth you might never be
seen again.

So dress up and pretend you won't all see each other in gym outfits Monday morning, hungover and
sheepish as shit.

Inside, Miller Miller Miller & Sloane conclude their set. Their famous encore is a comic cameo,
drummer emerging from behind traps to sing Aretha Franklin’s “Respect,” which can be safely adored
inside the ironical brackets of Upper West Side whiteboys playing the most famous punk club in the

world.

Admittedly it's a pretty great song, which everyone will be humming the next day if LSD doesn’t
brainwipe all recollection.

Stately Wayne Manor is on in fifteen minutes.

Dylan Ebdus millsin the crowd at the base of the riser, though he’ s only heard this band play about a
hundred times aready, between small gigs and practices at the rehearsal space on Delancey. Hisfriend
Gabe Stern plays bass in Stately Wayne Manor—he taught himself onstage, like Sid Vicious. Dylan,
he's like Manor’ s fifth member, he knows their tiny set by heart, hand-letters their posters, listensin
confidence to their girlfriends grievances.

Sometimes makes out with their girlfriends.
Might one day get laid by their girlfriends.

Girlfriends present and future make a sizeable portion of the crowd which packs the bar like the soda
counter in an Archie comic. The three bands lack a sole fan over eighteen. Every kid here would surely
claim they’ d seen Talking Heads on CB’ s tiny stage and be lying, since they were twelve or thirteen last
time that happened. Y ou could grow up in the city where history was made and still missit all. Talking
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Heads nowadays play the tennis stadium in Forest Hills: buy a seat at Ticketron in the basement of
Abraham and Straus and take the subway to Queens like any other schmuck.

The key to mostly anything is pretending your first timeisn't.
Tripping on acid tonight’ s just the nearest example.

Now Dylan’sfriend Linus Millberg appears out of the crowd with a cup of beer and shouts, “Dorothy is
John Lennon, the Scarecrow is Paul McCartney, the Tin Woodman is George Harrison, the Lion's
Ringo.”

“Sar Trek,” commands Dylan over the lousy twangy country CB’sis playing between sets.

“Easy,” Linus shouts back. “Kirk’s John, Spock’s Paul, Bones is George, Scotty is Ringo. Or Chekov,
after the first season. Doesn’t matter, it’s like a Scotty-Chekov-combination Ringo. Spare parts are
always surplus Georges or Ringos.”

“But isn't Spock-lacks-a-heart and M cCoy-lacks-a-brain like Woodman and Scarecrow? So Dorothy’s
Kirk?’

“Youdon't get it. That'sjust a superficial coincidence. The Beatle thing is an archetype, it's like the
basic human formation. Everything naturally forms into a Beatles, people can’t help it.”

“Say the types again.”

“Responsible-parent genius-parent genius-child clown-child.”

“Okay, do Sar Wars.”

“Luke Paul, Han Solo John, Chewbacca George, the robots Ringo.”

“Tonight Show.”

“Uh, Johnny Carson Paul, the guest John, Ed McMahon Ringo, whatisname George.”

“Doc Severinson.”

“Yeah, right. See, everything revolves around John, even Paul. That’s why John’s the guest.”

“And Severinson’s quiet but talented, like a Wookie.”
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“You begin to understand.”

Dylan’ s the bagman for tonight’s LSD run, holding everyone' s folding money, a hundred and ninety
bucks which from habit he clutches tightly, hand within his pocket. Pride resists deeper habit’s cal to
transfer the roll to his sock. The task of copping acid has fallen to Dylan and Linus Millberg for two
reasons. 1. They'reregular customers of the dealer, a gay on Ninth Street who sells Stuyvesant kids
nickels from his apartment. 2. They’re not in the band.

Linus Millberg is afreak math prodigy, a sophomore running with juniors, formerly shy.

“If we go now we can catch the Speedies’ set,” saysLinus.

“Okay but wait aminute.”

“We should have gone an hour ago.”

“Okay | know but wait a minute. Go get me a beer.”

Linus nods and dips back toward the bar.

Dylan is absently gratified by Linus's puppy-dog servility, perhaps because in the Stately Wayne Manor
crowd it servesto mask his own. There’s plenty that might be considered cool about being to one side
instead of in the band itself. Mostly, though, it sucks. That’s the self-loathing root of his dawdling:

Stately Wayne Manor has never played CB'’s before, and Dylan’ s reluctant to surrender the borrowed
glamour of their debut.

Y ou could not be on the stage and still be on the stage.
It's not unrelated to standing beside Henry while he roofed a spaldeen you’ d fetched from the street.

There' s dramatoo: whether Josh, the singer, will show up drunk or if Giuseppe, the guitarist, can play
with bandaged hands. Though Manor’s chords are such that you might shape them on a Stratocaster’ s
neck with an elbow or foot.

“There' sthe Gawce, she’'slooking great.”
Linus has returned with the beers.
“The Gawcester’s here, Ebdus,” he said again. “Y ou better do something thistime.”

Linus has avalid point: another factor in dawdling is Liza Gawcet. Liza s a new freshman Dylan Ebdus
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maybe-likes. She had a well-publicized curfew, so she wouldn’t be along afterward tripping or bowling:
thiswas his only chance. Dylan had |eaked acknowledgment of the spell cast by her blond, mute, new-
developed, fishnet-bound cuteness through a network of go-betweens, amazed and appalled that this
system of proxy flirtation worked for him asit did for so many he held in contempt. But the system,
oblivious to his superiority, had worked. She maybe-liked Dylan in return—that was the message Liza's
girl squad leaked back.

He'll talk to her tonight if he can split her from the gaggle, a dicey operation.

The way Liza s fishnets show through knee- and ass-torn OshKosh B’ Gosh'sis killingly childish and
hot, like she’ s dipped the punky leggings on beneath outfits unchanged since fifth-grade hopscotch
spills.

Y ou could be sixteen and still suspect yourself of pederastic lusts.

The whole band’ s lately sniggering about Liza, infuriating their junior-year girlfriends, but Dylan’s got
an inside track.

Linus says, “Y ou’'re good-looking in the face and Josh has a body and Gabe'sin the band and | can start
a conversation with anyone—if we were combined in one person we could fuck any girl in the school.”

“Shut up.”
“Yeah, but do something.”
“Go see if she wants to meet a drug dealer.”

The miracle of Linusis hetends to oblige. Thisisn’'t amatter of daring, just Gumby pliancy. For
Instance, at Gabe's command he' d grabbed a boxed pizza cooling on the counter of Famous Ray’ s and
scrambled all the way to Washington Square. Now Dylan watches as Liza Gawcet and her friends listen
to Linus's exuberant proposal. Linus points at the door, then at his hand stamp, explaining how they’ll
be readmitted, no problem.

And Liza Gawcet is hodding.

Stately Wayne Manor’s amps are set up and the band' s in the back room, smoking pot, acting like a
band, making the crowd wait. Fuck them. Dylan hears the opening chords, the false starts and in-jokey
banter, in his head. Gabe will play and not see Dylan at the stage and later ask and Dylan will say,
Didn’'t see Gawcet either, did you? Let him wonder.

Hey, maybe he'd really luck out. Maybe they’ d get high at the dealer’ s and Liza would break curfew.

file:///K |/eMule/lncoming/Jonathan%20L ethem%20-%20T he%20Fortress%200f%20Solitude.html (218 of 426)3-2-2007 15:20:51



The Fortress of Solitude

He' s glad, anyway, to shield her from Manor’s moment of glory. No shock finding jealousy of the band
roiling in his heart, he' s got every shit feeling catalogued there if he glances.

On the sidewalk they fall to a boy-boy, girl-girl-girl formation, Dylan having yet uttered zip to Liza
directly. But he and Linus are leading the freshmen away from CB’s, up across St. Marks Place, holy
shit.

Through the city’ s night they move in a giddy bubble. Older teens, men with shopping carts, taxicabs, all
of it recedesto the margins, invisible.

“Mary John, Lou Paul, Murray George, Ted Baxter Ringo.”

Linuswill do this until he'stold to stop, but Dylan doesn’t wish him to, it’s serving a nice purpose of
keeping their mouths moving. “Good one.”

“1 didn’t make this shit up,” saysLinus. “It’ s like some essential human grouping pattern.”
“So you're saying that’ swhy Stately Wayne Manor’ s doomed—bad Beatle dynamics.”
“Oh yeah, it’s painfully obvious.”

“ Andrew thinks he' s John, nobody wants to be Paul.”

“They all think they’ re John. They’re four wannabe Johns. They’re like four Georges. With no Ringo to
lighten things up.”

“Not one real John?’
“Maybe Giuseppe. Doesn’t matter. Without Paul to play peacemaker, John’sjust as bad as George.”

“1 thought George wasn't bothering anybody, he just wants to, you know, write one song per album and
play hissitar.”

“No, no, Georgeisevil, he wants to usurp John, that’s his nature.”
Chewbacca wants to usurp Han Solo? But never mind. Dylan says: “They have to break up, then.”
“Indubitably.”

“We'll go back and tell them.”
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The girls become attentive. “ Stately Wayne Manor’ s breaking up?’ asks Liza Gawcet.

“Tonight,” jokes Dylan, and the amazing thing is he' s honestly never thought it before. Not for a minute
had he doubted the band would be signed, famous, an exclusive quadrangle for life. Now realizing that’s
unlikely, hisjealousy eases into generosity: Stately Wayne Manor’ s going nowhere, so let them play
CBGB tonight. Hell, let them last a month more and get that Halloween gig opening for Johnny
Thunders' s Heartbreakers at the Roxy.

Meanwhile Linus attempts to explain Beatle dynamics to the girls, using his ungainliest example yet. “—
the reason they’ |l never get off theisland is Skipper’s such aweak Paul and Gilligan’s a John who'd
rather be aRingo. He' slike, practically fighting Mr. Howell for Ringo status. Plus Professor’ s such an
overbearing George, they’ re completely screwed up—"

When one of Liza sfriends says, “What about the girls?’ Linusimpatiently replies “The girls don’t
matter ” before he can stop himself.

Dylan decides to step into this breach. “ A rock band requires a certain alchemy,” he says ominously.
“You saw Quadrophenia 7’

“Sure.”
“Like that, you know—the four faces of the Who.”

Liza stares blankly, asif she might have regarded Quadrophenia more along the lines of that movie with
Sing init. Dylan feels despair rising. Fishnet tights do not a cultural vocabulary make. To the ironized,
reference-peppered palaver which comprises Dylan’s only easy mode of talk former prep-school girls
have frequently proved deaf as cats.

“1 think 1 mostly like bands with one strong personality,” she says. “Like the Doors.”

Dylan’striply whiplashed. Liza sfound the gist of Linus' s conceit through the smokescreen of the
Gilligan's Island example, then just as quickly dismissed it, which is nimble as hell. Alternately, and
fully depressing, she’ sinto the Doors. Worse, though—if he' s grasped the implication—does she think
someone in Stately Wayne Manor has a strong personality ?

But they’ re at Ninth Street and Second Avenue now, nearly to the connection’s stoop, and Dylan means
to shift focus to his own status as criminal savant. She said she wanted to meet a drug dealer. “I can’t
take this many people up, it’s not so cool,” he says. Asthough it’s an arbitrary selection he adds, “Uh,
Liza, you come up with me. Linus can stay downstairs with you other girls.”

Linus getsit, and, hunching his shoulders and slanting his eyes, adds, “We'll keep alookout.”
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“A lookout for what?’ saysone of Liza's pals, instantly spooked.
“Nothing,” says Dylan, with quick exasperation.
“Why can’t we stay together?” whines the spooked girl.

“Don’'t worry.” Dylan's aways found the notion of streetwisefulness in Manhattan ajoke, has trouble
not sneering at his West Side— or Chelsea-born friends who cross streets to duck clusters of homies, as
though shit ever happens here. The East Village istoo full and frenzied to be dangerous, and, truthfully,
cops are everywhere. His friends don’'t know fear, they’ ve got no idea. Though, go figure, now here’'sa
black kid in a drawn sweatshirt hood sitting legs-wide on the gay’ s top step and looking not at all
intimidated to be stranded from his usual turf.

Then aglance down Ninth reveals two in eyebrow-low Kangol caps and baggy pants walking with
deliberate slowness across the street and the vibe' s not great but thisis getting stupid : Dylan’s spooking
himself. And now’s no time for hesitation.

“We'll be down in five. You can go around to St. Marks and get a slice but come back.”

“Uh, Dylan?’ says Liza, once they’re buzzed inside. At the second-floor landing they wait for the deal er
to unbolt his door.

“Yeah?’

“1 don’t think the door downstairs closed all the way.”

“What do you mean?’

“Like someone put their foot init.”

“Relax. Linusisjust hysterical, it's catching.”

Dylan’s screwy secret is he likes visiting Tom’ s apartment, despite the pervasive odor of unfresh kitty
litter. The gay dealer recalls someone Dylan might have found sitting in Rachel’ s breakfast nook on
afternoons when he returned from P.S. 38. Like Rachel, Tom smokes not in the hammily clandestine
manner of adolescents, that huffing and crouching and voice-squeezing which Dylan privately despises,
but grandly, legs crossed, waving ajoint and talking uninterruptedly through inhalations, unmindful of
conserving the smoke. The satin shorts Tom sports year-round show too much hairy thigh, but Tom’'s

okay. Two or three times Dylan’ sloafed around his place listening to albums and even meeting other
buyers, and Tom'’s never bartered to suck anyone's cock, contrary to legend.
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Tonight’ s different: all’s appalling here, and Dylan can't think of why on earth he’s brought Liza
upstairs. He sees only the filthy pile carpet and chintzy decor, Coca-Cola glasses, framed Sreamers
poster. And Tom looks like a boiled |obster, al red for some reason. Dylan only wants to score and
leave, but Tom can’t be rushed.

“You know thisrecord?’ Tom asks. And the colored girls go doo, doo-doo, doo, doo-doo-doo, doo, doo-
doo, doo, doo-doo-doo, doo, doo-doo iswhat’s coming out of the stereo and certainly Dylan’s heard it
before, but at the moment, distracted partly by strobe visions of Marillaand La-La, he can only imagine
that’ s the song’ stitle : “The Colored Girls Go Doo-Doo-Doo,” etc. Which can’'t be right. So he gives out
agruff nod which Tom tranglates easily: I’ ve got no idea.

“Lou Reed, how soon they forget.”

“Sure,” says Dylan. In Dylan’s mind Lou Reed dwells with Mott the Hoople and the New Y ork Dollsin
a hazy Bermuda Triangle between sixties rock, disco, and the punk which has supposedly demolished
both. The music’s brazen sophistication irritates category. The simple solution, particularly from the
vantage of Tom’s pad, isto call the phantom genre gay. Thisis gay music. Pretty catchy, though.

“You and girlfriend aren’t planning to gulp all this blotter by yourselves, | hope.”
“No.”

Tom’s gray Maine coon cat has crept into Liza's overalled lap, and now she’s curled around it, head
ducked, cooing. She’s less than present, off communing with things female and feline.

“Oh gee, | shouldn’t have said girlfriend. I'm always opening my yap. Just aminute, I’ll get the door.”
Don’'t, Dylan wants to say, but fails.
The door’ s chain snaps and Tom stumbles backward into the living room.

It' s the two in the Kangols and the one in the hooded sweatshirt, and they’re in Tom’s apartment
immediately, yelling, “Sit down, motherfucker! St the fuck down! ” Tom stumbles to the couch and
plops there between Dylan and Liza, his bare thighs touching them both.

“Shit, shit, shit,” Tom moans.
“Shutup,” says one of the Kangols.

A few things are simultaneously notable about the man-boy in the hood, the lurker Dylan and Liza
passed coming up the stoop:
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He' s holding a pistol. Waving it. The pistol’s small, dark, unshiny, totally persuasive. All three on the
couch watch it and the three black teens watch it too, even the one who holds it. Even the cat. The optics
of the room seemingly distort toward the dull fistlike object, as though it were sucking light.

He' s the obvious leader.

He' stall and moves with weird angularity.

He' s not just any random black guy with an Adam’s apple big as an elbow, he’'sonein particular.
“Robert? ” says Dylan incredulously.

“Ho, shit,” says one of the Kangols softly.

Robert Woolfolk stares from under the hood, as stunned as Dylan. There’ s no plan, that’s apparent. This
Is some godless universe’s dumb notion of ajoke.

“You know him?’ says Tom.
“Who this whiteboy, nigga?’ wonders a Kangol.
Liza s hugged around the ball of fur, trembling.

Robert Woolfolk just shakes his head. He has instantaneously processed the surprise. What's left isjust
lip-sucking disappointment, spiked with pure rage. “Y ou one lucky motherfucker,” he says quietly.

“Get out of my house, all of you.”

“Shutup, faggit, | ain't even talkin’ to you. Come over here, Dylan, what you got for me, man?”

Robert explores Dylan’s jeans with ancient and tender familiarity, seeming to find the wad of twenties,
tens, and fives unremarkable, his due. These pockets and Robert’ s fingers have journeyed on parallel
tracks from Brooklyn for this unlikely rendezvous. Why shouldn’t something extraordinary come of it?
Then, sparing Dylan any violence or even the mildest of jibes about Rachel, Robert Woolfolk disappears
the gun into his waistband, deep-muffled beneath a sweatshirt that’s nearly to his knees, and waves his
homeboys to the door and out into the hall. Perhaps Robert’ s forgotten the origins of the prohibition
against his harming Dylan. Perhaps as in Chariots of the Gods he goes on obeying a deity he can no
longer name or even properly recall.

All that’s heard is alast: “Who the whiteboy, Robert? ” and the reply: “ Shutup, nigger.” And they’re
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gone.
Dylan stares at Tom in bewildered silence.
“Get out of my house.”

“‘But—"

“Y ou brought this here, now get out.”

Dylan touches Liza s shoulder and she slaps him away, expelling the cat in the same motion. Isit
possible for a cat to have peed in fear at the sight of a gun? For the ammoniac stink seems nearer than
the bathroom now, and Liza s got a wet patch on her OshK osh B’ Goshes.

Oh.

On the stoop comes the fear that Robert Woolfolk’s still around, that the episode’ s not over. Asthe outer
door clicks shut behind them Dylan’ s vibrant with this possibility, a plucked string. But no, here’s Linus,
just walking up nibbling the tip of awax-papered slice and saying, “Hey, what's the problem?’ Dylan
wantsto turn to Liza and plead don’t tell but she floods past Linus, crying now, hands cupping pants seat
where urine pooled, seeking the consolation of her gaggle—she never should have left their side, never
should have come on this expedition, probably never should have graduated Dalton’ s eighth grade and
allowed her parentsto talk her into taking the Stuyvesant test, the cheapskates. Dylan’ s searching,

almost hopeful, but Robert Woolfolk’s gone, there’ s no trace, no proof, nothing but the tale he dreads to
tell, the implausible, unworkable, unlikely confession.

Brooklyn’s stranded thirty punks in an apartment unpsychedelicized and they’ll be needing an account
of why.

Brooklyn’s chased you to the ground and nobody’ s going to comprehend except that you' re marked,
cursed, best avoided.

Brooklyn’s bepissed your blond destiny.
Y ou'd strain pee from fishnets with your teeth to make it up to her but fat chance.

Maybe Liza Gawcet and Linus Millberg can be enlisted in the cause of explaining it to the othersin
Beatle-dynamic terms. how Dean Street’ s George Harrison tonight spared the life of Dean Street’ s Paul
McCartney. If you're willing to tell it all—Mingus Rude, Arthur, Robert, Aeroman—it might be enough,
one hell of a story, worth two hundred bucks, an acid trip of its own. But that’s an awful lot of telling,
and it opens to realms you'’ ve diligently left gray to yourself. Bereal: it ain’t gonna happen.
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The four-track recorder was secure at the pawnshop on Fourth and Atlantic Avenues, not in the window
but deep in the back, on the shelves behind the counter. It would wait for him there: Who's got use for a
four-track hereabouts? The tapes themsel ves were stashed beneath the loose floorboard under the water
bed, along with pipe, silk rope and handcuffs, gun, and assorted drug detritus, though nothing left to
smoke or snort or he would' ve smoked and snorted it. At times he was unsure whether the tapes weren't
actually blank, whether he’'d demoed any of those compositions floating through his mind. Elsetimes he
was positive he slept above a McDuck vault of riches, future sonic gold.

Either way, nobody pillaging the basement closet was gonna find shit, whether pillager came through a
window or door or was already there, an inside man, amole. They’d have to storm his citadel upstairs. If
someone were to force him to reach inside his stash hole it wouldn’t be magnetic tapes he’' d come up
with in his hand, it’ d be the forty-five.

And he didn’t mean no seven-inch record. Damn straight.

The Times Plaza Hotel was on the way back from the pawnshop and that was where he stopped on his
way home, figuring to buy himself atreat out of the fresh money. There was aways some deal cooking
in the lobby there. He' d only had to stop by twice, looking for Senior, to suss the general atmosphere.

“Hey, honey, | know you.”
“Nah, you’ re mistaken. Y ou don’t know me. But we can change that.”

“1 know you because | know your daddy and your little boy. | just never seen you around here before,
but | know you.”

“Baby, | come 'round here al the time, you just missed me.”
“Youasinger.”
“That’sright.”

“See, | would of seen you if you come around before, because | know your daddy. He areligious man.
He tole me all about you.”

“That s0?’

“Mmm hmm. | don’t even want to tell you what he said though.”
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“Maybe he told me about you too.”

“See, now you just talkin’ shit.”

“Listen, baby, you know these Trinidadian dudes come around here sometimes?”’
“Maybel do.”

He made it songlike and seductive, dropped register: “I know you know everybody, that’s the reason |

It's 1981: nobody’ s heard the term crack. They won't for two or three years, at least. What' s slipped
lately onto the street from Jamaica, Trinidad, from the Leeward and Windward Islands, is called
variously base-rock, gravel, baking-soda base, and roxanne. The stuff’s not pure as home-cooked, and
in afew yearsits erratic Columbia-Hollywood-New Y ork-Caribbean-Miami-and-back genealogy will be
neatly concealed by the new name. Crack will be eligible then to be taken for a deadly meteorite from an
unknown planet, ghetto Kryptonite. In this current epoch of transition, though, confusion reigns. Some
folks will tell you base-rock and freebase aren’t the same thing at all, and Barrett Rude Junior, who feels
acertain proprietary interest— Shit, man, | was there at the birth, me and them Philly cats might of
practically invented freebasing! —is half inclined to agree with them.

But the point wasn't to debate chemistry or semantics or authorship. It would hardly be the first of his
inventions for which he'd received no credit or royalties. The point now isto figure out what this woman
calls the stuff and whether she can lay hands on any now.

“Y ou gonna bring me to party along with you, girl?’

Party : the word was like Open Sesame. “Of course | am, baby. | just need you to show me where the
party isat.”

Sometimes when you walked around the neighborhood now it was like you were already a visitor from
the future.

The pavement, the slate’ s not changed, but though you’' d never flown higher than one precocious
spaldeen catch you might be drifting now, areleased balloon, too far off to discern distinctive cracks
formerly memorized, let alone rain-rinsed skully ghosts.

Three college applications were in the mail, Yae an unlikely joke, UC Berkeley a safety net at
Abraham’ s urging but he’ d never go, Camden the only one he cared about, with its weird disreputability
and allure of pure dollars. If akid from Gowanus goes to the most expensive college in America maybe
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he's from Boerum Hill after all. If not Brooklyn Heights.
Running Crab with her romance of poverty can go fuck herself.
Last postcard came you-can’ t-remember-when, anyhow.
It only meant working after school every day senior year of high school and all the summer before
college to blunt the cost—Ioans and scholarships and work-study and your own pathetic savings, all

these would be required to meet that famous $13,000 tuition, the number like a crazy carrot dangling in
the sky. Abraham almost shit his pants when he heard, he had to sit down and breathe slowly.

The big breakout costs big.

So Dylan Ebdusin ared apron scooped ice cream at the Hdagen-Dazs on Montague for the girls from
Saint Ann’s he'll soon be at college with, atwelve-year wait to be a private schooler at last. Don’t spit in
their cones if they’re not glancing your way—it’s always darkest before blond dawn.

Winter months no one came in but moms needing hand-packed quarts for birthday parties. Dylan daily
made himself ill on tasting spoons of double chocolate, cranked his Specials cassette to the limit during
cleanup, afterward glowered home along Henry Street all the way to Amity, only cut across Court and
Smith at the last possible minute. Dean Street’ s nothing but a route now, no lifeinit, and Dylan kept his
head bowed against the risk of recognizing a kid from before.

It did happen occasionally, some lanky mustached Puerto Rican calling out “Hey, Dylan!” who turned
out to be Alberto or Davey. Certain persons never |left the block, maybe never would.

Impossible to explain they shouldn’t greet you because you're not really there, you're gone. Easier just
to say Hey, Alberto, what’ s up, man?, fake a smile or hand slap. Then realize maybe that’ s al anyone
does—fake it. Maybe there were pavement zombies like you all over the place.

Given how often he bumped into Mingus Rude, he might as well have been teleporting back to
Abraham’ s house. Dylan’s choice of hours returning to the neighborhood or streets chosen for walking,
asystem formulated at deep needful levels, thwarted all encounters.

One morning at breakfast Abraham said:
“1 saw your friend Mingus.”
111 M mmh.”

“He adways asks where you’ ve been, why he never sees you anymore.”
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What Dylan couldn’t say was that Mingus's needs scared him now. Mingus's black-man’s drugs,
Mingus' s dark filthy room, these were impossible realms, quarantined in the past. When Dylan felt
guilty for assiduously avoiding his best friend—which was only every single day of hislife—he just had
to recall that Mingus had the ring.

Aaron X. Doily’s Cracker Jack prize was a sort of buyout, a seal on what Dylan Ebdus couldn’t risk
contemplating anymore.

“Hedidn't look so well to me,” said Abraham. “When | asked he laughed it off, only suggested | give
him adollar.”

“Did you do it?

“Of course.”

“Y ou got yoked, Dad.”
“Sorry?”’

“Never mind.”

Mondays, on hisway to Montague, Dylan stopped to deposit last week’ s minimum-wage Haagen-Dazs
check at Independence Savings on the corner of Court and Atlantic. There was a couple thousand
marked in the passbook, representing one season plopping flavors on cones with a blunt instrument.
He' d double that sum by the end of the summer, then turn it over in alump, to Abraham. So that
particular February day, Dylan, Brando-collar flipped against the wind, perversely unhatted, ears red,
trudged past blackened curb-rinds of snow along Atlantic.

As Dylan passed Smith Street, a guy putting gasin his car at the Shell station pointed with afinger at the
jail, the Brooklyn House of Detention, his mouth hung open in some kind of ook, up inthe sky, it'sa
bird, it's a plane posture of astonishment.

Doesn’'t he know there ain’t no such thing as a Superman ?

Maybe Buddy Jacobsen, the girlfriend-murdering horse trainer from Long Island had broken out again,
bedsheeting from a high window. News of that escape had put the House of D on the map for aweek
two years ago, the neighborhood’ s blight suddenly plastered all over the five o' clock news. It might
have been Isabel Vendle sworst nightmare, a decade of public relations undone in a stroke.

So Dylan glanced at the jail tower.
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There on the vast glass-brick and concrete face, maybe ten stories above the street and three stories tall,
was a brazen impossibility, the biggest tag in the history of tagging. The lines were broken and wobbling
asthey’d haveto be, spray-painted from the open window of a hovering helicopter, which was the only
way the tag could have got there in the first place, right? Right? Still, however ragged, the thing was a
masterpiece, dwarfing Mono’s and Lee’s old bridge stunt, and meant to shock the viewer’ s brain with
the obvious question: How the fuck DID it get up there?

Four letters: D, O, S, E.

The tag was acry, aclaim, an undeniable thing. The looming jail which no one mentioned or looked at
and the trail of dripping paint that covered the city’s every public surface and which no one mentioned
or looked at: two invisible things had rendered one another visible, at least for one day.

(Infact it would be ten days before it was gone. Who knew how to clean the exterior of a twenty-six-
story jail? And after, a phantom DOSE remained etched in scrubbed concrete.)

Dylan stared up in stupid guilty wonder, trying to figure it out, wondering what now ensued in the world
he' d abandoned. Puzzling the message in the four letters. Puzzling whether it was a message.

Or just atag.
Someone' s betrayed someone but you can’'t say who.

Someone' sflying and it isn’'t you.
chapter 18

One hot July afternoon, six weeks before he departed the city for college, Dylan Ebdus looked up from
Hesse's Steppenwolf to find Arthur Lomb leaning on the Haagen-Dazs counter, pinching a sweat-
drenched white T away from his body, sighing and puffing his cheeks at the chill of the air-conditioning.
The little shop was empty, just the two of them, Dylan leaning over the book in his glasses, his
chocolate-smeared smock over a polo shirt, his Remain in Light tape just audible over the hum of the
coolers. Arthur Lomb had gained his height at last. In fact he swayed, a beanpole with jeans loose like
banners from his legs, in maroon suede Pumas, a cigarette behind his ear. His eyes were red and small
and wrinkled like those of some fetal animal, ablind mole rat or cauled calf. It shouldn’t have been such
a shock to see him there: a Gowanus kid could stroll into Brooklyn Heights any time he cared to, they’d
al proved it amillion times.

Dylan sat up, removed his glasses, flopped the book over on its cracked spine.
“Yo, D, lemme get ataste of that, um, macadamia.”
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He gave Arthur a spoon.

Arthur tipped his chin at the paperback. “What are you reading that for?”’
“What’' s wrong with it?”’

“Those guys suck. Yo, | hear you' re going to college.”

“From who?”’

“Oh, you know, around. | think your dad told Barry.”

“Yeah. Vermont.”

“Cooal, coal. I’'m going to Brooklyn College. I'm just doing some summer school to make up afew
credits at Murrow.”

So even Arthur had trudged through high school, the nerd in him aflame Dean Street couldn’t entirely
extinguish. Probably his mother had ridden his back.

“Nice setup here,” said Arthur. “Hot days you must rake it in, hun?’
“It'snot like ataxi. | get paid the same if no one comesin.”
“You're socking it away for college, | guess.”

Dylan’s mental fingers tightened around his mental passbook.

“1 only mention it because I’ ve got a proposition | thought you might be interested in,” said Arthur dlyly,
lapsing into his old routine, boy huckster. “1 just thought I’d give you first crack before | haul it over to
the comics shop on West Third Street. Because I’ m liquidating the collection. All those number one's. |
figured you might still be interested in that kind of stuff.”

“Why?’

“Oh, | don’t know, | remember you always said you were going to buy X-Men forever, unless Chris
Claremont quit writing. | always thought of you as like the ultimate collector.”

Demoralizing how Arthur owned him, like a stink you couldn’t wash off. True enough, Dylan still
picked up the new X-Men. Not every month, but sometimes. Other month’ s issues he didn’t take home,
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just skim-read beside the spinning rack at the cigar shop on Fourteenth. Like making out with an ex-
girlfriend at a party, grudgingly, a chip on your shoulder that you had nothing better to do. Which was
exactly what Dylan and Amy Saffrich had been doing all summer, clinching in hallways and bathrooms
in the desultory wake of their term’s-end breakup. The months between high school and college were a
time of glum derangement, everyone half-spun to new destinies and arrived nowhere yet, living at home,
infantile. It only followed that Arthur Lomb would wander into this breach to assert his thin claim.

“No,” Dylan said now. “I mean, why sell.”

“Oh. Heh. I'm just trying to raise some—funds.” Arthur spoke airily. “Now seemed like a good time to
get out.”

“Right, right,” said Dylan, pretending to mull.
“I"'m sureit’s pretty valuable by now. Everything' s still in fine or near-fine condition.”
“Uh huh.”

Dylan’s plan dawned in curiosity, no notion it would lead to Mingus and the ring, no inkling it was born
in the betrayal and rebuke of seeing DOSE on the prison. It began merely as an impulse to see inside
Arthur Lomb’s house one last time, to see inside his room, to see Arthur’s mom again, maybe. Nothing
more. Dylan was safe aready, he was gone, scot-free to Vermont. Why not tour what he' d left behind?

“When can | stop by and take alook?’ he said lightly.
“Tonight?’
Arthur looked like he couldn’t believe his luck. His proposition had been a potshot, alark.

3o, like all the best dedals, each would believe they were gypping the other. “I’m off at eleven,” Dylan
said. “Be at home.”

The apartment was the same, atime capsule: carpet, piano, addled tortoise-shell cats. Arthur Lomb’s
mom bralessin abatik T, listening to WBAI. She greeted Dylan with gushy gratitude, seemingly awed
to find him still associating with her son. Dylan was generous, her manner seemed to say, just allowing
her to consider Dylan Ebdus and Arthur Lomb still some version of two-of-a-kind. Arthur, meanwhile,
had already sneered into his room and shut the door.

“Off to college?’
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“Camden.”
“That’ s wonderful, Dylan. I'm so happy for you. God, you're so grown up.”

Disgusting to realize he was flirting with Arthur’s mom, to realize, now that he grokked girls, he'd
always been flirting with Arthur’s mom. Worse, she was fuckable.

“1, um, I’ve got to look at some stuff Arthur’s got for me.”
“It’ s good to see you, Dylan.”
“Yeah.”

The collection was buried in Arthur’ s closet beneath balled underwear and a heap of brand-x porn mags,
mostly Players and Hustler. Arthur seemed unembarrassed at the spill of black centerfolds, their purple-
backlit Afros and cocoa aureolae. Was he practicing being black? Dylan didn’t want to know. Arthur
tugged the plastic dairy crates full of mylar-sealed comics into the center of the room and sprawled back
on hisbed, lit aKool.

“Good as gold.”

Dylan knelt self-consciously on the carpet, which was full of pot seeds and blackened matchheads, and
browsed the crates. He felt he’' d been reduced to something, propelled back in time to bug juice and
chess disgrace, but pushed it from his head. The collection looked mostly status quo. Arthur had massed
asurprisingly strong war chest of mint number one's: five or ten each of Peter Parker, The Eternals,
Kobra, Ragman, Mister Machine, Nova. For what it was worth.

“You want to sell the whole thing?’

“Yup.”

“What, uh, what number did you have in mind?’
“Five hundred.”

“You'reinsane.”

“Four.”

“1’m not even making an offer unless you put back the Howard the Ducks and Omegas. Plus X-Men #97.
| assume that’s what’ s under your bed.” Dylan had spotted the plastic sleeves glinting there.
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Arthur was impossible to shame. “ Sure. Four for everything, Howard, Omega, whatever.”
“I"ll give you a hundred bucks.”

“You must think I’m a chump.”

“One-fifty.”

“Y ou shitface. When can you get it?’

“I’ve got it with me. But you have to help me carry them home.”

They fished the hidden cache from under the bed, then each hoisted up a crate. They slipped downstairs,
to Arthur’ s stoop. In the glow of money Arthur would be incautious, boastful. Now would be safe for
Dylan to confirm what he suspected, that the trail of funds led to Mingus. As he counted out twenties he
said:

“So—funds for what?”

“Gus and Robert and me are gonna buy a quarter kee and cut it up and make some real money. From
Barry’s connection.”

“Cocaine?’

Arthur pounced. “No, we thought we' d go into your line—chocolate sprinkles.”

“S0 you guys are pooling cash.”

“Uh huh.”

“Do you think Mingus would be interested in selling his comics, too?’ Dylan asked.

“You've got to be kidding,” said Arthur. “Those comics are ruined.” Asif the interior pages of hisown
didn’t feature breast-tracings and Sea-Monkey ads adorned with oversize cock-and-balls. But Dylan let
it go.

“Yeah, | know they’re in bad shape but he’s got sometitles|’'m interested in.” Let Arthur think him
crazy, suspect what he liked, he'd never grasp Dylan’ s real angle here, behind the blind of the comics.
No worry, anyway: dollar signs served in place of Arthur Lomb’s eyes and, behind them, his brain.
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“1 suppose he'd listen to a reasonable offer.”

Dylan milked it. “I’ d have to get some more cash from the bank.”
“That’s an excellent idea, so you can finish the transaction right there.”
“But mention it to him.”

“I'll do that.”

Only six weeks. Arthur Lomb'’ s two crates of number ones relocated to his own closet’ s depths, Dylan
Ebdusin hisloft bed stewed in self-contempt, and the only solace was the escape so near he could hear it
like a distant throb, a summer boom box on a Puerto Rican patio or a DJ in the Wyckoff Gardens
courtyard. He might seem momentarily to have been drawn back into Arthur and Mingus' s morass but it
was only to conclude some old business, the thing left undone to earn his vanishing from Dean Street.
Six weeks:. he could scheme, be craven as Arthur, didn’t matter. He was waving goodbye.

He jerked himself to sleep to thoughts of Arthur’s mom, atribute he’' d owed for years.

Arthur, playing liaison now, set it up for the following night, a Friday. He was pretentiously vague and
spooky on the phone, as though Dylan and Mingus couldn’t manage an encounter without his help.

“We'll meet you on the stoop and let you in. Don’t knock, you'll wake up Senior.”
“1 know Mingus's grandfather, Arthur.”

“You haven't seen him lately.”

“No, not lately.”

“Just take my word for it.”

Arthur and Mingus were on the stoop at the appointed time. Mingus greeted Dylan with a hug, butted his
head into Dylan’ s shoulder, phantom-boxed him. “Dillinger, where you been, man? My boy’s done got
al grown, damn !”

Dylan told himself he'd have returned the hug if he and Mingus were alone. Under Arthur Lomb’s gaze
he felt brittle, iced over. Whatever punkish stature Dylan had assembled in Manhattan didn’t register in
Arthur’s eyes: reflected there Dylan saw a cone scooper, awhiteboy. So in defensiveness he shrugged
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Mingus off, was al business. Best for now to emphasize the transaction. Anyhow, Dylan had conceived
aplan in which thiswas only adry run: buy comics now, buy something else later.

Any sentiment could be reserved for the return visit Dylan had projected, one where Arthur would be
absent.

“1 hear you' re trying to put together some cash,” Dylan said.
“Y eah, yeah, D-Man, you want in on this deal we got going?’ Mingus seemed immune to any dlight.
“1 might take those comics off your hands.”

The room was a cave, kept dark. Whatever damage the comics had suffered surely wouldn’t include sun-
faded inks, but rot was a possibility. Dylan raised his eyes enough to see the shelf over the door had
been tugged down, its hardware scarring the plaster. No football helmet or anything else. He averted
from the rest, the sprayed walls and ceiling, didn’t careto take it in. Then someone in the shadows
moved, shifted, hitched trousers from knees and tugged at crotch in sitting up straight. Robert Woolfolk.
The party of the third part, it only figured. Robert nodded, barely. Dylan back. Mingus recranked the
volume once the door was shut, some pulsing funk. Arthur scraped and tapped with arazor blade at a
jagged chunk of mirror, its sharp edges rimmed in black electrical tape. He sniffed aline and offered the
rolled dollar to Dylan.

Dylan shook his head.

“Good stuff.”

“No thanks.”

Arthur handed the dollar to Robert, who tipped his upper half out of shadow and over the mirror.
“You know Robert, right?’ said Arthur coolly, tauntingly.

“Sure,” said Dylan. “He stole my bike once.” He' d grant nothing after: no Rachel, no pizza dlice, no East
Village ambush. Let Arthur and Mingus each muse on the allusion to the block’ s prehistory. Robert
wouldn’t contradict him. Dylan was certain of the bargain of silence they’d struck locking eyesin the
gay dealer’ s apartment or even earlier, the lifelong misunderstanding they’d forged in the P.S. 38
schoolyard. Robert Woolfolk wouldn't contradict Dylan because whatever he might be he wasn’t aliar,
or alion.

“But that was along time ago,” Dylan added with munificent sarcasm. “How’ s it going, Robert?’
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“Yo,” said Robert Woolfolk murkily, as he sucked a slush of coke down the back of his throat.

Mingus had quarried the comics from his closet, scooting them into hasty piles. He' d likely not laid eyes
on them for years. “I never did get these in no plastic bags,” he said apologetically, dazedly. He flipped
open an issue of Fantastic Four and grew transfixed in nostalgia. “Dang, | even wrote my namein al
these, check it out.”

Mingus was talking to himself. His nostal gia was a hon sequitur, no one was interested in the comics.

“I’ll give you ahundred and fifty.” Dylan spoke not looking at Mingus but staring bullets at Arthur, who
made himself busy with the razor blade.

Robert Woolfolk only reclined in the low chair, grew hooded in shadow.

Mingus frowned in mock deliberation, a performance dying in the thin air of the bullshit transaction.
“Well, | guess that would be fair.”

Dylan tossed the money on the mirror. He relied on their understanding how puny the sum was to him.
Thiswas a demonstration to all three of them, as representatives of Gowanus, that Dylan was no longer
of this place.

In reply, Robert Woolfolk only scooped up the cash, produced athick-curled roll and layered Dylan’s
bills to the outside of it.

“1 brought a knapsack,” Dylan said. “I don’t need any help.”
Mingus nodded and blinked, defeated by Dylan’s efficiency. “Okay, then, that’s chill.”

Turning his back to the three of them, Dylan shoveled the marker-tagged, fingerprint-worn comics into
the sack. He was tangled in rage, to be there on the floor on hisknees. In an irrational gesture he
scooped up one of Mingus's Afro picks too, and pushed it into the mouth of the sack, on top of the
comics. Then he remembered his cool, how he' d thrown down the money. He had a larger purpose here,
his plan. The comics were only ajoke. Dylan was like the garbage man of their entire youth, come at
last. He might have been acquiring a collection of roofed spaldeens, or old cum-gummed socks.

“Wak me out,” he said when he' d stood.
“Y eah, yeah, sure.”

Again they tiptoed past Senior’s crypt. At the apartment’ s gate Dylan whispered:

file:///K |/eMule/Incoming/Jonathan%20L ethem%20-%20T he%20Fortress%200f%20Solitude.html (236 of 426)3-2-2007 15:20:51



The Fortress of Solitude

“Call me tomorrow. When Lomb and Woolfolk aren’t around.”

Lomb and Woolfolk, like Abraham and Straus or Jeckyll and Hyde, an old association. Dylan almost
laughed.

Mingus widened hisred eyes, but Dylan left him hanging. Two could play at spurious mystery, or three,
or four: anyone could be spooky, bogus street rap was no commaodity in Gowanus. Dylan had survived
Dean Street when Mingus Rude was a Philadel phia Boy Scout, Arthur Lomb a private-school dork. Only
Robert Woolfolk held any real fear, and Rachel Ebdus had taken care of that, Dylan was untouchable.
The other two were newcomers and comic-book collectors forever, and if they wanted to play at being
players Dylan could play too. He assumed his demonstration was adequate to show it was the one with
the fat passbook who held the cards.

Eleven in the morning, heat already gripping the day like avise, it nearly went wrong right at the start,
Abraham walking in as Dylan counted money. “ Goodness,” Abraham said.

Dylan shuffled it into the pocket of his yellow-checked shorts, Ska -wear for the concrete jungle.
“How much have you got there?’ said Abraham.

“Three hundred,” Dylan lied.

“Doesn’'t it belong in the bank?’

“It’ s none of your business.”

Abraham grew consternated, and tried to formulate a stern reply, an effort Dylan always pitied.
“I"d say it is my business, Dylan. What’ s the money for?’

“l need to lend it to Mingus,” said Dylan lamely, landing too near the truth.

“Why does Mingus need three hundred dollars?’

“1 don’'t know.” Dylan moved to the door.

“Dylan?’

“Treat me like agrown-up, Abraham,” said Dylan coldly. “I told you how much I’ d contribute at the end
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of the summer, and it’s not the end of the summer yet.”

Not summer’s end, no: summer’s crotch. Y oo-Hoo, Rheingold, Manhattan Special, everywhere bottle
caps were massaged irretrievably into caramel tar by inching cars with gaugesin red. Coming up Nevins
passenger-siders jerked windows to block tin-can vented streams. some vigilante had again wrenched a
hydrant open to belch the city’ s supply, and nobody rallied heatstruck brains to summon cops or
firemen. By noon every house, every window was jammed open to suck air from the street. Pointless,
though. The air was dead.

With five hundred in his pocket, his final offer determined in advance, Dylan Ebdus strolled to Mingus
Rude's, casual as shit, sweating bullets.

Arthur Lomb and Robert Woolfolk weren’t among the creatures slugging at minimal speeds along the
heat-watery sidewalk. Dylan recognized nobody, his eyes walled.

Sunday, Senior was at the Parlor of God Ministry on Myrtle Avenue, so Mingus had the basement to
himself, doors all flung open.

Dylan followed the music inside.

Mingus lay tumbled in baggy shorts and a grayed undershirt on his bed, sheets kicked to the foot, pillow
doubled under his neck, dozing in daylight and loud funk. Possibly he'd started his day two or three
times and lagged back, nothing on the agenda until Dylan arrived, sleeping off anight or series of nights,
still sleeping off high school. The mirror was stowed somewhere, the room in midday light
unmysterious, just aroom. The walls and celling had been rolled black, maybe the only shade which
would cover silver Krylon and Garvey Violet.

Mingus rubbed his eyes with balled fists like a newborn.
“Yo,D.”

Dylan replied self-conscioudly, “Yo.”

“S0, my boy wantsin the deal after all.”

“Maybe.”

Mingus swung his feet from the bed, gestured Dylan to sit down, kneaded his muzzle and smacked his
lips.

“Master Dillinger has concerns,” Mingus said, mock-pompous. “Things he needs to know. He's
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operating on a need-to-know basis.”
Dylan didn’t speak.

“1 keep trying to make you bust a smile, D-Man. What? Y ou afraid Robert wants to mess with you?
Because you know I’'m looking out.”

“I’m not afraid of Robert.”

“Aight, cool. | didn’t mean to say you were.”

Dylan wanted to get to business. “How much are you short for the deal ?”
“We could be short nothing. The question is how much you want to come in?’
“Two hundred.”

“Two hundred.” Mingus ruminated. “Right. | see no problem with that.” Antenna up now, he waited for
the kicker. “We can cut you in for two bills, that’ s not that big a deal one way the other.”

“But | want something else.”
“Ah, something else.”
“Thering.”

“Ho, shit.” Mingus covered his face with his fingers, laughed grimacing behind them, shaking his head.
“Dude come round here talking about this and that, whole time he wants the ring back.”

“You still have it?’

“So we on that basis. Y ou had me thinking this was about, | don’t know, comic books, or adrug deal, or
some shit.”

Mingus's laughter was bitter. It was as if Dylan had asked to buy their friendship back, all their secrets
with it, Aeroman and the bridge and things which had no right name. Asif on six or seven summers he' d
put a price tag of two hundred dollars, eight twenties, the wage of aweek spent shaving pistachio and
butter pecan curls out of frosted tubs. Perhaps he had.

Pushing off with hands on bare knees Mingus stood, stumbled out into the hallway without a word.
Through open doors pee bombed into porcelain.
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“1 dtill got it, yeah,” he said when he returned. “Y ou know, you only had to ask me for it back.”
“Okay, giveit back.”
“What, now you ain’t gonna pay me?’

There was aterrifying satisfaction in hearing Mingus' s anger, at last. “No, | appreciate your keeping it
for me,” said Dylan, voice still cold, face growing hot. “I’m glad to pay.”

“Damn straight.”

“Who knows about the ring?’ asked Dylan. He' d only waited all of high school to ask it. Now he'd paid
for the right.

Mingus turned away.

“You told Arthur?’

“Nah.”

Of course not, who would? “Robert?’
Silence.

“Motherfucker, you told Robert.”

“He was with me when | jumped the cop at Walt Whitman,” said Mingus. “| had to giveit to him to get
it off me when they took mein.”

“Did he ever—try?”’

Mingus shrugged. “He was like you.”
“What’ s that mean?”

“Means hetried.”

Of course. The ring was not a neutral tool. It judged its wearer: Aaron Doily flew drunkenly, and Dylan
flew like acoward, only when it didn’t matter, at the Windles' pond. So it had attuned to Robert
Woolfolk’s chaos.
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“Don’'t tell me,” said Dylan. “He flew sideways.”

Mingus left it vague. He' d always made it his habit to protect their honor against one another—Dylan,
Arthur, Robert. To say nothing.

Dylan stood and placed two hundred dollars on the stained sheet. Mingus frowned at it.

“Lookslight to me,” he said coldly.

It was a moment before Dylan understood.

“What do you want?’ he asked, his voice a husk.

Mingus almost smiled. “Let me see what you got on you.” The phrase was a cue from a yoking script—
let me seeit, let me hold it for a minute, I’ll give it back, man, you know | wouldn'’t take nothing from
you —the stony authority over whiteboys Mingus never exercised. Mingus had let him hear it: their
difference, finally.

For the first time Dylan considered all Mingus might have spared him. His cheeks flushed as he felt for
the remaining three hundred in a pocket which might as well have been made of glass. Just because the
ring never bestowed X-ray vision that didn’t disprove X-ray vision's existence.

Sweat had broken everywhere on Dylan’s body. Now it trickled into his eyes.

“All right.” Mingus yanked a dresser drawer and added Dylan’s bills to a heap of money there. Perhaps
it was Robert Woolfolk’sroll, perhaps another supply, impossible to say. Mingus | eft the drawer open,
expressing indifference, perhaps daring Dylan to risk pilfering his college funds back.

All through Gowanus fortunes were being massed by enterprising young men, who knew?

|sabel Vendle would have been proud. She' d always told Dylan to put every dollar into a drawer and see
what grew.

“l haveto get it from upstairs,” said Mingus.

“Upstairs?’

“It'shid in Barrett’ s stash,” said Mingus. “Don’t bug out, it’'s safe. Anyway, Barrett wants to see you, |
told him you were coming around. He' s always asking why you never come around.” Then, unable to

keep from twisting the knife, he added: *Y ou see anything else 'round here you want? But then | guess
you out of folding money.”
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They went upstairs.

The gold records were gone from the wall, leaving faded rectangles topped with nail holes. Little else
had changed, only been worn, neglected. Barrett Rude Junior stood behind the counter pouring
Tropicanainto awide tumbler and the lip of the tumbler was chipped in three places and the tiles of the
counter were loose in crumbled grout, crunching where he set the carton. His silk robe was thready,

wide sweat stains under each arm. It hung on him too loosely. He' d shrunk, his bulk gone. His beard was
still trimmed into boxy chops but they were asymmetrical, gray-coiled. His fingernails and toenails were
thick and yellow as claws. The skin below his eyes had retreated, sunk in.

A fan whirred in the bedroom. There was no music apart from what leaked with the dead air from the
street.

“Little Dylan, damn.”

Dylan was stunned, dumb.

If Abraham was going to grow this old he didn’t want to know.

“Been too long, man. | don’t even recognize you, big man. Look at you.”
“Hey, Barry,” Dylan managed.

“Good to see your skinny ass, boy. | see your father all the time, | never see your ass. Day’ s shaping up
hot like a motherfucker, ain’t it? Y’ all want some cold juice?’

“Nah, I’'m good,” said Mingus.
“No thanks,” said Dylan.

“Need to drink OJ, Gus, restore your vitamins. See you don’'t get all depleted, boy. Sit down, you both
making me nervous. Look like a couple of cats on amission.”

“1 need something from your room,” said Mingus.

“Get it then, what’ s the problem? Dylan, sit down. Take some juice with ice, don’'t say that don’t sound
good in this heat. Check out the Y ankee game? Five minutes, Ron Guidry, man. Best pitcher in the
world.”

Mingus went into the back. Dylan sat on the couch, behind the coffee table. Barrett Rude Junior’s mirror
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was maybe the only unbroken surface in the room, powder splayed like agalaxy. A plastic straw lay to
one side.

Barrett Rude Junior caught him staring at this pinwheel of dust, said, “Don’'t be shy.”
“Oh, no, thanks.”

“Don’t be thanking me, baby, help yourself.”

“Go ahead,” said Mingus, emerging from the bedroom. “Do aline, D.”

“It'sal right.”

“What, you never got high before, man?’

“Leave him alone, Gus. Little Dylan can do what he wants. He's my boy, he' s going to college, damn, |
can't believe how the time goes, can you believe it, Gus? Little Dylan’ s taking off to college, the boy
can’'t get high because he' s keeping his shit together.”

While Barrett Rude Junior improved this lyric, avariation on the old song—call it “Little Dylan Isthe
Man, Part 2”—Mingus Rude plopped beside Dylan on the couch, knees touching as they sank together
to the middle, and without saying aword opened his hand, so that Aaron X. Daily’ s ring clanked gently
into a clear spot on the cokey mirror.

Barrett Rude Junior set down two tumblers of orange juice, with half-moon ice drifting like bellied fish.
“What' sthat?’ Junior asked.

“Just something | was keeping for Dylan in your floorboard. He' staking it with him to Ver- mont, where
the girls go swimming without any clothes and niggers work in gas stations.”

“Oh.” Thiswas lost on Junior. He arranged himself in the butterfly chair, his robe curtaining to show
boxing trunks and wasted chest, his sternum like atent pole.

A mansion of aman had been scooped out, donein asif by termites,

Dylan palmed the ring, got it into his pocket. Half thinking, he lifted his fingers to his nose, sniffed
where they’ d skimmed the glass.

“There you go,” said Junior. “Cool you right out.”
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“See, hewantsit,” said Mingus, “he just doesn’t know he wantsit.”

Ring safein his pocket, Dylan suddenly heard his own song, the one he' d been humming to himself all
summer, “Little Dylan’s Almost Gone.” He recalled his basic condition: Not In Jail, Just Visiting. Let
Mingus lead him one more new place before he g ection-seated to Camden College, Camden, Vermont.
He' d dropped acid, popped a quaalude in a bowling alley, mushroomed at Jones Beach, so what’ s this
hesitation? Arthur wasn’t here to witness, to call him on the bluff. He' d get away with taking a sniff of
the cocaine. Only recall the routine, pretend it wasn’t your first time.

Dylan moved the straw from the mirror to his nose and sucked like he' d seen.
And Mingus Rude did aline.
And Barrett Rude Junior did aline.

And they all did another line and Dylan Ebdus was doing coke with Gus and Junior, just another
summer afternoon on Dean Street, no biggie. It was like avisit to an alternate life, one where he’' d never
abandoned the block, never quit visiting this house. The drug rained through Dylan and streamlined the
illusion, scoured away doubt.

Y our body could be cooled from inside, swesating like an iced glass.

A bassline never sounded so profound as when Barrett Rude Junior dropped a needle on Bunny Sigler’s
Let Me Party with You, and orange juice loosened the slushy trickle in the back of the throat surprisingly
well.

“You likethat?” said Junior. His bearded skull spread in a smile. Dylan might be getting used to it.
“Yeah,” said Dylan honestly, his eyes open.

“That’ s nice stuff, right?’ said Mingus. His tone softened, as though he'd only wanted Dylan to join him
all thistime, only wanted his oldest and best friend to ratify him in the medium of cocaine.

“Yeah,” said Dylan again.

Maybe it was possible to be forgiven. Maybe you’ d misunderstood and everything was actually
completely cool. The ring was in your pocket now. Y ou were hanging out with Mingus and Junior and
you were also just weeks, days away from leaving for the most expensive college in the world. The two
weren't mutually exclusive, your fear was wrong.

Maybe everything was perfect but even as you thought it Barrett Rude Senior came up the stairs and
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popped into the room, astonishing them all, no one more than himself.
Despite the day he wasin his black suit, his gold tie clip and cufflinks, white handkerchief.
He smelled heavily of flowers, of roses.

Mingus was the one caught with his face to the mirror. He dropped the straw and smoothed at his nose
with afinger.

“This what goes on any chance I’m out the door,” said Senior, his voice quavering. “Corrupting the
morals of another neighbor child.”

“Get downstairs, old man,” said Junior simply, not looking at his father.
“Messing with the white folks' child you' Il bring down cataclysm on this house.”

Dylan failed to recognize himself or anything he knew about Gowanus or the world in this. It was
suddenly so funny he aimost guffawed. Mingus elbowed him.

“Why you home early on a Sunday anyway?’ said Junior. “ Sister Pauletta finally kick you out for taking
apinch on one of her flower girls?’

“Lord forgive the twisted soul who was formerly my little boy.”

Barrett Rude Junior rose, pulled his robe tight, went past his father to the sink. “I came twisted, old man.
The twist got handed down. So why don’t you take a load off, baby. L oosen your tie, day’ s too hot. Y ou
want some blow, help yourself.”

“1 praise God every day your mother never lived to seeit.”

Barrett Rude Junior turned and said softly, “Y ou praise God, is that right? Over the name of my
mother ?’

“I do.”
“And what’s God say back to you, old man? When that name comes up?”’
Mingus said quietly, “Go to your room and pray, Granddaddy.”

“Each day and night | pray beneath the feet of sinners,” said Senior. “One fine morning I’'m coming out
of my hiding to say what I’ ve seen.”
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“Go now,” said Mingus, pleading.
“I'll cry it to the hills.”

Dylan didn’t know how it was possible for Barrett Rude Junior to cross the room as quickly as he did,
and gather hisfather’ s suit lapels in his two fists to lam him back against the stairwell’swall. A sigh
came out of them both, Junior and Senior, seemingly one sound. Then Senior was gone, down the stairs,
and Junior had again turned his back to the couch, was running water at the sink.

Dylan bowed in guilty silence at seeing it. Mingus just shook his head and returned to the straw and the
mirror.

Dylan felt his pulse beating everywhere in his skin: the drug, probably.

The music went on playing and for amoment it was as if nothing had happened. One moment, then the
room refilled with the scent of roses, Senior was at the top of the stairs again and it wasinstead asif he'd
never gone and the moment of peace had been an eye blink. Except Senior had made atrip to the
basement apartment: proof was in what he’ d retrieved there and now displayed in his two hands. The left
gripped a bouquet of twenties, which he immediately flung before him so they twirled to the carpet. The
right was filled with agun.

From the speakers Bunny Sigler sang on, oblivious.

“You don’'t lay hands on your father,” said Barrett Rude Senior to his son. “It says so in the book. Now |
got the evidence you been using children for your dealing ways. The boy’s room is full of your dirty
money. Y ou got no shame, | got to teach it to you, boy.”

“Mingus has his own money,” said Junior quietly, watching the gun waver in his father’'s hand.
“Y ou teach sinning ways and you got to pay for laying a hand on your own father.”

“Lay down the gun, old man.”

“Call me father, now. The gun’sto put some fear in you.”

“You got to ad-mit, you an old man. ” It was another of Barry’simpromptu melodies, the last Dylan
would hear.

Mingus hurdled from the couch, and ran to his father’ s doorway. He turned, before vanishing into the
back, and shouted, “Go home, Dylan!” Protecting him still.
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Dylan Ebdus never would remember getting from the couch to the door, from door to stoop, stoop to
gate, to the sidewalk. A part of him was still inside, beating like a pulse behind eyes staring at the faces,
at the gun, at Mingus framed for an instant in the doorway before turning away, moving inside his
father’ s bedroom. Dylan Ebdus still heard the music and felt the scuff in his nostril, still puzzled at the
missing gold records on the wall, the missing flesh in Barrett Rude Junior’s face. So the blazing day into
which he’ d been gected made no impression. Still, he was outside. Mingus shouted at him to go and

he' d gone and he was intact, ring in pocket, five hundred college dollars scattered from Barrett Rude
Senior’sfist to the floor, mission accomplished. He wasn't inside. He was on Dean Street, teetering on a
square of date, when he heard the shot.

part two Liner Note
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BOTHERED BLUE ONCE MORE:
The Barrett Rude Jr. and the Distinctions Story
NOTESBY D.EBDUS

The singer’ sroleis deceptive; in identifying and exploring disintegration and other potentially
destructive aspects of black American life he or sheis performing an integrative function . . . the sense
of identity is built not only into the performer-audience relationship . . . but into the very relationships
between the sounds he or she makes—the musical techniques themsel ves.

—CHRISTOPHER SMALL, MuSC OF THE COMMON TONGUE

People don’t recognize the importance of call-and-response. This is because most songs are now written
by the people who plan to sing them, and for them the picture is normally complete when they'reinit.
But a listener likes more than this. The backing vocals, the response, are the voices of society: whether
gossiping (asin “Isshereally going out with him?”) or affirming (asin“ Amen!” and “ Yeah, yeah,
yeah”) ... | would like to do a systematic study of hit songs over the last 30 years. | am sure that at least
80% of them have second vocals in some form or another. But | would bet that not 30% of all recorded
songs use backing vocals. . .

—BRIAN ENO, A YEARWITH SNVOLLEN APPENDICES

V oicesin memory you can’t name, rich with unresolved yearning: a song you once leaned toward for an
instant on the radio before finding it mawkish, embarrassing, overlush. Maybe the song knew something
you didn’t yet, something you weren’t necessarily ready to learn from the radio. So, for you at least, the
song islost. By chance it goes unheard for 15 years, until the day when your own heartbreak
unexpectedly finds its due date. This happens the moment the song takes you by surprise, trickling from
some car radio, to retie the frayed laces of your years. Beguiled, you permit yourself to hear. But the disc
jockey flubsthe call list, never names the singer. Or maybe it happens in a movie theater, over a
montage that relies on the old song. Afterward you scan the credits, but a dozen licensing permissions go
by in ablur, hopeless.

S0 you forget the song again. Or recall just the hook, a dumb central phrase which soursin memory.
How could it ever have seemed bittersweet as your own lost youth? Of course, what’s missing in your
recollection is the cushion of vocal harmony the lead voice floated in on, and the wash of strings, the
fuzzy mumble of bass guitar, the groove, all so dated, so perfect. What’s missing as well isthe story, the
context, the space the song lived in. Not to mention any chance for you to make it your own, a chance to
spend, say, $34.99 on atwo-CD set. That's okay. No one' s harmed if you never follow thetrail. In an
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uncertain world it’s a reasonabl e certainty this forgotten song needs you even less than you need it.
Right?

Behind the uppermost pantheon of male soul vocalists—Sam Cooke, Otis Redding, Marvin Gaye, and
Al Green (you add your names to those four, I'll add mine)—Ilies another pantheon, a shadow pantheon,
of those singers who fell just short. They gather, more or less, in two categories. The first are those
denied by the vagaries of luck or temperament—Howard Tate and James Carr, say, maybe O. V. Wright.
The singers who record for afew different labels, cut a classic side or two, then bag out, drift away. In
the “great man” theory of soul, these are the also-rans. The second category is the singer disguised
within the fame and achievement of a group. Ben E. King of the Drifters, David Ruffin of the
Temptations, Levi Stubbs of the Four Tops, Philippe Wynne of the Spinners: all known by their peers as
among the finest vocalists ever to step to the mike. The world knows them only by ear.

Barrett Rude Jr. is one of the most elusive and singular figures in pop-music history. Though none with
ears needs telling—if you’ re reading the booklet, play the damn CDs already!'—I’ll say it anyway: he's
also one of the greatest soul singers who ever lived, not merely one of the best who never got his due.
Born in Raleigh, North Carolina, in 1938, Rude was the only child of atroubled marriage, his father an
itinerant Pentecostalist preacher (and eventual convict), his mother dying in her late twenties (“of a
broken heart” Rude told Cash Box magazine in 1972). His musical experience is frequently exaggerated:
he sang in hisfather’ s church, yes—but Rude’ s father had his pastorship stripped from him before the
future singer was 11 years old, and ayear later wasin prison. Raised by his aunt, Rude dropped out of
high school and migrated from Raleigh to Memphis, where he worked as a janitor, a school-bus driver,
then, briefly, as a night-owl disc jockey, specializing in blues and jazz, at a Memphis radio station.
There he met Janey Kwarsh, the daughter of the station’ s white owner, who'd been working as a
secretary in her father’ s offices. Rude and Kwarsh quickly married and had a child—unless it was the
other way around.

In 1967, at age 29, Rude recorded a pair of singles at Willie Mitchell’s Hi Records studio. No one recalls
how he came to the studio’ s attention—Rude always denied his father-in-law had arranged the
opportunity. In 1967 Hi was still treading water with instrumentals and novelty cuts, while producer
Mitchell, with singer O.V. Wright, had begun exploring the deep-bottomed groove he’ d soon exploit so
masterfully with Al Green. Maybe Rude could have stepped into Al Green’s shoes in advance, and
altered pop history—the evidenceis herein four cuts, including the horn-driven proto-funk of “ Set a
Placeat Your Table,” which briefly touched the R& B chartsin February of 1967, and the slowed-
down, eerily sexy Hank Williams cover “I Saw the Light.” But it wasn’t to be. Gaining a reputation as
a brooding eccentric, Rude was dismissed as intractable by the even-tempered Mitchell before his career
had even begun.

So Rude was seemingly on hisway to the first kind of story—the handful of cult singles—until the day
in February 1968, in a Philadel phia rehearsal studio, when a session guitarist named Marv Brown,
who'd played at Hi Records a year before, suggested his name to aroad-worn, journeyman vocal group
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known then as the Four Distinctions. The group had signed a management deal and were rehearsing
under the hand of ayoung producer named Andre Deehorn. Deehorn had a sheaf of songs he imagined
could be hits for a harmony-and-lead group. What he had in the Distinctions was harmony without the
lead.

Brown thought he knew the singer they were looking for, afellow who'd bottomed out in Memphis and
was driving a bus in Raleigh, North Carolina—where, with his young wife and child, Rude had retreated
to live with his aunt. No matter that there might be a dozen unemployed singers in Philadelphia; they
took Brown’s recommendation and made a call. Rude bought a Greyhound ticket and came in for an
audition. Unknown at thirty, Rude might have seemed a dark horse for pop immortality. Indeed, demons
were never far at bay in acareer vexed by rages, whims, and disappearances from studio and stage dates.
Safe guess that among his woes an unhappy interracial marriage was aformidable cross to bear in’ 60s
America. His recording career spans just a decade; Rude was silenced by drug abuse and domestic
tragedy at the end of the’ 70s.

Nevertheless, from the moment he walked into the Philadel phia studio, Barrett Rude Jr. was destined to
be a singer of the second type: the secret, soaring voice contained within a famous harmony group. Rude
had in the Distinctions found the context within which he could tell the story he had to tell, aplace to do
the one thing a human being can hope to do—matter for awhile. If he regarded it as something like a
prison, we can only respectfully disagree, and be grateful that his was an art built on dramas of
confinement and escape.

But who were these four men that I’ m selling to you here as a context and a containment for Barrett
Rude Jr.? The Distinctions began as friends, working-class black teenagersin the era of Johnny Ace and
Jackie Robinson, growing up in the industrial suburb of Inkster, Michigan (also home to the
Marvelettes). James Macy, Dennis Longham, Rudolph Bicycle, and Alfred Maddox were a quartet
before they were a singing group, forming the all-black infield of the Dearborn-Inkster Chryslers, an
early integrated high-school baseball team which won a controversial state championship in 1958. That
after they switched from ball to doo-wop it was the shortstop, JJmmy Macy, who sang bass and the first
baseman, Rudy Bicycle, who handled the tenor leads, stands only as further evidence pop truth is
stranger than fiction. Baritones Fred Maddox and Denny L ongham ranged between Macy’ s lows and
Bicycle' s highs. The Chrystones, as they were first known, were aresolutely secular group, and it was
only ayear later that Longham pointed out to the others the misleading resonance of their name, and
suggested an alternative: The Four Distinctions. Under that name the teenage group would go on to play
school dances, state fairs, and, yes, baseball games.

In May 1961 the Four Distinctions paid a fifty-dollar entrance fee for the privilege of winning a sing-off
sponsored by Jerry Baltwood' s notorious Tallhat label. Thelir prize was a pair of sessions. Who penned
the four numbers cut in Tallhat’s storefront studio that June? It’ s likely the Distinctions walked in with
the songs, but Baltwood took the songwriter credit. Included here are “ Hello” and “ Baby on the
Moon,” thefirst alovely doo-wop plaint, the latter a Five Royales—style vamp. Neither charted, on this
world or the moon.
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In 1965 Tallhat’s stable was bought out by Motown, but at the bigger company the group met with only
frustration. Fourth or fifth in line for songs behind the Four Tops, the Temptations, and a host of other
aspirants, the Distinctions found themselves singing backup and running errands, answering tel ephones,
and fetching star acts from the airport. Denny Longham learned to cut and process hair; he was said by
Martha Reeves to give “the best conk in town.” They did, however, come as near to glory as“ Ain’t Too
Proud to Beg,” the same Norman Whitfield production the Temptations would soon ride to the Top 10.
Rudy Bicycle' s lighter-than-air falsetto version was suppressed in favor of the senior group, but not
before a B side was prepared. “ Rolling Downhill” might have seemed to described the group’ s plight in
Berry Gordy’ s organization; in fact it'salost gem of a Holland-Dozier-Holland ballad. It would be three
more years before career rescue, and before Andre Deehorn added “ Subtle” to their moniker. But the
Motown tracks are all the proof needed that the Distinctions before Rude were subtle, and polished, with
a habit of making the hard plays look easy.

From Gerald Early’s One Nation Under a Groove: Motown and American Culture : “The three major
early groups of the company—the Supremes, the Temptations, and the Miracles—were put together and
rehearsed at their high schools. They were not church groups. . . and in various autobiographies there is
little talk about the influence of the black church in their music . . .” Thisisauseful correction, but stops
alittle short. The sound which defines soul is epitomized by the configuration the Subtle Distinctions
fell into once Barrett Rude Jr. signed on: a Detroit- or “Northern”-style high-school harmony group
fronted by arougher, churchified, “ Southern”-style lead. This collision of grit and elegance, of raw R&B
lust and repentance with polished, crossover-seeking pop is aso the crossroads where sufferation and
exile briefly joins hands with new-glimpsed possibilities of middle-class striving and conformity.

Take for example the Drifters 1959 “There Goes My Baby,” seen by some as the definitive moment
when R& B turned to the possibility of another music called soul. Lead singer Ben E. King's strangled,
despairing vocal is pinned between avaguely Latin beat and mock-classical strings. The results at the
time not only horrified the record label, which nearly refused to release it, but puzzled the song’'s
producer, Jerry Leiber, who said, “I’d be listening to the radio sometimes and hear it and | was
convinced it sounded like two stations playing one thing.” This drama was reenacted in James Brown's
strings-and-shrieks ballads like “Bewildered” and “It'saMan’s Man’s Man’'s World,” aswell asin the
treacly arrangements which dogged the recording careers of moaner-shouters like Jackie Wilson and
Solomon Burke.

What's remarkable isn’t that ' 50s song structures were inadequate to those unfettered soul voices just
then locating their force. What’ s remarkable is how ' 60s soul produced at black-run companies like
Motown, Vee-Jay, and Stax created an entire language based on the confinement of such voicesin
inadequate or mock-inadequate vessels. This dramatook its purest form in the vocal interplay developed
in groups like the Soul Stirrers and the Five Royales, as well asin athousand doo-wop stairwells—
voices rattling in a cage of echoes, or shaking off a straitjacket of rhyme, or outrunning billows of
harmony that threatened to engulf it.

That’s where the Distinctions come in. The Philadel phia production style within which they cut their
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great records revived the smoothest of doo-wop harmonizing styles to suit a new sophistication of
recording technique. Producers like Thom Bell and the team of Gamble and Huff raised this game of
confinement to the next level, so testifyin’ singerslike the Bluenotes' Teddy Pendergrass and the O’ Jays
Eddie Levert had to find every possible way not only to shout, grunt, and plead their way out of the traps
devised but to chortle and whisper in falsetto as well.

In this game no one set traps like Deehorn and the Distinctions, and no one slipped them like Rude. Hear
it first in the spring 1968 demo recordings which secured the Distinctions' deal with Philly Grove: a
sketch of their first chart hit, “ Step Up and Love Me.” With Deehorn’ s production scheme still
incomplete, the nearly a cappella voices weave a nest for Rude’ s whispery intro, then push it out into
soaring flight. From the same sessions comes the previously unreleased debut of Rude’ s songcraft, “ So-
Called Friends.”

The new group was installed at Sigma Sound studios to record afull album. Rude, who' d been sleeping
on Marv Brown’s couch, bought a house and sent for his wife and child, who' d been waiting in North
Carolina. On the debut, the strings-drenched Have You Heard The Distinctions?, Deehorn’s warm,
appealing love songs and his lush, aching productions dominate proceedings—here was the group
worthy of his surefire hits. His arrangement of “ Step Up and Love Me,” complete with fligelhorn and
glockenspiel, established the group’ s chart viability, smashing through to #1 on the R&B charts while
attaining #8 pop. Rude was given a co-credit on the wrenching “Heart and Five Fingers,” thoughiit’s
hard to imagine his cajoling, sobbing outro was ever actually written down. When tour promoters at last
began ringing the phone, the group was ready; they’ d only been practicing their footwork for a decade.

Apprenticeship was past. Atlantic Records purchased the smaller label’ s contract and returned the team
to Sigmato cut their first masterpiece, The Deceptively Smple Sounds of the Subtle Distinctions. The
classic“(NoWay to Help You) Ease Your Mind” inaugurated a brief songwriting partnership between
Deehorn, Rude, and Brown. With “Happy Talk” and “Raining on a Sunny Day” also reaching the
charts, if you owned aradio, Rude's aching falsetto and the Distinctions’ rich, percolating harmonies
dominated the summer of * 70. The album was a banquet of elegant contemporary moods, the group at
the summit of their early form, best described by Dave Marsh in his Heart of Rock and Soul : “Pure d§a
vu, seeming to call up nostalgiafor a doo-wop soul that had never actually existed.” Though it may
seem inevitable that the tone would darken, at the time it was easy to wish for summer to last forever—
or for a hundred albums as lovely as Deceptively Smple Sounds. Instead we have just one.

Taking a cue from Curtis Mayfield in “Move on Up” and Marvin Gayein “What's Going On,” the
Subtle Distinctions recorded their socially conscious In Your Neighborhood in the fall of 1971. With a
cover photo of the group in avacant lot warming their hands over a oil-drum fire the album was rushed
into stores before Christmas by an A& R office fearful the appetite for conscience might peter out. No
fear— Superfly was right around the corner—but the look didn’t fit the group, and Neighborhood was no
Christmas record. Rude delivered corruscating vocals on his own “ Sucker Punches’ (which reached
#18 R& B while failing to dent the pop charts), “ Jane on Tuesday,” and “ Bricksin the Yard,” but the
album bombed. In the dubious tradition of 100-Proof (Aged in Soul)’s“I’d Rather Fight Than Switch,”
Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell’s“Ain’t Nothing Like the Real Thing” and other Madison Avenue—
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inspired tunes, Deehorn’s“ Silly Girl (Love Isfor Kids)” nudged to #11 R& B, #16 pop, providing
some tonal—and chart—relief.

Redemption was sweet indeed: Nobody and His Brother was less aretreat than a recasting of the
darkness of Neighborhood in deeper, more personal terms, made possible by Rude’ s assertion of
songwriting leadership. “ Bothered Blue” was an immediate #1, topping both charts in October 1972,
and if it’s the only song you were certain you knew when you purchased this set, you' re forgiven. Listen
again. The song is better, more heartrending and true with each passing year, one of the most grown-up
testaments of ambivalence and ennui ever to be made the backdrop for aVVolkswagen commercial.
Album tracks like“ The Lisa Story,” “1f You Held theKey,” and “ So Stupid Minded” form awar for
the band’ s allegiance with co-writer Deehorn—Rude’ s voice and lyrics raging against the tame formats
Deehorn throws in his path, while Maddox, Longham, Macy, and Bicycle try to play peacemakers, to
give harmonic soothing to the voice burning in the foreground. When Rude flies they offer alanding
pad, when he stumbles they pull him to hisfeet, when at last he needs to sleep they tuck him in. Only
“Bothered Blue’ charted, but that was all it took for the album to find its place, and become their
number-one seller.

Rude quit the group with the song still on the charts. The Distinctions' last album, Love You More!, isa
retroactive shambles, Deehorn’ s weaving together of rehearsal tapes Rude left in hiswake. The catchy,
understated “ Painting of a Fool” was a brief R&B hit in June 1973, but the album fooled no one. The
Distinctions were dropped from Atlantic, and quickly parted ways with Deehorn, who had some disco
fishto fry. The group slipped quickly and easily into an afterlife on the dinner-club oldies circuit,
seemingly as reluctant to completely retire the name as they were to sully it by recording without Rude
up front. Few retire as gracefully.

Asfor the departure of the irreplaceable, erratic, and beloved Rude, no one was surprised. His studio
battles with Deehorn were alegend, and for good reason. Black pop was headed in another direction,
“Bothered Blue” nonwithstanding. Deehorn would produce many hits in the next years, but the place of
aBarrett Rude Jr. was far from certain. For every soul-shouter like Johnny Taylor, who, with “Disco
Lady,” found career revival, were dozens who' d come to the end of the road. But if the slick rhythm of
the up-tempo Philly numbers anticipated (and helped create) disco, that only adds a poignance to what
became—in the sound of the Spinners, Manhattans, Bluenotes, Delphonics, Stylistics, and Subtle
Distinctions—classic soul’ slast burst.

It's hard to describe what changed in Stevie Wonder’ s records once he began playing all the instruments,
except that it doesn’t feel like soul—more like the most humane pop-funk ever recorded. By bringing the
music into full accord, Wonder outgrew the parodoxes. Similarly, Al Green’slate-’ 70s gospel isfine
stuff, but once he abandoned Willie Mitchell and the house band at Hi, the music no longer teetered
between worlds. The counterexample is Marvin Gaye, who, when he began arranging his own material,
waded even deeper into the unresolvable mire. Gaye is soul’ s paradigmatic figure, carrying his
confinements anywhere, embedded in voice itself.

file:///K |/eMule/Incoming/Jonathan%20L ethem%20-%20T he%20Fortress%200f%20Solitude.html (253 of 426)3-2-2007 15:20:51



The Fortress of Solitude

Could Barrett Rude Jr. have carried on with something like Gaye' s force through the’ 70s? Maybe. He
tried. He failed. Rude was never a confident songwriter—all but two of his Distinctions songs carry
Deehorn’s or Brown'’s name as collaborator. Record buyers and radio programmers knew his voice but
not his name: he might sing “Bothered Blue” on stage until he was bothered gray, but he couldn’t record
it again. At 34, he was starting over. On His Own (1972) shouldn’t have been a bad start: with Marv
Brown in tow as arranger, Rude recorded a dreamy suite of love songs as intimate as notebook jottings.
Unbilled, the Distinctions sang backup on two numbers, “ This Eagle’ s Flown” and the sole hit, “ As|
Quietly Walk,” which lodged comfortably at #12 on the R&B charts but couldn’t rescue the album
from public indifference.

Our hearts tend to turn away when ballplayers sign with new teams, when child actors grow older, when
groups break up and go solo. Still, in Rude’ s view the Distinctions represented a kind of infancy, and the
solo career hislong-delayed adulthood. The non-reception of On His Own was bitter. Increasingly
isolated from the advice of friends, Rude divorced Junie Kwarsh and moved to New Y ork. His last
album, Take It, Baby, treats the split with agonized specificity—the million-dollar contract he'd
negotiated on leaving the Distinctions had been turned over in a settlement. Eschewing Atlantic’s
resources, and leaving behind even Marv Brown, Rude recorded at the New Jersey studios of Sylvia
Robinson, later the godmother of the Sugarhill Gang. The result is atour de force of unleashed
resentment, and nearly unlistenable by the standards the Distinctions’ audience had come to expect.
“Lover of Women” and “ Careless’ briefly visited the R&B charts. “ A Boy IsCrying” alludesto a
custody battle, but from the sound might be a battle between Rude’ s two or three selves, among which
there are only losers.

Rude' slast, stray single, “Who's Callin® Me?”, recorded and released in 1975, is a confession of
paranoiac retreat. It takes the form of a string of guesses at the identity of a caller; aringing telephoneis
audible through the seething funk. “A bill collector? ” Rude wonders. “Can’t be my brother, my brother
never calls.” After considering “ A wrong number/Some unwed mother/my last producer/a slick seducer/
a mob enforcer” and others, just barely heard on the fadeout is alast, anguished possibility: “Isit my
mean old father, callin’ me?” In light of later events the coincidence isjarring.

Rude' s last visit to the recording studio was in 1978 as a guest vocalist on Doofus Funkstrong’s “ (Did
You PressYour) Bump Suit” (single edit), a twenty-minute funk workout boiled down for release asa
single. It touched the charts, but didn’t stick. Rude’ s vocal aeronauitics never sounded better and—
unmoored from sense by goonish lyrics—never meant less. An even odder epilogue is provided by two
examples of privately recorded four-track demos, circa 1977—79. “ Smile Around Your Cigarette” and
“It"sRaining Teeth” are each haunting and digointed compositions, and each beautifully if lazily sung,
suggesting the influence of Sly Stone. Rude was smashed on cocaine at the time.

| promised a story, and stories have endings. Andre Deehorn produced a variety of actsin Philadel phia
and later in Los Angeles, scoring on the dance charts with Sophistifunction and Fool’ s Gold, among
others. He now works as a personal manager in Los Angeles. Rudy Bicycle and Alfred Maddox remain
lifelong friends, each living with their families in Dearborn, Michigan, and working in the industry
which has supported them all their lives, Bicycle booking musical acts at casinos in nearby Windsor,
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Ontario, and Maddox as a publicist for the Motown museum. Denny Longham never lost hisinterest in
hair; after the Distinctions disbanded in 1977 he opened King's Hair Throne, a clip shop in South Philly,
and was a neighborhood fixture until his death from pneumoniain 1985. He was 44. In 1977 James
Macy followed Andre Deehorn to Los Angeles, and struggled for years to find a hit on avariety of
distaff 1abels. He and two companions were killed by shotgun blasts by unknown assailants while sitting
inacar at atraffic light in Culver City on September 25, 1988. He was 47. Marv Brown never again
found amusical partnership as satisfying as that which began at the Hi Studio in 1967. He worked with
the house band at Sigma for ayear, then vanished, and later took his own life by hanging in a Patterson,
New Jersey, flophousein 1994. He was 56.

After winning custody of his son, Barrett Rude Jr. moved to Brooklyn, and there sank gradually into a
cocaine-fueled desolation. Rude’ s father joined the household after his release from prison in 1977; his
relationship with Rude was uneasy at best. The atmosphere was volatile, a bad blend of Rude’'s
hedonism and his father’ s quirky brand of Pentecostalism, with its moral fervor, its love-hate fascination
with music and sensuality, its arcane Sabbathdays. (It's odd to consider that Marvin Gaye, Philippe
Wynne, and Barrett Rude Jr. were al, by choice or upbringing, weird black jews.) On August 16, 1981,
during afamily dispute, Barrett Rude Senior aimed a pistol at his son and grandson. Whether he
intended to use it can’t be known. Another gun appeared, and grandson shot grandfather to death.
Rude' s son, who' d turned eighteen two months earlier, was convicted as an adult, of involuntary
manslaughter. Though Rude was uninjured, the gunshot ended what remained of his public life. His
silence since that time is complete. For what it's worth, the man is till aive.

That’ s the story. But what mattersis a story in song. The music in this collection tells a tale—of beauty,
inspiration, and pain—in voices out of the ghetto and the suburb, the church and the schoolyard, voices
of celebration and mourning, sometimes voices of pensiveness and heartache so profound they feel
unsustainable in the medium of pop. The voices may propel you to warble along, or to dance, they may
inspire you to seduction or insurrection or introspection or merely to watching alittle lesstelevision. The
voices of Barrett Rude Jr. and the Subtle Distinctions lead nowhere, though, if not back to your own
neighborhood. To the street where you live. To things you left behind.

And that’s what you need, what you needed all along. Like the song says: sometimes we all must get
bothered blue.

Disc 1. 1-2: The Four Distinctions, singleson Tallhat 1961, “Hello,” “Baby on the Moon.” 3-4: The
Four Distinctions, canceled Tamla single, 1965, “Ain’t Too Proud to Beg” b/w “Rolling Downhill.” 5—
8: BRJ singleson Hi , 1967: “Set aPlace a Your Table” (R&B #49), “Lovein Time,” “Rule of Three,”
“l1 Saw the Light,” 9-10 Unreleased demos, 1968: “ Step Up and Love Me,” “So-Called Friends.” 11—
14: From Have You Heard the Distinctions?, Philly Groove, 1969: “ Step Up and Love Me” (R&B #1,
pop #8), “Eye of the Beholder,” “Heart and Five Fingers,” “Lonely and Alone.” 15-19: From The
Deceptively Simple Sounds of the Subtle Distinctions, Atco, 1970: “(No Way to Help Y ou) Ease Y our
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Mind” (R&B #1, pop #2), “Far More the Man,” “Raining on a Sunny Day” (R&B #7, pop #88), “Happy
Tak” (R&B #20, pop #34), “Just in Case (You Turn Around).” Disc 2: 1-4: From The Distinctionsin
Your Neighborhood, Atco, 1971: “Sucker Punches’ (R& B #18, pop, did not chart), “Silly Girl (Lovels
for Kids)” (R&B #11, pop #16), “ Jane on Tuesday,” “Bricksin the Yard.” 5-9: From Nobody and His
Brother, Atco 1972: “Bothered Blue” (R&B #1, pop #1), “Finding It Out,” “So Stupid Minded,” “If You
Held the Key,” “The Lisa Story,” 10: From The Subtle Distinctions Love You More!, Atco, 1973:
“Painting of aFool” (R&B #18). 11-13: from On His Own (BRJ sol0) , Atco, 1972: “As| Quietly
Walk” (R&B #12, pop # 48), “It Matters More,” “This Eagle’s Flown.” 14-16: From Take It, Baby
(BRJ s0l0), Atco, 1973: “Careless’ (R&B #24), “Lover of Women,” “A Boy IsCrying.” 17-18: BRJ
solo single, Fantasy 1975: “Who’'s Callin’ Me?’ (R&B #63) b/w “ Crib Jam.” 19: Casablanca, 1978:
BRJ guest appear ance on Doofus Funkstrong's “(Did Y ou Press Y our) Bump Suit” (R& B #84, pop
#100). 20-21: Unreleased BRJ demos : “Smile Around Y our Cigarette,” “It’s Raining Teeth.”

part three Prisonaires
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chapter 1

| n the attic room | called my office sat a daybed that was usually spread with paper, the press packets
which accompanied promotional copies of CDs and the torn bubble wrap and padded mailers the CDs
arrived in. This morning, though, the bedspread, bathed in sideways seven A.M. September light, Indian
summer light, was clear of packaging husks, clear of publicity. Instead the daybed held two things: a CD
wallet, with plastic sleeves to hold twenty-four discs, and Abigale Ponders, in threadbare Meat Puppets
T-shirt (mine) and Calvin Klein men’s underwear (not mine, she bought her own), her limbs bent in
sleepily elegant disarray. Only one of the two would be joining me on the nine-thirty flight to Los
Angeles. Discman and headphones were already packed, along with asingle change of clothes, in a
small overnight satchel waiting at the door downstairs.

It wasn't usual to see Abby in my attic office. In truth, | was peevish to have her there. I’ d been hoping
to dlip from the house while she was still asleep in the room below. Instead she' d trotted upstairs after
me. There, in slanted light, her white shorts glowing against her skin and the maroon bedspread, she
made a picture—one suitable, if you discounted the Meat Puppets emblem on the thin-stretched white
shirt, for the jacket art on an old Blue Note jazz LP. She resembled a brown puppet herself, akimbo,
head propped angled, mouth parted, lids druggy. | would have had to be a scowling Miles Davisto feel
worthy of stepping into the frame. Or, at least, Chet Baker. Abby’ s whole being was areproach to me. |
loved having a black girlfriend, and | loved Abby, but | was no trumpet player.

Shopping at my wall of CDs, | opened ajewel case and dropped Ron Sexsmith’s Whereabouts onto the
spread beside the wallet.

She yawned. “Why are you staying overnight, anyway?’ Abby counted on groggy insouciance to break
the stalemate of the night before. We' d been in a silent war, worse than ever. This was worth atry—I
rooted for her, even if | couldn’t cooperate.

“l told you I’ve got afriend to see.”
“Areyou going on adate 7’

| mumbled thelie out. “Anold friend, Abby.” Bill Withers's Sill Bill was my next choice. | flipped the
disc to the bedspread without ooking away from the shelves.

“Right, old friend, dinner, | forgot. Oops.” The CD clattered to the floor. “I kicked it.” She laughed for
an instant.

| caught the disc still spinning, and dlid it into the wallet, near her toes.
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“I’m trying to make you talk to me.”

“I'll missmy plane.”

“They leave on the hour, I’ve heard.”

“Right, and I’'m expected at Dreamworks at one. Don’t fuck this up.”

“Don’'t worry, Dylan, | won't fuck anyone. Is that what you said?’

“Abby.” | tried scowling.

“Not even you. So don’t be jealous of yourself, because you' re not getting any.”
“Go back to bed,” | suggested.

She yawned and stretched. Hands on her bare thighs, elbows dipping toward her middle as if seeking to
meet. “If we were fucking anymore, Dylan, maybe that would help.”

“Help who?”’
“The nature of fucking isit involves both people.”

| tossed Brian Eno’s Another Green World onto the bed and envisioned arow to myself at sixty
thousand feet.

She ran thumbs under elastic. “I made myself come last night after you were asleep.”

“Telling someone el se about masturbation involves two people, Abby, but that doesn’t make it fucking.”
This sort of stuff passed easily between myself and Abby. The tang of déavu to the banter madeit a
simple task to carry on browsing my record collection.

“Do you want to know who | was thinking about when | came? It’s gross.”
“Could you see the whites of his eyes?’

“What?’

“Never mind. I'm interrupting.”

“Ill tell you if you tell me the name of your secret datein L.A.”
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“We're swapping areal person for an imaginary one? That’ s supposed to be a good deal 7’
“Oh, he'sred.”
| didn’t answer, but made another couple of quick CD selections—Swamp Dogg, Edith Frost.

“1 was half dreaming, really. Guy d’ Seur was putting hisfroggy little hands all over me. Isn’t that stupid,
Dylan? I’ ve never thought of him that way, not for a minute. When he took out hisdick it was
enormous.”

“1’m not surprised.”

| wasn't. Not at d’ Seur’ s appearance in Abby’ s fantasy or at the size she' d granted his apparatus. Guy

d’ Seur was more than Abigale Ponders' s thesis advisor, he was a Berkeley celebrity. Forget being arock
critic—forget even being arock musician. The professors of the various graduate departments were the
stars that wowed this burg. To walk into a Berkeley café and find seated before a latté and scone one of
the Rhetoric or English faculties' roster of black-clad theorists—Avital Rampart, Stavros Petz, Kookie
Grossman, and Guy d’ Seur formed the current pantheon—was to have your stomach leap up into your
throat. In Berkeley these were the people who hushed aroom. Their unreadable tomes filled front tables
at bookstores.

Abigale Ponders was the sole child of a pair of black dentists from Palo Alto, honorable strivers through
the middle classes who' d only wanted to see her attain a graduate degree and then been completely
bewildered at the result. Abby’ sthesis, “ The Figuration of the Black Chanteuse in Parisian
Representations of Afro-American Culture, from Josephine Baker to Grace Jones,” had led her, two
years earlier, to come calling on the one working journalist in Berkeley who'd interviewed Nina Simone.
I’d made my humbling pilgrimage to Simone on behalf of Musician Magazine in 1989, and Abby had
proved she could research a bibliographic index with the best of them. That day, I’ d charmed Abby out
of interview mode by playing rare Simone records, until it was late enough to suggest a bottle of wine.

We' d moved her into my little Berkeley house three months | ater.

“Now you owe me one,” she said. “Who are you seeing in L.A.? What’ s worth a hotel room you can’t
afford?’

“The hotel room isin Anaheim, and it isn’t costing me anything,” | said. “I guessthat’saclue.” 1I'd
resigned myself to giving up the secret.

“You're being paid for sex ? With aDisney character 7’
“Try harder, Abby. Who in life, when you visit them, insists on paying for everything?’
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Shefell silent, just dightly shamed.

| took my advantage. “Y ou’ re dreaming about d’ Seur because you owe his froggy little hands a chapter
draft, you know.”

“Fuck off.”

“Okay, but why not use this as a chance to get back to work?’

“1’ve been working.”

“Okay. Sorry | said anything.”

She sat up and crossed her legs. “Why isyour father going to Anaheim, Dylan?’
“He's got business there.”

“What kind of business?’

“ Abraham is the guest of honor—the artist guest of honor—at ForbiddenCon.”
“What’ s ForbiddenCon?”’

“1 guess I’m about to find out.”

A pause. “ Something to do with hisfilm?’ She spoke this softly, as she ought to have. Abraham Ebdus’s
unfinished life's work was no laughing matter.

| shook my head. “It’'s some science-fiction thing. He's winning an award.”
“1 thought he didn’t care about that stuff.”

“1 guess Francesca convinced him.” My father’ s new girlfriend, Francesca Cassini, had a gift for getting
him out of the house.

“Why didn’t you tell me he was coming?’

“Heisn’t coming. I'm meeting him there.” Our tone was rote and flat, a comedown from Abby’ s sexual
provocations. Those now drifted off as easily as fumes from a solitary cigarette.
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| took Esther Phillips' s Black-Eyed Blues from its jewel case and dlid it into the wallet. The light outside
was altered. An airport shuttle van would comein half an hour.

Abby tugged at one of the short dreadlocks at her forehead, twisting it gently between her knuckles. |
recalled a baby goat scratching tender, nubby horns against a gate, something I’ d witnessed in Vermont
ahundred or athousand years ago. When she felt my gaze Abby looked down, stared at her own bare
knees. Her mouth worked slightly but formed nothing. | thought | could smell that she had made herself
alittle excited hectoring me.

“Y ou seem a bit down,” | said.

“What?’

“A little depressed again, lately.”

She looked up sharply. “Don’t use that word.”
“1 meant it sympathetically.”

“You have no right.”

With that she suddenly took herself out of the room, peeling the Meat Puppets shirt off over her head as
she descended the stairs and moved out of sight. | only got aflash of back. A minute later | heard the
shower. Abby had a seminar today, the second of the new semester. She ought to have spent the summer
months writing a segment of her dissertation—as | likely should have been drafting my screenplay.
Instead we' d fought and fucked and, increasingly, lapsed into separate glowering silencesin our two
rooms. Now, just as Abby was going in to face her mentors more or less empty-handed, I’ d be winging
down to Los Angelesto talk out a hot notion for which I’d not scribbled even the first hot scrap of note.

My sometimes-editor at The L.A. Weekly had arranged the pitch meeting, my first. Over the last two
years |’d slowly ground myself into $30,000 of credit card debt as a freelancer, my recent livelihood
consisting mainly of the work I’ d been doing for a Marin-based reissue label, Remnant Records. My
dealings with Remnant’ s owner, a graying beatnik entrepreneur named Rhodes Blemner, vexed me. So
today’ s pitch was a bid for freedom.

| must have lapsed into some kind of fugue, because the next thing | knew Abby was dressed and back at
the top of my stairs. She wore jeans and a black sleeveless top and knee-high boots which raised her
above my height. The boots still needed to be laced through their elaborate upper eyelets. She stood
rubbing moisturizer into her palms and elbows and regarding me with steely fury.

“1 don't talk about the hardest parts of my life only to have you throw them back at me,” she said. “If
I’ ve ever been depressed at least I’ ve had the nerve to admit it. | don’t want you to ever use that word
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with me again, do you understand?’

“Sure you’'ve got a nerve. Apparently | touched it. That's called letting someone know you intimately,
Abby.”

“Oh, yeah? What' s it called when you don’t know yourself intimately?’

“What do you mean?’

“Why didn’t you tell me your father was coming, Dylan? How could you let me twist like that?’
| stared.

“You' re depressed, Dylan. That’s your secret from yourself. You don't let it inside. Y our surround
yourself with it instead, so you don’t have to admit you' re the source. Take alook.”

“It's an interesting theory,” | mumbled.

“Fuck you, Dylan, it's not interesting, it’s not atheory. Y ou're so busy feeling sorry for me and
whoever, Sam Cooke, you conveniently ignore yourself.”

“What exactly do you want, Abby?’

“To belet inside, Dylan. Y ou hide from me, in plain sight.”

“1 suppose that’ s another way of describing one person sparing another their violent shifts of mood.”
“Isthat what we' re talking about here? Moods 7’

“One minute you’ re jerking off on the carpet, now this outburst. | can't take it, Abby.”

“You think you’ ve spared me your moods ? What do you think it’s like for me, living under your cockpit
of misery, here?’ She gestured at the wall I’ d been contemplating, covered with fourteen hundred
compact discs: two units each holding seven hundred apiece. “Thisisawall of moods, awall of
depression, Mr. Objective Correlative.” She dlapped the shelves. They rattled.

“Wow, you've really drawn up an indictment.” | was fumbling for breathing room, nothing more.

“That’swhat you call it when | won't play depressed for you? Y ou switch to your little Kafka fantasies?
| don’t have the power of indictment, Dylan. I’ m just the official mascot for all the shit you won't allow
yourself to feel. A featured exhibit in the Ebdus collection of sad black folks.”
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“That’sunfair.”

“Let’s see, Curtis Mayfield, “We People Who Are Darker Than Blue’—sounds like depression to me.”
She chucked the CD to the floor. “Gladys Knight, misery, depression. Johnny Adams, depression. Van
Morrison, total fucking depression. Lucinda Williams, give her Prozac. Marvin Gaye, dead. Johnny Ace,
dead, tragic.” As she dismissed the titles she jerked them from the shelf, the jewel cases splitting as they
clattered down. “Little Willie John, dead. Little Esther and Little immy Scott, sad—all the Littles are
sad. What’ s this, Dump ? 'Y ou actually listen to something called Dump? Is that real ? Syl Johnson, Is It
Because I'm Black? Maybe you're just aloser, Syl. Gillian Welch, please, momma. The Go-Betweens?
Five Blind Boys of Alabama, no comment. Al Green, | used to think Al Green was happy music until
you explained to me how fucking tragic it al was, how he got burned with a pot of hot grits and then his
woman shot herself because she was so very depressed. Brian Wilson, crazy. Tom Verlaine, very
depressed. Even you don’'t play that record. Ann Peebles, | Can’'t Stand the Rain. Harold Melvin and the
Blue Notes, blecch. “Drowning in the Sea of Love,” isthat a good thing or a bad thing? David Ruffin, |
know he's a drug addict. Donny Hathaway—dead?’

“Dead,” | said.

“The Bar-Kays, it sounds happy, but | get abad feeling, | get a bad vibe from this disc. What’s going on
with the Bar-Kays?’

“Uh, they were on Otis Redding’ s plane.”
“The Death-Kays! ” She overhanded it to shatter against the far wall and rain onto the pillow.

“Okay, Abby.” | held out my palms, pleading. “Peace. Uncle.” My spinning brain added, Sprite! Mr.
Pibb! Clitoris!

She stopped, and we both stared at the crystalline junk around her feet.

“1 have some happy music,” | said, dumbly adopting her terms.

“Like what?’

““You Sexy Thing' is probably my favorite single song. There' salot of disco-eramusic | like.”
“Terrible example.”

“Why?’

“A million whining moaning singers, ten million depressed songs, and five or six happy songs—which
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remind you of being beaten up when you were thirteen yearsold. You live in the past, Dylan. I'm sick of
your secrets. Did your father even ask if | was coming down with you?’

My face was hot and no speech emerged.

“And all this shit. What is this shit, anyway?’ Alongside the box sets on the shelf above the CD cases
were arrayed a scattering of objects I’d never shown off or named: Aaron X. Doily’sring, Mingus's
pick, apair of Rachel’s earrings, and atiny, handmade, hand-sewn book of black-and-white photographs
titled “For D. from E.” Abby’s unlaced boots crackled in the broken plastic cases as she walked. “Whose
little shrine is this? Emily? Elizabeth? Come on, Dylan, you put it there so | could seeit, you owe me an
explanation already.”

113 D0n1 t.”
“Were you once married? | wouldn’t even know.”

| took the ring from the shelf and put it in my pocket. “Thisisal stuff fromwhen | wasakid.” It wasa
slight oversimplification: E. was the wife of afriend from college, the gift of the book commemoration
of an almost which wasreally ajust-as-well-not.

Mingus's comic books were in abox in my closet, mingled with mine.

She grabbed the Afro pick. “Y ou were already taking souvenirs from black girls when you were akid? |
don’t think so, Dylan.”

“That’snot agirl’s.”

“Not agirl’s.” Shetossed the pick onto the bed. “Is that your way of telling me something | don’'t even
want to know? Or did you buy this off eBay? Is this Otis Redding’ s pick, stolen from the wreckage?
Maybe it belonged to one of the Bar-Kays. | guess the truly haunting thing isyou'’ [l never know for
sure.”

| lashed out. “I guess | haveto listen to this shit because you don’t feel black enough, Abby. Because
you grew up riding poniesin the suburbs.”

“No, you haveto listen to it because you think thisis all about where you grew up and where | grew up.
Listen to yourself for a minute, Dylan. What happened to you? Y our childhood is some privileged
sanctuary you livein al the time, instead of here with me. Y ou think | don’t know that?’

“Nothing happened to me.”
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“Right,” she said with heavy sarcasm. “ So why are you so obsessed with your childhood?’
“Because—" | truly wanted to answer, not only to appease her. | wanted to know it myself.
“Because?’

“My childhood—" | spoke carefully, finding each word. “My childhood is the only part of my life that
wasn’'t, uh, overwhelmed by my childhood.”

Overwhelmed—or did | mean ruined ?
“Right,” she said. And we stared at one another for along moment. “ Thank you,” she said.
“Thank you?”

“You just told me where | stand, Dylan.” She spoke sadly, no longer concerned to prove anything. “Y ou
know, when | first spent anight in this house, you don’t think | didn’t walk up here and check out your
shit? You think | didn’t see that pick on your shelf?’

“It'sjust apick. | like the form.”

Sheignored me. “I said to myself, Abby, thisman is collecting you for the color of your skin. That was
okay, | was willing to be collected. | liked being your nigger, Dylan.”

The word throbbed between us, permitting no reply from me. | could visualize it in cartoonish or graffiti-
style font, glowing with garish decorations, lightning, stars, halos. Aswith the pick, | could appreciate
the form. Most such words devaluate, when thrown around every day on the streets by schoolboys of all
colors, or whispered by lovers such as myself and Abigale Ponders. Though it had been more than once
around the block of our relationship, nigger was that rarity, an anti-entropic agent, self-renewing. The
deep ugliness in the word always sat up alert again when it was needed.

“But | never was willing to be collected for my moods, man. Y ou collected my depression, you
cultivated it like a cactus, like a sulky cat you wanted around to feel sorry for. | never expected that. |
never did.”

Abby was talking to herself. When she noticed, a moment after | did, her expression curdled. “Clean up
your room,” she said, and went downstairs.

The airport shuttle’ s horn had been sounding for some time now, | realized. My room would have to
wait to be cleaned, and the five or six CDs I’ d selected would have to be enough. The Syl Johnson
record, Is It Because I’m Black, had skated to the top of the small heap of discs and plastic left behind
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where Abby had been. | fished it up and added it to the wallet.

At the kitchen table Abby stood, one boot up on a chair, cinching the endless laces. She' d aready
refreshed the Africanoid jewelry in her piercings. It would seem an absurd costume for a student in a
classroom, if | hadn’t known how hard her fellow students dressed for the same occasion. The boots
were only alittle obstacle to the art of dramatic exitry—she’'d surely meant to be out the door before me,
meant her last words upstairs to be conclusive.

| grabbed the bag at the door. Her face, when she looked up, was raw, shocked, unmade. The van
honked again.

“Good luck today,” she said awkwardly.
“Thanks. I'll call—"

“I'll be out.”

“Okay. And Abby?’

“Yes?

“Good luck, too.” | didn’t know if I meant it, or what it was meant to apply to if | did. Was | wishing her
good luck in leaving me? But there it was, our absurd coda completed, good luck on al sides. Then |
was gone.

chapter 2

| t was September 1999, a season of fear—in three months the collapse of the worldwide computer grid
was going to bring the century’ s long party to afinish. Meanwhile, as the party waned, the hottest new
format in radio was a thing called Jammin’ Oldies. Los Angeles' s MEGA 100, recently reformatted (or
in radio parlance, “flipped”) to the new trend, was playing in my cab—the song was War’s “Why Can’t
We Be Friends?'—as | instructed the driver to take me to the Universal Studios lot and we swung away
from the LAX curbside, into paim-lined gray traffic. The trees |ooked thirsty to me.

San Francisco had a Jammin’ Oldies station too. All cities did, atidal turning of my generation’s
readiness to sentimentalize the chart toppers of its youth. Old divisions had been blurred in favor of the
admission that disco hadn’t sucked so bad as all that, even the pretense that we'd adored it all along. The
Kool & the Gang and Gap Band dance hits we' d struggled against as teens, trying to deny their pulsein
our bodies, were now staples of weddings and lunch hoursin all the land; the O’ Jays and Manhattans
and Barry White ballads we' d |oathed were now, with well-mixed martinis or a good zinfandel,
foundation elements in any reasonably competent seduction. From the evidence of the radio | might
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have come of age in arace-blind utopia. That on the other end of the dial hip-hop stations thumped away
in dire quarantine, a sort of pre-incarceration, no matter. Not today, anyway, not for one bornein the
backseat of ataxicab helmed by one Nicholas M. Brawley, through sun-blanched smog, toward a
meeting with a Dreamworks devel opment executive, nope.

“You likethissong?’ | asked Nicholas Brawley’ s fortyish gray-coiled neck.
“It'sdl right.”

“Y ou know the Subtle Distinctions?’

“Now see that’s some real fine music.”

At the guard-post gates of the Universal lot was proof | was expected, so Brawley’s cab could be waved
through, to wend past the curbed Jeeps and the long windowless hangars and the brick huts which
appeared to have been thrown up just that morning. Dreamworks' building resided what felt to be amile
or so inside the compound, behind a tree-sheltered parking lot requiring a special pass for entrance.
None had been issued, so Brawley dropped me at the inner gate.

“You have acard?’ | asked him. “I’ [l need aride out of herein, | don’t know—maybe an hour?’

He jotted a number on the back of the company’s card. “ Call my cell phone.”

As | crossed the shade-spangled lot to the entrance a well-dressed lackey was just crossing it in the other
direction, moving for a break in the eucalyptus trees. He carried an Oscar. Palms cupping the statuette’s
base and shoulders, he appeared to be looking for someone to bestow it on. | wondered if his whole job
was to cross thislot all day with the golden prize, back and forth, reminding any visitor of the local
stakes.

Inside, | was directed upstairs, where | gave my name to a pretty girl with a headset. She fetched me a
bottled water before abandoning me to aflotilla of couches and magazines. There | plopped my sad little
overnight bag, hitched up my pants to cross my legs and tried not to look too demoralized beneath the
smirk of framed posters. Time passed, phones rang, carpets sighed, someone whispered around a corner.
“Dylan?’

11 Y %?l

| dropped Men’s Journal and aboy in a sharp-creased suit took my hand. “Y ou’ re the music guy—
right?’
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“Right.”
“I’'m Mike. Great to see you. Jared' s just ending acall.”

We moved to Mike' s little office, an intermediate space, a staging area, apparently, for encounters with
Jared. Y ou had to meet Cats-in-the-Hat-A-through-Z before you got to the One True Cat. At least we
were al on afirst-name basis.

“Mike?’ said an intercom voice.

“Yes”

“I’m ready for Dylan.”

Mike gave me a thumbs-up endorsement to cross Jared’ s threshold, and awink for luck.

The room had earth tones to spare. No posters here, nothing jarring—it was like a shrink’ s office.
Sunlight sliced through a couple of potted rubber trees, to ornament the carpet. Jared launched from
behind his desk. He was jacketless, blond, thick and soft and relaxed in his body, a gym junkie, |
guessed. I'd have kicked his ass at stoopball, though.

A conclave with Jared Orthman was meant to be the next best thing to an audience with Geffenberg
himself. A thousand or a million writers hungered for what | had today. | hoped not to blow it, not so
much on their behalf as on that of my own shriveled prospects and swollen debt.

“Here, let’s sit here.” He guided me away from the desk, to a pair of facing love seats across the room,
the pitch zone. | dropped my bag, which sagged like a Claes Oldenberg scul pture, seeming to stand for
an artist’simpotence in corporate surroundings. | wished I’ d packed my Discman and change of
underwear in something more like a briefcase. We sat, smiled, crossed legs.

Jared frowned. “Did you get water? Did they give you water?’ he asked anxioudly.
“I left it outside.”

“Do you want something? Water?’” He looked ready to provide the vital essenceif he had to wring it
from stones.

“I"'m fine, thanks.”

“S0.” He smiled, frowned, widened his hands. We studied one another and tried to remain friendly.
Jared and | were probably the same age but otherwise had traveled from opposite ends of the universe to
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this meeting. My black jeans were like a smudge of ash or daub of vomit in this cream-and-peach world.
“I"'m afriend of Randolph’s,” | reminded him. “From the Weekly.”

“Rilight.” He nodded, considering it. “Just . . . who is Randolph?’

“Randolph Treadwell? The Weekly 7’

He nodded. “I think | know who you mean.”

“Well, he, uh, set thisup.”

“Okay. Okay. So, uh, what are you doing in my office?’

“Sorry?’ The question was so bald. | was astonished as if he’ d asked Why do | hold this job, as opposed
to, say, anyone else? Can you explain that, please?

“Just aminute,” he said, holding up one finger and springing from the love seat. He leaned over his desk
and pushed a button. “Mike?’

“Yes”

“What' s Dylan doing in my office?’
“He' sthe music guy.”

“The music guy.”

“You remember. He' s got amovie.”

“Ahhhh.” Now Jared turned and smiled at me. Thiswas all pleasure. A movie! How perfectly
unexpected. “Who's Randy Treadmill or something?’ he said to the intercom.

“He' sthat guy you met when you were talking about the thing.” Click, buzz. “On the boat.”

“Ahhhh. Okay. Okay.” He released the intercom. There was a hierarchy of remembering here, |
understood. Mike remembered for Jared the sort of things Jared had once remembered for someone else,
on hisway up through the ranks. Someday Mike would have someone remembering things for him as
well, and be free to abandon the skill.

Jared returned to the love seat and again pointed afinger at me, but now it was a happier finger.
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“You've got amovie,” he said warmly.
“Y$.H

“1’ve been wanting to hear this.” He didn’t know the first thing about it, | saw now. | could have offered
him a comedy about a rookie vibraphonist for the Boston Pops, or athriller about a spy who kills by
ultrasonic whistle, any of the many things a music guy would be likely to concern himself with.

“I"'m closing my eyes,” said Jared. “It means |’ m listening.”

| was |eft to consider histanned lids, immaculate desk, twin rubber tree plants. | was the ant who had to
move them, apparently.

“Your movieis about—?" Thiswas a just-because-my-eyes-are-closed-doesn’ t-mean-there’ s-no-hurry
situation.

“A true story,” | said.

“Okay.”

“In Tennessee—"

“Tennessee 7" Jared opened his eyes.
