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ABSTRACT

A young African American adolescent named Lion is forced to
leave his hometown of Rivertown, and join the navy. While
in the navy, Lion acts an enforcer and collector for
another sailor who runs an illegal money-lending operation
on the ship. Lion also learns how to box and manages to
fight his way to the Fifth Fleet championships. After
winning the championship fight, the captain of the ship
uses his influence to place Lion in a very competitive
commissioning program. With the chance of becoming an
officer, Lion changes his behavior, leading to serious
conflict with old allies. He escapes the ship, but not
unscathed. The psychological effects resonate after he
graduates from college. These psychological scars are
played out in his relationship with the love of his life, a
young woman named Nicole, who comes from a wealthy black

family.
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One

Ri vertown
| had a wonderful sumrer and a pleasant fall, but in
the spring, everything went bad all at once. | had spent the

first six weeks of sunmer at Chel sea Sunmer Bridge, a
program for young bl ack high school kids with potential. The
institute gave us ten dollars a day and on Friday
afternoons, after a norning of pre-cal culus, conputer
progranmm ng, and nol ecul ar bi ol ogy, a guest speaker woul d

| ecture us on topics such as teenage pregnancy, standard
English, crime prevention, and proper college interview

attire. O course, I'd be in the back of the class penci
fighting, but still, I loved taking classes in those
beautiful, stone-grey buildings. After snapping a
classmate's pencil in tw, | wal ked al ong the sloping green

trails with real college students, pretending, pondering the
possibility that I could be one of them | was even invited

to a couple of college parties, but inevitably, |I'd be
uncovered. "Hey that kid' s in high school. Leave him al one.™
Hone was a different story. | tried to spend as little

time there as possible, ny stepfather having stepped up the
i mprovenent canpaign to include chores around the house,
menori zation of the Gettysburg Address, and inportant dates
inthe CGvil R ghts Movenent. My stepfather worked in the
downt own boiler, tending the city's fire and water. He'd
come home, change clothes, and force nme to answer questions
about trigononetry, civics, literature, nusic, and the bl ack
man's place in the world.

The whole tinme he talked, | wanted to grab ny nuts and
say, right here. | wanted to hang out with ny friends, but
nost of ny friends were away playi ng AAU basket bal | .

Al though | was a fair player, AAU ball was way out of ny



| eague. | was nediocre even for the CYO To wile away the
time, | spent ny evenings at a local park hitting a tennis
ball| against a slab of concrete. | tried to play on the
courts with the adults, mnd you, but they took one | ook at
nmy shabby Don Budge wooden racquet, ny shiny basket bal
shorts, and playfully ignored ny numerous requests to join
t hem

By the mddle of July, | had saved up enough noney to
buy a new graphite racquet, white tennis shorts, and a pair
of stylish Stan Smths. | was also skilled enough to
simul ate el aborate match-like situations | had seen during
W nbl edon coverage. | |aunched vicious assaults on the
concrete practice wall, and sonetines, even cane out the
victor. | enjoyed rehearsing that noment just after
chanpi onship point. | sank to ny knees and raised ny arns to
t he heavens. | would have thrown ny racquet into the air,
but it was ny only racquet.

The tennis regulars, nostly m ddl e-aged, cigarette-
snoking crows, were a bit fickle. They never spoke to ne
directly, never recognized me beyond a nod, as if | were a
child in the roomfull of grown folks. | was never picked
for round robin play. That didn't bother ne a great deal.
|'d seen the crows dism ss many new faces, including a young
woman with nuscul ar thighs and a real no-nonsense
di sposition. She was |ike a good-Iooking, black Martina. The
tennis crowd didn't |like her attitude at all. They wanted
her to pay sonme dues, whatever that neant. | called her
ol der, but she couldn't have been nore than twenty-two.
Still huffing and puffing fromrejection, the woman wal ked
to the other side of the concrete slab. The woman didn't
even | ook at nme as she opened the netal gate and slamred it
shut. | heard grunts paced evenly apart. | began practicing
nmy groundstrokes, pretending | was in the |ast gane of a
grueling match agai nst Boris Becker or maybe Yanni ck Noah.
At match point, | mshit a certain winner, and the bal
caroned to the other side of the wall. | retrieved the bal



and turned to watch the ol der woman hit clean, flat
groundstrokes. Her formwas economc, clean and controll ed,
free from excessive backstroke. She wore a pleated white
skirt, a collared polo shirt, short ruffled white socks, and
white tennis shoes splashed with a green, italicized "U'-
shape. She sensed ne wat ching and picked the ball clean out
of its racing arc, like a cat swatting at a fly. She held
the ball and smled at ne. | wanted to turn and run, but |
was frozen to ny spot. She asked ne if he wanted to hit. |
nodded, not know ng what "hitting" entailed. | sinply

foll oned her | ead.

She drove to a well-lit court built especially for
nighttinme tennis. Wen she put the first ball in play, al
eight courts were full. W two hit for hours that evening,
and | was tireless. |I chased down every point for three
sets. | noticed the woman's forehead shining with sweat, her
face seened flushed and vigorous. She hit the | ast w nner,
and we shook hands at the net. | | ooked around and noticed
that we were the only players left.

The young wonman bent over to place her racquets in a
| arge green duffel bag. | saw a line of sweat run down the
m ddl e of her white skirt. She asked nme if | was thirsty,
and | nodded, although was | supposed to have been hone
hours ago. A timed controller thunked |oudly, plunging us
into conpl ete darkness. For a nonent, | could only see her
white teeth and her white outfit. She smled. My eyes
adjusted quickly then I could see the contours of her face.
She was handsone, not beautiful. But she had very nice
fl ushed skin.

"When do you have to be honme?" she asked.

“I"'mall right."

We got into her little green Honda and she drove ne to
her apartnent. Jani ne poured ne a gl ass of pop.

"Pop?" she said, laughing. "Is that what you call it
down here? A bit provincial, don't you think?" That was the
first time | had heard a bl ack person use the word



"provincial" in a sentence. It was also the last tine |
cal |l ed soda "pop". Janine poured a glass of chilled white
wi ne. | had never seen anyone pour wine either. | canme from
a famly that drank wi ne, but not fromthe gl ass.

The apartnent had too few | anps and was full of the
kind of furniture passed down by grandparents to children
who needed to furnish an apartnent quickly. The furniture--
sofa, coffee table, entertainnent center—-seened big, dark,
and heavy. It nade ne feel confortable.

Jani ne gave nme the renote and left the living room |
wat ched highlights fromthe days' matches. Martina
Navratil ova continued to storm her through the wonen's draw.
The sportscaster highlighted a very agile player that |
began rooting for. That would be MIoslav Mecir, a Czech,
whose sly cunning gane greatly appealed to nme. | heard pipes
rattle, a streamof water hitting porcelain. After a few
m nut es, Jani ne poked her head around the corner. | couldn't
see the rest of her body.

"Join me?" she asked. She had big white teeth, the kind
for laughing with your head tilted way back, the kind of
teeth that did their best work on cold, hard apples. |
pl aced the gl ass of soda down on a coaster and | ooked back
up. Wien turned the corner, | saw that the woman was
gl oriously nude; the fullness of her breasts, the slope of
her hips, the w de dianond of thick black pubic hair, and
those thighs, twitching like a horse's nuscles. It took ny
breath away. It was the nost inpressive sight | had ever
seen, second only to the time ny grandnother neglected to
| ock the door while she took an afternoon bath. Janine took
me by the hand and led nme to the shower.

| liked Janine. | nean, she really nade ne into a nman.
She had a peculiar way about her. She could nmake orders
resenbl e suggestions. And she did all the preparation.
felt as if | were always on call, but in a good way. |
phoned her once or tw ce, but she seened irritated so |
stopped. She initiated every encounter, a phone call during



the early afternoon while ny Mom and stepfather were stil

at work. W would play two sets of singles, or three sets of
doubl es. Afterwards, she would offer nme a ride and a drink,
and | woul d graciously accept.

Anot her thing | |iked about Janine. She was seriously
conpetitive. Really. Janine had the ability to will herself
to win. Around the mddle of the set Janine ceased the idle
tennis chatter. Between points, | noticed that Janine
adj usted her strings instead of exchanging gl ances and
strategy. She had this quiet, vicious will to win. And so |
began to do the sane.

One evening, instead of tennis, Janine planned to take
me to a play. Areal play in a real theater, not a black
norality play starring, say, Peabo Bryson or Patti LaBelle.
| put on ny best outfit, which consisted of a |ong-sleeve,
mul ti colored, collared shirt, a thin black |leather tie, and
a pair of gray baggie pants with creases that had been
ironed to a sheen. | considered throwi ng on the school boy
gl asses, but decided against it.

| heard a chuckl e and saw Rol and's reflection in the
mrror. Roland shook his head.

"Boy, where do you think you going? To the circus?"

"To a play."

"Wth who? Your nother ain't say nothing to ne bout no

pl ay.

"Afriend."

"This friend a girl?"

"She's nmy tennis partner.”

"Uh huh. She see you in that clown outfit like that, |
guar antee you, she'll think tw ce about going anywhere in
public with you."

Who was this guy to talk? He wore a nonkey suit
everyday. He had to take one-hour baths to get all the grine
and caked up dirt off him | was a veritable GQ pl ayboy
conpared to ny stepfather. Deeply offended. | turned back to
the mrror, inpressed with ny jazzy ensenbl e.



My stepfather canme back into the room unzipping a
plastic laundry bag. A light khaki single-breasted suit hung
fromthe thick wooden collar of a hanger

"What's that, your nicest pair of overalls?" | asked.

"Very funny. Now take that clown outfit off. | know I'm
a knuckl e dragger. A nut turner. A bal peen hammer head. But
| got alittle know edge and |I' m gone teach you sonet hi ng.
Wnen can't teach you what |'m gone teach you. Least no
woman | know. Let me ask you sonething. Do you want to be
t aken seriously?

"Course," | answered.
"Then first take that goddamm clown outfit off."
| flinched, then began undressing. | untied ny tie and

began taking off my shirt.
Rol and held ny thin, black |leather tie |like a dead

garden snake. "What the fuck is ya'll youngens wearing these
days, boy?"

"Atie?"

"If thisis areal tie, then ny nane Stag-o-Lee. You
won't never get taken seriously in this faggoty tie. | don't

care what no white man in a magazi ne says."

Rol and took the tie away and cane back a few m nutes
later with a white shirt, suspenders, and several w de ties
t hat | ooked suitable for the vice principals at school.

"Put on your cleanest t-shirt and cl eanest pair of
drawers. You got any brown socks?"

“Sure."
"How about shoes? Cap-toes?"
"I have what you see right here." | pointed at the foot

of the closet: a pair of boat shoes, espadrilles, and ragged
| oafers. Roland frowned. He nmade a di sparagi ng remark about
ny nother's ability to raise a man. Then he | ooked at ne.

"You didn't hear that." | shook ny head.
"Now | ook. Back when | was in the secular world—+'m not
no nore—but when | was, | nmade sure that when | stepped out

t he house, people took nme seriously even though | didn't



take nyself seriously. This here a serious suit. It's called
a sumer suit cause of the weight, the color, the materi al
Feel that there.”

The fabric was soft as silk, but had a nuted canel

color. | felt shiny, but didn't |ook shiny.
"Feel good, |ike a baby's behind, don't it?"
| agreed.

"You can wear this suit fromabout the mddle of May to
the m ddl e of Septenber. Sort of depends on where you at."

| nodded in agreenent.

"I don't need you to agree. I'mtelling you. You was
about to wal k out of here looking |ike a clow. You gone be
brand new when | get through wth ya."

"Yes, sir."

"Good. | can see you changing already. Lion, age-w se,
you getting to be a man. A man's got to act |like a man. Put
away childish things, that's in the bible, right? They got
forty-year-old nen out there acting |like teenagers, wearing
jogging suits, bright colors, tight pants, faggoty | eather
ties, right? One of the first steps to acting like a man is
| ooking like a man. Wal king |ike a man. None of that pinping
shit. Nobody gonna a hire a nigga cause of his pinping
style. Look for a job like a man. Before you get that job
t hough, a man's got to ook |like a man, el se the white boy
that's hiring you gone think you ain't serious. Ain't
not hi ng worse then a cl own-ass-nigga. He the worst kind of
ni gga. The white man gone think you one of themtype to get
that first check and don't show up the day after payday. You
wanna be that kind a nigga?"

“Uh uh."

"Your nmomma-who | love with all ny heart—won't teach
you t hi s—eause she can't teach you this. She too concerned
wi th her baby boy |ooking cute. | tell her that you bound to
get into sonme trouble. She just say ny baby boy is a nice
boy. Well, she's your nomma, she supposed to think that way
about you. | give a goddamm you | ook cute. | care about you



bei ng a man. Now your nmonmma get on your sister about dating
that little hoodl um Pel ham cause she know about wonman
situations, but she won't get on you because she don't know
man situations.”

“Uh huh."
"A woman | ook at you in this suit, she think, that's a
serious man. Them other nens will dance and call her sugar

and say real sweet things and wear velvet clothes and drive
a Caddy, but they ain't serious nens. Sone wonen |ike that
kind of thang, but that's a piece of ass that don't last."

Li ke a butler, Roland placed the jacket on ne and
padded ny shoulders. | felt his heavy calloused hands, the
strength in his wists and forearns. Roland wasn't a bad
guy. | felt guilty for all the things I'd done to harmhis
relationship with Mom M stepfather tried to suppress a
smle as he | ooked at ny reflection.

"That's what |'mtal king about. That's a serious nan.
Now let's find you sone cap-toe | ace ups. Waring the wong
shoes will ruin the whole thing. You mght as well wear sone
brogans, sone big ole red cl own shoes as them shoes ri ght
there.”

"Hey, GQ " Jani ne excl ai med when she picked ne up

"Hello, Janine.” | said it real cool like | dressed
that way all the tine.

Tell her she | ooks fantastic, even if she don't.

"You | ook wonderful, Janine."

Wil e driving, she glanced over several tinmes. "I have
to admt that | was afraid you m ght wear sonething, unm
i nappropriate. |I've only seen you in tennis gear."

"I wouldn't enbarrass you."

"Well, you look different. O der. Sexier."

It was true, | felt smarter, nore carefree, like |
could say anything and it would matter or be funny or both.
When we wal ked into the play, | did the small things that
Rol and had told ne: Now make sure you act |ike a gentlemnan,



but don't be all exaggerated about it. You know, tell her a
little joke while you hold the door open. Wen you wal k on
t he sidewal k, make sure you on the street side.

And | did.

Let her talk. Listen to her. Look into her eyes. Nod.
|f she go to the bat hroomwhen she conme back?—tell her that
you m ssed her.

Agai n.

Now this ain't gonna nmake no sense, but it's true. And
if you do this, you gonna be all right. Now wonens, they
like you to interpret they shit, Iike you sone kind of m nd
reader. They don't nean nothing they say, straight out the
way they say. If she cold, she ain't gonna say |'m cold,
gi ve nme your jacket. She gone say sonething like, 'This w nd
is sonething else tonight, ain't it, baby?" And it's up to
you to connect what they say to what they nean. A good wonan
wants to plant the idea in your head and make you think it
was your idea the whole tine. Wiat you have to do is let her
think that's what she's doing. Don't say nothing to your
mama about this. She kill me if she knowl'mtelling you
t his.

And t hroughout the night, every time |I | ooked at
Janine, | strained ny thoughts through ny stepfather's
advice trying to find hidden nmeaning in every gesture,
antici pating demands. Her lips | ooked dry, so | went to get
her a soda. Wen the action in the play intensified, | took
her hands. Wen the play was over, she squeeze ne as we
wal ked through the heavy iron and gl ass doors.

That night, | watched her face while she was on top. |
wondered if | was the man she imagined with her eyes shut.
Her eyes were always pressed shut. | |icked her eyel ashes,

maki ng Jani ne | augh.

I n August, she sat ne down. Her boyfriend would be
flying in fromCalifornia. The boyfriend was probably going
to ask the question. It was tine for us to be friends,

Jani ne said gently.



Then it went all to hell. Sonething took over. | don't
know what it was—perhaps a refusal to perform A shutdown. |
can't explainit. On the first report card, | was put on
academ c probation and on the second, | was kicked out of
all extracurricular activities, including the Bridge
Program Rol and warned ne of idle hands. He took a day off
fromhis job and marched nme down to every single fast-food
store, every Sears, every grocery store, to fill out
applications. He was a big believer in the idle hands theory
anmong young bl ack nen. All that was bad in the world could
be pl aced on hands not in notion. Al that rapping and
spi nni ng on your head and big gold |ink necklaces and gaudy
sweat sui t s—those ridi cul ous things existed because us bl ack
kids didn't keep our hands busy.

| hated to disappoint ny nother, but she knew she had
no power. Roland, ny stepfather, a good guy, cane into the
picture too late to have any real influence. | sinply nodded
at his lectures. There was really nothing they could do
except let it ride out and hope that | would survive intact.

| was in a pissy nood because we had | ost a CYO gane on
account of me. Yeah, CYO At the end of the gane | let ny
man drive the baseline on me. This is a point of pride with

me. Defense is the only thing | do well. | don't |et guys
drive baseline. Fucking tough little Jew bastard did just
that. | couldn't inmagine Jews playing hoops, but they did.

And the bastards were good. | played for Sacred Heart, the
| ocal Catholic Church that fed buns and people even too |azy
to go down to the welfare office and sign up. Every so often
the priest forced Coach Phil to make us volunteer to feed
t he goddamm bunms. That vol unteeri sm ended when Pel ham
couldn't stop tripping buns as they wal ked away with a plate
of food.

Too bad, so sad, Pelhamwould tell them when they
want ed anot her serving. O course, you weren't allowed to go
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back for seconds so the buns got a little irate at this
Pel ham kid. Did Pel ham give a fuck? Course not.

That ni ght—+t was a Thursday-we had just |ost a CYO
gane to JCC. One-Tine, our point guard, played |ike he
hadn't touched a round ball in years. He nust have handed
the ball off ten tinmes to this little pesky Jew sh fucker
When he's not stealing, Baby Farrakhan is our skinny slick
scorer fromthe outside, and the Jews knew it (they were the
only teamthat actually scouted), so they doubl e-teanmed him
forcing the ball into Pel ham s hand. So Pel ham gets the

ball. The game is in his hands, literally. As far as |I'm
concerned, Pelhamis the best natural athlete in the entire
school. I've seen himdrink a quart of ml|k and then go out

and dunk on col |l ege pl ayers, gashing his head agai nst the
rim |'ve seen the guy crush a throng of bony-chested white
boys from Central Catholic High in the mle run. Pel ham

pl ayed |inebacker for two weeks, and went through Schenl ey
High's entire back field depth chart in the first half. He
quit two weeks |ater.

There's scouts out there who tal k about Pel ham i ke
he's a fucking nmythical creature, and that's because he is.
He's all sinew and nuscle and skull bone with no brains; he
is a stupid little boy in a man's body. God is he stupid.
And of course, he's dating nmy sister. He's the kind of guy
that gets upset when the opponents play good defense. He
sort of takes it personal. Anyway, Pelhamdidn't |ast the
hal f. Two technicals and Pel ham was out of the gane.

As for nyself, I'ma fair player all in all. Good first
step. Don't mss too nmany |ayups. Can finish with the best
of them A solid three. A swingman with a nose for the ball
But if you ask ne to be the | eading scorer? The first
option? Waich Phil indeed asked, we'll |ose every tine
because |I'm not the man. Don't ever expect me to score.
Consider it a bonus when | do.

The Jews killed us.
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Good ol e Coach Phil. N ce, red-headed Coach Phil. Phi
wore the sane pair of faded green corduroys and frayed, bl ue
chanbray collared shirt every gane. It got so bad that Baby
Farrakhan stole a new outfit for Phil. Areally nice wool
Pol 0 sweater and a pair of thick herringbone trousers. Phi
was so touched he about cried. To our disgust, he wore that
new outfit to every gane for the rest of the season. Fucking
Phil the red-headed Catholic.

| wondered if only Jews were playing for JCC

Anyways after losing the gane, we lined up to take
potshots at the JCC kids, but Phil canme out and told us to
go hone.

No one wanted to go hone. And no one had noney to go to
Vento's for hoagies or pizza. No one had ends for the
upcom ng weekend. And there was going to be a party at
Chel sea College. The girls, rich girls fromall over the
Eastern seaboard, threw these banging parties and | used ny
Bridge programID to get in. Qut of the entire crew. One
Ti me, Pel ham Baby Farrakhan, nyself, and Turk Taliaferro,
only Turk and | had been to the dorns of Chel sea Coll ege.
Turk had a girl up there, and every so often, he took ne
al ong, mainly because |I had been in classes with white
people all ny life. | also knew ny way around Chel sea.

Turk always invited ne up to Chel sea. Turk knew | could
flowwith the college kids. Turk could never take One Tine,
Pel ham or Baby Farrakhan—anpus police woul d have been
called within a few m nutes. Actually, maybe Baby Farrakhan
could get away with it, but he had a pinp stroll that he
couldn't quite suppress. Anywhere el se, Baby Farrakhan woul d
have been invisible, but at Chel sea? Ri ght.

If he tried to suppress his pinp stroll, shit would
just bubble up in his gait. Baby could roll with the best
pi np-strollers in the county. Should have seen his entrance
to the after party for the Fresh Festival. Baby Farrakhan
pinmped in with this dark blue sheepskin, a matchi ng honburg,
and sky blue Cazels. Baby Farrakhan pinped so hard that on
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every other step, the back of his left hand dusted the

har dwood floor. Had ny man from Houdini in disbelief,

t al ki ng about you see this nigga here? And so |I'mthinking,
with a pinp |like that, Baby Farrakhan wouldn't |ast five

m nutes al one at Chel sea. Can you inmagine a parent conmng to
visit their precious daughter and seeing those three thugs
pi mpi ng down t he passageway i n gaudy sheepskins?

“I"mstarving,"” One-Tinme said as we wal ked honme. But
One-Time was al ways starving.

"Got any ends?" Pel ham asked.

"If I did, I wouldn't be starving." One-Tinme was al ways
hungry, but | knew that One-Tine's dad had been laid off at
t he Honestead Wrks. He no longer paid full price for lunch
tickets at the school. Pel ham always had free lunch tickets
and wasn't ashaned to pick them up. Baby Farrakhan had an
executive's taste—he never ate school food. He went out for
l unch even though it was agai nst school rules. | used to buy
tickets for school lunches until Mdmfound out that all of
the white kids brought their lunch to school. She even began
putting cut carrots in ny lunches. Brai nwashed ny not her
was. Sonmebody was going to bring it up, and it mght as well
be ne. They would hint around it forever until | said
somet hi ng.

"All right, you guys want to go to the bank?"

"What took you so | ong?" Pel hamasked in an irritated
vVoi ce.

And that's why we were freezing our balls off on a
Thur sday ni ght around the corner fromthis blade bar called
the Tender Trap. It was the bank. The Tender Trap was an
account that we tapped every other nonth or so. The Tender
Trap was a goose that laid golden eggs. W discovered the
Trap after CYO basketball practice when this bl ade
m st akenly asked Pel hamif he could suck himoff. Well, that
bl ade asked the wong fucking guy. Pel hamwas pure |iquid
t hug. Pel ham had spent sonme tine in a reformschool so he
was sensitive about those matters. Pel hamwas styling all up
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in that blade. Pap pap, two three tines before he hit the
ground. Pap Pap. Pel hamset his Tinbs up to smash the

bl ade's skull against the concrete curb, before we saved
hi m

The bl ade gave us all the noney in his pocket.
Sonething like five hundred dollars. W were |ike, damm. Wy
didn't you give us the noney before Pel ham beat the shit out
of you? We've been tapping that well ever since. Even Turk
was hardly inpressed.

A year older than us, Turk was the undisputed head of
the crew. He acconpani ed us once as we took funds out of the
account and shook his head. There was no way he was going to
bitch slap bl ades on Thursday nights for party noney. Too
uncout h. Plus, what comes around, goes around, Turk said,
but 1 knew that he neant what goes around, cones around.
Everyone knew Turk coul d decline tapping the bl ade bank,
because he had graduated to bigger shit. That's what they
said. Wien | told themthey were full of shit, guys |like
Pel hamtold ne that | was blind. That | |ooked up to Turk,
that's why | couldn't see the obvious.

"You guys hitting that place too much. Lion," Turk
advi sed. "You better tell the crewto chill."

How can you tell that to guys who had no noney? The
bl ades had | oot in volune. You could just | ook at the cars
par ked around the corner fromthe Tender Trap: BMAS, Jags,
Mer cedes, Acuras, and a handful of Saabs. | nmean, Christ,
were they born like that or what? | had bl ade cousins and
they weren't rich. They didn't drive around in cars |ike
t hese bl ades. There should be a | aw agai nst being soft and
bl adi sh and driving around in a butter ass BMW

Anyway, it was Thursday night, big blade night at the
Tender Trap. Bl ades parked their cars on adjacent streets
for obvious reasons. Wiat | was about to do made ne feel
bad, considering that there m ght be a couple of fellas just
like us, lurking, waiting for one of ny blade cousins, ready
to jack them But then again, ny cousins weren't |oaded |ike
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the bl ades at the Tender Trap. My cousins weren't soft. My
cousins didn't park nice BM on off streets so that the
wife couldn't say, hey, did | see your car outside the bl ade
bar | ast night?

Anyway, all we wanted was noney for an outfit, a
hai rcut, and a couple of forties of Coqui. Haircut and a
good time was all. Was that too nuch to ask? We didn't think
SO.

One-Tinme | ooked out. The three of us—nysel f, Pel ham and
Baby Farrakhan-hid inside an alcove outside a mlitary
recruiting station around the corner fromthe Tender Trap.

Bl ades would wal k fromthe Trap to cars parked on off
streets. One-Tine would wal k back and forth across the
intersection until he saw a couple of blade marks. W never
bounced just one blade. It didn't make econom c sense. It
was al ways better to bounce two. The ideal bounce were two
m ddl e- aged, well-dressed bl ades with eyegl asses. Knock the
eyegl asses off and they can't see shit. W |iked blades in
nice suits. O dress shirt and dress slacks with expensive
shoes. But you never knew what was gonna cone out of the
Tender Trap. Rarely did we bounce bl ades of the sane type.
It could be a businessman and sone slivery punk in a Bl ack
Flag t-shirt. It could be sone skinny punk and sone big

di esel fuck. It could be sone big diesel fuck and your AP
English teacher, which is what happened to us a few nonths
ago. O course, we didn't bounce M. Tomas, but later on,
after class, | warned himthat he shouldn't be going to the
Tender Trap—you never know who's wal king by at the nmoment. |
guess he thought | was blackmailing him but | was trying to
gi ve the fucking blade sone good advi ce.

Anyway, One-Tine | ooked out. The reason that he was the
| ookout was because One-Tinme ran his nmouth fromringpost to
ringpost. On and on One-Tinme went. Wich is how he got his
name. "One time ne and ny brother were at this canp in West
Virginia and the canp counsel or taught ne how to |ight ny
farts.One tinme in the sixth grade this crippled girl gave
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bl owj obs for a dollar a blow, and only two guys could afford
it.” On and on One-Tinme woul d go. Baby Farrakhan had heard
enough: "You're gonna make a great | ookout. You can talk as
much as you want."

Eventual |y, One-Tine becane a great |ookout. He had al
ki nds of signals and wal ks that | et us know exactly what was
up. A veritable Jimy Leyland. A touch of the ballcap neant
one bl ade. Sideways ballcap neant "feasible, but hardly the
ideal". Reverse ballcap neant "two bl ades very soft, very
| oaded, on their way. Get in position and have Pel ham war m
up his bitch slap.”

Not too | ong ago, One-Tine absolutely fucking sucked as
a |l ookout. | nean, the fucking guy couldn't tell a Hugo Boss
suit froma fucking Men's Wearhouse suit on the di scount
rack fromfifty feet. He couldn't tell the difference
bet ween Fl orshei ns, Col e Haans, and Payl ess speci al s. Baby
Farrakhan, the only natural crimnal anong us, taught One-
Time everything he knew. Took himto the stores downtown.
Gave himthe passion. Now, One Tine could glance at downt own
bl ade and cone to a retail figure within ten dollars. He was
t hat good.

For his part, Baby Farrakhan was only part tine. Baby
Farrakhan kept his whistle whetted with [ittle squirts of
lip Vaseline. He had other gigs, and |like nme, he bounced
bl ades when he was bored, or because we |ost a CYO gane to
Jewi sh kids fromSquirrel Hll. H's crimnal enterprise kept
Baby Farrakhan frombeing full-tinme. H's biggest score
occurred last Fall. For two weeks he took half price orders
on Kaufmann's fall line. One hundred dollars was the m ni mum
order. Cheap notherfuckers would try to give himtwenty
dol l ars and say, get whatever you can. Baby Farrakhan put
his hands up in innocence. "I don't know what you tal king
about, ny brother."

From what we heard, Baby Farrakhan rented a truck with
his brother. Parked it in a dowmmtown alley then went
shoppi ng half an hour before closing. Wen Kaufmanns cl osed
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that night, he and his brother enmerged from a garbage bin
and cl eaned out the entire |line of nane brands. He used the
same bins he hidin. It was easily a five thousand dol |l ar
score. In a matter of hours, Baby Farrakhan had changed the
direction of fashion at school. He had altered the course of
the fashion arns race. Project kids at school were now
dressed |li ke GQ nodels. O course, two weeks later, their
shit was dirty or greasy or their older brothers and sisters
had worn it to a club, where it was left or stolen. You know
how ni ggas do. But for two weeks, everybody was fucking fly
as hell. And here he was just |ike us, bouncing bl ades for
fun. He probably had a fold of hundreds in his pocket.

| saw One-Tinme jaywal k in a nuanced pinp stroll. That
nmeant a narc car was com ng

"Narc!" | shouted. We quickly began wal king in the
other direction until the narc passed. Wat were narcs doing
outside the Tender Trap anyway?

When the narc car was gone we went back to our posts.
got to thinking.

Turk was probably up at Chel sea helping his girl Betty
organi ze the party. No, he was probably banging his girl
Betty. | had known Turk for four years, since | was thirteen
and he was fourteen. He had been getting ass pretty much on
a constant basis for all four of those years. It was
amazing. | didn't understand. | had gotten no ass. | shook
nmy head. Maybe one of those Chelsea girls would take pity on
me after the party tonorrow

Goddamm bl ades. Conme outside so we can get this over
wi t h.

The narcs got ne to thinking. Wiat were they doing in
these parts? For sure they weren't |ooking for us. Five-GCh
was a different story. If the cops caught us, they were
pretty cool about it. If the blades would conplain or get
w se, the cops would just say hey, they're kids. You want
this on their record? Then five-oh would tal k under their
breath. They wouldn't be trying to junp you if you weren't
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blade in the first place. That would usually squash it. The
bl ades would conplain a little nore, but that would usually
be about it.

O course, we were kids only in that we were juveniles.
W weren't kids by any stretch of the imagination. W were
| anky, nuscul ar fighting machi nes. We'd make bets.

"1l drop that blade with two shots.

"1l drop that blade with one.

Okay, drop that bl ade.

We had been practicing all our lives. Fighting was a
perfectly ordinary part of life, |ike taking a dunp or
maki ng your bed before you | eave the house. Nothing to bat
an eye at. It was like taking a swg of a forty, |eaving
Dorito crunbs floating at the surface, then handing the
forty back to your boy and watching himdrink up. It was a
joke. It was like going to the store for Monms. And the
bl ades were usually nice enough not to fight back. They just
gave up the goods. And so, we were nice enough to give them
their wallets back with everything except the cash. Haircut
and a good tine.

Soneti mes they fought back. It happened occasionally.
But if they did fight back, which was rare, we perfected a
beating that was scary, but didn't | eave permanent scars.

Pel ham that bastard, would slap the blade so hard that said
bl ade would fall to the ground. Like his | egs were nade of
cardboard. Pel ham sl apped so hard that even | flinched.

Pel ham sl apped so hard that the bl ade woul d whi nper and hold
up his wallet, as if to say, take this shit please. Pel ham

t hat bastard, was hard and bl ack with a nunber-one shave al
around. He wei ghed about one-seventy, but | ooked Iike he

wei ghed two-twenty. Pel ham who was nornally extrenely good-
natured, had it in for blades. They offended hi m because of
his stint in reformschool.

Pel ham had these Asiatic eyes that he would use to
stare down at the blade with pure hostility. H s hands were
hard and call oused. He perfected the hit to a series of
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short conplicated procedures. Pel ham was doctor who
performed the sane surgery on different patients tine and
time again.

Goddamm bl ades conme out and play. One-Tinme turned his

hat si deways. Two soft blades with shirts tucked in. | shook
nmy head.
Spring in Rivertown is still winter as far as |I'm

concerned. It was nippy as hell so everybody, except One-
Time, was inside the doorway of a recruiting station around
the corner fromthe Tender Trap. It was a good place to
wait. We waited inside the doorway, away fromthe w nd and
biting snowfl akes. Spring. | just stood there | ooking inside
the recruiting station while waiting for sone poor blade to
conme along. There were Uncle Sam posters with him pointing
at you. There were Marine posters with a guy who | ooked |ike
he coul d beat the shit out of you. | renmenbered that the
arnmy guy woul d come to high school and talk to the

mai nstream students, but not to the smart students in the
prep classes. Only fucking yinzer white boys with puffy,
dirty Steeler jackets joined the service.

Even though ny grades were shitty, they continued to
let me stay in the prep classes, despite being kicked out of
the Bridge Program | think nmy presence made them feel
confortable. It was nmy | ast senester and | guess the
director of the programthought I would get eaten alive by
the wolves in the mainstreamcl asses. Little did he know
that | was one of the wol ves.

Goddamm it was col d.

So I was | ooking at the posters. They really were nice
posters. A d school with the exotic locales. The little blue
sailor suits with the bell bottons. | thought about it a
moment. |If we had any of those guys in town, we woul d beat
them i ke bl ades. Maybe worse. Except maybe the Marine with
the thick neck. He looked like a killer. He'd give Pel ham a
good run. But the Marine had a gun. W didn't have guns.

What were they for? Guys who did have guns couldn't fight
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anyway. How could you call yourself tough if you went around
with a gun and couldn't fight?

It was cold as hell and I was tired of waiting.
wanted the blades to hurry up and conme on out. A car went by
slow and it m ght have been a bl ade spy. A nice Honda with
| eat her seats—definitely not a narc car. The bl ades were
| ooki ng out for thenselves. Wio's going to | ook out for
t hen? Fi ve-Ch despi sed bl ades.

kay, fuck this. Jesus it was cold. 1'd rather be warm
and broke than freezing and fl ush.

We shoul d have left right then. Pel ham who's the first
nigga to get too cold, or too warm or whatever, was the
first to say sonething. Despite being the hardest and the
bl ackest and the dumbest, Pel hami s al so the nost sensitive.
Fucki ng Gol di |l ocks Pelhamis. Let's get sone white boys,

Pel ham demanded. And he | ooked at nme. It was a question

dressed up as a demand. Turk sort of left me in charge while

he was gone. O maybe it was just guys naturally |ooked to

me because Turk always asked ny advice in front of the crew
| 1 ooked at Pelhamas if he were stupid. There ain't

much di fference between bounci ng white boys and bounci ng

bl ades. It's the recourse. Wen white boys call the police,

niggas go to jail. | wasn't ready to go jail for anyone,

bl ade, white boy, whatever. And that's what | told Pel ham as

we continued waiting for a bl ade.

The thing was, if | wanted noney, | pretty well could
have had it. Mom had noney from Dad dying in the service.
There was that noney, plus the check that canme every nonth.
|"mglad she didn't marry one of them snooth tal king niggas
from uptown. She got herself a hard-working church man who
had his own noney. Though | didn't [ike or listen to Rol and

(okay except for his clothing advice), | still respected
him Though | would never tell himthat. Roland had plenty
of noney. | used to get a really nice allowance, but Rol and
convinced Momto stop. He said she was rewarding me. Wth ny
grades, | didn't deserve an allowance. O course, he was
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right. | ought to get a job, learn the value (he pronounced
it val-ya) of a dollar. O course, | didn't get a job. |

j ust bounced nore bl ades. They were ny all owance. Wen
continued bringi ng home new sneakers, Roland went through ny
stuff looking for drugs. He had been watching too many
commercials and thought | was a drug deal er.

Goddamm bl ades, hurry up. The concrete got cold. The
wi nd shifted and whi pped inside the recruiting station
doorway encl osure. Cold seeped into ny high-top shell toes.
And the tips of ny fingers were nunb. | could wait another
week for a haircut. Did | really need to go to anot her
coll ege party? Shit, | needed to take the SAT in a few
weeks. Al kinds of shit. | started to say fuck it, this is
a loser, let's jet, when | |ooked in One-Tine's direction.

One-Tine crossed the intersection, wal king towards ne,
and in a deft novenent, took his cap off and placed it
backwards on his head. | even detected a faint smrk on One-
Time's face. | bet he could alnost taste the Vento's pizza.
Two bl ades turned the corner and wal ked in our direction.
They were five or six paces behind One-Tine.

| wal ked out first, in the direction of the oncom ng
bl ades. | passed One-Tinme without a gesture of recognition
or the bl ades m ght think something was up. Pel ham had
al ready crossed to the other side of the street, as if he
had better things to do. The dunmb son of bitch couldn't
execute a sinple basketball play, but he sure knew how to
set up the blades. In about one m nute, Pel ham would turn
back and deliver a devastating smack to the side of the
bl ade' s head. Baby Farrakhan wal ked the farthest away,

di pping the entire time, |ooking out for the cops. His lips
were noi stened so that he could issue a shrill whistle in
t he col dest weat her.

| | ooked up to catch a glinpse of the bl ades. They had
to be the softest | ooking blades |I'd ever seen, one short
and doughy, round gl asses and hairline that had receded so
far back you probably could see it fromthe back. The other
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bl ade was thin wth dark gelled hair slicked back. He hung
back, his eye roving. | saw his eye line run from Pel ham to
One-Tine to nme, heading right in his direction.

| got a weird feeling. Every other tinme, the bl ades
were too horny and drunk to notice anything around them

This guy | ooked |ike he was soldiering. | should have called
it off+ really didn't need the noney, but | knew for a fact
t hat One-Time and Pel ham were broke as hell. | could do one
of two things. | could nake contact or not.

They had to be the softest |ooking blades | had ever
seen. Ch, what the hell.

"Excuse ne, sir. Do you have the tinme?"

The young doughy bl ade didn't seemstartled at all. He
pull ed the sleeve of his long coat as if he had been waiting
for this question.

The skinny blade with the gelled back hair took a few
steps back and surveyed the area. His eyes |it up when he
saw Pel ham crossing the street in a light jog. He may have
even smrked.

"It's quarter after eleven," the doughy guy remarked.

"Thanks" |1 said, noving on. Sonething about the skinny
guy hangi ng back, soldiering, surveying. | didn't like it. |
wal ked past the bl ades and turned towards Pel ham | shook ny
head and nade the cut off sign. Pel ham pretended not to see
me. | made the cut off sign again, but nothing.

Pel ham accel erated and | anded a dazzling smack to the
head of the doughy bl ade. The bl ade tucked his chin in his
chest and covered his head tightly, his face contort ed.

Pel hami's blow fell with a hard smack, but was defl ected by
the blade's forearm The force of the blow was strong enough
to send the blade to the ground. While the victimwas on the
ground, One-Tine and | circled back, trapping the bl ades on
t he sidewal k.

"G ve that shit up,"” Pel ham demanded.

"What's your problem man?" the doughy guy said.

"You got sonething that belong to ne."
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"I don't even know— Pel ham sl apped hi m hard across the
face. Then again. The doughy boy | ooked at his partner.

"What do you want ?"

"What | want? G ve ne your goddamm wallet. And this
wat ch. " Pel ham snatched it from his hand.

Pel ham t hrust the cash in his pocket as we began
wal ki ng briskly away. Pel ham stared at us. | heard a rapid
shuffl e of feet.

One-Time squinted. "Wio's that?"

"Baby. He's running away."

"\ 2"

"I don't know," | said, "but it can't be good."

The situation wasn't good. After Baby Farrakhan ran,
several squad cars barreled in, boxing us next to the
recruiting station. | hoped that nmaybe One-Tinme had gotten
away, but | saw two cops on either side of his down-headed
| oping gate. Pelhamtried to tell the cops that the bl ades
had made an indecent proposal, but a skinny uniformwth a
fat, glow ng head | ooked hard.

"You calling ny coll eagues honpsexual s?" he sneered.

Pel ham answered with a quizzical |ook. "Huh?" Anot her
uni form | aughed. This cop had a baby-face, but swore like a
har dened cri m nal .

"You fucks, you're boy couldn't nake these two as
under covers. Hey Tommy, check his ankles."

Pel ham and | were frisked and cuffed by Tomry. The two
undercovers stood back, the tall one with the gelled up hair

hel ped dust Dough Boy off. | could nmake out a red mark
roughly in the shape of a hand. Dough Boy saw ne | ooki ng.
"What the fuck you |l ooking at?" | |ooked towards the ground

and suppressed a | augh. Dough Boy was nad at ne because |
had seen himget bitch sl apped.

"If you boys had followed politics, you d know they got
a pol e-snoker on city council. You fellas got too greedy.
These people finally conplained to ears that |isten and here
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we are. You guys are like crack heads, can't stay away can
you? And this one"—he gestured towards Pel ham—~this kid
slaps |i ke a goddamm bal peen hamer. "

"Was that a punch?" Dough Boy asked.

"It was a smack."

Dough Boy shifted his jaw back and forth. "Goddamn that
kid. Felt like a fucking knockout punch.™

The officers continued | aughing and tal king, but for
me, it seened |ike the end of the world when they took ne
downtown to the booking station. What would | tell Mon? Wat
would I tell Roland? Just a few nonths ago, it seened as if
| mght nmake it to college. Now, | would have a juvenile
record. We tried to tell the policenen at central booking
how ol d we were, but they | aughed at us again. They didn't
care if we were thirteen.

We were scared out of our mnds. One-Tinme cried like a
bl ubbering baby. He called for his mama the entire tine.
Pel ham shoul d have been nore scared than anyone el se, after
all, he had hit an officer. Every tine we went through a
procedure in the station, Pel ham announced to everyone in
the roomthat he was seventeen.

"Pel ham it doesn't matter how old you are. You're
still going to go through the same process as everyone el se.

"You nean they're not going to call ny parents and | et
nme go?"

"No man, they want to scare us. They're gonna keep us
here tonight."

Then | saw sonething that | though I'd never see.
Pel ham began to cry.

| nmust admit, besides the drunks and the nasty ol d drug

addicts, it wasn't so bad. | thought |1'd get one phone call,
but that was bullshit. Since we were juveniles the policenman
called the parents. If it had been up to ne, | would have

call ed Jani ne.
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Pel ham One-Tine, and nyself huddl ed together until
nmorning. One-Tinme was the first to go. I'msure his parents,
both Seventh Day Adventists, wore his ass out on the way to
the fam |y sedan. Pel ham didn't know who his real parents
were. He lived with seven other foster kids in a |large
ranmshackl e Garfield hone. They wouldn't even notice that
Pel ham was m ssing. Wien the policeman opened up our hol di ng
cell, for sonme reason, | could tell he was comng for nme. He
called my name and | told Pel ham goodbye.

The worst part was waking up early in the norning and
wat chi ng Rol and and Mom sign fornms so | could be released to
t heir recogni zance. The | ook on ny nother's face. She
couldn't inmagine that her baby coul d have anything to do
with it. And Rol and, though he was upset at using a sick day
fromhis boiler job, was al nost satisfied. He had warned ny
not her tinme and tine again, and now here was the evidence of
things predicted. I was no | onger the good kid whom you
coul d make excuses for. | was officially a juvenile
del i nquent. Even ny sister had shown up, not for mny sake,
but for Pel ham "Were's Darren?" she whi spered. Rawenna was
the only person who called Pel ham by his first name. My
parents heard the whisper and | ooked at her as if she were
possessed by a denon. Dunb fucki ng Pel ham bangi ng ny ol der
sister.

My parents didn't say a word to nme. They only asked ne
what happened. | told them what happened. Wat | was doi ng.
And Roland, to his credit, didn't get all self satisfied. He
only nodded when | answered his questions. W got hone and
sat down at the dinner table. Mom and Rol and | ooked at ne
for a few mnutes, making me squirmin my chair. Roland
began.

"Your nother and | have cone to an agreenent about this
situation, Lion. We think that you have been acting like a
man and you deserve the chance to live your |life as a man.
We had a conversation about this |ast sumrer, and | thought
it took holt, but it didn't take holt at all. You want to go
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out and get bad grades, beat up faggots, and act like a
del i nquent, that's your business to do. But you won't do it
here."

Are they kicking ne out of the house?

"Here's the conditions if you want to stay in this here
house. First, you finish high school. W thought you was
college material, but that just ain't the case. It ain't no
crime in not being college material, trust ne on that one.
You finish high school and I can get you into the apprentice
program at work. Al the white boys do it. So we gone do it
too. It's hard work, but it's a good honest living. If it's
good enough for ne, it's good enough for you."

| couldn't believe what | was heari ng.

"Second, you stay out of trouble. Wn't be no hangi ng
out with your hoodlum friends. Them boys bound to cone to a
bad end. They ain't got no choice, but you got a choice. You
got parents that care about you.

kay, that nmade sense.

Third, you gets a job. | don't care what. | don't care
where. Renenber when you put in themapplications? | got a
nmessage from the manager of Chicken Plantation. |'ve already

call ed them back and nmade an appointnent for an interview."

Chi cken Plantation? |I continued nodding, but | had
tuned himout. Chicken Pl antation?

"You going to be noving out as soon as you graduate. W
need your roomfor the baby." Baby?

"What baby?"

"You gonna be an uncle, Lion. Me and your nother gone
be—=

" Pel han"

My nother cried out. "He's ruined her. She hates ne.
She hates ne and now she's pregnant by that hoodlum"™ Now I
knew why Rol and and Mom seened so cal m Ckay, | got caught
trying to rob bl ades. That woul d eventually go away. But
dunmb fucki ng Pel ham and ny sister having a baby? That's
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another story; that's eternal. That baby woul d have a dunb
father for the rest of its life. Fucking Pel ham

On ny second day at Chicken Plantation, | was
repri manded for not properly addressing custoners. Brian,
t he assi stant manager, took ne to the back room Frozen
gi zzards lay on the cold, burgundy tiles. Brian was a bl ack
guy in his md-thirties, and despite the heavy netal tattoos
spread over his shoulders and forearns, he took his job very
seriously. Apparently, he was up for Straw Boss, plantation
talk for Store Manager

"Ckay, Lion, let's go over it one nore tine. Fenale
adult orders Down Home Darkie Special with extra sauce, a
side of corn on the cob, and mashed potatoes and gravy?" |
tried to remenber orientation

"That's a wonderful selection—=

"Too articulate. White folks will resent you for taking
their order. Try it again.

"That's a wonderful choice?"

"Drop sone syllables.”

"Thas a won' erful choice?"

"Cone on, sound |ike you enjoy service. Enphasize the
wonder ful . "

"Thas a won' erful choice!"

"Much better! Keep going."

"Thas a won' erful choice, M am—=

"What do we call adult wonen agai n?"

"Sorry. That's a won'erful choice, Mssy. Wat kind of
drink would you Iike with that?"

"Drop that last syllable and we're in a good shape. |

like you, Lion. I think you re going to nake a good field
hand. You just have to learn to play the gane a little bit.
In a few years, you'll be making sonme serious noney.
Tonight, 1'Il take you through entrée and side preps. But

for now, take a break and get out there and straighten up
the front room | gotta make the shift deposit."

27



"Excuse nme?"
"Sorry. Sweep the floor and wi pe down the tables.™

" d]. "
| did as | was told and then went to the outhouse to
take a piss, and as | urinated, | thought that ny life could

not be, or get, worse; | spent the day sl ogging through high
school classes that | dreaded nore every single fucking day.
Morni ngs and early afternoons were cranmmed with cl asses that
| had blown off for years. Because | was no |longer in the
prep classes nmy requirenents increased dramatically. | had
to take all the shitty filler course work |ike Business
Math, Health & Welfare, and Machi nery El ectronics.

An hour after school ended, | was dressed like a little
antebel lum val et for ny evenings at Chicken Plantation. They
gave us bl ack knickers and a white shirt puffed at the
wists. | worked the swing shift fromfour-thirty to el even
thirty. At eleven thirty, we cleaned |like crazy for the
oncom ng night shift—a crazed crew of speed-taking cut-ups.
My life: cooking and cl eani ng di seased chi ckens; scoopi ng
fries out of a vat of vile grease that kitchen hands
woul dn't change for days on end. (Brian told us that
changing too often led to "flavor loss.") My skin grew pal e.
| was no |onger the anber-colored, nice kid fromaround the
nei ghborhood. | was sickly child. My eyes were yell owed. My
belly woul d have been di stended had it not been for all the
chicken I was eating. The snell of chicken, old grease, and
snoke cane frommny pores like steamfroma teapot. 1'd cone
home fromwork |ate and night and find ny sheets changed,
with a handwitten note fromny nother remnding nme to
shower before I went to bed. My acne was so bad that ny
sister |looked in ny face one afternoon and said, "I'm gonna
pop your zits and eat ny cereal with all your zit juice.”
That's what pregnancy does to sisters. And what future
fathers |i ke Pel ham m ght have on a nother's nental state.
Pel ham had no noney, no insurance, and no parental skills.
Pel ham was an athlete who couldn't stick to the same sport
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for nore than two weeks. The best thing he had goi ng was
that devastating smack. | told her that a denon-child was
growi ng inside her. But that was all | could nuster before
headi ng off to work where | served custonmers with manners so
egregious, so false, that Butterfly McQueen woul d have been
hum | i at ed.

| 1 ooked at my watch. Thirty seconds until ny break
woul d be over. | |ooked at the mirror and saw the reflection
of a very tired, very ugly boy who was qui ckly becom ng a
pi ece of shit man. Customers had already asked if Brian and
| were related. | pulled on a couple of nose hairs (nothing
better to do) when | heard the nuffled sound of |oud, angry,
conbati ve voi ces. Maybe soneone was having an argunent with
the coupl e of custoners, which | had just |earned, was a
strict violation of Dixie policy. But it happened all the
time, sonme knuckl ehead woul d eat the entire chicken thigh
down to the sinew and bone, and then slamthe bones down on
t he counter demandi ng their noney back. Quch. That one hurt.

| opened the door slightly and heard nore clearly. Two
voi ces. One voice bristled with authority and viol ence. My
heart dropped as this voice nmade the situation clear.

"You see this here? You want one in the head, you fat
chi cken eating notherfucker? Well then, | advise you to get
the fuck on the floor. Al ya'll chicken notherfuckers, get
your ass in the freezer with them.them chicken outfits on.

Anot her voice gave orders to the man with the boom ng
voice. "Get them herded up in the freezer. |I'm gone take
care of this nigga wth the tattoos. Yeah you, nigga. You
gone give us problens, ny brother?"

| eased the door shut and |istened. That second voice
sounded famliar, but I couldn't quite place it.

"Sir, I will not give you any problens,” Brian said,
addi ng, "Take everything in the cash registers, | won't give
you any problens."

"Ain't the cash register I want. N gga, you know I want
t hat safe.”
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"That is a tine-lock safe, sir. There is—=

"What tinme it open?”

"Not for another hour—

Brian barely got the |ast word out before | heard a

trenendous crack, |ike the sound of an aval anche begi nni ng
to sound through the snowfilled canyons. | heard Brian |et
out a woozy wail. | flinched, not because Brian had been
struck, but because | knew the nodus operandi, the hard
sl ap.

Pel ham

"What you say, nigga?"
"Don't kill ne."

" Saf e?"

"It's open now. | got to close it in another m nute or
the police will be here. Please don't kill ne," Brian
pl eaded.

| heard his partner speak. "Sonmebody m ssing. They
supposed to have ei ght people working. | only count seven.™

"Check the bathroom |I'ma get that noney."

Shit. | prepared nyself. Pel hamwouldn't kill nme, but
this guy mght. | didn't have tinme to think about it mnuch,

because his partner kicked open the door and pointed a gun
to my head. My hands went straight up. Pel ham s partner was
smal |, thin, and dangerous | ooking. Despite the ski nask,
could make out a bony, chiseled face and a head in the shape
of question mark.

"Ni gga what you doi ng?" he asked in a fluty voice.

"Usi ng the bat hroonf"

"Smart nigga be a kilt nigga. Get to the freezer."

Pel ham st ooped over the safe as | was escorted to the
freezer in back. The other workers inside the freezer were
in a state of panic. Maria held hands w th Shinekia and
Chablis and prayed | oudly over |oud sobs of fear. Quarles
and Johnson sat against a tray of frozen sides. Quarles had
a large round stain in crotch of his pants. He had pissed
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hi nsel f. Johnson's body quivered as he held his face in both
hands. M. George, the white, forty-five year old retarded
man, shifting fromfoot to foot.

"Lion, we get robbed by bad nen?"

"Yes, M. George."

"Lion, they hurt Brian, huh?"

"Yes. M. Ceorge, but he'll be okay."

"Lion, they shoot us?"

"No, M. Ceorge."

"Lion?"

"Yes, M. George?"

"How you know for sure?”

"They canme for the noney, they didn't come to kill wus.”

"I believe you, Lion. You say everything okay, | know
everything okay." H's thunb went back into his nouth. M.
George and | had gone through orientation together. Now, in
time of crisis, that brief period together was enough for
M. George to seek ny assurance.

Two seconds later, we heard a pistol report, igniting a
second round of panic. Maria prayed nore |oudly, the sobs
wai | ed higher, and M. Ceorge, still sucking his thunb,
shifted weight fromfoot to foot nore rapidly. M. George
| ooked over to nme as a baby does when soneone strange enters
the room The freezer door opened and Pel ham and his partner
tossed a conscious Brian onto the floor. Brian curled up
into a ball, screami ng as bl ood spread across the tile
fl oor.

"Now try sonmething and see what happens," the partner
added, trying too hard to be brutal.

Pel ham began to survey the room | | ooked down because
| knew his Asiatic eyes would settle on ne. My best chance
was to pretend | didn't recognize Pel ham Stupid fucking
Pel ham

"What's wong?" his partner asked.

Pel ham said nothing. That's it. He's |ooking at nme, |
t hought .
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The bony-faced gunnmen made his way around the freezer,
stoppi ng at each of ny fellow enpl oyees. He stepped over
Brian, who was withing on the floor holding his |left hand
to his chest. Pelhamrenained silent. "Ya'll cone out this
freezer, we gone kill every one of ya'll, understand?" He
regi stered everyone's terror, and satisfied, went on to the
next, until he got to ne.

"You still a smart nigga?”

| refused to ook himin the eye. | felt the gun in ny
direction, the barrel's shadow across ny tenple. | shook ny
head, no.

"I didn't think so."

He continued wal ki ng. Thank God, | thought. He stopped
at M. George. The small skinny gunman playfully touched
every tenple with his gun, eliciting cries of terror that,
beneat h the ski mask, he obviously enjoyed. M. Ceorge still
had a stupid grin on his face.

"What the fuck you grinning at, chicken man?"

M. George continued to grin. "It's okay, mster. Lion
said you wouldn't hurt us."

"What ?"

"Lion say you won't hurt us."

"Who the fuck is Lion?" the gunmen | ooked around.
could tell he was hoping it was ne.

"He is," George said, pointing to ne.

Oh God. The freezer door opened. Pel ham was back.

"Let's go."

The gunman hesitated a noment —he wanted to exercise his
brutality—+hen decided against it. He left with Pel ham
Everyone in the roomexhaled with relief, except for M.
George who firmy believed that nothing would happen to him
Maria let out a rapid prayer:

" ChLor dJesusonHi ght hankyouf ort hepr ot ecti onandgracefori h
avewal kedt hr ought heval | eyof deat handl f earnot evi | .."

The police cane while we were standing in a forned
circle, our hands clutched, our heads bowed in prayer.
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| ooked up during the prayer. Al eyes were closed, except
Brian's. He |ooked directly at ne.

"The manager noticed that everyone seened petrified
except you, Lion. Way weren't you scared |ike everyone el se?
D d you know sonet hi ng?"

It was the next day. This voice belonged to a grizzled
Det ective Abranms. He had a short close-cropped afro, studded
with gray at the tenple and his critical eyes |ooked right
t hrough ne. He wore a crisp white shirt, gray flannel
sl acks, and shoes shined at the tips. Wen Rol and opened the
door, he recognized a brother in style and grace, if not in
bl ood. Roland liked the man i medi ately and sweetly asked ny
not her to make some coffee.

| tried to turn away fromall that coffee breath.

Rol and on one side. Detective Roy Abrans, who led nme |ike a
dog on a |l eash, on the other.

"No, sir."

"You sure about that?"

"Yes, sir. |'msure."

"Lion, you don't have to call nme sir. I'ma friend. If
not quite a friend, then let nme be your friend. | want to

hel p you. But you have to help nme help you. \Wat cones
around, goes around."” Were had | heard that one?

"Why don't you tell Detective Abrans what they want to
know?" ny stepfather asked.

Wiy don't you get nme a lawer? | thought.

"Because | don't know anything."

"Sure ya do," the detective responded. Hi s eyes
sparkl ed at the thought of mning nuggets of information. He
had done this for years and enjoyed it trenmendously.

"No, | don't"

"Sure ya do.

W were at the dining table. My nother poured the
detective another cup of coffee. She stood over his shoul der
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glaring at ne, as if | had robbed the plantation nyself. Was
| a bad nigga?

"Boy, you better start answering this man's questions
if you want to stay in this house." Even ny nother was
turni ng agai nst nme. Detective Abrans notioned for ny nother
to ease up a bit on the boy.

"It's okay, ma'am Your son is a good boy. | can tel
t hese things" -then |Iooking at nme- "but you don't want it to
get any worse."

"Look, mster, | didn't do anything."

"Yes ya did. You got crimnal friends. You beat up them
honosexual s. "

"You' re not supposed to know about that," | cried.

"I"ma detective, young nman. |'m supposed to know.
Anyway, you stole fromthem Stealing. You hear ne? W got
you on that one. Then, your Dad here goes out of his way to
get you back on the right track. Gets you a good job. Tries
to put down sone guidelines. He wants you to fly right. Am
w ong, M. Rol and?

"No, sir," Roland said quickly, as if he were in
church. The detective continued. H's grizzled face | ooned
| arge. Though he sat in the sane place, Abrans seened to
take up the entire room breathing in all the oxygen, slowy
asphyxi ati ng me.

"You start working at the restaurant, and on your
second week, they get robbed. Ckay, Lion, that's a
coi nci dence. Anot her coincidence is your background. You the
only one in that restaurant with a record. Now the robbers
cone. They wave their guns around. They pistol whip your
boss, put a gun to everyone's tenple. Everybody at this
restaurant is scared to death, except you. Wiy is that?
Everyone is cowering, praying. Except you. And here you are
slick as a seal, cool as a cucunber, telling ne you don't
know not hing. You even told a fell ow enpl oyee that they
weren't going to kill anyone. That they only wanted to rob
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the place. | got all these arrows and they all pointing at
you. What you want ne to do? Ignore the obvious?"

"I didn't want M. Ceorge to freak out, okay?"

"Ckay that's cool ..on its owm. But when | add up the
facts, when | put the fact in context, it ain't cool no
nore. As a detective, | got to ask nmyself if you got
sonmething to do with it. | got to go through protocol. And
t hat protocol goes through you. Understand?”

| nodded ny head.

"I see this two ways, Lion. The first way is this:
You're basically a good kid who nade sone stupid choices for
friends. That can happen, okay? The second way | see it is
this: You re an accessory to an arned robbery. You the
i nside man and we both know it. That's five automatic. Okay,
charges m ght not stick, but you never know. But you don't
| ook |ike the ganbling type to ne. You can ganble and if you
| ose, that's five automatic, honeboy. Now do you want to
take that kind of chance?"

| wanted to faint.

"Now this is the inportant part and I want you to
listen up real good. You can try to be hard |ike those dunb
ni ggas out there" -he gestured towards the w ndow "or you
can act |ike you know. Tell nme what | know you know and you
won't ever have to see ne again. You won't have to step into
a courtroom This conversation never happened.”

My sister wal ked in at that nonent. He stomach bul ged
out of her small t-shirt. Rawenna saw Detective Abrans and
i mredi ately detected trouble.

"What did Lion do this tinme?"

"Arl, would you please go back to your room" ny
not her pl eaded.

"Ckay, okay." She left, waddling back to her room a
glass of mlk in her hand. My sister left and the attention
was back on ne.

"So what's it gonna be, Lion?"
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Fucki ng Pel ham O all the banks, of all the fast food
joints, of all the great places to rob, his dunb ass had to
rob the Plantation.while |I was at work. Wat kind of sense
did that make? What was he thinking? Fucking Pel ham 1 know
what | was thinking. | could try to save Pel hamis ass. At
| east he'd be around for ny sister's baby. But what woul d
that do? He's stupid. Surely, he'd get into trouble again.
Hell, if he would have backed off the undercover bl ades,
then neither of us would be in this predicanent. Alittle
time in prison would give ny sister tine to find sonmeone

el se. Plus, | couldn't imagine Pelhamas a father. He's the
ki nd of guy who would | eave her inside the car while he
pl ayed sunmer basketball. Hell, I'd be doing nmy sister a

favor. Pel ham woul d end up doi ng sonmething stupid |ater on
down the road anyway.

"I didn't have anything to do with it, but | recognized
one of the voices."

Abrans smled w de enough for me to notice a black gap
where his incisor should have been.

A few days later, | found Turk at Scaife in his
girlfriend's dorm Turk lay on his back in Shelly's snal
bed, while Shelly straddled him | saw the bottom of Turk's
shel |l -toes framed by Shelly's beautiful backside sitting on
his torso. | had always | oved Shelly in the way the younger
brot her always | oves his big brother's girlfriend, in the
hope that one day, after being tortured for years, the
younger brother could return the favor by banging big
brother's girlfriend. And Shelly would do anything for ne,

after all, | was just |like the baby brother she never had.
"Tal k, nmy brother," Turk said.
| talked. | told himeverything. From bl ade work gone

bad, to the Plantation field-handism to Pel ham s poor job
in casing joints, to his blood-thirsty partner, to M.
CGeorge's waddling retardation, to Brian staring at me with
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hatred, to Detective Abrans soaking nme for information |ike
a roller squeezing water froma wet rag

Shel Iy was hunched over Turk's expansive body-he was
grow ng | arger every day—pl ucking ingrown hairs from Turk's
di sappearing neck. I'd get going on a nice little narrative,
only to be interrupted by Shelly, who was hunched over
digging for follicular gold, pulling with a pair of tweezers

Turk listened. Shelly plucked. | spilled.

"Done," Shelly said, satisfied.

Turk sat up, his eyes sleepy. "I"'ma tell you right
now. You in danger, ny brother. Serious danger."

"From Pel han?"

"No, from Pelham s partner."”

"But | don't know him™

"Don't matter, ny brother, he know you."

"How do you know?"

"I know. "

" How?"

"I know. "

Turk told ne that Pel hamis partner was Qmar McGiff, a
boyhood friend that Pel ham cane to know in a foster hone.
MG iff had grown up extrenely hard. He had an extensive
juvenile record and cane to nei ghborhood, and police fane,
when he wal ked onto the m ddl e of an Ozanam basketbal |l gane,
pulled out a gun in the mddle of the court, and began
shooting in the air. He was fifteen. MGiff operated in a
wor |l d where one could do business based on past n sdeeds,
where nurderi ng sonmeone, anyone, was |i ke a scout badge. It
had probably been MG iff's idea, Turk explained, to rob the
Chi cken Pl antation, not Pel ham And Pel ham probably felt
terrible for not casing the joint better. How could he know
that his friend, his future baby's uncle would be working at
the fast food restaurant that he was robbi ng?

MGiff did not have a body to his credit, and so was
| ooking for one. | was a prinme candidate for accreditation.

"You' re kidding," | asked
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"It's a good thing Pelhamdidn't tell MGiff that he

knew you." | thought about that statenent for a nonment. It
sent a chill down my spine.
"You think he's | ooking for me?" | asked.

Turk | ooked to the ceiling for a nonent, his neck still
red from pl ucki ng.

"You say your sister cane into the kitchen?"

"Yes."

"And you think she knows that that guy was a
pol i ceman?"

"No doubt . "

"Then we have to assune that she told Pel ham" Every
| ogi cal choice was nore and nore distressing. Turk continued
the logic until the conclusion.

"And then we have to assune that Pelhamtold MGiff.
And then we have to assune that McGiff is |ooking for you."

"Ch CGod."

| wal ked home from Scaife, thinking twenty dollars
could get ne a Geyhound ticket to Detroit. It was a twenty-
mnute wal k from Shelly's dormto ny home in East Liberty.
The easiest route would take ne through our old CYO stonping
grounds, Sacred Heart Catholic Church, and the Tender Trap
where we had once vicked bl ades |left and right, and now here
| was, |ooking over ny shoul der, waiting to be vicked
nysel f. Basketball season was over, so there was no reason
to think that Pel ham m ght be around. O McGiff. Jesus, why
didn't | just listen to Roland? | wouldn't have to worry
about being McGiff's first body.

The day had been cold and rainy, nasty even for
Ri vertown. Rivertown in springtime—-how does that sound?
wore ny | arge, hooded waterproof jacket over a red wool
sweater. G een corduroys and duck shoes. My toes began to
nunb. What had begun as such a prom sing year was now a test
for survival. The police needed to catch MGiff before
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MG iff caught me. This was a small city, and sooner or
later, MGiff would catch me. Howdid it cone to that?
And then sonet hing caught ne eye. | stood in the puddle

and smled. |I nust have seen it everyday and never noticed
until now. | looked to ny left, and there it was, ny freedom
ticket, the mlitary recruiting station.

No fucking way, | said to nyself, smling. | had never

t hought of it, but here was the answer to all my problens.
It was | ate, about ten o'clock. The station was enpty of

course. But | liked it Iike this. No sergeants outside
taking a snoke, | ooking at you though narrow slits, sizing
you up for boot canp. | could stand at the wi ndow |like a
shopper | ooking at clothes. But instead of clothes, | |ooked
at the posters.

Arny.

Navy.

Air Force.

Mar i nes.

The Arny. | had never |iked that "Be all that you can
be" thenme. The idea of getting up early and sl ogging through
a field, getting into a tank, parachuting out of planes,
getting nore stuff done before 9amthan what nost people
woul d get done in a day. Uh uh. Not for the kid. Plus, there
were a couple of guys who joined the Arnmy and then canme back
to school wearing those cheesy green and brown unifornms as
if they had already done sonething special. They showed off
their little three-nonth nmedals. | didn't understand how you
can have nedals after only finishing boot canp. | didn't
i ke those guys before they were in the Arny, and |
certainly didn't |like themnow |Ixnay the Armay.

The Navy. Except for those faggot unifornms they seened
all right. The posters were kind of cool. The |long | ean
sailor in blue, |ooking out on the horizon with a bag sl ung
over his shoulder. He rem nded ne of Steve McQueen. There
was anot her poster: a blonde in her beau's blue sailor top
with that gleamin her eye |like she had just been banged—
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that was sort interesting. Another poster advertised exotic,
alluring ports of calls—very alluring for a black kid from
Rivertown. | could inmagine nyself chilling out on a beach in
the South Seas drinking froma coconut, palmtrees swayi ng
in the breeze. But then, all these guys from high school had
j oi ned up because of Top Gun, the world's cheesiest novie,
expecting to hop off a notorcycle and junp in a plane |like
it's parked in your backyard. Yeah right.

Air Force. Now these guys had style. They seenmed sharp,
busi ness-like. The uniforns were dull blue. They all | ooked
i ke bus drivers, but they did fix planes and fly them
Cool . This poster advertised dormstyle living in high-class
hotels in Turkey. Posts in Europe, the Far East, and
Arerica. Now | could live |like that.

The Marines. These guys | ooked pretty fucking hard,
i ke they meant business. They didn't advertise exotic
| ocal es, or dormstyle living. They advertised a hard-assed
drill instructor and a tough tinme. | felt the pul se of
patriotismfor a brief spell, before it fell away to dorm
style living, and posts in Europe, the Far East, and
Anmeri ca.

Air Force here | cone.

The next day | sat before a skeptical air force nmaster
sargeant. Master Sargeant Schayes had a state map posted on
the wall behind him The rest of the wall had been dedi cated
to the career of Master Sargeant MIton Schayes: Phot ographs
of hinself accepting nedals fromgenerals with even nore
nmedal s then Schayes hinsel f. Another |arge photo, taken
years ago, of Schayes seated in an open cockpit. A famly
photo with two bl ond-headed boys in flight suits. Schayes
rotated his chair sideways and | ooked down at ny hi gh school
transcript and back up to ne.

"Well, the high school grades are fair. W |ike the
courses you were taking, but the grades are far fromi deal.
There is a steady decline fromyour first year in high
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school. Not a good sign." Schayes seened to speak to ny
transcripts and ASVAB scores on his desk, and not to ne.
"Your ASVAB scores are, to be sure, intimdating, which

surprises ne a bit. Wth this ASVAB, | can offer you sone
qgquite choice enlisted codes."
Yes.

"We have openings for aircraft controller, avionics
el ectronic repair, and radar operator—all very nice codes,
the best training the Air Force can offer and we've got the
best training in the mlitary. How does that sound, Lion?

"They sound great, sir."

You say you want to go in as soon as possible?"

"Yes, sir."

"Well, that's good. W can get you into a basic
training slot in August. And if that's too soon, there's
anot her basic formng up in Cctober.”

My heart dropped. "You don't have anything sooner than
t hat ?"

"Li ke how soon?"

"Li ke next week? Maybe a few weeks from now?"

He |l aughed at nme. "I'msorry, but the Air Force doesn't
work that way." He nmust have seen ny crestfallen look. "Is
t here sonething wong? |Is there anything we should be
worri ed about?"

| stammered, already on ny feet, shaking his hand. "No,
no, no | just figured, you know. "

"Uh huh. How inportant is it for you to get out of
t own?"

"Very inportant.”

"Hate this weather inportant or |life and death
i mportant?"

| remained silent for a nonent. | nodded. I'd let him
assunme what he wanted to assune. Schayes said he under st ood
and shook ny hand.

On the way out the door, he coughed and | | ooked back.
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"I normally don't do this kind of thing, it'Il kill ny
guot as, but check with Petty Oficer Kol okowski, the Navy
guy. You want fast, Kol okowski will get you out of here
fast.” And just like that, my air force career ended.

| stood outside Kol okowski's office while he sat at his
desk, his back to me, speaking on the phone. Hi s door was
slightly cracked.

"Yeah, son of a bitch says he's got cold feet. He don't
wanna go. Yeah. The kid's fucking nmy quota up. | gave this
kid my best stories, no shit. Yeah, P.I. stories. Smles.
Mojo. Club Caligula and the Cockeyed Cowboy..prinmo material -
[issino.”

Schayes, the tall fair, air force man had given ne
snoot h, polished, blue professionalism He had offered the
best training in the mlitary, but Kol okowski was anot her
ani mal altogether. He swiveled his chair and saw nme waiting.

“I"l'l call you right back, Jack."

Kol okowski sized me up like a big fat piece of recruit
nmeat. He popped out of his chair energetically. Kol okowski
was all of five-four. He had devilish green eyes, |arge
cal | oused hands, and forearm burnt fromthe sun and darkened
with tattoo ink. This was a sail or.

"You ever been to Tahiti in Novenber?"

"No. "

"How about Maui in May?"

"No. "

"You know what it's |like to have a geisha girl give you
a two hour long blowjob in a Tokyo dive?"

" Umm no?"

"CGet drunk for fifty cents on a pitcher of Myjo in the
P. 12"

Kol okowski still had a grip on ny hand. | tried to pul
away, instead, Kol okowski brought ne closer. His teeth were
stained black with tobacco. H s breath snelled of coffee and
cough syrup. His face was only five inches fromny own when
he gave ne his closer
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"There is one thing that | will never know And that's
what it nmeans to be a black buck on the first day of liberty
in Australia. After you make a cruise and pull into Sydney,
| want you to find ne, Benny Kol okowski, and tell ne what
heaven is |ike. Deal ?"

| nodded absently, handi ng Kol okowski my transcripts
and ASVAB scores. Hi s deneanor changed froma col d-calling
sal esman, to that of a man who had been handed a sheaf of
papers witten in Sanskrit, and surprisingly, understood. He
| ooked them over. "I can get you anything you want with this
score. "

"How soon?" | asked.

"Four, five nonths," he offered.

"l need sonething fast."

Agai n, his expression changed. Kol okowski understood
this kind of currency. Then back again. He wanted to strike
a fair deal

"If you just wait a few nonths, | can get you the top
of the Iine. Electronic Technician. Sonar Operator. It's the
Cadillac of ratings. | nean, if | had these scores—by the
way, what's your name?"

"Lion."

"If I had these scores, | woul d-na been a boat swain
mate. | woul da been a contender."”

Kol okowski gestured to the badge he wore on his left
shoul der.

| tried to be clear w th Kol okowski. "I appreciate you
trying to be fair, but it's nore inportant that | |eave town
as fast as possible.™

“You sure?"

"Positive."

"You don't care what you get?"

"Yeah, | care, but priorities are priorities. How soon

can you get nme out?"
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"l can get you out of here next week if you pass a
physical. Fortunately for us, sone kid backed out on ne.
"1l pick you up at five in the norning."

Kol okowski shook nmy hand, welcomng nme to a new world
while | was saying goodbye to an old one. Goodbye, Rol and.
Goodbye, McGiff. Goodbye, Chicken Plantation. O course,
was happy to be leaving, but | had the strange feeling that
in leaving the cold, wet streets of Rivertown, | was making
a deal with the devil

TwO

Subi ¢

After boot canp, we received a few weeks of shipboard
instruction. When one of the AT instructors found out | was
headed to a ship called the Mason, he told me I woul d never
learn so fast in all ny life. Did | know what boilers were?
| told himthat ny stepfather worked the | argest boiler in
Rivertown and that | had conme froma |line of steelworkers.
O course, | didn't tell himthat I didn't know the first
t hi ng about boilers and every steelwrker | knew had been
laid off. I didn't need to know a thing about boilers. | was
a striker, a non-rate, a free agent in the Navy. | would get
no training before being sent out to the fleet. The
recruiters told the other non-rates not to worry; they'd
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find something in the Navy. "Figure out what you |ike when
you get there,” the recruiters boonmed with a pat on the
back. They didn't tell us that that process could take
years. In the nmeantinme, we would be the lowest life forns on
the ship. W would i medi ately be placed in deck departnent
doing the dirtiest work on the ship.

Qur instructor leveled with nme. "That boiler has killed
nore than its allotted share of sailors. CGodspeed. | checked
with the yeoman and he told ne that the Mason had been
depl oyed. Lucky Jim

"So when does it conme back?" | asked, hoping that 1'd
be able to wait it out.

"Ch no," he said. "You'll neet the ship. Probably in
P.1., lucky bastard. Here's your ticket. Be at the airport
tomorrow by 0800." Why was | lucky. | didn't want to go al
the way out there. What if | got |ost? What woul d happen to
me?

On the plane, a tall, muscular white guy with a w de
chest ranbled up the aisle, talking in a thick southern
drawm. He called ny nane as if it were pronounced with a
single syllable. "Were's Line? Were Line at?"

"Right here,” | said quietly.

"Hot damm, " he said. "Me and you's got orders both to
t he Mason. Scoot on over."

Bef ore neeting Kobb, | had been under the m staken
assunption that people fromFlorida were northerners baski ng
in the sun. Kobb cleared that up with startling clarity. He
had an annoying habit of using "Boy" at the beginning of
each sentence. It wasn't a form of address, as nuch as a
form of punctuation.

Boy, this Navy here is gone be popping off sonething
proper. Wat you think?
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Boy, you ever seen a sixteen-foot female gator in your
backyard? I1t'Il make you turn tail faster n' a dog |icking
his own balls.

Boy, |I tell you what, Lion, first thing I"'mnmo do, is
get nme summua that slant-eyed pussy. | heard they tear cherry
boys |i ke us right up, whuh-we! What say, Lion? How bout we
make ourselves a little pact of friendship. Side by side?

Kobb was so enthusiastic, so garrul ous, so unaware of
your own sense of exasperation, that | found nysel f al nost
l[iking him Wen | went to sleep, Kobb was talking. Wen
woke up, Kobb was tal king. Qur plane—a chartered flight ful
of marines, soldiers, and airman-descended into a Manila air
base. It had been a seven-hour flight from Japan, but with
Kobb next to nme, it felt like fourteen. W exited through
t he cabin door, but before stepping gingerly down a steep
stairwell, | felt a blast of scorching heat rise up fromthe
tarmac and smack ne in ny chest. The air was so heavy and
wet that | felt as if | were breathing through a wet scarf
di pped in warm wat er.

Kobb cried out fromthe heat. "Goodness, this heat is
sonet hing el se.”

The Air Force guys were hone, but for us sailors, we
had to find a way to O angapo City. W went inside the
term nal where a bureaucratic airmn | ooked down at his
clipboard, his forehead barely danp, his aviator sungl asses
gl eam ng. Before Kobb and | opened our nouths, he barely
noved his.

"Bus to O angapo Gty takes off at 0730 hours."

It was seven p.m | ocal

"What we gone do until tonorrow norning?" Kobb asked.

"Do what sailors do," the airman advised. "That, or
catch a jeepney." Hs light blue shirt was conpletely dry.
Sweat already poured fromny brow | could feel ny t-shirt
soaki ng through the arnpits. My shirt stuck to the side of
ny ribs.

"What the hell is a jeepney?" Kobb asked.
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"It nust be some sort of taxi."

"Then why the hell don't they call it a taxi?"

It was too hot to explain to Kobb that people have
their own custons and | anguage. Kobb and |I crossed the main
gate with our seabags slung over our shoul ders. W showed
the air force gate guard our mlitary ID and then proceeded
across a small footbridge, onto a two-lane dirt road. |
heard nyself breathing hard in the heat. The wei ght of our
seabags began to take its toll. Kobb and I fell into the
qui et rhythmof two men struggling with the world on our
shoul ders.

Kobb | ooked over. "You all right?"

"Fine." | was |osing weight by the mnute. Sweat ringed
the straps of ny seabag.

"Can you believe this?" Kobb asked.

"What ?"

"This. A few weeks ago | was living on a houseboat in
t he swanp. Now I'mon sone dirt road going to my first
ship."

"That's sonet hing."

A scrawny Filipino man wal ked in our direction. Kobb
hail ed a man and asked hi mwhere we could find a jeepney,
but the man sinply shook his head and conti nued wal ki ng.

"How about that for hospitality.”

"Maybe he didn't understand you."

"The hell he didn't."

We hunped sonme nore. An air force truck with enpty beds
passed us. The airman in the passenger seat |aughed. Kobb
and | both gave thema sailor's greeting with our mddle
finger. Though it was al nost seven o' clock |ocal, the heat
had sapped nme of all ny strength.

Kobb held his armout to stop ne. | heard the fading
echo of gunshots.

"Lookee there, Lion."

We had turned a corner in the dirt road. The sun struck
nmy eyes, blinding ne nonentarily, but when they adjusted, |
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too, was startled. | had never seen anything like it on
earth. The scene seened out of a bygone era.

The sun had begun to set over the |ow green foothills,
illumnating the brown tracks that gathered in the town and
mar ched up those hunpbacked hills. Beyond, the sea glowed a
good blue-green. Strangely | seened to be | ooking up at the
sea, but it was an optical illusion. W were higher in
altitude, but it didn't change the sensation of sitting
inside a sea-filled bow .

Leani ng shanties dotted the brown tracks. Lines of ants
clinmbed the tracks-nmen on nopeds-their sputtering backfires
filled the valley. Far away |ike a distant king, pale blue
and majestic in the distance, M. Apo nelted white into the
| ow cl ouds.

In the streets, a sort of nmad tropical chaos ensued.
Thrumm ng speakers and disco |lights poured out fromtiny
storefront bars. Airman in civilian clothes wal ked near the
storefront bars at their own risk. Small platoons of brown
fl esh-eating bar girls came out in waves, grabbing and
pulling at the airnmen. A nunber of girls felt it necessary
to grab genitalia. A red-faced airman took offense. He
pushed the bar girl hard on her shoul ders. She | anded
uncer enoni ously on her backside. Friends/conpetitors/peers?
erupted in a cackling laughter. She hissed back.

A squad of weary airnmen | aughed at the boot canps. They
knew the drill and navigated their way through town in the
m ddl e of the street. They sidestepping the potholes, the
bri ght, top-heavy jeepneys, and avoided the agile bar girls
who cl anored in the margins.

A throng of filthy boys patted airnmen on the thighs for
bl ocks at a tine, begging, pleading, tears welling up, until
the airmen gave in. The choice of giving or not was a poor
one. Atall airman, so youthful he m ght have a few nore
years left of high school eligibility, gave a boy a few
pesos and was i medi ately assaul ted by anot her throng of
smal l er, nore persistent boys. Hs friend, a beefy Hi spanic

48



airman, fared no better by not giving. He was surrounded on
all sides and put up his arnms in surrender.

| waved for a jeepney before the filthy beggi ng boys
and the bar girls accosted us. Kobb and I were both in dress
white unifornms, ice creamnavy boys waiting to get |icked.
Two j eepneys slowed to | ook at our unifornms and then sped
back up. The drivers shook their head, grimvisaged gold
nol ar creeping through a face gripped by a false smle.

"Let's pull to the side.”" | told Kobb. W put our sea
bags down and waited. Soon a jeepney stopped. A snmall man
got out and wal ked over to a cobbler. Kobb cornered the
little jeepney man, interrupting his conversation wth the
cobbler. The little jeepney driver shook his head. No gold
nol ars. Kobb conti nued. Kobb spoke with the passion and
seriousness of a conposer. Kobb | ooked back and gestured at
me. The little Filipino man di sappeared inside the cobbler's
store. Kobb sm|ed as he cane back.

"He said he'll take us, but we have to buy shoes from
his brother-in-Iaw
"Let's just give himthe noney,"” | said.

"No, he won't allow for that. Man said we have to get
fitted, buy them and then prom se to cone back and get the
shoes. "

"Let's tell himwhat he wants to hear. | don't want to
be around here when the sun goes down."
"Me neither."

Kobb nodded his head, agreeing to the terns. He sat in
t he high, |eather-backed chair while the brother-in-|aw took
of f Kobb's black | eathers and took measurenments. Monents
|ater he did the sanme for nme. Kobb picked out an ostrich
| eather. "My Dad al ways wanted a pair of Australian
ostrich.” | thought of Roland and picked out a pair of brown
cal fskin hal f-boots. "Goddamm that's soft,"” Kobb said.

After paying the brother-in-law, we |ooked around for
the jeepney driver.

"Where's your friend?" | asked the cobbler.
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"Ch he go hone."

"He conme back?"

"Ch no. To-mah-oh.™

"Then what's that right there?" | said pointing at the
j eepney he had just driven.

"Ch, that not taxi, that his cah."

"What ?"

"He ain't no driver?"

"No, he bid-nah-nen."

Kobb did a slow burn fromthe cobbler to the car and
then to ne. "That son of a bitch. You say that's his car?"

"Yes, suh."
"Good. Cone on, Lion."
n I\b. n

"You don't even know what |'m gonna do."
"No. We got taken. Now let's chalk it up to
experience. "

"That man gave us his word. | don't take that lightly.
He said he was gonna give us a ride. And he is going to give
us a ride, whether he's in the car or not. I'"'mgoing to ny

ship tonight. What are you gonna do?"

We hadn't even gotten to our ship yet and Kobb was
al ready going to make a nane for hinself, and for ne.

"What the hell, let's doit."

"That's ny man."

Kobb asked the brother-in-law for a screwdriver and got
it. Kobb got inside the car and went under the dashboard for
a few nonents before the jeepney started with a chortle. |
threw the sea bags in back and got in.

"So which way do we go?"

"Go straight and take every left."

“You sure?"

"I have no idea. But we bound to conme to sonething."

"That's the idea."

We took off, two boot canps in search of our ship
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It had been two weeks since we stole the jeepney and we
hadn't been on liberty since. Qur ship, the Mason, woul d be
there for another week undergoing repairs. Kobb and |
feigned ignorance to |local custom Qur excuse kept us out of
captain's mast, but getting caught stealing a jeepney nmade
Kobb and | liberty risks. Wich made no sense at all to ne.
| mean, once you left the quarterdeck and saluted the
ensign, you were at serious risk. The clap line on the main

deck spilled out of nmedical, into the passageway, stopped at
the forward passageway hatch, and then doubl e-backed inside
t he p-way.

Kobb and | made our way past the |ine every norning on
our way to deck division quarters. After quarters, Chief
Boyd, our |eading chief imedi ately handed us a scraper, a
can of paint, and a brush. "Don't |ose 'emor you're paying
for them"

Chi ef hadn't even bothered to introduce hinself. "Do
you want to know our namnes, Chief?"

"I already know," Chief replied. "Tweedl e-dee and
t weedl e-dum Wi ch one are you?"

We wor ked tropical hours: 0600 to 1000 chow. Sone of
our shipmates didn't bother with chow. They inmmediately
clinbed into their racks and took a nooner. After chow, our
shi pmat es knocked of f at 1400 and usual |y took anot her
nooner before headi ng back into town. Kobb and | were
special. We worked until 1900 every day. By that hour, | was
comatose. | barely had the energy to eat chow before
crashing into nmy rack. Kobb was a different matter. He had
energy to spare. To expend the excess energy, Kobb sparred
with the ship's star boxer, a signal man by the nane of
Har di son, who was training for the 5" Fl eet snokers. Kobb
hoped his volunteerismmght |ead to sonme eventual |iberty.

One day, after eating chow, | joined Kobb in his ritual
of watching sunset fromthe fantail of the ship. W watched
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the rickety fishing boats trawing in O angapo Bay aways
of f.

"Them shrinpers, Lion. See them|lines going aft? They
gonna use themto drag these huge nets. They gonna wait
until it’s dark, and then, in the mddle of the darkness,

t hey gonna put out these green lights. Those bring the
shrinmps to the surface, make those dunb shrinmp think it's
mati ng season. That's how they gonna get them shrinps."”

Kobb was a vast store of usel ess know edge.

Qur own ship seened to be falling apart, as ny
instructor predicted. They could have a thousand deck hands
i ke Kobb and nme, but it wouldn't matter. W | ooked
I ongingly across the pier to a sleek new Arlei gh Burke
destroyer. Water |apped gently on her side, just above the
water |ine and her bow extended gracefully out to a razor-
sharp line that cut the water clean. No rust on her sides,
no sailors with covers at rakish Jack N chol son angles. The
salts on the Mason told us about them boys. Even Rabb
Jackson sneered at the new warriors. Qur crew al nost never
saw their crew at the bars on Magsaysay. Qur blue shirts
were off, draped over safety lines. Qur t-shirt sleeves
roll ed up past the sweaty shoul ders. Though we were both
sea-pups, little pollywgs, we were sonehow nore respected
than the Burke crew. W were in the tattoo Navy, draggi ng on
cigarettes, squinting at the world before us, wondering
where the best whoring spots were.

Kobb flicked the cigarette butt into a fine arc over
our rusty sides. It bobbed |ike a cork on the waves. Gently,
gently. A curious fish investigated the butt, rejected it,

t hen went bel ow. Kobb used the rejection as a cue.

"C non Lion. Let's get off this thing and get ourselves
one of them nenthol jobs. You heard about them yet?"

"Yeah, | heard the guys in the clap line tal ki ng about
Cem "

Kobb teased. "Cherry boy scared.™
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"Yeah, cherry boy scared. Look we'll get sone |iberty
sooner or later. They're not going to keep us on the ship
the entire tine, are they?"

Kobb shook his head. He |it another cigarette.

Through the afternoon haze, the sunset began stroking
the sky red, even as it shared the sky with the pal e noon.

"Well, see ya, Lion. I"'mgoing to spar ole boy
Har di son. Hey, | got an idea. Wiy don't | say you ny second.
Then you could at | east get off the ship. Go to the gym
It'Il be good for you."

“I'"l'l think about, Kobb."

Three days before we got underaway, the exec finally
gave us liberty. Kobb and | were up and at emi in five
m nutes. We took off for Magsaysay Boul evard on QO angapo
City, where sin, disco lights, bad architecture, and crude
| andscapi ng conm ngl ed. W saw the sane bar girls, the sane
crude dirt roads, and the sane filthy boys in O angapo that
we had seen in Subic. For sone reason, | was struck with
sentinment for a place that seened authentic in its own
right. Rabbi Jackson saw the jazz tapes that Rol and had sent
me and gave ne advice on ny way off the quarterdeck.

"Try the East Coast. You mght |like that, Lion."

| nsi de the East Coast Jazz C ub, Kobb and I were on our
third pitcher of Myjo. The band—a quintet of small Filipino
men i n dark sungl asses—pl ayed standard fare, sone early
M| es bebop. "Boplicity”, "Jeru", and then a piece from
Porgy and Bess, but | couldn't renenber the nane. And then
snoot hed out on Coltrane’s fifteen-mnute rendition of My
Favorite Things, before breaking out with sone wild Afro-
Cuban stuff. After a few sets, they were brave enough to try
a Bauza, but the drummer couldn't maintain the poly-rhythns

and in nonments, the piece fell apart in happy chaos. | was
surprised at how nuch I renenbered from Roland's record
collection. During the intermssion, | turned ny attention

to the bar girls.
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| liked the bar girls. Bar girls wasn't the correct
word for them They were independent contracting
prostitutes. Mama-san was the agent and the bar was her
auction house. But the bar girls seened real. They had a
certain amount of latitude in choosing the sailor they'd
take honme. If they had nore power than normal, they could go
home al one. When Kobb tried the pay the girls, they
declined, and pointed at one of the lithe, effete waiters
who strode by now and then to check the | evel of your drink
and to inquire whether or not the hostess is anenable. Wat
t hey wanted to know was whether you' d |ike to pay the bar
fine? If not, then perhaps nove on to another bar.

A beautiful bar girl crossed the waxed parquet floors
to a stairwell and reappeared at the second floor | anding,
| eani ng agai nst a colum. From above, she watched nmen gat her
courage, then make the long twisting walk up the stairwell,
where she, naturally, sweetly, dismssed themall. Between
t he drunk vul gar approach of sailors whom she coyly refused,
t he whore pressed a graceful arm agai nst a curvaci ous hip,
i ke a studied Holl ywood starlet. The beautiful bar girl
lifted a glass to her nouth, tossed a bang from her dark
eyes, and darted her tongue across her lips. | could inmagine
Bogart coming on to her, calling her dane this, danme that.

"She wants ne," Kobb said, "not even |ooking."

"She wants no one. It's her job to have you think she

wants you."
"You know how I can tell?"
"How s that?"
"When | | ook, she don't |ook back."

"But when | yawn, | see her yawn, too. Watch." Kobb
yawned. And sure enough, the beautiful bar girl dismssed a
sailor with a yawn.

We drank nore nojo. The bar girl swung her weight to
t he ot her shapely hip.

Unl i ke other drunk sailors, Kobb approached wth
sincerity and honest hunor, a southern gentleman on the
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make. | watched as the whore burst into a beautiful |augh.
Kobb made subtl e gestures, tipping his hat, bowing slightly,
always smling, a hint of lust in his thin hips and a slight
cock of his head. He seened, oddly enough, to be changing
into a darker conplexion. A white man with a secret. Wile
scraping rust off the deck fantail, Kobb told ne that he had
been born the wong col or.

"I should a been a brother. This skin just don't feel
right on ne. One day | imagine nmy cracker ass will wake up
bl ack as a graveyard fence. You know who | shoul d been?"

| nocked Kobb's lost articles. "Wio should you shoul d
been?"

"l shoul d been Joe Louis. Joe notherfuckin' Louis."

"You were born white for a reason and that’s cause God
made you white."

At the nmention of God, Kobb turned and focused hard on
t he beautiful bar girl.

"I want to marry you," he said wth sincerity. The bar
girl seened shocked for a nonent before quickly regaining
her conposure. Kobb continued to seduce that beautiful china
Jezebel . | watched Kobb and the whore. Everyone watched Kobb
and the whore. Good ol d Kobb, that bl onde wedge of a man,
slipped three bills in the lining of the waiter’s wai stcoat.
The waiter smled as Kobb sent himaway with a Iight tap on
the runp. The waiter w nked a nascara-| aden eye. The whore
was certainly beautiful. The nost beautiful |’'ve seen. So
coy, so abbreviated and studied in gesture. Watching her was
i ke watching Elizabeth Taylor in her prine. Sailors bowed
before her. The bar girl caressed Kobb's forearm the sight
so dramatic that | felt hairs rise on ny own.

Kobb left. The whore followed, her finger inside the
hem of his jeans. Kobb wi nked and smled. A few drunk
sai |l ors appl auded as Kobb left. He had a few hours before
curfew, plenty of tine to take care of business.

| switched fromMjo to San Mguel. It was cheap, only
twenty pesos. N ce. Cool.
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The band pl ayed their |ast set and | was surprised at
the cool Filipino horn man who began to talk with his
saxophone, his |legs spread wide, his pelvis thrust forward.
Thr ough the saxophone |I heard himscream ng, 'Do you | ove
me? Do you | ove ne?" like the blues al buns that Rol and
listened to on Sundays. That’'s what the cool Filipino man
said up there. |I felt a hesitant touch on ny shoul der and
| ooked up. Jesus Christ, | said, |ooking at her. She was the
ugliest bar girl | had ever seen, an anmbul atory genetic
defect searching for a twenty-dollar sailor. Her body was
much too small for her |opsided head. Her eyes too close
t oget her, exaggerating the effect of the left eye being
| ower than her right. Wien she spoke, her nouth was off to
the side. She wore a brown sack for a dress, and a gol d-
brai ded headband around her head, the kind that LaToya
Jackson mi ght wear. | inmagine her nother or father nade her
come down fromthe nountains to nake the fam |y sone noney,
not figuring that ugliness can be a hindrance. She was a
smal |, brown, Filipina Caliban.

"You want conpany?" she asked. | nust have stared too
| ong.

| told her that | was fine, thanks.

"How band? Li ke Jazz okay?"

"They’'re fine. Just fine."

"Sit down please?" she asked. | inmagined she'd do it
anyway.

"Sure, go head."

"You good | ooking. What’s you nane, pretty cherry boy
you?"

"Lion."

"Line," she said.

Two nunbers went by and we didn't talk. The bar girl
didn't | ook up, probably because she was so goddamm ugly. A
wai ter canme by and ignored her. Bl ades, |ike God, hate ugly.
| kind of felt sorry for her.

"More San M guel, sir?"
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"Two. "

"For her?" he said surprised. He was an el egant man.

"Yes, for her."

"Her drink is five dolla,” the waiter said. D d you
know that, sir? Five dolla."

| give the waiter a crunpled pile of bills and let him
sort them out.

"Very good, sir."

The bar girl beamed, blushed because | bought her, the
ugliest bar girl in the world, a drink. She gave ne her pity
party story. It went sonething like this: unless she nade
some noney this would be her |ast weekend. Manma-san was
going to kick her back to the outskirts where she bel onged.

"Mama- san give nme two weeks to make noney then | am
out-ee, like Kerr Gowdy."

"What ?" | asked | aughing. "Wat did you just say?"

"Qut-ee like Kerr Gowdy," she says. "That what brudders
say, no? El Koo-Jay?"

"LL Cool J? The brudders? Ch, you nean the bl ack guys?”

" Omwv- dee, oww dee,' she kept saying again and again,
proud of her new burgeoning skills in the English |anguage.

"Who taught you that?" | asked.

She pointed a finger in ny chest. "The brudders,"” she
sai d taken aback. | discussed slang with the ugliest whore
|’ve ever nmet inny life. Mojo gave ne the courage to ask
the bar girl her nane.

"Kitty. Pet nme, okay?" She had been waiting a thousand
years to say that line.

| paid her bar fee and we | eft the East Coast Jazz Cub
together. She led nme by hand to a noped. Wnd and dirt swept
past. She slid back a sheet of cloth to reveal a little

unpy mattress. | took off ny pants and underwear, but | was
slack and no matter what we tried, it would not be affirned.
"I pet, okay?"
"There's no use,"” | told her. "Don't worry, |'Il|l pay
you." | tried to console her but it was no use. Kitty
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started crying. | gave her a ten and she stopped. | told her
it was tinme to go back to the East Coast. Kitty nodded and
put on her cl othes.

Qutside, the little kids saw nme with Kitty and asked ne
for noney, tugging on ny armw th both hands sayi ng, 'Buy
sonme-ting, buy sone-ting.'

| flipped them sone pesos. They did the sane to anot her
sailor, who kicked the little boy. It was Kobb. He was
bl eeding fromthe head and sm | i ng.

"What happened to you?"

"Pretty goddamm whore. She done tried to pull one on
me. W go to a hotel and we got down the business and
afterwards | started to get out a dodge. Ain't no need for
me to hang around. Plenty slopes around here for ol e Kobb.
And she asks me where I'’mgoing and | tell her I"'mfitting

to bail. Then she showed nme her belly, which was flat and
snooth 'cept it had a knotty bul ge where her pubes start go
down. Bitch said she was pregnant. | busted a nut not two

m nut es before and she say she pregnant.”

Kobb | eaned agai nst the crooked post, catching his
breath. Filthy little boys asked us for change. They patted
me on the thigh, |looking up with a crooked grin. | prodded
Kobb to wal k before we were surrounded.

"Buy sone-ting. Buy some-ting, brudder." they cried.
The smallest in the ot was al so the nost determ ned. He
continued follow ng Kobb and I as we talked. | tried to
ignore him

"M ke Tyson. M ke Tyson," he called out, grabbing ny
trouser |egs. "Cone, Mke Tyson."

No one | ooked less Iike Mke Tyson than |, but it

didn't matter to the boy. I was a black. | was from Aneri ca.
| was M ke Tyson. The skinny, shirtless boy pressed smal
packets of flavorless gumin ny hands. | flipped a coin at

the smal | est boy, but he dropped it, causing a flurry of
scranbl i ng.
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"Then she started asking ne what am| gonna do about
it. Like it’s ny responsibility or sonething. | told her
ain't never seen you before in nmy life, Bitch trying to
burden ne. But Lion, it was |ike she weren't |istening or
not hi ng. She just start hitting ne and hitting me with her
little fists. She said, 'You father. You. You father.' So
| " m t hi nking enough of this nmess, Kobb. It’'s tine for ne to
get the fuck out of dodge. | go beside the bed and start
putting ny pants on and BAMVWM It feels |ikes sonebody
busted a big light bulb in ny face and I go down hard. |
| ook up and she has this broken |anp and she’s crying like a
bi g baby. 'You okay?' she asked. Wat you do that for? |
asked her. 'Because you the father and you try to | eave,’
she say. You believe that, Lion? This girl even show nme one
of those boot canp pictures of this fellow and we’'re as
different as two white boys can be. Then | told her to get
out of my way cause | don't intend to hit no |ady. But did
you see the | ook on everybody's face when she left with old
Kobb? Lord have nercy."

Kobb, not yet a nonth onboard, was already fanous for
two reasons. The first reason was of course the
m sadventures of Kobb and the China Jezebel. The second was
a braver reason. Kobb had agreed to replace Hardison in an
of f - base snoker with the proceeds going an orphanage for the
wanted offspring of bar girls and sailors. It was said that
t he ski pper had five hundred on Hardi son, but pulled it when
Hardi son broke his leg after a bad fall fromthe boat deck
whi | e conducti ng mai nt enance on the inboard engine.
Scuttlebutt had it that the skipper watched Kobb through a
wor kout and put his five hundred back in.

By m d-afternoon the next day, the story had nmade its
way to the skipper. Skipper used the story as a pretense for
a pre-fight notivational visit. The skipper told Kobb that
that situation rem nded himof his second wife after nine
nmonths in the North Atlantic.
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"How do you feel ?"

"Fine sir. No problens at all."

"Good," the skipper told himfirmy. He couldn't tel
t he Kobb he had five hundred riding it. It would have been
uncout h.

Kobb was mat ched agai nst Lance Corporal Childs, a
m ddl ewei ght who was so said to be carved out of solid black
stone. Petty Oficer Distefano took over Kobb's training.
Distefano told us that Childs had been fighting for two
years and there was even a runor that Childs had a tryout
with the all-mlitary teamfor a possible berth in the
A ynpics. | wondered what Kobb was getting hinself into. The
ni ght before the fight, we stopped of at East Coast where
the girls cane by and wi shed Kobb [uck. Two girls sat on
Kobb' s | ap.

"Sure you want to fight this guy?" | asked.

Kobb sat at a chair, his hands gripping the waists of
two, tiny bar girls that sat on each thigh. They | aughed and
cooed at Kobb.

"You butterfly boy. You butterfly boy," the girls
repeated while running their fingers through Kobb's bl onde
hair. If Kobb was a butterfly boy, they didn't seemto m nd.
We had learned that a butterfly boy is a sailor who hovers
and | ands on every bar girl avail able.

The girl sitting on his right thigh—a glazed little
pant her wearing a bl ack, velvet bikini-leaned in and hid her
darting tongue in Kobb's ear.

Kobb shook his head |like a wet dog. "Hey, cut that shit
out or I'ma tell mama-san.” He pretended to finger out the
spit and fling it away. Kobb smled again, then tried to
ki ss each girl on their tiny breastplate. They giggled |ike
schoolgirls. | |looked at their tiny brown bodies, nakeup
greased over their faces, tiny baby shoes with dramatically
hi gh heels. They were schoolgirls who pretended to be
sophi sticated woman, willing to do anything for you to pay
their bar fine, provide themw th a steady supply of
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products fromthe exchange, or the notherl ode—an all ot nent
made out for a few dollars a nonth while the sailor was on
depl oynent .

| asked Kobb again about Childs. | was drunk, but | was
al so concerned. Kobb answered w t hout | ooking.

"I"mgonna beat that nigger |ike a runaway sl ave," Kobb
answered w t hout even | ooking. But even the girls had heard
Kobb and stopped | aughing. They | ooked at ne, and then back
to Kobb. A smle evaporated from Kobb's face.

"I"'msorry— he had barely gotten it out, before ny
right had shot out and clipped himon the jaw. Kobb's neck
turned rapidly, then spun back, his eyes still pleading with
me. Kobb had a good chin or | had no power. | clipped Kobb
agai n, and again, no change in expression. Tears welled up
in his eyes.

"I"'mso sorry, God, I'msorry. | can't hel p—&od | feel
terrible. WIIl you please forgive ne? I'ma dunb fucking
cracker fromFlorida. That's why | left. | don't want to be
a dunb fucking cracker no nore."

| wanted to hit Kobb again, but what would it do. He
knew he had done wong. | could lord it over Kobb or forgive
hi m

"I"'msorry, Lion. I"'mso sorry."

| sat back down. Kobb pushed the girls away. "Get your
bony asses on away from here. Shoot. Get us another pitcher
of Mpjo." Hurt too, the girls scattered, suddenly honel ess.

| was still sullen, stung by the remark. But | didn't
want to talk. | wanted to drink. Kobb stared at nme. A sinner
in deep renorse.

"Lion, you are the first bl..you' re the first real

friend I've had since | joined the Navy. We on the sanme
ship. W shipmates. | only know you for a few days, but you
already feel like a brother to me. My daddy and the rest of

ny brothers and sisters, they do the sane thing every damm
day of their lives. Don't nothing change with them They
work at the factory, they go fishing, they drink, they go to
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the state football ganes, but they ain't never been to
college. Wth all the noney they spend on beer, fishing, and

football, we could have all gone to college. You just don't
knowis all I'msaying. |I'mhere because | want to do

better. I want to see what this big ole world is all about.
| want to neet people fromdifferent places. | want to take

chances. And you know what, they hate nme for that. They
didn't want nme boxing in the golden gloves. Told nme only

ni ggers boxed. So | stopped boxing to please him and then
felt like a |oser. One day, | just walked into the
recruiter's office. | picked the first one. Sat down at his
desk and told himwhere do I sign?

"My daddy found out what | was doing and you know what
he said? He said 'Wat's out there that we ain't got right
here in Florida? You believe that? He told ne that the
famly needs ne? For what? Another drinking partner? Hell,
fuck-all they need ne. |1'mgone see the world. Drink a npDjo
with nmy shipmate. Screw ne sone slope puntang, and win a
t housand dol l ars. Now do you forgive nme?"

"OfF course,” | said. | |lit a cigarette that I found in
ny shirt pocket and began snoking it. | had never snoked a
cigarette in ny entire life. "Now what about Childs?" I
asked once nore.

"You re talking to old Kobb here,” he said. "I’ myour
bud, I'myour pal. Have a little faith in nme. Get in ny
corner. And |let ne have a cigarette,” he added.

| blew snoke in Kobb's face. "I don't snoke," | said
nonchal antly while a cigarette dangled fromthe corner of ny
nmout h. Kobb | aughed uproariously and fell on the danp, nDjo-
stained floor, holding his sides. It took all ny effort to
get himback to the ship before curfew After all, it was
t he night before his fight.

Kobb still | ooked good the next day. In the ring, he
| oosened his neck nuscles with odd-Iooki ng exercises. He
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| ooked like a bird straining its neck while searching for
prey. Fit, trim and tallish, Kobb had long, thin arnms, and
a w de, nuscul ar back. Kobb's wei ght had been 154l bs t hat
nor ni ng. Childs, though a pound or two lighter, |ooked huge
conpared to Kobb. A large contingent of marines had paid
five dollars to see their boy.

The bell rang and Kobb swarnmed all over himwth
conbi nations. He was working Childs all over the ring; Kobb
di nged Childs' nuscled head with a jab again and agai n.
Childs would come with a big right and Kobb, with the sweet
science all in him would sidestep, and show Chil ds al
ki nds of angles, countering with a set of crisp conbinations
that beat the sweat off Childs big head. Childs shook his
head in fury. He hadn't expected a white boy with skills.
This white boy was popping jabs in his face at will, like it
wasn’t nothing. Just automatic. Wienever Childs would start
to act up, Kobb would just put a left in Childs face. Pop
Pop Pop. Kobb was upside Childs’ head. | felt alive all of
sudden and started cheering Kobb on |ike crazy. A fuzzy
warnth rode through me at the sight of blood trickling from
Chil ds’ nose.

Near the end of the first round, Kobb was tired from
all that jabbing and running around Childs hooks. Kobb
threw a weak jab then a right cross that brushed Childs’
jaw. Kobb’s right didn't get back in time and Kobb got
nailed with a crunching rib shot. | could have sworn | heard
Kobb’s ribs crack in two. He went down in a heap, then
Chi | ds rabbit-punched Kobb on the deck as he knelt on one
knee. The marines were going crazy, slapping and punching
each ot her.

One, two, three, four, the referee counted. At five,
Kobb was on his feet. Wiile the referee held Kobb’s gl oves
and you could see fire in Childs' eyes. But before Childs
could try to take Kobb’s head off, the bell rang. | went to
Kobb’ s corner and everyone was huddl ed around his squatting
figure. The corner nen were slapping grease on his face,
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squirting streans of water in his nouth, and tal king over
each ot her.

When he shows you the big right, sidestep, then hook.
He’s big, but that got nothing to do with his chin

Hi s corner nen turned around and gave ne funny | ooks,
but qui ckly got back to working on Kobb. He turned his head
and smled faintly, the nouthpiece about to fall fromhis
wet |ips. He was beautiful, even now | gave Kobb the thunbs
up. The bell rang again and before Kobb had his nouthpi ece
all the way in, Childs was throw ng bonbs to Kobb's ribs. It
was a footrace now. Kobb was trying hard to avoid those big
bonbs while Childs tried just as hard to drop them

Kobb stayed still long enough to cut Childs’ eye with a
stiff cross, but tripped over his feet trying to get out of
the way of one of those bonbs and fell face first against
t he ropes—defenseless. Childs was right there on top of him
and bounced himoff the ropes with a terrible sock to the
head. There was this sick smle on Kobb’s face, as Childs
measured and bl asted, neasured and bl asted, rocking Kobb
back and fro like a drunken rag doll. | |ooked for the
referee, but he was paral yzed by the spectacle, frozen to
the matting. Kobb was stuck in the ropes, getting his head
pounded again and again. H's arns akinbo and | egs spl ayed
out on the canvas. Kobb sm|ed, even as Childs |anded hanmer
blows to his head. Finally, his corner nmen threwin the
towel and | ed Kobb back to his chair. A crowd engul fed him
everyone asking if he was alright. Kobb gave the thunbs up.
Marines were going crazy yelling and sl apping each other’s
bal d heads. Childs began wal ki ng over to Kobb’s corner.
Suddenly | heard it. Sonme sick fuck had picked up the ring
gavel and rung the bell. Kobb reacted, flying out of his
chair punching, and collapsed on ring floor at Childs’' feet.
The thin smle on his face stiffened and his blue eyes went

gray.
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Three

Snoker s

| don't know why, but after Kobb got hurt, I found
mysel f volunteering to fight in the 5" Fl eet snokers.
Har di son was so broke up that he barely cane out of the boat
shop. He never canme to ny fights. So this was what it felt
like to fight? Vicking blades didn't count and fights back
in Rivertown didn't count—+hose ended in seconds. Boxing is

another thing entirely. Turned out, | was a natural
m ddl ewei ght. | was young. | had legs. What | |acked in
skill I made up for in long arns and speed. Speed kills,

Blinky kept telling ne as | sparred. Angles, angles, speed.
Angl es, angl es, speed. Wrk, work, work. Don't |oad up,
flow. You and he's is partners. He talked to ne while |
trai ned:
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"I'f you work this Lion, good deals can be had, and
that's what we sailors live for. Good deals. At the end of
every offer, you gotta ask yourself 'Is this a good deal ?'
Chan was quick to endorse Blinky's idea, only because there
could be big noney in it for Chan. In addition to his many
shi pboard hustles, Chan ran the ganbling ring on the boat
and there was noney to be made. Blinky ignored Chan and
repeated that he had always wanted to train a fighter.

Bl i nky had been a prom sing Brooklyn welter, fighting

agai nst ot her boroughs in the PAL. After he was beaten four
straight tinmes as an amateur, he joined the Navy. "I could
see ny skills terry-ate by the week," Blinky said as he
snoked his cigarette.

We pull ed back into O angapo a few nore tines before
heading to the Gulf. In O angapo, Blinky nmade ne jog six
mles after the workday ended, then | had three hours of
training in the base gym or, if either of us had duty, in
t he weapons magazine. Once, in the mddle of ny daily run, |
was caught in violent sheets of rain, and forced to take
refuge anongst the bar girls, but | was too Cherry Boy to do
anything about it. Too fearful of venereal diseases to pay
the bar fines. And too fearful that Blink would find out
that I was drinking nojo and paying bar fines at the East
Coast Jazz Cub

In the ring—alive with snap, fury, and fear—+ wore the
rotting and bul bous headgear as sweat poured down mny head.
| ooked like a child slugging it out w th sixteen-ounce
gl oves. Being hit was |ike awakening froma chil dhood
slunmber to the snmell of rotten |leather. Despite the clutches
of hurricane fans, unbearable heat frominside an airless,
open hangar peeled away |ayers of ny will. At the end of
that first round, | heaved |ike a drowning man. My |ungs
seared, ready to burst. The Marine's head was hard as a fl at
iron skillet. | tried to bang with himand it was a m st ake.
Blinky roared at me fromthe corner. He was disgusted. He
chopped nme down |ike sapling. As | fought, a |one sailor
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| eaned on the ring curtain, watching the fight while
slinging a transparent blue yo-yo. Even fromthe peripheral,
the up and down notion transfixed ne.

The Marine, Corporal Harris Gorbock, a southpaw hooker
fromWchita, hacked at ny body in workmanlike fashion. He

got closer and closer to ny chin. | resigned nyself to the
i kelihood that he would knock ne out and wash ny sins away.
That goddamm heat killed nme. | wanted to sit down. |

| aunched an desperate arcing right, and the |ong arcing
right took too long to cone back home, and just like that, a
bl aze of bright crinmson and gold darkened over ny face and
suddenly, | was down on one knee, gasping for air. He should
have hit nme harder.

| had been trying to hold the Corporal at bay with
jelly jabs, but it was like holding onto the cutting end of
a buzz saw. | got up and fought on. Thirty seconds | ater,
Gor bock ducked under ny lazy right cross and hit me with a

clean left hook that |anded flush against my tenple. | went
flat on ny back and began to think about the small ness of
the world, of ny ship, of the ring. I was a long way from

Ri vertown, Pennsylvania. A long way fromny nother's
aspirations. Far far from Roland and the bl ades. Omar and
Pel ham Turk and Shelly and Scaife. | wondered if they knew
that at that very nonent, | was flat on ny back, having been
knocked out by tough white kid from Wchita. Everything
seened to take so long. In ny corner, Petty Oficer Roy Chan
t he Money-Man, inplored nme to get up, even as he vi deot aped
t he beating. He had twelve hundred dollars riding on ne to

t ake one out of three rounds and | was taking a thorough
beating. In fact, | was being blown out. | popped up on ny
feet, but ny trainer, Blinky gestured for ne to stay down on
the knee. Get ny rest. Chan, knowing very little about

boxi ng, stared contenptuously at Blinky. Blink held up six
fingers, instructions for nme to stay down until six, clear
nmy head, and get ny sense of destruction back. Yeah.
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wondered how I'd gotten there, al nobst knocked out by a
grinning Marine.

In the ring, it seened as if the referee m ssed three
and four. Actually, | had m ssed three and four. | clearly
heard five and got up at six. The referee | ooked into ny
eyes as he held ny gloves. Corporal Gorbock was no | onger
grinning; he stared with cold, dead eyes. | turned back
towards the ref and tried to focus on his pale blue eyes,
whi | e bouncing confidently on the balls of ny feet as if it
were a flash knockdown. It wasn't. | couldn't remenber ever
being hit so clean. | was only trying to convince the sparse
crowd | was ready to fight, not the referee. Fight, the
referee said. My heart dropped. | was briefly di sappointed
that he hadn't stopped the fight.

The tournanent had been a breeze before the Corporal
caught me. My previous three fights had been against sailors
who hadn't bothered to train. They had thrown haymakers and
tried bullying me around the ring for the first mnute. |
just ran track until they got tired, then | picked ny
punches. Not the Corporal. He canme in with a plan and knew
exactly what to do once he stepped in the ring. | clinched
himand held on for life, still trying to clear the fog. He
broke the clinch and chopped ne in the back of ny head.
That, and those goddamm el bows of his kept flying at ny
eyes. The el bows and rabbit punches were illegal if the
referee caught them but he caught nothing. The Cor poral
hurt me big tinme, keeping me in a fog. Finally, the referee
called time and i ssued Gorbock a warning.

| was still hurt fromthe first blow, as if | were
struggling to wake froma bad dreamor a restless nap.
couldn't put the world on straight. A vision quickly passed:
| saw nyself as a toddler playing in a small, inflatable
pool while ny grandnother (who never gave ne haircut noney)
wat ched over me in the same sunfl ower snock she wore
everyday of her grandmotherly life. My grandnother fanned
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hersel f and | ooked at ne and said sonething, but | couldn't
hear .

"Fight," the referee said before the inage fall away.
Gorbock feinted and | hal f-ducked right into the Corporal's
| eft hook that |anded square on ny tenple. | didn't fall. |
just kind of stood there on queer street, easing down in
hopes that he wouldn't hit ne again as | took another knee.
The referee | eaned down and counted with hot, aggressive
fingers. His nmouth opened and cl osed, spittle clinging

relentlessly to the corners. | stared at himin quiet
contenpl ati on. Then the thought occurred to nme. | should get
up now.

| got up and the referee tapped ny gl oves and | ooked ne
in the eyes again. He | ooked for that unfocused gl assiness
whi ch | probably had, so |I began snapping ny head shoul der
to shoul der to shake the funk and ensure he couldn't get a
| ook at ny eyes. Later, Distefano said that | was |earning
the fight gane even as it was being pl ayed.

"Sonetimes you have to go in like three card nonte," he
| ater said, whatever that meant. The referee said fight and
| tried to bumrush the Corporal, but I was swinging wldly
and he caught ne with a straight right hand as | |eaned in.
| don’t remenber crunpling to the deck, nor the nakeshift
ring floor rising to hit ne, nor smling guilelessly at ny
corner, but Chan and Blinky showed ne the video the next
day.

"He's kicking your ass all over the ring and | ook
there, you fucking smling. You got nerve, Lion. | shoul da
hooked you. How many touches was that Chan, you math fucking
maj or ? Three, four knockdowns. The fucking ref should have

stopped it."

On the video, | popped right up and yet, | renenber
none of it. | nust have been out on ny feet. | don't
remenber ny head hurting at all. In fact, ny head and body
felt dreany and pl easurable. | saw nyself smle in the

vi deo. CGorbock gave me an odd |look. Al the mldly terrible
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things | would go on to do for Chan and nysel f di sappeared
in that thunderous stormthat had washed ny sins and left ne
wi thout electricity. | felt cleansed and recharged. The bel
rang and | went back to my corner. | had gone beyond hurt,
towards a dreamworl d where there is only happi ness and good
will. Blinky knew |l was hurt. He had a towel in his hand.

"Why didn't you use it?" | asked as we watched ny own
fight.

"Here's where | give you the big speech.”™ On video,
Blinky talked at Iength, but | only renmenber one phrase:
Just go out there and hit that son of a bitch. Let them
goddamm hands go."

On video, Blinky used the towel to wi pe ne off.

In the fight, | had | ooked across the ring and saw t he
Corporal smling with his seconds. Hi s trainer, cut man, and
seconds were all Marines as well, and they | ooked at ne as

t hey gave Gorbock advi ce.

"Look at that self-satisfied son of a bitch. Just
yucking it up,” Distefano said. "They think this a day at
t he bal |l park, Lion. They having a fine tine at your
expense." | caught the Corporal's eye and he didn't stop
smling. He winked just as the bell rung. Son of a bitch.

Gor bock was short and powerful, flat-chested, iron-
headed, and thick |inmbed; he was born to be a Marine. H's
head was conpl etely shaved save for the short tuft of hair
that | could see through his red and gol d headgear. He had
been dom nating ne in the ring for those first two rounds,
bul l'ing me around, measuring and blasting ny ribs until
woul d cover up ny mdsection, and then he woul d begin
socking ne on the head. His fighting style was conventional,
but effective against a rank amateur |ike nyself. He set ne
up, and made mny snot fly when he finished conmbinations with
hooks that canme |ike sharp axes.

But after Gorbock knocked ne down that third tine,
sonet hi ng had changed. | went down a scared fighter, and
strangely enough, | got up a different man.
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"Sonetinmes, it happens like that." Blinky theorized.

He canme out the next round smling. He should have
cornered nme against the ropes, then neasured and rocked ne
into sl eep. Perhaps he shoul d have picked ne, coasting on
two out of three until the round was over. Instead, the
Cor poral decided that he was gonna knock nme out and oddly,
nmy body and m nd took issue with his intentions. The world
clarified and sl owed down such that | knew i nmedi ately where
| belonged in that ring. | inmagined I was a youth again,
fighting for fun in the schoolyard as other boys joked that
ny biological father wasn't no fighter pilot. N gga was in
jail. 1 calmy wal ked across the ring as if to thank Gorbock
or, at the very least, light his cigarette, but we tapped
gl oves and | renenbered what | was there to do. In the first
few seconds, | felt as if we were dancing and we had
swtched the lead. I sat down on ny heels and took the
center of the ring. My reach was | onger, |onger even as |
snapped the jab. | |lead the Corporal by a close mllisecond.
| finished conbinations and countered hooks before he got
themoff. | beat himto the jab and cornered him Wen he
went for a feint, | caught himawkwardly and he sort of
tripped over his feet and fell to the canvas.

The Corporal recovered quickly and nodded to the ref,
then resuned his plodding, hooking style, a style that | had
just solved. It was a tactical m stake on the Corporal's
part. | |eaned back on ny heels and took the center of the
ring. H's corner shouted as much. | quickly found ny
di stance and snapped his jarhead back with piston-1like jabs,
punctuated with hard straight rights that, to Blinky's
del i ght, were suddenly in vicious working order. Now
desperate, the Corporal changed his style and began to | ead
wi t h dangerous-1| ooking | eft hooks, the way Tyson does when
he's out of shape, but | saw them before he threw and | eaned
away easily. For every |ead hook, the Corporal caught two
jabs and a right. He began heaving and covering up. |
watered his eyes. A mxture of tears, snot and bl ood ran
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down his nose and nouth. He clinched nme and caught me with a
head butt to ny nose, which hurt nme, but only for a nonent.
It didn't matter. Blinky stopped the bl eeding during the
referee's timeout. He said nothing to nme during that
exchange. Fight.

| took the center of the ring and stood an inch outside
of the corporal's range and began to pick di spassionately at
the buffet, landing solidly, taking away his choices and his

will, piece by piece. The recent turn of events began to
amuse ne, that is, until he clocked ne on the side of the
head. And then | becane cold. |I found nyself searching for

t he i nprobabl e knockout. He pawed feebly to keep nme away,
but I countered until he was sick of getting countered and
he no | onger pawed at all.

He covered up and without thinking |I stepped inside his
reach and drove a | eft uppercut between his cover, straight
into his chin and he | eaned back agai nst the ropes. Hi s body
was caught between the first and second rope, as his eyes
lolled freely inside his skull. I knew he could not defend
hi nsel f, but no one el se knew. He began sliding very slowy
down the ropes. | paused, waiting for the referee to give
the Corporal the eight count, but it was too late. Instinct
t ook over and before the referee could intervene, | did ny
best to separate his bobbing jarhead fromhis neck with a
roundhouse right. He shoul d have knocked nme out when he had
the chance. | was surprised and apol ogetic even as the bl ow
arced towards his chin. H's head snapped to the left, at
nearly a ninety-degree angle to his torso. Hi s head bobbed
around. | felt sick. But the referee remained frozen in
pl ace and so | was ready to hit himagain. The Corporal's
eyes were now slits and al though he was breathing shallowy,
he had no control over the spasns that pul sated through his
legs. Finally, his seconds threwin the towel, nmuch too late
m nd you, and they began screaming at ne that we are all on
t he sane team
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The referee thawed. He waved his hands frantically and
hel d the Corporal in his fleshy arnms. "Keep that nouthpiece
in," Blinky advised. | turned to Blinky (that sweet Brooklyn
grin) as he shook his head. H s gesture was of amazenent,
not disbelief. He took ne into his arns and |ifted ne up.
The Corporal cane about a few mnutes |later, and the first
thing he asked was, "Did I knock him out?"

At the East Coast that night, Blinky gave nme fistic
hi story | essons while Chan brought two beers and a club
soda. | sipped the club soda, spat it out, then grabbed
Chan's beer. My manners had gone to shit after | had joi ned
the Navy, there was no doubt about it. My nother woul dn't
even recognize nme. | couldn't go a sentence w thout saying
fuckface, shitbird, dickless, cocksucker, goddam, or sorry
bastard. There were nore, but it's just too enbarrassing.

Bl i nky went over the fight nmonent by nonment and told ne in
no uncertain terns that my first two rounds were di sastrous.
He had been ready to throwin the towel tw ce. Wat
prevented himfromdoing so was, well he didn't know
hinself. "I just felt that it would turn out all right. |
had this stupid Italian faith in you, | guess."” Blinky got a
little sentinental, and then he got all parental on ny ass.

| couldn’t expect to win if that kind of performance
continued, he said. Performance? He was taking this snokers

alittle too seriously, I told him | could care |ess, and
maybe that was why | was in the chanpi onship. Sonething set
in me when he told me | looked like |I didn't give a flying

fuck. I wanted to tell Blinky that it wasn't about him it
was only about not giving a flying fuck. A lousy listener,
Bl i nky went on and on, first about the fight, then back to
fistic history. Benny Paret, Dick Tiger, and Sonny Liston,
Sugar Ray Robi nson and Billy Conn, Jack Johnson and Al exis
Arguel | o.

Wil e Blinky tal ked, Chan and | | ooked around for any
new bar girls. | had only been on the ship for a few nonths,
but | had already been seen what a sailor would do for a
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pi ece. Eight to eighty, dead |ess than a week, they'd say as
they looked in the mrror to tie their neckerchief right
before a port visit. |I've seen guys bl ow a paycheck on a bar
girl, and then give her an allotnent to tie her over until
the sailor pulls back into port. Then they'd be broke and
the wifey back in Des Mines needed noney to pay the bills,
and that's when Chan Chan the Money Man cane in.

The m ni mum | oan was four yards, which would cost you
one yard, due the follow ng payday. An even five hundred.
The cost would junp another yard if you were extended to the
foll owi ng payday. After the third payday w thout paynents on
interest, Chan would give nme a |ist of delinquents. And the
nice thing about living aboard a five hundred and eighty six
foot ship was that you didn't have to search very long. It
usually didn't get physical, but when it did, | preferred ny
hands. Wen it canme to being economcal, the 2 and 1/2 inch
firemain nozzles, the long venturis, and various pieces of
handy DC equi pnent were ny first choice. They were vicious,
useful, and ubi quitous.

| also learned on the job. Wen | accidentally
di sl ocated a corpsnen's jaw, he taught nme how to put it back
in place on the other side. It was extraordinarily painful,
yet left no physical scars, but it put the fear of God in
derelicts. If the derelict was a snoker, | followed hi mout
to the snoke break area at night and we tal ked about how
long a sailor could survive in the ocean. Then | woul d
dangl e themover the lifeline, the salt spray foamng their
hair. | kept 25 percent of the total collected, and there
never seened to be very many hard feelings.

"Am | boring you?" Blinky asked. Half to death, | told
him Chan slid nme half of his twelve hundred dollar take. |
couldn’t recall all the slaps on the back, the grins and the
clenched fists fromshi pmates, even fromguys | had run-ins
with. Al I could think of was nmy new state of mnd. The
perfect sense of freedom because you just don't give a
flying fuck. O something like that. R ght then and there,
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| oved being a sailor. W were a bunch of horny bastards
ready to do anyt hi ng.

A table of drunk chiefs |ooked hungrily at an agel ess
mama san. The chiefs were the worst. Myst of their w ves had
been obese since they were second classes and they were just
getting by on the ROAD program Retired on active duty, and
they weren't worth the cost of the chow they gorged on. My
own chief patted the old bartender on the ass. He | ooked at
me and wi nked as if he were sone kind of player. Wat a
sorry son of bitch. 1'd probably be just like himin fifteen
years if | kept this up

At quarters the next norning, the CO cane over the 1MC
Wrd cane down that every sailor not on duty could get early
liberty if they were attendi ng the chanpi onshi p snokers. Not
at the base gym but on the carrier. A few shipmates in ny
di vision said fucking ay and sl apped ne on the back. They
wer e wondering why |'ve been show ng up at quarters with
brui ses and bl ack eyes. After we were posted, ny division
officer pulled nme aside and escorted ne to the COs at sea
cabin. The captain sat at his small al um num desk, ignoring
Ensign Garibaldi and | as he poured over |ogs. The captain
of the ship, Commander Earl J. Ferris, was once a country
boy and fighting at Annapolis had sonehow transfornmed him |
overheard the officers say that his bird was already in
hand. | had al so overheard that he was inpressed with ny
coneback against the Marine. He had also won a bottle of
scotch and Cuban cigars froma Light Colonel, one of his old
cl assmat es.

"Wait outside", Ferris said. Garibaldi |ooked at nme and
nodded towards the hatch.

"No", the COsaid. "I want you out." Garibal di | ooked
like a child whose bi ke had just been stolen. | stood at
attention until the COtold me to stand at ease. The CO was
a short man and the crew adored him He argued with the
Commodor e dam near every day, and seened to have an anti -
authoritarian streak as wide as the Pacific. He was a daring
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shi pdriver during division tactics, had chased Akul a-cl ass
submarines in the North Sea, and had seen action off the
coast of Beirut. He even had shrapnel in his back from
Israeli friendly fire. The Captain relished a reputation of
an irreverent swashbuckler, a twentieth century Stephen
Decatur. Ferris was known to westle his favorite officers
in the passageways. (Garibaldi never westled with the
skipper.) Ferris hit golf balls off the fantail, and Iiked
to swagger down the brow after a night out on the town. He
also had his own firearm which he used to shoot Coca-Col a
bottles off the bridge wing. It was very difficult to throw
bottles off the wing then shoot them, so the CO instructed
the Senior Watch Officer to have the JORG junior officer
requiring gui dance, conduct this hazardous duty. Wen ny
division officer drewthis duty, it was said the COfired
hi m because he threw like a girl.

The CO wal ked t he passageways |i ke a man of action and
we popped to attention as he entered a conpartnent. He
pretended to be annoyed by mlitary courtesy, but he
positively thrived being the captain of a warship. The CO
signed the last I og and got up to | eave.

"Follow nme", he said. W |left his cabin. CQutside,

Gari bal di popped to attention and tried to follow

"You just sit your five dollar ass right there," he
said, telling Garibaldi to stay put.

The CO put on sungl asses and sat in the captain’s chair
on the bridge wing. He faced forward and perhaps it was the
breeze that made himsmle and he | ooked out on the ocean in
contentment. Here was a man who had found his life's
pur pose. The sea was a mirror and our bow parted the
transl ucent blue cal mw thout strain.

"That was a damm good fight, Lion. Showed sone heart.
And you finished |ike a shark. | feel sorry for that jarhead
son of a bitch, but they don't say protect yourself at al
times for nothing."

"Thank you sir."
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"Heart and hard work will beat out talent nine a half
out of ten.”

"Yes sir."

"You learn to crack like that in the hood?" Hood? I
guess that’s where all black people who join the Navy nust
come from | hesitated before speaking.

"No sir", | said. "Petty Oficer Blinky has been
teaching ne, sir."

"I used to hit m ddl ewei ght at Annapolis until this
youngster cracked nme so hard, | had a fucking headache for
two weeks. | found out that this guy was the Illinois
amat eur runner up. He didn't look |ike rmuch, but damm he
could crack." The captain got off the chair and assuned a
fighting stance.

"Let's see your stance", he ordered. So | got in ny
stance. "Now let’s see your one-two." And | showed him ny
one-t wo.

"Again", he ordered. And | did it again. The captain
abandoned his stance to study ny own. He gently adjusted the
tuck of ny arm the tilt of ny head, and angle of ny knee.
The captain told ne | would be fighting a stone col d not her
named Childs for the chanpi onshi p.

"You were there when he fought Kobb, God bl ess him
That doesn't have to happen to you. It won't happen to you.
Childs is great, but he's never been tested. You never know
what | man is like until he fights tired. That's when you
know who's got it and who doesn't. And | can see that you
clearly have it? Now about that little jeepney incident you
had when you first got here—wae're going to take that off the
books. How s that sound?"

"Great sir, sir."

"Good. Now about Childs. If you can take his punch
once, get over that fear of being hit, if you crowd him if
you | et himknow that your not scared." He went on. The
captain practically ordered nme to discard the nost natura
feeling in the world, fear.
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"Step inside his hook, that's his punch. If you want to
wi n, Lion, you re gonna have to take a punch. He knocks
peopl e out with the hook. Do what you gotta do, but don’'t
et himget off the hook. It’'s nurder. Get inside and slip,
and you m ght have yourself a shot." Then he |eaned in close
and whi spered. "I saw you slip against the Corporal. You
part Mexi can or sonet hi ng?"

| didn’t renenber slipping nuch agai nst the Corporal,

but then again | didn't have to. | didn't even know any
Mexi cans before | joined the Navy.

"No, sir."

"Hmm Okay, follow ne.”

When we returned to his cabin, | noticed that ny

service record was open, face down on his desk. And then he
asked nme if | had ever thought about going back to college
because he saw right away that | had good aptitude, good

potential. | said yes, | had.

"Si nce when," he asked?

"Since | joined the Navy," | lied. | told himthat |
saw ny potential only after joining up. That's what Ferris
wanted to hear and that was the inpression | left. The CO

told me to keep nmy nose clean for a few nore nonths and he
woul d see what he coul d do.

| had never wanted anything, except to | eave Ri vertown.
My not her wanted nme take after ny biological father. Look
where it got hinf? He had made it out of the steel mlIl town
on the Monongahel a and now he was dead because he was a

hal f-assed swimrer. | only knew what | didn't want. | didn't
want to be ny father. He was this and that and that and
this. 1'"ve heard it all ny life, and now | was sick and
tired of it. Wien ny division officer and | left, he smled

at me and | aughed.

"Just like that?" Garibaldi asked, his voice seething
with resentnment. Garibaldi was not |ike the others. He was
from West Texas, but he wasn't a farm boy. The officer thing
wasn't in him even | could tell. The harder he tried, the
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worse it got. |I'd seen himmany tinmes, on the quarterdeck,
in khakis in polo shirt, waiting for another officer to walk
by for himto buddy up with. Garibaldi was cal cul ati ng. The
other officers didn't notice ne as | cleaned and they

| aughed at Gari bal di because his name was Gari bal di and he
was an OCS guy, not a bad guy, but |acking natural
camaraderie. "Every tinme | turn around, there he is, smling
like it’s the nost natural thing in the world,” one of the
of ficers nmentioned.

In the days before the chanpionship fight, the crew
treated ne as if | were sone kind of thoroughbred horse. |
ate the choicest of wardroomfood. | was kept off the
wat chbill. The corpsman gave nme a rubdown after ny workout.
The day of the fight, Comrander Ferris gave ne the G pper
speech. The duty driver took Chan, Blinky, and | to the
aircraft carrier. The snoker's would be held in the hanger
bay. A few shipmates spotted ne fromthe aircraft el evator
and instantly let out a rebel yell, being that our ship was
nanmed after a dead confederate sloop comander. There were
eight fights that day and mne would be fifth. | watched the
first fights, a wld featherweight affair between a Korean
and a Mexican, and then went back aft into the Jet shop,
whi ch served as a fighter’'s dressing room Were was Chil ds?
| | ooked around for an opponent about ny size, but there
were none. | put on the crouch protection. Then | put on the
boots. | sat down on a trainer’s table while Blinky wapped
ny hands with wap he had ordered fromhis old Brooklyn gym
The wwap had arrived in mail call two days earlier, and |'ve
never seen Blinky as happy. He couldn't shut up about that
goddamm hand wap, like it was woven from gol den flax. But
when Blinky put it on, it felt like silk inside nmy palm
When he was done the right felt too tight and I told him so.
Bl i nky made ne punch a few tinmes. They were still too tight.
He rew apped the gl oves a second tine as patiently as he had
done the first and that’s why | |oved that Brooklyn bastard.
| heard the hatch open noisily; it needed mai ntenance. Chan
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wal ked through the hatch and said that the action was hot
out there and that he had already nade five hundred on the
Korean and another three hundred on a Puerto Rican

wel terwei ght fromthe USS Stal wart.

"That right, Roy?" Blinky said. He used his w se voice.
Blinky didn't even ook up. He didn't Iike that kind of talk
around a fighter, even a rank amateur such as nyself. Blinky
was sonething of a purist even if he knew that Chan and |
only cared about the noney. | could tell that nuch as Blinky
i ked Chan, he didn’'t want Chan around the dressing room
Maybe after the fight: not before. Chan didn’t understand
subtlety, or purity of purpose. He understood bal ances,
odds, and the relative worth of favors. Chan had an
undeni able gift for making noney. He had a year’s worth of
uncashed checks in his coffin | ocker and working for Chan
kept the noney coming in for ne. Chan’s services were vast.
Don't want to get popped on a urinalysis sweep? Talk to Al
Chan. (That was the only tinme he did business with Bruce,
the Master-at-Arns.) Need a weekend off duty to spend tine
with that sweet Thai honeydip you nmet in Singapore? Talk to
Al Chan and bring a yard. Want in on the nonthly poker gane
in the chief’s nmess? Need an extra two hundred on that
travel clain? Need to borrow a grand because you got set
back in the nmonthly poker game in the chief’s nmess? Want
fresh sheets, fresh laundry, and a four oh rack with
hospital corners? Guess what? Talk to Al Chan and don’t get
fresh because prices mght go up

If the girlie magazines weren't cutting it and you
want ed a nent hol blow ob froma benny-boy then you d have to
arrange it with Bruce, the Master-at-Arns. Chan wasn't in
t he pi npi ng business. Chan coul d make noney, but he wasn't
the nost charismatic guy in the world, and he had a little
honor .

Chan tapped nme and | realized that | had been nappi ng.
Bl i nky was done with the tape job. I felt cold so | junped
rope for five mnutes and got a good sweat. A burly Master
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Chief with a thick peppery nustache and tattooed arns
cracked the hatch open. He pointed right at ne.

"Showt i me baby boy," he said. As we were about to | eave
the Jet shop, a bal dheaded, bow | egged sailor slid up next
to us. | read his nanetape. Crews, typed in block letters.

"Action?" Crews asked.

"Who you?" Blinky asked.

Crews | ooked Blinky up and down. "Tal ki ng noney here
Rocky- boy. Interested?”

"Get your eggplant ass outta here.” Blinky said, giving
himthe bums rush. Crews acted |like he hadn't even heard

Bl i nky.

Chan and | | ooked at each ot her.

"Y' all look like nmoney. It’s hot out there," Crews
added, as he pulled out a thick wad of hundreds. Blinky told
Crews to get the fuck out of our fucking faces. | wondered
if Blinky would have called hima nigger if I weren't there.

"Who's your noney on?" | asked Chan. It was a joke we

woul d play. A reaffirmati on of having each other's back.
(Who's your noney on? It's on you ny man.)

"My noney on you, ny man," Chan said instinctively, but
| was |eft wondering if he neant it. He didn't know Childs,
so he didn't know the odds. And Chan never |iked |eaving
t hi ngs to chance.

"Qdds?" | asked.

"Six to one," Crews said. He didn't have to tell ne |
was a long shot. Chan's eye's |it up. There was noney to be
made if | got lucky, even if Childs was the reining 5" Fleet
chanp, even he hadn’'t gone three rounds wth an opponent
since he joined the Navy. | didn't care. You can't beat six
to one. W had just gotten paid and I knew t hat Chan had
over a thousand dollars on him | told himto go one
t housand on ne. Chan gave Crews the noney. Crews took the
grand and snickered as he turned to | eave, but | turned him
wi th ny gl ove.
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"Where you pay off?" | asked seriously. Crews continued
sni ckering as he counted the noney.

"You best worry about getting knocked out by ny boy,
stead of worrying about pay off," Crews said as he opened
the hatch to | eave.

Chan had this quizzical |ook on his face. "My man. Hold
up."” Chan followed Crews outside.

"What the fuck, Chan,"” Blinky said. Chan shrugged his
shoul ders. | had seen Chan gesture |ike that when guys asked
for nmore time to pay off loans. It neant that he could do
nore, that business was busi ness.

Blinky and | wal ked forward to Bay Two. Thousands of
sailors mlled about. | noticed gawki ng and excitenent on
the port side, where a boxer was receiving nedica
attention. A purple-shirted airedale spit in ny ear. "You
next. Childs gone knock you the fuck out."” That nane again.
Bl i nky pushed the airedale away. A |arge section on the port
side of Bay Two was reserved for high-ranking officers.
saw ny CO and many of the junior officers fromthe wardroom
standi ng near his seat. The captain w nked at nme and gave ne
the thunbs up. He tapped the admral who sat next to him and
the admral |ooked at ne and smled. Jesus Christ.

Wien | got into the ring, the beads of sweat that once
glistened on ny forehead had evaporated and | was as cold as
frostbitten nmetal. Then |I heard a shrill ringing and the
novenent of gears and nmachi nery. Elevator Two shifted and
began to | ower. Four thousand nen turned starboard and
wat ched as the elevator |owered at ten feet per second. The
officers stood up in their seats. The el evator was hal f way
down before we realized that a man was standing on deck in
the center. It was Childs, alone and ready for conbat,
standing with his gloves on his hips. He stood |ike that
until the elevator had conpletely |lowered. Childs was
stationed on the carrier and as soon as the crowd saw t hat
it was one of their own, they roared with approval. From a
di stance, Childs |ooked like two hundred pounds of nuscl e,
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t hough I knew he weighed in at no nore than one hundred and
si xty-seven. He was as dark and cold as space, gleam ng with
petroleumjelly, his nuscles rippling frombelow his trunks
and rising wnglike into his lats and rippling outward
formng his long, lean arnms. | knew that incredible

physi ques do not necessarily inply incredible skills, but
froma distance Childs was a beautifully scul pted,
intimdating giant. | would soon find out that he had skills
to match.

While Childs nade his way to the ring, sailors reached
out to touch him Childs ignored them He | ooked straight
ahead. Childs slipped between the ropes easily wthout a man
hol di ng them taut. He wal ked the squared circle and seened
to stare at every man in the hanger bay. He stared |like he
could kick the shit out of every man in that hanger bay. He
didn't raise a glove or pose in the slightest. He
intimdated themall and they seenmed to turn away fromthe
heat, towards ne. | felt every man’s pity; ny destruction
was inevitable. The roar did not subside until the bell man
rang inpatiently and a m crophone was | owered to the ring by
a sailor operating a cherry picker. Chan and Blinky were in
my corner. | turned to ny left and saw a clutch of ny
shi pmat es: Ayo, Krowbl ewski, and Sessons. | turned to ny
right and saw Chan’s rival, Bruce, the Mster-at Arns,
surrounded by a gang of his sea bitches. He saw ne | ooki ng
and shook his head in pity.

The bell rang, igniting the blood [ust of four thousand
sailors, and | felt their desire for blood. They wanted a
show. They were sailors after all. They wanted the
separation of a body and a mnd fromeach other. I saw ny CO
stand and clap for ne, stone-faced, as he notioned for ne to
wal k through Child s right. Then I saw Childs across the
ring staring at ne wwth purely focused di spassion. He
snapped his head back and forth shoul der to shoul der, at an
extraordi nary speed. My heart dropped. | |lost ny nerve that
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very instant and | ooked down at ny feet in despair. Wiat in
God’s nane had | gotten nyself into?

What is there to do in a fight, but hit and be hit? |
had gotten into so many fights as a child that it should
have been part of an after school program M nother had
made the m stake of taking nme out of a perfectly good
private school to a neighborhood public school so that |
m ght beconme nore culturally assimlated. My sister didn't
need cultural assimlation so why did |I? But after losing a
fight a day for two weeks straight, | notched ny first win
over a boy nanmed Rasheed Finch (we were friends again |ater
that day) and life got a bit easier. | would conme hone and
ny nother would ask me if | had | earned anything. If | had
been telling the truth, I would have told her that you
shoul dn't worry about the |oudnouths and big smack tal kers,
it’s the quiet guys who clean clocks best. Skinny guys with
| azy snarls and hamhock fists. Mdthers |like mne didn't need

to know that in the space of a grade-school year, | had cone
to enjoy getting a "fair one" as we liked to put it.
Then, |ike now, one disconnected nonment after another,

no fluidity, bulbs flashing and popping up in odd unexpected
pl aces. Those old playground fights were swift. They ended
qui ckly, usually on the ground, other boys scranbling to
pull the two fighters apart. Boxing was interm nable. It got
so bad that you wanted to be knocked out. The first mnute
IS pure nerves and adrenaline. You stand at one point in the
ring and find yourself on the other side, the world tilted
and unbal anced. You try your best to right the ship, but
you' re hurt and weary. Your eyes are blinded with tears and
stingi ng sweat. Copper and blood fills your nouth. Your
t hi ghs, calves, and the balls of your feet burn like fire
and inside of two mnutes, you curse yourself; you want to
quit the whol e goddamm proj ect.

The hundreds of hours that Blinky had spent training nme
in the AmTmo Handl i ng Room had gone to waste. The advice the
ski pper had given me, the officer neals stolen, the good-
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natured ribbing, the swollen pride ny shipnmates felt on the
bus on the way to the aircraft carrier. They fell away |ike
fal se gods in desperate tines.

Childs hit so clean, so fast, that it nmade ne want to
cry and quit. He was not a man, but a swarm of bees that
stung fromevery angle. But wait, | get ahead of nyself. In
the first mnute, Childs hadn't thrown a single punch. W
clinched and unclinched. He studied ny stance as if he were
a fistic anthropol ogist, a scholar and critic. H's mnd
performed difficult three-di nensional mathenatica
cal cul ations as his eyes swept over ny fighting stance. |
t hrew occasi onal punches that Childs dism ssed with economc
slips. The sailors began to fidget. They wanted fireworks, a
knockout. A man had been knocked out in the |last fight.
Child’ s singular concern was dispatching nme in the nost
t hor ough and spectacul ar manner possible, and well, that
mght take a little tinme. | threw a doubled up jab and it
touched Childs on the top of head.

"Ni gga what ?" he asked, but it was a rhetorical
guestion. He seened to be asking not who | was, but who was
| according to what | had to offer. | swept in quickly and
| anded a body bl ow.

"Ni gga whahhh-ttt." Childs said again. This tine
sweetly, as if | had been nore agreeable. Childs was sonehow
pl eased. Wth his |long nuscul ar arnms, he began neasuring the
di stance. His facial expression registered the conpletion of
anot her cal cul ation. Then Childs told nme what he was goi ng
to do. Childs had conpleted the cal cul ation, took note of
the baroneter of an inpatient crowd, and was fresh out of
gi ve a fucks.

"Doubl e up hook with the right cross.” | could scarcely
hear him

Chil ds doubl ed up the hook and hit me with the right
cross that was so fast | saw it only as he pulled it back,
up and away. Soneone in the ring had hit me with a pipe. |
was on all fours holding up the heavy deck with as nuch

85



strength as | could. It felt as if someone stacked an extra
plate on the left side of the bench. It was too heavy and |
fell forward and to the left like a five nonth old
struggling to clinb. I found a rope and pulled nyself up. By

t he count of eight, | was standing and struggling to focus.

Then the bell rang. | walked to nmy corner, but there was no

stool. There was no Chan and no Blinky and | saw faces

I aughing hilariously. | had wal ked to the wong corner.
Wien | sat down in the proper corner, Blinky told ne

that | had taken his best punch and I was still up on ny

feet. That was a good sign. Chan held a cold rag around the
base of ny neck. He held up a water canister with the other.
Bl i nky pressed the cold netal brace against the swelling on
ny left eye. Blinky continued talking, but I didn’'t hear a

word. | watched ny opponent across the ring. H's trainer
stood in front of himand | saw his shoul ders rise and fal
in quick succession. My own body was rel axed. | breathed
easily.

"You hear a friggin word | just said?" | |ooked up at

Blinky and | nust have had that dunb | ook on ny face.

"The fuck you smling for?" Blinky was di sgusted, then
his face shifted. He | aughed and patted ne on the butt as
t he second round began.

| began to circle to the left, keeping away from his
hook. Whenever | saw the flash of a lightbulb I rushed
inside furiously, clinging nore than enem es clinging. He
threw ne off easily, but it weighed on himand threw off the

di stance and monentum he had established. | continued this
until the round ended and | felt alittle better. The third
round began with a mstake. | tried to |lean out of his

deadly hook. It caught ne with nmy feet in an awkward
position and I went straight back and fell through the
ropes. Sailors danced in the aisles as if soneone had thrown
down a thunderous dunk. It |ooked far worse than it felt. |
clinmbed back in the ring and I saw Blinky pick up the towel.
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| saw Chan hold onto the towel and shake his head. Chan
| ooked extraordinarily worried. | was already up on ny feet.

The referee tapped ny gloves and | ooked deep in ny
eyes. It was a flash knockdown, but Childs |ost his cool
conposure and carried on as if he had put nme to sleep. He
junped on the ropes and cel ebrated. The referee had to order
Childs to fight because he was too busy cel ebrating.
pretended to be badly hurt and Childs cane back at ne,
leaning in with his head and winding his left as if he were
Sugar Ray and | was Hagler. Childs swng wildly this tinme.
He was trying to put nme through the ropes. The dramatic
knockout. He dropped his gloves. He felt |oose, and |ess
respectful. That was when | tasted his left and found it
wanting. | walked into it again just to make sure and when
Childs threwit lazily, I planted ny foot, stepped inside
and socked Childs with a straight right that travel ed no
nore than eighteen inches. Not sonme roundhouse right that
fl oored the Corporal, but a straight, hard, econom cal bl ow
t hat | anded on the point of his chin. | had gone into the
bee-filled woods and driven a stake with ny sl edgehamer. |
followed with a hook that caught air, but only because
Childs had fallen through a trap door. He was on the ring
floor lying still, but there were neither spasns nor eye
flutters. H s eyes weren't even gl ossed over.

The referee held ny armand instructed ne to go to the
neutral corner, though he continued holding ne. W both
wat ched in as Childs’s body and mnd tried to reconcile the
other. H's eyes were slits and he seened to be punching the
air. He then regained his consciousness as the referee began
counting. Childs was on the deck searching for the
nmout hpi ece that flew out of his nmouth when | hit him then
struggled to put his nouthpiece in using both gloves. This
maneuver is sonewhat difficult by a rested fighter in the
safety of the dressing roomand nearly inpossible after
bei ng knocked down. But sonmehow, mracul ously, Childs had
managed to nearly do the inpossible. The nout hpi ece was
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secure, but by then it was too |late. The referee had al ready
counted to ten, and in the opinion of the ship's saltiest
sailors, my knockout of Childs had been the biggest upset in
nodern snoker's history, so nmuch so, that ny win seened

i nprobabl e. Too i nprobable. There was sonet hing am ss, and |
sensed it even as the referee raised nmy hand in victory.

Four

After the Fight

After the knockout, Childs conposed hinself, but his
face had been transfigured into a nmask of disgust and
hum liation as the referee raised ny hand arm | tried to
pound gl oves with him an acknow edgenment of one gl adi at or
to another, but Childs would have nothing to do with that;
he turned his back like a spoiled little boy. The crowd grew
uneasy. Their chanpi on had been knocked out. They were
confused, |like a desperate army in the fog awaiting the next
command, but the finest warrior had been vanqui shed. A
cont agi ous streak of shouts and boos began coursing through
t he hanger bay. If the crowd had cups of beer, we would have
been doused. They threw the next best thing; large plastic
coolers full of bug juice. A small contingent of ny
uproari ous shipmates foll owed nme back to the Jet Shop
Suddenly, | had an entourage |ed by Blinky who was
uncharacteristically quiet.

| nsi de the Jet Shop, Blinky took a | eatherman from his
shirt pocket and cut the tape in tw strong thrusts. He
pull ed off each glove and still hadn't |ooked nme in the eye.
He was efficient and conpetent, |ike an emergency room
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nurse. Sonething was wong. | heard soneone yell attention
on deck and Commander Ferris strolled in with the admral.
Qur bodies were at attention, but we remained smling. The
admral could see that we were smling, and he played a
little gane, making us a wait a nonment until he put us at
ease. Then Ferris and the admral smled and we | aughed and
t hey |l aughed. Al this happiness because | had beat another
man in conbat. Ferris came over and placed both hands on ny
shoul ders. He positively beaned. | felt as if King David
were putting laurels on ny brow after a bl oody battle. In ny
sweaty trunks and euphoric exhaustion, |I felt brand new. It
was all worth it now, even the gangster shit that we had
pulled. Ferris and the admral smled big hard smles. They
both had creased, w nd-reddened faces. They patted ne on the
back a few tinmes and said a few words | can't even renenber
now. Before he left, Ferris pressed a piece of paper in ny
robe. My shipmates enbraced ne one by one. Before he hugged
me, Brucey told ne not to get so high and m ghty.

"You and that Chinese notherfucker still ny
'tagoni sts,"” he joked, but not so. H's voice was nasally and
drizzled, as if he always had a cold or sore throat. "I seen

peopl e forgets what they cone from" H's benny boys didn't
hazard an enbrace. The boys—Ponds, Heyward, and Fife—stood
at a polite, eye fluttering distance. Then all the nen
cl osed quickly around nme, and for a nonent | thought | was
in for a beatdown, not congratulations. | had had that
feeling before as a kid, right before I was about to be
j unped. W wrapped our arnms around one another and Rabb
Jackson took a deep sol emm breath and began to pray.

We said anmen. Chan got up and nodded as if to say
goodbye.

"Where you goi ng?" | asked Chan. Blinky rubbed his
fingers together. Money. He was going to search for Crews.

"Mnd is always on the noney, eh Chan?" Blinky sneered
in Chan's direction. | had seen himact untoward Chan, but
never outright hostility.
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"Sonebody got to do it," Chan retorted. "I be back."

"Al one?" | asked.

Chan was not used to collecting frommen he did not
know, especially brothers like Crews.

"No problem ny man,"” Chan reassured nme. | was relieved
that I wouldn't be forced to collect this one tine. If |
collected after ny owmn fight, it would seeminpure. | was in

a buoyant nood and col |l ecting noney would spoil the nonent.
As Chan went through a hatch in the jet shop, Blinky took a
nmoment to stare coldly at his back

| was happy and silent as the duty van took us back to
the ship. Blinky sat up front in the passenger's seat.
Thi ngs may change. Things may definitely change after this.
The way the CO had his hands on ny shoulder, as if | were
about to marry his ol dest daughter or sonmething. There were
ot her considerations that m ght keep me grounded. | then
remenbered what Chief said. If | didn’t make third cl ass,
|"d have to endure another three nonths of nmess cranking.
Maybe things woul dn't change at all. Maybe chief would be
nore of an asshole than ever now that | was fifth fleet
chanp. He'd probably think I was getting too uppity and that
| needed a little humlity. That was chief for you. 1'd won
a huge fight. There woul d be attaboys and hail fellows and
then it'd be back to nmess cranking. It was nasty, filthy
wor k and the thought of steam ng off food trays in the hot
scullery, or cleaning a |load of black patrol socks stiffened

with dry senen.well | just put the thought out of ny m nd.
As we made our way to the boat, the carrier faded away. The
desert sky grew dark, yet still burned brilliantly |Iow and

to the west. The droning ventilation faded away. Looking
back at the carrier, it was beautifully lit, dressed for
port by electricians who strung up holiday lighting for and
aft and along the catwal ks. Ferris came over the 1MC once
and said that ships | ooked good in port, but that's not what
they were for
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| becane aware of the slow percussion of bunps in the
road. | hadn't noticed how quiet it had gotten. Mst of ny
shi pmat es were asl eep: Rabbi Jackson, Brucey and his benny
boys; Hutch—who | ooked |i ke a ball peen hamrer, Bil bray—who
had flew the confederate flag in DC workspace, and a few
others in the second circle. Sailors could sleep anywhere.
had seen a sailor asleep in the gun station while the five
inches were blasting round after round. Three of us were
still awake: nyself, the duty driver, and Blinky. Sonething
had cone between us. Blinky that is. Not us, exactly, but
sonet hi ng between hinself and Chan.

| closed ny eyes but did not sleep. | went through the
fight in nmy head, seeing how Childs set ne up to absorb
t hose clean |l eft hooks to the head. |I flinched, half asleep
as he slugged ne in nmy mind s eye. | felt an audi bl e crack
to ny ribs. Even in ny head the fight was exhausting- real
sweat began to roll down ny tenples. Childs was a machine
with a brutal hook that alnobst put ne to sleep. In ny head
again, in an instant, | saw Childs pull a nurderous hook
t hat woul d have put ne through the ropes. My eyes opened.
Had Childs pulled a punch? Like schoolyard fights, he had
scared the living shit out of ne, but in the end, he was not
unli ke the other boys. Had he pulled that nurderous hook?
Then | renmenbered how Childs ran out of gas so quickly that
there was no way he could have trained for the fight. H's
shoul ders may have felt |eaden at the tinme. | guess anything
coul d happen when a fighter is tired. Wien he’s hit and the
guestion suddenly arises out of pain. Wiat the hell am!]
doi ng here? Childs was |ike Liston, a dreadnaught everyone
t hought was invincible, until those weaknesses were exposed
by speed and cunning. O was he?

A few days before the fight, Blinky said that when
Cassius Clay won the heavyweight title over Sonny Liston, he
didn't party, drink, or partake of the wonen who stood watch
outside his Mam hotel. Instead, Clay ate ice creamw th
Angel o Dundee, Bundini Brown, and a few of his cl osest
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friends. He said a prayer with his nmentor, Ml colmX, then
wat ched tel evision and went to bed. And at the press
conference the next day, Clay told the press that from now
on, they were to call him Mihammad Ali. "If you win this,
you'll be a new man," Blinky had said wstfullly, alnobst
apol ogetically.

| checked the damage in mrror in the berthing head. My
eyes were puffy and bl oodshot. Deep red welts rose |ike
dunes on mny cheeks. | | eaned over the sink, and sonething (a
cracked rib?) pinched ny right lung. | breathed in. The head
snelled |ike sailor shit. Cleanliness wasn't a priority. |
took a long hot shower, made difficult because of an
annoyi ng water conservation device. You had to depress a
button and hold it down to keep the water flow ng, and
because of this device, you never felt fully clean or rinsed
off. That was the thing with the fleet- a mllion goddam

little things pissed you off. | couldn't wash nyself while
the water flowed. | held the showerhead agai nst ny ribs,
where | felt the soreness surfacing fromChild s heavy
blows. | took ny time toweling off in the head. In the
mrror, | could see a thin shadow across ny chin. | sml ed.
Soon, | would have to buy a razor and begin shaving. Wile
brushing ny teeth, | heard sonmeone sniff loudly fromthe

toilets. A couple of boondockers tapped a staccato beat,
punctuat ed by sl uggi sh whistling. Then | heard grunting and
spilling comng fromthe direction of the shitters.

A drunken sailor's bowel novenment. Foul flatul ence
filled the head. There was not hi ng worse than brushi ng your
teeth while another man was taking a shit, so | spat the
foamin the sink and finished drying off near nmy rack. |
still had a few hours of liberty, before I had to head back.

| got dressed and went aft to check Chan's rack.
snelled his cologne, a spicy citrus that he'd bartered for
at a Kowl oon market. Chan left the market upset because he
t hought he'd been given a tourist price. Chan had | ooked at
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me. He had thousands of dollars in his pocket and he'd been
pi ssed over a little coin. He was gone now, the coffin
| ocker that purposefully kept nothing of value in shut with
some three-dollar conbination bullshit. I went around
checki ng everyone's rack, except for Blinky. Nothing.

| sat in the |ounge, alone, and turned on the
tel evision. The ship piped two channel s through the ship,
but depending on the duty ET (tonight it was Decouteux) you
could flip all the way up to channel 69 (they had no
originality) and find a tonight's special porn presentation.
| flipped the channel up to 69 and quickly tired of close
ups on pale, pinply asses, but | continued to watch it while
wai ting for the cumshot, or soneone who wanted to go into
towmn. It wasn't a very brisk video. | got bored and took a
wal k around the main deck. Still nothing but duty personnel.
We had a buddy policy in foreign ports. No buddy, no
liberty. It was a good idea in theory; a buddy could | ook
out for you and prevent you fromgetting the shit kicked out
of you. But that sane buddy could get you into a world of
shit. You had to pick your buddy sonetines weeks in advance.
The | ast week before pulling into port felt |like a gane of
cards. And everyone wanted to know what cards you were
hol di ng. You | ooked at the three section duty roster and set
up alliances: first, second, and third picks. Church boys
clung to one another in clunps. (Rabbi Jackson was the
exception, preferring to be on the front lines of sin with
his shipmates as they paid bar fines.) The Filipinos |eft
t he quarterdeck | ooking for the local Filipino comunity
where they were inevitability received |ike conquering
heroes. Pedophil es stuck cl ose together, though they
pretended to be | ost when you saw t hem hol di ng hands with
little boys that had been "adopted". You saw which officers
were drunks. The |iberty policy could also bring together
sailors who normally would mi ght not be seen with one
another. 1've seen benny boys hang with grown nen who wore
Star Trek shirts. Confederates asked perm ssion to | eave the
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shi p al ongsi de bl ack nationalists. And then the ship had
certain personnel who were beyond categorizing. Petty

O ficer Dubose (Porgy) Prevost was a cane stalk of a man, a
wiry and seem ngly raceless native a Louisiana, a brilliant
aut odi dact who was bot h engagi ng and al oof. Crewrenbers
asked himif he was black or white, and Prevost woul d nod
his head and say yet. Are you Spanish or Portuguese? Again,
Prevost woul d nod his head and say yes. |Is your father a

bi g-di cked nmul e and your nomma a Caj un whore? He answer
never varied with the question. He m ght engage the entire
crew in the chow hall on the beauty of Creole wonmen in New
| beria. He mght also go on for weeks living by the sentry's
fifth order, that is, to talk to no one except in the line
of duty. And as a cryptol ogist he could prepare his reports
on the conmpute and |l eave themin his division's officer's

i nbox. He ranked first in all his evaluations. The officers
would not talk to himfor fear that an enlisted man woul d
expose themfor the intellectual and famlial frauds that
they were. Runor went that Prevost's biological father was a
Oxford educated white man who ran for the Senate on a
"fairness" canpai gn—+the candi date prom sed to abolish
corruption, nepotism and affirmative action in the "nost
efficient manner known to the courtly South".

In port, Prevost had never been seen with woman nor
benny boy, yet he was rejected and respected by both, and
i nstead of paying bar fines, inbibing, or reading scriptures
to the natives while in foreign ports, Prevost would sit in
t he | ounge studyi ng one of the many phil osophy, mathemati c,
or linguistic journals that had arrived during mail call.
And now, while sitting in the |ounge, he spoke his first
direct words to ne.

"Lion, what's it like to separate a man fromhis
faculties? One senses that it is both barbaric and yet,
physi cal ly poetic." he asked.

"It was all right, | guess.™

"Did you get any satisfaction?"
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"I thought so, earlier, but not alittle |less now"

"I't will either humani ze you, or make you inmune to
your own cruelty. What is your current status? You on duty?"

"No, Petty Oficer Prevost”

"Then why watch the worst porno on rotation. Let's get
the fuck out of this slave ship. And please, call ne Porgy."
He wore bl ack Levi jeans, so worn gray wear spots in all the
pi vot points they seened about to fall apart. He wore a
bl ack Black Flag t-shirt. | knew this because Silarz wore
this same civilian outfit because there was no roomin his
| ocker for anything else. He was known to have a two or
three pair of skivvies and the sanme nunber of socks. The
rest of his locker was filled with books on 20" century
sem otics, philosophy, and linguistic theory.

"You need a buddy?" | asked.

| went mdships to hang out and hope to get |ucky when
| heard Petty O ficer Dubose call out to ne in the
passageway.

| was now communal property. My days of invisibility
were over. The gloss and the special ness. The pi ece of
paper. The hotel.

| laid down ready for taps when Rabbi Jackson parted
the curtains on ny rack. Rabbi Jackson was neither Rabbi nor
chapl ain, but he held Sunday worship services on the ness
decks and sone of the sailors took his counsel.

"Pray with me, Lion," Jackson said.

"What the fuck for?" | asked.

"Because God nost certainly blessed you today,"” Jackson
sai d.

"What's that supposed to nean?" | asked.

"I"l'l tell you after we pray."” And so | closed ny eyes
and Rabbi Jackson prayed. It was actually nore of a story,
than a prayer. The story was about a young farm boy who | eft
home because he hated the farmand his father's stern
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di sci plinary ways. But when the boy found hinself in the
unforgiving wi | derness, he needed that discipline to survive
and return. Jackson was just a pain in the ass first class
gunner’s mate who was always trying to get Blinky and | to
join his nmess deck church and get saved. He'd been an

assi stant pastor at a backwoods southern Illinois church
before he joined the Navy. "Saved for what?" Blinky used to
sneer, "Eggpl ant heaven?"

Bl i nky had gotten sick of Jackson trying to save him
all the goddamm tinme fromthat "pointy headed devil in
Ronme." Blinky got so mad he called Jackson "stupid fucking
Rabbi Jackson." Jackson stopped trying to save Blinky, but
it was too late for Jackson. The nane stuck

"Do you believe in God, Lion?"

"When | really need sonething."

"For real ?"

"No, not really."

“No, not really when you need sonething or no not
really you don’'t believe in God?”

“Don’t take it personal, Rabbi, but I don’t really
believe in God.”

Rabbi Jackson cocked his head to the left, as if he
were puzzled. He wasn't at all upset.

"After that fight, | think you mght consider it. Now
go have a good night’s sleep." Jackson closed ny curtains. |
stayed up for a while and thought about what Jackson sai d.
He had actually startled ne. | didn’t know if Jackson was
serious, but he didn't appear to be kidding.

Fucki ng horse hair blankets and three inch mattress. |
wanted a real bed. Wth white sheets and a white duvet. |
wanted a real worman, not a whore worth three haircuts. |
wanted to sleep all day and not be awakened by a hundred
farting, grunbling, grappling, masturbating nen. | didn't
want to be like the old, resentful salts twenty years from
now.
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As | stood in the chow |line, Dawkins, the first class
mess specialist asked nme to follow him Dawki ns owed sone
noney, but payday was a week away so what the fuck did he
want ? | thought | had violated one of his many chow | ine
rul es, but he kept smling at ne and punching ne lightly in
the shoulder. | sat in his smallish office. The office had
all the trappings of alifer- Vlmart-style fam |y photos
haphazardl y nounted, the inane Navy | eadership cal endar that
asked you if you spoken a kind word to a subordinate today,
various bullshit Navy nottos. Dawkins cane in with a steak
di nner that he had been saving for the CO but the CO was
getting fucked up, CO style, in the O5 admn set up with
his buddies fromthe rest of the battle group. | attacked
t hat goddamm steak. Later, Dawkins brought in bread puddi ng
topped with homenmade vanilla ice cream The neal was
delicious and afterwards, he handed ne a photo album dd
guys always gave ne little nmementos to rem nd ne that back
in the day, they were the shit, too. It's a small price to
pay and | didn’t mnd it too nuch. There were photos of a
yout hf ul Seaman Dawki ns, skinny and beamng, in his first
foreign port. | laughed to nyself. He wore his black Navy
i ssue belt and shiny chlorframshoes with civilian jeans and
t-shirt—a straight nerd nove. A crude cardboard blue sky in
t he background, with Dawkins in his dress blues and his
wife, still thin and pretty, in the foreground. Hs wfe
aged quickly. By the mddle of the album Rita-- she was
Mexi can or sonething, nust have wei ghed three hundred
pounds. Three out of the five kids | ooked Iike they had
three different fathers.

"You got yourself a beautiful famly, Dawk."

Dawki ns was a sorry lifer son of a bitch, living
paycheck to paycheck, probably fromthe tine he joined up
Chan consi dered cutting himoff because Dawk was way behi nd
schedul ed paynents. Guys |i ke Dawk kept the Navy running,
even as the Navy ran guys |ike Dawk. He was probably a
mllion dollars in debt, yet he kept re-upping and re-upping
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as if this enlistnment would be the very | ast one, the one
where he'd break even. Dawkins was the best cook in the
fleet and yet, eighteen years into his enlisted life, here
he was, still bucking for chief and kissing the ass of a kid
he m ght serve with, at best, in tw duty stations. | told
Dawki ns to forget about the three yards that he owed Chan.
I f Chan had a problemw th it, then Chan could take it out
of my winnings. | told Dawkins to stay out of the Chief’s
poker gane because it would reflect badly on ny judgnent.
Dawki ns had this huge grin and it nmade nme feel alright.
Dawki ns needed all the noney he could get with all the
nmout hs he had to feed.

After dinner, | wal ked aft towards berthing. The
boat swain mate on the bridge had passed darken ship, and the
| onesone passageway was illum nated by red lighting. A JP-5

punp cycled to life, scaring the shit out of nme for nonent.
Seawat er sl oshed at a bend in the firemain piping. Red-
tinted darkness and ghostly machinery creeped nme out as |
happened to pass the ship s Barber Shop. The l|ight was on.

hadn’t had a haircut in three weeks. | opened the hatch and
was instantly sorry. The duty barber was Ponds, one of
Bruce’'s little benny boys. Bruce' s boys weren't real live

Thai or Filipino benny boys. Real benny boys were nore
fem ni ne than wonen. Chan pointed themout to ne when we
pulled into the Philippines. Chan gave ne the whol e spiel.
Real benny boys w apped thenselves in a girdle, were always
on their "period", and always offered bl ow obs or nuch

wor se, "other stuff to make you happy". It didn't matter if
you were drunk, or how beautiful she was, or how great the
hormone pills made her |ook. Geat tits neant nothing. She
was still a goddamm benny boy. If news got back to the ship
that you had been with a benny boy, things could be nessy.
It was alright to be a benny boy because that was sinply
their nature. You really had to be fucked in the head to
want to be one. W | ooked upon themw th a certain anmount of
tenderness. But to be fooled by a benny boy was tantanount
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to being a real live honpbsexual, a faggot, a goddamm gazer
We kicked the living shit out of gazers. We'd lure sone
gazer down into shaft alley (how appropriate) then tape him
to the chair and begin ripping the tape off his skin for
starters. The engineers did it to nme on ny first watch and
it brought tears to your eyes. More often than not, gazers
got the shit kicked out of themfor at |east six nonths, or
until someone forget, or until they had enough and requested
to be transferred, which nmeant that they were not only a
gazer, but a w npy gazer at that, and that neant nore

beati ngs. No one would kick the shit out of Ponds, even if
he popped a nenthol cough drop in his nouth and started
staring at your crouch like a three haircut whore. Ponds was
our benny boy. He was one of us, we just didn’t let himever
know.

| tried to close the hatch, but | was too |late and
Ponds called out to ne in his affected southern draw .
"Don’t be scared, Lion. You get in here and get yourself
tightened up by ole Ponds.” | didn't |like the sound of that
al | .

The smal | ish Ponds sat cross-legged in the mddle chair
of three red barber chairs. He held a renote control,
pointed it at the small television nounted on the al um num
bul khead, and turned it off in the nost delicate manner
i magi nabl e. He thought he was in sonebody’ s salon or parlor
or sonething. Al that tinme, Ponds was |ooking ne up and
down.

"Sure," | said. And | dragged nyself in.

Ponds was on his feet, snapping a beige barber’s snock
i ke a happy ass bullfighter. He tapped the seat of the

chair gently with his small, elfish hands.
"What’'s goi ng on Ponds?" | asked, foolishly trying to
make small talk. | sat down. Ponds punped up the chair. He

wheel ed nme around so that we both faced the mrror. He
pl aced his gentle fingers on ny tenples and stared at ny
refl ection.
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"I heard about your fight," Ponds said sal aciously. |
| aughed. What did he nmean heard? | had seen himthere with
Bruce, the master at arns. "Big, bad, Lion. Well you don’t
| ook so bad right now. Your eyes puffed up a little bit. Let
me put alittle sonething on the swelling.”

"What is so funny?" he asked as he clucked his tongue.
He put a dab of ointnent on his fingers and rubbed theminto
the swelling. It stung for a second, but a nonent later it
felt good and nunb. | | eaned back and rel axed. Ponds was
short, funny, and audacious. He did what he had to do to
survive. H's face pulled down to a point, and he al ways
seened to be | ooking up at you, |ike a puppy, w shing that
sonme young man mght cone and pet him H's nose was | arge
and flared and | could see the faintest hint of makeup. Like
he had been watching Patti Labelle. The shadow gave his nose
the illusion of thinness. He was a little black Truman
Capote who | oved doing hair. Ponds couldn’'t just cut the
dam thing. He was al ways touchi ng your tenples and wheel i ng
you around and punping the chair up and conbing your hair
out and aski ng you what you wanted to emanate. It was a word
he liked to use. He indulged the other sailors, and for a
benny boy, he was quite popular. Sailors |loved sitting in
Ponds’ chair, even our CO because Ponds was al ways good for
gossi p and conversation. The haircut was incidental as he
woul d drawl on and on about who was going to mast, or
gai ni ng wei ght, cheating on his wife, or who had a thing for

benny boys.
From our few conversations, and basic shipboard
know edge, | knew as nuch. Ponds was a Sout hern boy who

joined the Navy to get away fromnorth Georgia. Ponds |iked
to say that he had al ways been happy and purple. He knew
since he was a child. And so did the other children, and
they treated himaccordingly. |I guess he had enough random
bashi ngs and all the unwel cone advances of the ol der nen.
The Navy offered consi stent bashings and nore yout hf ul
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sailors to choose from Ponds continued telling ne all this

until | told himto knock it off.

"Could you shut the fuck up and cut ny hair?" | asked
ni cely.

"Quess you don’t want to hear about what | heard on the
nmess decks," Ponds said. "I heard peopl e been buying gold
chai ns and Rol ex watches fromthat fight you had. Bruce
asked nme if | wanted to put sonmething on you. | told himl
was sendi ng noney back to ny nmomma. Bruce said, ‘If you put

sonet hing on Lion then you can make your nomra real proud.
Now what you nake of that, Lion?"

"I'"d say scared noney don't make noney."

Ponds pursed his benny boy lips. "Hmm | guess so. You
want it tapered or squared in the back?"

Weeks later, we were out of the Gulf, headi ng sout heast

with the Indian subcontinent to port. | had gotten tine to

t hi nk about what Ponds and Rabbi Jackson neant. And it
didn't seemto anobunt to anything. All | had to do was keep
nmy nose clean and play the gane for a few nore nonths. | had
to lay | ow during chow, when I'd normally be making ny
rounds for Chan right around payday. | avoi ded Chan, but at
the sane tinme, | needed to know. Did Childs take a dive? |
mean hell, let me get ny ass kicked if | deserved an ass-

ki cki ng. Chan continued to | end noney, but there was no one
to collect it. Chan stopped asking nme. Chan asked Blinky a
mllion times, until finally Blinky agreed. Then Blinky
ended up in nedical for a couple of days when he asked this
radi oman naned Sturdivant why he was delinquent with Chan’s
nmoney. Sturdivant didn't even say anything, just smled as
he wal ked by, then, as soon as Blinky wal ked past,

Sturdi vant pushed Blinky face first into a sea water punp.
Blinky told ne not to worry about it when I saw himin

medi cal . "Petty sit,"” he whistled between his absent front
teeth. "Don’'t even twip." Then | |earned a disturbing piece
of news. Sturdivant won a |ot of noney on ny fight and nade
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his noise |like everyone el se, but he just wouldn’t shut the
hell up. He was getting word fromhis boys on the carrier.
Sonet hi ng about ny fight with Childs.

By the tine we'd left the Gulf, | had becone a gol den
boy. I couldn’t wal k the passageways unnoticed. Crewrenbers
who had paid ne no mnd just a few weeks ago, now smled and
raised their fists in nock salute. For the first tine,
redneck Chief noticed ny unpolished boots. | couldn’t wear a
shitty uniform or go a day w thout shaving, or slip into
the chow line as | had done before. I found nyself choosing
tabl es on the nmess decks with nore discretion, |ike the
little girl who begins her canpaign for nost popular as a
freshman. But there were benefits, too. | had overprepared
for the engine roomqualification board. The board asked ne
a few perfunctory questions and they signed right off. Bam
Qual i fied. Chan happened to be on the board and the night
before, he told ne what he would ask. Wth ny new watch

rotation, | couldn’t spend as nuch tinme with Chan and
Bl i nky. 1 thought about how t hings were happening all at
once, and during a respite fromlog taking, I went down to

shaft alley and began working on a self-inprovenent |ist.

List of shit to do and not to do, because I’mgoing to
be an officer now

Do not beat off in shaft alley, even though it’'s a
poetic, reaffirmng, and seemi ngly revolutionary act, too
many ni ggas have begun doing it, and it’s becomng a bit
common.

Just because everybody takes a piss in the bilge or
beats off in shaft alley doesn’t mean you have to.

No nore Monday Night Porn in aft steering.

No nore kicking ass for Chan. | don’t care what he says
or tries to blackmail ne for.

No nore fights just because.
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Pol i sh boondockers to a mirror sheen. Iron shirt and
wear dark dungarees. You're officer material so act like it.

Don't talk too much or be seen too nmuch with Brucey’'s
benny boys. People mght talk, even though themniggas is
funny as hell, tal king about they don't give a fuck if I'm
gonna be an officer, they still gonna talk shit.

Make peace with Bruce on DL. Truce with Chan?

No nore three haircut whores. No nore East Coast Jazz
Cl ub on Magsaysay Road. If you nust then get condom

Don’t ever, ever, |love them hoze at the East Coast Jazz
Cl ub on Magsaysay Road. And if you do, use condons. You're
officer material now, so act like it, and stay out of the
clap line.

Don’t piss off Chief, because everybody knows he
doesn't like black people and he damm sure don't |ike
officers so what do you think he thinks of you?

And stop being a smart ass to Chief. Hs wife is a pig,
so being a smart ass nakes it worse.

Be friends with nore white boys. Select white boys that
you know. Blinky is cool, but he can only take a brother so
far.

Now t hat you're gonna be an officer, you can’t just
come out and ask girls for sone pussy anynore. Get sone
sonnets or sonething, and be |like, hey shorty, let nme read
this to you.

Trust white people that you know. The others can be
t wo- f aced.

What about white girls?

No getting high with them niggas on the catwal k
anynore, period.

Shave every day, and try to wite hone to nom

You do have a nother, renenber?

Renmenber where you cane from (Watever this neans)

As | looked at the list, | felt a presence behind ne.
It didn't matter that | couldn’t hear over the netallic
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whi ne of the gas turbine engines. It’s a sixth sense that |
devel oped so that Chief Dickwad could never catch ne

slipping on watch. | can't really explain it, but it’s like
a good cop who can just tell if a notorist doesn’'t have
insurance. It just works that way. | | ooked up behind ne,

and saw the famliar bow egged wal k. Chan wore his hair
slicked back. He seened shorter, but he was al nost as tal

as ne. Hs face was wi de open, and rarely expressive, unless
enbarrassed. He was an only son who sent nost of his noney
back hone. He was also way too smart to be in the Navy.
Unfortunately, Chan had been a | ackadai sical student and by
the tinme he was fifteen, the Honol ulu police knew him by
name.

"What’'s up, you Chinese | ooking notherfucker?"

"What are you tal king about? I am Chi nese. "

"I"d call you Chinese no matter where you were from
Can’t you see that I"'mculturally insensitive, you goddam
sl ope? W need to put you guys back in those internnent
canps. "

"That was the Japanese.”

"Yeah, so what?" It was a running joke. Chan said that
if you were Asian, then sailors would call you Chinese. If
you were Vietnanese, then they called you Filipino. It just
didn't matter. You were a fucking coolie, Chan said, but
they didn't admt as nuch. Chan thought he was superior to
the Filipinos. | could tell by the way he insisted that they
were not even renotely related. Filipinos had their own
thing. They were a central part of the Navy and they
definitely had their own clique. They had their own little
Filipino basketball |eague. They were jackrabbits, stream ng
furiously up and down the court, never getting above the
rim while the brothers crossed over and smled while they
wai ted for spots to open on "A" court. |1'd see themat the
base park playing tennis and barbecuing stray puppies. O
|"d see a mllion of themcom ng out of a wedding at the
base cat holic church. The ol der generation were disbursing
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clerks, the supply clerks, and in sone cases, electricians.
And now, they were sending their sons and daughters to
coll ege, and now there were officers |ike LT Deguia, who I
t hought was pretty cool. Chan didn't like Flips one bit
anynore because Deguia was cool. He said they were cl assl ess
and materialistic.

Chan’ s eyes swept across the bright gas turbine
encl osure, the main reduction gears, and the shiny, rotating
shaft. He was inspecting ny watchstation. "Wen did you
qual i fy engine roon?" Chan asked.

"What are you tal king about, you were on ny
qual i fication board?"

"Was 1?" | pulled out nmy qualification papers and
showed Chan where he’d signed two weeks ago.

"Says so right here."

"White they?"

"Pronounce those r’'s, you Chinese notherfucker." Chan
i medi ately went for ny legs. And of course, this led to

anot her westling session, and once again, | knotted up Chan
in amtter of a mnute and made himcall ne uncle. W
rested under a ventilation fan. It was hot as hell in that

engi ne room
"What are you doing later on?"
"Why?" | asked.
"I need a favor."
"What kind of favor?"
"Does it matter?"

"Certain favors | don't do no nore,"” | said. Chan
wal ked over to the hull. He pulled his dick out and began
urinating in the bilge. "Not on ny watch,” | yelled, but
Chan couldn’t hear me. | waited until he got back.

"Sturdi vant owes nme noney," Chan said

"Everybody owes you noney."

"Yeah, but he tells me to fuck off."

"Why is Sturdivant the only dude who's telling you to
fuck of f?"
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"Because he can, that’s why."

And | didn’'t have to ask him because then | already
knew. This whole thing was a farce. The whol e ship knew
because Sturdivant couldn’t keep his mouth shut. Sturdivant
knew because he and Childs had known each ot her since Boot
Canp and stayed in touch. Wen Sturdivant bragged that his
shi pmate had knocked himout, Childs' pride wouldn't allow
himto suppress the true story. Childs should have knocked
me out. He woul d have knocked ne out had Chan not got a hold
of himfor a thousand doll ars.

"I"'msorry," Chan said. "I didn't know what it neant to
you until it was too late. But | still need that favor, you
know what |'m sayi ng?"

| knew what Chan wanted. He had | oaned Sturdivant five
hundred dollars and a week after payday, Chan pulled
Sturdi vant aside on the nmess decks and asked hi m what the
del ay was.

"You can have it," he told Chan nenacingly, "if you
take it." Sturdivant pulled out ten one hundred dollar bills
from hi s dungaree pockets and flaunted the noney he owed
Chan. Word had gotten around that debts to Chan could go
unpai d.

| asked Chan how nuch noney he was going to | ose.

"I't's not about the noney," Chan said. He neant just

the opposite. It was about noney. Chan continued. "It’s
about respect. It’s about you. Me. Blinky. The crew grip,
you know?"

"What about nme?"

"You been playing nme close, ny man."

"I’ mjust trying to keep ny nose clean."”

"You' re doing a good job, ny man. That's for sure.” He
had taken off his dungaree shirt and we stood under the vent
fans in our t-shirts. Qutside, in the Indian Ccean, the
t enperature was about a hundred and si x degrees. The engi ne
roomwas about a hundred and twenty, but you get used to it.
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| | ooked at Chan. What did he want? And had | gotten used to
t oo nmuch?

"My man. | need one |ast favor," Chan pleaded. "Just
one nore, ny man."

Boats cal |l ed out darken ship on the 1MC.

Five

Ascensi on

Late sumrer clung unloved in Newport. Tans and chances
were fading for the Annapolis boys along the beach and in
the bars on Thanes. The boys had al ready begun to hunker
down on weekni ghts, gathering on Thursdays to watch
television with old classmates fromJuliett Conpany. As for

me, the token ROTC roommate, | felt unconfortable around
t hese insular reunions, and so often escaped to feel the
premature chill seep into the evening air. In the trunk of

my old Saab | kept handy a Navy-issue wool sweater because
eveni ngs had both a dramatic and met eorol ogical arc.

That eveni ng, the downtown Opera House began showcasi ng
a nunber of critically acclainmed independent films. This
year's themes: LOVE and DESIRE and LONG NG Al l caps
included. | called a date, then bought novie tickets in the
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| ate afternoon while the sun's strength was fading, but
still bright and warm M date, a netropolitan inmport from
Provi dence, Boston, or as far as New Haven, was usually a
very bright girl just out of college who woul d al ways wear
sungl asses that bal anced a polished, orthodontic smle. She
often had one of those nouveau ethnic elite nanes, a
generation renoved from nanmes inspired by the struggle. My
dat e—+he nanes Natasha, Selena, or Gselle cone to m nd-and
| would watch the novie and admre its anbival ent endi ng,
while waiting for her brand nanme artistic erudition to

engage. | was fond of Opera House novi es because their

qui xoti c endi ngs always inspired further discourse, as the
beautiful educated dates |liked to say. | considered nyself a
gentl eman of graduated nuances, appreciative of all that was
sublime, like those endings that required a cozier venue to
di scuss thenes and subtext in greater detail. Inevitably,

the date led to our slightly nodern honme that we were
renting froma retired Admral. But | speak too soon.

Just outside the | obby, I would quicken ny step and
open those heavy Vienna doors, yes, the ones inlaid with
thick crystal, and light would pour in and illum nate her
perfectly square and translucent nails. They were al ways
perfectly translucent, not a |light spot on a single cuticle.
In the dark, | would watch her eyes sparkle against the
fluttering Iight of the novie screen. Afterwards, | would
gently ask ny date if she'd like to continue our
conversation at a café where a finely crusted tiram su and |

had been previously and tastefully introduced. | did not
tell her that | had introduced others to the café's fine
pastri es.

W woul d | eave the theater and wal k those first cold
steps-and this was beautiful and required inpeccable tim ng-
| would ask a conplicated question in order to give ny date
pause. Wil e pondering the answer, she would be visually
arrested by the scene that unfolded while we sat in the dark
t heat er
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The sun had set, |anpposts lit, a chill would have
been replaced by warnth, and a | ow fog woul d have settl ed
in, giving the towm a vaguely Praguish feel. My date woul d
watch the m st swirling about streetlights and a curl of a
smle would format the edge of her nouth as she had al ready
forgotten the question, but it mattered not. On her face,
woul d wat ch erudition pause before confused awe and this is
what she woul d be thinking. Had a clutch of crew hands
changed the set, transform ng Newport into an artful
European city? And turning to ook at nme, would silently
ask, And by the way, who is this heretofore harnl essly bl and
brother with the odd nanme doing charm ng nme w thout ny
expressed witten perm ssion?

The Opera House peaked a turn on a sloped, cobbl estone
avenue, garrisoned on the el evated end of a one way street,
and through the fog you could see runbling headl anps, hear
gears lowering, tires thunping, and it seenmed so dramatic
the first fewtinmes that | waited for a director to step out
of the shadowy alley and yell cut.

Even as | watched her face soften, | felt alone with
headl anps, streetlights, and polished cobbl estones, alone in
an urban forest filmed in black and white. | would have

al nost forgotten ny m ssion, which was to take her hone, but
the nenory of pear scented |otion snapped ne out of it.

| would turn towards the bright girl and tell her that
she | ooked cold and that | had a Navy-issue wool sweater
and, on cue, she would catch the chills and hold her self. |
woul d help the girl don the Navy-issue wool sweater and she
woul d feel warm again. The tea and tiram su woul d be
excel l ent, and we woul d go back to ny place.

Al though | detested the gesture, this was as good a
time as any to take her hand.

Back at the house, the boys from Annapolis: Jarski,
Haas, and Arnstrong, all excellent wi ngnen, would carry ne
t hrough. Their years at boat school, full of cunning pets,
sexual suppression, the conpartnentalization of obedi ence
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and lust, had inured themfromthe act of cock-bl ocking. The
boys acted with the precision of desert hawks working in
consort, flying fromcacti to cacti, weaving, trapping, and
finally, dissecting the |onghaired prey.

After | excused nyself upstairs to the restroom |
woul d listen surreptitiously at the head of the stairs. My
roommat es were battl e-hardened veterans in the war of
funnel i ng unsure wonen. Jarski offered her a drink. Any
drink. He enjoyed being tested. Jarski was not the hardest
wor ki ng Annapol i s boy (when he wasn't sl eeping during
Navi gati on, he enjoyed reading The Econom st, which was
obscured by the angled chart table), nor the highest
scoring, but he was the nost fashionable white boy | have
ever known, and |'ve known many white boys. Jarski had
anot her useful talent; he was a skilled bartender; his
specialty was a Texas Pussywillow, a mnt-julep style drink
that he had learned froma Virginia girl with a fondness for
horses and M dshi pnen, but, to paraphrase Steve McQueen,
horses cannot make Texas Pussyw ||l ows, but Jarski coul d.

Arnmstrong picked up the slack by asking about her
goals. He had a powerful rural Georgia charmand had the
good sense to throttle back when necessary. He subtly
conplinmented the girl on her m nd and her wonderf ul
personality. Haas, a bright, sun-drenched boy who woul d go
on to switch designators and fly F/ A-18s, woul d suggest, no,
insist, that we go out on the deck and watch the stars and
t he I'ighthouse across the bay. If she were especially
talented (as he liked to describe the nore attracti ve dates)
Haas would rise to the occasion. He waited until the second
drink before com ng out on deck with a beautiful quilt that
he said was nmade by his fiancé's great-grandnother, the
matron of a wealthy shipbuilding famly who still had a hone
a few bl ocks fromthe Breakers. Haas' story went sonething
like this: after he had proposed during Christmas holiday,
the Ingalls famly, appreciative but wthout a gift for the
boy they had underestimated, decided to give himthe quilt
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fromthe guestroom It was a wonderful story. Sonetines,
Haas said it was the last bottle of dry Riesling fromthe
famly vineyard. Or a sweater knitted during the Battle of
t he Bul ge, returned unused, because a favorite son had
either died in battle, or lived and returned honme. Haas'
contributions by way of creative storytelling cannot be
overstated. Haas would do anything for his Annapolis boys,
and now he was doing it for ne.

It was true that Haas was engaged to a wonman of Newport
society, but the quilt had been purchased on sale at the
Wal - Mart, after Arnmstrong had abused a nenstruating girl in
Haas' bed. Though Haas may have been upset, | couldn't see
it in his face. Even serious fuck-ups were pardoned if they
had been commtted in pursuit of a liaison, but only if said
I iai son had been successful, but this was Arnstrong and he
never fail ed.

A few years later, | would |laugh and weep at Haas'
funeral. Those who truly knew Haas had to burst in |aughter
when the famly asked friends to cone to the m crophone to

tell stories about the favored son. | repressed the urge
tell the world that this man, who sought to travel the
cosnobs as an astronaut, whose remains could barely fill a

cardboard hanburger box, was a man you coul d depend upon to
tell the nost extravagant tale to get you laid. No lie was
too great. They don't nmake nmen |i ke Haas anynore. But here,
in the quilt covered den, Haas was alive and well, had not
yet met his god while conducting nighttine carrier
qualifications, telling the girl about this quilt, that
still had a tag attached that read "Made in Vietnan

My date would feel confortable and smle warmy. No
| onger did she have the "date" mask on. She felt at ease in
the confort of good nen. She had al ready begun thinking of
t he Annapolis boys in ternms of sword-w el di ng, arch—nmaking
groonsnen. The cal culus of attraction tipped increnentally
in ny direction as the Annapolis boys nade her feel like the
| uckiest girl in the world. Inevitably, she would yawn and
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ease her entire weight into ny arns. W | ooked across the
bay at the red, green, and white navigation lights. A
sai | boat, under notor, less than twenty neters. A fishing
vessel, gear out to starboard, in a long sweeping turn to
port. Between kisses, she would admt that before our date,
she hadn't felt especially attracted to nme. (They never do)
In fact, when she told her roommate ny nanme, the roonmmate
had burst out | aughing, and began to make hyena cackl es, as
if she was the first to think of that. The girl had gone out
wi th ne because she had nothing better to do, and alt hough
woul d probably be a snooze, she felt that | was rather safe.

Safe. That word.

Safe neant | didn't shake to the Harlem shuffle when
sushi was offered, scream ng out, "Uhhh. Raw fish!!" Safe
meant that | could blend within the strata of race and
class. Safe neant that | played basketball, but | could al so
ski, play tennis, and for good neasure, sail. Safe meant
that she could take nme honme to neet Daddy, that | could
mngle with her brother's friends. Safe meant future | awer,
doctor, engi neer, MBA, or PhD. Sone | evel of advancenent
beyond a bachel or's because that was nerely a precurser, a
filter, a stage for bigger acconplishnents. As far as | was
concerned, safe neant a life free of random fucks,
psychedel i ¢ drugs, southern rap nusic, and soci oeconom c
di spl ays on the |ocal news. Safe could never be fun and I
hadn't al ways been safe.

Private schools were on the whol e safer than public.
| vy League was definitely safe, but only if you kept it
reasonably real and didn't Tom around too nmuch in the Ph
Kappa Al pha or SAE or the Canpus Republicans or whatever
organi zati ons Tons were joining. These days, only a handf ul
of black colleges were still safe. Mrehouse was safe and so
was Hanpton with its beautiful, acquisitive daughters with
fathers ready to splurge on a weddi ng. Hanpton girls nade
perfect wves for professional athletes and rappers. Norfolk
State was absurdly ghetto, with its sparse grass and bass
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driven parking lots. Spellnman enbodi ed fenal e safety, but
|"ve never liked Spellman girls. They were worse than

radi cal Brooklyn | esbians with dreadl ocks. Actually, they
were | esbians with dreadl ocks. Artists and witer's were
safe only in the upper reaches of the bourgeoisie, and
mar gi nal |y acceptable in the | ower reaches, but only if you
were a woman and successful. If you were unknown then forget
about it. A black unknown artist has about as nuch cache as
an unknown actor living in New York City. Interesting, but
call nme when you get sone noney, they'd say. | was fortunate
enough to have been educated at a university that appeared
on a list pre-approved schools for the ever-burgeoning class
of black technocrats. Watch us rise beyond race! And this
girl, raised with rapacious soci al awareness, had decl ared
me safe. And now, | was beyond safe; | was into new
territory. | becane interesting.

Thi s one, whatever her name was, had incidentally grown
accustonmed to a fervent new class of white boys who chased
black girls in the Iight of day with denonstrable romantic
effort. Coll ege-educated black nmen were a different story:

"Brothers these days", she said wearily while taking
of f the sweater, "expected hot fresh pussy served on the
good china. They don't even go through the notions, but

you", she said, "you, | have to give sone credit to. You
| aid sone groundwor k. Were's the | adies' roon?"

Just admt it, | wanted to ask, you' ve already deci ded
to sleep with ne. Instead of asking, | gathered nyself while
she was in the bathroom contenplating how ny literary hero
woul d conduct hinmself in this situation. | had just read a

menoi r by Anatole Broyard in which he described an unlikely
gentl eman nonchal antly as a "pussy gangster". That scene,

t hat phrase, ran through me, not with a jolt of recognition,
but a warm wave of belonging. It was a secretive club

wanted to belong to. | wanted to be nonchal ant, detached,
romanti c, and unsentinental, all while enbodying the ethos
of the quiet, nondescript pussy gangster. | wanted to be
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James Salter, but this is America, where only Angl o- Saxon
descendents aspire to unmatched heights.

| was back in character by the tinme she finished.
Wt hout asking her to spend the night, | offered her a t-
shirt and shorts. She declined with a smle, not a yawn, and
we kissed again, this tine with the force of her tongue. Her
nouth tasted like fig | eaves. W undressed slowy as if
there was all the tinme in the world, and then | felt her
i npatience. It had taken nore tinme usual, but she finally
came around. | had been waiting for this nonment fromthe
time we net. | felt it again when | | ooked at her face on
the set of the Opera House. She had a suppl e pear scent or
so | pretended. That pear scent belonged to M Nicole

Mansur, the only girl | have ever |loved. Nicole was the girl
| made love to while pretending to nake | ove to the wonen |

had sex with. O sonmething |ike that. And so once nore, |ike
a noth returning to his phosphorescent tonb, I went back to

Ni cole's wonb the only way | knew how.

Bef ore she departed the follow ng Friday norning, the
bright girl was sonewhat taken aback by the sudden | ack of
graci ousness fromthe Annapolis boys. Jarski and Haas were
enj oying a cup of coffee, watching the news, when she
bounded down the steps, her hair freshly fucked, expecting
to be assaulted with sweetness fromthe whole crew. None
cane forth. They pointed to the cup and told her where to
find the creamand sugar. It was as if they had slept with
her as well, and now could dism ss her the next norning
W thout so nuch as a crusty-lipped kiss. | promsed to call,
but we all knew better and she left not sure where she stood
after a night of vigorous sex. It would be clear soon
enough. She would call. The boys would say | wasn't hone.
She woul d say | saw his car. The boys woul d again say |
wasn't honme. Maybe you should try later. Like |I said, they
wer e good nen.

By the time I got home fromny |ast Navigation class,
Haas and Jarski were already gone. Arnstrong told ne that

114



Haas had driven up to Cape Cod to go sailing with his
fiancé's fam ly. Jarski had caught the train to New York
City where he was neeting up with a Col unbia grad student he
had once taken to the Blue and Gray. Arnstrong stayed, only
because he had plans with two Sal ve tranps. The two girls
lured Arnmstrong by intimating the possibility of a

t hreesone. He said he felt bad about not making it a double
date. He truly seened in a bind, after all, his w ngman
status m ght be scrutinized, but | understood, those
situations don't cone along very often.

"Let a brother tuck this under nmy belt then maybe, you
know, I'Ill have them hook you up."

"That's very considerate of you, Arnstrong,” | said
rat her quickly, which Armstrong took for a dismssal. The
two sentinments anmounted to the sane.

"But bruh, you haven't even seen these hoze yet."

"You go right ahead, Arnstrong.”

A dark cloud crossed Arnstrong's face after ny
sarcastic reply, but | ignored it. |I knewall too well the
kind of wonmen Arnstrong brought honme. Arnstrong was a dark-
ski nned brother fromrural Georgia who never |et anyone
forget that he was a dark-skinned brother fromrura
Ceorgia. He wore that badge just as surely as he wore his
dated high top fade. Arnstrong had has first sip of white
girls late in Plebe year (according to Haas and Jarski) and
hadn't quenched his thirst for themsince. It goes w thout
saying that | had been with a few white girls before—they
appear on every brother's resune—but they were not actual
rel ati onshi ps. For nme, they occupied the margins. |
considered these affairs to be short spatial coincidences, a
bl ack man and a white woman who happened to have occupi ed
t he sane space at the sane nonent. These incidents usually
whi | e wal ki ng back to the dorns and involved a turn of the
mundane conversation. "l've got this wonderful book on
aesthetics and | really want you to have it. Gve ne a
mnute to look for it..
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Unli ke black girls, they didn't talk afterwards. You
could wal k right past themin the sunny |light of the

quadrangl e, especially sorority girls. |I had been to the
bars with Arnstrong and saw how he | usted, often
indiscrimnately, after white wonen. | hid ny distaste.

hoped he would cool his white girl fervor before he entered
the fleet. But then, what was Arnstrong without a white girl
on his arnf? That would be like a QTip lyric without the
zany cultural reference (Industry rule nunber four thousand
ei ghty/record conpany people are shady). Arnstrong nmanaged a
few nmonents of unconfortable silence before he spoke again.

"You don't approve, do you?" Was Arnstrong referring to
white girls or the nénage? | assuned he was referring to
white girls.

"It's sinply a matter of personal taste,” | said
qui ckly.

"It's deeper than that, Lion."

| nodded in synpathy, hoping that he wouldn't give ne
the details, but sonetines people have a way of pouring

probl ens onto you. Arnmstrong continued: "l used to think
sonmet hing was wong with ne, |ike them honbsexuals, so
started seeing this therapist in Annapolis. | know what you

t hi nki ng. Mt herfucking Armstrong on the couch? Well Dr.
Abromavi ch was good. Real professional. She figured out that
every time | did what | did, | was trying to spite ny Mns

and ny Aunts and them who had raised nme. I'ma classic
Mama's boy as you can probably tell.” In fact | could tel
his type a mle away. | had assuned that Arnstrong |iked

white girls because they catered to his whins and called it
‘overcom ng cultural differences’

"Are you saying that you cannot see black wonmen in
romanti c termnms-excuse the pop psychol ogy-because you resent
t hem centering their hopes and aspirations upon you?"

"Let ne tell you sonething, Lion. There was ei ght of us
living in a five roomshack, bruh. Den, kitchen, bathroom
and two bedroonms. One bedroom for Mama. One bedroom for the
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rest of us. | seen ny sisters naked so many tinmes it don't
make no sense. Seen periods. Seen titties hanging all out.
Ass jiggling back and forth. My one sister Emma used to | et
this nigga hit it right in front of ne when | was a little
bruh. 1 could snell it when he was hitting it. Can you
bel i eve what effect that can have on a little bruh? Snelling
sonme nigga hitting one of your sisters?”

"That's why you prefer Caucasian wonen?"

"That's why | | ove nme sonme white girls. Boy, I'Il tel
a sister in a mnute get that white girls attention for nme."

"Arnmstrong, you have just becone very enpathetic.”

"l got sonme issues, bruh." | thought for a nonent.
Maybe there was an alternative for Arnstrong.
"Ever consider a happy nediun?" | asked.

"Like a mxed girl?"

"Biracial. Asian. Hi spanic. Watever. Any woman of
col or who doesn't rem nd you of hone."

Arnstrong seened to consider it for a nonent, and then
di smssed it outright:

"I"'mnot like you, Lion. I"'mjust a sinple boy froma
peanut town in Georgia. | don't go for all that exotic shit.
You can get with those high-post sisters 'cause, no
di srespect, you a high-post nigga, know what |'m saying? You
know what to say. You got thempretty little words for them
hoze. Words that, when put together, reveal a code that's
like, "I"mgood to go. Now go ahead and give nme that pussy.'
See, me? | just cone out and ask for the pussy. That girl
you just had here yesterday? Man, she wouldn't have told ne
that it was Thursday, you know |I'm sayi ng? Now when |'mw th
a white girl? | don't need no code. They don't try to
inmprove ny shit. They like me for nme. |I'm black and nasty
and their parents hate ny ass, even if | amthe best thing
that conme to the doorstep in years. But fuck the parents.
I"mtrying to crack they daughter's ass cause that's just
what they want. O e girl want nme to dick 'em down and be
nyself. What nore is there to life than that?"
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Arnmstrong held the renmote in his left hand and lightly
patted his inseamin the other. O all the Annapolis boys,
Arnmstrong was by far, the smartest. You wouldn't know it,
and this is just how Arnstrong wanted it. He enjoyed putting
on his Georgia peanut act, because it had served himwel | at
t he Acadeny. An honor graduate and battalion staff nenber,
Arnmstrong's natural talent, smarts and | eadership was
unt hr eat eni ng and appeal i ng. He was a young man who woul d
probably never panic in his life.

Arnmstrong continued to reposition. O course, | didn't
want to argue with Arnstrong after he nentioned the snell of
his sister, but there was much nore to life than that. Mich

nore. | also wanted to tell himthe truth about nme being
"high post". The fact is, | wasn't. People just assuned
t hose kinds of things and, admttedly, | don't aggressively

correct those assunptions.

The phone range and Arnstrong picked it up. "May | ask
who's calling?" he asked, but the person on the other line
must have given hima smart reply. As Arnstrong handed ne
t he phone, a pissy |ook nonentarily gripped his face.

"Hel | 0?"

"Lion P. Shuttlecock." I knew that voice all to well.
Years of classical conservatory training had honed it into a
fine instrunment. You could hear her whisper across a
football field.

"M Nicole Mansur."

"Did | surprise you?"

"How did you get this nunber?"

"When a girl needs a date to a wedding in Martha's
Vi neyard, she's willing to do just about anything."™ | put up
as nmuch resistance as | could nuster.

She went on about how she would pay for the hotel.

D nner woul d be taken care of. Sailing and tennis w th Daddy
Mansur, M. Black Corporate Playalistic hinself. Al | had
to do was catch the ferry, be a good date, and be nice to
her famly and friends.
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"What about your boyfriend?" | asked, referring to Max
Vervay, an old classmate she had begun dating shortly after
me. O had she been dating nme and seeing hin? You never knew
with Nicole. She was slutty, but I didn't really care.

"My parents aren't ready for that kind of shock yet.

Pl us Daddy respects you and Dr. Beatrice adores you. They
ask about you all the tine."

"Then maybe you should tell them what happened between
us." Arnstrong | ooked confused. | nouthed "N cole" and he
nodded in understanding. Nicole still hadn't said anything.
She knew | was holding out for a nore substantial offer.

"If you act right, I mght give you sone.”" N cole said
t hose words softly, but they sent a surge of energy right
t hrough ne. This worman nearly paral yzed nme, but | knew
exactly what to do in preparation for wedding.

"The barber shop closes in an hour. If you want ne to
| ook as respectable as your parents think I am 1'd better
get going."

"Is that a yes?" she asked.

"I ndubitably."”
There were two barber shops on Aqui dneck. I n accordance
wi th convenience, | patronized both until | wtnessed an

i ncident at the Coddi ngton H ghway shop that assured ny
patronage. A youthful fellow full of new bravado and a wad
of cash in a thick rubber band, offered nmy barber fifty
dollars to cut a series of gang synbols in his head and Ed,
ny barber that is, refused. He hadn't objected to the gang
synbol i sm he objected on aesthetic grounds. The haircut
woul d have been an artistic abom nation.

"You are not worth ny reputation,” | renmenber Ed
sayi ng.

"Nigga, | ain't ax about your reputation. | ax about a
cut,"” the custonmer responded. He began to up the ante. A
hundred. Hundred fifty. Two hundred. C non dawg. Barber and
custonmer were at a standstill. The young fellow tal ked
loudly on a cell phone. | smled. Even the ranks of drug
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dealers were filled with the nouveau riche. My barber
deenergi zed a set of clippers and placed them upon a white
towel . He picked up a crossword puzzle and pecked at with a
bal | poi nt pen. Even his nost |oyal customers began to
fidget. The young fellow discussed his newrinms as he tal ked
on the phone. The man next to ne up and left. "Got a
neeting," he said. That was enough.

Ed uncl asped the white sheet, calling out, "Next,"
while the fellow was still in the chair. After the boy was
gone, Ed sinply said, "Young fools make old fools.” | had
adored himthereafter.

The shop was normal |y manned by two barbers, but this
busy Friday evening, only Ed was working. He had probably
fired the younger sidekick, a |likable barber, who
nonet hel ess chatted too nmuch on this cellular phone and
often took brief wal ks outside to sell eighths of marijuana.
Li ke many barbers, Ed had several talents. He sang vocals
for a five piece jazz ensenble, and was known as conbative
and dictatorial grill man who held dinner parties every
Menorial Day weekend. On Tuesdays (ny day of hair reckoning
because | didn't like waiting on weekends) he would tell ne
his take at the reservation, but that information was
unverifiable; ganblers, like CEOs, only like to report
wi nni ngs. He had never admtted |losing. | |ooked inside and
was i medi ately di sappointed. Along |ine of weekend nen,
not hers, and boys had taken up the entire row of seats.
Sonehow, going to the barber shop on Friday had al ways
seened in poor taste; my nother, arch-defender of all that
was respectable, once told me that nmen who get their haircut
on Friday were frivolous nen. Serious nmen got their haircut
for the weekdays. Saturday m ght be the exception, but only
if one were going to church the next day.

| looked in the mrror. | couldn't wait another
weekend. Two and half weeks of conpacting ny mniature afro
was too much, and now the ny hair was in full scale
Frederi ck Dougl ass nappy headed revolt. It bolted out of the

120



sides of my ballcap. A nearsighted Oriole fan m ght take ne
for Eddie Murray in civilian clothes.

A chair opened up and | squeezed next to a boi sterous,
khaki - col ored boy who had | ong bow shaped eyel ashes. He slid
down in his seat, to the point where the back of his head
touched the edge of the chair. Upon his nother's orders, he
t hen picked hinsel f back up, only to slide down once nore,
ignoring his nother’s strident orders to sit up in his seat.

The boy escaped his nother's grasp, and raced back and
forth along the length of the shop. He ignored his nother's
orders, laughing, his front two teeth m ssing. Wen his
not her got up to chase him ran around enpty chairs, bunping
the legs of a custonmer. | could feel the tone of the shop
change fromthis little boy is cute to that boy need a good
whi ppi ng. My barber held his nmouth together tightly. The
not her grabbed the boy angrily and brought himback to the
seat. He laughed as if he was being tickled; she | ooked
weary and tired. She was dressed for errands, wore no
makeup, and had her light brown curly |locks pulled tightly
into a working nother's bun. She | ooked me in the eye as she
pul l ed himback to the seats and | was startled because they
were eneral d green.

The little cocksucker turned towards ne with his gap-
toothed smle and began kicking ny chair with increasing
strength. The nother issued another enpty threat.

"I's he bothering you?" she finally asked.

"Not at all. He's really cute.” Yeah. He's so cute and
he'll really appreciate that ten years fromnow when he's in
jail.

"He terrorizes people every tine we go out."

"He's just show ng off because he knows you don't want
to give hima whipping in front of all these people.”

"Maybe | shoul d.™

"Maybe. "

She began to fidget. She | ooked around, then settled in
nmy direction.
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"I"'msorry sir, but I need a favor. | need to use the
bat hroomreally bad. Do you think maybe you coul d you keep
an eye on Lamar?"

Maybe you shoul dn't have had unprotected sex when you
were fifteen. Maybe his biological father should keep an eye
on him but then again, maybe he's in jail to light a torch
for his son. Maybe soneone should teach this little bastard

how to act around adults. | was beginning to sound |ike ny
not her.

"OF course I'll keep an eye on him Go right ahead.™

My bar ber caught nme eye and shook his head and | ooked
away. | |ooked at the boy, then back at his nother.

"Go right ahead," | said.

Lamar, he nmust have been about five years old, stood up
in the chair and watched his nother wal k back towards the
bat hroom When she di sappeared behind the bat hroom door,
Lamar imredi ately junped of his chair and clinbed onto an
enpty barber chair. This boy was going to get one warning.

"Lamar, | want you to sit down next to ne. Lanar.
Lamar." He pushed off the counter, |aunching hinself into a
spin. The barber chair was his own personal nerry-go-round.

"You ain't ny daddy," he said while spinning in the
chair.

That was enough. | stopped the chair, picked him off
the chair, gripping himat the base of the skull and |l ed him
back to his chair.

"Don't be touching ne. You ain't nmy daddy. Ow, that

hurt.”

"Sit your little narrow butt down," | whispered hotly.
| saw ny barber chuckle. The boy conplied pouting and
defying me with those big beautiful brown eyes. | kneeled
down.

"Listen to me, Lamar. I’mgoing to tell you this one
time. Sit up straight when a grown-up is talking to you. You
right, I'mnot your daddy, and you can be damm sure-

"You cussed. "
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"-dam sure that if you were nmy child, you would be
acting right or your butt would be worn out with this." |
pulled up nmy shirt and showed himny thick |eather belt.
"You can do what you want when your nother gets back, but
right now you will act like a man and sit in this chair. You
under st and?"

"Yeah," Lamar said lazily.

"I"mgrown fol k, boy. What do you say when talk to
grown fol k?"

"Yes sir?"

"Ckay, let's try it again. Act like a man and sit up in
the chair |ike you got some hone training. Do you
under st and?"

"Yes sir."

Lamar noped and slid down his chair, but | stared and
he sat up again. A customer canme up to Lamar and gave him a
dol lar coin for behaving so well. The boy was so bad | had
to pronpt him again.

"What do you say?"

"Thank you, sir."

"You're wel cone, son," the custoner answered back. Now
where the hell was that nother of his? As if she had heard
me, | heard the toilet flush and water run. She noticed his
newf ound bearing and smled at nme. She fingered his curly
hair. Lamar seened happy to have been disciplined and have
his nother notice. Lamar hugged her as if he had been at
canp for a week.

"What did you do?" she said while standing over ne.
Beneath the | oose sweats, | could envision her statuesque
form Her enerald eyes smled. | |ooked away, sonmewhat
enbarrassed at ny audacity.

"I just imagi ned what ny father woul d have done."

She picked up Lamar and put himon her lap. | saw the
corners of her eye. Lamar put his head on her chest and
faced away fromme. Lamar had three parts al ongside the left
side of his hair, and a long braid of hair, a kind of tail
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about three inches long, a string of pure vanity that grew
fromthe base of his skull. Suddenly, | was afraid for
Lamar's future. | saw Lamar buttressed by wonen who told him
he was cute; who told himthat he could do whatever he
want ed; who were bent on his destruction. | sawwth a
vision of the future so clear that that | could speak of
Lamar in the past tense. She | ooked up at ne and |
accidentally spoke. Lamar was in the chair, the barber's
clippers at the ready, when | put ny hand on the girl's
thigh. The thigh felt hot and seened to twitch, |ike holding
down a rabbit. | needed to know sonet hi ng.

"Can | make a suggestion?”

S1x

Ni col e

Qutside, a norning chill had gathered as frost on ny
car windows as | drove to New Bedford, the old prosperous
whal i ng town where Frederick Dougl ass made his oratorical
debut. | laughed, remenbering an incident at Scaife. A
literature professor had handed out Xeroxed copies of the
famous speech then turned to wite on the bl ackboard. She
heard juvenile snickers and was ready to unleash critica
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i nvective. She was startled to see only the black students
bowl ed over in their seats, holding their nouths trying to
suppress |laughter. What exactly has gotten into you all, she
had asked. She | ooked at the handout and knew at once:
Dougl ass' wi | d expl osi on of nappy, woolen fury and his
furious scowm. It was all too nuch for us fair, |uscious,
curly-haired Negroes.

| had packed a few days clothing into two bags. C ot hes
and racquets were in an oversized duffle. Toiletries,
canera, and extra itens were stuffed into nmy father's old
hel et bag. | parked ny old Saab at the Coast CGuard station
and wal ked three blocks to the pier. | bought the ferry
ticket froman old man inside a ragged ticket booth. He
st ooped down and wi nked at nme through a small hal f-octagon
opening laced with chicken wire. | stood back and he w nked
at the passengers behind ne, two responsi bl e | ooki ng wonen,
both of whom wore extraordinarily |large sweaters. | didn't
have to see the boat to know it was a diesel. | knew that
metallic chugging fromny days as a blue shirt working in
the engine room A waft of acrid bluish snoke blew ny way.
The captain kept the boat in idle while his two deckhands
stood on the gunwal e sharing a cigarette and surveying the
passengers. The deckhands | acked shaves, and though
yout hful , the slinmer one had gray hairs in the corner of
hi s shaggy goatee. He had the | ook of tardy wi sdom it m ght
be a year or two before he discovered that it was too |ate
to do anything el se.

| | ooked at the vessel and frowned. The ship was dirty
and | acked fundanental qualities of good seamanship. A cleat
erupted fromthe transom One good pull and it would crack
free of the fiberglass hull. Extra line was not faked into a
neat coil; instead, lines were thrown against the hull where
tourists wouldn't trip over it. A turnbuckle was about to
fall apart into a heap of rust. The captain blew his whistle
and the young deckhands didn't even bother to flick their
cigarettes into the water. The goateed | ad | eaped over the
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transom and undid the line fromthe | arge horned cl eat on
the pier. He tossed the line to- they had the sane aquiline
nose- his brother? Then he | eaped gracefully back on deck.
The father (that sane nose) was already backing down to
clear the stern. The captain throttled forward and we were
away in a snap.

The boat was a ness, but the captain was an excell ent
boat handl er. The boys went into the engi ne room+ suppose to
check on the diesel. Athin black man with a thin nustache
and a gold tooth, who I hadn't seen until now, canme out and
fastened a green apron around his waist. Breakfast? he asked
quietly. Hot, grilled pancakes, suh? He plopped a fat doll op
of butter on the galley griddle and it popped and sizzled
alive. The | esbian sweater couple sat up straight. W got
links, patties, grits, hashbrowns, and eggs anyway you
take' em any way you want 'em There were about a dozen
passengers and he cane to all, courteous and eager to work
the grill. Passengers seened unwilling. The goateed deckhand
put his face in the cuddy and yelled out an unintelligible
order to the cook and the cook nodded agreeably. |ce was
broken. | gave the cook nmy order and felt |ike the narrator
in Invisible Man as he ate inside a New York diner, trying
to distinguish hinself fromthe other country Negroes by
ordering unbuttered toast and black coffee. | was far (I
t hought) beyond i npressing white passengers with the
nodernity of ny breakfast order, nuch |ess refusing kinship

wi th bl ack cooks. | hadn't eaten that norning or the night
bef or e.
Never taking his eyes off the grill, the cook nodded

once for each item| ticked off. "Three pancakes. Gits.
Toast. Eggs and Canadi an bacon if you have sone-" and before
t he cook coul d ask-"and eggs runny, over easy," | added. The
cook grinned tightly, happy to get an unapol ogetically
robust order. The cook scraped and spread the butter about
the griddle nethodically. Using the bright spatula, he
tapped the grill quick and sure |ike a snare.
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A young coupl e, guided by their noses and dressed in
sailing gear they may have bought the day before, cane
i nside the cuddy. The cook | ooked up and flashed a
brilliant, lightning-quick smle. | smled, too. The cook
| ooked |i ke the bald, black actor from The Shining. |
couldn’t recall the nane, but | renenbered that wonderfu
Louis Armstrong voi ce. The husband wal ked over and tal ked to
t he cook, who never took his eyes off the grill. The wife
| ooked on the conversation hopefully while warm ng her
hands. She wasn't the type to have a conversation with, yes,
Scatman. Scatman Crothers was the nane. That's what husbands
were for. Maybe she was the kind of woman who directed her
husband to conduct all potentially enbarrassing
conversations. How woul d she react if Scatman | ooked over
her body and flicked a tongue over his |ips while she asked
for toast and egg whites? But perhaps Scatnman was
unconfortable talking to wives while the husband stood off
grinning like an idiot. Maybe the cook was |ike a Hem ngway
character. Hunters, barbers, grill cooks, and hitnmen. Men
who tal ked frankly only to other nen.

The cook nodded his head aggressively and broke out
anot her egg carton. The husband went back to his wife and
they both seened pleased with the outcone of his
conversation with the cook. More day-trippers entered for
the snmell of breakfast and soon, the entire roomwas buzzing
with friendliness as the boat made a course to steer for
Mart ha's Vi neyard.

Seated to ny left, a young man gri nned excessively. He
hadn't ordered breakfast. He wore a set of dark jeans with
sharp creases all the way up the thigh and a strawberry and
cream pol o shirt. He was about twenty, but the snappish
newness of his clothes rem nded ne of grade school in late
August. | sinply could not figure himout. Then it hit ne.
He was dressed as if it were first day of school.

The young nman asked ne for the tinme and five m nutes
| ater he asked again, even though there was a | arge
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chrononeter facing us on the bul khead. Actually, it probably
wasn't a real chrononeter; I'msure it was battery powered.
Five mnutes |ater, the young man asked again, and | guess
it was the nother who told himto stop bothering that nice
young man, but when | | ooked at him he couldn't stop
grinning. It finally occurred to nme; the boy was retarded.

Maybe he thought | was just Iike him Retarded people
don't realize they're retarded. The nother wi ped a | arge wet
booger fromhis nostril's edge and the man sei zed up and
began giggling uncontrollably. He didn't stop grinning when
| looked at him | |aughed again and he grinned mightily; we
were having a fine tinme. The boy began to finger the
enbroidery on ny helmet flight bag, or rather, ny father's
ol d hel met bag. The nmother pulled his hand away, but | said
he was fine.

"He saw the gold wi ngs. He | oves anything about
ai rplanes,” the nother said while continuing to pull at her
son' s hand.

"No really, it's okay," | said again

"It seens so authentic,"” the nother added, now touching
t he enbroi dered wings and ny father's call sign, "Lion"
stitched in cursive bel ow the w ngs.

"I bought it at an estate sale.”" This was a lie | told

when | didn't feel like getting into an extended
conversation
"Ch," the woman said, still fingering the stitching.

My nother let ne borrowit ny freshman year. In
addition to call sign and wi ngs, nmy father's nane and
squadron were stitched on the pockets. Since ny parents had
never married, it was one of the fewtangible itens of his
that I owned. |'ve been using it as a shaving and ditty bag
and haven't given it back since.

| let the boy play with the bag as | thought about
Lill, the single nother | net at the barber shop. | asked
Lill tolet ne pay for her son's haircut, a nice haircut, |
wanted to say, that wouldn't peg himas a future Rodney
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King. She let ne pay, and Ed carved Lamar into a perfect
little gentlemen. He was a new boy with a new attitude.

Before nother and child left the shop, Lill wote down
her phone nunber and pressed it into ny hands. | wondered
what Nicole would think of this girl Lill. She woul dn't
consider Lill proper conpetition. In fact, N cole didn't

bot her to think of other wonen as conpetition, so sure she
was of herself.

My intense feelings for N cole hadn't abated. She had
dat ed perhaps a dozen boys before she di scovered nme during

junior year. | did things I'll never do again. | |left poens
on her w ndshield. | brought N cole fresh sal ads between
shows. | told her |I loved her the nonent |I felt it. Nicole

knew | hadn't flushed her taste fromm nouth. And here she
was, the audacity to call ne as if there was nothing had
happened, asking nme to spend the weekend. Using nme. |

i magi ned Nicole on the other end of the line, curled up on
the couch, twirling the phone cord around her hands, honey-
voi ced, occasionally | ooking up to see what was on
television, conpletely aware of the personal hell she was
putting nme through, but not caring a bit. | told the boys
about the Nicole situation and Haas, God bless him sank his
heavy figure in the arnchair, sighed patiently, and | ooked
directly at ne.

"Wonen", Haas intoned, as if speaking for all of the
Annapolis boys "want to be lied to." He | ooked at ne,
smling at the confusion on ny face that would soon be
cl eared. Haas continued. "It's inperative that you put much
nore heart and feeling into a lie than you woul d ever put
into sonething as banal as the truth. You didn't |ose that
girl when you told her you |loved her. You lost that girl
when you told her that you |l oved her and neant it. Its end
was ordai ned the nonment those words escaped your nouth.”
Good ol e Haas. Haas had lit a match in a cave full of
anci ent draw ngs.
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| met Nicole a few days after | wote a review of a
studio play she was starring in. She threw sixteen ounces of
lron Gty Light in ny face, an act of martyrdom t hat
enlarged a growing reputation for prickly diva-like
behavior. W were at a house party. Nicole was directly in
front of me in the keg Iine. She glanced behi nd, pretended
not to see ne, filled up her red plastic cup and dunped its
contents, slowy, on ny head.

At the tinme, | was the theater and filmecritic for
Scaife's trailing student newspaper. | reviewed a studio
t heat er production of Hedda Gabbl er. The audi ence gave the
cast a standing ovation, but the outconme was as rigged as
| aughter on a sitcomset. The audience, full of dramat
under cl assnmen, al ways gave each ot her standing ovations.
knew better and proceeded to wite it. As | wal ked out of
t he production, snow fell fromthe bright night sky. | felt

invigorated. | finished witing the review that very night,
and it was in the papers the follow ng day.
As | bl ew beer out of ny nasal passages, | thought I

had been unfairly harsh and an apol ogy nearly cane from ny
lips. In the production, N cole was conpetent, but she nade
the amateur's m stake of always acting. Every gesture, every

line of dialogue, was full of dramatic inport. | al nost
cried out for her to throw sone away. | said as nuch in the
review, albeit with a [ighter touch

She has since changed. | saw her recently, in an
Aneri cani zed adaptation of Uncle Vanya that takes place in
Prince George County, of all places. | sat so far back there
was no way Nicole could have seen nme. The production was
audaci ous and Ni cole had been brilliant. It wouldn't be |ong

before she was plying her trade on the soaps, and then
graduate to one-hour prinetinme dramas as a young
pedi atrici an, passionate high school teacher, opposing
counsel, or fierce child welfare specialist.

Ni col e said sonething as she passed ne, but beer had
cl ogged ny ears. Like a puppy enthralled with its own abuse,
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| followed her, despite the fact that | was with a girl that
ni ght, a French maj or named Jocel yn. Jocelyn was a nice
young | ady from Shaker Hei ghts. She was fond of hol ding
hands, ice creamon Fridays, and the m ssionary position.
She didn't stand a puncher's chance.

| followed Nicole around the party until she stuck her
t ongue down the throat of the |uckiest white boy in the
room She grabbed his beer and tossed it, dousing a throng
of partygoers on the nmakeshift dance fl oor.

| went to the | ast Hedda Gabl er show. | was surprised
to note that the show was still being overacted. | stopped
her outside the backstage door. | told her that the play
hadn't gotten any better. | told her that she could throw as
much beer on nme as she wanted, but the review still stood.

"I know," she said. "Way do you think I was so upset?"

| put nmy hand out. "Lion."

"Lion, do you know we burned that reviewin effigy?"

"You burn people in effigy, not reviews."

"You really are a critic. The cast and crew are goi ng
out tonight. Maybe you can tell ne how you got that stupid
nanme." She nmurnured, |aughing at nmy name, "Lion fucking
Shuttl ecock. Ha. Jesus Christ that's rich.”

| joined themthat night. | told them stories about ny
bl uej acket days in the Navy. | told them about the three
hai rcut whores, about hating officers (even as | was
becom ng one), about the smles gane in Phuket bars, about
crossing the equator along with a hundred ot her naked
pol | ywogs on the deck of a ship. They squirnmed as | told
t hem how t he shel | backs hosed us down with seventy five
pound salt water on our genitals, made us dive through
rotting food and garbage, then nade us eat a maraschino
cherry out of a fat Boatswain's greasy navel

At first, |I thought Nicole's friends |liked ny stories,
but actors are far too self-absorbed and ravenous to |isten
wi thout self-interest. After | told them about King
Neptune's court, which consisted of six of the ship' s nost
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fl anboyant honobsexual s, a sweet boy naned David asked ne to
wite the stories down, and maybe give hima call. | nodded,
and then N cole pulled ne aside.

"You think you're tantalizing ny friends with your
stories, you little Navy boy, but they're only interested if
it goes into production,” adding, "and these bastards want
to create the role and be imortalized." She got close to ne
and put her finger through ny belt |oop. "David wants to
sleep with you, but that's too bad because you're com ng
with me tonight." | could see David ordering at the bar, his
hi ps, which showed through tight, nearly white, blue jeans,
jutting out like the nmen | had seen in the public bathroom
i n Washi ngt on Square Park.

As she spoke, N cole did sonmething nuch nore meani ngf ul
wi th her hands. She created a gesture for the ages. N cole
articulated her fingers and began to scratch the back of ny
neck, just above the hairline, rotating her fingers in a
novi ng sine wave, so that | felt constant press of her
nails. The nails on ny neck made me dizzy with lust. She
began to build a | anguage of semaphore by conbining this
gesture with another, such that | could interpret her
| ovemaki ng nood. Ni cole m ght open her eyes wi de then close
theminto narrow slits, |like the rapid opening and cl osing
of a camera's aperture. That neant she wanted to do nasty
things to ne and expected the sane treatnment. |If she
conbi ned the gesture while placing her hand on ny chest,

t hat nmeant she wanted tenderness, nmaybe not even sex at all.
If she did it while we were in church, that nmeant Nicole
felt Christ's spirit nove within her, felt the pureness of
Magdal ene within. Sonetines she scratched ny neck and | ooked
out distantly, her eyes glazed over, and | never found out
what that neant. There were dozens of variations.

Ni col e kissed ne on the nose and led nme to the bar. |
ordered us drinks and waited for the bartender to bring ny
change, when suddenly, | felt a sudden heat on the side of
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my face. It felt sonmeone uncl oaked a | arge heating el enment
and directed it towards ny ear.

| 1 ooked over. The director sat at the far end of the
bar. He was staring through his thick black franmes, the kind
of eyegl ass franmes that had been popularized in the 50s by
segregationi st governors and teenage idols, but were
enj oyi ng a resurgence anong graduate students—those who
wi shed to be taken seriously. Perhaps he had once felt
Ni cole's fingernails on his neck. I saw him| ook across the
roomin Nicole' s direction several tinmes. He had probably
been sl eeping with her since rehearsals.

Ni col e began scratching ny neck again, then thinly
asked ne to drive her to the store for a pack of cigarettes.
| understood the story. As we were | eaving, the director
pul | ed her by the crook of the arm and asked where she was
headed. She gave hima blistering, withering | ook. | had
seen that | ook on the night she tossed beer in ny face.

"I"mgoing out for cigarettes,” N cole responded. The
director slid one out froma pack and offered it to her.

"I don't snoke those kind," she had said coldly.

"But | got these fromyou,"” he had begged. N cole
pulled me by the arm The director was crestfallen, but
Ni col e had al ready noved on

M Nicole Mansur (she had initialized her first name by
t he second senester of Freshman year and even now she won't
tell me what it stands for) was a fan of the hurricane
| ovenmaki ng session. If the roomwasn't trashed than the sex
was not good. There were snmashed |ight bul bs and desk | anps.
Theory was disregarded, on simlar terns with enpty mlk
cartons. She buried her face in Derrida, Foucoult, and a
Chekhov manuscript while being taken from behind. Then
tossing themoff to make room for another position. Broken
fans and damaged headboards. Snudged w ndowsills. Bedsheets
stuffed beneath the door, if not tied around ny neck. She
bit nme on the face and shoul ders. She tried shoving her
dirty fingers up ny asshole. She hit nme in the back of the
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head with a hardback copy of "Beloved" and | passed out. |
woke a few mnutes |ater, watching a tributary of |ight
brown scal p running through Iong dark, curly hair. She had
fellated me back to consci ousness.

After a few weeks of N cole, one of ny professors, the
esteened novelist Henry Mlius, pulled ne aside, and asked
me if | was pledging at a fraternity.

"No, why do you ask?"

"Look at your cheek, it |ooks broken. And the marks on
your neck."

"I guess | hadn't noticed."

"Are you getting into brouhahas?"

"No. "

"The ROTC boys roughhousi ng you?"

"Heavens, no."

"Wel | sonething has been going on for the |ast few
weeks. Your scholarship is suffering, Lion. Badly, | mght
add. | suggest you rethink the direction of your personal
life." And then he got a little parental, adding, "Am]
under st ood?" The only proper response is, "Yes, sir."

The next afternoon as | was preparing for uniform
i nspection, Nicole's feet tipped over a canister of brass
buttons for nmy sumer dress whites. | chased down the
buttons, placing themin a clean coffee cup. | |ooked at the
time. Thirty m nutes before formation. Each brass button had
to be painstakingly fastened to the uniformjacket, the
gil ded eagle with wings spread had to be right side up. If
the eagle's head pointed down, you were gigged for having a
"dead eagle". O course, when | told Ni cole about dead
eagl es, buttons, formations, and their inportance in
mai nt ai ni ng ny schol arshi p, she grabbed the coffee cup and
t ossed the buttons out of her second floor w ndow The
buttons sounded |ike hollow coins, spilling and rattling on
t he sidewal k. Some went out into the street, others
under neat h parked cars.
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"You can run along and fetch those buttons,” Nicole
said pulling off her thin top, revealing honey brown flesh
and giving the rooma fresh burst of pears, "or you can stay
here and fuck nme until | cone." She clinbed onto the couch
in the kneeling position and began to nassage herself. "It's
up to you," she added gently, the side of her face pressed
agai nst the arnrest.

| was on probation at the tine. | had been to a
mlitary review board to discuss ny plummeting perfornance.
The board, consisting of staff officers, had been grave and
starkly professional. | nodded at every violation listed. |
of fered no excuses and took full responsibility. That was
the response the board desired, and so they offered ne one
nore chance. Screw it up and ny schol arship woul d be yanked.
| would have to pay full tuition nyself. At that nonent, any
wi se man woul d have conme to his senses.

Weeping, | took off the uniformand plunged into
Ni cole. Nicole took me in with grinding awkwardness in her
hi ps. Her noisture eased us into a tender cadence. There was
no hurricane this tinme. Nicole did not spark pyrotechnics.
We began sl ow and ended slow. It was the first tinme |'ve
ever wanted to cry while entangled with anot her woman.

| woke to a gaggl e of school boys wal ki ng honme from
school. | | ooked out the wi ndow. The boys wore fedoras and
frunmpy bl ack suits, their sideburns tw sting down |ike
vines. Orthodox school children wal ki ng home fromthe
synagogue. They seened dressed for a Raynond Chandl er novel,
yet frolicked up the sidewal k the sanme as any other kids.

Behind ne, | heard the snap and sizzle of a nmatch.
"What is it?" Nicole asked. She drew on a cigarette.
"Kids."

She joined ne at the open wi ndow. W were both
conpl etel y nude.

"Ch ny God, they're so cute! | love those sideburns.”
Ni col e turned towards ne, |aughed, then turned back towards
the boys, and I knew at once that | was in |ove. Her bronze
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skin glistened in the reddish fall Iight. One of the

school chil dren turned and | ooked down towards the ground.
could only see the top of his fedora, but something on the
si dewal k had caught his eye. He reached down, picked it up,
and examned it. It flashed gold in his tiny hand. One of ny
brass buttons.

The boy | ooked up and saw us both. His eyes flashed and
he broke into a big, guilty grin. N cole held her cigarette
out with her left hand and gave hima tiny wave with the
right, smrked at the young boy for what seenmed to be an
eternity. The boy, who seened too dunbfounded to wave back,
woul d probably never forget the noment he found a brass
button then | ooked up and saw a beautiful naked bronzed girl
sm rki ng down upon him

"Cone on, M cah,"” one of the other boys called out.

M cah turned.

"I found sonething,” Mcah answered, holding up the
button. He ran to catch up with the others. | saw his fedora
bet ween patches of red and brown | eaves and then it
di sappeared. | retrieved an old Pentax manual from ny
backpack. | advanced the shutter. Ni cole pushed the canera
away.

"No. "

"Pl ease. "

"Two words: Vanessa WIllians."

"Just your face."

"G ve nme one good reason to say yes."

"Because I'min love with you and now | need to take
your phot ograph. When I'mold and m serable, 1'I|l be able to
| ook at this photograph and it will keep ne alive another
day. Is that good enough?”

She smled: "Wiy didn't you say so?"

| lost the schol arship, of course, but |I had N cole.
She was the kind of crazy woman | could spend the rest of ny
life trying to figure out. In the neantinme, we never tired
of each other. She was energetic and flexible. I was thin-
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hi pped and willing. When she got call backs for Mary

Magdal ene in Jesus Christ Superstar, she began to pee a |lot.
She called ne a fucker because she thought | had given her
sonething. W went to the doctor and found out the truth. |
begged and begged and begged. | would drop out. She could
continue in school.

"Absolutely not," she said firmy. We lasted for a few
nore nonths. The child woul d have been about two by now.

The ferry pulled into a pier near Edgartown. The
captain steered her starboard side to, and | | ooked out for
Ni cole. | |ooked the pier up and down and could not find
her. She woul d be easy to spot. Nicole was nuscul ar and
thin, and never worked out a day her life. She could be
unsettling. My nother said she wanted to sit down after
Ni col e | ooked right through her with those big auburn eyes.
| saw a friendly |ooking ol der brother wave at ne. He was
with a small Asian man who seened to be teetering while
hol ding a glass tunbler. N cole wasn't anywhere to be found.
It wasn't quite noon.

| threw ny tennis racquet and ny bags into the bed of
an old Ford pickup. Stan drove while Yoshi rode bitch,

t hough he didn't seemto mnd one bit. Yoshi held a | arge
drink in his hand. Every tinme we hit a bunp, the drink
spilled out on his hand, and Yoshi would begin |icking the
drink off his hand. He would lick nost of it off, until we
hit anot her bunp and the cycle would begin again. Stan had

j ust been passed over to be the first black CEO at a big
electronics firm and he was extraordinarily relieved. "If |
had one nore picture in Ebony, they would have been calling
me Booker T. Goodnegro." Yoshi nodded in agreenent, yet it
was apparent that he didn't understand a word of what Stan
was saying. Yoshi was Stan's Japanese assistant. "W don't
pay hi m nothing and he makes nore noney for nme than the
whol e damm sal es departnment. Al he wants to do is drink and
hang around bl ack fol ks and he's happy."
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| introduced nyself and Yoshi just smled and nodded
and |licked nore gin and tonic off of his hand. "You can say
anyt hing you want; he don't know a stitch of English, do
you, you son of a bitch?"

Yoshi grinned and shook his head wldly. Stan smacked
t he wheel of the truck with his open palm roaring with
| aughter. This could be fun. Stan surveyed ny size. He was a
| arge man hinmself. "You frat?" he asked. He turned the
steering wheel and | could see the | ower edge of an onega in
a keloid strip of raised flesh along his bicep.

"No sir."

"Coul d have sworn you was frat, but knowing N cole, it
makes sense you're not." He was right. N cole didn't go for
the big man on canpus type. Stan told nme that he and M.
Mansur had gone to the sanme coll ege together in the md-
si xties. They had pl edged the sane fraternity, and when it
could no | onger be avoided, had volunteered for flight
school to avoid being drafted by the Arny. They cane back to
Martha's Vineyard in the summer whenever they could. The
informal reunions outlasted first wives, and in Stan's case,
a serious bout with prostate cancer. Stan was thinking about
retiring early and maybe taking up the barber's clippers
again. It hel ped put himthrough school and he just |iked

bei ng around peopl e anyway. | told himabout the incident at
t he barber shop, but left out the part about ny hand on
Lill"s thigh.

"Shit like that is why I'm gonna get ne a shop,"” Stan
said strongly.

As Stan tal ked, | watched the short, steep, unwel com ng
beaches of OGak Bluffs. Stan stopped in front of a snall
funky house with a screened in porch. There were four chairs
on the porch of various ages and styles. Several porch
pl anks were in full rebellion and before | could even step
i nside the house, | could hear the raucous roar of |aughter
and the reflection of a large screen television frominside.
M. Mansur swung open the screen door. It rapped violently
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agai nst the frame of the house, freeing a few strands of
peel i ng pai nt

"Lion ny man," M. Mnsur yelled out. He was already in
tennis whites, a drink in hand. "Were's the weapons?" |
pointed at ny duffel bag. M. Mansur w nked. | had forgotten
that M. Mansur was a natural w nker, that is, no matter how
many tines he wi nked at you, you still felt special. For a
six-foot two man, M. Mansur had a rather short and broad
torso, supported by |long muscular | egs and a bul gi ng set of
calf nuscles, which Nicole told ne he was particularly proud
of . White tube socks gave them franed his calves the way a
turtl eneck frames the face.

M. Mansur was a natural athlete in graceful decline
and an executive who had reached his peak prematurely, and
knew it. A sharp sense of hunor at tinmes, prickly to be
sure, a dickhead who enjoyed his dickhead reputation. |
woul d never want to work for him | was not sure if he
genuinely liked nme. Perhaps | was nerely a useful hitting
partner, a respectable boy who occupied his daughter's tine.
And | astly, despite an outwardly successful second marri age,
M. Mansur was a pussy gangster through and through. It was
in his bones.

"You want forehead or backhand?" he asked. Hi s eyes
were sparkled with the inplication of a good tine.

"M . Mansur. | don't know what N cole told you, but I
haven't played seriously in years." Were was she?
"It doesn't matter. W'll win anyway."

"Wn what?" | asked.

"We're playing in the tournanment.” M. Mnsur said.

"What tournanent?" | asked.

"Annual Father-Sons," Stan said, slapping hands with
M. Mansur. M. Mnsur drained his tunbler and swng it down
on the rickety porch table, as hard as a dom no chip. He
checked hi s wat ch.

"Lion, you got ten mnutes to shit, shower, and shave.
Match play starts in fifteen mnutes.” | had to | augh. Here
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was a man who had been out of the mlitary for over thirty
years, yet still dropped mlitary bonnots as if they had
been gone only thirty days.

| learned that Nicole' s brother Al an couldn't nmake the
trip to Martha's Vineyard. |Instead, he was vacationing in
South Africa with friends fromschool. The new denocratic
regi ne had not only changed the political face of sub-
Saharan Africa, but also nade it possible for Alan to surf
sone of the world' s | argest waves.

We had our first match agai nst Peter Jonat han Chenaul t,
the blue chip CEQ and his ol dest son, a youthful corporate
| awyer. The el der Chenault obviously took great pride in his
m ddl ewei ght physi que, but the younger Chenault had an
el egant pot belly and the skinny bird | egs found so often in
t he unat hl eti ¢ bourgeoi si e.

After a brief warmup, the elder Chenault won the toss
and elected to serve. | got into nmy position at the net and
got ny first good | ook at the fanpbus CEO. Al though |I had
seen Chenault on the cover of Forbes-those startling steel
bl ue eyes (I too had thought they were fake, but they were
i ndeed real), the clear nut-brown conplexion, and his
patented ranrod stare, the black CEO equivalent of a street
thug's ice-cold grill.

A gracious man with a row of strong teeth, Chenault was
broad across the chest and had wists as thick and sturdy as
a can of soup. He played the ganme perfectly for a man his
size; he hit hard, flat ground strokes with such pace that |
felt as if | was returning tennis balls nmade of lead. His
medi um hei ght prevented himfromhitting torrid serves, but
all the sane, his placenent and pace easily conpensated for
| ack of speed. | did not think we stood a chance and
prepared to apol ogize to M. Mansur, that is, until the
younger Chenault served in the third gane.

Li ke a gunni ng basketbal |l player hauling up a shot from
thirty feet out, cursing hinself after the ball clanked off
the rim so the younger Chenault profanely chastised hinself
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as he blasted a mssile of a first serve into the net.
Jesus, | thought.

"Anot her inch and we'd get blown out of the water,"”
said out loud. But M. Mansur winked as if to say, just
watch this baby brother. Incredibly, M. Mnsur noved way up
in the box and I soon saw why. Chenault served up a
softbal | -arced second serve, and M. Mansur feasted on it
with great relish. We broke himin four points. This is how
the match was pl ayed out. Everyone held serve, except for
babyfat Chenault with his pitty-pat second serve. Between
points, the elder Chenault pleaded with his son to "just get
it in,” but the younger wanted no parts of this safe
strat egy.

W won the set, and thus, the match. (Only a set since
t he tournanent had to be conpleted in a single day.) Wile
shaki ng hands at the net, M. Chenault hesitated as if he
had seen ne before.

"You | ook exceedingly famliar, young man, yet | cannot
pl ace you. Furthernore, | cannot believe you re the son of
such a brutish man,"” and he nodded his head in M. Mnsur's
direction. M. Mansur took it graciously.

"I"ve been called a ot of things, but a 'brutish man’
isS a new one on ne."

And so the pattern was set, not just in match play, but
in the nature of the opposition for the next two rounds. Two
nore tinmes we were matched agai nst tough, athletic,
successful older nmen and their fair-haired, soft-bellied
sons. W won the next two rounds as easily as the first.

Those three victories cane so easily that | began to
enjoy tennis. | alnost forgot to resent Nicole. N cole knew
| hated tennis. She knew why, too. My father was the only
black kid in his high school to play tennis. After ny father
died, ny nother forced ne to take | essons fromthe | ocal
tennis instructor, who just happened to be the town's
| eadi ng honpsexual . | stopped playing altogether when | left
home at seventeen to join the Navy. There, | took up another
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sport: boxing. In an odd way, they were simlar. One

i ndi vi dual mat ched up agai nst the other. You worked angl es.
You set the man up. You m x shots. You hit light, then hit
hard, keeping your opponent off bal ance. There was a cruci al
di stinction; poor craftsmanship in boxing could lead to
bei ng knocked out. As Blinky used to say while putting ne

t hrough ny paces, "You play basketball. You play tennis. You
don't play boxing."

A vodka in his hand and a Coca-Cola in mne, M. Mnsur
and | gathered near the clubhouse, where the draw was
handwitten in blue magic marker. | saw the scripted Mansur
and Son, rising fromthe bottom of the draw, neeting and
vanqui shing the opposition. The sight of it gave rise to a
brief press of pride. Though | was a ringer, | felt like
fam|y.

"Is that who | think it is?" | asked, referring to the
father son conbination we were going to play in the final

"That's them"™ M. Mnsur said, referring to the
LeMays. "Don't let their appearance fool you. Them boys can
play,"” he noted with gravity. "Two tine defendi ng chanps.
And we don't have to be nice; they're famly. Marcellus is
marrying ny niece, Belinda." N cole hadn't told ne.

"Where is Nicole?" | tried asking nonchal antly.

"CGetting antsy, Lion?" Actually, yes. | really, really
can't wait to fuck your daughter

"No sir, just wondering."

"You'll see her this evening. Nicole's with the bridal
party. Getting the final fitting. Hair, nails, facials. A
that girly shit.” I'mgoing to shake all that shit |oose

when | hit it from behind.

We heard a pair of gravelly Southern voices.

Augustus "Shug" LeMay, the hair care and cable
tel evision magnate, and his son, Marcellus, a television and
filmexecutive ranbled to the courts fromthe direction of
town. Both nmen were unassum ng, rotund, bullet-headed nen,
the el der having garnered a reputation of perpetual
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underestimation, the younger gathering one for his quiet
rut hl essness. The LeMay fortune was nmade in the 1980s with
t he advent of the patented, no-lye, "Lustrous LeMay Systeni.
Afifty dollar kit that ensured a |long-lasting natural dry
curl, the system enabl ed many bl ack teenage girls to becone
serious contenders for the nost elite black sororities,
driving the market towards an even pricier kit, the one
hundred dollar "LeMay Elite" kit, which was sold only in "up
mar ket " boutiques strategically |located in Shaker Heights,
Bloonfield Hlls, Prince George County, Buckhead, et all.
This system delivered on the prom se of rapid "bone
straight” hair growth, thereby obviating the need for
expensi ve weave installation and its costly maintenance.

The LeMays were an interesting pair, their ages
undi stingui shabl e outside a radius of ten feet. They were
often m staken for brothers. Both were dark, bal dheaded,
wi th broad expressive faces that seened to carry the
humani ty and hope of the race, wore their hair short, well
trimed, of even |ength—the classic Quo Vadis cut. | knew
only vague exploits, but M. Mnsur filled in the details.

Flush with cash after the explosive growh in hair care
products in the 1980s, LeMay diversified, purchasing a
central Florida cable station. To the derision of television
experts, LeMay inmmediately fired the entire staff and hired
his son as general manager. They soon began airing all the
programm ng that BET rejected: explicit and grainy rap
vi deos, shady bl ack power tel evision evangelists under grand
jury racketeering charges, and nore inportantly, soft-core
por nography featuring "the sistahs you |ove to bone," a
triad of desperate wenches with stretch-marked aureoli whom
| had personally cone to adore through two-a-day
masturbation rallies. Ei ght years after buying the conpany
for nine hundred thousand dollars, Dark Star Tel evision was
now val ued at over 400 mllion dollars. Although the LeMays
were extraordinarily successful, they never got the respect
t hey deserved.
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M. Mansur imediately nmet the elder in a full two-
armed hug, a cut above the now common brotherman hug (a sou
grip with the right hand and enbrace with the left). After
rel axing fromthe hug, M. Mansur and M. LeMay gave each
other the grip. Again, fraternity brothers. | shook hands
only briefly with Marcellus. | was di sappointed; his hand
was |inmp and cold, and Marcellus | ooked down. | told himny
nanme and his face clicked with the fondness of a man who
recalls his first freak. That couldn't be good.

"You and Nicole, right?" This man knew of nme?

"We're just friends,"” | said.

"Al-ight, then. Yeah, N cole straight." | nodded, but
didn't reply. | did not want himto el aborate about Nicole
and | think he sensed ny enbarrassnent. After an awkward
nonment, Marcellus and | | ooked to our seniors for the cue to
begi n pl ay.

As we wal ked to center court, | could see genuine

respect in M. Mansur's eyes as he spoke quietly with M.
LeMay. They continued speaking in | ow tones, even as the
LeMays pulled out a set of mammoth titaniumracquets, the
neck and head as thick as nythical Russian novels. After
warm ng up for a few strokes, | realized that this match
woul d not be like the others. Despite portly frames, both
men were |ight and springy on their feet. They adjusted
easily to ny topspin by taking the ball early, returning it
with a low flat force.

"*Por '"D?" M. Mnsur asked, holding up the butt end
of his racquet.

"tP," M. LeMay responded.

""P'" it is. You're service." | hit the third ball over
but Marcellus returned it.

"We' || return serves." Interesting. M. Mansur prepared
to serve, but paused as the LeMays bowed their head for a
brief prayer. | saw the el der LeMays |ips nove quickly, |ike
t he evangelists on his television shows. They popped up on
the balls of their feet.
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"This is good,"” M. Mansur said holding up a fresh
tennis ball.

For nost nen, al cohol has a deleterious affect on
dexterity and coordi nation, but for M. Mansur, pure
distilled vodka acted as an elixir. He canme out cranking
hard, top-spinning, Argentina-style first serves that |anded
deep in the box, forcing the LeMays into defensive returns
that were summarily di sm ssed by Mansur's crackling half-
vol l eys. W went up 40-0, but the LeMays crept up inside the
line and began timng his serve, hitting | ow returns, one
whi ch caught ne dead-footed at the net, and two which passed
M. Mansur on his forehand side. He could only fling his
racquet at them M. Mnsur gathered sone reserve and
cracked two hard serves, forcing errors. But the LeMays hit
the ball cleanly and the inport was clear; a break would
conme sooner or later. M. Mansur's service ganme was nuch
stronger than nmy own and he struggled mghtily to hold
serve.

The stands slowy filled with a ranmbunctious throng.
Fromthe truck bed, Stan and Yoshi hauled out a red cooler
brimmng with ice. Stan took orders and relayed the order to
Yoshi . Yoshi nodded, worked furiously, then handed fresh
drinks to Stan, who curtsied on receipt. The stands, now
full of friends, roared with approval at every poor shot and
double fault. Marcellus tapped the ball rapidly against the
service line. He was going to serve to tie to the set at
four ganes api ece.

In the first four ganes, we chatted across the net I|ike
old friends. How are things? |I'mso good, | mght get
arrested out this notherfucka. How s business? R ch and
black is so much nore fun than rich and white. You been to
Houston lately? Don't trust no city with a black Mayor and a
bl ack Chief of Police. Did Jackson do your |PO? Watch ya
wi fe around that nigga. And the reply, Jackson and them
better watch they wife around ne. But the canmaraderie
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di ssipated by the fifth game. A |oud unrecogni zabl e chant
rose up fromthe crowd.

M. Mansur turned his head, annoyed. Yoshi had tied a
red bandana across his forehead. He raced back and forth
al ong the length of grass near the clubhouse, a cocktai
raise to the gods, and | ead the wedding party in what seened
to be a war cry.

"I told Stan not to bring that crazy Chinese
mut hafucka. ™ It did not matter that Yoshi was Japanese, not
Chi nese.

Then | saw her. My eye settled upon her as if she stood
al one, contenptuous of herself and the world; the bridal
party and weddi ng guests coul d have been notes swirling
about a single ray of light. Nicole. Wth big, black oval
Jacki e Onassis sungl asses. Her skin radiated a fading
suntan, reflecting a thousand warm sunsets or the glare of a
t housand nen staring. Her long flanks glistened as she
crossed them She held her knee with clasped hands. She
smled faintly and with the haughtiness that drove ne crazy

with desire, she, alnost inperceptibly, lifted a hand from
her knee and waved it ny direction.

"Lion!"

"Yes, sir?"

"What the fuck is you doing? Keep your mnd on the
gane. Now |l et's break these nmuthafuckas.” As the match went
on, M. Mnsur and | began neeting near md-court to discuss
strategy. Actually, he discussed strategy. If the ball was
close, | hit it as hard as | could. W settled back into
position, but another war cry went up. Hi s concentration
broken, Marcellus circled the service line. M. Mnsur was
t horoughl y di sgusted. He tapped his racquet against the hard
court, sounding out the norse code for contenpt. Marcellus
waited until the war cries subsided.

"I need a fucking drink," M. Mansur said quietly.

| put down mnmy racquet to get his drink and maybe snel |l
hi s daughter, but M. Mansur held his hand out firmy. "I'm
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al ready drunk, Lion. Get back in position,” he ordered.
conplied, but took one nore | ook at his daughter in her
vintage tennis skirt and creamlinen shirt, her sleeves
rolled up loosely, unbuttoned to her sternum hinting at the
firmrounded breasts beneath.

There she was in the loving flesh that needed to be
entered. Let's get this thing over with. Mrcellus went back
to the service line, tossed the pill in a high backward arc,
then hit flat down the line for an ace. | began wal ki ng
towards the net for the next point, when | heard M.
Mansur's voice. M. Mnsur stared at the spot. He | ooked up.

"Long," he said as if his pronouncenment settled the
matter.

"Well now wait a mnute, Frank. That ball was inside
the line."

"The ball was |ong, Shug."

M. LeMay hesitated. Then he gave M. Mansur an out.
"If you're not sure, then we'll go with first serve."

"We don't need a first serve. The ball was long." M.
Mansur's confidence began to build around the bad call.
Yoshi began another war cry. LeMay pointed to the crowd.

"Look, Frank man, this is supposed to be fun, man."

"Don't be 'Look, Frank man-ing' ne, nigga."

LeMay turned to ne. Hs bald, veiny head glistened with
i ndi gnation and the demand for justice. "Was it out, Lion?"
the el der LeMay asked.

"It was-"

M. Mansur broke in quickly. "It's not his call." M.
LeMay ignored him

"Lion?" LeMay asked again neekly.

"Ain't his call,”™ M. Mnsur said enphatically. |
wal ked towards M. Mansur and whispered to him "I think
that was in by three, four inches." He gave ne a death
stare, his eyes bl oodshot and savage.

"Mut hafucka, did | ask you?"
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At this point, | had to give M. Mnsur the benefit of
t he doubt; he wouldn't have known about ny past |ife.
Per haps he believed that | was |ike his surfer son, or those
soft sons of his friends. He had played in too many tennis
t our nanents bel ow sunny skies free from cl ouds of viol ence.
| stared blankly at M. Mansur while twirling the racquet
i ke a pizza pie maker, contenplating the repercussions of
dashing his brains out to make ny point. | could think of no
ot her response nore threatening or |ess threatening than,

"You don't know me."

| hadn't used that tone in a long tinme. | had used it
j ust about every payday in ny Fifth Fleet days, but only
occasionally used it at Scaife. M. Mansur hadn't been
threatened in quite sone tinme so he appeared perpl exed, |ike
a school bully who had been unexpectedly invited outside.

"What's going on, Daddy?" N cole asked. | hadn't seen
her approach. She stood on the court with her arns crossed.

M. Mansur was stunped, deflated. Hi s daughter was not.

"Dinner's in a couple of hours. W don't have all day,
Dad. "

"This is the chanpi onship, sweetheart."

"Take first serve M. LeMay," Nicole ordered. The
LeMays beaned. Justi ce.

"Thank you, sweetie."

The LeMays waved and N col e waved back. She had cut her
hair to shoulder length. Her thin hips had fleshed out a
bit. The sun had washed out the rough, repertory East coast
edge, |eaving her face as sun-kissed and radiant as
At hena's. It struck nme suddenly: N cole was a woman. She
turned around one last tinme, smled in nmy direction, then
wi nked. | wonder who she had gotten that from

M. Mansur wilted. The LeMays broke us the next gane
and took hone the championship for the third straight year.
| began packing ny racquets. | said nothing to M. Mansur,
who said nothing in return. The stands were now enpty, the
bridal party already gone to prepare for dinner, except for
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Ni col e. She sat al one on the highest rung of the stands.
wal ked towards her, but, again, M. Mnsur called out.
"Hol d up, Lion. We need to tal k about sonet hing

inmportant."” Hi s knees creaked as he stood. | noticed a
slight grimace as his right foot touched down. M. Mansur
placed his full palmon his hip. Amn in full just mnutes
ago, M. Mansur had suddenly aged. He was barely able to
carry a jug of water. | took his tennis bag fromhim

"They say | got about five nore years with this hip,
Lion. Then I'lIl officially be an old man. You can't swagger
around town with an artificial hip," he said, |inping

gingerly to punctuate the point. He | ooked up and sm | ed.

Ni col e hugged her father. Nicole turned in nmy direction and
ki ssed ne on the cheek. "I'm horny," she whi spered. N cole
hel d my neck gently with her left and hooked a finger inside
my shorts, tracing a burning path along ny sweaty waistline.
Jesus please, just give ne a few mnutes alone. M. Mnsur
coughed.

"You played well, Daddy."

"Wul d have been good enough to win if you hadn't
reversed that call."

"Daddy, | was fifty feet awmay and | saw that ball was
in. Everybody saw it except you."

"You | ucky you ny daughter. Shoul d have cussed you
despite the fact."

"Daddy, you're just a big old bear. You throw
irrational tenper tantrums just so | will arrive like the
becal m ng princess and soothe you into rationality. Wen
wal ked onto the court and you caved into ne, that nade you
| ook powerful, yet tender. Isn't that right?"

"l suppose so," her father admtted rather quickly. M.
Mansur ki ssed Nicole on the cheek, scooting her towards
Stan's hone. "Go on without us, the bridal party needs you.
|"m sure they' re organi zing a search party this very
noment . "

"Do you want to talk to Lion al one?"
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"Cbvious, is it?"

"Yes."

"Well, so what. Go away. | need to talk to Lion man to
man." M. Mansur patted her on the butt and sent her off.

Now, full of paternal easenent, M. Mansur put his arm
around me and apol ogi zed for his behavior. He had never been
this close to winning and got a little worked up. He was
bull shitting, of course, but | nodded anyway. | accepted his
apol ogy, but | told himl'd feel much better if he bought ne
a drink later that night. He agreed whol eheartedly.

"You know what, Lion?"

"Yes?"

"I love weddi ngs. You know why?"

"Because it's romantic?"

M Mansur | eaned back at an angle. "Fuck no. I'mthe
| east romantic notherfucker that | know. | |ove weddi ngs
because weddi ngs bring so much pussy in one place. Dd you
see all that pussy in the stands? A man can barely focus on
the job at hand. | know, | know. | have a daughter. |
shouldn't talk like that, but the hell with what | should
do. I'"'mnot the HNIC because | did what | should do. I'mthe
HNI C because | do what | have to do. Understand?

"Sure, | understand."
"I don't think that you do."
"Sure | do. | understand that you tried to cheat the

LeMays." He | aughed at ny innocence.

"Cheat the LeMays? The LeMays don't nean shit to ne.
Wiy woul d | cheat fol ks who don't nmean shit to ne? Maybe it
was test?"

"If it was a test, then who were you testing?" M.
Mansur grinned and put his arm around ne again.

"You know Lion, I'ma tell you something | usually
don't tell nen dating ny daughter.”

"I"'mno | onger dating your daughter.”

"Boy, you know what the fuck I nmean. This a weddi ng,
ain't it?
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"Yes sir"

"You here cause Nicol e asked, right?"

"Yes sir."

"The world is an amazing place."

"Yes sir."

"God puts you in situations for a reason and you, young
man, are here in nigga heaven for a reason. Nicole's a
wonder ful daughter. She's just |ike ne, except she's a gal."
M. Mansur | ooked at nme sideways to gather if I got his
drift. I made ny face pure bl ankness.

We had arrived near a large, disfigured maple. Stan's
pl ace was only half a block away. M. Mansur continued

hal tingly.
"l guess what | nean to say is that Nicole is not the
nost innocent girl in the world and well, it's probably ny

fault, but that's neither here nor there. Is this making you
unconfortable, Lion?"

"Not at all.” In fact, | was positively enjoying it.
The man knew his daughter had a slutty side.

"When she's with you, Lion, she glows. She recaptures

her | ost innocence. | love her as nmuch as a father can. But

| won't be around forever. | guess what |I'msaying is, iIs,
that I want to see ny daughter happy. | want to see her with
a man of integrity. | want to see her with a man that | can

respect and trust."

| was not in famliar territory. Was M. Mansur trying
to give his daughter away? | noticed that he strode with
authority. His linp seened to have dissolved with newf ound
confidence. Although | knew he had her best interests at
heart, M. Mansur didn't the whole story. W took several
steps before he noticed the concerned | ook on ny face.

"I think this conversation is premature, M. Mansur.
mean, your daughter and | aren't even together."

M. Mansur waved at several passerby before turning to
me with frustration marking his face.
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"What's wong with you? Are you dunb and stupid? MWy
daughter is in love with you. How obvi ous does she have to
be? The question is, what are you going to do about it?"

We stood outside Stan's house. | handed himhis tennis
bag. M. Mansur handed ne a set of keys.

"What's this?" | asked.

"That's ny car"-he pointed to a little black bullet—=
and this,"-he handed ne a plasticized card with a magneti zed
strip—is ny hotel room"

| wll never understand M. Mansur, and for a noment |
t hought that he was joking, forfeiting the rights to his
daughter in some strange ritual

"The roomis over in Edgartown wth the white folks,
but 1'mstaying at the house tonight. Hope you put it to
good use. I'll see you at dinner." He turned w thout even
| ooki ng back. His |linp conpletely gone.

| wal ked over to the Iowslung car and stared at ny
reflection in the |ayers of paint and enanel. | clicked the
alarmon and off a nunber of tinmes and watched with
satisfaction as its lights opened and cl osed |i ke a panther
waking froma nap. It was easily worth three tines as nuch
as ny annual sal ary.

The car, Italian in design, Anerican in title, and
i npl acably black in attitude, |ow and black that is, gleaned
in the low sunlight, its shadow cast agai nst the buckling
si dewal ks rui ned by roots running beneath. Did M. Mansur
imagine that | would drive this thing al one?

| wal ked inside, past Stan and Yoshi, who were both

passed out in front of the television. | didn't bother
asking for N cole, but sinply followed ny senses that |ed ne
towards her. Above, the wood grunted gently. | bounded the

stairs and nearly busted down the door. The room snell ed of
freshly cut cedar, ginger, hibiscus, and acetone, the
manuf act ured scent of female purity. N cole had the bat hroom
door open, her torso and head wapped in thick towels. She
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turned to face ne, her features tightening into a fiendish
little smrk. | had sonmething in store for her.

"Where are your things?" | asked.

She pointed to a bundl e of luggage in the corner. |
qui ckly gathered it up. Qut of the corner of ny eyes,
perched on |l ow pillows, rubbing lotion into |ong thighs, |
saw Paul ine and Dulcie, two npoist, raven-haired bridesnaids
who had been sitting with Nicole at the tennis match.
Paul i ne pulled her towel down for maxi mum coverage while
Dulcie nerely smrked. | hadn't registered with themunti
t hat noment .

From the bathroom "Do you guys have anot her towel ?"

| turned and saw Nicole's cousin, Belinda, the bride,
clothed only by a small towel w apped around her torso. Her
substantial breasts raised the height of the towl, and as
she reached for a hair net on a shelf, |I saw a flash of
nons. | could see that she took detailed care of her genital
aesthetics. It had a soft, brownish-pink blush, |ike a wedge
of red plum neat wapped in clear plastic. Perhaps it had
been gently scrubbed, |athered, rinsed, scrubbed, |athered
again, gently shaven, then noisturized into subm ssion.
| ooked away fromthe bride's direction as quickly and
di screetly as possible.

"Cet dressed and neet nme outside,” | ordered.

Ni col e nodded m schievously as | departed. | closed the
door, hesitated, then reversed nyself. | had been extrenely
rude, but the effect had been sonewhat tenpered, mtigated
because | had been rude for love. | knocked on the bedroom
door and reentered, this tine nore slowy. Wth eyes | ooking
strai ght ahead, | apol ogized in the nost hunble,
conciliatory tone | could nuster, then got out of out of
there as fast as | coul d.

There are few pl easures that can conpare to a lively
throttle and a beautiful girl that you | ove, downshifting to
take a turn and feeling her nails scribe figure eights in
t he back of your hand. The stiff, conforting snell and feel
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of | eather and gl ancing over to see her hair whip about in
the back draft. Wiere shall we go? It did not matter
Somewher e forbi dden. Wat shall we do at the end of the
eveni ng? Fucki ng, hopefully. W drove on a single |ane road
towards the sun and cliffs. Dipping hills, speed limt signs
rising out of wild growmh, the parvenu five-liter engine
raci ng past the occupied forces of rough sand, crooked
fences, shrubbery, snobbery, and rough-hewn beauty. W
exchanged gl ances, never words.

We stopped at a vantage point and paid a stiff parking
fee to a young brother with | ocks and a Peter Tosh shirt.
After wal king down a path towards the surf, we |ay down and
commngled with the clothed and the nude. | stripped down to
ny skivvies and Nicole down to a pair of cotton underwear
she had worn with the tennis outfit. Her nipples poked out
i ke pencil erasers. There were other wonmen, but Nicole's
| ean body was like a siren to sailors. A few years ago at a
formal ball we attended while | was still a m dshi pman,
made the m stake of letting Nicole straggle behind a few
yards. A Marine captain in full dress uniform stopped ne
with a grip wapped around ny bicep. Take care of your
woman, he said dead in nmy eye. | shook himl oose, then,
under ny breath, told himto get off ny dick

| waded in the water that was still warmfromthe Gulf
Stream | swamout a little further where the water grew
colder and nore refreshing. | felt nmy balls draw up. |
| ooked up to see two nen settle five yards from N cole, then
pul | tabs fromcans of Budweiser. A m ddle-aged black man
wal ked towards her and asked her if she knew where the nude
beach was. N col e | ooked up and made a gesture with her
head. A fat, naked German dangled his borscht this way and
that. Men | ooked upon Nicole |asciviously. She was becom ng
popul ar. There was really nothing to do. | had |l earned early
that to fight the men who | avished her with attention was
not only fruitless, but after a while, devoid of pleasure.

It was so nuch nore fun to play.
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A boat dropped anchor a few hundred yards fromthe

beach. A couple, sunning out on deck, waved at ne. | waved
back, then gestured for Nicole to get in. She shook her
head. | pulled nmy underwear off and waved themin the air.

The young nmen with Budwei sers | et out a rebellious whoop.

Ni col e stood and cast off her own underwear, ran a few steps
in the surf and dove in. Her strokes were clean and brisk as
she closed nme quickly. I swam away fromthe beach, towards

t he boat. About hal fway the distance to the boat, Nicole
caught up to ne. She slowed and we began to match each ot her
stroke for stroke, facing each other on the breath. Her
entire body was dark, except for the white shaven ovals of
her arnmpits. In the twilight, the shaved area seened to
glow. The better swinmrer by far, she smled as | tired
quickly in the ocean currents. W reached the boat and to ny
surprise, she continued stroking past. The curious couple

| ooked over the deck edge. They thought they m ght have
conpany.

We swam anot her two hundred yards, stroke for stroke,
before |I stopped in exhaustion. Nicole turned and began
swwming a little circle around ne. Story of ny life,

t hought. | heard the start of a notor on the boat and | ooked
back in that direction, and was about to ask N col e where
they were going, but N cole was gone. The waves no | onger

| apped at ny chest, but were now carrying ne aloft. It had
dar kened consi derably and the sun would be setting in few
noment s.

| dove underwater, subnerged in blue opaque dusk, and
saw nothing save ny circling arnms. Bel ow ne, the dark bl ue
vortex becanme dark and shadow ess. It was too dark to see
for nore than a few feet. My heart sank.

Just as | was about to go up for air, there she was,
speeding fromthe bottomlike an oil-slickened seal. W net
on the surface. She shook her head free of trapped water,
and smled at the little gane she pl ayed.
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"Were you scared?" she asked, getting closer. | took
her by the neck and pulled her closer. Her eyes were already

red fromthe salt water. | w ped her nose cl ean. Between
waves of lowlying fog, | could see barely see the deserted
beach. | | ooked back at N cole, staring at the thoughts

i nsi de her head.

"Why are you | ooking at nme |ike that?" she asked.

i gnored her, kissed her gently on the side of her nouth. Her
neck tightened in ny grasp.

"We're going to be late for the dinner," she said.

"Who cares? | didn't cone here to eat."

The boat, its navigation lights now illum nated,
notored by wi thout a wake. The curious couple waved goodbye.
Qur ride was gone.

"Conme here," | begged.

"We can try," | joked, "but I'd drown on the way back."
Ni cole gripped me below, felt ny flaccidity, and | aughed.

"I don't think we have too many options, Lion. This
water is colder than you think."

"You give up too easy," | conplained, but after a half
m nute of underwater fondling, she gave up. She began to
sw m back to the beach, but | held onto her Ieg.

"I'f we don't start now, we won't be able to see the
beach. Let's go," she insisted, but I wasn't going anywhere.
| needed to know sonet hi ng.

"You know what a certain soneone told nme?"

"What ?" she asked, now irritated.

"Do | really make you glow? Do I meke you feel innocent
agai n?"

"Who told you that?"

"Your father."

"He |ikes to make things conplicated."

She tried to swimaway another time, but | held her
agai n.

“I"l'l do anything for you, N cole, because I'mstill in
| ove with you."
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Ni cole wested free and glided away backwards towards
t he beach, regarding ne coolly, as if I mght take hold of
her and bring her down spiraling to the ocean floor. And |
admt, the nurderous thought had indeed crossed ny mnd. If

"My poor little Lion," she said just above the sound of
the surf. One noment | wanted to take her into eternity, and
the next, a very different kind of eternity.

Her nouth opened and cl osed. She said sonething, but
t he di stance and the sound of the surf nuted her voice.
swam t owar ds her, but Ni cole turned and swam towards the
beach, which was now al nost conpletely engul fed i n darkness.
| followed her, not even sure | would nmake it back

M. Mansur had given ne confidence, but once | was

alone in the water with Nicole, | had |ost heart. W were
too late for dinner to fool around in the hotel room but we
did take a qui ck shower together. | scrubbed away the salt

deposits that appeared as water danage spread out over her
back begi nning at her backside. But there was nothing el se.

Ni col e took over full use of the sink and mrror,
forcing ne to dress in the bedroom | quickly unzi pped ny
suit, a khaki, two-button, wool/cotton blend that was
perfect for a cool sumrer evening. | tore away the plastic
frommy starched shirt and put it on, but when ny fingers
reached for buttons on the sleeve | found none. The | aundry
had destroyed the buttons. | opened the closet and felt
relieved. Alnpost a dozen shirts hung froma netal pole.

"Ni cole, do you think your Dad will mnd if | borrow a
shirt?"

Ni col e had pulled her hair straight back into a bun at
t he back of her head. Strands of hair had been gl azed and
t hickened with gel. She wore a wispy yellow dress with
spaghetti straps. It was a different |ook for her. |
couldn't decide if the slicked back hair and the dress gave
her the sensibility of a tragic Lorcan gypsy or the appeal
of starlet fromthe 1940s.
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"He won't even notice," N cole said as she curled her
eyel ashes in front of the large mrror.

M. Mansur's plain white shirt was a bit |arge,
billow ng across ny flat m ddl ewei ght chest. | still hadn't
gai ned a manly weight yet. The real problem had unfol ded
past ny hands—the shirt had French cuffs and | had no cuff
links. | checked the closet. All of M. Mansur's shirts were
the sane. | checked the drawers in long | ow dresser.
Not hi ng. Then | checked the nightstand drawers. Inside, a
purple Crown Royal bag sat on top of a sheaf of papers.
Bingo. | | oosened the bag and the cuff |inks tunbled out
i ke heavy jewels. | found a pair to ny liking, a topaz
| ooki ng stone framed in sterling silver, then put the rest
back into the Crown Royal bag.

When | put the bag back inside the drawer, | noticed
that the sheaf of papers were actually a manuscript, that
t he manuscript was actually a screenplay. The cover page had
faint circular stains, as if sonmeone had been using the
paper as a coaster for tunblers of ice-cold vodka. The
screenpl ay had been extravagantly entitled, "Cipped Wngs:
The True Story of the Men in the 99" Fighter Pursuit
Squadr on..and the Wnen Wo Loved Them "

And then, centered on the page, in |large, fancy script:

A Bl ack Hi story Month Speci al

"What's so funny?" N cole asked fromthe bathroom Had
| laughed out | oud?

"Nothing," | said, while easing the drawer shut. "Are
you al nost ready?"

"Bring me the lotion and I'l|l be ready."

| retrieved lotion from her garnment bag, brought it to
Ni col e, and quickly went back to drawer. | turned to the

second page where the principals were listed, as well as a
few notes. Lt Charles Sebold, 23, ebony-skinned, chiseled,
rebel li ous, square-jawed son a famed Atlanta preacher,

| eaves the semnary to becone a Tuskegee Airman and fly P-40
Warhawks in the 99'". During the invasion of Italy, Sebold is
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just one kill short of becom ng an ace, when he falls in
| ove with.the character played by Dorothy Dandridge or Lena
Horne? Jesus, | thought, this was straight out of an old
white guys version of black central casting.

"Why are you so quiet?" N cole asked. O course. She
want ed a conversation this very nonment.

"Don't you think it's kind of weird that your Dad gave
me the keys to this hotel ?" That question would nmerit a |ong

reply.

"Not really I guess. | nean, he probably thinks you'l
be too racked with guilt to try—" N cole continued on.
went back to the script. | read the fenmale | ead and a chill

ran through ne.

..Delilah Doucet, 24, a spirited, independent Red Cross
Nurse with a dark secret in her past.she thought she'd never
find | ove again, but instead she crosses racial boundaries
and falls for the dashing, charismatic Sebold. Until that
| ove is threatened when Sebold is badly injured in a
terrible plane crash.

"Did you hear a word | said?" N cole asked. | turned.
She had her hands on her hips. The appeal of a starlet from
t he 1940s.

In a terrible twist of fate, Sebold will die froml oss
of bl ood unl ess Doucet reveals her true race by giving bl ood
to her true |ove...

"Just reading the Bible, you know, I forgot how the Ad
Testanment can be so interesting—+'msorry, " | lied, closing
t he drawer shut.

Ni col e reached for the dashboard and turned off the

obtrusive voice on the radio. | said nothing. | drove the
sports car, pushing it toits limts. N cole held onto the
hand straps. Her face was blank -1 | ooked again- no, it was

t houghtful. Her face barely betrayed intense concentration.
| had seen that expression before, coincidentally, when she
asked ne to drive her to an audition. N cole had ordered ne
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to turn off the radio. She had needed to get inside the
character.

For sonme reason, | felt | had to keep the know edge of
the script to nyself. | felt it had repercussions that |
woul dn't discover unless | let this thing play out. | | ooked

in Nicole's direction. She faced the lights out on the
coast. Her hair was pulled back into a bun. It was one thing
for Nicole to read the script, and another thing altogether
for M. Mansur to read the script. M. Mansur wasn't a
producer: he was corporate baller. Wiy was her father
reading this script?

She turned the radio back on. W turned towards each
ot her. A quick, fake smle.

"Can | ask you a question about your father?"

"What, about the hotel and car? | guess it is kind of
wei rd. Like he wants you to have a safe place for us to get
it on."

"Well, not only that, but your Dad said sonething
interesting. He said | did sonething for you. Made you gl ow.
Made you innocent. That was the word he used. Innocent. |
al so got the distinct inpression that he wants nme to
propose. "

"To who?" she scoffed. "W're not even together."

"That's what | told your father, but he acted |ike that
fact had no rel evance."

"Well, do you want to propose?" Her voice had |lowered a
devilish octave and she gently squeezed ny thigh. "I got
this weird feeling while we were swinmng. It's the feeling
| get when nmen get too serious."” The last tinme | was serious
with Nicole was shortly after | |earned she was pregnant.

"I mght have, but | wouldn't propose wthout know ng
the answer. Besides, what if you said no? Qut there? In the
ocean? | wouldn't want to be responsible for ny actions.”

"That's why the man asks the question in the first
pl ace. "
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"You're mstaken, Nicole.” | began to gently nove her
hand frommy thigh. "And don't put your hand on ny thigh
when you ask ne a question. That's coercion.” W | aughed
sonme nore as | took a left, and headed into OGak Bl uffs.

Nicole and | wal ked into the Oyster Bar just intime to
see M. Mansur chasing M. LeMay around the main dining room
armed with two |large, chicken wings. "Get your black ass
back here,” M. Mansur threatened. "You know you want sone
of this chicken.”™ M. Mansur took an obscene bite and began
to chew in a slow, exaggerated manner. Shards of white neat
hung | oosely fromhis nmouth. "This good chicken Shug, this
good chi cken. "

M. LeMay seened justifiably alarned at the
possibilities of com ng anywhere near the greasy chicken. He
wore a gorgeous, hand-tailored, creamlinen suit, two-toned
spectators, and a feather |ight, blue-banded fedora. He
wal ked away from M. Mansur, who was steadily advancing on
him A countering M. LeMay reversed direction quickly, |ike
a duck at the county fair or a glass-chinned boxer
desperately avoiding a punch, then bunped into a stunned
sommelier. A threatening splash of red wi ne cane dangerously
close to ruining his rehearsal dinner outfit. Lemay |et out
an falsetto yel p. "Look what you al nost did, nigga?" M.
LeMay said on the verge of tears.

M. Mansur gripped the leg, as one would grip the heavy
door handl e. "See what happen when you run fromthis here
chi cken? Very bad things. This chicken been good to you al
your natural black Iife, and now you want to turn your back
on hinf? This chicken wants sone rectification. This chicken
wants justice. No justice, no neat. No justice, no neat."

M. Mansur continued stalking his prey with quick
feints, and now had M. LeMay cornered between two adj oi ni ng
tables and the water and iced-tea station. Like Ai crazed
gaze in the nonths before Liston, M. Mansur's eyes were big
as saucers as he held the chicken in two tight fists. M.
Mansur wal ki ng ponderously towards his victim M. LeMy
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held his fedora in his hands, pleading for nercy. Wite
folks in the dining roomwere confused; their allegiance
wavered fromalarmto good hunor, then back to alarm that
is, until Nicole called out to her father in another nonent
of m schief.

"Hey, baby," he responded sweetly. M. Mansur noticed
that he had the attention of the dining room "That's ny
daughter. She an actress.” As if that fact sanctioned his
chicken antics. M. LeMay quickly retreated back to the
private room

The private roomwas small, but well appointed with a
cerulean ceiling, and a stunning series of light fixtures,
designed as long stenms with light emtted froma scul pted
petal shining directly onto the wedding party. There were
two dining tables—+the first was for the bride and groom
mai d of honor and best man, imediate famly, and old famly
friends |ike Stan. The rest of the wedding party, including
Ni col e and nyself, sat at the free-wheeling "kiddie table."
| was seated between Pauline and Dulcie, the raven-haired
sisters who were first cousins of the bride. N cole was
seated across the table to the right, sandw ched between
Yoshi, who kept staring at her breasts, and the only enpty
seat .

Wth his chicken antics, M. Mnsur had flushed decorum
down the toilet. W learned that the incident began because
the LeMays, weal thy, powerful, and influential, were still
Florida country boys at heart. "I don't care how rich, they
still country," Pauline said, pronouncing the word with
three syllables. Pauline told us what had precipitated the
incident. The LeMays poked at the sushi with |ong sal ad
forks, then refused the raw oysters outright. Shug
instructed the waiter to bring an alternative and conti nued
conversing wwth his future in-laws. Apparently, the LeMys
hadn't bothered to select a specific appetizer. The waiter,
just doing his job, brought ginger chicken to the table.
Peopl e | oved the ginger chicken, the waiter begged, but the
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LeMays becane livid. Dulcie picked up the thread of the
story fromher sister. | had only glinpsed themearlier,
such that they may have been twi ns, but up close, they were
as different as two sisters could be. Their simlarities
ended wi th shockingly black hair and thin, Sephardic noses.
Dul cie was shorter and plunper, with a lively, intelligent

face. "lI've never seen a man so black, get so red, so fast

in ny natural life. Amazing. Shug start cussing that man

out. And that's when M. Mnsur-he so crazy-got into it."
The waiter, still stinging with humliation, filled our

w ne gl asses while Dulcie continued. M. Mansur, who had had
enough, grabbed the chicken with his bare hands and began
chasing M. LeMay around the tables in the private dining
roomto hysterical laughter. | |ooked at the grown fol ks
table and saw that M. LeMay still seenmed to be in a state
of fear. H's brow was wet. He shot his cuffs and sat down,
pulling his chair in and peering down the table at M.
Mansur. LeMay's eyes were large with fear as he nuttered
"crazy notherfucker" under his breath.

A waiter slid the door open for a tall, ruffled, preppy
white guy. A sly grin broke across his face as he calmy
entered the room A roar went up fromthe grown fol ks table.
They stood to greet him The preppy guy naintained his
conposure. He was gl acial, unencunbered, ready for
exal tation. One got the inpression that he would be nore
confortable in a roonful of strange black fol ks than he
woul d be eating a bow of cereal in his parents' own
kit chen.

"The best man!" Shug exclained, |eaping to his feet and
pulled himin close with a brother-man hug. Shug practically
lifted the man of f the ground.

The preppy white guy went around the table greeting
corporate giants and wives in a famliar, unhurried manner.
He spent a few extra nonents talking to M. Mnsur, thanking
him | believe, before sitting down with Nicole. It was an
odd seating arrangenent for the best man, but what did |

163



know? | began gaugi ng her reaction and peggi ng ny own nood
to hers.

Ni col e greeted the white guy with a single kiss on the
cheek. She sat up high with perfect posture. Maybe the best
man wasn't white, | thought. His skin tone was slightly
Mediterranean. | notioned for nore wine and onced hi mover:
he wore a | oose, winkled polo shirt. H's oval, tortoise
shel | gl asses pinched his intelligent face. But that scruffy
hai rcut and premature goatee gave himthe aura of reckless
informality. Indeed, he was not black. Every single person
at the table was dressed to the nines, and here was this
sharp angul ar prep just as confortable as he could be. Even
rappers woul d have retooled their sense of fashion in these
environs. The privilege of dressing down settled on his
shoul ders, and in a few nonments, would cease to be noticed.

| felt a tap on ny left shoulder. | turned. Dulcie. |
i medi ately recall ed seeing her rub lotion into her thighs
and that smrk on her face.

"If you wanted to see us naked, you could have just

asked nicely.” | didn't know Dulcie well enough to recognize
if she was joking or not.
"Pardon nme?" | asked, feigning innocence. Then | felt a

tap on ny other shoul der. Pauline.

"The stunt you pulled earlier? You nmade a terrible
first inpression.”

"I"'mreally sorry about— | began to stammer, but
before | could get it out, the sisters began |aughing. They
| eaned back in the chairs and | aughed with each ot her,
facing each other across nmy back. Dulcie smacked nme on the
shoul der.

"At | east you weren't one of those old nasty nmen for a
change or that little bastard Yoshi, who's always rubbing up
on ne."

"How i s Stan?"

"Very nice until he gets drunk."

"And M. Mansur?"
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"Are you kidding ne? He's the worst of the lot,"
Pauline said fromny right. "Qur Aunty warned us." Were was
M. Mansur's ex-w fe? She probably wasn't ready to be around
M. Mansur at a social event.

Dulcie fromthe left: "Wiy do you think he gave you and
Ni col e the hotel roon®"

"And you think Nicole is strange? Themtwo are peas in
a pod— Pauline added, trailing off while separating a
nmussel fromits shell. She struggled for nmonment, then
succeeded, but only after spraying a few droplets of butter
and olive oil on her Dblouse.

"Lion darling, will you fetch nme an ice cube?" |
drained ny glass and placed an ice cube inside a table
napki n.

She had called nme darling, just as Ms. Mansur once did
on that strange visit in her Gentilly parlor.

"So what are you doing with our cousin in that little
hotel roon?" Dulcie asked slyly. She smled down at her
pl ate then | ooked up with tines pressed agai nst her wet
lips. Dulcie had a heart-shaped face and sparkling enerald
eyes that beckoned like a little finger fromacross the
room Nicole had told ne a little about Dulcie. For nost of
her life, Dulcie had been overshadowed by her ol der sister
Paul i ne, who was considered far nore beautiful, graceful,
and fairer. Dulcie had devel oped accordingly and had
t horoughly eclipsed her sister in all facets, the only
exception being the traditional notions of Negro Beauty. In
addition to being shorter and heavier than her sister,

Dul ci e was nore approachable, nore daring, funnier, and rnuch
nore likely to sleep with her best friend s boyfriend. She

was a gem
"You know you shouldn't stare at people like that,"” she
said holding the fork upright. "It makes sone people

unconfortable."
"But not you?"

165



"Not nme. | like it like that." | knew what she neant,

but | let the coment sail by nme. After a few nore drinks,
perhaps |1'd respond to that coment. | covered the top of
wi ne glass as the waiter came by. "Gn and tonic," | said,

| ooki ng at Dul cie.

"W nust be boring you." Dulcie added. | shook ny head.

"What did Nicole tell you about ne?" | asked.

"Nicole likes to be nysterious.” Another head toss. "I
t hi nk she nentioned you being in the Arnmy."

"Navy."

"Are you like a cook or sonething?" Pauline asked. |
felt the flash heat of Dulcie's contenpt for her sister's
stupidity. Pauline was kind of woman that only heard the
sound of her own voice. If | had to sit next to Pauline for

t he next couple of hours, | would have to do it with the aid
of gin. | lifted ny finger for the waiter's attention, then
responded to Paul i ne.

"No, I'"'mnot a cook. But there's no shane in being a

cook. They do the nost inportant job on the ship.”

"Pay no attention to Pauline. She wasn't |istening when
Nicole told us that you were a pilot,"” Dulcie said, "like
your Dad."

"Apilot!" Pauline said brightly. She tw sted her
torso, facing nme directly.

"My Dad was a pilot. Not ne."

"You're not a pilot?" Pauline asked, already in
retreat. "Then what exactly are you?"

"I"mone of the guys on the ship, on the bridge,
| ooki ng out on the sea wi th binoculars.”

"Any wonmen on the ship?" Pauline asked.

"Not one doubl e-ex chronpbsone. "

"So what's it |ike being surrounded by nen all the
time?" Dul cie asked, grinning.

"Perhaps Dulcie should tell you what that feels like,"
Paul ine said sharply. Dulcie nmade a little claw ng gesture
at her sister, as if she weren't surprised, perhaps even
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pl eased, by that comment. | wanted to talk to Dulcie, but

every time | did, |I lost sight of N cole.
"I's your Dad here?" Pauline blithely asked.
"“Unh, no."
"Where does he live?" She continued. | guess Nicole

hadn't told her everything.
"My Dad's aircraft was shot down in Vietnam™
Paul i ne | ooked crestfallen, as if her dress hadn't been

altered in tinme for the ball. "I'"mso sorry,"” she said,
soundi ng al nost apol ogetic. "Did he—=2"

"Yes," | answered before she asked the wong question.
"He's dead." Pauline | ooked |ike she was going to cry. "It's
okay," | said as the waiter set down ny drink. He then took
ny plate away. "I barely remenber him" | drained ny gin and

tonic in tw gulps. The crisp green gin spread through ne
like a warmtide of goodness. The gin was British
countryside in a bottle. Before the waiter could | eave, |
rai sed the enpty tunbler for another and watched as N col e
continued flirting wwth the preppy white guy.

GQuy whi spered knowingly in Nicole's ear. | assuned that
had known each ot her since Shug's coll ege days. She | eaned
her head back and | aughed. Every tine she | eaned her head
back, Yoshi | ooked down at her breasts, but that didn't
bother ne at all. The preppy white guy continued to spark
her | aughter while ignoring Yoshi. N cole held her hand over
her nmouth, as if she needed a break fromthe jokes.

"Who's that?" | asked Dul cie.

"Who, the white boy? That's Guy the white guy. W' ve
been calling himthat for years. GQuy Gickman. He's cool.
Guy and Marcel lus were roommates in college.”

"What is he? A lawer or sonething?"

Dul ci e | ooked upwards, holding still a forkful of sea
bass fl akes. "Guy? Good Lord, no. He dropped out of college.
He's-let nme think-he's either a rap nogul or a novie
pr oducer."

"He's both. And he's brilliant,"” Pauline added.
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"Paul i ne woul d know. She reads all the brilliant
magazi nes. She can tell you all the brilliant people who
wi |l change the world as soon as they get funding." | tuned
out the feuding sisters and turned ny attention to nore
i mportant things.
GQuy ate quickly, gulping water with every nout hf ul
Ni cole held a wine glass daintily to her |ips. Her posture,
her starlet grace, the way she flung her head back in
[ aughter, it all rem nded nme of the blocking in a Noel

Coward play. The waiter brought ne another drink. | tossed
it back quickly. I wanted to smash it all to pieces. | could
barely taste the al cohol. Keep "emconming, | told the

wai ter. Dulcie and Pauline | ooked at nme in amazenent.

"Drinks like a sailor,"” Dulcie said, while squeezing ny
t hi ghs beneath the table. N cole touched Guy's hairy forearm
as if to punctuate every exchange. After, an especially
friendly exchange, N cole rocked in her seat in |aughter.
Quy | ooked up and caught ne staring. Then he let nme off the
hook with a friendly nod. | didn't nod back. He spoke a few
words to Nicole who turned and waved hello. The waiter
brought nme another. | raised it to Nicole and Guy. For a
moment, | could not keep Nicole and Guy in focus. It was
either Nicole or Guy. Every tinme, ny eyes changed subject,

t hey needed a few seconds to focus. For sone reason, it
struck me as being funny as hell. Dulcie brushed imaginary
fl akes fromny shoul der and | eaned in cl ose.

"Forget about her," Dulcie said in a hushed voice that
only I could hear. "She drives every man crazy." | barely
paid attention, but the |last words Dul cie spoke were |like a
prenonition, as if she were guiding Nicole's hands with her
words, | saw Nicol e raise her hand. The hand went behind
Quy's neck, where | could not see it, but | knew what was
happeni ng because CGuy's face burst open in pleasure. Nicole
was scratching the back of Guy's neck. | renmenbered how t he
director | ooked at us and now | was | ooki ng upon Guy and
Ni col e.
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My heart heaved and sinultaneously, a tide of gin began
to threaten and runbl e bel ow. A wave of nausea nade
t hreat eni ng sounds deep in the bowels of ny stomach.
spread nmy hand over ny face and nouth and cl enched ny chest
tight in a vain attenpt to batten down the hatches. The
nausea gat hered gin, oyster flesh, chunks of blackened | anb,
and gastric juices, welling themup inside ne, threatening
and then battering ny throat with the force of a storm |
cl enched nmy body, then jerked spasnodically against the
forces of nausea. | had no other choice but to emt a |oud
foul -snelling belch. Pauline waved a hand in front of her
face. She | ooked disgusted. | heard di senbodi ed voi ces
asking me if I was okay. |I felt the tide inside ne retreat
nonentarily to gather nore forces. | would not be able to
stand anot her surge, so | ran to the bathroomas fast as |
could, feeling the heat of eyes follow ng. | rushed past
wai ters and that sane sommelier who had run into M. LeMy.
There was no tine to |lose. | scanpered into the bathroom
scuttling on the slippery tiles, and hurled nyself at the
bow , curled nyself around it, and dry heaved three tines.
Tears blinded nme. | held onto the bow for strength and
gui dance. On the forth heave, | heard a deep guttural sound,
t hen orange hued vomt shot out |ike a geyser, like a
goddamm water cannon. It ricocheted off the side of the
toilet walls and spread |ike gunshot. And then again, and
again, and again | wetched, each heave decreasing in
strength and duration until | was an enpty vessel. The | ast
remmants of everything | had eaten lay on the water's
surface. Several chunks of oyster floated to the surface,
while a few bits of lanb clung to the white ceramc walls. |

becanme nauseous again. | flushed the toilet and sat there

di sgusted with nyself. | felt another surge and held the
bowl. | wetched again, but only a few liquid drops of
gastrointestinal fluid cane up fromny stomach. | spit those

drops into the bow and flushed again. The tiles were cool,
inviting, but | didn't want sonmeone to see ny lying there in
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the stall like a drunkard. | sat on the toilet, closed ny
eyes and rested. | breathed in and felt pure. But with ny
eyes closed, the world began to tilt and spin. | opened ny
eyes and world slowed to a stop again.

| heard the bat hroom door open and shut. The cadence of
hard heels upon tile. | waited for a voice to ask how | was
doi ng, but there was only breathing then a startling, clear
bl ue whistling.

| stood up inside the stall. Wen | felt nyself swaying
| extended ny arns out |ike a drunken Sanmson. Once | felt
steady, | opened the stall door.

GQuy stood with his hands on his hips. | stood near the

door. Had he | ooked over his left shoulder, Guy would be
able to see ne, but he was nesnerized by the blood red tiles
that covered every bare space in the bathroom Two stalls
pressed against the far wall. On the left there were four
urinal s separated by stainless steel dividers. Guy had

pi cked the second urinal fromthe entrance. He was a hands-
free pisser. Guy | ooked down, then back up. He waited.

stood back. We waited in silence. Four recessed |ight
fixtures centered on the stark black urinals beaned down
into pools of |ight.

A chill of déja vu ran through ne. Several years
earlier, before | worked for Chan, | caught many delinquent
sailors during a mdnight piss. | took themgently by the
ears. Were's nmy noney? | would ask calmy, gently. Sonmehow
t enderness seened nore intimdating. It didn't work all the
time. The fuck? | don't owe you a goddamm thang and get your
bitch hands..and so forth. A few nonents |ater, broken teeth
stuck in a urinal cake and a nout hful of bl ood congealing
inside the tiny little holes. It had been years since |I'd
had a really good scrap. The thrill of violence began to
seep through nme and harden.

Before | could bash his teeth against the edge of the
urinal, Quy turned towards ne.
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"Can't believe ny best friend is getting married. You
married, Lion?"

"No. "

"That a no or a fuck no?"

"Plain old no. It's QGuy, right?" He nodded.

| chose a urinal and unzipped. | could see Guy in ny
peri pheral vision. He was now in full stream [ oudly.
"Man, | heard you was in the service. | tried to join

the Marines when I was in high school. My dad was okay with
it. Thought it would nmake me a better man. Not sone whi ning,
paral yzed, angst-ridden, Upper West Side intellectual. W
dad knew what was up. But ny nom ny fucking nom she went
ballistic. She thought | was gonna turn out |ike her
brot her." Someone had told nme once that Jew sh people Iiked
to talk. They al so said that Jews assunmed they were the nost
interesting, persecuted people in the world. O was that
bl ack fol ks? In any case, Guy didn't disappoint. Guy began
m m cking his nother's high nasal whine. "'You want to
befriend every schwartze in the borough? Fine. You want to
listen to that noise? Fine. But you are not going to be sone
fasci st goy stormtrooper, not ny son. You hear nme Guy? You
hear me?'" | could al nost picture an obese Jewi sh nother in
a frayed housecoat. Guy | aughed to hinself. "You know any
Jewi sh guys in the service?"

| shook ny head.

"Didn't think so. They're too burdened with the
probl ens of the world. That, and choking their uncircunctised
chi cken, you know what |'m sayi ng? Fucki ng Nor man Podher at z.
Fucki ng Woody Al l en. Fucking Phillip Roth. Fucking doctor.

Fuck that shit. I"'mtrying to get paid, you know what |'m
sayi ng? Hey Lion, you're in the Arny, right?"

"Navy. "

"Whatever. | have a production conpany and our first

novie is about this Tuskegee Airman guy. Corny title, but
great story. You heard about those guys?"
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"They ring a bell," | said, nodding again. He wal ked
behi nd ne and stopped. | |ooked over ny shoul der.

"Shug and | are producing this novie and we're going to
need sone mlitary advisors. To get the uniforns and the
sal uting and take 'emthrough boot canp and all that stuff.
Maybe we can hire you as a consultant.” | had never net a
novi e producer, but perhaps this is what they did. They
i medi ately established their sense of |argesse by offering
proximty to production, glanour, capital. | couldn't help
but be a smart ass.

“I"l'l send ny resune.”

The heels of his penny |oafers clicked agai nst the
tiles, echoing in the high, ceiling-ed bathroom Then, they
st opped echoi ng.

"That would be gr—you just fucking with me, huh?"

"I thought you were too."

"Doesn't matter. I'min a great fucking nood. Anyway,
there's this part in the novie. Agirl. And N col e out
there. She's perfect. Anyway, Shug and | have seen just
about everybody and we haven't found the right actress. Hey,
why am|l telling you this. What do you care?"

"No no noooo. | care. \What were you about to say?"

"Naw. Don't worry about it." He washed his hands and
began drying themw th paper towels. Guy | ooked over with
uncertainty.

"So what do you know about Ni col e?”

"We went to school together. Nice girl."

"Nice girl?"

"Nice girl,"” | repeated.
"Uh huh," he said. "Wat else?"
"I saw her in a few plays."” | said.

"That's not what |'mtal king about it. Is she
dependabl e? She have any skeletons in her closet? | nean,
does that crazy chicken antics that Alvin—=

"M . Mansur?"

"Right. That M. Mnsur does. Does she do it, too?"
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"I wouldn't know. I'mthe wong guy to ask." | sensed
that Guy knew | was mi sl eading him He began using his polo
shirt to wipe his | enses clean. That sane sly smle crossed
his face agai n.

"You two aren't together, are you?"

"No. Wy?"

"For obvious reasons, Lion. Unless you know sonething I
don't know. "

"What makes you think 1'd tell you if I did?"

"Hey bro, | was just getting clearance."”

| hated when they called nme "bro".

GQuy continued: "She ever date a white boy?"

| stared passively back at Guy. He was still cleaning
his glasses. This was thrilling. He had practically given ne
an invitation. Then | thought about it. Maybe this guy could
fight. You can't wal k around talking to people like that
unl ess you could fight, but then again, these were the
peopl e that Guy surrounded hinself with. Guy m ght have been
aski ng me where | had bought ny shoes.

"I wouldn't know. I'mnot white."

Quy smled. "That's what | thought you were going to
say. | could tell by the way you stared at us. Guy w ped his
hands with paper towels and tossed themon the floor. "Tel
me sonet hing, Lion. | was thinking. Maybe she doesn't date
whi te boys, but fucks theminstead?”

| was going to aimfor the larynx. Incapacitation
wi t hout the bl ood, but smashing his nose woul d have been
much nore delightful. The nozzle spray of blood would ruin
M. Mansur's shirt. | doubt if he'd mss one shirt. He had
over a dozen simlar shirts in the hotel closet. |
contenpl ated the bl oody spray, the nunber of shirts, and
nost off all, a soft vulnerable spot on a soft vul nerable
man. What's nore, | could just say |I was drunk. | thought
all this while taking sure steps on the tile towards Quy,
when the door burst open. It was Shug. He | ooked irritated.
H s eyes darted from Gy, to ne, then back to Quy.
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"We about to do the speeches. You got your speech
ready?"

"Sure," Quy said. He lied terribly. Shug pointed at
Quy.

"This is the only white guy | know who can keep a
roonful of black people waiting. Come on, fool." Shug put
his arm around Guy, and pulled himout of the bathroom

When | returned, Dulcie imediately junped out of her
seat and asked ne if | were all right. Before | could
answer, Quy tapped a sal ad knife against an enpty w ne
glass, making a tinny clink that didn't raise a single head.
M. Mansur grunted and raised a bottle of wne, and Guy
responded with a quizzical |ook on his face. M. Mansur and
M. LeMay, best friends again, snickered until Guy figured
out that he needed to pour a little wine in his glass in
order to lend nore authority to the ring. Guy cleared his
t hroat nervously before taking a large gulp of red w ne.
Heads turned unconfortably towards Cuy.

"I want to thank M. Mansur for flying ne in his
@Qul fstream from Teeterboro. | would have never been able to
finish producing ny act's new albumif it wasn't for M.
Mansur. 1'd also like to thank both famlies.." Guy droned
on, but | had stopped listening. | was sinply waiting for a
time when I could catch himalone. | held ny hand over ny
nout h and nose and took a deep breath. Lord have nercy!
Were was the waiter? | needed a glass of soda to mask the
scent of vomt.

M. Mansur smled gravely, as if he had personally paid
for Guy's flight, as opposed to the vast oil corporation
that surely absorbed all fuel, pilot costs, and | anding
fees. M. Mansur m ndl essly began fingering a pair of staid,
corporate cuff |inks.

| heard a few gracious |aughs. Perhaps Guy had told a
] oke.

"For some reason, Shug wanted me to talk to you here.
guess he doesn't want nme get |ong wi nded tonorrow, so I|'|
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be | ong w nded today," he said, |aughing nervously. | was
already shifting unconfortably in ny chair. Pauline began
applying a subtle |ip-gloss about the shade of cantal oupe
rind and checking her teeth. Dulcie filled her glass with
wi ne then made a funny face to her own reflection. She saw
that I was |ooking. She guffawed silently. | al nost began
feeling sorry for Guy. Al nost.

"I'"ve known Sh—Marcel | us- Shug since freshman year at
Tulane. Can | call you, Shug? That's what, Shug? About ten
years? Shug is like the brother | never had. No, he is the
brother 1've never had. But we started off on a rough
patch. "

"Li ke this speech,” Dulcie whispered too |oudly.

"At the end of our first week as roommates, Marcellus

invited me to his church. O course, like many Jews fromthe
Upper West Side of a certain age, | was going through an
ardent stage of agnosticism | had about as much interest in
God as | had in ny, hell, there was nothing I was |ess
interested in. And | thought, well, ny new roommate is
trying to convert me into a Christian. That's downri ght
anti-intellectual. | told ny friends about it and they nade

sonme di sparaging remarks that I'mnot proud of. Said he
didn't belong here with all that Jesus munbo junbo. Said go
back to the country with all that. | didn't want anything to
do with him So |I gave Marcellus some | ame excuse. | told
himthat | was Jew sh. And Marcel |l us, having never known any
Jew sh peopl e, asked 'What does that have to do w th going
to Church?'" That got a few | aughs. And the rest of us began
to perk up with attention.

"I said, well Marcellus, it nmeans that | don't to
"church'"-GQuy put air quotes-"I go to shul on Friday. | said
it very slowy, very pretentiously like I'mdoing now Hell,
| was from New YorKk.

"Friday cones around and a few of ny friends brought
over a few eighths of the good green stuff and we proceed to
l[ight it up right there in the room The last thing on ny
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mnd is going to the synagogue. Well, I'min the mddle of a
puff, and in wal ks Shug. This is what he saw. Five very
stoned, very white people in his dormroom Shug | ooks
around real serious. Wth that shiny forehead, y'all know
what |'mtal king about.™

GQuy got nore |laughs at this. Deeper |aughs as we
t hought about a young, fat agel ess Shug | ooki ng down upon
t hese stoned white folks. Even | ainmed ny ear wondering what
Shug m ght do.

"And he asks ne to conme outside. Well, | think he's
gonna beat ne up or report ne to the Dean of Students. He
asked me what was going on and well. | was speechl ess. Then

Marcel lus said, 'Man why didn't you tell nme you and your
friends were going have a Bible study? "

Both M. Mansur and M. LeMay nearly fell out of their
seat in laughter. M. Mansur |aughed so hard that his head
was in Belinda' s |ap. Belinda slapped his head playfully,
before Guy conti nued.

"M . LeMay, there was a lot of things you didn't talk
to Shug about. He may have been naive about white people
snoki ng marijuana, but he was not naive about the | adies.
Excuse ne, Belinda, but Shug had girls calling the room at
all hours. And let's be honest, Shug is no Billie Dee
WIllianms." CGuests at both tables slapped at their thighs and
shook their head in agreenent. Belinda kissed her future
husband on the top of his head, as if to say, baby I |oves
you just the sane.

"No Lord, everybody can't be no Billy Dee," Ms. LeMuy
said out of nowhere, startling every guest. Her face was
dark, ashen, and frankly, siman. | hadn't even noticed her
until now. | scrutinized her features and conpared themto
Shug. If anyone | ooked nore Iike nore |ike Shug than his
father, it was his terribly ugly nother. Ms. LeMay had
heard sonmething in Guy's speech that nmade her want to cal
out in response.

"Shug had sonet hing el se,” GQuy said.
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"Malt Liquor?" M. Mansur said, breaking up in
hysterics, but Guy was on a roll and didn't m ss a beat.

"He had charisma. Pretty soon, he started hol ding
l[ittle Bible studies in our room And let ne tell you."

"What now?" soneone called out. W were now Quy's
congregation. He was our revival preacher. Guy's voice began
to thrumw th the beat of spiritual authority. N cole
cl apped her hands together. W extended Cuy the | atitude and
goodwi | I of the friendly outsider.

"I have never seen..'

"Yes Lord?"

"So many.."

“Uh huh."

" ..beautiful wonmen..

"God hate ugly."

"..sweet, gorgeous creatures.."

"But He sure love pretty.”

".in ny entire life."

“Uh huh."

"And | made the decision right there."

"A mghty decision. A subm ssive decision."

"To stop snoking weed. "

"The Lord sure changes you."

“In the dorm"

"You got to start small, Lord."

"l saw them beautiful co-eds from Xavier and started to
rethink nmy Upper West Side ways. | had all the know edge, a
little of the heart, and none of the girls. Wuat kind of
ways is that there?"

"Say what ?"

"Shug had a little of the know edge, a |lot of the
heart, and all of the girls. | |ooked at nyself. Then
| ooked at Shug. | said to nyself. Self, | said, you don't

know as nmuch as you think you know. "
"Self revelation!"
"I wanted to be Iike Shug."
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"Ch heavenly ironies.™

"You know what they start calling Shug?"

"What's that?"

"The Hugh Hefner of Bible studies.”

"CGo on, now. "

"The Hefner of Bible studies. That's what they started
calling him"

"Go head, now. "

"They cane in all shapes and sizes. The nost beauti ful
girls in New Ol eans crammed into ny room Tal ki ng about
what Jesus neans to them It was very strange and
nmysterious."

"That's how He work sonetine."

"So one Friday, | told ny friends that | had to study."”

"Don't study war no nore."

"What | didn't tell ny reefer-snoking friends was that
| was going to study the bible."

"Lord have nercy."

"I have entered this world, and I'll never go back."

"That's what they say."

"I said I'lIl never go back."

"Sonebody get ne a drink of ice water. This white boy
is getting me heated up.”

"Well, one evening after Bible study, Shug and | are at
the Trolley Stop Cafe having sone hot chocol ate. Shug don't
i ke coffee. Shug axed-" Did Guy just pronounced asked as
axed? "-if | renmenbered this girl fromthe bible study. He
said she had a knee | ength denimskirt and a red sl eevel ess
top. She wore a pair of brown suede boots that came up to
meet her |ower thigh just so. Unlike the other girls, with
their long wavy, good hair-" Guy spit the word out wth so
much force that it startled ne. "-this one had short, curly,
wild hair, and this wonderful throaty |augh, that you could
hear fromthe hallway. And | said of course | renenbered
her. | was staring at that denimskirt and listening to that
throaty | augh all night long wishing I was the one was
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maki ng her | augh. And Shug said he saw ne staring. And |
told Shug that | didn't care that he saw nme staring, that
was ny intention the entire time. And Shug said ' You better
stop looking at her." And | said, "Wy | got to stop

| ooki ng, Shug?' And Shug said, 'None of your business why.'
Then | asked himone nore tine. Then Shug said he was gone
be forced to go upside ny head if | continued ny evil,
staring ways. And | said, 'To hell with you, Shug. How cone
my ways is evil and yours is so innocent? Tell nme this,

m ster man?" | will never forget what Shug said. He was
serious as a heart attack. Cause one day, Shug said,
intends to make the gal wth that throaty laugh ny wife."
Quy ended his speech abruptly, perfectly, and began to make
his way to the kiddie table.

| had heard that throaty |augh throughout the course of
hi s speech, but now Belinda was not |aughing. In the silence
of slow conprehension, | heard her nuffled gasp. Her hands
were in her face, fingers pushing against the nose in a vain
attenpt to stemthe tears of joy.

Quy tried to calmy make his way to his seat, but it
was i npossi bl e. He was nobbed. | | ooked at N cole, that
beautiful, heartless, unsentinental actor. Her lids brimed
full of tears, until they spilled over onto her cheek. She
| ooked on Guy longingly. And | felt like shit.

Seven

Lill
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When | called on Sunday evening, Lill didn't seem

surprised at all. | asked her if she wanted to see a novie
about a burnt pilot, a filnmed treatise of a phil osophical
burn patient in a field hospital in Dresden. | told her that

ny favorite critics, notably Pauline Kael, had raved about
the visual poetry and the lyric qualities of the film Lill
interrupted me. She told ne that she would call ne right
back. She di d.

"A babysitter thing," she said.

| told her that she should bring along Lamar, but |
didn't really mean it. She said no, that’'s okay, she hadn't
been on a date in nonths and Cheryl, her fast-assed cousin
owed her several babysittings.

She lived in a neighborhood that was not advertised in
t he Newport travel brochures. | saw brothers sitting on
por ches, snoking blunts, and throw ng di ce agai nst the
al um num sidings of listing tenenents. Wen | knocked on the
door, her cousin opened so quickly that she nust have seen
me com ng. She | ooked nme over and held a cigarette aloft,
squi nting through hazy snoke.

"Lill here?"

The girl, | assunmed she was the cousin Cheryl, sucked
her teeth and seenmed to have already conme to a concl usion
about the vector of nmy life and what | wanted from her
cousin. Under her breath, she called ne Carlton or

sonet hing, but | couldn't be sure. | could only be sure that
she di sapproved. The cousin invited ne in, but I told her
that | would wait on the porch. | turned around to get a
full look at her neighborhood and was instantly sorry. A

grown man was sitting on the hood of ny car as if it were
his own. He gestured towards ne as if he knew ne, and | had
no i dea what to do.

"Pl ease get off ny date’s car, | heard Lill say from
behind ne."

"I"’mjust nessing with him" the man said. He wal ked up
to ne as if he were going to sucker punch nme, then he gave
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me a soul clasp with a snap. He smled and | was instantly
relieved.

"My nigga," he said as he pulled his snap away sharply.
Still smling, the man di pped his shoul der, turned on the
ball of his untied boots in a sort of raw, yet graceful
pirouette, and continued rocking down the avenue.

We were in the car and several of the crouching nmen who
had been playing dice waved at Lill. They |aughed, then
turned to a square jawed and |ight-eyed man who stood up
fromhis crouching position and stared fiercely at ny car.
He wore shiny black jeans and a matchi ng shiny bl ack
skul | cap. He turned and | saw a | onger, grown-up tail,
swi shing fromthe back of his head |like a ponytail. Lill
stared back just as fiercely and did not wave.

"I don’t like Lamar growi ng up around these ni ggas
here," she said. And she | ooked at ne and her face broke
open and | could see that Lill w shed she had chosen ot her
wor ds.

At a stoplight | snelled her Iight, |enony perfune. |
heard her breathe and felt her closeness. She wore no
sungl asses. She seened taller, nore slender than at the
bar ber shop. She wore a kind of Asian-inspired print wap
that | had seen in fashion nmagazines and a tight top that
had a nodern cut that showed off her snooth, pliable
stomach. She had a light scar that ran from beneath her
wai stline and ended several inches above her navel. She saw
me | ooki ng and covered the scar with her hand. Her bobcat
eyes seened to ease as we | eft her neighborhood. The |ight
turned green. She did not |ook |ike a single nother,

t hought. Then | felt enbarrassed for even thinking that.

"You | ook beautiful,"” | said.

"Thank you," she said. She | ooked down. She pressed her
pal ns agai nst her dress, pressing it flat against her
t hi ghs. "Thank you," she said again.

| don’t remenber nuch of the lushly conposed novie, but
we hel d hands throughout. As we wal ked out, | raised a few
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guestions about thenes, nodalities, narrative drive, and
anbi guous endi ngs, but Lill sinply nodded and smled warmy.
She didn't give a damm about phil osophical burn patients. W
stepped outside and the night hit nme with a brilliant jolt
of life. I heard a foghorn fromthe bay. Navigation lights
fromsailboats drifted so slowy that they m ght be m staken

for lighthouses. | asked Lill if she was cold and she said
no. | asked her if she wanted sone tea and tiram su because
it was fabulous at this café, which was still open at this
hour .

"Where do you |ive?" she asked.

| told her.

"You nmean on that street with the mansions?"

| had never thought about it in those terns, but | did
live on the street with the mansions. "I guess so. Yes."

"I want to see it. | want to see it tonight."

"You don’t want tea or tiram su?"

"Fuck tiramsu."

"It’s thinly crusted with incredible texture."

"I want to see your house."

"Your wish is ny command."”

As | drove up towards a hone | was accustoned to, |
realized that Lill was seeing it for the first tinme. It was
a noderni sts' house, architecturally set apart fromthe
gi | ded mansi ons al ong the Avenue. The house was
spectacularly white and sat on a well-groonmed pronontory,
the lights in the Japanese garden lighting a path to the

heavy white door. | felt like an aristocratic col onel who
had conquered the city then requisitioned the nost beautiful
honme and nmade it nmy barracks. Fromthe |lit path, Lill gazed

at the house.

"Are you rich or sonething?" she asked.

"Far fromit."

"How can you afford all this?" she asked.

"First. Four of us pay six hundred dollars a piece.
That adds up. Second, the owners don't make noney from us
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Navy boys. They make noney on summer clients who paid
t housands of dollars per week. They |iked us because we're
polite, we pay on tine, and we don't tear the place apart.
Qur landlord calls us the nice Navy boys."

"Still," she said. "Still."

The house was enpty. There was no Jarski to ask her if
she wanted a drink, no Arnstrong to conmend her mnd, and no
Haas to segue us upstairs.

"Can | use the phone?" she asked. | gave her the
nobi | e.

"Cheryl? I’ m pi cking Lamar up tonorrow norning. Yes,
guess that’s what it sounds like then. I’'ll be that then."

And she hung up. Had she just old Cheryl that she was goi ng
to spend the night?

| asked Lill if she wanted a tour and she said yes. So
| took her everywhere, fromthe nooks in the basenent to the
deck on the roof. She wanted to see everything. She wanted
to see ny roommates' bedroons, their bathroons, and the
framed phot ographs that sat face down on their dressers. She
asked ne where they were from If they had any brothers and
sisters. In Armstrong's room she held a photograph of a
Navy wedding with all the groonsnmen in summer dress whites.
It was terribly gauzy and romantic, but she held it in her
| ap for several nonents. She put the photograph down and we
began ki ssing on Arnmstrong's bed.

"I think I want to sleep with you," she said.

| told her that | would |ike that very nuch.

"No, | take that back. Let's pretend.”

"Pretend?"

"Let's pretend that I’mthis college girl and that your
parents are doctors and they're out to dinner and because
I"ma nice girl you brought nme back hone to neet them but
they're not here. You want to fuck ne very badly, but since
your parents are doctors you have to pretend that you don’t
want to fuck me badly."

"My parents aren't doctors," | said.
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"That’'s why it's called pretend.”

"Oh. "

"Now pretend that because you have to be al
respectable, you're not really allowed to admt that you
want to fuck ne so badly that it hurts.”

| followed the seamof Lill's body fromthe air and up
to her angul ar desperate face and ny heart sank. | told Lill
that that pretending that | didn't want to fuck her would be
one of the hardest things |'ve ever done in ny life. Fucking
her right then and there was what | wanted to do nore than
anyt hi ng. W began ki ssing again then stopped. | led her to
ny bedroom | |it several candles that | had stolen from
Arnmstrong and placed them around ny room Her wap was
fastened by a small, businesslike hook. | unhooked the hook,
unw apped her wap. An odd shaft of streetlight struck her
thighs. |I took off her top. She held her breasts in her
hands.

"Where are your parents?”

"In Rivertown."

"Let’s try that again. Were are your parents?”

"Ch. At dinner."

"When are they com ng back?"

"I don't know. But they went to a steak house so
they'Il be a while."

"Can you hear themif they cone in?"

"You can hear the garage door open,” | said. Lill took
her hands off her breasts and w apped her arns around ny
neck. Lill leaned in close.

"Because I'ma nice girl. | want your parents to know
that |"'ma nice girl."

"You're a nice girl. 1'l'l tell themthat you' re not the
type."

"You sure I'mnot the type?"

"No, but I'll tell themyou're not. I'll do anything."

"You will?"

"Yes."
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"Are you sure?"

"Yes."

"What if | get pregnant?”

"I"l'l take care of it."

"WIlIl you take care of it, or take care of it?"
“I"l'l take care of you."

"How do you plan to do that, m ster?"

"By marrying you, silly."

"Why woul d you marry ne?"

"Because it’s the right thing to do."

My eyes adjusted to the soft lighting. Lill's face was
it like a lum nescent Dutch painting; through the obscura
| ens ny eyes lingered al ong her honeyed brown skin,
aquanari ne eyes, and noist |ips darkened with nocha

l'ipstick.

My bed lay in the center of the room candlelight
seepi ng agai nst the duvet’'s edges. One of the candles I |it
bl ew out as she |lay down on the bed. Lill took off
everything. | told her she m ght catch a col d.

"There's a draft,"” she said sweetly.

| shut the wi ndow that had been cracked slightly. |
told her that on sonme evenings |ove and desire occasionally
comm ngl ed. She took off ny shirt and pulled ne down. After
she unzi pped ne and pulled ny trousers off, | felt a cool
coin against ny spine, then | felt her begin and ny back
began to arch above the sheets and | no longer felt the

coin. Lill was a blur of notion. My breathing was punctured.
My eyes lolled in ny sockets as | was awash in warm punpi ng
currents. Lill instantly felt when | was about to cone and
she changed her technique until | got close again. She did

this six times and |I thought | heard voices singing. One

voi ce bel onged to Teddy Pendergrass, who was singing froma
chrome wheel chair and the other voice m ght have been ny
own. Once the hexagon was conplete, there was nowhere to go.
| kissed her before she could spit it out. She went to the
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bat hroom | heard her rinsing and spitting. She canme back
and we began kissing again. In a few mnutes, we were ready
to do other things. | reached inside nmy nightstand for
condons, but Lill said that they were unnecessary, that she
trusted ne and she hadn't been with anyone since Lamar's
father and she had just been checked out. Lill ran her

mani cured nails along the nape of ny neck and the condons
remained in their packet. | did not pretend she was N col e.
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Eight

Zor a

On his ship, Lion couldn't understand why nost of the
ensigns had married right out of college to wonen they had
dated since freshman year. Both Lion and Swilly, the two
junior grade lieutenants, found the notion bl asphenous to
bachel or hood.

"What's the Navy com ng to?" Lion asked. "Were are the
swashbuckl er s?"

"It's the new Di sney Navy,
won't last long in this outfit."”

Lion and Swilly recounted their tales to the bored
ensigns. Lion becanme enthusiastically disgusted with hinself
as he recounted the nunbers and the situations, often in
| eague with Swilly. In the years since breaking up with his
college girlfriend, Lion had been on a tear, sleeping with
forty-two wonen, forty-three if you counted the transsexual
in Ft. Lauderdale. Lion didn't nmention the transsexual and
didn't count her either. Forty-two seened |like a |arge
nunber, but if one divided that nunber by four years, that
was a little over ten new | overs a year, maybe an extra for
the | eap year. There was, however, a problem the declining
gquality and attractiveness was unm st akabl e.

He began, as Swilly put it, to slip up. Lion slept with
an unattracti ve woman because she had gone to Harvard. Sex
with her mght nake himsmarter he told hinself. He had
failed to use a condom or rather, didn't bother to find
one. As his penis slipped inside the Harvard girl, the idea
of contracting an STD froman |Ivy Leaguer seened thrilling,
gi ving her one, even nore so. Afterwards, he went to the
ship's corpsman, who dutifully inspected the | oose skin on
Lion's penis, then inserted a sharp netal object into his

Swilly answered. "You and |
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urethra, causing Lion to hiss in pain. Al tests cane up
negati ve. Lion gave the corpsnen fifty dollars to keep his
name out of the nedical |og.

One evening, Lion net a nice woman at a Chent café. Her
name was Zora. She had a charm ng heart-shaped face, but was
a bit on the large size. She carried the extra sixty pounds
very well. O course, the conversation began when Lion
nmenti oned Zora Neal e Hurston. Zora said no, she was not
named after the witer, and yes, she was tired of the
question. She had been naned after a grandnother from
coastal South Carolina. The conversation began nicely, but
then becane a literary arns-race. They began one-uppi ng each
other in the have you read such and such? It's slow, but
takes off at around page 600 fashion, with Zora steadily
getting the best of Lion until Lion nentioned having studied
with a fanmous, or rather, infanous witer at Scaife, a
Bar badi an dandy by the nanme of Henry MIlius. A wicked smle
stretched across Zora's face. "I want to show you
sonet hing," Zora said sweetly, pulling Lion away fromthe
caf é.

She drove himto her hone. From shelves built over the
fireplace, Zora plucked an inpressive collection of MIlius
first editions: Alliance of Skins, My Man Ri nehart, Speaking
in the Frequency, and the highly acclainmed, highly
controversial Gentle Brown Rage.

Zora turned down the recessed lights, Iit candles, and
read fromher favorite passage in Rage. Lion |listened for a
few m nutes then pressed the pages shut and ki ssed her. Zora
ki ssed hi m back. They began to funble with each other's
cl ot hes.

"Don't go anywhere, I'll be right back," she said
bef ore excusing herself. Lion thought that that was a silly
order. If Lion wanted to | eave, he'd just get up and | eave.
Per haps she wasn't used to conpany staying this late.

Per haps Zora was warning him Last exit before entering
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Zora, she m ght be saying. Lion heard a nmuted fl ushing under
runni ng water.

Wth MIlius' novel face down next to him Lion lay in
Zora's bed thinking, what the hell, why not? When Zora
returned fromthe bathroom she found Lion smling, nude.
Zora paused, but did not kick himout.

"You nasty little boy," she said while taking off her
r obe.

Lion left at five in the norning. He called the next
day expecting to |l eave a nessage, but she picked up on the
third ring and invited himback. Lion spent the next four
days at Zora's hone.

Zora's hospitality was extraordinary. As the owner of a
restaurant, she knew how to indulge. Gournet neals. Rare
vintages. Baths. Large, flat-screen television. Going to
Zora's honme was akin to entering a sheik's palace. Lion
found it hard to stay at his austere apartnent while
experiencing unfettered adoration on such a grand scal e.

There were a few awkward nonents:

They were roughly the sane weight, Lion and Zora, so
there were very few positions that wouldn't inpede his
breat hing. Sonetinmes she tried to snuggle under Lion while
he watched tel evision, but he would squirm unconfortably
until Zora shifted.

There were wonderful noments:

Zora was very, very good in bed, so good, that Lion
couldn't stop hinself. Wen Zora rolled over to nmount him
the entire ceiling vani shed, replaced by her w de flesh.
Stretch marks trailed around her shoul ders and hips |ike
intricate tidal chartings. Wen she lay face down on Lion,
her enornous tube-shaped breasts flattened to a m croscopic
wi dth. He wanted to push Zora off in disgust, but her snooth
vel vet rhythm drew hi mout. He ceased feeling shane and
began to feel the tendrils of sonething real, that is, unti
the ship departed on a two-nonth | ong conbat effectiveness
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exercise. Lion assuned that the two nonths at sea would end
t hi ngs.

After two nonths at sea, the ship set sea and anchor
detail and pulled in, and that's when Lion saw Zora waiting
for his arrival, causing a brief nonment of panic. Lion
hadn't bothered to wite or call her on the | NMARSAT Ii ne,
in fact, Lion hadn't given her any information concerning
the ship's return to port, but there she was, on the pier,
waiting Ii ke the rest of the wives and dedi cat ed
girlfriends.

Zora saw Lion. She waved, hopping up and down, her
girth rippling through her purple dress. She held onto a
tight formation of shiny balloons that were heart-shaped
i ke her face. In those two nonths she had gotten even
bigger. Swilly, who noticed everything, saw Zora
gesticulating in Lion's direction. Lion hadn't told Swilly
about Zor a.

"Who is she?" Swilly asked very slowy.

"I could tell you..

".but then you'd have to kill me?"

Li on paraphrased a line froman old novie: "I net a
girl at a café. It was a big m stake."

"Big mstake," Swilly the qui p-master repli ed.

"Ha ha," Lion said w thout | aughing.

Swilly retreated to his official naval officer voice.
He had the ability to go on and on w thout breaking up into
| aughter. "Your deception is understandable, yet
regrettable. You are accused of dating a rather corpul ent
worman w t hout informng the proper authorities. That anounts
to a certain betrayal of trust. This breach of trust cannot
be tolerated.”

"You are right,"” Lion replied in his own voice, "At
ei ght bells, keel haul me w thout an ounce of grog to relieve
the pain, sir."

Swilly stayed in character. "Sudden humlity and
regret, while noted and appreci ated, have cone far too late
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in this sad affair. |I'"mputting you on notice. The Juni or
O ficer Protection Association will convene i mediately and
deci de your fate."

Li on broke character first—taughing at the idea of a
kangaroo court forned to investigate the matter. He gazed
once nore on the pier, looking for those silly heart-shaped
bal | oons. Zora continued to ripple on the pier as she waved.
Lion did not wave back; instead, he nodded slightly. That
t hin acknow edgnent registered on Zora's face. She appeared
per pl exed, perhaps wondering if she was waving at the sane
man who had once spent a gl orious week at her honme, the sane
man she waited on hand and foot, the man she did things to
t hat were downright biblical

From t he starboard Harpoon deck, Lion thought he saw
Zora weeping. Swilly had noticed as well.

"Jesus, Lion, what did you do to her?"

Lion tried to reply, but the ship's whistle shrilled,
signaling a shift of colors fromam dships to stern. Tugs
continued to push against the ship as Iines were thrown
over, binding ship to pier.

Li on watched as an incredi bly beautiful woman pl aced
her arnms around Zora. "M goodness, who is that creature?”
Lion cried out. "They ought to put her |ikeness on the prow
of a man-o-war."

The crowd on the pier nunbered about three or four
hundred, but Swilly inmmedi ately knew whom Lion referred to.

The woman seened to be consoling Zora. Lion watched the
worman' s hair change fromsorrel to a dark copper brown in
the bright norning light. She wore a knee-length brown dress
with open-toed heels. If it hadn't been for Zora's presence,
Li on woul d have | eapt off the ship and ki ssed her ravishing
col | arbone. The woman broke his spell when she waved to a
sailor on the fantail. The sailor acknow edged her with a
qui ck wave then went back to heaving the spring line. Lion
turned back to tell Swilly that the woman was spoken for,
but Swilly was al ready cl osing the hatch behind him
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Lion watched Swilly cross the brow onto the pier. As
the ship's official representative, he i medi ately nmade
hi msel f useful to Zora and the beautiful pale creature with
t he col |l arbone that needed to be kissed.

* % *

It had been five nonths since Zora surprised Lion on
the pier. For weeks afterward, he would hear his buzzer at
home. He'd turn to the security channel on the tel evision
and watch her m serable face | ooking up at the canera. He'd
listen to her pleas for a while. She begged Lion to tell her
that it was over to her face, and when Lion refused, she
buzzed all the apartnents and hurl ed accusati ons agai nst
Lion's character, nost of themtrue. Gadually, she stopped
showi ng up, the nei ghbors stopped conplaining, and life went
back to nornal

One night, Lion planned to attend a reading by his old
English professor, Henry Mlius. Mlius was on a fifteen-
city tour. Lion nentioned the reading to Swilly. He had been
in a funk for nonths and Lion couldn't seemto shake hi m out
of it. Swilly perked up and went to the exec's roomto nake
a phone call, but when he returned to the stateroom he was
sul l en once agai n.

Lion was content to attend the readi ng al one, eager to
hear MIlius' voice again. Having already published several
novel s, MIlius had just published his first collection of
short stories and was gai ning wi despread popul arity. The
smal |l follow ng resented the new acol ytes. The old fans
consi dered thenselves to be in the literary know.

Lion did not count hinself anong any ranks. Al ways one
to bite the hand, MIlius dism ssed his owm follow ng as
literary groupies. "M ndless, vicarious, consunptive
creatures,” Henry called them "They prostrate thensel ves
before ny languid, yet detached prose because they imagi ne
such prose matches their |anguid, yet detached lives." The
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characters in Henry's novel were passionless, mddle-class
black famlies living in quiet, sexless, disillusioned
anger .

M1lius' last novel was about a favored son, a
di saf fected ACLU | awyer who nmurders |iberal white people for
no other reason than white |liberals were nore interesting to
mur der than white conservatives. Lion read his books with
relish.

Li on wal ked from his apartnent in Freemason to the
downt own bookstore. He turned a corner and saw t he
bookstore, lit frominside, alive with snokers greeting each
ot her with warm hugs. The novenent of bright red brake
lights lent the block a cosnopolitan air, as if Henry had
the type of readers who took cabs when they needed
transportation.

It had been six or seven years since Lion had | ast seen
M 1lius. Lion stepped inside the bookstore and was suddenly
seized with a mldly terrible thought: Wat if MIlius didn't
remenber hinf Lion never stood out in class. He wote the
papers and answered the questions wi th prosaic earnestness,
but that was all. Lion felt so unnerved, he slipped into the
bookst ore bat hroom and doused his face at the basin.

Becal ned, Lion felt the buzz inside the bookstore—a
know edge that they, the audience, were on the ground fl oor
of literary stardom People were already beginning to sit
down in the aisles. Lion darted for a single enpty seat in
the first row

The bookstore owner took the podi um and began to tick
off MIlius' achievenents, when Lion heard a scattering wave
of appl ause and saw heads crani ng backwards. A waving and
smling Mlius wal ked towards a chair adjacent the podi um
surprising the crowd even though his presence was expected.
While MIlius sat waiting for the introduction to end, he
gl anced towards Lion, back to his notes, then, startled,
stared back in Lion's direction. Lion smled back and waited
to be recognized.
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"Lion, my man!"™ M Ilius cackled. MIlius stood. Lion
stood. The nen wal ked towards each ot her and enbraced. The
audi ence tuned out the bookstore owner. "My forner student,"”
Ml ius explained to the audi ence. The audi ence nodded in
under standing. Lion felt a trenendous anount of goodw ||
flowin his direction. He guessed that the audi ence felt
privy to sonething special, a rekindling friendship between
teacher and forner student. The crowd warnmed their hands to
it.

As Lion sat down, he noticed a pair of attractive
wonen—ene gorgeous and the other nerely good-1 ooki ng—behi nd
him The two were seated three rows behind and to the right.
They both | ooked oddly famliar, but Lion could not get a
good | ook at them w thout staring. The nerely good-| ooki ng
woman seened to bear Lion a grudge. Wenever Lion glanced
back, he sensed the eyes behind her |arge dark sungl asses. A
stylish cloche adorned with silken stitched flowers hid her
hair. She rem nded Lion of a flapper. She shared Zora's
stylish verve

He gl anced back at the flapper's conpanion. She wore a
bl ack bl azer over a |ow cut, sheer black bl ouse. Her hair
was | ong and browni sh red and her face dusted with |ight-
brown freckles. She seened to be searching the crowd for
soneone. Lion had to will hinmself not to stare. Lion sat
down and listened as M Ilius chuckled at the exploits of his
mur der ous protagoni st. After an enduring appl ause, the
bookst ore owner invited the audi ence to ask questi ons.

"Dr. MIlius, are you the torchbearer of ElIlison,
Wight, and Bal dw n?" a wonman's voi ce asked. Lion, along
with the entire audience, tw sted and turned towards the
vVoi ce.

The bookstore owner asked the person to stand up.

"Pl ease repeat the question and tell us your nane."

The fl apper took off her sunglasses and stood up. Lion
felt the press of recognition against his chest. The fl apper
wasn't a flapper; the flapper wasn't a friend of Zora's; the
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fl apper was Zora. He hadn't seen Zora in nonths and now he
barely recogni zed her. Her face, once wi de and heart-shaped,
was now angl ed and sharp, a marqui se cut. Lion |ooked over
her thin frame and visually cal cul ated her weight |oss at
about sixty, perhaps even seventy pounds. A thin ripple of

fl esh hung fromthe back of her arns. Lion thought he'd seen
a ghost.

Lion turned his attention to Zora's beautiful friend.
Her jacket hung from her seat, her beautiful collarbone had
been dusted with a sort of stardust, giving her a nythical,
magi cal appeal .

Henry signed dozens of books, answered several
guestions, and generally played the part of the jolly good
witer, all while exchanging glances with Zora and her
beautiful friend.

Finally, the lights flickered on and off, pronpting the
owner to thank Mlius, and then, in the next sentence,
conplain that he'd go out of business if better witers
didn't conme along. MIlius forced the bookstore owner to
admt that he wasn't going anywhere with custoners |ike Zora
and El ena around. Elena blushed. God, Lion thought, how he
woul d | ove to be |oved by that woman. They all hugged the
bookst ore owner goodbye and stood outside. No one wanted to
go home just yet, least of all Lion. He wanted to get close
to Elena, but then he had to deal with Zora. He cursed to
hi rsel f. He watched Zora close MIlius |ike prey. MIlius
| ooked up.

"My manners. Lion this is—=

"Hel l o, Zora," Lion said. He shook her hand Iinply.

"How |l ong has it been, Lion?" Zora said pulling Lion in
and ki ssing his cheek roughly. Sanme perfune, different
wonman.

"How do you two know each other?" Henry asked. Lion
remai ned silent.

"Small town," Zora said.
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"I should get going," Elena said hoping soneone woul d
gi ve her an excuse to tell her husband. Lion noticed that
even in the dark he could make out her brown freckles. Lion
couldn't take his eyes off her.

Zora roped Elena in. "Grl, you' re not going anywhere.
W' re hanging out tonight." Elena submtted w thout
argument .

"You hungry, Lion?" MIlius asked.

"Starving," Lion said, |ooking at Elena.

El ena suggested Zora's restaurant, but Zora ni xed the
i dea. Lion suggested the Dunbwaiter, one of the few
interesting restaurants in Norfol k. The menu was a fusion of
French country and southern Creole, and the restaurant was
wi thin wal king distance. MIlius placed the crook of his arm
out and Zora took it. Lion did the same, but Elena
hesi t at ed.

"I's sonet hing wong?" Lion asked pleasantly. He | ooked
at Elena and felt |ightheaded.

"I was hoping to neet soneone tonight," Elena replied.

"Who woul d that be?" Lion asked.

"Afriend."

"I's that why you were | ooking around in the bookstore?"

"You saw t hat ?"

"I saw everything you did." That included the weddi ng
ring that El ena wasn't wearing.

During the neal, other diners attenpted to stare, then
hush the four into being quiet. After the third tinme, MIlius
wonder ed al oud why white people felt conpelled to silence
| oud bl ack people. A new burst of |aughing pronpted a new
round of staring. Lion had never seen MIlius that giddy.
Lion pulled his seat back a bit, watching himand Zora in
deep conversati on.

"I"ve got all of your books, but ny favorite is Centle
Brown Rage."
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"I still get death threats over that one. |I'munder a
sort of Negro fatwa. C arence Thomas and Henry MIlius,"” he
said, intertwning his fingers.

Li on | aughed, "Peas in pod."

"Yes, except that C arence never gets invited to those
awful Negro literary conferences. If | ever sit next to bel
hooks or Ishmael Reed again..

"l hope you never becone popular, Dr. Mlius. | like
having you all to nyself," Zora said. She smled
| asci viously then gul ped down her dry Riesling. Lion saw her
t hroat nuscl es noving the w ne al ong.

"Zora," MIlius announced drolly, "you nake ne feel I|ike
a school boy. And by the way, let's do away with this Dr.
busi ness. Please call nme 'Professor'.” MIlius w nked. Zora

how ed. Lion drank froma glass of wine and rolled his eyes.

"I haven't had this much fun since ny first novel got
shitty reviews in Callaloo,” MIlius said, placing a nocking
hand over his nouth, his eyes large as tuna cans. "Ch
goodness, did that rhyme?"

Years ago, Lion's fornmer classmates had summed the
clues—M lius' fussy Edwardi an stage manners, his starched
white shirts, his falsetto laugh, his West Indian |ilt, his
obsession with Burberry, and canme to the fal se concl usion
that MIlius was a honobsexual. Lion knew better. Beautiful
girls followed Mlius like lanbs to slaughter because they
were unafraid. Lion knew a few of those lanbs fromhis
Scai f e days.

El ena junped when her cell phone rang. She excused
herself with a forced smle. Lion watched the top of Elena's
head as she wal ked past the hostess.

"I wonder what kind of man would |l et that beautiful
creature step out alone,” Mlius said as they both watched
the top of her head. "Well, I"'moff to shake hands with the
pope." MIlius threw his napkin on the table.

Lion took a sip of wine and | ooked at Zora.

"I want to thank you," Zora said pleasantly.
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"For what ?"
"For doing this-" sweeping her arns over her body "-to

Lion cringed in disconfort. "I apol ogi ze Zora.
handled it badly. At tinmes, | can be a coward, but | can't
take credit for that."

"Fuck you. You're a coward, but I'mgiving credit where
credit is due.”

"All right, then."

"You nmade ne disgrace nysel f."

Li on repeated his apol ogy.

"Ckay. |'mover it. But sonething good did cone out of
this. | nean | ook at nme? And there's the new people in ny
life. Your friend conforted ne that day. He was very good to
me. And Elena, | can't say enough about her. She had never

seen nme, but she treated ne like famly. She saw nme sobbi ng
and i mmedi ately put her hand around nme. Now she hates you
nore than | do. Isn't that odd? W' ve becone good friends,
you know. "

"Friends are wonderful things to have."

"So what do you think of Elena?"

"l guess you could say she's a nice | ooki ng woman, "
Li on said. He wondered how bal d-faced his |ie seened.
"Anyway, stop acting |like her publicist. She doesn't need
one. And neither does Henry, speaking of which, what do you
t hi nk of Henry?"

"At first | thought he m ght be gay, but | think I've
changed ny mnd."

"When was that?"

"Just now, when he invited ne back to his hotel room"

"Are you goi ng?"

"I"'mgoing and I"'mgiving that little black angl ophile
a heart attack. The things | can do with the weight off.
|"ve never had such a thrill of power. Wnen |ike El ena take
it for granted. Wth ne, it's |like a new weapon. | want to
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use it for the powers of evil. You renenber how good I was?

Wll, I'mlike ten tinmes better, ten tines freakier."
"That's good to know. "
"I'f you want, [|'d-"
"Zora."

"I was going to ask you about Elena. You would like to
be with her, wouldn't you? But |I'm here and that nmakes it
awkward. "

Li on sipped his w ne.

"I bet you feel Iike you could fall in love with her,
couldn't you?"

"Elena is married. Even if | wanted to—and there's a
husband. "

"Interesting. Your friend said the same thing.

Swilly?

"You didn't know?"

Swilly.

"I must say, Lion, the expression on your face is
pricel ess.”

Fucking Swilly.

El ena and Henry cane back to the table as soon as
dessert and coffee was served. Elena | aughed to herself.

"What is it, darling?" MIlius asked.

"Ch nothing," Elena said, giggling.

"Ch cone now, child. Wat's on your m nd?"

"Well, I was on the cell talking to ny friend, and this
car drives up and this guy exposed hinself."

"Where is the sick bastard?" Lion said. He was drunk
and woul d have fought a man for the right to defend Elena's
honor .

"Excuse ne," Zora interrupted. "Do you renenber the
night we first net?"

"What did Lion do the first night you net?" MIlius
asked. Lion wasn't sure what the tone of the question. Did
it mean that MIlius was jeal ous, or was he sinply curious
about Lion's failings?
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"I went to the bathroom—= Zora began. She | ooked
si deways at Lion and continued. Lion felt acutely ill.

"Is that really necessary?"

"—and when | cane back Lion was holding his thing in
his hand."

Lion protested vigorously. "There is a big difference."
He tried to argue over the laughter. MIius warned hi mnot
to protest too nuch. Lion was forced to tell themthe story
of what happened when he was el even years old. MIius took
great interest in this thread and began to pepper El ena and
Lion with questions, the greater nunber towards Lion.

What did he | ook Iike?

Pitted skin? Yes, of course.

Scar tissue on his knuckl es?

A blue Buick with a rusty grill

To the steering wheel ? My goodness.

A watch? You're kidding. Digital or anal og?

Li on answered M 1lius' questions quickly, wthout
el aboration, w thout neasure of consequences. The waitress
dropped the check on the table and began breaki ng down table
settings.

"Ch ny God, what tine is it?" Elena asked. Elena
i medi ately realized what she had said. For a full m nute,
they could not stop laughing. Al, except Lion. MIlius
continued to chuckle even as he sat down in the cab next to
Zor a.

Despite the four glasses of wine and two gin and
tonics, Lion did not hesitate to get into his car and drive
to the ship at two in the norning. The gate guard gave him
no trouble. He wal ked briskly past the quarterdeck watch,
opened a quick acting hatch, and took a right into the bl ue-
tiled officer's country, into the dark, cruelly lit
passageway. The air conditioning droned as Lion nmade his way
to the stateroom he shared with Swilly. Lion whipped the
bl ue curtains aside and found Swilly sl eeping, his nouth
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wi de open like a sleeping gargoyle. He wouldn't hit a

sl eepi ng man, so Lion shook Swilly awake. Swilly cursed
l[ightly and turned on his rack lights. Swilly squinted up at
Li on.

"Is it true?" Lion asked.

Swilly's face contorted with confusion, then the lines
in his thin intelligent face eased into conprehension.

"I had dinner with Zora and El ena." Lion watched
Swilly's face. "It's true, isn't it?" Lion asked again.
Swilly was slightly anused. Lion couldn't help hinself. A
hard, pneumatic blow to the side of the Swilly's head woul d
have taken the smrk off his face, but Lion didn't do it

"She's getting a divorce. We're getting married. We're
happy." Happy. That word, nore than anything, set Lion off.
He found the notion preposterous. Although it was absurd for
himto act this way, Lion couldn't help hinself. He felt
cheated out of the happi ness he could have had with Zora,
and the fantasy of alife with Elena. He wanted to beat
Swilly.

"Why shoul d you be happy?" Lion renenbered scream ng at
Swilly.

* % %

A year had gone by and Lion still patronized the sane
bookst ore. The owner recogni zed Lion and brought over a
men' s fashi on nmagazi ne, one that occasionally published
fiction.

"Go to page eighty-seven,"” the owner ordered. Lion
conplied and found a new short story by Henry M i us,
entitled The Short, Happy Life of Lieutenant Lyon. Lion read
the first sentence and snorted. Was this sone kind of joke?
What kind of spelling was "L-Y-O N?" But that wasn't Lion's
greatest concerns. There were other things in print: the
Bui ck's crooked grill, the scar tissue, the pitted skin, the
coarse voice, the yellow light, the |ack of cut, the pink

201



underside, the watch with two hands. Five pages |ater, she
appeared: a beautiful Creole ghost with shimrering red hair.
Li on seethed. He sat down in the mddl e of the bookstore and
read it again. The details were accurate to a fault. It was
story about an affair between an officer-Lyon-and an
enlisted man's wife-Eve. A scholarly man with an eye for
detail, Mlius got all the details right, fromthe type of
m ssil es on deck (Harpoons), to Zora's (now Sara) perfune,
fragility, and new powers. In the [ast scene, the officer
and the enlisted man's wife decide to end the affair while
standi ng between the stacks of a used bookstore that
resenbl ed this one. They part ways then cone back to the
stacks and enbrace. The couple cannot end the affair. They
are willing to suffer the consequences. The story ends with
bot h hope and doom

Bast ar d.

A few patrons turned. Lion realized he was thinking out
[ oud. So what ?

The real story ended | ess anbi guously. Elena' s husband
di scovered the affair and confronted his wife. Wen she
admtted the affair and noved out of the hone, the husband
took a nine-mllinmeter fromthe arnory, wal ked into Lion and
Swilly's stateroom and waited for Swilly to show After
tiring of waiting, the husband pointed the gun towards the
roof of his nmouth and pulled the trigger.

Lion and Swilly were transferred pending the results of
the investigation. Lion was questioned concerning the
sailor's stateroomof choice. Lion told the agents that he
had no i dea.

"What did you think?" the bookstore owner asked.

"About what?" Lion said, annoyed at the interruption.

The bookstore owner appeared exasperated. "The story,
man. "

Lion ignored the owner. He patiently regarded the
magazine, lifting it slightly as if the content of the story
i ncreased the page weight. In the story, Eva was Lyon's
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lover, not Swilly's. In the story, there was no Swilly.
Lion's fury eased a bit. The thieving MIlius had taught Lion
a distant | esson on how life mght be, not howlife is, a

| esson that Lion couldn't quite put into words. He blew a
good thing with Zora. He was willing to pine for Elena, but
wasn't willing to suffer like Swilly. He was afraid of

t hi ngs unseen and MIlius knew it. That was why MIlius was
the witer, Lion thought, and he was not.

Nine

Descent

On the night before we went on a six-nonth depl oynment,
| made reckless asides to the hostess at the Dunbwai ter. The
hostess lived with her father, a retired Master Chief, not
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far fromthe base so she agreed to give ne a ride hone. W
met in the parking lot. Qutside the bar, the still cool ness
of air long in nenory of a close ocean sobered us, sobered
me. That |ate night bloom of scrubbed, seaborne air held ny
corrupted spirit aloft. | felt cleansed in the salty,
romantic air, handsone in the presence of wonen, and
desirous of |ove, song, and a snappy repartee, but in no
particul ar order.

| flashed nmy mlitary IDto the gate guard at the Navy
Base and though I'm sure the guard snelled the liquor on ny
breath, he et me through with an insolent sneer. Not even a
hint of mlitary courtesy. | told the hostess to back up, |
needed to have a word with the gate guard. The guard | eaned
into the car window. He was a few years ol der than ne.

"What's wong, bruh?" the guard asked.

"Bruh? When talking to an officer, it is customary to
begin or end a question with mlitary courtesy, such as sir
or ma'am After said business has been concl uded, the junior
shal |l salute his superior. Now where the fuck is ny salute,
Br uh?"

The guard's eyes becane slits, but he canme to attention
and saluted. We continued through the gate.

"He could have pulled us over. My Dad would kill me if

| got a DU ."
| stared at her. "Who are you?" | asked. "Whoever you
are, you sure are beautiful." And she | aughed, thinking I

was j oki ng.

| felt the engine reverberations of a C2 as it taxied
on the tarmac, and it took all my reserve not to | eap out of
her car and hug a propeller. | didn't knowif | wanted to
fuck or die, or be in sonme space between, longing for the
enotion close to being filmed in black and white.

Once inside the room (teetering with indistinguishable
nauti cal paintings), | sat on the edge of the bed and
fondled a flinsy renote while she stood bl ocking ny view of
the television. Wile she unbuttoned her silk bl ouse,
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aimed the renote at her, pressing buttons and pretending to
be uninterested in the progranmm ng. She undressed with

studi ed precision. The effect of the martinis forced her to
concentrate. She rocked unsteadily, but her fingers renai ned
sl ow and sure. When she was done, she | ooked up and smled
like a child seeking approval. Her breasts were smaller,

poi nted, and her aureol e darker than |I had antici pated.

Then | had an odd nonent, a pondering of future regret.
| considered telling the hostess to put her clothes back on,
but that would have been out of character. | wanted sex. |
wanted her to want sex as well, but | also wanted sweet
hesitation, a nonent of indecision that necessitated a
| engt hy plea, but such indecision was not forthcom ng.
Afterwards, | slept without knowing. |I could hardly lay ny
m nd exposed to sleep and dreans, thinking the alarm clock
was going to blare at any nonment and crack nmy dreamin two
as the hour to the ship neared.

| dreant of Nicole while the hostess |lay next to ne.
Nicole Nicole Nicole. |I dreant of her every night and fucked
her with ny palns every other. | could not let go. | saw her
i ke an owl seeing novenent in a bed of dead | eaves. Wy
mnd s sky was free of clouds and | | ooked down and saw
Ni cole with other nmen. She was sweet, enticing. It didn't
t ake her 1ong. She worked faster than the hostess. Faster
than | did, | thought. N cole teased them then fucked them
then sucked themoff. She did it all. Every night I went to
sl eep i magi ni ng her wi pe excess |otion fromher nude, kiss-
high thighs. | saw the top half of her face, those
wonderful |y expressive brown eyes full of desire for another
man. | wote desperate letters and waited for mail cal
unr equi t ed.

Let nme tell you about my recurring nightnmare.

Nicole and | are having dinner at an Italian
restaurant. Nicole is radiant. W are falling in |ove al
over again. The waiter brings a nenu. He's smling. No. He's
smrking. He hands ne the nmenu and wal ks away. He di sappears

205



t hrough the doubl e-doors to the kitchen. The nenu is
difficult to open, but when it finally parts, it does so
with the sound of peanut butter-sneared |ips smacking, or
dogs being pulled apart. Inside the nenu is a very generous
anount of senen. | |look up and Nicole is gone. Qutside, a
car drives away. The waiter and Ni col e.

In the norning the hostess dropped ne off at the head
of the pier and waved goodbye wi thout a hint of sadness and
that made ny heart dip a notch. Qther nmen were on the pier
ki ssing their w ves goodbye. | turned to ny ship, a thirty-
year ol d destroyer and felt that ancient sailor's ennui fal
on nme |ike a sheet of cold rain.

The engines were started. The special sea and anchor
detail called away and ny division nustered on the sparrow
deck. We let go all lines, then watched the pier get further
and further away. The linehandl ers eyed the pretty w ves and
girlfriends tossing air kisses and smrked, aware what a
| onely woman mi ght do in a span of six nonths.

The ship passed beneath a bridge, the enmerald city to
starboard, followed by high rugged cliffs. In clear weather
the white cliffs appeared as whitecaps fromfifteen nautical
mles, and so did the problens. The al coholic and the heroin
addi ct whose nanes had once been called at quarters were now
gone. The married girls who had been turned out were under
orders of chastity; the enbarrassi ng photographs in a | oose
chain of custody had been m splaced and were now bei ng
passed around |ike well-fingered porn in the junior
of ficer's stateroom

| stood m dwatches with the youthful, handsone
Auxiliaries Oficer. Auxo was thin and angul ar as broken
cornstal ks in wi de-1egged trousers, his shoul der bl ades
knifing the back of his shirt |ike dull swtchblades. He was
a rosy-cheeked boy who had nearly failed out of Exeter, only
to land at the only school that would accept him Annapolis.
What ever port we were in, girls called himJanes Dean and
waited to be taken, but he was hopel essly paralyzed in the
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presence of beautiful wonmen, that is, until he drank hinself
brave. By then, his chances had gone with the tide, the sure
thing passed |ike the grin on her face. And yet, as if to
nock him his seamanship was superb; he deferred to no one
on the bridge save the captain.

| would wal k up fromconbat and Auxo would tell ne his
life's story on the bridge wing. He lived with the regrets
of an old man. Goddamm ne, he said again and again he said,
Goddamm ne. The Navy was killing himbecause he knew he was
good and if there was one thing he hated nore than being a
boat school grad, it was being a good naval officer. He
consi dered Annapolis a tech school for farm boys. He
degraded his Conning O ficer (a Youngster when Auxo was a
Firsty) by giving deck orders in fluent French, which
brought the bridge teamto tears. Auxo fucking with the
First Louie again, they'd say. The bridge team did not know
that the nore Auxo degraded the First Lieutenant in a
foreign | anguage, the nore he despi sed hinself.

One bright night, Auxo threw his acadeny ring into the
Arabian Sea, its waters shimering in the |late evening. The
ring flashed like flying fish and sank half as fast. W
| aughed. Just before dawn, the silken liquid constellation
rose high. The brilliance rem nded nme of a beautiful Indian
goddess arned with daggers, lowering herself into ny
outstretched arnms. She appreciated Auxo's sacrifice. And
t hen suddenly, we renenbered to give the order to turn on
t he Navigation Lights, and for the quartermaster to observe
sunset. Then the watch was over.

| told Auxo about ny early, enlisted years, | had no
anbition other than to get through the watch. | knew nothing
but to keep ny head on a swivel. | went out for the snoker's
t our nanent only because Kobb got hurt. That, and Blinky told
me about all the good deals to be had. | told Auxo about the
Marine, Corporal Harris, whoml'Il|l never forget, who
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i mredi at el y began uncor ki ng vi ci ous wood-choppi ng bl ows to
ny kidney. | told Auxo how ny arns were at ny side, how the
Corporal hit nme in the tenple with a hamer and ny | egs went

out. | motioned that | was quitting, but Blinky kept his
towel wrapped around his neck. And how I fought on scared
until | let them hands go. Auxo did not believe it.

"You fought in snokers?”
"It's hard to believe, isn't it?"
| went on about how the Corporal won the second round

on points, but on the last half mnute | caught Gorbock wth
two straight rights to the head. This gave ne sone space. In
the final round, | found ny range and began to savagely rock
the Corporal's head like a rag doll until | won by technical
knockout. More inportantly, my CO had watched the fight. A
week |l ater, he invited me up to the bridge during flight
ops. He sat in a brown |eather chair with a savage grace
whi | e departnent heads canme to himw th hushed reports
before Caesar. He had a w nd-creased, reddened face, and the
gravity of a man who had seen conbat, participated init,
and gone back honme to help his father till the |l and w t hout
conplaint. | stood at parade rest waiting for the captain to
acknow edge ny presence. The exec cane to the bridge. He
wi nked at ne than approached the captain with famliarity.
He rem nded the captain why | was there. The captai n nodded.

He whi sked his chair around and faced ne. | vaguely recal
the buzz of reports com ng over |oudspeakers, the |anguage
of aviation foreign to ny ears. | felt like a tourist in a

souk. The captain took off his aviator glasses. Wped them
wi th a handkerchi ef handed to himby the air boss.

"Young man," the captain said, putting his glasses back
on, and then patting his heft, "can you believe |I fought
wel ter at Annapolis?”

When | went back to ny rack, | found an application for
an officer's programon ny rack and orders to fill it by
0800 t he next day.
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On that sane rogue ship, sone boys |liked other boys. A
few liked to sport dungaree pants | ow and tight around the
hi ps. They called out to one another on the nessdecks in an
effem nate drawl. Nearly all had been in King Neptune's
Court, elaborately dressed as beautiful sea-naidens. On Wg
Ni ght, all hell broke | oose as wogs were rounded up, herded
into |l ounge area, and forced on all fours. W pollywogs
endured an entire night of larded humliation. During the
chaos of abuse and bl oody wog fights (set up |ike dog
fights), scuttlebutt held that the boys were being sold to
ot her nmen, and one sailor, a masculine top, took exception
and decided to fight for his lover. Days after we were all
shel | backs, he was taken to sea by a rogue wave. It was dark
and the wave was silent. The sailor was there one nonent,
the ship heeled, righted, and he was gone. Hi s buddies
didn't even realize he was m ssing. They thought he had
di pped inside the skin of the ship through a waterti ght
hat ch. When his shipmates could not find himin berthing,
the famly, as they called thensel ves, began checking
everywhere: ness lines, the gym the library, his rack,
everywhere. Fear set in. The captain's voice cracked as he
sunmoned the m ssing sailor again and again on the 1MC
ordering himto conme forth and end this silly ganme of hide
go seek, but the captain was calling for a dead man. H's
watery death right out of an Eliot poem | knew because Chan
had relieved nme for the fifteen mnutes it took to find the
boy, lure himto a catwal k, and toss himinto the sea
nmyself. So there it is.

Let nme tell you about the girls in foreign ports, |
told Auxo. Sone girls snelled |like rosewater and penci
shavi ngs; some girls carried hopes of an allotnent straight
into hotel beds. Modst girls were without malice or pretense.
They canme to the ship early in the norning before we got
underway. At the bars while an Casis song played, the girls
danced and put their lips to your ear and asked if you
really did have a girl in every port. O course you said yes
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and smled, but she thought that really meant no, but she
didn't mnd because it was all understood. What she didn't
know was that girls asked this question in every port. In
the last and in the next, girls would ask, Do you have a
girl in every port? And if the girl asked, then you knew you
woul d be all right that evening.

| renmenber Ryoko, a Japanese girl, whose wonderfu
woodsy scent took nme back to grade school, clunsily walking
bet ween desks towards a stainless pencil sharpener stationed
next to Mary Fernandez, nmy first |ove, the aroma of penci
shavi ngs arousing ne again and again. And as | left that
nmorning to go back to the ship, Ryoko's nood changed for the
dark. Wthout warning, she becane furious as she wote down
her address and phone nunber. She handed ne a scrap of paper
and insisted that I was son of a bitch and that | would | ose
the information. | told her the truth. W had a wonderful
time together, and I'd be damed to hell if I lost it. |
nmust have prom sed her twenty tinmes that | would not |ose
it, but as soon as | got back to the ship and reached inside
nmy pocket, it was no longer there. | searched for hours, and
for the life of me, could not find that scrap of paper.

My roommate, the rakish Electrical Oficer, was
i ncapabl e of not seduci ng wonen. He thought we were alike.
He smled and licked his lips to tease the enlisted wonen.
He snel |l ed wonderful all hours of the day. | renenber the
way he used to slap baby powder on his bare chest in the
norni ng. He had a good act. He was a gentleman and a nman of
the South, a graduate froma prestigious college in Atl anta;
putting up posters of Good Black Men inside his wall | ocker.
He was hyperaware of his good | ooks and to the wonen who
couldn't help thenselves. In Australia, we brought two girls
back to the hotel and Electro imediately went to the
bat hroom and cane out naked, the silhouette of his penis
bl anki ng the tel evision screen, startling the girls. As he
wal ked, his penis swng back and forth |ike a shadow
sweepi ng across the plains. | watched in awe as he beat the
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girl senseless with his dick. H's voice became gruff and
arrogant as he told her what he was doing. \What he was goi ng
todo alittle later. The other girl and | watched in
amazenent. And when he was done with his girl, he called out
di ng-ding, ding-ding, as if the round was over. He held his
dick in his left hand and reached for nmy girl with his
right. Ding-ding, ding-ding, he said again. Electro pulled
ny date onto his bed and she | ooked back towards ne, hoping
for intervention. | did nothing. | left the hotel room and
pl ayed bl ackjack until | lost a nonth's pay.

| thought nmy luck had changed when | net a thin,
multiracial girl with the figure of a ballet dancer. Losing
all that noney had nmade her feel sorry for ne and she took
me out for a drink. Five drinks |later, we were ready to go
to my hotel room but by then Electro had two new girls
trailing him He took ne by the arm These girls are |ike
shoes man, Electro said. They cone in pairs. W got to be
out, he insisted. The ballet dancer suddenly went berserk
when she saw nme enbrace one of the new girls. The ballet
dancer began to cry and hit me with her tiny fists and when
| asked her why was she doing this, she told ne it was
because | rem nded her of her father. | felt for her and
began to tell the new girl maybe another tinme. But the new
girl was heartless as she stared sadly at the ballet dancer
with cold gray eyes. |I'd be angry, too, she renmarked, after
hearing the conmotion. She spent all that tine with a man
who rem nds her of Pa and now |I'm going to take himhonme and
shag him She | ooked right at me and smled, her eyes ice
blue. I went with her.

I n Singapore. | picked up a honey brown Ml aysian girl
at a bar called Kilimanjaro. W went to nmy hotel room There
were no awkward nmonents, even when she remarked that she
still had a day left on her cycle. | told her not to worry
about it. W could kiss and tell each other stories, but she
insisted. Very light, she said. She reveal ed enornous
pendul ous breasts, but was otherw se unremarkable and | went
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out the next night |ooking for someone new. | then happened
upon a jazz club and | heard this pure voice despairing over
a man that called her honey and took her noney. The lyrics
were clichéd, but the voice was wild, |eaping, and potent

wi th heartbreaki ng, sexual gospel. | rushed to the stage to
see who owned that trenmendous voice, and there she was, the
girl I had slept with the night before.

Then there was the beautiful girl who wasn't. It was
the kind of tale every sailor had in his seabag of half-
truths. She was dark, nulti-ethnic, vivacious, and
natural ly, nysterious. | saw this a physically gifted girl
inatiny bikini glide by in a single speed beachcruiser. |
qui ckly made a U-turn and pulled alongside in a rented
convertible. As she pedaled and |I drove, we flirted until
the drivers behind honked inpatiently. | suddenly asked for
her phone nunber and to my surprise, she gave it to ne. It
was all so brilliant on ny part. At the hotel that night, |
called and within a few mnutes, she had invited me over. |
told her I needed to coordinate with ny buds. Even before |
got off the phone, Swilly and the rest of ny buds were
| ooking at me sternly. They had already confirmed ny
suspi cions. My buds had seen her on the beach, too. She was
with two or three others that were dead on dudes at fifty
yards. Wiy would a real girl hang out with two
transvestites, they asked rhetorically? Goddam. That
beautiful, gorgeous girl w th nine thousand-dollar breasts
was a marvel of hornones, nedical technol ogy, and fem nine
gestures. And yes, she was a man. It killed nme, but | knew
it was true. Despite their exhortations to do otherw se,
cal |l ed her back and asked point blank. Wre you born a
little boy or a little girl? She did not hesitate. A darling
little boy, she replied and | swear she said it so sweetly
that nmy dick got hard. | did not hang up. She told nme about
her chil dhood, about her decision to nake the break, and how
she made a living. She didn't have the noney for a proper
sex change operation fromthis highly skilled surgeon whose
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practice was in Col orado. There was a | ocal surgeon who
perfornmed the sane operation for a |l ot |ess noney, but she
conpl ained that he couldn't make a good pussy to save his
life. I wondered if her two girlfriends had bad pussies.
asked her what kind of men she liked, and she told ne that
she liked tall, dark, straight men, kind of |like you. I

| ooked up and saw ny buds staring at nme. Let nme call you
back, | said quietly. | began nmaki ng an excuse, but she cut
me off with a growing, intense, manly voice. The manly

voi ce asked, Are you com ng over or what? Jesus Christ. |
couldn't lie. I want to cone over, | told her, but ny boys
are listening. They know what's up. | told her that | needed
to drink some nore, a lot nore, and then | mght consider.
As soon as | got off the phone, ny boys pinned ne to the
ground and nmade nme prom se to never, ever find out if she
really was born a little boy.

We cane back to the ship, imagining what may have
happened if the boys weren't there to save ny ass
(literally, Auxo added), and | saw a thick letter on ny
rack, a wedding invitation that had been placed on ny
sheets. It had arrived in mail call while | was out
gallivanting wwth a transvestite. The invitation was heavy,
the texture of weighted linen. | tore the letter open.

Ni cole was going to marry GQuy G ickman, rap and novie
producer. The invitation was ecru, with robin egg trim The
weddi ng woul d be on Martha's Vineyard, on a yacht nanmed
Sweet Betty. And to think, | was al nost over her.

There are a few things you notice when you | eave the
Navy. For instance, here on shore, the toilet paper is nuch
softer. You have a nice confortable bed. You wake up and see
squirrels frolicking in ny backyard. You never get seasick
You snell only your own farts. You could call your parents
every day. You take your trousers to the cl eaners.
Everything is hunky-dory. Grls smle and say hello and you
say hell o back and they hear your |ack of accent and then
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ask you where you're from You get invited to church. They
ask, What was it like in the Navy?

It’s like this, you say, smling. O course, what you
really want to do is hold your nuts.

You need to suffer through another nunbi ng watch. You
need to vomt out over the starboard wheel house, or snell
the Electrical Oficer's flatulence while brushing your
teeth, or eat the sanme foul chow, or wade in the filth of
raw sewage while taking a mdnight shit. You need to
masturbate for the thousandth tine to the sane rotating
i neup of fantasies night after fucking night right into
your favorite patrol sock, so full of dry jismthat it
| ooked |ike a tiny dog standing on its hind | egs.

You order another pizza then fondle your balls while
Mexi can bi nmbos jiggle on Spanish television. You're
surprised by how fast your beard grows. Your savings wll be
gone in two nonths, but Mom said you could have the
basenment. It's the nost absurd thing that's ever cone out of
anyone's nmouth, you think. You watch girls and feel
absol utely nothing. And when you do feel, you prefer feeling
marri ed woren. Who needs to be hanstrung by wonmen obsessed
with fidelity? You burn phosphorous hol es through the
fucking sofa. You mss foreign ports where relationships ran
their course in five days and you got anal by the third.

You m ss that strange triangul ation of |onging: hone,
sea, and foreign ports. You long for the snmell of souks,
sewage, and seaspray at this very nonent, exactly when there
is no one to talk to. There is sonmeone, you think. N cole.
You retrieve the wedding invitation fromthe bottom of the
seabag and find out that she'll be married in two weeks.

You get into the car and drive six hours to her city
apartnment and wait outside in a rental. Wen Nicol e wal ks
out, you follow her to a diner. She has three cups of tea
and a toasted wheat bagel. \Wen she wal ks out, you get the
bum you hired to stop her and ask for a cigarette and a
light. Ever the kindhearted worman, she gives hima cigarette
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and even lights it. She still snokes menthols. And that's
when you see the engagenent ring froma city bl ock away.

Fucki ng Guy dickman. Rap Producer. Movie Producer. Rich
Wi te boy.

The bum cones back

"How di d she | ook?

"How di d she snell?"

"Did she ook you in the eye?"

"She smled at nme," the bumsaid giving me ny noney
back. "You don't know what it's like for a pretty girl to
smle at you."

| screanmed at the bumas he tried to wal k away. |
pul l ed himby his shoulder. "Wat the fuck do you know?
You're a goddamm bum "

"I had a full life, mster. I know plenty. Now take
your noney and | eave nme be."
"What do you know about Nicole or Lill or Zora or

Elena? O Blinky the cornerman? | wouldn't be an officer if
he had thrown in the towel. O the pretty boys on the
nmessdecks, or the sailor | threwinto the warmwaters of the
| ndi an Ccean? Have you ever fallen in love with a girl in a
foreign port because that's as close to matrinony as you'l
ever get? How can | tell you about the exhilaration of
raci ng through the rain soaked streets of Subic G ty, whose
dark wet streets, and nighttinme drizzle made ne feel in
touch with the woman |I'd never nmake | ove to agai n? Wat
would it nmean if | tell you the story about how our
executive officer saw ne, one of his officers, drunk,

pul l'ing wheelies on a stolen notorcycle, a beautiful
Filipina bar girl clinging sweetly to ny sweating back, not
a single helnmet between us, and the exec asks where exactly
do you think you're going? And as | gun that tired little
engine, | turn to the exec and say for a little ride, sir, a
l[ittle ride, and then we take off, scattering three chickens
and a mangy dog that refused to bark, out past the neon
signs, past the whore traps and bar fines, onto the dirt
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roads past seed-scattering elders, past Thai nmen with broken

chests sitting under ill |it tents ganbling with their
not her's noney, off to a place where this beautiful bar girl
will lay me dowmn and nmake ne al nost forget the only woman

"1l ever love. Howis it possible to describe that perfect
nonent to a perfect stranger w thout sobbing uncontroll ably
because | know that it will never, ever happen agai n?
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