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      September 30, 1988. It’s about one in the morning on Chicago’s South Side. The park is dark. It’s just the three of us. I’m sitting in the back seat of the clunker, gazing at the warm-looking houses across the street, illuminated by the streetlights. The drink is gone. It’s time to go. The gas is punched. We’re zooming.
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            Another Morning

          

        

      

    

    
      Eighteen years after the accident, my personal assistant, Valerie, walks into my bedroom of the recently built, spacious condo that I rent to start my morning routine. The condo is just west of downtown Chicago in the area called the West Loop. Madison Avenue, the street I live on, was called “skid row” not too long ago because of all of the pimps, prostitutes, beggars, liquor stores, and motels.

      Young urban professionals—“yuppies”—now live in the newly built townhouses and condos. The main attractions are the trendy restaurants and bars and the United Center, where major concerts and special events are held and where the world champion Chicago Blackhawks and Chicago Bulls play. Oprah Winfrey’s studio is a couple of blocks away.

      I am lying on my side in my hospital bed when my assistant walks in. I have a pillow supporting my back; a folded towel between my knees and two soft bunny boots on my feet to prevent sores; and a urine bag attached to the bed with a tube connected to a condom catheter attached to my penis.

      I am already awake, staring at my wheelchair. It’s always parked next to my bed. I shake my head, knowing that hours later will be the 18th anniversary of my injury. Damn! I didn’t think it was gonna be this long.

      She asks me what she should make for my breakfast and lunch. I tell her the usual: “Oatmeal, a turkey sandwich with mustard, tortilla chips, and an apple.” I close my eye again. Flashes of remarkable and unbelievable experiences over the last 18 years consume my mind—the pain, fear, crying, and laughing. Hearing and seeing things I thought weren’t possible. The looks on my family and friends’ faces.

      My assistant asks me what I want to wear. I ask for my charcoal-colored suit because I have to appear in court. I want my best suit. This is a twisted anniversary date.

      She takes off the sheet and the pillow, rolls me onto my back, and checks my catheter. Even though I urinate throughout the day, a good amount of fluid settles in my legs and eventually comes back up during the night. This can make me urinate a good amount, which sometimes causes the adhesive on the catheter to loosen.

      When that happens, the catheter might come off, and the bed and I will be soaked. Waking up, smelling piss, and knowing the sheet I am lying on is soaked with urine embarrassed and frustrated me for many years, but I have to come to grips that this is part of my life. Whenever it happens, I try to get cleaned as quickly as possible while telling myself and whoever is cleaning me, “There is no use moaning over spilled piss.”

      This morning, the catheter is intact. I am grateful. However, my assistant still has to change it. She takes an adhesive remover to take off the old one, cleans me with soap and water, dries me, puts skin adhesive on my penis, then puts the new external catheter on my penis.

      She then stretches my arms and legs to continue promoting circulation, decreasing the muscle spasms, and preventing contractions. I give my limbs a good look to see if anything has changed over the years. Nothing has changed. They are still long, hairy, and without muscle tone. I don’t want to stretch every morning and night, but I keep stretching for the day I might walk again.

      My assistant connects the urine bag to my catheter, straps it to my leg, and begins dressing me. She turns me like a log from side to side to pull the pants up to my waist, then puts on my shoes. They only have a couple of scrapes by the toe area from confrontations with a wall or to fully open a door. The soles of the shoes are immaculate.

      My assistant raises the head of the bed to transfer me to my wheelchair. I’m looking at my stomach. It always appears bloated; the muscles have been stretched from the weight of my internal organs. I wish I could do some situps.

      My assistant leans me forward, grabs the back of my pants, and starts to slide my ass over to the wheelchair. My thoughts are strictly about getting over to the wheelchair safely. I don’t want to say anything to break her concentration and wind up on the floor with a split head.

      I make my way to the bathroom. This is my third sip-and-puff wheelchair, named for the way users can activate the controls with breath pressure rather than their upper extremities. Looking in a mirror, I am reminded of the huge statue of President Abraham Lincoln in Washington, D.C., sitting in a big chair, his arms extended and resting on the arm rests.

      I park next to the bathroom sink. I can’t wait for the hot wash rag to be on my face and for my eyes to be rubbed. My face and eyes are much more sensitive now. The feeling from my head to my chest feels normal. The remainder of my body is mostly numb other than the feel of pins and needles, especially in my arms and hands. The tiniest eyelash on my cheek can be torturous, especially if I can’t blow it away or get someone to patiently look for it and take it away.

      Valerie then shaves me and cleans my neck, chest, armpits, and hands. Then she washes my hair with the shower hose while I am in the reclining position. A good hair washing and scratching of my scalp feels 100 times more intense than before the paralysis. She then combs my hair using the long scar on the left side as a guide, the scar is a reminder of the brain surgery I had hours after a fight in high school. She then brushes my teeth. Getting someone to brush my teeth without jabbing my gums is a blessing.

      My assistant tosses my morning medications into my mouth. There are the muscle relaxers for the spasms; a stool softener to make my bathroom experience easier; and a vitamin. Here and there, she gives me a couple of bites of oatmeal and drink of coffee and water. She lifts my left arm and slides it into my undershirt, careful not to snap my wrist. She then puts the shirt over my head, puts my right arm into the sleeve, and leans me forward to pull the shirt down. She does the same thing with my dress shirt and suit jacket, then flips up the collar to put on my tie.

      We are still in the bathroom. The bathroom has some heat lamps, but the nerve damage sometimes makes me feel cold, no matter the temperature.

      I can’t shake thinking about the anniversary of my injury. I tell my assistant. Valerie has been helping me for three years. She is familiar with my life and accustomed to fighting off my daily advances.

      “Did you know that 18 years ago today, when I was 18 years old, I was dressing myself, feeding myself, and doing everything else myself?” I ask her. “I can’t believe it. I’m sorry. I just can’t believe I’m still paralyzed. Can you believe that?”

      She gives me a sympathetic look and says, “Can I give you a hug?”

      “Yes,” I say. “Can I have a kiss too? Remember, I’ve been paralyzed for 18 years.”

      She looks at me with a frown and gives me a caring hug.

      Never mind 18 years ago. I have to make sure the piss is going directly from the catheter to the leg bag. All of the shifting and turning may have moved the catheter tube, causing it to kink. I don’t want to find out while I am in court, or anywhere else, that I pissed on myself and anyone’s floor.

      I look at my wheelchair battery indicator to make sure it has a sufficient charge. I may have to go back and forth to court, around the office a few times, and then home. I don’t want to cross the street and get hit by a bus. Do I have any redness on my ass? I’m gonna be sitting all day. I’ve gotta remember to recline my chair and drink a lot of water. Don’t need another damned infection. I hope my evening assistant doesn’t call off tonight. I don’t want to have to call another one—if they even answer their phone. I ask my assistant if I have already taken my medication. The transportation is here. It’s time to go to work.
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            The Beginnings

          

        

      

    

    
      I live with my immigrant parents and two sisters on the first floor of an old two-story wood-frame apartment building in Chicago. We have a yellow telephone on the kitchen wall, a heater in the living room that struggles to keep the apartment warm, and walls that welcome in the city noises like buses and trucks and people arguing and yelling.

      We live in an area called the Back of the Yards for its location near the back of the stockyards. Most of the factories that would house hogs and cattle one day and then send them across the country as bacon and steaks the next are now huge, vacant eyesores. Railroad tracks are still sticking out of the nearby streets, and every summer, the whole neighborhood is forced to live with weeks of stench pumped into the sky from the few remaining factories.

      My parents are the only ones on our street who speak with an Irish accent. My dad is tall with a chiseled, muscular physique. He’s an ironworker and rarely smiles except when we are watching sports on TV and one of our teams does something good; a guy gets knocked out during a boxing match; or I get him a can of beer. His hands look like baseball gloves and feel like wooden paddles whenever he uses them on my rear end. On the first day of kindergarten, he reminds me that if someone hits me, I should hit them back twice as hard.

      My mother has sparkling green eyes and long, flowing red hair, which she usually wears in a bun. She sometimes works at a laundromat or bakery to make ends meet. She’s mostly a homemaker, refereeing arguments among my sisters and me, cooking the best meals, and fielding complaints about me from the neighbors. Most evenings, she is in her own world while listening to the Hagerty Irish Hour, a radio broadcast that plays Irish music. She knows the words to all the songs.

      For eight straight years, I wear brown pants and a yellow shirt while attending St. John of God Catholic grammar school at 51st and Elizabeth with my sisters and some of our friends. I hate wearing those shit and piss colors; I can’t wait to get home to get out of them. I get into trouble for being spotted breaking school windows on the weekends, talking in class, tearing down political signs, and arguing and fighting. In seventh grade, I am caught drawing a woman’s breasts and vagina on my leg, which I completely clean off with some saliva on my hand before being sent to the office—again—to talk to the principal, a Catholic nun.

      I am also an altar boy at the church, though I don’t feel I am the holiest because of all of the trips to the office. I do Masses during the summers and the school year, both in English and in Polish. My favorite Masses are the funerals and weddings, in no particular order; I’m likely to get some money from the families.

      In 1984, when I am in eighth grade, some of my classmates and some parishioners claim they see the statue of the Virgin Mary weeping in the church. I never do.

      The church decides to have a special Mass and procession one evening shortly thereafter. Crowds are already flocking to the church every day, along with TV cameras for news coverage. This particular evening, however, people are jammed in the church, and the outside of it doesn’t look any better. People are even standing across the street just to get a glimpse of the statue.

      Three of my fellow classmates and I are chosen to carry the statue in the procession. I am in the front left, holding the statue on my right shoulder, while my fellow classmates hold the other three corners. People are excited just to touch the statue. They are diving and lunging at it. I have to push some of the people back with my free hand, hoping the statue doesn’t fall. The other guys are doing the same thing. Many times, the statue is wobbling, and we have to balance it while still pushing people away. Luckily for us, we don’t wind up on TV that night as the altar boys who dropped the weeping Virgin Mary.

      People are reaching over the ropes trying to touch the statue even as it sits at the front of the church. We’d been instructed to not let anyone touch the statue. As I stand there protecting the statue, a man gets my attention. I can see his desperation.

      “Hi,” he says. “My name’s Steve. My mother’s in the hospital. Can you take this handkerchief and rub it on the statue? It’s for my mother.” He shows me a $5 bill sticking out of his other hand. In front of the hundreds, I somehow manage to do what he’s asked without being questioned. Later, one of my fellow altar boys shows me he made $20.

      Other than the $5, I am serious about church and God. Without any prompting from anyone, I pray hundreds of Hail Marys and Our Fathers with the rosaries at the head of my bed. I pray for everyone around the world I think needs help, especially the starving children in Africa that I see on the TV commercials.

      During the summers, I cannot get enough of sports. I can usually be found a couple of blocks away from home at Sherman Park on 52nd and Racine. I compete in track and field; I play tackle football, basketball, baseball, and pingpong; I wrestle; and I basically own the swimming pool. I take first place in numerous swimming events throughout the city, and most summers, I swim in the cold, choppy waters of Lake Michigan to complete the annual two-mile lake swim at Navy Pier.

      My dad comes to see me complete the lake swim one year, which is special for me. He’s always working when I’m competing. Afterward, my dad greets me and says, “Why are you breathin’ so quickly?” I give him a small punch.

      When I am 14, I compete in the Jesse Owens Games at Hansen Stadium on the North Side. I win second place in the city for the high jump.1 When I’m not in some athletic setting, I’m hanging out with my buddies elsewhere. Our summer itinerary typically consists of the following:

      
        
        A. Exploring different parts of the city on our bikes and occasionally trading our bikes in for newer bikes that are on someone’s lawn or backyard.

        B. Exchanging the clothes we are wearing (usually shirts) for better-looking clothing hanging on someone’s clothesline.

        C. Lying to our parents that we are going to be at Sherman Park and instead going downtown to watch cheap movies, eat at McDonald’s, slide on the Picasso2 at the Daley Center and then urinate on it before we leave.

        D. Breakdancing on cardboard boxes and later linoleum and winning talent shows.

        E. A combination of A, B, C, and D, and then walking on the railroad tracks to explore the old factories and abandoned buildings.

      

      

      School takes on a whole different meaning when I enter high school. I had planned to attend Leo Catholic High School, but the tuition is steep, especially with both of my sisters still attending Catholic schools. The summer before I start high school, I work there a few times each week to decrease the amount of tuition. I basically scrape gum off the floors all day long. Despite the three tons of gum I scrape, the tuition remains too high.

      I attend Tilden Technical High School, a public high school at 47th and Union. Tilden is chaotic, even by Chicago public school standards. The main boys’ bathroom contains a display of various wine and beer bottles in the toilets. The small puddles of urine provide everyone with an unintentional game of hopscotch to get in and out of the bathroom. My freshman year, I’m almost at the top of my class, and I’m not even trying. Arguments regularly ensue between teachers and students, and we go through metal detectors when we enter school.

      Fights occur almost every day. I even find myself in a few of them, one almost causing my early death. I’m not the aggressive, fighting type. Growing up, however, I experience bloody noses and loose teeth in some fistfights, as do most of the guys I fight. I suppose being a teenager in a high school where most of the guys want to prove themselves in a physical manner leads me to start this particular fight.

      We are both in the same gym class. He is guarding me in a game of basketball. While dribbling the ball behind my back and between my legs, I repeatedly tell him, “Dude, what are you doing? The ball is not there, it’s here! Are you blind?” as he tries to steal the ball from me. I can’t leave my trash talking on the court. I bring it into the locker room.

      He is minding his own business on the other side of the locker room, getting dressed facing his locker. The testosterone that was pumping inside me on the basketball court finds its way to my mouth again as I poke him in the back of his head and say, “Yeah, you’re pitiful.” He slowly turns around. I see the punch coming, but I am stunned he is not afraid of me and is about to show it. His fist clocks me right dead smack in my nose, and blood starts pouring out.

      He does not stop with the one punch. It seems he is dribbling his fists on my face, and I am just standing there. I can’t believe he hit me initially, and now I can’t believe he is as good a fighter as he is demonstrating. I am landing some good punches, but it seems like they don’t faze him one bit.

      Some of our classmates close the locker room doors, crawl up on the fence-like walls that divide the locker room, and cheer on their favorite fighter. Finally, after too many shots to my face, I rush him, pick him up, slam him to the ground, get on top of him, and give him several blows to his face. Blood is coming out of his nose, and I keep on punching. Within about five minutes of the cage match, one of the gym teachers pulls me off him.

      I attend about four or five classes and think about meeting up with him later that day or the next to finish the fight with my blood and his still on my shirt. In my last class, I start feeling nauseous and dizzy and make my way to the same gym. In the bathroom, I vomit and make my way to sit in one of the gym teacher’s chairs and pass out.

      When I wake up for a moment or two, I am at Englewood Hospital, where I was born. I feel my father’s course hand on my forehead as he asks me if I’m all right. The next time I wake up, I am in a recovery room at St. Bernard Hospital following surgery to alleviate the buildup of blood compressing my brain. In medical terms, I have sustained a subdural hematoma.

      I spend about two weeks in the hospital. My dad tells me he transferred me to St. Bernard because it had a better neurosurgery department.

      Lying in the hospital bed some evenings, I briefly contemplate becoming a priest. Even before the surgery, I have given it some thought. I have the Catholic upbringing. I am always praying for people—people I don’t even know. My mother’s uncle is a priest, and I was an altar boy. And I always sense a hovering hand over me, helping me narrowly escape serious altercations around the neighborhood and elsewhere, and thanks to receiving surgery in time, I have just been spared possible brain damage and even death. Because of this sense of a hovering hand, I feel I am supposed to use whatever talents or gifts I have to help others, and becoming a priest may be my calling.

      A couple of weeks after the surgery, the neurosurgeon walks into the hospital room in a sharp looking suit and plastic gloves and tells me he is going to take the stitches from the left side my head. We talk about college basketball, specifically March Madness, as he tugs the stitches out of my head.

      A wheelchair sits outside my hospital room. Physically, I am fine, though I have a severely bruised ego. I don’t need the wheelchair, nor is it prescribed for me. Bored and looking for something to do, I zoom around in the wheelchair to the other patients’ rooms to say hello and wish them all well. The thought of using a wheelchair for the rest of my life in a few short years doesn’t cross my mind.

      Whatever thoughts I have about becoming a priest are on the back burner as I return to Tilden to finish my sophomore year. I don’t see my boxing partner when I return. Even if I do, I don’t plan to finish the fight—or engage in another one with anyone else. Even if I do want to steer clear of trouble, I know it will find me if I stay. I finish my sophomore year fight-free, and my grades are good enough to be accepted to Curie High School. Curie is considered a more academically demanding Chicago public high school.

      I am 16 years old. My mother always swore that when I was 16, I would have a job outside the house. Having worked as soon as they were able, both my mother and my father wanted me to know the true meaning of a hard day’s work.

      I am not a stranger to hard work. At 14, I’d already worked some Saturdays for a family friend, cooking and serving fast food and cleaning up the place, earning $20 for eight hours. At home, I scrub the kitchen floor on my hands and knees, the way my mother does—with an old rag and a big bucket. My other duties include taking out the garbage, cleaning the front and backyard, vacuuming the living room, and cleaning the kitchen and my room. Once, when I ask my mother to iron a pair of pants, she almost has a heart attack, telling me, “You have two good hands. You’ve seen me iron. Do it yourself.” From then on, I iron my own pants and, when necessary, even get out the needle and thread.

      Work elevates to a whole different level the summer I turn 16. I work as a construction laborer for one of my uncles and a family friend. Without a vehicle of my own, I can’t travel to the construction sites in the various suburbs, so I stay at my uncle’s house with his family during the week. My uncle and a couple of other guys who ride with us start out at six each morning, while it is still dark. Still wiping the crust from my eyes, I sit in the back of the construction van with the power saws, hammers, nails, and the fumy, gas-filled generator.

      Almost all day long I carry wood—3/4-inch plywood sheets for the floors; 2-by-4s to build the walls; 2-by-6s, 10s, and 12s for the inner stairs; and ½-inch sheets of plywood for the roofs. My uncle shows me the proper technique to carry the wood so I don’t injure myself. Unfortunately, he can’t stop the blazing heat from the hot summer sun, which makes the work that much more grueling.

      When I am not carrying wood, I am either taking out the scraps of wood from the newly built houses and hauling them to the dumpster or sweeping entire houses of sawdust and drywall scraps for carpeting to be installed. On my very first day of working construction, I am leaning against a wall while talking to one of the carpenters.

      “You won’t be doing too much of that,” he says, gesturing where I lean. Truer words were never spoken. My hands blister and then bleed from all the lifting and carrying, and my back starts aching. Looking at the open wounds on my hands, I wonder how my uncles and the other guys can do this type of work—and how my dad does ironwork. Even with all the pain, I tell myself I’m not going to quit; I’m going to tough it out. My attitude is further cemented when I hear my dad laughing on the phone with my uncle, glad I am getting a feel of the real world.

      I grow accustomed to getting up at 5:30 a.m. and going to work when it’s still dark outside. My hands become calloused. My body is stronger, and I’m able to start carrying two pieces of plywood, even though my uncle has told me never to do so. I become efficient enough with my laboring skills to start hammering and building some walls and stairs. Even though I am now used to this rigorous work, for the first time in my life, I am counting the days until I go back to school.

      Curie High School challenges my intellect. There is no arguing and fighting like at Tilden—or if there is, I don’t notice it. I am hooked on my computer-aided drafting classes, especially having helped build several houses weeks earlier. My math skills remain sharp, even in an advanced math class. I am in the work-study program, which allows me to work part-time jobs after classes and swim team practice. During my junior year, I work in a local auto parts supply store. I barely know anything about cars and trucks, but I learn a lot working there, all while making $3.40 per hour.

      The summer of my junior year, I go back to work for my uncle as a construction laborer. This time, there are no blistered or bloody hands—but that’s not to say the job is any easier or more appealing.

      My last year in high school, I maintain my good grades, and I work at a local pizza place. After learning how to become a master pizza maker, I become a master dishwasher and master busboy making $3.35 an hour. Sometimes, people order extra-large pizzas with my favorite toppings and don’t come to pick them up. My coworkers and I are basically forced to eat that good pizza. We can’t throw it away; that would be a shame.

      The swim team votes me captain of the team in both my junior and senior years. I love to swim. At swimming practice one day, my coach stops me.

      “Mike, I wish I had met you when you were younger,” she says. “I think you could’ve made the Olympic team.” I am wide-eyed and shocked—and wish I had met her when I was younger.

      During my last appearance in the city championships, held at Whitney Young High School, I place fifth in the 50-yard freestyle with a time of 24.82 seconds. I also place seventh in the 100-yard freestyle with a time of 55.59 seconds. Our 4 x 100 freestyle relay team places third.

      I huddle the team together for the relay race.

      “OK, guys,” I tell them. “This is it! We’ve been swimming together all year long—practices, swimming, everything. This is our last race together! Let’s give it everything—I mean everything we have! Let’s go!” I am the anchor. The anchor on the team ahead of us has a sizable lead. I am relishing this moment. I like being the underdog, I like the challenge. I dive into the water with my body as straight as an arrow. I can see the other swimmer on the other side of the pool. I can see that I am catching him with every powerful stroke. I am overtaking him. I’m in front of him. I touch the wall first. I get out of the pool, and my teammates and I are jumping up and down with excitement.

      In late spring 1988, my dad and I are eye to eye in front of the floor-model TV in the living room. With his chest poked out and a shit-eating grin, he proudly tells me, “I got a job for you working with me this summer.”

      For 18 years, I’ve been looking into his blue eyes wanting to be strong like him and to make him proud of me. Damn it. Damn it! I love him, but I don’t want to tell him the truth.

      “Dad, I don’t think I want to do iron work this summer,” I tell him. “I can still feel my back from doing construction the last two summers.”

      Wishing he’d had a chance to see that amount of money when he was an 18-year-old Irish immigrant, he turns his head sideways.

      “You’re going to turn down all that money?” he asks. “It’s $18 an hour.”

      “I know what you’re saying,” I respond, “but just not this summer. Maybe in the fall. I already got a job to be a lifeguard.”

      His chest is deflated. The excitement in his eyes is gone. He gives me one more look to see if I’m sure and walks past me. My back is aching, but my heart is hurting even more.

      I don’t know that in a matter of weeks, I’ll never again be able to work with my father, dance with my mother, annoy my sisters, or be able to do countless simple things.
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      September 29, 1988, the weather is becoming cooler, and the leaves are transitioning from green to vibrant shades of yellow and red. I wake up in the same dirty room. According to my mother, it’s a “pigsty.”

      The alarm clock blasts in my ear. I violently yank the plug out of the wall. The snooze button is a waste of time. I lie there for a minute and look at the old, cracked and patched ceiling, wiping the crust from my eyes when it occurs to me that this is not another typical fun summer day I work as a lifeguard at Davis Square Park or at 57th Street Beach across from the Museum of Science and Industry. I have to register and take an entrance exam for late junior college classes. I have done the following things to avoid registering for school:

      
        
        A. Work.

        B. Party.

        C. Work.

        D. Party.

      

      

      E. Check the fall class schedule to determine the very last day I can register for school.

      I want to keep doing A, B, C, and D and not think about E. I am a severe procrastinator.

      I slide my six-foot-three body from the bed onto the cold wood floor. Situps and pushups each morning are mandatory. I am not a fanatic, but in the last year or so, I have started to take the shape of a muscular young man, something I fantasized about as a skinny, scrawny kid. It’s part genetics and part working out, and I want to become even more muscular.

      Our dog, a tan-colored mutt—one of the many mutts my sisters and I have taken in from the streets over the years—makes her way into the room. Her excited tail slaps against the bedroom door. She comes closer, sniffs my messy brown hair, and licks my ear. I stop my workout.

      “Hi tweetie,” I say, scratching her around the ears and head. “Dat feel good? You’re such a good girl. Yeah, I know. I know. Dat feels good. I know. Yeah.”

      I spring up from the floor, grab some jeans from the pile, sniff a few shirts, and put on the least smelly one. I slide on my baseball cap and fill my pocket with money for the bus and chow.

      The kitchen is my second stop. I grab the gallon of milk from the green, humming refrigerator and chug away. My mother is standing at the stove.

      “Use a glass,” she says, just as I expect.

      “I thought we were family, baby,” I tell her.

      I walk over, put my arm around her shoulders, and give her a kiss on her soft, warm cheek.

      “Ma, I’m going to register for school,” I tell her. “I’ll be back later, baby.”

      I walk out of our old apartment—our home—having petted my dog and hugged my mother for the last time ever.
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            The Accountant

          

        

      

    

    
      On the way to the bus stop, I pass Sam’s fast food restaurant. I have eaten everything on his menu over the years: French fries, hamburgers, cheeseburgers, onion rings, hot dogs, Polish sausages, gyros, Italian beef sandwiches, Italian sausage sandwiches, grilled cheese sandwiches, chili, chili fries, tamales, mother-in-laws (tamales in the middle of bowls of chili), tacos, burritos, coffee, and all of the soft drinks. The only thing I haven’t consumed at Sam’s is a cup of tea. Thanks to my mother, I know a proper cup of tea and how to make one.

      The bus is approaching. I’m inhaling a jelly doughnut and holding a cup of coffee I just bought from a woman whose family has owned a restaurant next to the bus stop for years. I hop up the stairs and drop the coins in the fare box. As the bus accelerates, I hold the grab bar with one hand all the way to the back seats, careful not to spill the coffee. From the back seat, I can see all the action and keep an eye out for any clowns.

      Richard J. Daley Junior College, named after the former mayor of Chicago, is my destination. I make my way to a room full of people waiting to register and take the exam. Most of them appear to be my age, fresh out of high school, I see a few older-looking students. I lift my head from the exam a couple of times. This isn’t high school anymore.

      I don’t know what I want to do for a living. Seeing the signs for the Army around the neighborhood and school and the commercials on TV, I visit a recruiter before graduating high school. I score high on the written test. According to the recruiter, the only thing I’m not eligible for is related to nuclear issues. I’m pissed, but that isn’t what makes me say no.

      While looking at the sparkle in the recruiter’s eye, I am not getting any concrete answers about where I will be and what types of jobs and opportunities I will have in the Army. It is almost like we are playing a game of poker, and he is anxiously waiting for me to sign my name, already knowing what cards I am holding. Screw you. I tell him I’ll have to give it more thought. I never go back to his office.

      While I’m taking the exam at the junior college, I think of how important school is and that I have to do it. I know that I can go into carpentry or the elevator trade with my uncles or be an ironworker with my dad and listen to even more bullshit there. I know backbreaking work will always be available and that I should continue with school or other employment.

      I meet with a school counselor after I finish the exam.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Cafferty,” she says. “So, tell me. Do you already know what you want to study?”

      “No,” I respond. “I’m trying to figure that out.”

      “OK, what is it that you like to do, or what are you good at?” she asks. “What interests you?”

      Swimming.

      “I like math,” I tell her.

      “Have you thought about perhaps being a math teacher or an accountant?” she asks.

      “Not really, but I’m pretty good with numbers,” I reply. Pondering her question, I think of all of the students and classes I will have to teach if I am a teacher and all the hundreds of homework assignments I will have to grade each week. “Yeah, accounting sounds interesting.”

      She starts writing all of the class numbers on the chalkboard that I will have to take to get an associate degree in accounting. Each time she writes a number, I tilt the chair back further.

      Stop writing. That’s enough. Stop writing. Stop writing, damn it!

      She writes until the entire chalkboard is full of numbers. Becoming an accountant is not as easy as I think.

      Waiting on the bus to go home, I feel a major sense of accomplishment. I have sealed the deal. I am going to junior college to study to become an accountant.

      I don’t think to myself that I’ll never take a single class at that college. I don’t think to myself that I won’t return home until several months later, unable to walk, feed myself, or even use the bathroom on my own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            Everything but Cocaine

          

        

      

    

    
      The cool fall breeze brushes against my face from the cracked window as the bus goes North on Pulaski Avenue. While admiring some of the graffiti on the back seats, I look over at the auto store where I worked part time after swimming practice. My high school, Curie, is only a few blocks away.

      Only then do I think about going to visit my friend Steve. I met him working at the pizza place. He is good guy, a straight shooter. It is easy to be friends with him. I partied with him during the summer like a rock star but on a lifeguard’s budget. I haven’t seen him in a couple of weeks and decide to visit him at the pizza place.

      It is around five o’clock. I step off the bus at the corner of Archer and Pulaski Avenue, at Curie. I jump on the last bus ride east on Archer Avenue and make my way to the very back of the bus for the very last time.

      Steve is there. He is delivering pizzas and isn’t getting off work for several hours. I try passing the time with the waitresses and other pizza guys that I worked with, talking about my summer. Leaving my night life out of the discussion, I tell them things I think they want to hear, like me teaching a little boy how to swim and a personal highlight of my life—that I saved somebody from drowning—and that I just registered for junior college.

      The commiserating only lasts for so long, and the next best thing for me to do is accompany Steve on his deliveries. It is the first time I am in one of the delivery cars. It is quite small and a pretty damned bumpy ride. I don’t think the car has ever had any shocks. Steve is impressive for a pizza delivery guy. He loads the car with multiple pizzas and other foods, takes shortcuts, drives through alleys, times streetlights, and knows precisely what each customer will tip him.

      Delivering fast food soon loses its appeal. We decide to liven it up a bit and stop at a liquor store and ask an older guy to buy some alcohol for us. This time, however, we don’t just buy beer, our customary drink; we also buy wine. I never drink and drive. I don’t trust myself. I don’t have a car to even think about trusting myself anyway. I’m not too concerned about Steve, either. After all the drinking and driving that we did without any accidents or close calls this past summer, there is nothing to make me think twice about drinking in a car and letting my friend drink and drive.

      My first experience with drinking starts one hot and muggy summer night when I’m 16 years old. I am home after working construction all week with my uncle in the suburbs. I am in the street, in front my apartment, throwing a football with friends when one of the older guys in the neighborhood, who I kind of look up to, quietly pulls me to the side and asks me if I want to drink some beer with him.

      There is always beer in our refrigerator with my dad’s name on it. It doesn’t interest me. I want to stay in tip-top shape. When this guy asks me to drink with him, it is all different. I feel cool and curious, and I agree. We slip into the alley, and he twists the cap off a cold 40-ounce bottle of malt liquor wrapped in a brown paper bag. That is the beginning.

      After chugging beer that night, I continue to search for that buzz and drink numerous beers, and then hard alcohol. Marijuana follows, but it doesn’t become a habit, and I am too afraid to even think about trying cocaine or anything else. I try to make sure that my parents don’t know what my night life is like, but I am the only fool.

      Even though I’m 16, I don’t realize I am making drinking a major part of my life and that I might eventually get into some trouble, though there are some warnings. One night, my friends and I are walking home from the liquor store, all carrying our beverages of choice. Suddenly, a detective car shoots toward us. We can all spot one a mile
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