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A

T THIRTEEN, DEEP regret had not visited me, and although I remained naive to its malevolence until some years later, I felt its first pricks in the summer of 1955.

Most Saturday mornings that summer my father took us to Waterfront Ave beach to soothe his Friday night head, escort my sisters, and show his thirteen-year-old son how to ride waves. That summer magic happened. Magic that lasted through years to come. On Waterfront Ave beach I fell in love with salt water. I became aware of new and old, learned the difference between permanent and fleeting, and began to wonder about who I was.

The permanent happened early. Teresa married. Our house seemed so much larger. On the beach, Mary Ellen screamed everything brand new. At fifteen, she jittered constant embarrassment as she studied the faces of boys passing our blanket. Mary Jean at eight matched her complaint for complaint, except she didn’t care about freedom from the old man’s supervision. She wanted shade and snacks—I still picture her eating chips under our umbrella. Starving Albino Child, I called her—not in front of the old man, of course.

The year before, transistor radios became available. Now they began to appear on the beach. Ball games, music, and endless commercials kept time with the waves. A transistor radio was far beyond my family’s means—the first ones cost fifty dollars—but the men lucky enough to own one shared one trait beyond a good salary: they showed off. How? Simple—they cranked the volume. They turned up Red Barber, That grounder was slicker than boiled okra...or Mel Allen, That ball is going, going...it is gone!

Women’s bathing suits shrank right along with radios according to Mary Ellen. “There goes a bikini,” she’d point out to father. He never had to girl watch. His daughter did it for him.

“Maybe next year,” was the standard start of his reply that closed with, “I’ve told you before. Ask your mother.” 

Mary Ellen didn’t give up—she remained relentless until she graduated from high school. By then, she’d put on a few pounds and kept to a one-piece anyway.

I had more important things on my mind. Besting my father in a race was the most important. 

At high tide, he waded out thigh deep before diving under a breaker. At low or between tides he sprinted through the back wash and collapsed down into a wave just as it rolled toward its break. His legs seemed to vanish for a moment in the sand. Then as the wave broke and flattened out, he stood straight up, towering above the surface, up to his knees in the wash.

He knew Waterfront had a ledge, a sudden drop of swirling gravel and bits of shell deep enough for a headfirst dive at high tide or a head-up jump at low. After the ledge, unless there had been a serious storm or bottom shift due to unusually strong currents, Waterfront beach flattened out near the last barrel into a sand bar. 

We local kids knew about it—not the Bennys, though. At high tide we would sprint straight out in the center of the swimming area between the ropes without fear. We knew once we swam out far enough, we could feel for the bottom. The water still over our heads, we’d grab a breath and go under, both arms up straight, to bounce up off the firm, sandy bottom. Sometimes at low tide, we huddled around the last barrel treading water—you couldn’t sit on the rope—Casivette would whistle you off the second both cheeks touched coiled manila. Besides, by August the ropes had so much seaweed hanging on them, they were slick as snot. 

To race my father, I had to do two things. First, I had to lose my friends. Hank Mariucci, Kenny Blalock and I weren’t attached at the hips—we were attached by our mouths. Out swearing each other and insulting innocent strangers filled our beach days. I had to use an excuse to swim with my father—I had to piss.

Second, I had to convince him to race. I asked all the time. The poor man had a head the size of a watermelon, and I pestered the hell out of him. Usually after lunch, he gave in. 

I knew how my father entered the water because I usually followed him after he toed a line in the sand, counted three, and said, “Go!” I knew I lost precious seconds letting him sprint ahead, but I enjoyed watching him run. He moved with the quickness of an athlete past his prime—without grace, but with the nimbleness of quick-twitch muscles still anxious to fire. I could run with my head down and still trail him by ten feet once we hit the water, so that didn’t matter. Instead, I watched where he entered and determined a better, less crowded route to whichever barrel we selected for the race’s finish. The contests always held that hope, that I would find an open path while he would be forced to circle a pod of gossipy ladies, their white bathing caps bobbing back in laughter.  

I tried cheating. Since Casivette and his minions kept a close eye on the ropes, they were always free for me to pull myself out to the barrel. That strategy failed every time. My father turned for a breath on his right side when he swam a crawl except if we selected the north barrel. Then he’d breathe on his left, see me, sharpen his angle, and cut me off. I’d watch the soles of his feet as he pulled himself ahead of me, his laughter blowing spray off the surface. 

I tried different strategies. In rough water, I bellied out to my chest before swimming as the lifeguards did when making a save. My father performed what he called a trudgen crawl. Instead of a flutter kick, as he lifted his head for a breath, his legs spread and snapped together in a scissor kick. It may not have been the fastest stroke in a pool, but when swells hit three or four feet, it kept him moving damn fast. I tried it. I didn’t have his snap or long legs. I flutter-kicked my ass off. I dug my arms in and out of the water so fast, my head snapped back and forth, side to side as if I was eating corn on the cob in a cartoon. Nothing worked.  

When he finished far ahead of me, I let hours pass between contests. Instead, when the sun burned midafternoon or the crowding of the blankets surrounding us got to me, I’d snap to my feet from the sand and ask, “Wanna ride a few?”

He taught by example. I saw how to dip a shoulder to go left or right—a necessary skill in a crowded ocean—how to catch the wave, to bail out. The old man showed off, no doubt about it. If he had room, he’d flip-turn in the shallows just as the crest slowed and stand up straight watching other riders slow to a stop in front of waders. More than a dozen times, I saw him turn away from shore and laugh when some kid bowled over a grandpa and caught hell from a guard.

That summer on the Fourth, we had some rough surf. The water tore away the bottom, and at high tide, we had some beautiful big breakers. There was a moon tide, and the waves rolled in from the third barrel and broke sharp and full at the second. 

We raced, and I never made it past that second barrel. I caught a mouthful of water, hacked and spit. Treading water, my feet stretched for the bottom. It wasn’t there. Another breaker caught me without a breath, and I panicked. I fought for the surface, made for the north rope, and pulled myself in. 

From shore I saw the old man treading by the third barrel. He waved an arm for me to come out. I shook my head no. I didn’t know if he had seen what happened. The fear of him realizing what I had felt, what I had done and why—it filled me up to my throat. 

He swam in. I didn’t wait for him. On the blanket, Mary Ellen waited until he returned before she said, “James got himself swamped by a big breaker.” 

“That so?” My father looked out at the water as he dried himself.

I stared at my sister, positive my hands could entirely encircle her throat. I couldn’t say a word. Mother was along for the holiday, her middle beach appearance—Memorial Day and Labor Day the others. As usual, she read my mind. 

She eyed me until I looked away from Mary Ellen. My father sat on his towel after shaking it carefully. He spread it down in alignment with the sun, stretched out on his back, fixed his hands into the sand at his sides, and closed his eyes. 

Years later, I realized that Fourth of July was the last time I raced Dad. I could never show the slightest weakness in front of him.  

A week later, Mother let me purchase a diving mask and snorkel with money saved up from my paper route. All the lifeguards knew my routine—carry the mask down to the water, rinse it out, spit in it, and wipe it clean. I’d stay face-down in the water, beyond or between the breakwaters, depending on the tide, for the rest of the day.

The bottom and its treasures held my attention the rest of the summer. I saw schools of spearing, tiny fish that darted this way and that as one. Blue crabs saluted me with raised claws as they crawled out from beneath my shadow. Horseshoe crabs—I loved to grab their spike tails, hold them out of the water, and listen to the Bennys gasp as the clawed legs pinched at air. I saw flounder, blowfish, and mackerel. Out by the second barrel in late July, a fish–probably a small sand shark—swam past so fast and turned so sharply I hugged that barrel waiting to feel teeth. Man, I needed getaway speed. I needed swim fins. 

I asked Mother to share her bingo winnings with the family—no dice. These were my limbs, damnit. I shorted the Asbury Park Press until I had the cash, bought the fins, and gave them to Hank. He and his crewcut, braces, and cocky mouth would bring the fins to Waterfront beach. On Saturdays, when Father and my sisters joined me, Hank used the fins as his own—part of our deal. With ease, he would pull things off and then flash a silver grin to me—the only kid who could make braces cool. 

In late August, Hank’s family moved to Bloomfield. A little over an hour away on the Parkway. A thousand miles from the churned feelings and doubts inside me that summer. He visited now and then, carefree and unaware of the longing adolescent he had left behind. We were never as close.

A tidal change.  
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O

N A SQUINTY-eyed afternoon a few days after Ronny taunted me and I opened up to Alice, I ended my day manning a gate way the hell south from my usual haunts. It was just after two. The southeast breeze swept over the sand doing its best to blow hotdog wrappers and tussle hair.  

“Hello,” I greeted the Barclay gate lady. A stern-faced woman with bad home hair color, she looked me up and down as if she wanted to fight me. We hadn’t met.

“I hope you don’t mind. I must mail this letter.” She held it up, showing it to me as if it were the formula for eternal life. “I like to walk along Lake Como.”  

The post office is on F Street between Waterfront and Brady—five blocks west and two blocks south of Barclay. Instead of walking south to Waterfront or looking for a box on some corner, this woman, who probably topped out at a ½ mile an hour pace, planned to walk north, and take an extra hour just to stroll past Lake Como.  

“I’m sure there’s a box between here and F Street,” I told her.

Nope. Off she sauntered. This woman didn’t listen to any voice other than her own inner idiot.

Minutes later, a cloud squatted over the sun passing me into shade. I brought a hand down from my eyes and glanced north down the boards for that woman. I spotted Robin crossing Ocean Ave from Sussex, one block down. She glided smack between the white crossing lines, purposeful and steady. Her big bag slung over her shoulder, blue blanket tucked under the opposite arm, she made her way up the Sussex Ave ramp and headed north for my gate on Barclay—a torpedo coursing amidships of my heart. 

For me relationships had been like politics—bad theater with a repetitious plot. The characters and scenery changed, but the plot stuck with black hats vs. white hats. Standing in my gate guard spot, I turned and faced the water. When I glanced toward Robin, her eyes locked on mine so tight I couldn’t look away.    

“Jimmy Hanlon. Don’t you pretend you don’t see me.”

So I was a full name now. I turned, lifted my voice, my free hand, and my eyes. “Hello, Robin. Another gorgeous—”

“I don’t have time for another of your stories.” In my small gate space, she dropped her bag and blanket. “I came down here for two reasons. One, you’ll be interested to know I don’t believe it. Why would you spread a false story about Ronny with an underage girl? First the cancer story and now this. Your summer’s been one long lie. Just know I love Ronny. I’d like to believe that we both love him. That we have a connection, a mutual concern, no? “Now,” she folded her arms, “that’s out. Two, you need to get to your oncologist for a check-up. You promised me you’d see your oncologist, didn’t you?”

I nodded. Her tan glowed new on her face and bare arms.

“And?”

“Good afternoon,” I greeted beachgoers. “Have tickets for me? Thank you, thank you.”

I watched the family walk past and down the steps onto the sand—a mom, two young boys and two teen girls. 

“Jimmy, I don’t mean to sound harsh, but I want to clear the air.” 

“The breeze takes care of that. Ronny took advantage of that girl, whose name is Linda. Remember when he assaulted your friend Lisa? As for me I’ve loved men and I’ve loved women. Listening to my speech and a beach badge will now get you onto the sand.”

She bent down, picked up her bag and blanket like they were two lost children, and headed south.

I was pissed at the post office walker and disgusted with Robin. For the next two hours and ten minutes—I timed that woman so I could write her an accurate, obscene letter—I sat there thinking about what Robin had said before I tried not to think about it by watching the sights.

One guy snuck his dog onto the sand. He lifted him over the storm fence, dropped him, and then ran on at Brady. I didn’t care if the dog shit on the beach. The cops don’t.  

The Dog Lady came past. By late August, she looked as brown as her pooch. That or the dog’s coat had thinned from all the sun exposure and exercise. I got a better than usual view of her. She slowed and turned right at my gate. Her calves were fat oranges in the middle. She wore her dog-dragging, belly bag-belt over bright purple top and satin shorts that matched her varicose veins. They covered her legs like twisted, crazy roads. Arms angled at ninety degrees, she pumped her manicured fingers fast enough to make a breeze.

Three kids on bikes rode past my gate, their towels flying like capes from around their necks. I didn’t bother to try to stop them. Head tilting at his shoulder, a runner who had to weigh more than me struggled past. One arm hung limp and flapped like a broken wing. He hit the end of the boards, turned, and came back in more of a shuffle than a jog. Now the opposite arm dangled.

I watched the gulls. It was high tide—prime sand flea hunting. One circled over the group before making a flapping landing on its outskirts. A few of the ones already walking gave him warning or welcoming shrieks—I don’t speak sea gull. They all scattered when the rule-breaking dog and his master ran along the shoreline. 

All that watching didn’t help. I heard Robin’s words over and over. Your summer’s been one long lie. If being a nurse exposed her to every emotional state of the human condition, how could such an intelligent woman who strove for health and well-being alongside suffering and death show such arrogance of certainty? You can hate everyone you please, but not love everyone you love.

When that Barclay gate woman got back, I looked at my watch. “Does your husband work at Kedersha’s shoes?”

“No.”

“I thought you might get shoes for free since you enjoy wearing them out.”

“My husband passed.”

“A break for him,” I mouthed.

I realized walking up my front steps it had been weeks since I’d been to a bar. Not since the Palace, when I stemmed Ronny and Vinny, the pedaling pimps, and watched them ride their city ladies on handlebars back to the charms of the condemned aisle.  

I stood on my porch and looked across the street at the beach. Estel’s summer ghosts stood by—Robin and Ronny meeting, Peggy on Ronny’s shoulders, Ronny dancing to “Sugar Magnolia” and the look on the face of that lead singer. Everywhere it was Ronny. I missed my friend, my bodyguard. He’d been my ticket back into life. Now he wanted his fee and a hell of a lot of interest.

And Robin. What good would it do to talk to her? I’d have to do it all at once. I’d have to get them all together—Alice, Robin, and Ronny—and tell them the whole story. Me, Denny, Avon, Sophie—everything. Hope for my Sea Girt family was a matter of time. I had the patience, and I doubted my new sexuality-according-to-Ronny would go past the summer bartender-lifeguard crowd. My little granddaughters would grow up, and times change.   

But my Belmar bunch had only weeks to go. After Labor Day, I’d be out of a job. Linda would be back in school. Robin and all the rest would go home, and the town’s gears would slow down to what clam diggers called locals’ summer.   

The season had stopped coasting toward an end. Robin’s words threw a wrench in the spokes. Now when I looked across the street, I didn’t see anything but a lot of people wasting time, waiting for Labor Day, summer’s last bash. It felt as if I were waiting for something or someone to come by, sweep an arm around me, and take me anywhere else so I couldn’t see Robin sing “Two Out of Three Ain’t Bad” into her beer bottle mic or look down from my kiss in my kitchen on Lughnasa. She’d said my summer was a lie.  

I got a shower, fixed myself a nice cool mug of iced tea—I brew my own, that instant stuff sucks—sat down and started writing a list.  

This list ended up about a page and a half long—I have large handwriting—and at the top of the first sheet I wrote Things 2 say 2 Alice, Ronny, and Robin. But I didn’t know where to start. Instead, I started to fix dinner—frozen crab cakes and a box of mac and cheese. Ten minutes later, a frantic female voice yelled my name up from the sidewalk. 

The coming whirlwind stopped me from finishing the list. Eventually it grew and became this book.
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I

T WAS LINDA. Straddling her bike, her T-shirt wet over her bathing suit and a small white towel-scarf around her neck, she looked like a drowned WWI flying ace. 

“You’re not due for another hour.”

“Nice to see you, too.”

“Come on up. I made mac and cheese, and crab cakes are cooking.”

She dropped her bike on the dried grass. The last few weeks rain had been scarce, and lawns were colorless except where little green islands of dandelions sat in a sea of pale cream. 

She slammed my upstairs door with a boom that almost jarred me off my balcony chair.

“Sorry!”

She slammed the bathroom door, too. I got up and went inside. I looked at the doorjamb. “Christ,” I mouthed.  

A thin crack ran horizontally in the wood almost opposite the knob. I sat on the sofa with my iced tea. I thought about giving her hell when she came out, but I figured I’d better find out what was going on first. I heard the flush and waited.  

I didn’t follow my own figuring. “Did you windmill this son of a bitch shut?” I pointed at my door. “The jamb’s cracked.”

She stormed past me without looking up from the floor, opened the fridge, took out a Pepsi, and popped it. “I said sorry. What jamb?”

I walked to the door, opened it, and ran a hand along the jamb. “Right here. This piece of wood.” She came over with big eyes and got close enough to lick where I’d touched.

“That’s a jamb? I didn’t know what you meant. A jam, I thought you meant like being in a jam. I’m in a jam, all right.” 

Her voice froze my spine. Five hundred things catapulted into my brain at once. “What kind of jam?” I said slowly.

“Nothing.” She walked into the kitchen and lifted the lid off the mac and cheese. “Orange powder instant.”

“Linda.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” She checked in the oven. “Previously frozen.”

“Mrs. Paul doesn’t do fresh.” I came next to her and put a hand on her shoulder. “What’s going on?”

She slowly twisted from under my hand. “It’s just Margaret. Just her bullshit.”

“Watch the language.” I felt the chill lift.

“Class hasn’t started.”  

I got both her shoulders and steered her for her usual chair for our lessons at the head of the table.  

She collapsed down like she’d been shot. She swept an arm across the tabletop shoving magazines, pencils, and crosswords aside to make room for her chin to rest on both hands. “She’s such a bitch. She has me coming in by nine. It’s barely dark at nine. You’re getting your body clock ready for school, she tells me. School starts soon. I hate her.” She stared straight ahead, and then rolled up her eyes to me without lifting her chin. “She drinks and calls me names. Last night she told me I helped kill Antony. Me and that prick lifeguard.”

“No. What did she say exactly?”

“I don’t remember. She gets on rants. She drinks and then explodes. I don’t want to talk about it.” She jumped up and went into the kitchen. “She didn’t say helped kill him. You and your prick lifeguard killed him. I said the same prick who bought you that necklace? Where’s my Pepsi?” She hopped up.

I pointed to it. “How do you know he gave her a necklace?”

“Well, she didn’t have it when he came over the other night, and she did have it after he left. When’s this gourmet feast ready?”

“So it’s your mother. That’s the jam you’re in.”

“That and I missed my period.” 

I had the craziest thought. As soon as Linda said the word period, I heard my mother say your penance—one of her favorites. In elementary school, I failed a spelling quiz. That afternoon, I fell on my knee and gashed it open. I got three stitches. Mother’s gaze sanctioned each one. Invisible permission to be a told-you-so smart ass. I didn’t know how the hell it got back into my head, but I wanted it out.

“Come sit down,” I pulled her arm at the elbow and brought her back to her chair. “Please tell me details,” I sat in my usual spot. “Now first, I remember you saying to me the first night you were over here that you were taking birth control pills. Is that true?”

“You remember that? Yes but no.”

“Please don’t rock back in that chair.” I put a hand on top of hers and she let the chair drop down. “What does ‘yes but no’ mean?”

“I was but I skipped. I skipped a couple days when I went to the hotel because I left my pack home. It was only two.”

“Is that allowed?”

“Who was I supposed to ask?” she stood up.  

I let her stomp around for a minute before I asked her, “Okay. How late are you?”

“Days.”

“Two days, ten days?”

“Shit! You and Margaret! You sound alike, you know?” She folded her arms and stood at the balcony slider, looking out. 

“Did you tell your mother you’re late?”

“Oh, Lord no. Tell Margaret,” she snickered. “That’ll be the day.”

“Buddy Holly.”

“What?” she spun around.

“Buddy Holly. He sang the song “That’ll Be the Day.” He got the title from John Wayne in a movie.” I smiled at her.

“How can you joke about it?”

“I didn’t want to sound like your mother.”

“Cheerleading tryouts are next week. I don’t have time for this!”

I got up, went over to her, and gave her a big, long hug. I let go with one arm. “Okay. Maybe we need to get an e.p.t. kit.”

“What the fuck—”

“Ehh.” 

She spoke softly, slowly into my chest, “What the heck is an e.p.t. kit?” When Sophie told me she was pregnant with Alice, all I could think of was you asked for it, pal. This is what comes with the territory. I even remember laughing at my pun. 

“A pregnancy test.”  

“What’s e.p.t.? Initials? They stand for something?”  “I don’t know. You want me to make a joke?”

“Sure.”

“Extra Pepsi time.”

“That’s just dumb.” She perked up. “So I can find out right away?”

“Yup.”

“Tonight?” She skipped-hopped to my key holder on the wall next to the refrigerator, pulled off the Caddy’s keys, dangled them and smiled, “Now?”

“Let’s have something to eat first.”

We sat there and picked for five minutes after I dished out the mac and cheese, slid the crab cakes onto a platter, and got some glasses with ice for our Pepsi. I reached for my voice to ask for the tartar sauce—that I made from scratch—but before I touched my voice to my throat, Linda stood up.

“Not hungry. You’re going into the drugstore, right? Don’t I have to pee in a bottle or something?”

“I don’t know.”  

When we were sure Sophie was pregnant, I made her pee in a bottle and then added a spoonful of Drano. Word was if the pee turned black, it was a boy, and if it looked greenish blue—it was a girl. Sophie’s turned black and I bought a boy’s baseball mitt. That was the same day John Glenn blasted off in Friendship 7 and orbited the Earth three times.    

At the drugstore, it took me a while to find what I was looking for. The cash register lady gave me a funny look when I put the test on the counter to pay for it.

“Anything else?” she looked at the register.

I had the urge to go to the men’s aisle and bring back a few dozen packs of cheap condoms.  

“Throw a couple of those Swisher Sweets in the bag,” I pointed, “and this, too.” I grabbed a fistful of Bazooka out of the bowl on the counter. The lady stared at me. She counted Bazookas off by twos and mouthed numbers every time she fingered two new pieces. I wanted to tell her I had a fifteen-year-old girl in my car who might be pregnant by a thirty-three year old son of a bitch with the responsibility of a dog, and that this girl had more cool and composure than you do counting bubble gum. 

Linda’s transition from panicked to rational continued on the ride home. She didn’t say one word to me in the Caddy. She held tight to the rolled top of the drugstore bag with both hands even after I told her I’d bought her some Bazooka. She really blows great bubbles.   

Back home she flew up the stairs so fast I’m sure she didn’t hear me say, “Don’t slam the door.” 

I heard her in the bathroom rustling around. I pictured directions being unfolded and spread wide atop the sink or her lap. I thought of something and knocked on the door.

“What?”

“Do you need a bottle or something?”

“What?”

“A bottle, a glass.”

The door unlocked and opened fast enough to suck the hair from my head. “What? I can’t hear you.”

“Do you need something to pee in?”

“Everything’s in the kit.”

This time the door closed quickly right up to the jamb and then gently pinched shut before the latch turned. I sat down on the couch.  

I’d read that the test took ten minutes. That was a long ten minutes. I couldn’t know then that in less than forty-eight hours I’d be sitting in my oncologist’s office waiting for my own test results with Linda’s outburst still in my mind.   

“Shit!” came from inside the bathroom. “Shit, shit, shit!” 

There hadn’t been enough time for the test to take. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

Nothing. Then the latch turned, and the door opened. “Come see.”

I looked at her eyes. No tears, no resignation—nothing—like she’d been watching water boil. Then she turned and pointed at the toilet. The little test stick, halfway between floating and sinking, sat in the middle of a few pee bubbles. We both inspected the toilet.

“You think it’s worth fishing it out?”

“I don’t think so. I have those hockey puck bowl cleaners.” I lifted the lid and showed her. “They’re just bleach, mostly. But I’m sure the test’s shot.”

“I was concentrating on putting the stick under my pee. I guess I pee harder than I thought.”

“Wasn’t there a test tube or something?”

“Jimmy,” she handed me the kit’s box, “read it. It’s not a chemistry set anymore.”

She was right. Stick technology. “That’s one hell of a gimmick. Well, what do you want to do?”

“Flush it.” Her voice blew up as she left the bathroom. “That’s toilet’s a jinx! First I puke in it, now this!”

I picked the thing out, dropped it in the scrap basket, and washed my hands. Then I remembered to flush. I went out to the kitchen, opened the fridge, and took out a beer.

“So, you up for another run?” I stood with my back to her, popping the Pabst.

“How late are drugstores open?”

I looked up at the clock. It was after six. Something told me they closed at six, but I wasn’t sure. However long those thoughts took to go through my head were too long for her to wait for a reply, because before I finished pouring that Pabst, my door slammed. I heard her run down the stairs. I started to follow. After
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