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We had no idea where we were heading.

It was all about cars and drugs,

rock and roll and women.

Pick any three.

And then came the war.
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 Prologue

 


We crossed Texas in
January, driving faster than was safe through the swirling snow as
the drifts snaked across the two-lane road. Sometimes we were in
one lane, sometimes the other, depending on which side of the car
the wind hit us and how much ice was on that section of the road.
When we couldn’t see anything, we just slowed down and steered
straight, hoping we didn’t veer off of the road altogether. It had
been straight for the last fifty miles so we figured that our
chances of staying on the road were pretty good.

There was some discussion about turning
around, but no one wanted to do that anymore than stopping and
waiting it out. Our plan was to go as fast as we could through the
blizzard, but not so fast that anyone got killed. That didn’t sound
like much of a plan to me, but I couldn’t think of anything
better.

Inside the car, nobody was talking, all of
us hypnotized by the white, unfolding storm on the other side of
the windshield, wipers working full speed, afraid that if we broke
the silence the car might break, or something like that.

I slept all the way across New Mexico.
Waking up and staring out the windows, I learned that we were in
Arizona. All I could see was cactus, sagebrush, plants from a world
I’d only read about. The sky was a dark blustery gray, spitting
rain here and there as we sped along. The rising sun, directly
behind us, cast its light beneath the clouds and brought a bright
sheen to one side of the plants and long dark, extended shadows on
the other across a barren unpopulated land that seemed to go on
forever.

We came across a section of desert, miles of
sand and not much of anything else. Everyone wanted to stop.
Getting out of the car, I felt warm rain hitting my skin, more like
a heavy drizzle. We’d just come from two feet of snow in Chicago.
This felt like summer.

I raced up the first dune as fast as I
could, tripping and sliding along the way, filling my shoes with
sand. The air was incredibly clean and fresh. I’d never smelled the
desert before and, standing on top of the first dune looking north,
it felt like I was on another planet.

We were headed for San Diego. I had never
seen a palm tree before and had never seen the ocean. Lake Michigan
seemed pretty big, but I could not imagine huge waves that rolled
in forever any more than I could imagine a place where it doesn’t
snow. My name is Calvin.


 


Chapter 1




A quick way to meet your new neighbors is to
try and disassemble a bomb in your back yard. That wasn’t my
intention, but that’s how it worked out. Our house was on its own
lot. North of us, on the other side of the three-foot chain link
fence, were three smaller houses, all of them with their front
doors facing into our yard. South of us was a five-foot high board
fence on the back end of the lot, falling apart, that connected
into a three-foot white picket fence that continued up to the
sidewalk in front, also falling apart.

I say all of this because after the police
and bomb squad cleared the area, most of the fence perimeter, the
back half anyway, was lined with neighbors. The only ones allowed
in our yard was the bomb squad, wearing their protective suits,
carrying long tongs and some kind of steel box to put the bomb in,
a reporter from a local TV station and his camera man, the police
and me.

They got video of the bomb squad placing the
device into some kind of reinforced steel trunk and hauling it out
of our yard, a few seconds of the cop waving his finger and
lecturing me, leading me to believe that I was going to make the
news at six. But my television fame was cut short because
somebody’s cesspool opened up and swallowed somebody.

After that, it was easy to make friends.
Everyone wanted to know where I found it, Imperial Beach, half
buried in the sand.

I was told by one of the beer drinking
adults sitting around the campfire that night, that it was a spent
water flare used by the navy. There were markings on the side that
confirmed that it came from the navy.

Already spent? Why not take it home and see
how they made it? I threw it in the back of the pickup and hauled
it out to the back yard, anxious for the morning to arrive. I had a
hammer, screwdriver and a pair of pliers.

I was baffled as to why, when it began
smoking, that the flame grew larger when I sprayed water on it.
Water should put out fire, right? More water, more fire. This goes
against my fourteen-year old logic. Spent? Maybe not.

The main lesson I’ve learned from this is to
leave those kinds of things alone. Report it, so that if someone
else comes along with as little common sense as me, they can’t take
it home and do something like what I just did.

When I think about it, what kind of thing
gets excited, explosive even, when it comes in contact with water?
I could’ve been killed or, worse maybe, horribly burned.

My mind is curious, common sense lacking.
I’m fourteen. What do you expect?


 


Chapter 2




We moved into the house in the middle of
summer vacation. Wanting to have someone to walk to school with on
the first day, I tried to make a lot of friends my age. But I
learned that they were either going to Saints, or that they were a
year older and going to Crawford or Hoover High School. I was going
to Horace Mann Junior High.

There were several ways to get to Horace
Mann from my house, all of them up. If it seemed like going to
school was an uphill battle, that’s because it was.

I was into all of the sports back in Chicago
and fully intended to get into intra murals here. Back there,
playing football, I’d have been given the ball and would have
scored at least one, more like two touchdowns. Here, being the new
kid in school, I was assigned left guard.

Right. That’s what I am, all one hundred and
thirty pounds. I can run. And I can catch. Make me a receiver, give
me the ball however you can and I’ll get you yardage.

“Don’t you get it, kid?” Aaron, picked
himself up and brushed off the dirt. “You’re a guard! I thought you
said you knew how to play.”

“I can play. But I’m not a guard. I’m a
receiver. Give me the ball and I’ll get you points.”

“Right. Look at you, skinny ass. You gotta
prove yourself. Now, block that guy!”

“That guy” was John, six inches taller than
me and thirty pounds heavier. He had a big smile and he loved to
play the game. “You’re gonna try again? Give it up, kid.”

“I’m not a quitter. I’m taking you out,
little boy.”

John laughed. “Riiight. Hang on to your
shorts.”

When the ball was snapped, I threw my
weight, shoulder first, down into John’s legs, hoping to take out
his feet. John pushed me down, planted my face into the grass,
jumped over me and went straight to Aaron. Another loss.

“Jesus!” Aaron glared at me. “Can’t you at
least slow him down?”

“I can make it up. Give me the ball
and…,”

“Shut up. Brad, go out five, cut left, and
then go long. Sonny, I want you to come right across the middle.
It’ll be open since they’re all gonna be on Brad. And you,
kid…,”

“My name’s Calvin.”

“It’s gonna be worse if you don’t stop that
guy.”

Back at the line, John grinned. “They’re not
giving you any help?”

“Don’t need any.” I managed a smile. “You’re
going down.”

When the ball was snapped, I lunged at John,
driving my shoulder into his gut and wrapped my arms around his
legs. He grabbed me by the shoulders and swung me out of the way,
but I refused to let go. I climbed onto his back and together we
went over and took Aaron for another loss.

By the end of the hour, I was black and blue
all over, limping, and the friends that I’d hoped to make now
thought of me as just a big wuss. At the end of the game, John came
over and shook my hand.

“Gotta hand it to you, kid. You don’t give
up.”

Afterward, I was famished.
Conveniently located across the street, on the corner of
Fifty-fourth and El Cajon Blvd. was a Heavenly’s Donut Shop. Sugar
was calling my name. I handed a dollar to the kid behind the
counter and pulled a couple of napkins out of the holder while
waiting for my change. Louie, Louie
was playing in the background and, while I liked
the song and normally would have stayed to hear it through, today I
just wanted to get home.

Change in pocket, I picked up the two
donuts, a glazed and a maple bar, stepped out on the sidewalk and
headed west on El Cajon Blvd. I had only gone a few steps when I
heard a familiar voice.

“Hey, kid.”

Turning, I spotted John standing in the
shade next to Heavenly’s. Grinning, he motioned for me to join
him.

“You make a terrible guard.”

I shrugged, taking a bite from my glazed. “I
should be a receiver.”

“Where you from?”

“Chicago.”

“What’s it like back there?”

“Cold. Freezing cold.”

“You ever been out here before?”

“No.”

“Reason I called you over.” John pointed to
three boys approaching us.

“Yea. So?”

“They were on the other side of the street
until they saw you. Didn’t you see them run across traffic?”

“Yeah. So?”

“They were coming after you. They’ll pop you
once or twice, take your money and eat your donuts. Don’t you
notice stuff like that?”

“Never thought about it. Why would they do
that?”

“Because you’re a new kid. You’re an easy
target. Stand here with me until they go by.”

“Why you want to protect me?”

“You’re a terrible guard, not a bad person.
I beat you up for over an hour. You don’t want them to finish it
off, do you?”

We stood in the shade of the donut shop
eating our donuts as they passed by. John nodded to the one in the
middle. “Hey, Carlo. What’s up?”

Carlo nodded and then studied me. “He a
friend of yours?”

“He’s cool.”

I had this sudden fear that they were about
to jump us, Carlo sizing me up, his two friends looking like they
were ready for a fight. The big guy on Carlo’s left cracked his
knuckles with a smile. But then, Carlo just nodded and motioned for
his friends to follow. “Adios.”

After they were gone, I realized that my
heart was pounding. I bit into my donut and chewed without tasting
the glaze. “Thought they were going to jump us.”

“They won’t. I saved Carlo’s butt one time.
I’m a friend. You’re probably safe now, too. But don’t push it. You
can nod to him if you cross paths again, but don’t talk unless he
talks to you first.” John stepped out into the sun and started down
El Cajon Blvd. “You were headed this way. How far are you
going?”

“Fiftieth.”

“I’m going as far as Winona. You going back
for more football next week?”

“Not if I have to be a guard.”

“Can you run? You look like you can.”

“Like a deer. Give me the ball and I can
score touchdowns.”

“I believe you. Can you catch a hard
pass?

“Yeah.”

“I’ll talk to Lenny, our quarterback. Maybe
you could try out. Would you like to get revenge?”

“You bet. How’d you save him?”

“Who?”

“Carlo.”

“Guess he was messing around with another
guy’s sister. Her brother and a friend cornered Carlo outside State
Theater. He was gonna get his butt whipped. I came up and acted
like Carlo’s friend. He does go to our school, you know.”

“Didn’t know that.”

“Anyway, the fight didn’t happen. Since
then, Carlo’s been cool with me.”

“Why’d you do that? He wasn’t your
friend.”

“Don’t want to see anyone get their butt
whipped.” John laughed. “Especially as bad as yours got whipped
today.”

“It’s not funny, John,”

“Yeah, it is.”


 


Chapter 3




Back in Chicago, had I returned to classes
after Christmas break, my science project, a third of my grade, was
due. I was going to prove that, without air, sound cannot travel, a
simple project, an alarm clock sounding off inside a bell jar in
which all of the air has been removed.

In theory, that should work because sound
waves travel through air by compressing and decompressing the air
molecules. Remove the air and sound is gone. The bell jar is small,
so it shouldn’t be too hard, I was thinking, to get all of the air
out before the alarm goes off. Do that and I’ve got an A.

The bell jar had a pump attached to the
base, looking like a sturdy bicycle pump, a very simple process.
All I had to do was set the alarm, put the clock on the base, put
the jar over it and pump out the air. My Science class went from
nine to nine forty-five. I set the alarm for nine-thirty, placed
the bell jar over the base and started pumping.

What I discovered was that the more air I
pumped out, the harder it became to pump. Before long, I could
hardly move the handle at all. Hot and sweaty, breathing hard, I
saw the minute hand hit the six, motioned for the class to be quiet
and the alarm went off. Everybody heard it.

Until I could run the experiment again,
comments from friends in the hallway...,

“I hear bells!”

“Ding-dong.”

“Ring-a-ding!”

“What’s that I hear? A failed
experiment?”

“Ding-a-ling.”

It was funny for a while. I couldn’t wait
for the lab to open. I had something to prove but I never learned
the results of my second attempt because we had a fire drill during
the time my alarm was going to go off. Standing outside, waiting
for permission to go back in...,

“This isn’t a real fire drill. That was
Calvin’s alarm clock.”

“Hey, Calvin. You must be pumping air in.
You’re turning it into a speaker!

Thinking that maybe the bell jar was not
sealing properly, I smeared Vaseline along the base and on the
bottom of the glass. Do not do this. It will make your Science
teacher very mad.

What I’ve learned here, is that theories
help us to understand why things do what they do. Proving them is
much harder. And, no. I was never successful with that
experiment.


 


Chapter 4




Everyone called him Mr. D. to his face and
Mr. Dazzle behind his back. I was told that his teeth glistened
when he talked, moonbeams came out of his eyes, his breath smelled
like Magnolia flowers and it was impossible to scuff his
well-polished shoes, that not even a stiff wind could blow a single
hair out of place, that dust avoided him.

That’s a lot to take in before you meet that
someone. I didn’t know whether I was going to be impressed or
disappointed. I would have to wait until fourth period. Mr. Dazzle
was my Science teacher.

He would be tall if he didn’t slouch.
Actually, it wasn’t a slouch. He had a humped back, the result of
that being that his head and long neck were thrust forward. Adding
to that, with his long, narrow jaw and perpetually toothy smile, he
reminded me of a crocodile, a friendly one. He smelled like a chain
smoker and wore cowboy boots.

After taking role, he put his clipboard
down, sat on the edge of his desk and looked over his class,
recognizing a face here and there. Noticing me, he paused. “I
haven’t seen you before. Are you new here?”

I was sitting closest to the door, second
chair back from the front row, close enough to see if anything
interesting happened and close enough that I wouldn’t fall asleep
if nothing did. I hated being singled out. “Yes.”

“Where from?”

“Chicago.”

“The Windy City, right? And mosquitoes. I
used to live there. How do you like California?”

“Amazing.”

“Have you seen the ocean yet?”

I nodded, not liking the attention, thinking
about the water flare, wondering if I should tell them about
that.

“Chicago is interesting,” said Mr. D. “It
sits next to Lake Michigan. When you have a large body of water
surrounded by land, you have a situation where land, who’s
temperature rises and falls with the heat from the day, is next to
a large body of water whose temperature pretty much remains the
same. What happens when the temperature differences increase?”

It was the first day of class. Did he really
expect anyone to raise their hand? He picked up his clipboard,
looked at the seating chart and then over at me. “Calvin. Tell them
what happens.”

“It gets windy.”

“Right. Hot air rises. Cold air comes in to
take its place. Daytime, it goes one way across the lake,
nighttime, the other. And yet, water is an excellent conductor of
heat. Easy question. Why doesn’t the water absorb the heat and keep
temperatures the same? Anyone?”

It was going to be a long day for Mr.
Dazzle.

He sighed. “OK, let’s go back to basics.
What happens if you put a lit match to paper?”

Silence.

“Calvin, please tell these folks what will
happen. I think their summer vacation has been too long. They’re
still dreaming of the beach, having fun, swimming in the pool,
being anyplace but here. What happens when you put a match to
paper?”

I shrugged, not liking the spotlight at all.
“It burns.”

“Excellent. But if I make a container out of
plain old notebook paper and fill it with water and put a flame
under it, what do you think would happen?

“I shrugged. “You’re going to make a big
mess.”

That got me some laughter.

“That’s beside the point. Will the paper
burn? Or will the water boil?”

Somehow, I got into the middle of this
conversation and he wasn’t letting go. Does the paper burn? Of
course, the paper burns. But wait. This could be a trick question.
He’s talking about water and temperature and didn’t he say it
absorbed heat? It is a trick question.

“Calvin?”

“The paper burns. The water spills, puts out
the fire and then you’ve got a big mess.”

Pleased with my answer, Mr. Dazzle waved to
the room. “How many of you agree with Calvin? Raise your
hands.”

A few hesitant hands, a pause, a few more,
everybody looking at everybody else to see if they agree. In the
end, about half agreed.

“OK. Hands down. How many think the water
will boil? Raise your hands.”

I started thinking that Mr. Dazzle was
pretty good. Ten minutes into the class and he already had
everybody involved. No matter your opinion, you had to think about
it. Most of the other half raised their hands.

“OK. Hands down. We seem to have a dilemma.
How are we going to resolve it?”

Silence.

“Calvin. Back in Chicago, what do they
do?”

“Same as anywhere. Experiment.”

Mr. Dazzle nodded. “Of course. How else
could you know for sure? Tell me, Calvin. Are you adept at building
things?”

I thought of my failed experiment with
sound. How to answer that question? I nodded, hesitantly.

“Would you do us a favor and do that
experiment?”

“What? In the lab?”

“No. We don’t have a lab. Isn’t that sad?
Did you have one back in Chicago?”

“Yeah. We did.”

“Could you do us a favor?”

“I guess.”

“You’ll be given extra credit.” He turned
his attention to the rest of the class. “Who thinks the water will
boil?”

A few hands went up. Mr. Dazzle pointed to a
girl on the other side of the room, short brown hair, freckles,
glasses. “I remember you from last year. Penny, right?”

She nodded.

“Would you do the same experiment? It will
be interesting to see if your results are the same. Will both of
you report back to class on Wednesday and tell us what
happened?”

Penny and I exchanged glances. I shrugged,
thinking this might be interesting and in any case, I was going to
be able to meet up with Penny.

“This experiment,” said Mr. Dazzle, will
help us answer the original question. Does anyone remember what
that was?”

Silence.

“Why don’t the temperature differences
between land and water even out? If the water in this experiment
absorbs the heat fast enough to keep the paper from burning, why
doesn’t Lake Michigan do the same? Write it down. After Calvin and
Penny give us their results on Wednesday, I’ll expect a report from
each of you on Friday answering that question. Meanwhile, read
pages...,”

After class, Penny caught up to me,
laughing. “I think they call that a goat-roping.”

I shrugged. “He got you, too.”

“He knows me. I had him last year.”

“How was he?”

“He’s fun, gets everybody involved. I have
an idea. Why don’t we do the experiment together? That way we have
the same answer..., even though you’re wrong.”

“You put a flame to paper, it burns.”

Penny smiled.

“Whose house, yours or mine?”

“Where do you live?”

“Fiftieth Street.”

“When are you going to do the
experiment?”

“Soon as I get home.”

“Can I tag along? When we’re done, I’ll call
my Dad to come get me.”

“Sure.”

“Out front after class?”

“Sure.”

Back at my house...,

Penny pulled a sheet of paper out of her
notebook and cut away the three holes. “How do you want to fold
it?”

“I don’t know. Single layer, right?”

“OK. How about if I fold it like this?”

She did a fancy fold that did not require
any cuts to the paper, nothing like what I was going to do. I was
impressed. “Looks good.”

We scotch taped the corners, placed the
container on the stove and filled a glass with water.

Penny looked at it doubtfully. “We can’t
turn on the flame until we pour in the water.”

“What happens when we pour in the
water?”

“Pour in a little. A teaspoon?”

“Sure.”

Almost immediately, the paper began to
crinkle, little waves of white paper soaking up the thin blue
lines, turning them into a blur. Drips began to form on the bottom
of our container.

“I think whatever we do,” said Penny, “it’s
all going to happen very fast.”

“Right. You pour in the water; I’ll turn on
the flame.”

Penny started laughing. “All of it?”

“The more water we pour in, the bigger the
mess when the paper burns.”

“It’s not going to burn. The water’s going
to boil.”

“Pour in a half inch. We’ll know by then
what’s going to happen.”

“Ready?”

“Do it.”

Seeing the water already seeping through, I
turned up the flame higher than I should. All of the paper that was
not touching water burned up in a short, but brilliant burst of
flames, black, glowing sheets of burnt paper drifting up into the
air, smoke filling the kitchen. Dry paper gone, the water line was
at the top, wanting to spill over.

I started laughing. “How are we going to
stop it?”

“Water’s starting to boil.”

“It’s not boiling.”

“It’s a hard simmer.”

“Still not boiling.”

“Paper’s not burning.”

“So far.”

But water was bubbling over the sides and
spilling into the flame.

“Your water is killing my fire.”

“Don’t turn it up. That’ll only make it
worse.”

“But if I turn it off, all of the water’s
going to come through.”

“It’s boiling? You agree?”

“You know what’s going to happen? The
water’s going to boil away and then the paper’s going to burn
up.”

“So..., we agree? The paper didn’t burn up
until the water was gone. Right?”

“So far. How do we stop this?”

“Turn off the flame.”

“All of the water will run out. Maybe, if I
turn it down.”

“Water’s coming through. It’s steaming
more.”

“OK. I’ll turn it up. Maybe we can make it
steam faster.”

“Glad it’s your house.”

“So,” said Penny, while waiting for her dad
to come pick her up. “Why doesn’t Lake Michigan soak up the heat?
That was the question, right?”

“Heat rises. It’s not going to go down into
the water.”

“Maybe..., evaporation. The water gets hot
on top, evaporates and cools the air.”

“If the heat came from the bottom of the
lake, all of the water would start to get warmer. It has to do with
where the heat comes from...,”

“Here’s my dad. See you at school
tomorrow.”

I didn’t mind if my answer was right or
wrong. I got to meet Penny and I was thinking that she was a pretty
cool girl.


 


Chapter 5




Lenny reluctantly agreed to make me a
receiver. John pleaded my case and reminded him several times how
determined I was, although unsuccessfully, attempting to block him.
Lenny looked at me doubtfully.

“You’re not tall enough. Look at their
defenders. They’ve got six inches on you.”

“That’s their problem,” I replied. “They’re
not going to be able to keep up.”

“You don’t have any meat on your bones.
You’re going down soon as they get a hand on you.”

“They’ve gotta catch me first.”

“Jesus. OK. We’ll give it a shot. Line up on
the right side.”

John patted me on the head. “OK, Calvin. You
gotta give us a show.”

“Nobody’s seen me run.”

Out on the field, in the huddle, Lenny
looked over at me. “Can you catch a long pass?”

“Yep.”

“You say you can outrun them?”

“Yes.”

“OK. I’ll put one out there. Go up the
sideline till you get to the defender, fake in and then keep going
long.”

“Right.”

It was too easy. They didn’t take me
seriously. I ran up the right side, faked left and then ran right
past him. A long lob from Lenny was an easy catch and there was no
one even close. Touchdown.

Coming back to the bench, glancing out of
the corner of my eye, I saw Aaron studying me and talking to Brad.
That felt good. But at the same time, I knew that the next attempt
was not going to be so easy.

When it was our ball again, Lenny looked at
me with a grin. “They’re going to be watching you this time.
They’re going to play you deeper. Let’s do the same thing except
this time cut left. I’ll hit you mid-field.”

The defender started back peddling, ready to
run with me, was not convinced with my fake left and was
flat-footed when I actually went that way. Lenny hit me in the
open. Touchdown. The rest of the day was tougher. I was blocked at
the line, tripped, held and took a few “accidental” hits. We beat
them by twenty-one points.

I thought this was going to be a big feather
in my cap and it was with my teammates. It didn’t go over so well
with Aaron, Brad and Sonny.

When I crossed paths with any of them in the
hallway, I noticed that they went out of their way to bump me when
they passed by. At first, they made it look like an accident, like
they weren’t paying attention to where they were going.

But if they knew no one was looking, they
hit harder. From that, I learned to act like I was not paying
attention to where I was going and just when I knew the blow was
coming, I’d turn my shoulder away. The first few times they almost
tripped over themselves. I also learned to keep an eye on my
backside. I got bumped into and somehow all of my books got knocked
to the floor.

Not wanting to get caught alone after
school, I started walking home with John. Whatever route he was
going to take, I was with him. Neither one of us could afford to
buy a donut daily and it was torture to walk past Heavenly’s and
have to ignore the smell of fresh donuts, which I’m sure they did
on purpose.

We usually walked west on Trojan until we
got to Fiftieth St. and then headed down the hill to my house. John
never stopped in on the way home. On the way to school he stopped
in from time to time if I wasn’t already standing on the corner
waiting. Going to and from school was safe as long as I was with
John.

I later learned that Aaron, Brad and Sonny
lived in El Cerrito, the opposite direction from the school.
Hearing that, I didn’t think they would bother with me after school
anymore.


 


 Chapter 6

 


As the semester wore on, Mr. Dazzle
continued to impress upon us the need to understand our
environment. I continued to be his go-to target on the days when
the class was silent. I wasn’t brilliant in Science, but one day I
just could not buy into what he was saying...,

“Nothing can go faster than the speed of
light.”

I raised my hand.

“Yes, Calvin?”

“If I’m travelling at the speed of light and
I turn on my flashlight and shine it in the direction that I’m
going, won’t that beam of light be going at twice the speed of
light?”

“You would think so. But no.”

“Why not?

“Because nothing can go faster than the
speed of light.”

“So..., what’s the speed of the light
leaving my flashlight?”

Mr. Dazzle smiled. “Depends on who’s
looking. If you measure from your perspective, it’ll be the speed
of light. If someone is watching you travel at the speed of light
and they see you turn on the light, they will measure both you and
the light from your flashlight traveling at the speed of
light.”

“That just doesn’t make sense.”

Mr. Dazzle motioned to the class. “If Calvin
turns around and shines his light in the opposite direction, how
fast would the light beam be going? Anyone?”

Penny raised her hand. “The speed of
light.”

Mr. Dazzle sat on the edge of his desk,
enjoying the moment. “Is she right or wrong?”

I raised my hand. “Will the light even leave
the flashlight? If I’m travelling at the speed of light in the
opposite direction, won’t the two, equal out?”

“Are you saying that the light will never
turn on?”

“If I measure from my perspective, that I’m
already going in one direction at the speed of light and I turn on
my flashlight and point it in the opposite direction, the light
will never come out. That’s my opinion.”

“Penny?”

“Sorry to say you’re wrong, Calvin. They’ll
measure it at the speed of light.”

“What equation says that?”

Mr. Dazzle was off his desk and over to the
blackboard almost before I noticed that he was standing. His
motions, mannerisms all seemed to be driven by some high-octane
impulsive drive from inside.

He put Einstein’s famous equation up on the
board, E=MC squared, and spent another fifteen minutes explaining
it. Afterward, brushing the chalk dust from his hands and then
rubbing them on his pants, he turned back to face us. “Today, we’re
going to talk about the speed of light versus the speed of sound.
The speed of sound can vary depending on what medium it’s
travelling through while the speed of light does not vary at all.
Why?”

Returning to the board, “If lightning
strikes a mile away, will I hear the thunder before the light from
that strike goes to the moon and back, if there was a mirror up
there? This question, we’ll solve in class today. On your way out,
grab a copy of the questionnaire and be ready to hand it in next
class. To answer those questions, you’re going to have to read
through pages...,”

Penny was signaling that we study together
at my house after class. I nodded, yes.

John and Penny were both waiting for me when
school let out, John by the flagpole, Penny by the steps. I
introduced them and the three of us walked to my house together.
For the first time ever, John stopped in and hung around for a
while.


 


Chapter 7




I got myself a paper route but didn’t have a
bike. Before I could buy one, I had to pay the previous owner of
the route for his customers, ninety-two of them. And he didn’t want
to sell his bike. I could own the route after one month if I gave
him all of my profits. He agreed to let me extend the payment over
two months.

Collecting would be easy if all of my
customers paid on time. In principle, you’ve already given them
their paper for a month and, in theory, you should be able to knock
on their door, get your money and leave. That was my belief.

What really happens is some, but not very
many people happily pay on the first visit and even give a small
tip. Others act like they’re not home, even if you saw them go in.
Others say come back when the person with the money is there and
some don’t pay at all. Going back to the same houses over and over,
walking to collect, was irritating and tiresome.

My route was all hills. It extended north
from Orange Avenue up to Trojan Avenue, the road that runs along
the top of the hill and included all cross streets from Forty-ninth
on the west all the way over to Fifty-second to the east with other
streets in between, most all of them hills.

I was given a canvas carrying bag that would
either fit over my head for shoulder carrying or over the tandem of
a bike. Mondays through Saturdays, the bag was big enough to hold
all of the papers. I had the Evening Tribune route so I delivered
in the afternoon, after school. Sundays were a morning delivery and
the papers were easily twice as thick. I couldn’t fit all of them
into the bag so two trips from my house were necessary.

Walking the route uphill with ninety-two
papers was a struggle. I picked the street that had the most
customers and delivered there first, even though it was the one
with the most dogs.

Taking that route also meant that I’d have
to cross over the streets that I’d already delivered to get to the
ones on the other side, basically adding another few blocks of
walking to my route. I dreamed of having a bike. I could easily get
the delivery done in half the time and effort if I only had a
bike.

Somehow, I came across a pair of old roller
skates with metal wheels. The axles were not wide enough to fit
under a two by six piece of wood but, with a bit of ingenuity, I
was able to attach them to a two by four that was about two feet
long.

Wheels! One of the greatest inventions of
mankind, one of the greatest threats to teenagers that have no
common sense. Did I really think they would help with my quest to
ease the burden of delivering papers? Yes!

Going uphill, the skateboard was useless. It
became one extra thing I had to carry, heavy and cumbersome, but
good for keeping the dogs away.

I had no idea how fast I would accelerate
going downhill with the extra weight of the papers. My plan was to
go down the middle of the street and throw papers to my customers
on either side. Moving cars did not enter into my calculations.

As my speed picked up, I couldn’t retrieve
the papers out of my bag fast enough. I missed several houses and
had to walk back up the hill to deliver. Also, the faster I went,
the sooner I had to release the papers.

Learning quickly, as only a teenager can, I
pre-counted the number of customers on each downhill run and
stacked them in my arms outside the bag. It’s the little
things.

Slowing down was beyond tricky. Zigzagging
down the street helped but, with such a narrow wheel base and the
extra weight of the papers, it was easy to lose control. If
necessary, I could drag the back of the board on the concrete, but
that almost always flipped the board up and me down.

Lacking loyalty, it usually rolled on, worst
case, across Orange Avenue below. Mostly, it just hit a curb or
tire and I didn’t have to go too far to get it. But I had to keep
an eye on it. If it started to roll again after it hit something,
and that seemed to happen more often than I thought it should, it
could easily take off and roll out of view.

Seeing that, I was forced into either
letting it go and watching its trajectory while I delivered my
papers or, seeing that it might go all the way down, run after
it.

One day, having decided to let it go, it
disappeared completely. I looked everywhere and even walked back up
the hill a second time. Nothing. Crossing over Orange Avenue and
searching the street on the south side, the skateboard was not to
be found.

Good riddance, I was thinking. More trouble
than it was worth. All I got from that thing was experience and
bruises, although I did learn how to ride a skateboard.

There is a problem with this. If I had seen
it cross over Orange Avenue and get hit by a passing car, squashed
beyond repair, I could live with that. It was a piece of junk,
trouble on wheels that shouldn’t have been built in the first
place.

Still, for weeks afterward, I always kept my
eye out for it whenever I was on that street. I checked out the
bushes, hedges, anything that could hold and hide my skateboard. I
always looked for it beneath parked cars when I walked by,
expecting to see it wedged between the curb and tire.

Gone without any explanation? Did someone
see it roll by, run out into the street and confiscate it? Are they
laughing at my loss every time I walk by their house? Did it hit
something that caused it to deviate from its normal course and is
now beneath the weeds in one of the many canyons that pepper the
area? Not knowing leaves a vacuum. The last piece of the puzzle
won’t fit because it’s missing.


 


Chapter 8




It wasn’t so much that I wanted to drive it.
Of course, I did. But that was out of my realm of expectations.
What I really wanted to do was clean it. It bothered me to see such
a fine piece of equipment covered in dirt.

It didn’t have a body, just a frame, sheet
metal floorboard, two seats behind a dashboard that used to have a
windshield. It did have an engine, pedals, four tires, all of which
were holding air.

It looked like some doves attempted to make
a nest beneath one of the seats but got discouraged when something
came along and ate their babies, down feathers scattered
everywhere.

The seats were cracked, faded, covered in a
year of dust and bird poop. Looking at the engine, I didn’t know
what most of the parts were, but I knew that I wanted to sand the
rust off and repaint everything. Bottom line, I wanted to be able
to work on it.

The owners lived next door to one of my
customers and the dune buggy was parked in the dirt lot next to
their driveway. I’d never heard it run and it just seemed to sit
there forever, neglected, begging for attention.

One day the owner was getting out of his car
when I came by to deliver the paper. I took the opportunity to
introduce myself. His name was Charles.

Charles was, I later learned, a beatnik. He
had a goatee, wore sandals, had holes in his jeans and was wearing
a gray sweatshirt that had the arms cut off. The glass in his
sunglasses was blue. I asked him what was wrong with the dune
buggy.

“Nothing.”

“Does it run?”

“It would if it had a battery.”

“Dead?”

“Missing.”

“Oh. Where is it supposed to go?”

He pointed to a metal plate, covered in
rust, near the front of the engine and then pointed to the two
cables sitting on top of it.

“They didn’t even bother to disconnect the
cables. They just cut em.”

“Oh. Can’t you buy new ones?”

“Why? Putting in a new battery and cables is
a calling card to come back.”

“But now you can’t use it either.”

“I had my fun with it. I’m building a
sailboat now.”

“What are you going to do with this?”

“I don’t know. Junk it. I’ll get fifty
bucks.”

“That’s all?”

“It’s worth more. It’s a stripped down
Willys Jeep. It’s got the Go Devil Engine.”

“What does that mean?

“It’s a sixty-horsepower engine. This thing
will fly over the ground.”

“How much does a battery cost?”

“You’d have to replace the cables, too.”

I’m not quite sure when this happened. But
before long we were calculating how much it was going to cost me to
fix everything.

“The spark plug wires are cracked. You’d
probably have to replace those as well.”

“Where are they?”

Charles pointed to the four wires attached
to the spark plugs on top of the engine. “And you might as well
replace the coil wire at the same time. They’re all cracked,
sitting out in the sun like that.”

“Did it used to have a hood?”

“Yeah. But that was extra weight.”

“If you would’ve had the hood on maybe the
battery never would’ve been stolen.”

“Oh. I’ve still got the hood. It’s out back.
There’s nothing to attach it to, though. Body’s gone.”

I went home and started to total everything
up. Charles agreed to sell me the dune buggy for fifty bucks if my
parents said OK. I knew I could convince them. Our back yard was
fenced, of sorts, and I could keep it by the gate and behind the
tree so they wouldn’t have to look at it.

I saw this as an opportunity to learn about
engines and, in the back of my mind was seeing it as a possible way
to deliver my paper route.

Wouldn’t that be something if I could
deliver from behind the wheel? I could replace the passenger seat
with a box to hold the papers and deliver the whole route in about
fifteen minutes.

Go Devil Engine. I liked the sound of
it.


 


Chapter 9


Sometime around mid-semester, Owen started
hanging around after school. We shared a table in Art and I was
amazed at his ability to draw, mostly in pencil, whatever objects
the instructor set out for us to sketch.

While I busied myself with just making the
object identifiable, he created masterpieces. He had light sources,
highlighting, shadows, sketches that almost appeared more realistic
than the objects themselves.

While the classroom had fluorescent lights
overhead, a rather boring perspective, Owen assigned a light source
from an angle that vastly improved the nooks and crannies of the
object and, after shadowing in the desired areas, made the object
better than it really was. I was in awe of his talent.

He didn’t look like an artist. I suppose I
was thinking they should wear a beret and have a brush in one hand
and a pallet in the other. I envisioned different colored splashes
of oil paints on their clothes, places on their pants where they
wiped their hands and maybe even some spilled paint on their
shoes.

Owen had none of that. He wore cuffed
slacks, ivy league button down shirts, black, well-shined shoes and
kept his hair cut short. He was shorter than most of his peers, me
included, and with his frail frame, perpetual smile, contagious
laugh, he was an easy person to like.

When he did hang around at the house, he
busied himself with drawing Penny or John or me or whatever thing
we put out
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