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CHAPTER ONE

“My purse!  That man!  That big fat hog of a man!  Oh!  Get him!”

Molly—I mean, “Urban Tigress,” and I, sprinted past the Frances P. Duffy statue, between 46th and 47th.  

It was Saturday, close to midnight and raining as if a modern-day Noah was hammering away somewhere.  To my, some might say, chauvinistic embarrassment, Molly was the faster runner.  

The middle-aged and somewhat corpulent mugger was on his hands-and-knees, vomiting as Molly approached him.  The victim’s purse was lying next to a Doberman, chained to a fire hydrant.  As if on cue, he lifted his leg and urinated on it.  Good thing it was raining.

“Molly!”

Too late.  Unnecessarily and gratuitously, she kicked Tubby’s saggy belly.  He crashed to his side and yelled, “I’m sorry!  Just take the effing purse!”

Molly adjusted her pink-mask, raised her foot and positioned it above the mugger’s keg-sized head.

He put his hands over his face and yelled, “Please!”

When I caught up to her, I put my hip next to hers and gently nudged her to the sidewalk.  This was an on-going problem and I didn’t know what the solution was.

As it turned out, Molly—was I really so surprised?—loved to dish out ass-whuppings.

I said, “Molly, what is wrong with you?”

She cried, “He stole that woman’s purse!  You’re lucky you didn’t try to steal my purse, Hindenburg.  I would have kicked your balls so hard they would have flown out your fat mouth!”

He staggered to his feet, gasping for air and yelled, “I know, I’m fat!  Why does everybody think it’s necessary to tell me that?”
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CHAPTER TWO

Monday morning.  School assembly.  What high-school student doesn’t love a school assembly?

Assemblies are right up there with statutory holidays, substitute teachers and fire alarm pranks.  

Mark, Molly, Varvara, Dylan and I sat together, while Pike Peterson and Jake Wilkes sat behind us.

I looked back at Jake.  He glared at me.  It was the first time I’d had a chance to talk to him after being released from the Titan School For Anti-Social Boys.  

I said, “You did the right thing, Jake.  I mean, eventually.”

That he was more or less coerced by Jay into telling the truth doesn’t matter.  Well, it did and Jake was damn lucky he was not charged with obstructing justice or whatever.

A memory:

“Tommy, you didn’t tell me your father grounded you.  Yesterday, when you asked me if you could go to Mark’s.”

I said, “I forgot.  Sorry, Mom.”

She replied, “A lie of omission is still a lie, Tommy.  Do you understand?”

I understood enough and wondered if Jake did as I tried rapprochement with him.  He was sixteen.

His middle-finger just about struck me in the nose.  He said, “Fuck you.  Because of you?  And your pig-friend, Eddie won’t speak to me, anymore.  I don’t give a shit about you.  Willis deserved to die and we all know it.”

I couldn’t think of anything to say to that, so I turned away from him and put my arm around Varvara.

Of all things, Pike began to sing:

“Why can’t we be friends, why can’t we be friends...”

The new principal walked on stage.  He reminded me of Arte Johnson from Laugh-In.  Nobody applauded.

Some kids, including Pike, boo-ed.

He tapped the microphone:

“Is this thing on?  Okay.  Hello.  My name is Mister Cox...”

Well, that brought the house down.  There wasn’t a dry-eye in the auditorium.  At a certain level, kids are kids, whether they’re on the honor roll or not.  

Cox futzed with his tie.

Geez, Willis, you poor soul, you did that all the time, too.  Is that something they teach you guys at the Principal Academy?

He continued, as the laughs died down some:

“Thank you for being so predictable.  Since my last name has a tendency to provoke people, a reaction such as the one I just heard...oh, Hell.  You’re all welcome to call me Harry.”

What followed next was five minutes of sustained, collective laughter.

I felt the same as I did after a thousand sit-ups.  The only one who wasn’t laughing was Mark.  Probably, because of his last name.  Dixon.

Like the mugger from last Saturday, he was sympathetic.

He muttered, “People can’t help the name they’re born with.”

I poked his rolly stomach and he laughed.

I said, “You haven’t been doing your exercises.”

He cringed.  Mark was an expert cringer.  Boy, was he ever.  But I loved him, anyway.  He was my brother.

Mr. Cox said, “At least my last name isn’t “Dick.”

Nobody laughed.  Crickets.

Cox adjusted his spectacles and cleared his throat.

He was about as unintimidating a man as you could imagine.

As much as everyone hated Willis, at least he projected an aura of authority.

“Okay.  Rodney Dangerfield has nothing to worry about.”

A paper airplane sailed over his head.

“Who threw that?  Was it you?  You?”

He started pointing mechanically and everyone broke into another round of laughs.  He picked up the paper airplane and smoothed it out.  He said, “This has the school logo on it and the school letterhead is at the top of the page.  Oh, this is unacceptable.  Well, it can still be used as scrap paper.  Anywho, heh, kids, we have a special guest this morning and he’s waiting back-stage.”

He actually snapped his fingers, which made Mark flinch.

Cox continued:

“He came to my office earlier this morning—without making an appointment—bold—and what he said to me for the next ninety minutes made that ninety minutes feel like ninety seconds.”

Pike yelled, “I feel like we’ve been here ninety years!”

CHAPTER THREE

A few laughs.  Cox pointed at him and yelled, “What’s your name?”

“Pike Peterson, sir.”

“Speak up!”

“I can’t, sir.  I’m still recovering from a life-threatening illness.  Venereal disease.”

I looked back at him and he beamed with pride.  Everyone in the auditorium, except for Cox, was roaring with laughter.

This was turning out to be the most entertaining school assembly ever.

Cox said, “VD is not a laughing matter.”

If he was trying to regain control, that was exactly the wrong thing to say.

“Is this a high-school or a grade school?  Peterson?  My office.  Now.”

I watched Pike as he stood, stepped over Jake’s thick legs, run down the aisle, towards the stage, turn a hundred-and-eighty degrees and moon Mr. Cox. 

Mooning, like smoking, was very big in the 70s, or so I remember.

A cacophony of laughs.

Cox burst into tears.

“How disgusting!  I just might expel you.”

Pike replied, “Did you just tell me to expel?”

And then?  He did.  Pike unleashed a rapid-fire, staccato volley of fart bombs that smelled so horrendous, they made Mark’s flatulence the equivalent of Air-Spruce spray.

The stink was so unbearable, Cox ordered an evacuation.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Luckily, it was warm and sunny outside.  

The assembly continued on the football field.

Cox stood near the goal-post.  He cleared his throat and yelled, “Can everyone hear me?  Yes?  No?  Okay.  Anyone who tries to emulate Mr. Peterson’s questionable antics will be joining him in my office.  Am I clear?”

In what must have been an act of God, white liquid fell from the sky and splattered on Mr. Cox’s head, which knocked his toupee askew.

At this point, many of us were too tired to laugh.  Cox removed his toupee and used to wipe the bird-shit off of his face.

Then, he threw the toupee, like a Frisbee and it landed neatly in a nearby garbage can.  There was some “ooh-ing.”

I said to Vari, “I’m starting to love this guy.”

Cox said, “Maybe I’m on Candid-Camera.”

Crickets.

“Well, this is turning out to be one hell of a first day.  You know, kids, nobody wanted this job.  Can you blame them?  My predecessor was bludgeoned to death by one of this school’s future leaders.  Well, that doesn’t scare me.  The odds of something like that happening again are astronomical.  Anyway...”

He looked at his watch.

“It would be nice to wrap this up before lunch.  You know, I was a teen-ager once.”

SOME RANDOM KID:  When was that?  When God said, “Let there be light?”

Laughs.

Cox futzed with his tie, again, and made a face.  Then he took it off.  I guess it had some bird-shit on it.

Then, he threw it into the same garbage can.  Amazing.  Two-for-two.

Cox yelled, “Mrs. Walton!  Would you please go back inside and fetch our special guest?”

Mrs. Walton was the school receptionist.  Everyone pegged her at around a hundred.  I thought she was a poor choice for the errand.

I ran up to Mr. Cox and said, “Tommy Ryder, sir.  Where is he?  I’ll go get him.”

Cox said, “He’s still backstage in the auditorium.  I’d shake your hand, but it’s a little greasy.”

My stomach heaved as I ran towards the auditorium.

Once I got there, I hopped up to the stage.

“Hello?  Hello?”

A man appeared through the curtains.  He was around forty, fit, well-dressed and wore a white collar around his neck.  My jaw fell to the floor.  No way!

CHAPTER FIVE

His name was Reverend Saul Bartholomew.  He was the “star” of a local Sunday morning religious program called “God Loves You, Yes, Even You.”

The show was filmed at his church—Saul’s House Of The Light.

I’d walked past the place many times.  The front-door sign read, “Everyone is welcome, even you.”

Every Sunday, Molly and I got up early to watch it with our mom, who, I’m sad to say, took Reverend Saul very seriously.

Molly and I often had to bite our tongues to keep from laughing, while watching.

Whenever we did, Mom got angry.

She’d say things like, “Reverend Saul is a man-of-God.  Laughing at him is the same as laughing at Him.  Capitol “H”!”

Molly and I—that was one of the few times in the history of our relationship—that we were completely in-synch.  

Whenever Mom scolded us while watching, which was often, we’d apologize, nod and continue to watch, while trying not to laugh.  

Oh, that show was more absurd than Santa Claus vs. The Martians.

For example, in every episode, Reverend Saul would touch the forehead of a wheelchair-bound child and yell his Green Lantern-esque mantra.  It made me wonder if he was a comic-book reader.  

Anyway, it went like this:

“In the light, in the dark, I beseech thee, God, to thee, I hark!  On this day, on this hour, I beseech thee, God, grant me Your power.”

Next thing you know, the kid hops out of the chair and starts doing cart-wheels around the church.  

That actually happened in one episode.

Our Mom linked her fingers together and cried.  Molly, who was six at the time, said, “Mom, he’s been in a wheelchair his whole life.  How can he do cart-wheels?”

I thought it was a fair question.

Mom exploded:

“Because!  Because it was God’s will, that’s why.”

That ended that debate.  

Reverend Saul’s touch cured cancer, enabled blind men to see and declogged people’s stuffed-up noses.

The show was very popular

His church was, by far, the biggest in Queens.

In every episode, it was packed with hundreds of believers and/or actors and actresses.

Yes, we said, “actresses,” in the 70s.

We were savages.

Sensei Paul thought he was a fraud.

So did I.

So did Molly.

So did anyone who possessed a shred of a brain cell.  Our mom was an intelligent woman, but, boy, when it came to this guy, well, I don’t want to write ill
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