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Dedication

 


To my wife, Jane


 


Anthony and the Old Brooklyn Neighborhood

Mongrel Dog

Stickball on a Brooklyn street was a game of
skill. Don’t look at me like that. Unscrew your mother’s
broomstick, wrap the grip with electrical tape, and let’s see you
hit a wildly spinning Spaldeen two sewers. Our playground was a
canyon of parked two-toned cars, brown-brick apartment buildings,
and asphalt-shingled row houses. Neighbors heard us on the street
and dreaded the crash of a broken window. The old lady who poured a
kettle of water on our chalk-marked skelzie box hovered behind a
screened window like a gray ghost. The guy with the shiny maroon
Buick who didn’t say hello to my father asked me not to hit his
vehicle. My parents worried that I’d shoot out from between parked
cars chasing a ball and be hit by one of the speeders down our
block. They taught me to look both ways before crossing, even on
our one-way street.

We played “automatics;” a ground ball not
caught was a single, a hit beyond one sewer was a double, and two
was a home run. A ball caught on the fly was out even if it first
bounced on a car.

My turn to bat and I took practice swings
with the broomstick over the sewer home plate. Lenny Spazzolato
pitched. Gene Kaplan stood in the outfield and his younger brother
Carl was backstop. I nicknamed Lenny Cousin Weak Eyes. His peepers
bulged like a toad, but if I called him Frog Face, I would’ve had a
fight on my hands. He didn’t like the Cousin Weak Eyes moniker, but
it didn’t rise to an insult that demanded a punch in the mouth.
Gene was Jewish, chunky, a curly redhead and lived in the apartment
house. His mother told my mother that her Gene was like “white
bread.” I didn’t get it, but Gene was my best friend, probably
because he emulated everything I did. Carl was dark, skinny, and a
pain in the butt. I tolerated him as the toll for Gene’s
company.

Lenny pitched a knuckle ball, looking like a
half moon in the air before it bounced, destined to squib and be
impossible to hit, so I was happy to see the pink De Soto round the
corner. I yelled, “Car,” and play was suspended.

We squeezed aside as the De Soto rumbled
toward us. The tires screeched and I jumped. A man with a three-day
beard rolled the window down and stuck his head out like a turtle.
“You want a dog?”

The black snout of a camel-faced animal with
brown bushy eyebrows popped out next to the man’s head.

My parents had cautioned me to be wary of
strangers beckoning me from stopped cars. I took a half step away.
“Why?”

“I’m taking him to the pound. They’ll put him
down.”

“Is he sick?”

“In the head.”

“What’s his name?”

“Faccia Brutta. You want him or
not?”

I’d pressed my parents for a dog. My father
had given my mother a wink and countered that a baby sister would
be better. Christmas was six months away. The dog panted, red
tongue lolling. He smiled at me, and I made an executive
decision.

“Yeah.”

The man tipped the bench seat forward, and
the dog jumped from the back to freedom. He slammed the door and
took off. The gangly dog jumped up on me, pushing his paws against
my chest, and I was pinned against a hood. His breath was hot, and
his yellow-brown eyes seemed to say, “Guess which one of us is in
charge?”

Lenny had hands on hips. “Why is he your
dog?”

I peeled the paws off my chest and the dog
sat. “Because the man asked me.”

Lenny reached out to pet the animal, and the
dog growled.

Lenny withdrew his hand. “Okay, he’s
yours.”

Gene and Carl neared. Carl picked his nose.
Gene was wide-eyed. “What are you gonna call him?”

“Georgie, like Georgie Russell, Davy
Crockett’s buddy.”

Georgie had a leather collar. I found a piece
of rope and attached it as a leash. I pulled, but his nails gripped
the ground. I used all my strength to move him a few feet. “Come
on, you need to meet my mother.” The plea had zero impact on
cooperation. “Are you hungry? Want to eat?” Georgie’s yellow eyes
brightened, and he came along.

Georgie and I walked into the kitchen. We had
a white fridge, a bread box, and a brown-patterned metal-top table
we ate most meals around. My mother was a slim brunette, and she
wore a blue print dress while washing dishes. She saw Georgie and
screamed. “Madonna mia, what a beast. Get him out of my
house.”

“You said I could have a dog.”

“I said no such thing.”

“Mama, the man was gonna put him to
sleep.”

“He’s a horse. This isn’t a stable. Give him
back.”

“Mama, please.”

She made a chopping motion with an open palm.
“Wait until your father gets home.”

Georgie crawled on his belly cornering my
mother. He licked her feet. He rolled on his back with all fours in
the air, imploring, and my mother’s face softened.

I puffed out a sigh of relief. “He’s
hungry.”

“We don’t have dog food.”

“How about the leftover rigatoni?”

Georgie’s nose pushed an old plastic bowl
around the floor as he scarfed up cold pasta from the fridge like
it was sirloin.

My mother crossed her arms. “He stinks. Give
him a bath.”

Within sight of my mother, Georgie acted the
model citizen, and I led him out of the kitchen. She said to my
back, “He’s your dog. You need to take care of him. Keep him out of
my vegetable garden, or I’ll shoot him myself.”

I maneuvered Georgie into the tub and turned
on the tap. Georgie took my arm in his jaws and his eyes said,
“We’re not going to hurt each other, are we?”

Water splashed everywhere. Georgie resembled
a drowned wildebeest. I used every bath towel to dry him and sop up
puddles on the floor. He left a ring around the tub like an oil
slick.

That evening when my father came home,
Georgie jumped on him, and his back hit the door. “What the
hell?”

“Mama said I could keep him.”

“The Hound of the Baskervilles?”

I pulled Georgie off my father.

He shouted toward the kitchen where my mother
prepared dinner. “Carmella, you told Anthony he could keep this
mongrel dog?”

My mother knew better than to answer.

I had Georgie in a headlock and held him with
every fiber in my body. “He’ll be good. I promise.”

My father reached the kitchen. “Carmella, the
dog?”

She stirred a pot. The kitchen smelled of
roasted meat and sautéed garlic. “Taking care of a dog will teach
Anthony some responsibility. He’ll guard the house. Maybe you could
turn him into a hunting dog.”

“Hunt what? Elephants?” My father kissed her
cheek with a look of extreme dubiousness.

 


~ * ~

 


That night, Georgie snuck out of my room. In
the morning, my father found him as he was leaving for work. The
dog had gnawed the pedestal on the banister down to raw wood.

His voice boomed. “Anthony.”

I jumped out of bed and sped down the
stairs.

My father was red-faced. “I’m taking this
mutt to the pound.”

“They’ll execute him.”

My mother huffed when she saw the tooth
marks. “We can’t keep him if he ruins things.”

“It was my fault that he got out. It won’t
happen again.”

My father glanced at his watch. “We’ll talk
when I get home tonight. I’ll expect you to make this look like
new.”

I dragged Georgie into the garage to retrieve
the sandpaper, wood filler, and stain. His face had the look of a
penitent. “Georgie, you must behave, or my father will take you to
the pound.” The dog peered into my eyes like he understood.
Nonetheless, I kept watch on him as I made repairs.

I finished just before my father got home. My
mother saw the work and nodded. “Good.” She asked, “Where’s
Georgie?”

The front door opened, and my father walked
in. We heard a bark from upstairs. The three of us rushed to my
parents’ bedroom. Somehow, Georgie had opened my mother’s armoire
where she kept her lingerie. He had a panty in his mouth and a bra
on his head. She screamed.

My father grabbed his head. “That’s it. He
goes to the pound.”

“No.”

Georgie almost knocked my father over as he
ran from the room.

“Anthony, I’m sorry, but we can’t have an
animal that causes damage.”

Tears came to my eyes. It wasn’t fair. He was
my dog. I sped down the stairs and threw open the front door. “Come
on, Georgie.” We ran down the stoop and into the street. The Impala
driver slammed his brakes. Tires screeched. I froze, and everything
went into slow motion. Georgie barked viciously and jumped in front
of the oncoming car. The Chevy swerved, but the bumper caught
Georgie and threw him twenty feet. The fender smacked me a glancing
blow, and I slammed into a parked car. I crumpled to the asphalt
unconscious.

I awoke in my bedroom. Dr. Sprandio bent over
me. He’d delivered me and lived close by. Heavyset with thinning
hair he had cool hands, and his brow was deeply furrowed. “He’s
awake.”

My parents stood behind him with red-rimmed
eyes. My mother sobbed. “Thank God.”

Sprandio stood. “When the ambulance arrives,
I’ll take him to the hospital and check for a concussion.”

My father slipped out of the room and
returned cradling Georgie like a baby hippo in his arms.

Georgie whimpered.

My father’s face looked sad. “Georgie’s been
hurt badly.”

I cried, “He’ll be okay?”

My father sighed. “I’ll take him to the vet.”
His eyes met my mother’s.

She caressed my forehead. “Anthony, we may
need to put Georgie to sleep.”

“No.” My tears welled.

 


~ * ~

 


The solid smack of broomstick on ball never
lost its thrill. I’d timed Lenny’s pitch, pulling a line-drive over
Gene’s head that rattled in the branches of a maple tree. We didn’t
see the ball come down.

“Foul,” Lenny said.

“Home run,” I countered.

Carl said, “If we don’t find the ball,
Anthony, you’re out.”

Gene poked his brother silent.

As we searched near the parked maroon Buick,
we spotted Georgie sitting on the sidewalk, his smile curled around
the ball in his mouth. The look in his eyes said, “Now, we’ll play
my game.” He took off.

Even after his injury, Georgie could pivot on
three good legs.

As we chased him, Lenny shouted, “If his
teeth ruin my Spaldeen, you’re paying.”

Heck, I thought, I could always get another
ball.


 


Gaspar had Dirty Fingernails

My red Schwinn Tornado was freedom, I didn’t
need a destination. I found a stretch of Brooklyn street without
traffic, pedaled to top speed, then coasted and relished the breeze
on my face. Sometimes I’d clothespin a playing card between the
rear tire spokes, click-clacking as I rode. If I picked up a nail,
or the chain needed repair, I took my bike to Gaspar’s.

“Ciao Anthony, come stai?”

Gaspar, swarthy, sleepy eyed, with a black
mustache, had emigrated from Avellino. His hands and fingernails
were stained from grease, and the shop was little more than a kiosk
with spare bicycle parts strewn about as if a hand grenade had
exploded inside.

“Except for my flat tire,” I said. “I’m fine.
And you?”

Gaspar glanced at his wife, Bonifacia,
sitting outside on a wooden kitchen chair with arms crossed like a
chunky gargoyle. A circular vaccine scar dotted her upper right
arm.

Gaspar said, “Non mi posso
lamentare.”

Gaspar couldn’t complain within ear shot of
Bonifacia. She was potentate of the cash register.

I greeted her and glimpsed wisps of jet-black
facial hair.

“Anthony, when will your father take Gaspar
upstate to Wildwood again?” she asked. “He loves the fresh
air.”

Gaspar’s languid eyes rose heavenward.

Bonifacia liked the extra money Gaspar earned
for helping my dad and Charlie Spazzolato, my friend Lenny’s
father. They had a deal with the owner of Wildwood, a private
property in the Adirondacks. On weekends they earned extra money
building an extension to Wildwood’s cabin, plus they received
permission to hunt on the four-hundred acres. Lenny apprenticed
with his father laying brick. I helped my dad with the carpentry.
Gaspar shouldered the job’s grunt work.

I said to Bonifacia, “Deer season starts
soon. We’re leaving Friday.”

Bonifacia beamed. She was missing a lower
incisor.

Gaspar’s shoulders drooped.

Gaspar unbolted the flat tire from my bike
frame, removed the inner tube, then scraped around the puncture. He
applied plastic adhesive and the patch. While we waited for the
repair to harden, he said, “Signor Spazzolato, he’s not my
amico, but your father’s a good man.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Gaspar plunged the tube into water and tested
for bubbles as it filled with air.

After he bolted the tire onto my bike, I
asked, “How much?”

Gaspar took a quick glance at Bonifacia then
waved his hand. “No charge. We’re paisani, right?”

I smiled. “Grazie.”

 


~ * ~

 


A drive to Wildwood in the Adirondacks was a
chance to bask in my father’s company. Whether he cleaned his
Winchester 30-06 bolt-action with scope or examined his
red-and-black-check hunting jacket for moth holes, my pulse rate
rose. The .22 rifle I’d received for Christmas had just been
repaired. I dry-fired at every Indian and bad guy appearing on TV
westerns until the firing pin busted. I was anxious to try my
marksmanship on Maxwell House coffee cans filled with water. They’d
explode like a Yosemite geyser.

Heavyset Charlie Spazzolato had blue
Admiralty anchor tattoos on his forearms like Popeye. He originated
from New Orleans and moved to New York for construction work. An
avid baseball fan, he drank from a quart bottle of Schaefer while
watching the Brooklyn Dodgers on TV. The closest I got to beer was
voting in the annual Miss Rheingold contest.

On this trip, Lenny had to accompany his
mother to her parents for the weekend. He was pissed. Four of us
piled into my dad’s four-cylinder, four-wheel-drive Kaiser Jeep
with the canvas sides and top. My father drove a maximum fifty-five
miles-per-hour. I’m not sure if he limited his speed because of the
interior noise or the risk we’d blow the engine. We traveled north
on the New York Thruway. Wildwood sat a dozen rutted-road miles
from North Creek. The trip typically took seven hours.

We stopped for gas in Kingston, and everyone
stretched their legs. Across from us, a man with a full bushy beard
pumped gas into a 1956 Ford Fairlane. A young woman sat inside.

My father mused. “I wonder how his girlfriend
likes being kissed with all that fuzz?”

Charlie Spazzolato said, “Where he smooches
her, she matches him hair for hair.” Spazzolato roared.

Gaspar looked bewildered.

Spazzolato slapped Gaspar on the back. “You
don’t get it, do you?”

Gaspar looked away. My father’s eyes flitted
onto me, then he shot Spazzolato a sharp glance.

Spazzolato swallowed and returned to the
shotgun seat in the Jeep.

I wondered what was so funny about a guy
kissing his girlfriend on top of her head? Where else could she
match him hair for hair? I filed this tidbit away as another of
those adult comments I didn’t understand.

Arriving late Friday, we stopped at the North
Creek Diner before we shopped for the weekend’s groceries at the
IGA. We sat along the Formica counter on chrome-stemmed stools.
Like she was dealing playing cards, a frenetic redhead waitress
served us tableware, paper napkins, and a glass of water. I noticed
a black fly floated atop Gaspar’s drink. He paused, took a teaspoon
and fished the bug out. He sipped then called the waitress
over.

He said, “This water’s too warm,” and
requested another glass.

Charlie Spazzolato nearly fell off his stool
laughing. I had to smile. Through his dark complexion, Gaspar
reddened.

 


~ * ~

 


Saturday’s dawn poured through Wildwood’s
cabin windows. At the sound of squeaks and tiny feet scraping the
linoleum floor, Charlie Spazzolato jumped from his sleeping bag. He
shouted, “We got mice. Don’t move.” He drew his .22 pistol as he
drove the mice out the door onto the grass. Like a hound dog, he
pursued the family of field mice, firing his weapon. Seven
bullet-ridden bodies littered the dirt when his magazine had
emptied.

Awoken by gunfire, still bleary eyed, Gaspar
staggered from his sleeping bag.

Spazzolato swaggered back inside. “Gaspar,
did I scare you? Do I need to change your diaper?” He laughed.

I stifled a giggle.

Snow crusted the late October grass. I felt
the chill in my nose. Thankfully, the scourges of the north woods,
black flies, mosquitoes, and no-see-ums weren’t a problem. In
summer we walked the woods slathered with OFF insect repellant and
wore netted hats to keep the swarms off our faces and necks.

For my first white-tailed deer hunt, my
father lent me his Remington pump-action .308 rifle. As we crept
through the paper birch and red maple, I squinted at shadows and
took aim at imagined twelve-point bucks. Squirrels romping in dry
leaves sounded like deer walking. A ruffled grouse flushed and
nearly stopped my heart.

I asked my father, “How can I be sure when I
spot a deer?”

He grinned. “When you see one, you’ll
know.”

Gaspar didn’t carry a weapon. Charlie
Spazzolato pointed at something dark atop a rock. “Gaspar, pick
that up.”

Gaspar reached down and immediately dropped
the crusty turd.

Spazzolato chuckled. “Fox shit.”

I grinned.

We moved on.

The sun hung low, red orange in the sky, and
we hadn’t come across a deer.

My father said, “Time for work.”

We returned to the cabin.

I nailed roof boards alongside my father. I
hammer-smashed a finger, and the pain inscribed the memory into my
brain. I became careful.

At ground level, Gaspar mixed cement.
Spazzolato ran his trowel through the thin mixture of sand, water,
and cement paste. “Gasper, are you making soup?”

I laughed.

Gaspar gulped and thickened the mix.

Spazzolato sent Gaspar under the cabin
extension to secure a foundation stone. As he wiggled along, he
squeezed out an air burst we heard on the roof. Even remnants of
the scent were vile.

Spazzolato recoiled. “Gaspar, did you find a
dead body under there?”

I snickered.

Sunday, we repeated our hunt without success.
We returned to the cabin for work. My finger still throbbed.

Just before we all piled back into the Jeep
for the ride home, my father and Gaspar huddled near the Franklin
Stove.

I heard Gaspar say, “Bleeding.”

My father advised Gaspar to see Doctor
Sprandio.

Over the next weeks in Brooklyn, Gaspar’s
clothes hung more loosely on his wiry frame. He became winded at
the smallest task. He never complained, and I didn’t ask how he
felt, but I knew something was wrong.

Bonifacia seemed more resigned than sad. “No
more trips to Wildwood for Gaspar.”

Ultimately, Gaspar was bed ridden. Like a
scythe cutting wheat, the colon cancer ripped through him. When we
returned from Wildwood that weekend, a notice that Gaspar had
passed was hung on the bicycle shop’s door. My parents and I
attended the viewing. Gaspar’s racked body seemed shrunken on a
frilly-white coffin bed. The undertaker had cleaned his hands and
fingernails of grease. They looked plastic. Bonifacia sobbed alone
at the front. I knelt and said a prayer for Gaspar. My eyes
moistened.

Death was new to me. I expected relationships
would go on forever. Gaspar was always kind to me. What had I done
for him? I regretted smiling at Charlie Spazzolato’s teasing and
jokes at Gaspar’s expense. My remorse lingered long and felt worse
than the pain from a smashed finger.


 


Last Halloween

“Cousin Weak Eyes, ready to go fetch?”

I positioned my wax-filled Hoffman Cream Soda
bottle cap behind Lenny Spazzolato’s Miss Rheingold beer cap with
my thumb and middle finger in flicking position. I intended to
blast Lenny’s skelzie token under the pink and white Edsel.
Red-headed Gene Kaplan waited his turn to play. At Lenny’s
misfortune, he held back a giggle. Gene was my best friend, Jewish,
and lived in the brick apartment building. Carl, his dark-hair,
pain-in-the-tukus younger brother, frowned as he pulled a
wedgie from his butt.

I sent Lenny’s cap flying under the Edsel all
the way to the curb, disappearing into a grated sewer drain.

Lenny jumped to his feet, fists balled.

Carl asked, “Lenny, you gonna take Anthony
calling you Cousin Weak Eyes?”

The moniker referenced Lenny’s bulging
peepers, like someone squeezed his throat.

“Shut up, Carl,” I said, bracing for a fight
with Lenny. An idea bubbled up. “Lenny, sorry. I didn’t intend to
hit Miss Rheingold down the sewer. Take this.” I offered him my
bottle cap in an open palm.

Lenny’s face evolved from red to pink. He
unclenched his fists and accepted my token.

“No hard feelings?” I extended my arm. Lenny
hesitated then shook hands. His grip felt like squeezing pizza
dough.

“How are you going trick-or-treating
tonight?” I asked.

“My mother bought me a Dracula cape and
plastic fangs.”

“Cool.”

“What about you?”

“A clown’s face using my mom’s makeup.”

Lenny pointed with his head toward the dark
house with the creaky wooden porch. “You gonna trick-or-treat the
old witch?”

The old witch was the silver-hair wraith
who’d only been a shadow behind a lace curtain window. She objected
to us playing skelzie in front of her house. Every night she’d blot
out our chalk-marked court with a kettle of water until we incised
the thirteen-number square layout into the asphalt with pen
knives.

Gene said, “Trick-or-treat the witch? Are you
crazy?”

“Not me,” I said.

Our heads turned toward the sound of “Mack
the Knife,” playing loud on a transistor radio. Teddy Moltman had
sauntered out of the corner candy store. He sported a duck’s-ass
doo and had a black-tooth comb stuck in his jeans’ back pocket.
Teddy wore an “M” belt buckle upside down. I emulated that, and
every other of his mannerisms. My mother drew the line at a
duck’s-ass haircut.

The four of us ran to him. “Hey, Teddy.”

He gave us some skin.

“What’s happening, punks?”

I said, “We’re going trick-or-treating
later.”

“You calling on the witch?”

We shook our heads.

I asked, “Want to come tonight?”

Last Halloween, Teddy put a paper bag filled
with dog crap on the witch’s porch and set it afire. He hoped she’d
emerge to stomp out the flames. No such luck. The smoldering
remains disappeared by morning.

Teddy smirked. “I’m meeting a chick. You’ll
be scrounging for candy corn while I’m getting a blow job.”

My eyes widened. “What’s that?”

Teddy shook his head. “Shit. Ask your mother.
Later.” Teddy waltzed away.

Overhead, Gene’s mother leaned out of her
apartment window. “Gene, Carl, supper’s ready.”

Gene said, “I gotta go. Come on, Carl.”

I said, “Let’s meet at dusk, in costume.”

 


~ * ~

 


My mother made ravioli in the kitchen. She
rolled dough into thin strips on our metal-top table, spooned out a
dollop of seasoned ricotta cheese, folded over the dough, and cut
the stuffed pasta out with the rim of a water glass. When I walked
in, she lifted her head.

“Anthony, your father will be home any
minute.” She handed me a platter of ravioli. “Put these by the
stove.” A large kettle of water was about to boil beside a pot of
meat balls and braciole simmering in red sauce. The aroma
made my mouth water.

I asked, “Mama, what’s a blow job?”

Her eyes flickered. She took a few beats
before she answered. Her tone was even. “Where did you hear
that?”

“Teddy.”

She grimaced. “Teddy Moltman’s a delinquent.
I don’t want you hanging around with him.”

“He wouldn’t tell me what it meant.”

She huffed a lock of hair off her forehead.
“He must’ve said, ‘blowhard.’ That’s an individual who talks too
much, like Teddy. Go wash your hands.”

I knew what Teddy said and understood my
mother deflected the question. I resolved
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