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        “After the Fire is a tour de force on love in a place and time that made love all but impossible. Jerry Izenberg takes us onto the mean streets of riot-scarred Newark. We meet heroes and fools, scheming politicians, Sinatra, Mafia bosses, and a beautiful Juliet with her All-American Romeo.  More than once, Izenberg’s story will leave you breathless.”

        Dave Kindred, author of Sound and Fury, a dual biography of Muhammad Ali and Howard Cosell

      

        

      

      
        
        
        “Jerry Izenberg over many years has maintained a position as one of America's finest sports columnists. It comes as a welcome surprise, indeed, that, in After the Fire, he establishes himself as a very fine novelist. The taut drama of a bi-racial love affair and the machinations of ward politics and mob influence in Newark in the turbulent ’60s is riveting from beginning to end or, in another context, from the first pitch to the final out.”

        Ira Berkow, Pulitzer Prize winner

      

        

      

      
        
        
        “I became Champ because I looked out for sneaky punches. This novel by Jerry Izenberg both KOd and fascinated me because I didn’t see such beauty and intrigue coming straight at me. Hold on to your seat and read.”

        George Foreman, two-time Heavyweight Champion of the World

      

        

      

      
        
        
        “I am a native of northern New Jersey and vividly recall the year 1967 when Newark was burning and multiple factions of both good and bad people were pitted against one another.  . . . The fear was real. Jerry Izenberg, a Newark native himself, does a great job recounting these troubled times.”

        Bill Parcells, Jersey bred and twice a Super Bowl champion
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      This is a work of a fiction. Other than the occasional use of actual names and places, the incidents and other characters portrayed in this book are wholly fictional. I have also transposed some dates and events and embellished the historical record for dramatic purposes.

    

  


  
    
      “How doth the city sit solitary, that was full of people. How has she become as a widow. She weepeth sore in the night, and her tears are on her cheeks. Among all her lovers she hath none to comfort her.”

      
        
        —The Lamentations of Jeremiah

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          A Tale of Two Cities

        

      

    

    
      Once, in a world long gone, they had risked everything to escape the poverty of places like Palermo and Milan and Naples. They crossed an ocean to chase their dreams to a place where the language was foreign, the mores were polar opposites from the places they left behind, and, contrary to what they had been told, the streets were not paved with gold.

      In Newark, New Jersey, like all newcomers to a foreign land, they huddled together for comfort and sharing and their mutual dignity. It was at this time they built a street all their own, a shimmering artery of hope and community. In the shadow of the concrete banks of Bloomfield Avenue they built their churches, their markets, and their bakeries. Emotionally and ethnically, it was their street.

      The street generated its own theme song, marching through each workday to a tarantella beat punctuated by the ubiquitous rumble of the Bloomfield Avenue trolley. The street was the artery that connected them to the outside world. Each morning they rode the trolley downtown and connected with the buses that took them to jobs in the local industrial complex and on to construction sites where cheap Italian labor was in demand, or across the river into Harrison and Kearny and more factories and the Kearny shipyard beyond.

      But Bloomfield Avenue, which bisected what would eventually become Newark’s North Ward, belonged to them. It would remain so well into the 1950s and ’60s. The butchers, the bakers, the factory workers, the construction laborers (who one day would own the construction companies and leave Newark for new lives further west along the Avenue), all of them, the skilled and the unskilled, clung to a common bond.

      Everything their parents and grandparents dreamed of was here for them within easy reach, within a few blocks either way—the grocer, the pharmacy, the bakery, restaurants, and even a ballroom.

      Here, nobody was a wop, nobody was a guinea, nobody was a dago.

      This was home.

      It was the model for a city rushing toward social change. Shaped by the rising tide of the great immigration from Europe to America, the city morphed into a series of self-contained ethnic neighborhoods—the Jews, the Irish, the Germans, the Poles, and the Portuguese, separate just as the Italians were. The lines between them were rarely crossed.

      As for the moneyed WASPs, their roles were defined by the chain of magnificent mansions in which they lived along Belmont Avenue. They owned the factories and the department stores. They were the captains of industry, the decision-makers at the top in Bell Telephone and Prudential Insurance. They would never dirty their hands in City Hall. They simply chose the ones who would be elected.

      Up on the Avenue, Italian Americans remained rooted in common ritual. St. Lucy’s and Good Council were their grammar schools. By 1907, Newark High School was moved to the North Ward, within a block of the Avenue, with a new name: Barringer. For multiple decades, most of its student body and its football heroes carried last names that ended in vowels.

      But triggered by World War II, a social change brought a new group to the city with a growth rate that would demand a piece of the power structure. They were African Americans. In 1940, they were only 2.7 percent of Newark’s population.

      The start of the war generated an economic boom in dozens of Northern cities with their factories and shipyards. In the Deep South, black families in search of a better life headed North toward those jobs. Newark, New Jersey, was a prime destination. Ten years after the end of World War II, its black population ballooned to nearly twenty percent and continued growing. By the 1960s, combined with a similar migration from Puerto Rico, people of color were reaching toward a new majority status.

      But when the war ended, something nobody had even considered shook the accepted order of life. The wartime jobs dried up—slowly at first, while industries converted to peacetime products and then at a speed that totally impacted the newest migrants. Once again, African Americans heard that old refrain “Last hired, first fired.” Twenty thousand manufacturing jobs disappeared between 1950 and 1967. As a result, what had become the Central Ward was crowded with poor housing and poor African Americans. Roughly 60,000 African Americans were crammed into a neighborhood’s 460 acres.

      White flight was both complicated and hastened by block-busting real-estate vultures who were not above moving a black family (sometimes at the relocator’s expense) into an all-white neighborhood and then ringing doorbells to warn nervous homeowners, “You better sell fast or your house will be worthless.”

      As jobs melted away, more and more Central Ward properties fell into the hands of slumlords who refused to make improvements. Meanwhile, the advent of federally funded public housing had a mixed impact. The high-rise “cement coffins” and the scattered garden apartments were clearly and without apology or explanation segregated.

      To compound the already-strained housing problem, the state unveiled a master plan to clear housing from a huge slice of the Central Ward to build the University of Medicine and Dentistry Hospital. Thousands of the lowest-income African American residents would be displaced.

      And simmering beneath all that tension, African Americans had long had reason to resent the police. The chief was a North Ward Italian American. The mayor, who had become a symbol of corruption, was also an Italian American. Civilian complaints against various police officers for civil-rights violations went nowhere because it was left to the police to do their own investigating.

      At the same time, the tense relations between the black community and the Newark Police Department worsened. By 1965, after a Newark cop shot and killed a black man under suspicious circumstances, a group of African American citizens petitioned the mayor to take his police review board in such cases out of police hands and create an all-civilian board. The effort failed.

      More than ever, Newark had become a tale of two cities.

      Nowhere in the city was the growing tension greater than along the Avenue, where the Italian Americans viewed the shifting demographics as a threat to their neighborhood, their families, and their way of life.

      With open anger in both the Central Ward and the North Ward, the divided city was moving toward a perfect storm.

      Somebody should have listened.

      Maybe the city council should have listened to the confidential informants who told their police handlers, “If this shit don’t stop, we gonna have a fuckin’ riot on our hands.” Instead, they did nothing when the state of New Jersey chose to confiscate 150 acres of Central Ward land for a medical school that would have displaced an army of African Americans with no place to go.

      Maybe the mayor should have ignored the self-serving reassuring rhetoric of certain black preachers and listened to Timothy Still, a Newark activist, who warned of the danger while negotiating with City Hall without losing his identity as a community activist.

      The inevitable autopsy could be traced directly to what always happens when dialogues are shouted down by monologues and both groups of protagonists see themselves as perennial victims.

      According to multiple witnesses, it began like this:

      On July 12th, 1967, in the teeth of a broiling summer, the neglect and sins of the past morphed into the most violent confrontation Newark had ever seen. A black taxi driver named John Smith, who had worked for the Safety Cab Co. for five years, drove his taxi around a police car and double-parked on 15th Avenue. According to a police report, Smith was charged with “tailgating,” driving in the wrong direction on a one-way street, using offensive language, and physical assault.

      The report was later challenged.

      Smith’s account suggested that the cops, not him, were double-parked and that he had flashed his lights to warn them that he was going to pass them. Following the arrest, as they transported him to the Fourth Precinct House, the two policemen took turns reaching over the seat and beating him ferociously with a billy club.

      Not surprisingly, the police department denied the complaint.

      Tipped off by a witness, officers of CORE and the United Community Project were allowed to see Smith in his cell. They were appalled by the visible signs of the beating, and the police agreed to transport him to Beth Israel Hospital.

      Around 8:00 p.m., black cab drivers began to circulate the report of Smith’s arrest on their radios. Word spread down 17th Avenue, west of the precinct station where Smith had been held. Shortly after midnight, two Molotov cocktails were thrown at the precinct. Then, a group of twenty-five people on 17th Avenue started to loot stores. The looting drew larger crowds.

      Despite the violence, the mayor announced that Wednesday night’s activities were isolated incidents and were not of riot proportions. The next night, a large group of young kids gathered along 17th Avenue in front of a huge public housing project called Hayes Homes directly across from the precinct house. Police demanded they disperse. They refused. They wanted answers and got none. Two Molotov cocktails were heaved at the precinct house. Newark exploded into a riot.

      Police were issued rifles. Gov. Richard Hughes sent in the National Guard armed with live ammunition. Most of the Guardsmen, who had no training in riot control and had never even set foot in Newark before, were young and consequently extremely nervous.

      The lighting of a cigarette in a public housing high-rise was mistaken for the flash of a gun—and four deaths were attributed to the response to that. Nobody was ever prosecuted.

      Despite the presence of National Guardsmen and state troopers, rioting continued for three more days.

      Newark erupted with the acrid smell of burning buildings, the sound of acres of broken storefront windows, and the sight of National Guard tanks rumbling through its streets.

      The blacks called it “the Rebellion.” The whites called it “the Riot.” Within five days, officials had counted 26 bodies, more than 700 injured, the deployment of 7,917 National Guardsmen and city and state law-enforcement officials, and 1,465 arrests.

      In the aftermath, the heart and soul of Springfield Avenue (the African Americans’ counterpart to Bloomfield Avenue) was a burned-out shell. For the city’s old-guard Italian Americans and the exploding black population, hate, anger, and anxiety became primary emotions.

      Everyone waited uneasily as the city seemed to tilt off what had been its solid and predictable axis. Fueled by block-busting real-estate sharks and violent memories of what the residents felt had been the start of a mini civil war, white flight followed quickly. The Jews fled. The Irish fled. The Germans and most of the Polish fled.

      But the Italians and the blacks were locked into the city—the blacks by lack of opportunity and the North Ward Italians by homes they couldn’t sell. The struggle to control the city’s shifting political power structure grew more vocal and uglier on both sides. Restraint and logic were dead.

      A White Citizens Council was born and flourished along the Avenue, where it was provided with a fertile recruiting ground. Blacks in turn rallied behind newborn African American cultural and political organizations. New babies were given African names, and more than a few adults changed theirs as well. Youths on both sides of the city’s divide rushed to brand-new karate dojos in the wake of an epidemic of unfounded fear and rumors.

      One year after the Newark riot/rebellion, this was the culture that pervaded the city. The Board of Education eased a long-standing “home school district” policy, allowing more black youths to matriculate at Barringer High School. With the increasing tensions, an African American girl named Michaeletta Washington could pass an Italian American boy named Gerard Friscella Jr. in the halls at Barringer when changing classes or stand in the same line in the cafeteria without ever exchanging a single word or even bothering to learn the other’s name.

      It was as though the two races had created two separate schools within the school. Neither Michaeletta nor Gerard Jr. even considered the answer to an as-yet-unasked question that would forever change their lives.

      Were they ready for what 1968 would bring them?

      More important: Was 1968 ready for what they would bring in return?
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            A Restless Wind

          

        

      

    

    
      Gerard Friscella Jr., Junior to those who knew him, had exciting news and couldn’t wait to get home to tell his dad. His coach at Montclair State had called to tell him the school had received acknowledgments from four of the NFL teams to which he had sent a highlight film of Junior’s previous season—and each planned to scout his last game in November.

      Junior craned his neck, watching for his friend Chooch’s Studebaker. Chooch had offered to pick him up and give him a ride home. Junior suspected he really wanted an excuse to scout out the campus coeds, a suspicion that proved true when the Studebaker pulled up to the curb. Chooch wore a T-shirt bearing the legend “Kiss Me, I’m Italian.” Music blared from the radio at an ear-piercing volume. Chooch’s right hand grasped the steering wheel and his left crooked out of the open window, tapping out the beat to “Mrs. Robinson” against the roof as he sang along.

      “Turn that down! I’m beggin’ you,” Junior shouted into the noise. “Jeez, have a heart. You make it sound like an insult to Joe D.”

      Chooch lowered the volume.

      “Thank you,” Junior said. “I’m surprised you haven’t gone deaf.”

      Chooch laughed and said of Mrs. Robinson, the character in the movie “The Graduate” who had an affair with her daughter’s boyfriend, “What I want to know, Mr. Smart College Guy, is do you really think the kid would bang an old broad like Mrs. R.?”

      “Get serious,” Junior said.

      “I am serious. Do you think the old lady got into his pants?”

      “What I think,” Junior replied as he climbed in, “is that what you need to do is stop thinking about life with your little head and start thinking with the big one—if there’s anything in it. You got to stop pumping gas and start fixing cars. You got this old gas-eater still running, didn’t you? My dad agrees. He thinks you’re a pretty good mechanic.”

      “Hey, speaking of that,” Chooch said, leaning out the window and pointing at a large girl in yellow pants two sizes too tight waiting at a bus stop on the Avenue, “I could mechanic that rear end pretty good. How does she get into them pants? Does she butter her thighs?”

      And then, with no right-turn signal, without so much as easing his foot off the gas pedal, and with absolutely no thought, he veered across two lanes of traffic, barely missing a red pickup truck, and breezed into Branch Brook Park.

      Junior grabbed the door handle to brace himself and held on for dear life. “Hey, man, what are you doing? Don’t fool around. My old man will kill me if I’m late for supper. He knows there’s no football practice in June.”

      “Just hang on a minute,” Chooch said. “I want to swing past Barringer and check something out. Paulie says he’s gonna speak.”

      Paulie Tedesco. Junior frowned. He had no interest in the guy.

      Chooch swung through a corner of the park and exited in front of their old high school, Barringer. Four squad cars with flashing lights were parked on the sidewalk. Patrolmen in crash helmets flanked the front of the building.

      Chooch hit the brakes and jolted to a stop. “Holy shit. What the hell is all this?”

      Junior rose up on high alert, knowing his younger sister, Angie, would be leaving that building soon.

      A crowd of kids had already begun to form in front of the school. Junior searched for Angie.

      Paulie Tedesco, a short, florid, barrel-chested man with a voice that sounded as though he had just swallowed a truckload of broken glass, stood atop a black pickup truck. He faced a crowd of white students.

      Below him, at ground level with their arms folded stiffly across their chests, his two aides-de-camp struck a kind of military pose. Tedesco wore a white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled halfway up, revealing the tattooed arms of a weightlifter. His collar gaped open. A floral tie hung loosely against the shirt and dangled down below a waist that was fighting a losing battle with his belt.

      The kids had come for a show, and Tedesco didn’t disappoint: “We di’nt start this shit. The Star-Ledger says we are very bad people on this side of town. But I di’nt see none of youse carryin’ a television set out of no store last year. They talk about law, but we believe in law. We don’t burn no buildings. We don’t throw no bottles at the cops.” He pointed to the helmeted police. “But young people like you guys ain’t gonna lay down and play dead because some politician in the ’burbs craps in his pants. This is the Avenue, and we ain’t gonna let people who don’t live here play sociology with us. Take a look at them. They may be white, but the only time they come to the Avenue is to eat in our restaurants. They sure as hell ain’t Italian.”

      The kids interrupted his tirade with cheers that Paulie acknowledged before continuing.

      “You gotta stand up for what’s right. You got sisters in this school. You gotta take a stand—”

      Junior, standing near the cops, saw Paulie’s gaze land on him.

      “Hey, don’t take my word. Look at Junior over there. You all know Junior. He was All-State at Barringer. He bleeds Barringer blue—or should I say white. You remember him getting us a state champeenship down the Avenue at Schools Stadium. Come on up here, Junior. Ax him what he thinks. G’wan, ax him. He knows what’s at stake. Come on up, Junior. You tell ’em.”

      Junior gave a half smile and a half wave and turned away. No way would he support this garbage. Retreating toward Chooch’s car, he saw a police captain walk over and get in Paulie’s face.

      “Enough, Paulie,” the captain said. “I don’t want to see a single living ass blocking this street when the rest of those kids come out of that school.”

      “Hey, come on, Anthony, give us a break. We’re not here to make trouble. We’re just here to see that our kids get their rights too. Look at me. Look up my sleeves.” Paulie rolled them up higher. “Look, Anthony, ain’t no Molotov cocktail up there.” He threw both arms up in the air in mock surrender, and the kids broke into loud cheering again.

      “Paulie, get the fuck outta here right now. Right now! And take your two goons with you.”

      Junior saw Chooch spin in a circle, presumably looking for him, then walk back to his car. As Chooch slid back into the driver’s seat, he frowned a little. “Man, why di’nt you go up there when Paulie called you? He was just bragging you up. Maybe he can be a little too strong sometimes, but he says a lot of things for true and you know it.”

      Junior didn’t answer. Chooch shook his head and started the car in silence. As they rode away, they stayed quiet. Junior noticed Chooch’s grease-stained fingers on the steering wheel, the residue from pumping gas and tinkering with the Studebaker. For the first time, he also noticed the grease spots on his trousers.

      “Why don’t you ever clean yourself up?” Junior asked.

      “Because I fucking work for a living!”

      “And why do you always wear those stupid hats?” Junior persisted.

      “Because it’s me. I’m shorter than you, I’m uglier than you, but it’s me.” Chooch went quiet for a minute, eyes ahead. “Paulie, maybe he ain’t so smart. But you gotta admit he got a set of cast-iron balls. Di’nt he keep the niggers from crossing into the Avenue last time? Hey, wasn’t he right there with a Louisville Slugger and his guys right next to the National Guard roadblock?”

      “Yeah,” Junior said. “He was there, and except for the National Guard nobody else was—nobody. Every black guy in Newark was three miles away on Springfield Avenue. He was guarding nothing except his ego.”

      “Sometimes I don’t understand you, Junior. Just five minutes ago the man treats you like a hero, and all you can say is he’s an asshole.”

      The Studebaker moved around the block across the Avenue and into a side street lined with carbon-copy multifamily dwellings. Chooch pulled to a stop in front of Junior’s house. Junior had been silent the rest of the way. He opened the door, stepped out, and started to walk away, but turned back to the car and rested his elbows on the open window.

      “Chooch, don’t you ever get tired of it? Jesus Christ—the niggers this, the niggers that.” Chooch tried to interrupt but Junior waved him off. “I mean, man, there’s just no peace. I know there’s times you have to fight, but this ain’t one of them. Paulie talks about how many blacks are gonna go to Barringer. It ain’t his business. It ain’t mine. Far as I can tell, if it’s anybody’s business, it’s theirs. I’m just tired of all this shit.” He remembered the first year that blacks had started attending Barringer. He hadn’t known any of them well, but they hadn’t bothered him, or anyone else, either. What did it matter where they went to school?

      “My old man is worried that some black guy, who might not even exist, is gonna take his job down at the plant. You’re worried about an invasion. Paulie is worried about his ego. Everybody we know is worried about what could happen in this city, and I’m sure the blacks are just as worried as us. There’s enough fuckin’ guns on either side of the Avenue to start World War III. And nobody really knows why. Look what’s happening to us . . . to you and me. Why can’t we talk about broads or about the Yankees? I just wanna go to class and play football and live my life. Paulie is full of shit. He’s a politician, and white, black, or Italian, what’s the damn difference?”

      He saw doubt in Chooch’s eyes, but then Chooch laughed and said, “Wait a minute. Italian is different.” They both laughed.

      “You win that one,” Junior said. “Bowling tonight?”

      “Yeah, pick you up at seven thirty, and tell your mom I won’t blow the horn and embarrass her in front of her neighbors.” The Studebaker roared down the block.
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      Junior sat in the family room, listening to the clock tick, waiting for his father to get home from work. He couldn’t stop thinking about the rift he felt developing between him and Chooch. Pictures of him decorated the walls—Junior in the lead of his school play, Junior after scoring the winning touchdown, Junior receiving an academic award for highest marks. Relatives who saw the same pictures often told him, “You are the image of your dad when he was your age.” At six feet three, Junior was taller by three inches, but he had the same broad shoulders, the same dark hair, and the same stereotypically dark Italian American complexion.

      He wanted to eat, but supper always waited on his father. No one would eat until his father got home from work and sat at the table. Tonight, they would have supper, not dinner. Dinner was only Sunday afternoon, after the family attended Mass. Dinner was a time for visitors and family. Dinner was a salad and pasta of several varieties along with a traditional meat dish.

      Dinner was the sons and daughters and grandchildren coming home. It was “please pass the bread” and “how about the Giants” and a doting aunt laughing and saying, “Junior, I remember you as a baby with the fattest cheeks I ever saw and look at you now.”

      But this was Thursday and supper. Supper in all those North Ward homes belonged to the fathers. It was a time for eating, but the mood would be totally dictated by Gerard Friscella Sr.

      Finally, at 5:30, a key turned in the lock, and Junior’s dad walked in the door. The family sprang into action, greeting him, taking his coat, and shifting to the dining room. By 5:40, like every day, their father took his seat and Junior’s mother served the food. As always, she was the last to sit.

      “So tell me, Angie,” Senior asked, once they’d all started eating. “What happened in school today?”

      “Paulie Tedesco was there. He made a speech about the niggers.”

      So she had been outside and witnessed that. Junior cringed. Why did she have to bring that up, of all things? His dad wouldn’t like it, and she should know better.

      Their father dropped his fork. “Beautiful, just beautiful. That’s just what this family needs. I got a daughter spends more time with her mirror than her algebra book, puts Kleenex in her bra, and deliberately shrinks her sweaters, and I’m praying that maybe, just maybe, she can spare fifteen minutes in school to learn something more than how to put on lipstick. And all she can tell me about her school day is the biggest, dumbest fat gavone in the North Ward who can’t even spell ‘nigger’ makes a speech about how ten thousand of them are on their way to conquer the Avenue.”

      Angie dropped her eyes, staring into her plate. “Paulie tried to get Junior to make a speech too, but Junior wouldn’t do it.”

      Gerard Senior turned to Junior. “That right? What were you doing there?”

      Junior shrugged. “Chooch wanted to go by to hear Paulie.”

      “So what happened?”

      “Nothing much. He talked about my state championship, but I wouldn’t go up with him.”

      “Good. You both stay away from him. You know I never wanted to pick your friends, son, but that Chooch is nothing but trouble. And you have to admit that if Dominick Pizzoli’s IQ was ten points higher, he could qualify as a rutabaga. At least a person could hold an intelligent conversation with that Allie kid you hang with. Of course, I’m just sayin’.”

      “Yes, sir,” Junior answered. His dad knew his friends well. They’d grown up together and been best pals since they were kids. Lately, he’d been feeling the same way about Chooch and Dominick, and he didn’t know what to do about it. How do you tell your best friends they’re making bad choices?

      “And remember this, Angie.” Her eyes stayed focused downward on her plate as their dad sharply rebuked her. “Look at me and don’t forget what I’m about to say. When your grandfather and our neighbors’ grandfathers came here, they were wops—which means ‘without papers’—and guineas and dagos. We worked two generations to have people look at us as people, and if you and your friends start listening to Paulie, within a year we’ll all be wops and guineas and dagos all over again.”

      “Gerry,” their mother said, her eyes urging peace at the supper table, “don’t—”

      “I know, I know. It’s just that there is enough real trouble out there without having to let an idiot make more. He’s playing field marshal, and I’m just trying to keep my job.”

      “Gerry,” Maria said, obviously shaken. “You got trouble down at the plant?”

      “Later,” he said, dismissing the question with a wave of his hand, making it clear that this was not a subject for the children’s ears.

      Then, he smiled at Angie and said, “I know you did something in school today before that jerk showed up, so tell me what you learned.”

      “I got a C on my English test today,” she said.

      “All right. That’s better. Considering that it’s the language of our country, then maybe there’s some hope.” He smiled broadly, looking a little guilty over what he had told her earlier.

      Through all this, Junior ate quietly, preoccupied by his thoughts of the sudden and abrupt tension between him and Chooch.

      “I got news, Dad,” Junior said, eager to change the conversation. “Coach says four NFL teams are sending scouts in the fall to watch me play.”

      His dad slammed a palm on the table. “You hear that, Maria? You hear that? Four scouts coming to watch him play this fall! That’s my boy.”

      His mom smiled, clearly pleased about the news as well as the switch in topic.

      “Hey, All-State pass-catcher,” his father said, looking at him fondly. “What about this summer? You’re off until football practice the end of August. What do you plan to do? You got a job yet?”

      “I think so. Allie knows this guy at the post office downtown. We went down today and filled out applications for summer jobs. He says I got a good chance. They hire a lot of college kids as summer-vacation fill-ins.”

      Senior’s face lit up and he turned to Angie. “You see what a college education can do for you?” He grinned again. “Hey, Maria, what’s for dessert?”

      Angie smiled, Junior smiled, and their mom smiled, all relieved that the thunder created by the mere mention of Paulie Tedesco’s name had left the supper table.
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      Junior watched his best friends in the world take turns throwing bowling balls at pins. Chooch, Dominick, Allie, and Junior were the last remaining members of the Newark Bombers—a name they’d acquired in grammar school and now clung to fiercely, even as the changing world pulled them apart.

      The Newark Bombers were not friends. They were family.

      Back in Good Counsel Grammar School, they were a team in the summer twilight softball league over at Branch Brook Park, which abutted the Avenue. In high school at Barringer, they remained the Newark Bombers on the blacktop basketball court behind First Avenue School.

      They drank their first alcohol in that schoolyard when Chooch Castano copped a bottle of wine his grandfather had made in the basement of his Ridge Street home. They played cards on Tuesday nights. On the weekends they took the #29 bus to the Royal Theater in Bloomfield to watch Thunderball with James Bond and Major Dundee with Charlton Heston.

      But these young men were growing up. A year earlier, the Selective Service Act had been extended, and now half the group was scattered throughout the world in the military. Tony Cano, a decent running back at Barringer, could not run fast enough when it counted, and was serving an armed-robbery sentence in Trenton State Prison. A few of the others had simply moved away. Their storefront clubhouse on Bloomfield Avenue near the Chinese restaurant became a bodega.

      The remaining four Bombers had less and less in common, Junior realized. All that remained was their traditional bowling night up at Valley. They didn’t particularly like the sport—except for Dominick, who liked the sound of the ball slamming into pins and always followed it with the cry, “I ax you, di’nt you see me cream them?”

      They bowled because it was their last shot at competition and because of their relationship with the owner, Scoots DeLorenzo, heavy of paunch now but remembered in the neighborhood as a Barringer football hero twenty years earlier and who still revered the memory of the three touchdown passes he saw Junior catch on Thanksgiving Day his senior year against archrival East Orange. Consequently, Scoots never complained about the inordinate amount of time his waitress, Mary Theresa Gianetti—the Duchess, as the Bombers called her—spent trying to flirt with Junior.

      On bowling night, they still wore their blue and white jackets with “Newark Bombers” emblazoned across the back, but little by little their mutual interests were shrinking.

      Chooch pumped gas at the Hess station on Park Avenue and spent too much time each day working on his car. His real name was Gino, but Chooch was what the Bombers always called him—not because he was a moron or a jackass, the traditional definitions, but rather because he had absolutely no common sense and always acted before he thought.

      Dominick Pizzoli, a Barringer graduate through the gift of automatic promotion, rode the Newark Sanitation trucks as an assistant because his uncle, the ward heeler, had placed him there, much to the relief of his widowed mother. Even his fellow Bombers conceded that he got through life with only forty-one cards in his deck.

      Allie (not even his mother dared to call him Alphonse) Costa was a sophomore at Montclair State with Junior, who as the all-league wide receiver on a winning high school football team now played for Montclair State and had become a campus hero.

      Chooch provided the wheels: his lavender ’54 Studebaker, which he had customized. Dominick provided the muscle—even when none was needed. His verbal contribution to “outsiders” was generally, “OK, I axed you. You wanna piece of me?”

      Allie, who had recently applied to Rutgers Law School, had a talent that was a source of unanimous admiration to the group. He could pick up girls in a wide range of strange venues, ranging from the steps of St. Lucy’s Church to a plethora of fast-food joints and diners along State Highway 3. His oft-stated goal was to finish college and get a teaching job anywhere in America except New Jersey.

      And Junior was their unchallenged field marshal, father figure, and perennial link to the real world. Ever since their days at Good Counsel Grammar, it had always been Junior who got the lead in the school play, who always earned the best report cards, caught the winning touchdown passes, got the prettiest prom dates and had, by their own estimation, the brightest future of them all.

      At age twenty, the Bombers (except for Junior) won no more games. They were held together by bowling nights and by habit—not in that order.

      Dominick leaned over and picked up his ball off the return trolley. He stared down at the pins like a surgeon analyzing the first cut. He grunted, stepped forward, and uttered what sounded like a primal shriek, unleashing the ball, which headed straight for the pocket that all good bowlers make their target. The ball hit, pins flew and scattered—all of them. Dominick turned and strutted back to the Bombers’ scoring tables with a disco move more stumble than dance step.

      “Here we go,” Allie said, sotto voce.

      “Tell me about it,” Junior whispered back.

      “Now I ax you guys,” Dominick said after beating his chest Tarzan-style. “Is that the way to do it? You bet your ass. I said, I ax you, is that the way to do it or not?” He spotted the Duchess picking up a tray of beers from the circular serving bar just behind the row of scoring tables occupied by the bowlers.

      “Hey,” he yelled over to her. “Hey, Mary T! Ya see that? Ya see it? That’s the kind of wood I’d love to put to you, sweetie.”

      Mary T, who clearly thought he was an idiot and only had eyes for Junior, smiled and shouted back, “What, and disappoint your mother, who’s waiting for you in bed?”

      The Bombers broke up with laughter.

      “Better quit while you can,” Allie said. “You mess with her, you’re in the big leagues for real.”

      “Yeah,” Dominick growled back. “She wasn’t in the big leagues back when we all put it to her for two bucks a shot in the First Avenue schoolyard. Worst fuck I ever had,” he added bitterly.

      “Wrong,” Chooch said. “Only fuck you ever had.”

      Dominick started toward Chooch, and like a shot Junior jumped off the bench where he had been keeping score and pushed his way between them. “Hey, man, take it easy,” he said, pulling Dominick away. “You gonna lose your cool over some broad like that? Chooch was just joking. Come on.” He hit Dominick on the arm and grinned. “You’re blocking the alley, and I gotta bowl.”

      He selected a ball. Over by the bar, a television played the Yankee game. The Yanks had a rally going and all the bowling stopped. In the North Ward, the spiritual forces that used to draw comfort from the great DiMaggio made sure that every kid grew up a fan of number five on the scorecard and number one in your heart: Joe D.

      They had loaded the bases against the Tigers. Bob Wilson, a black pitcher, was on the mound for Detroit.

      “Who’s up?” Allie asked.

      “Roy White!” somebody shouted.

      “A buck he gets a hit,” Allie said.

      “Covered, man. You are covered,” Chooch replied.

      Dominick, totally uninterested in the game, sidled over to the service bar, where he cornered Mary T, who immediately offered to kick him in the crotch so hard he would spend the rest of his life speaking like a boy soprano.

      “All right, here we go,” said the game announcer. “White stepping in against Wilson. White is zero for three tonight, struck out twice and popped to short. Bases loaded, bottom of the ninth. Yanks trail, four to two. Wilson looks in, gets the sign. Here’s the pitch.” The voice was suddenly swallowed by cheers so loud they rocked the bowling alley. White had hit a grand-slam homer to win the game.

      “Pay me,” Allie said to Chooch.

      “Awright,” Chooch mumbled, fishing in his pocket for a dollar. “But the damn bougie was wrong. He should have curved him.”

      “No, you got it all wrong. Didn’t you see my colored boy hit one off your nigger?”

      Junior cringed. Maybe he didn’t want to come to bowling night anymore. He watched his best friends clowning around, wondering when things would change.
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      Junior stared up at the main post office of Newark, New Jersey. The massive building covered three city blocks. His instructions were that employees enter through a side door. Once he found it, he emerged into a world of noise and cavernous space under an incredibly high ceiling. The volume of machinery (including the clang-bangs of the canceling machines) made the dimensions of the enormous floor deceptive, as though it were a maze of several rooms. But it wasn’t. High above the entire scene, postal inspectors kept a lonely vigil on a narrow catwalk, focused mainly on the sorters below, making sure none of them stole mail.

      Junior searched for his supervisor, once again thinking how lucky he was to land this summer job. He passed row after row of individual braces of pigeonholes elevated over small individual counters.

      He saw sorters sitting on high stools as they worked. Others appeared to prefer to stand or lean against the stools. Every few minutes, deliverymen carried metal trays of outgoing mail to their proper venues. The sorters reached down, plucked an envelope, and slid it into the correct pigeonhole.

      Junior continued to take in the wonderful chaos of his new workplace until his supervisor pointed to an empty pigeonhole. “This is your station. Get busy.”

      An attractive girl sat in the station beside him. He stole glances at her as he began sorting mail, but she seemed not to even realize he had joined her.

      He had to talk to her. “My name is Gerard Friscella. I went to Barringer. Graduated in 1966.”

      “Me, too,” the girl answered with very little enthusiasm. She sorted mail at a much faster pace and didn’t even look at him as she responded.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Michaeletta.”

      He waited for her to ask his, but she didn’t. He tried conversation again. “You look familiar, but I can’t place the face. You don’t seem to remember me either. I was captain of the football team. We won the state championship. Us going to the same school and all, it seems to me like you would remember me.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, we went to the same school, and I just—”

      “Oh, sure,” she said, suddenly pivoting to look at him for the first time. There was a subtext of anger on her face and in her voice that shocked Junior. “I mean, a black beacon like me in that big sea of white faces two years ago. Sure, you’d take the time to know me just like all the other white boys and white girls wanted to make friends with all the black boys and black girls. Right.”

      She turned away and went back to work.

      “Hey, I’m not like that, and you got no right to talk that way. You don’t know anything about me. You got your feelings hurt by somebody back then, so it’s my fault? What am I supposed to do? Apologize for everything that ever happened to blacks in this country? Am I supposed to ask for forgiveness from everybody who got a raw deal?”

      She turned and stood up, hands on hips. “Not everybody. Just me. You want to do something for me? Shut up. Please, just shut up. The next thing out of your mouth will be that some of your best friends are black.”

      They both faced their stations and sorted mail at a furious pace. He snuck glances at her from the corner of his eye because he wouldn’t look directly at her. She ignored him completely.

      They worked in silence until an older white employee hurried by, carrying a tray of incoming mail down the aisle toward another station. The man stopped and banged the tray against the corner of Michaeletta’s shoulder. The force of the blow indicated that it may not have been accidental.

      She jumped back and shouted, “Hey, watch where you’re going.”

      He stopped, leering at her, and draped an arm around her shoulder, letting his free hand slide across her breasts. “Sorry, sweet thing. Here, let me rub it and make it better.”

      “Get your hands off me right now before I—”

      “Hey, sweet thing,” he repeated, still pawing her. “I said I was sorry. Don’t get your panties in a bunch. Be nice.” He leaned in closer. “Play your cards right and you can make an easy twenty bucks. Just meet me on the loading dock later.”

      She shoved him. “Get your filthy hands off me. You’re a pig. You’re disgusting.”

      Junior saw the whole thing. For as long as he could remember, his father had told him, “You see a guy molesting a girl, you make it your business. If it’s your sister, you break his neck.” He didn’t stop to think as he jumped from his stool and leaned over to face the man. He deliberately brought his right foot down as hard as he could on the man’s left foot in a move only the three of them could see.

      “Get the fuck off my foot, motherfucker,” the guy whined.

      Junior wrapped an arm around the man’s neck and pulled his head close. “If I do, it will be because I’m going to ram it halfway up your ass.” He spun the guy around and unleashed a violent left hook that caught him in the solar plexus and doubled him over.

      Both Junior and Michaeletta jumped back as the man bent forward and dry-heaved. Then he limped away, shouting over his shoulder, “This ain’t over, punk.”

      They returned to their stools without looking at each other. Michaeletta pretended to sort mail. She stopped and turned toward him. “I . . . I guess I ought to thank you. About before, I’m sorry that I—”

      “Do me a favor,” he said. “Shut up. Please, just shut up. The next thing out of your mouth will be that some of your best friends are white.”

      They stared at each other for a frozen moment, and then both of them broke into laughter.
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      Each sorter got two ten-minute breaks per shift and an hour off for lunch. Because of the post office’s isolated location (there were no stores within easy walking distance), there was nowhere to go except the employees’ lounge, an antiseptic-looking room of tables and assorted chairs. Vending machines flanked the rear wall, but most sorters brown-bagged their lunches.

      Michaeletta sat alone at a corner table, a Coke and a half-eaten ham-and-cheese sandwich in front of her. As Junior approached, she quickly turned her head away. He noticed and made a big production out of spotting the empty chair next to her. “Sorry, but it’s the only empty seat in the room. Do you mind if I sit down?”

      Michaeletta nodded and pointed at the chair. He could see her silently studying him out of the corner of her eye.

      He studied her in return. A tall, willowy girl with high cheekbones, she had her hair pulled back in a ponytail. Her skin was caramel-colored. She wore dark slacks and a short-sleeved pink blouse. Her eyes met his, and she smiled. “Truce?” she asked.

      “Truce,” he said. “Let’s start over again. My name is Gerard Friscella, and my friends call me Junior. I’m twenty years old. I live in Newark just off Bloomfield Avenue. I go to Montclair State. I study hard, and I’m a wide receiver on the football team. I’m here as summer help. So who are you?”

      “I’m summer help, too. I live in Newark. I’m twenty, and I just got my associate’s degree at Essex County College. And, lucky you”—she smiled—“I’ll be going to your school this fall. My name is Michaeletta Washington.”

      “You’re kidding.” Junior laughed.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Michaeletta? Michael? That’s a boy’s name. I don’t know a single girl named Michael.” He stopped laughing. “But you know something, Michaeletta Washington?”

      “What’s that, Junior Friscella?”

      “You sure as hell don’t look like any boy I ever met.”

      They both laughed, and then he thought, Black, white, yellow, or brown, she is sure one beautiful lady.
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            Joy and Anger in Annie Mae’s House

          

        

      

    

    
      Michaeletta Washington’s bedroom was testimony to the gap between her everyday world and that of Junior Friscella. Full-color photos, clipped from Ebony magazine, of Harry Belafonte and Sidney Poitier, were Scotch-taped to the wall above her desk. On the opposite wall were a series of photos of the Supremes and their lead singer, Diana Ross. The Supremes were accorded that honor as much for the gowns they wore as for their hit records.

      The room was painted a light pink with a matching inexpensive pink chenille bedspread. Tucked into the mirror over her dresser were candid photos of her best friends—all female African Americans. Back in high school, the volume of black young men was very limited. She didn’t even attend her senior prom.

      Her record collection was housed in a wire holder on the floor, and the album covers included the Supremes, James Brown, Aretha Franklin, Stevie Wonder.

      Michaeletta sat on the bed, wearing a blue babydoll nightie with matching bloomers, a single braid pinned to the top of her head. Phone pressed to her ear, she gossiped with her best friend, Lois, while painting her toenails, the nail-polish bottle balanced precariously on the bed.

      “So how’s the post office thing going?” Lois asked.

      “Well, mostly it’s just plain boring, reaching up and throwing all those letters into those little boxes. Hon-ey,” she said, dragging the word into two distinct syllables, “the first two weeks, my right arm liked to kill me from all that stretching. Of course, there’s this guy who sits next to me and—”

      Lois squealed. “Well, why didn’t you say so in the first place instead of telling me how the U.S. mail works? Tell me the good stuff right now. What’s his name? How tall is he? Did he try to hit on you? Is he dark- or light-complected? I want details, girl, details!”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say he’s light-skinned. I wouldn’t say he’s dark, either. I’d say it depends on who’s doing the looking.”

      “Mickey, don’t you tease me. I don’t want to hear what he’s not. Tell me what he is.”

      “He’s tall. Must be over six feet. Athletically built with short-cropped hair. Cute. Definitely cute.”

      “He sounds perfect! What’s the catch?”

      “I guess I have to tell you. But don’t you go ballistic on me. The truth is, well, he’s white.”

      “He’s what? Girl, have you lost your mind? What’s your mother gonna say? What’s your dashiki-wearing brother gonna say when he finds out you’re dating a white guy?”

      “Listen, it’s nothing like that. It isn’t like we ever see each other outside of the post office.”

      “But you will, won’t you?” Lois shot back, like she was afraid she wouldn’t be the confidante in her best friend’s drama. “I’ve known you since kindergarten, Mickey. You’ve always been a drama queen. You’ll do it.”

      “Hold on a minute. I don’t know. I mean, I have to admit he’s not like anyone either of us ever dated.” She told Lois about the way he came to her defense at the post office. “I don’t know anyone else who would have even thought of doing that for me, or maybe even you. What makes it so crazy is that we actually had a really nasty argument just before it happened. I kinda think I even might have started it.”

      “But you’ll go out with him, won’t you? I know you will,” Lois said again.

      “Hey, girl, slow down. He hasn’t even asked me out yet.” She paused, smiled, and then said with absolute certainty, “But he will.”

      “What makes you so sure? Did he hint at it? Did you?”

      “No, nothing like that. It’s just something in the way he looked at me after I told him my name and the way we wound up laughing together. I know, girl. I just know. He’ll ask me.”

      “You better think it over, Mickey. If that crazy brother of yours finds out, he’ll kill the both of you—if your mother doesn’t do it first.”

      “Hold on a second.”’ Mickey cut her off and placed the receiver on the bed, making sure she didn’t knock over the nail-polish bottle. She moved quickly to the door and opened it a crack. She saw her mother sitting in the living room with T.C., watching television. She quietly closed the door and ran back to the bed. “Lois, to tell you the truth, I’m scared to death. I don’t know what to do. I mean, he’s nice. He’s really nice. He never even tried to touch me. And, girl, you ought to see that smile of his.”

      “Well, it’s no wonder he didn’t know your name. Back in high school, whites didn’t mix much with us, and we didn’t exactly reach out to any of them. I wouldn’t even know how to talk to a white boy. What could you possibly talk about with him? The Temptations? They like the Beatles. Collard greens? They don’t eat ’em. The Philly Dog? They do the Lindy Hop. Who are you kiddin’? Girl, you better realize that there’s more to something like this than just good looks no matter how fine he seems to you. Although I admit that’s a pretty good place to start. Both of you better make sure this isn’t one of those forbidden-fruit things.”

      “Right now, this isn’t what you call ‘a thing,’ forbidden or otherwise. He’s just a nice guy.”

      “A nice, good-looking guy. I’m just sayin’ be careful. Don’t let your body rule your mind.”

      “It never has, so don’t be a smartass, Lois. We haven’t talked all that much yet. But you’re right about his looks. He’s tall, and he’s got great hair, and I guess I’d have to say he’s got bedroom eyes.” She laughed. “Damn, girl, you tricked me into that. But like I said, I want to know more about him.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Gerard Friscella.”

      “Friscella? Marvelous. Just what you need. Now I know you’re crazy. Half this city hates the other half, and you’re sitting smack in the middle trying to hit on some Italian. Who do you think you are, Lena Horne? God help you. If he don’t know better, then God help him. In fact, God help the both of you.”

      “I told you. I’m not hitting on him. Well, not exactly. I mean, he spoke first and, oh, it’s nothing like you think it is. It’s just that I . . . I . . . really like him and I . . . I . . . really like him a lot. Listen, Lois, I can’t talk no more. My mom’s coming. Listen to me. Don’t you dare say anything about this to anybody. I mean anybody.”

      “You know me better than that, but only if you call me tomorrow. Lord have mercy! I need to know how this turns out.”

      “So do I, Lois. So do I.”

      Her mother called her for dinner. “I gotta go!”

      She joined her mother and two brothers at the dinner table.

      “So how was your day, Mickey?” her mother, Annie Mae, asked.

      Mickey, still giddy from her talk with Lois, beamed. “It was good, Mama. You won’t have to buy a thing for me for school this fall, absolutely not one stitch of clothes. I’m making my own money now.”

      “You a mailman now, Mickey?” her younger brother, T.C., asked, his mouth full of food.

      “No, baby.” Michaeletta laughed, reaching over to rub the top of his head. “I just sort the mail. Maybe Charles will get out of the bathroom before noon from now on. I was almost late this morning.” She hoped to bring Charles into the conversation, but all he did was glare back at her.

      “I’ve been thinking,” her mom said, not looking at Charles. “I forgot to mention to you, I’m going on vacation in a few days. With your new job it’s a little complicated, but you obviously can’t go down to Virginia to see Aunt Dee with us.”

      “Well, I ain’t going anywhere,” Charles interrupted, “and damn sure not back to visit your sister and the old homestead down in Dixie.”

      “Thanks for your opinion, Charles,” her mother said. “We see you so seldom I forgot you’re a member of this family. I mean, you bein’ in the struggle with so many important things to do. I mean, now that you’re not wasting your time in school and you’re doing all those constructive things like learning to break boards with your feet
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