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      The day started lousy because I woke up too early and went to see if mom was up yet. She was up all right. But when I opened her door I forgot all about asking her to give me breakfast. She was wrestling pop. He was on top and it looked like he was killing her. I got so mad I grabbed one of his shoes off the floor and banged his head with it.

      His hand felt like a baseball bat on my mouth. I landed against the bureau across the room and mom was yelling at me. At me! And pop was talking through his teeth in that quiet way that’s worse than yelling, telling me to get out of there and get out of there fast.

      I got out all right. I didn’t feel hungry no more. I felt sick enough to puke almost. I didn’t wash or brush my teeth, or anything. I dressed so fast I put on different colored socks, and when I ran out of the apartment I slammed the door so hard I bet I damn near woke up everybody in the whole apartment house.

      I was so mixed up I didn’t watch where I was going and before I knew it I was passing Murphy’s Palace. It’s on the corner a block from school and the kids go there for candy and ice cream and stuff. I used to go there until old man Murphy caught me begging Carmine to stop buying them crazy cigarettes there.

      I didn’t like how they made him act like he was drunk or something. I mean Carmine Hernandez, my best friend. He’s sixteen and still only in my class, but not because he’s dumb. He’s going to be a dancer on the stage and TV and movies and make a lot of money, so why should he knock his brains out over school?

      Anyhow, since he started smoking he was acting real creepy. He’d been borrowing my lunch money for two whole weeks and never paid back a cent. And then he didn’t come out on the street to play stick-ball no more. And he didn’t take me down the basement where his people is janitors and practice new steps, with me banging a stick on a pail like a drummer in a band.

      All he could talk about was girls. Not regular girls like Heather or Laurie in class, or like that. Old women like that Olga he once showed me. She’s at least twenty. When he’d be smoking those stinking cigarettes he’d say, “She’s got what I need, Tommy, and one of these days I’m gonna get it.”

      “What’s she got that’s so special?” I asked him, and he wiggled his hands and said, “These and those, kid,” and I thought he meant her behind, which was so fat it bounced when she walked and I thought that was disgusting.

      So I was telling him not to get any more of those crazy cigarettes and he was telling me he’d go crazy if he didn’t have a smoke quick and we got pretty loud and old man Murphy stuck his head out the door and asked Carmine, “Who’s that?”

      Carmine told him, “My friend, Tommy Brighton,” and old man Murphy got red in the face.

      He said, “Anything to do with Captain Brighton down the Precinct?”

      “That’s his pop,” Carmine told him.

      And old man Murphy said, “Beat it!”

      Carmine winked and said, “I got half a buck for a smoke!”

      Old man Murphy looked like he was going to choke. He yelled, “I don’t sell cigarettes to kids!”

      Carmine said, “I don’t mean cigarettes.”

      “You want to get me in trouble?” old man Murphy yelled at him. “Beat it! Both of you!”

      Carmine kept trying to beg him, but old man Murphy went in back and came out with a fungo bat and we ran like hell.

      That was two days ago. I’d been staying away from Murphy’s Palace, but this morning I was so mixed up I didn’t watch where I was going. I was going to school, but it wouldn’t open for two hours yet, but I was going that way anyhow, thinking maybe I’d run away or something. Sure, my pop spanked me before—but never with his hand on my face. And my mom never yelled at me. Never in my whole life.

      So I didn’t notice where I was until someone grabbed me from behind and picked me up in the air and I found out where I was going. Straight into Murphy’s Palace!

      A fat man was sitting in a booth with a man with a mustache. They had been eating breakfast, and when the fat man saw me being carried in, he said, “What the hell’s going on?”

      From right behind me I heard old man Murphy say, “It’s the Brighton kid I was telling you about. He’d know where to find—” and he stopped talking, because the fat man jumped up looking mad.

      It gave me the creeps how the fat man looked. Even though he was dressed pretty fancy for this part of the Bronx, Everything was grey except his tie. That was black. Even his hat was grey. The fat on his cheeks came up so high it almost closed his eyes. They was like slits. He talked quiet—but even that was scary. He said, “Put the kid down.”

      I went down so fast I landed on my hands and knees. When I got up and looked around old man Murphy was so red, like his face was on fire. He kept opening and closing his mouth, but no words came out. The fat man laughed and I looked at him. He winked. “You scared of Murph, Kid?”

      All I could think to say was, “He chased me and Carmine with a fungo bat.”

      “Yeah? Why?”

      I said, “He wouldn’t let Carmine buy those crazy cigarettes here.”

      “That’s real bright,” the fat man told old man Murphy.

      All of a sudden the other man in the booth laughed. “Murph’s a genius,” he said. This was a little man. He had a little black mustache and his face was kind of yellow and his teeth were all crooked when he laughed. But his eyes didn’t laugh at all. They just looked at old man Murphy. Old man Murphy was sweating.

      “Get the bat,” the fat man told him.

      Old man Murphy just stood there sweating, and the other man stopped laughing. He yelled, “Now!”

      Old man Murphy jumped. He ran in back and came out with the fungo bat.

      “Give it to the kid,” the fat man said.

      I took the bat. I was scared.

      “Don’t move,” the fat man told old man Murphy. “Don’t move one little inch.” Then he laughed and patted my shoulder and said, “Go ahead, Kid. Bop him one.”

      I was so scared I wet my pants a little. I could hardly hold onto the bat. I looked at the fat man and shook my head. I was afraid if I talked I’d start bawling.

      But he just patted my shoulder and took the bat from me and told old man Murphy, “It’s your lucky day, Brainwave. Set up a breakfast for the kid. Whatever he wants.” Then he pushed me into the booth and he sat down opposite me next to the man with the mustache and said, “You don’t look that school-happy, Kid, coming so early. I bet you had an argument at home and walked out without breakfast, hey?”

      It was like he could read my mind. I said that was right and he said it happened to him a lot when he was a kid, and I wasn’t so scared any more. And then when old man Murphy began bringing me stuff like orange juice and bacon and eggs and a chocolate malted, with the man with the mustache saying funny things like, “Move, Brainwave!” and, “Get the lead out, Einstein!” and stuff like that I couldn’t help laughing.

      Pretty soon I was talking with the fat man just like he was ‘nother feller and I was telling him about me and Carmine. “That’s the redheaded kid, hey?” the fat man asked. “Always wearing a T-shirt with ‘Yankees’ on it, hey?”

      I told him Carmine had black hair and he only wore Mets T-shirts and the fat man winked at his friend and I knew he’d been kidding me. Then asked me why Carmine didn’t come to school the last few days and my throat got so tight I could hardly get the malted down.

      Because when old man Murphy chased us, Carmine yelled at me, “You loused me up!” I asked him, “For crying out loud, how? There’s a million places you can buy cigarettes if you want them so crazy.” But he just kept talking to himself, saying, “What’ll I do? What’ll I do? Dios mio, I’ll go nuts!” Then he started walking away as if he forgot I was there. But he knew, all right. When I started after him, I got the back of his hand in my face. When I got home my mom asked me who I fought and I said see the other guy and she laughed. I almost bawled. And now I hadn’t seen the other guy for two whole days.

      I told the fat man, “I guess Carmine thinks it’s my fault Mr. Murphy won’t sell him cigarettes.”

      “Genius!” the man with the mustache said.

      Old man Murphy kept sweating.

      The fat man said, “I don’t like to see kids shoved around. How’s for finding Carmine and bringing him here so I’ll fix it he can get all the smokes he wants, hey?”

      “I don’t know where he is.”

      “You’d know where to look for him better than anyone else, hey?”

      “Well, sure,” I told him. “I’m his best friend. But he isn’t in the neighborhood and the other places he goes is too far for me to go alone.”

      The fat man laughed. “You wouldn’t be alone if we came along. After school, hey? You have to go right home after school?”

      I started to say yes, but then I remembered how my mom yelled at me when I was only trying to protect her. I said I didn’t, and the fat man said, “Okay, that’s it. After school Joey, here, and me’ll be parked around the corner. We’ll show you the car so you won’t miss it.”

      Then he made old man Murphy give me some candy bars and we walked a couple of blocks and his car turned out to be a brand new green Cadillac, and it was so smooth-looking it made me feel all funny inside just seeing it. I got all choked up, asking, “Will I get to ride in it?”

      He laughed and said we sure as hell would and I was so excited I forgot all about having to go to the toilet until the middle of Mrs. Appell’s class. It made her sore, but I didn’t care.

      Carmine wasn’t in class again and I didn’t care about that either. Sure I wanted to straighten everything out between us. But if he’d of showed up I wouldn’t get that ride.

      After lunch, in Arithmetic, when Miss Noslow told me to report to the Principal’s office, I thought it was because of the spitball fight I‘d had with Willie Fox, but when I got to Mr. Washington‘s office the first thing I saw was my pop.

      Carmine’s mom and pop were there also. They’re Puerto Ricans. They don’t talk American good. They’re little, with sort of wrinkled faces and they looked scared, like I felt inside. Not my pop, though. He never looks scared. He looked like he did when he told me to get out of mom’s room and stay out. And he talked the same way. Through his teeth.

      “Tommy, when’s the last time you saw Carmine?”

      I talked back through my teeth, kind of looking at the floor. Told him two days ago. He asked where. I said around the block. Mr. Washington said, “Captain, the idea is ridiculous.”

      “Sure,” my pop said. He sounded tired. “So is Greasy Burke. He belongs back in the Twenties, along with Dutch Schultz and Legs Diamond. But he sure scared hell out of Mr. and Mrs. Hernandez last night. Why do you think he wants Carmine? To help him with his homework?”

      “Not that,” Mr. Washington said. “The idea of narcotics being used by our Elementary School children⁠—”

      “Sure!” my pop said through his teeth. “Tell me we didn’t break up a gang rumble in Claremont Park last night. Four of the kids were from this school, two of ‘em high on reefers. Greasy Burke wouldn’t be interested in that kind of peanuts except as a minor sideline—not enough to visit the Hernandez’ personally—” My pop stopped talking to look at me. He said, “You sure, Tommy?”

      I looked down at the floor and nodded. Mrs. Hernandez said, “Par favor, Tomas. Eef you see Carmine, tell him come home.”

      I said I’d look for him after school and she put her arm around me and said I was a good boy, and Mr. Hernandez shook hands with me just like I was growed up, and then I had to go back to class. But I was too worried to learn anything. If my pop found Carmine first I’d miss a ride in the green Cadillac.

      That talk about Greasy Burke went over my head. My pop is always talking about him, and I‘d heard so much ‘Greasy Burke this’ and ‘Greasy Burke that’ my ears kind of closed when he got mentioned. When I once asked my pop why he didn’t arrest him if he was such a bad guy my pop got sore and mom changed the subject.

      But I guessed my pop hadn’t found Carmine yet when I hit the street after school. That green Cadillac was still there, with Joey in it. He told me to get in and hunker low so the other kids wouldn’t see me and bug him for a ride, so I did. I could feel us moving, and when we stopped the fat man got in the back. He laughed at me and said I could sit up. I saw we were on Tremont. A big man with a bent nose got in after the fat man. Joey looked sideways at me. “Where to, Kid?”

      I said movies, because Carmine likes to sit next to older girls in the balcony and grab feels. The fat man asked what movies and I told him, and the next hour I never saw so little of so many pictures in my whole life, even in the Paradise, up on the Concourse. I saw a lot of disgusting stuff in the balconies. But no Carmine.

      After a while the fat man said, “Let’s get off this movie kick, Kid. Where else?”

      I said dance halls, but it was too early for that. Then I remembered once before Carmine stayed out all night, and when I said that the fat man got all excited.

      So I told him how Carmine got talking about old Olga one afternoon when he was smoking those cigarettes. That was the night he didn’t come home. When I asked him about it next day, he said he’d gone to the roof of the house across from Olga’s to catch peeks. He said he saw plenty, but just when she was going to bed she pulled down her window shade—but not all the way down. So he went down to the street and around the block and up to the roof of her building and climbed down the fire escape and looked under the shade and saw she was in bed, but the covers were off and she wasn’t wearing nothing and she was smoking one of those crazy cigarettes. Without thinking, he said, “How’s for lighting one up for me?” Then he got scared because she heard him. Her bed was right next to the window. But when she looked to see who talked to her she didn’t get mad or anything. She opened the window all the way for him, and that’s where he was the whole night.

      “Olga who?” asked the fat man. I told him, “He showed her to me once. She’s got black hair and a fat behind.” Joey laughed. “Great! All we gotta do is check out every fat-assed brunette in the Bronx!”

      “Not the whole Bronx,” I said. “Carmine showed me the house on Webster Avenue where he went up to the roof and got his peeks.”

      The fat man patted my shoulder from the back seat. He said, “I knew you were a smart kid the minute I laid eyes on you. Let’s go!”

      Gee, that Cadillac went smooth! It was so great, I felt like saying I wasn’t sure which house, so we could keep riding, but my pop tanned the lying out of me when I was a little kid, so I showed them the house, and the fat man and the big man with the broken nose and me climbed six floors to the roof.

      From there we could look down into the windows of two houses, one across the alley and one sideways, but I didn’t know which one had Olga. The fat man walked back and forth awhile, then he asked me, “Did Carmine tell you what he saw when he looked in the window?”

      I got red telling him. I mean the top of her bathroom window was open a little and he could see her back when she sat on the toilet and then all of her when she took a shower. And through the window at the fire escape he could see almost the whole room before she pulled the shade down.

      “That narrows it to the top floor of the building across the alley, Rocky,” the fat man told the big man with the broken nose. “That narrows it down to those four windows, two on each fire escape.”

      Rocky said, “That one, Boss.”

      He was pointing to a window with the shade all the way down except for a few inches at the bottom.

      The fat man winked at me. “I bet that’s it, Kid. I bet if you go downstairs and go around the block and up to the roof of that house and shinny down the ladder to that fire escape and peek in that window You’ll see Carmine, hey?”

      I asked, “Wouldn’t be easier just to go to that apartment’s door and ring the bell?”

      “Maybe,” the fat man said. “But would Carmine answer the bell? He might think old Murph was after him, hey? But if you talked to him from the fire escape and you told him it was all fixed up, he’d go home with you, wouldn’t he? And we’d be waiting right outside the door, ready to drive you both home in the Caddy, hey?”

      That made sense, so the three of us went down to the street, around the block and up the stairs of the other house. The fat man and Rocky waited outside what we figured was the apartment door while I went up to the roof.

      Climbing down the ladder to the top-floor fire escape was easy. But slipping past the first window without being seen was another story. A fat lady inside was shaving herself. Honest to God, she was all bent over on a bed and shaving her leg with an electric razor. There was little metal things in her hair and brown stuff all over her face. Then she looked up and saw me and screamed and I backed off so quick I almost fell off of the fire escape.

      But I forgot all about her when I peeked under the shade of the other window where the fat man said I would see Carmine. I saw Carmine, all right. And old Olga. They was wrestling. Honest to God, it made me feel so crawly inside I thought I would choke up or something.

      I mean they was wrestling like mom and pop that morning, only a little different. At first I thought Carmine was winning, because he was on top. But how she was wrapped around him he could hardly move. He moved so slow it was like he was dying or something. And then she bit into his neck so hard, blood came.

      It scared me so much, I yelled.

      Their faces came around and Carmine gave me a dopey grin. I mean blood was on his neck and everything and he grinned like it was nothing and said, “Hi, Tommy.” And old Olga said, “Holy Mother of God, what is it?”

      Carmine said, “It’s my friend Tommy.”

      Olga kind of pushed him off her and said, “I want some ice cream. “

      “I give you the world, Baby,” Carmine told her.

      But he stayed on the bed and his eyes closed like he was falling asleep. Olga looked at me—but not really looking at me, just looking in my direction like she was daydreaming. And she said, “Don’t just stand there with your head in the window, big eyes. The spic’s on a cloud, but you could get me ice cream, huh? Chocolate. I could eat a gallon!”

      I was all mixed up inside. I mean, they looked so groggy, and the air smelled so bad inside, I started to pull my head back to smell good air again but all of a sudden old Olga had grabbed hold of me and pulled me right into the room right on top of her. I almost puked in the time it took to break her grip and crawl over both of them to the floor.

      Carmine didn’t even seem to notice. And old Olga said, “If you don’t wanna play, up yours!” And she rolled toward the window like she was going to sleep.

      It was like I was in the middle of a nightmare or something. The room looked like nobody cleaned it in a year. Everything was just chucked around and stepped on. And the smell was awful.

      Even touching Carmine’s shoulder to wake him up made me feel crawly. It was all sweaty. I shook it and he mumbled something and I shook it harder and he pushed my hand away and sat up. He had a hard time fixing his eyes on me. When he did, he sort of giggled and said, “Hi, Tommy.”

      I told him, “Your mom and pop are looking for you.”

      He said, “Tell ‘em I’m riding high.” Even when he smoked those crazy cigarettes he never talked that creepy.

      I said, “Old Man Murphy’ll sell you cigarettes again. And a guy I know will give you all you want free. “

      “Muggles,” Carmine said.

      I said, “Those crazy cigarettes. You know.”

      He giggled, like a girl when she hears you say bastard or something. He said, “Muggles is for beginners, Tommy. I’m jagging high now. Me ‘n Olga.” He giggled again and slapped her fat behind. She was snoring. He said, “I guess you’re learning the facks of life, hah, Tommy?”

      I could hardly talk. All I could say was, “Don’t you wanna come home with me, Carmine. We’ll go in a Cadillac!”

      He said, “Nah.” And then he leaned over old Olga and what he did was so disgusting I felt like my insides were loose and crawling around.

      I ran for the bathroom, but I didn’t know where it was and got sick all over a blue rug. When my puking stopped, I knew I couldn’t stand no more. I didn’t care about Carmine or anything. I wanted to get out. I ran around until I found the front door. I opened it and Rocky jumped in and grabbed me.

      Before I could yell his hand came over my mouth so tight it felt like my neck was going to break. I could see the fat man come in after him and close the door. He gave me the kind of look that made old man Murphy sweat. He whispered, “You sure took your goddamn time. They here?”

      He wasn’t really asking. He’d taken out a big black revolver from somewhere inside his jacket and he looked around. All he could see from there was the living room, where I’d puked. He said, “Which way, punk?”

      Rocky’s hand came away from my mouth. I took a big breath and yelled: “Carmine! Watch out!”

      My head exploded.

      Then I was laying on the floor. I didn’t feel nothing. I was hearing somebody clap hands slow, like at a baseball game when the fans want to rattle the other team’s pitcher. I listened to it awhile, then opened my eyes and found I was back in the bedroom.

      Nobody was clapping hands. The fat man was slapping Carmine’s face. Carmine was on his knees on the bed and blood was coming out of his nose and he had two black eyes and the fat man just held his head up by the hair and kept slapping Carmine’s face with the front and back of his other hand. He was talking quiet, like the way he’d made old man Murphy sweat. He was saying, “Where is it, Greaseball? Where’d you stash it? Come on, talk up, you spic—” and then a lot of dirty names.

      All of a sudden the door opened and Rocky dragged old Olga into the room. I could hear a shower running somewhere. Olga was all soaking wet, like she’d showered but hadn’t dried off, and some of the wet was on Rocky’s dark suit. She was fat in a lot of places and it was all wet and shaking. She looked scared half to death. Rocky laughed and said, “Olga don’t wanna hold out no more, Boss.”

      Even Olga’s voice was shaking. She said. “Honest to God, Mr. Burke, if I’d a knowed he stole it from you, I wouldn’t a touched it!”

      The fat man let Carmine go and Carmine just stayed on his knees, with his head hanging down, like he’d fallen asleep while he was praying. The fat man said, “All I want to know is where it is. You two couldn’t have shot it all, not even in two months, let alone two days. There was over half a million dollars worth of powder in those packages. Where are they?”

      Olga said, “Honest to God, Mr. Burke, he just brung up a couple of decks. He⁠—”

      The fat man‘s fist moved so fast I didn’t see it until Olga’s head jerked back. When it came straight again, her mouth was all bloody. It was terrible, but I couldn’t look away. The blood ran down and mixed with the wet. If Rocky didn’t hold her tight she’d a caved in.

      He hung onto her arm and her knees was bent and wobbling. And blood kept coming out of her mouth and the fat man suddenly yelled, “You want I should plant you in a five-buck-house in Harlem?”

      All she could do was shake her head from side to side. Her eyes was rolling like they was loose. I thought the fat man was going to punch her again. But he went back to Carmine. He reached between Carmine’s legs.

      Carmine screamed like I once heard a cat when it was half run over by a truck. He fell over backwards. His head hit the shade and it snapped up and spun on its roller, and inside the room everything became bright and glary from the sun.

      I couldn’t stand no more. Honest to God, I felt if I stayed there another minute I’d die.

      Nobody saw me stand up. Olga was hanging onto Rocky and shaking like crazy and he was rubbing his hands allover her. The fat man was standing on the bed next to Carmine reaching up for the shade to pull it down again.

      I grabbed the seat of his pants and yanked so hard, if I didn’t duck sideways he’d of crushed me to death. I heard him yell when he landed on the floor, but I paid him no attention. I was going over Carmine. I mean I was crawling right over him. I didn’t care. I was bawling like a girl. I went out that window so fast my head banged the fire escape railing. It hurt like crazy and made me kinda groggy.

      The next thing, I was kinda waking up and seeing the fat man coming out the window to me. I saw if I tried getting to the ladder going up to the roof he could a grabbed me, and behind me it was a five floor drop to the alley.

      I was more scared of the fat man than I was of falling. I mean he looked terrible. He was breathing hard and his face was all red and his little eyes stuck to me like they was nailed to my face.

      I scrambled over the rail and started walking on the outside of the fire escape to where the stairway going down was.

      But he was outta the window before I could get there. He made a grab for me. I kinda jumped sideways. My foot slipped. And then I was hanging onto the bottom of the fire escape by only one hand.

      I could see him look down on me with his mouth open. Then he looked all around. Then he looked back at me and laughed and said, “Come on, Tommy. I lost my head inside. Let’s go down and take another ride in the Cadillac.”

      While he was talking, I got my other hand on the fire escape’s bottom rail and tried to kick one foot up. I paid no attention to what he said.

      I knew why he kept looking from side to side. All that screaming. Every woman in all those apartments around the alley must a had their heads out the windows and they was all screaming. I never heard so much noise in my whole life.

      The fat man leaned over the top railing and grabbed the back of my sweater and pulled me up a little.

      I didn’t want to go up like that. I gripped the bars harder. He let go my sweater and leaned down and grabbed me under the arms and began pulling up real strong. My hands were getting sweaty and slipping a little.

      He kept saying it was all a mistake and I should come up and he wouldn’t hurt me. It was hard to hear him through all that screaming.

      But I didn’t believe him. I didn’t believe him one little bit. He got me halfway up and I was so crazy desperate I grabbed that bottom rail with all my might and yanked myself down.

      And that did it. I felt his hands come loose from under my arms. Something hard smashed into my back. I thought he was trying to knock me loose.

      But when I looked up, the fat man wasn’t on the fire escape no more.

      Rocky was looking out from the window.

      Not at me.

      He was looking down through the slats in the fire escape floor. His face was kinda green. He looked up. But still not at me. At all those ladies with their heads outta their windows and screaming looked around also. All their mouths were open, and one old woman with white hair looked like she’d gone to sleep right across her windowsill.

      When I looked back at Rocky the window was empty. Everything inside me was spinning around. I tried to pull myself up but my arms was too weak. All I could do was hang there with
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