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				Excerpt: For I Have Sinned
			

		

			
				Prologue
			

		

			
				Chapter 1
			

		



			
				To my mother who taught me that ‘you are only as happy as your most unhappy child’ and to Kate, because after all, she’s Kate.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Thank you to those few who saw how important this was for me and encouraged and supported me most especially Jo, Anna and Margaret, and the amazing and multi-talented Mary.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				“Being Irish, he had an abiding sense of tragedy, which sustained him through temporary periods of joy.”
			

			
				- W.B.Yeats
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Introduction
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				In my neighborhood, there were the Ins, and there were the Outs if you were lucky enough to have a nickname that meant you were one of the Ins. Otherwise, you were just the Jew on the corner or the Polack Janitor. A nickname meant that people knew you, and being called, Little Asshole or Hole made me feel unique so that I secretly liked it. Eventually, Hole stuck, and became a self-fulfilling prophecy.
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				I shed my jeans and oily shirt on the small linoleum square inside the door and step back out into the hallway long enough to shake out all of the metal chips and grindings that have found their way into my pockets and waistbands. Once satisfied, I carry them into the bathroom to hang on the hooks on the back of the door, ready for another tomorrow. Turning, I spend a solid five minutes with dish detergent and a nail brush on my hands until only the cracks and fissures, and nail beds alone are highlighted by the black machine oil that they now bathe in daily. I don’t bother to put anything else on; the curtains provide complete privacy. No one will be visiting. The phone will not ring.
			

			
				It is much too early for dinner. The sun will not set for another hour or so, but I survey the refrigerator out of habit. I guess it is heated hot dogs or cold bologna tonight. It will depend on how stoned I am by then. From the butter compartment, I pull out a baggy of pre-rolled joints and light one up with my new fancy butane lighter with the fake tortoise-shell finish. I lean against the stove, taking a much-needed hit. My brain sighs in relief. I select a couple of joss sticks from the utility drawer. Balsam and cedar tonight, I think. Lighting one, I place it in the carved dragon incense holder on the counter. In the living room, I pull the chain on the red glass lamp that hangs from the ceiling next to the recliner and place the other joss stick in the ashtray on the single end table. A used sofa makes up the rest of the room’s furnishings except for the massive component stereo system - my pride and joy.
			

			
				The system is the only thing I brought home from overseas that I view with pride. It sits on two 2’ X 6’ planks supported by liberated bricks along the wall under the window. Two massive Bose 501 speakers sit on the floor at each end; their deafening output capable of vibrating the paint off of the ceiling in the third-floor apartments far upstairs. But sadly leashed in this environment, they are hardly ever allowed to show off their skills. Firing up the receiver, I turn on the reel to reel, put on my headphones, and sit down in the recliner. The cold pleather is stiff and hard against my bare back and legs. In the headphones, Deep Purple launches into the long, frenetic guitar solo of “Highway Star.” I close my eyes while I finish smoking the dope. The roughly two hours of music on the tape will take me past sunset and into the night.
			

			
				Later, I eat the last three hot dogs cold while standing at the open refrigerator door. I might need the last of the milk in the morning, so I drink water straight from the tap - all of the glasses are dirty. In the bedroom, I open the drawer of the dresser designated for socks and lift out the .38 Ruger long barrel revolver and make my way back to the recliner, which is still warm against my bare skin. In the red darkness of the lamp, I release the cylinder and drop it into my hand. Dumping the bullets into my open palm, I select one, replace it into the chamber, and line the other five up in formation on the table beside me. I reassemble the gun almost unconsciously, the movements automatic.
			

			
				Settling into the chair, I lean it all the way back. With the headphones back in place, I listen as Pink Floyd begins the iconic “One of These Days” - a fitting song to match my mood. I rotate the cylinder by rolling it down my bare leg, each chamber distinctly clicking into position in line with the barrel and firing pin. I light another joint and fill my lungs, holding it tight in my chest. Closing my eyes, my demons are immediately present in the dimly lit room, my nighttime companions of terror and remorse. Lifting up the almost two-pound handgun, I place it under my chin, the end of the barrel cold against my skin. I exhale the smoke and close my eyes. The headphones mask the sound of the clicks as I thumb back the double-action hammer.
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				There is a hum of countless noises and the wet vegetation that surrounds me drips with moisture. Night frogs, crickets and the constant trickle of dirt that breaks away from the small berm I am sheltered behind, the loose earth streaming down into the almost knee-deep water that I am standing in. Even the ground under the trees and grass sucking in water makes a sound. Even in the thick fog that envelops me, I can hear them all clearly. Although I am listening harder than I have ever tried to in my life, I cannot hear anything that I want to hear. I am hot. It is wet; the night sounds are pregnant with dread. The silence is deafening.
			

			
				It is not the time to be anchored anywhere. I am standing in a ditch filled with water up to my calves. The clinging mud beneath the water forces me to shift constantly from one foot to the other. Standing still for too long captures the soles of my boots. Instead of helping to cool me, the water is warm - nearly the same temperature as the sweat running down my face - soaking my shirt and stinging my eyes. The air is stifling, hot and still; the overcast gray sky, like a thick blanket, makes the air seem more humid and the heat more claustrophobic.
			

			
				The damp air along with the copious sweat I’ve been producing, have made my clothes wet. They now cling to me making movements uncomfortable, tight and awkward. My shirt feels too small, pulling between my shoulder blades and pinching under my arms. I shrug my shoulders to relieve the tightness created by excessive moisture and fear. The clammy cotton in the crotch of my pants pinches the insides of my thighs, and my calves are beginning to cramp with the pressure of continually marching on the spot.
			

			
				The fog, pea-soup thick, set in before darkness and is damp on my face. A small rock under the toe of my boot helps to stabilize me from the constant sink into the morass, but the pressure of standing on one toe causes my calf and arch to cramp with fatigue. I must shift back to the constant march of my feet in the water and mud to avoid having my boots trapped.
			

			
				To the left of me, I hear Dugan doing the same shifting in the water and mud, slosh, suck and slosh - pause - slosh, suck, slosh. He’s less than four feet away, yet I cannot see his face. I can’t even see my own hand in front of my face.
			

			
				I imagine Dugan as I last saw him, the whites of his eyes slightly bloodshot and mildly yellow in stark contrast to his expressive black face. His steel-pot helmet was pushed back on his head, sweat on his face, and the fear in his features as he stared into the gloom in front of him. Dugan, with a smart-ass comment for every situation, is now silent, except for the occasional whispered outburst, “This is BULLSHIT!” or “We are so royally FUCKED.” I hear him breathing; pulling the high- altitude wet air into his lungs as if there isn’t enough oxygen in it. Panting, just as I am: just as we all are. All of us afraid, all of us wet, and most of all - all of us trapped.
			

			
				The quiet, like the air, seems oppressive. It is easy to imagine that we are alone. It is easy to believe that there is no one and nothing for miles in any direction. We all know different, that there is someone else here and not just generally but near, very near, less than fifty or sixty meters away from us, about half a football field, roughly as far as I can kick a football. We also know it is moving toward us. We know that when they find us, they are going to do their best to kill us.We know this because they already have.
			

			
				We are trapped here in this puddle of water - this narrow furrow of safety. At our back, the land falls away, a sheer drop of several hundred feet. Far below, the forest reaches up toward us, but not close enough for us to chance a descent, even in daylight and certainly not blindly in the dark. There is no escape, and so, we march in place until our fate is decided by that something out in front of us. We wait, marching in place, soaked in our sweat, panting as if breathing through gauze, and we know with each second, death could be moments away. I can feel my fear pounding in my chest my heart racing.
			

			
				We cannot call for help. The PRC-25, the radio pack, was on Spencer’s back when the booby traps went off. Spence took the full blast. What is left of the radio and Spencer is twenty meters out in front of us. I saw him lying on his back, the front of his shirt and face smoking from the explosive charge that went off at his feet drifting slowly away from the gore of his ruined body in the still air. What was left of Spence was dead before he hit the ground. Whether the radio was damaged or not became immediately irrelevant, there was no time to retrieve it. Even if we had the radio, the night is too dark and overcast to call for air support. We are still four or five “klicks”(kilometers) from the forward operating base (FOB), and we are late getting back inside the wire. By now, they know why we are late, and will set a watch, but they will not come for us. There will be no help tonight. I offer a prayer that they come anyway, although I know they will not. They must wait, just as we must wait - for the morning.
			

			
				We started out this morning with twelve; now we are eight or nine. I am not sure of the exact headcount of us that remain. A few of us didn’t make it as far as this ditch. They’re lying on the ground out ahead of us, some face-up and some face down. They make no sound lying there. We left them where they fell in our headlong rush to the meager shelter of this ditch. That seems hours ago. Since then we have maintained the steady march in the mud facing out, waiting, listening for them. We aren’t talking anymore. We are frozen by the silence, which isn’t silence, straining to hear anything. There are only the sounds we don’t want to hear. The wet jungle sounds of the living earth, and none of the sounds of those that bring death. The dirt bank in front of me is level with my chest and canted away from me, so there is nothing to lean on. There is nothing to assist us in the constant effort of standing while we march in place. Some grass and vine-like plants overhang the edge, but their roots are too shallow and provide no dependable handholds as they pull out without any resistance from the soil. The soil is loose as far as I can push my fingers into it all the way to my wrist without much effort. I withdraw my wrist, and I think about that for a while; no rocks so high up in the mountains. There should be more rocks. I could use a couple to stand on. My legs are tired from the constant dance to keep my feet free of the mud.
			

			
				It is so quiet.
			

			
				Sgt. Hobbs whispers somewhere from my right, “Everybody get ready - they’re coming.” His voice is calm, commanding. I wonder how he knows they are coming. I don’t doubt him for a second. I can see nothing, and I cannot hear anything except the constant dripping of the moisture and the dribble of the dirt cascading into the water around my legs. I drop my chest against the tilted face of the ditch and get my eyes level with the top. Impossibly, my heart increases its pace. “Conserve your ammo, semiautomatic only. You FNGs got that?”
			

			
				An FNG is what I am, a fucking new guy.
			

			
				I start to nod until I realize he can’t see me do it. “Got it,” I reply, and my voice sounds tight, harsh in the dark. Even though I’ve tried to whisper, my reply is louder than I expected against the wet, still air. I realize that I sound as scared as I feel. How many of us are left? How many are already down? How soon before I’m one of the down ones? Hobbs took a roll call when we first got in here, but I couldn’t hear all of the responses.
			

			
				I’ve been in country thirty-three days. Dugan and I arrived together; a week to process, a week to assignment and then dropped into an FOB. Ours is Firebase Storm, 173rd Airborne Brigade, the Sky Soldiers. Sky Soldiers are the most decorated and the most shot-up group of fighting men in Vietnam, plenty of pride and a lot of fear. Storm is in the Central Highlands of the Republic of South Vietnam almost directly south and little west of Pleiku, in the Dak Lak province, for what that is worth. More important, right up against the Ho Chi Minh Trail, the main supply route from North Vietnam into South Vietnam and a stone’s throw from Laos.
			

			
				Almost everything has been a jolt to my preconceptions - it is so beautiful here. The forests are vast, filled with mature growth trees and vegetation. The forest canopies overlap each other, rising over a hundred feet into the air and filled with countless forms of wildlife, some of them good, some not so good. The majority of the growth contains lush jungle vegetation. Where there are open areas, some of the grasses are astonishingly tall, well over a man’s head. Elephant grass it’s called, and it provides plenty of stealth cover for Charlie, the Viet Cong guerrillas. The vistas from the high ground into the valleys below are breathtaking. In the distance, forest-covered hilltops and neatly squared out and tended farm fields make up the rest of our view. It is a beautiful country, well worth fighting for, no matter which side you chose.
			

			
				The old-timers and short-timers are just as afraid of FNGs as they are of Charlie. FNGs do stupid things with their lack of experience and overabundance of fear. Supplied with plenty of firepower FNGs cannot be trusted. The veterans avoid us when they can and do not step in front of us if they can help it. On patrol, FNGs are in the middle of the squad. They are the mules, strapped with bandoliers of fifty caliber machine gun rounds, ammo cans, and grenades. From that position, if the shit comes down, they can distribute ammunition to the fire teams and take someone’s place if he falls. That way they stay out of trouble, and if they survive, they become more experienced.
			

			
				It seems inevitable that the possibility of my own mortality seems ridiculously likely. This moment has the feel of a long march; not just with my feet but also with my adolescently short life to this final destination. It is my fault that I am here, and it has been seemingly inevitable from the beginning. I brought this on myself, and no one knows it better than I do. My memory of sunny Mifflin Street, golden autumn light, and the smell of dry leaves, hurrying to campus in the morning light, is shattered. Replaced by the nightmare that is now. How much I wish I had a chance to go back, to do it all over again. I rack the slide on the rifle - not much chance of that anymore. Tonight is only my third patrol and my first skirmish. When you arrive in the country, you are considered a cherry until your first firefight. As of today, I am not a cherry anymore. I don’t know how things are supposed to go in a firefight; I am pretty sure it is not this way. We are in trouble. The short-timers tell tales of their exploits and encounters, but I don’t recall any of them telling one like this.
			

			
				Dugan whispers, “Jesus, I’m scared. Ain’t you scared Hole?”
			

			
				“Fuckin’ A.” I rasp back.
			

			
				I am acutely aware that I am afraid, not just because of the circumstances but because I am afraid that I might be a coward. I have been afraid before and right now - they are coming.
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				It is very cold. I am sitting in my red Radio Flyer wagon outside of our Projects building with my back to the wind, waiting for my Da. It’s overcast and blustery, so the winter darkness set in earlier. On Friday, my Da doesn’t go to his second job. Instead, he comes home earlier because Friday night is special for us. On Friday night, my mother will have already packed our suitcases and they are lined up in the hallway inside our apartment door. As soon as he arrives, Da will carry them to our green, two-toned 1948 Pontiac Chieftain and load them into the trunk. My sister, brother and I - already in our pajamas - will climb into the backseat and we will be ready to go. From there, we drive from Chicago to Grandma’s house in Madison, Wisconsin, and spend the weekend. Da will sit in the gridlock traffic with all the others escaping the city for the weekend far into the night. We don’t spend weekends in the Projects.
			

			
				Kate, Andy and I will be asleep when we arrive. Grandpa Quinn will grumble about how heavy we are as he carries each of us upstairs as we pretend to stay asleep. He will gently place us in between rough, cool, line-dried sheets that smell like fresh air. He will wake us in the morning, chastising about wasting the shank of the day.
			

			
				As I sit in my wagon, I am focused on the parking lot across the playground. The playground fills the space between the two massive Project buildings that comprise the part of the development where we live. It is an expanse of blacktop slightly dish-shaped. A large and frightening serrated storm drain cover sits directly in the center. There is a concrete sidewalk that circles the entire area, making the walk to the other building seem far if you stay on it. I have walked the circle countless times, pulling my wagon.
			

			
				Tonight, little tornadoes of whirling snow race each other away from me across the pavement. To my left and inside the circumferential sidewalk there are two swing sets placed next to each other with four swings each hanging by chains. The first set has flat wooden seats attached to chains that bang and clink against each other in the wind. I have recently learned how to hike myself up onto the seat by myself without tipping off onto the ground. The second set has four baby seats that are also wooden, shaped like baby high chairs with little steel bars that slide up the chains to allow parents to insert their children and then lower the bar to keep them safely in the seat. Tonight, the wind bangs these swings together in a clash of chain steel that disturbs the otherwise silent night. There is a steel slide with a ladder that I am still afraid to climb, a steel set of monkey bars and four perilous teeter-totters, which complete the playground setup. The sidewalk backs up to a six-foot cyclone fence and behind that, the Milwaukee Road railroad tracks are populated by the new diesel trains, running day and night, in and out of the city. Occasionally steam-powered locomotives still pass, but they are becoming increasingly fewer.
			

			
				I watch as one by one cars begin to nose into the parking spots. They will sit side by side, engines running, heaters on full. The drivers will wait for other men to arrive before they shut the cars off and exit into the lot. Friday night is payday, and the men are paid - in cash. Each man will stand in line at the paymaster window near the time clock as he leaves work for the day. The cashier will count out their pay in cash. The men have their pay in their pockets, and they know it is important to walk into the buildings together. There is safety in numbers. The men will wait until all of them arrive. As the men start to get out of their cars, my Da has not reached the lot yet. They gather in a group at the rear of the nearest car and start across the playground, talking and laughing quietly. Halfway across the playground, the group divides, some of them peeling off to head into the other building. The rest continue toward me, seemingly unaware of my presence as they walk facing into the cold wind. When they arrive at the glass doors of our building, Mr. Tomaczak turns toward me and asks me if I want to come in with them. I just shake my head and continue to gaze toward the parking lot. Da will be here soon; I am watching for his car.
			

			
				I am starting to shiver. I have been outside for a while, and it always seems a long wait. The wind is cold, biting through my clothes and down the back of my neck.
			

			
				As they pull open the doors, a blast of warm air brushes the side of my face, and I think better of my decision. I awkwardly pull myself up, out of the wagon and turn it around, pulling it up the step in front of the building. Struggling against the heavy door, I wrestle it through the double glass doors. By the time I make it into the lobby, the men have all disappeared into the elevator, heading to their respective floors, homes and families.
			

			
				The main reason that I pull the wagon everywhere I go is because at five years old, I am too short to reach the elevator button for the seventh floor. If I pull it up under the keypad, I can reach the button. Standing on tiptoe, I can just press the big black button next to the number. Pushing the button does not guarantee that the elevator will arrive. While I wait, I realize that the sudden move into the warm air has made me realize that I have to pee, and I begin to dance from foot to foot. The elevator doesn’t come, and the longer I wait, the urgency in my bladder adds another factor of desperation. It is often stuck between floors or someone on the upper floor may have braced the door open, and when that happens, it may be long minutes before it becomes available, if at all.
			

			
				There is an alternative to the elevator, a long concrete staircase behind the elevators, at the back of the building. It is a terrifying place. Eight steps to a landing to a 90-degree turn and eight steps to the first-floor landing. The next story a repeat of the first and so on until ultimately, the seventh floor is reached. There are no windows; dim lighting is provided by a single incandescent bulb centered in the ceiling of each residence floor landing, casting the alternate mid-landings into shadow. I have often climbed up a few floors, only to discover the next floor shrouded in the blackness of a burnt-out bulb, dropping two whole sets of stairs into pitch-blackness. The thought of proceeding ahead into total darkness is terrifying, at those times, I have been forced to retrace my steps to the lobby and wait for a companion or another opportunity at the elevator. I don’t like the stairwell.
			

			
				I decide on the stairwell. Seven floors are a long way to drag a wagon, but I refuse to leave it in the lobby. There are too many opportunists in the building. I pull the wagon down the hall to the stairwell and push open the fire door. Standing at the foot of the stairs, I can see my breath as I contemplate whether to start the climb or go back and hope for the elevator. But my bladder has no patience. I need to pee. My need to pee overrides my reservations, so I start up the first flight, pulling the wagon along, yanking it up one step at a time. There is no sense in hurrying. I have let the wagon handle slip out of my hands before. When that has happened, it rolled back down the stairs, rattling and banging until it crashed into the wall on the landing below, creating the most awful racket and completely paralyzing me with fear. I know the boom has awakened whatever monster lives in the darkness on the floors above me, and now will be waiting for me.
			

			
				When I reach the landing between the second and third floor my worst fear is realized, the light on the third-floor landing is out. Total darkness blocks my way, and I pause. I badly need to pee. The return trip down with the wagon is just as tricky as it is pulling it up, I am considering peeing in the stairway, but the darkness above me is terrifying. I am frozen in place when a dull red, pinpoint glow brightens above me briefly - a cigarette - followed by a disembodied voice.
			

			
				“Come on kid. You’re doin’ fine. Don’t be afraid, what floor you lookin’ for?”
			

			
				I swallow the lump in my throat, which I am not sure isn’t my heart. “Seven.” 
			

			
				“Come on by then, pal. We’re just havin’ a smoke.”
			

			
				There are two of them. I really must pee soon. I start to pull the wagon up the stairs, one banging rattling step at a time, apparently too slowly for the voice above me.
			

			
				“Come on kid. You need some help?” 
			

			
				“No sir.”
			

			
				I try to hurry - bang, yank, bang, yank - and reach the third landing. I make the turn; there is only darkness. I sense one of the men standing against the door. I can smell the dank sweat of him, warm and close. I can’t tell where the other one is, though I know they are there. They make no further sound. All I see is the glow of the two cigarettes, floating in midair, glowing momentarily brighter as they take a puff.
			

			
				The stairway is cold, but I am suddenly very hot. I reach the next landing and turn into the meager light of the fourth floor above the men who make no further sound. Climbing steadily, sped by my fear of the stairs and the two men below, I increase my pace until I turn the corner between five and six and come face to face with pitch blackness above me again. The bulb is out on six too. I am trapped by what is ahead and what is behind me. I dance from one foot to another, clutching my crotch. Making a final decision, I abandon the wagon and start back down the stairs. Still afraid, I strive for stealth as I inch back down. I am close to the corner, descending back to the third floor when I hear far below the sound of the ground floor door slam shut and feet scuffing up the stairs quickly, running almost.
			

			
				There are too many monsters in the staircase for me. I pee my pants.
			

			
				Mortified, I stand still as I can, urine running down my legs and puddling inside my rubber boots. The steps reach the turn to the third floor and pause when they confront the darkness ahead, then start up again at the same pace. On the third floor, there is an unfamiliar sound; a thud, then another and another. The sound of a gasp, then a groan, then a voice - the one I just heard.
			

			
				“Just give us your money, shithead.”
			

			
				Then there is a long string of cursing from another voice. Only one person can curse that creatively. It is my Da!
			

			
				There are more noises, a fight - the sound of punches, blows connecting with bodies, more invective from Da.
			

			
				More groans, gasps and then wheezing rise from below, feet shuffling. Then another steel door slams. Silence. I wait there endlessly, unable and unwilling to move again. Eventually, I stumble down the last eight steps and stagger against the form, lying on the landing in the darkness that groans out, “Fuck your mother.”
			

			
				It is Da.
			

			
				I sit down on the bottom step of the landing, helpless in the dark, ashamed in my pee-soaked pants. I should go for help, but I am too afraid.
			

			
				We will not go to Grandpa’s this weekend.
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				I have no idea how many rounds I have left. I have two sets of banana clips, four total. Each pair is inverted on each other, and duct taped together at their base so that when one is empty, it can be ejected and flipped over, and the second clip jammed into the magazine. Minimum effort, small chance for error. I am pretty sure that I have been using the rifle, but I haven’t a clear memory of doing so. I don’t know how many rounds I have left. In the unrelenting darkness, there is no way to count the rounds remaining. The two clips I have stuck in my belt feel heavier than the ones I have already loaded in the gun when I heft them. I’m guessing they are full, sixty rounds more or less. Definitely fewer in the rifle.
			

			
				The M16A1 rifle is not mine; it belonged to Spic, our tunnel rat. His real name was Roberto Vega, but no one goes by their real name here. He won’t need the rifle - or his name for that matter except to put it on a headstone. He’s lying behind me, on his back. Dugan and I dragged him to the ditch when we made a run for it. He stopped breathing hours ago. Claymore mines and machine gun fire at close range do that. You stop breathing.
			

			
				I had never watched the process before. I watched him as he bubbled and coughed, watched him struggle for his last breath when there was no more room in his lungs for air, only blood. I recognized the panic in his eyes. I watched and learned about the swiftness of the Angel of Death.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				[image: ]
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				It is warm in the police station, hot actually. I’ve been sitting in a big, gray, steel-framed chair with some kind of fake, fat, green leather cushion seat and swinging my feet back and forth long enough to make me sweat. The chair is designed for a grown-up, not for an 8-year-old kid like me, dressed in two pairs of scratchy wool pants and a hand-me-down blue wool overcoat that used to belong to my sister.
			

			
				The seat cushion has cracks along the seams that are sharp. When I try to hold on to the sides to keep from sliding off of it, I can feel them dig into my palms. Thanks to the two pairs of pants, the crack of my butt is now moist with sweat, and my legs and feet have started to itch maddeningly because the edge of the chair has cut off the circulation from mid-thigh down. Sweat is running off my scalp and down into my eyes, causing them to sting. I pull my wool knit hat off and hang it by the chin straps in my hand and use it to wipe the sweat from my forehead. My mittens dangle stupidly from the clips attached to the end of my sleeves, so I use one of them to wipe my nose. The slippery wool of the stupid coat keeps conspiring to dump me off the chair.
			

			
				Every time my feet hit the floor, one of the big cops sitting around the room at their gray steel desks swivels in his chair, offers me a stern look, silently pointing me back up into the chair.
			

			
				Getting back up on the chair is not the easiest thing. It is high and everything I am wearing is wet, slippery wool. But I haul myself back up in the chair clumsily and settle. Then the cop goes back to whatever he was doing, which appeared to be nothing.
			

			
				I’ve taken a lot of crap about the coat. It’s nice and warm, but it is bright blue and has a little belt in the back to gather it at the waist with a big blue bow in the middle of it. Kate outgrew it last year, but it’s a really warm coat so I have to wear it whether I hate it or not. Coats and money don’t grow on trees. Because of the coat, the guys on the block gave me a hard time, but they still keep me around. I get assigned to make the snowballs for the bigger boys, instead of getting to participate in our neighborhood snowball wars, and they let me chum with them when I’m not too much in the way.
			

			
				It’s a lot more than most of the boys my age get to do. They let me hang around with them because I am also useful for other things - things I’m good at but shouldn’t be.
			

			
				This is not the first time I’ve been here at the cop station. It’s actually my third, I think, and I recognize a couple of the cops from previous encounters, but they are not chummy with me this time. I’m not being offered a candy bar or bottle of coke from the vending machines out by the water cooler this time. They don’t stand around my chair and tease me, and I certainly didn’t have to wait this long the last couple of times either.
			

			
				On the first couple of occasions, I was given a little talk in the office at the back of the big room, back behind all of the steel desks. The office has a glass door and windows in the wall and window blinds in both that can be opened and closed.
			

			
				The policeman who had given the talk is older and overweight, a big stomach overhanging his belt and he wears a tie and cream-colored shirt, not a blue uniform with a gun belt. He made the talk good and scary about what happens to someone who adopts a life of crime and what going to a school for juvenile delinquents is like. Once he had the door of the office closed behind him, the older cop stood right in front of me - close enough to smell his sweat. Not as close as Monsignor Lavin, the Catholic priest at school does when I get the talk from him. The Monsignor smells like cotton and incense and tobacco smoke. This cop asked me questions about my neighborhood and threatened me with all kinds of stuff if I didn’t tell him about how I landed in front of him.
			

			
				Of course, he is not half as scary as what I knew would happen if I did tell him anything about how the neighborhood works. He doesn’t have to live there, but I do. Neighborhoods have their own rules, rules that we all know, even when they aren’t spoken aloud. Rules that have worse consequences than cuffs and juvie hall. In the past, by the time the squad car has driven me home, I am in tears, and I have promised fervently to straighten up and never come back under any circumstances. Before, I got a ride back to my street in a squad car where they let me out on the corner, a block from my folk’s two-bedroom walk-up apartment, now on the fourth floor, and that was pretty much the end of it.
			

			
				This time though, I can feel it is different. That is confirmed when my Da walks in and they shake his hand. Instead of me, they take him to the glassed-in office at the back. Different tactics this time, a different outcome coming my way.
			

			
				Da is in there a very long time before he comes out and walks straight to me. He takes a position in front of me, his feet apart, hands in his pockets. Da is not a very big man, but he fills my entire field of vision, literally and figuratively. He takes a deep breath and lets it all out with his lips only partly open.
			

			
				He lets out a tight sigh, his breath aimed at the space between his shoes. It tells me he is disappointed in me, which is something I am used to. It also tells me he is exhausted. He is always exhausted - with trying to be patient, with working too hard and with worry, and maybe with life. He is gathering himself.
			

			
				My Da and I get along pretty well. Our family isn’t much for hugs and kisses; we don’t even make eye contact if we can help it. I can’t remember him ever touching me in a nonviolent manner, except when I pretended to be asleep in the car. I do that, so he has to carry me into our apartment when we came home from Grandma’s house late on Sunday nights. I liked it when that happened. Now, however, there are five other kids to carry up the four flights of stairs and seven people living in a small top floor apartment that need constant worry and groceries.
			

			
				He stands in front of the chair for a few seconds before he says very softly, “You doin’ okay?” Sometimes he will add my name to the end of this question. “You doin’ okay, son?” that means he is concerned. If he asks the same question but uses my name, that means he is angry. If he asks me and uses my full name, that means deep trouble. Today - no name.
			

			
				“Yes sir.”
			

			
				“You ready to go?”
			

			
				“Yes sir.”
			

			
				He seems calm, and there won’t be any conversation in the car on the way home, there usually isn’t a conversation in the car, so that is not unexpected. We’ve ridden home together before under similar circumstances, usually after a little chat with Monsignor Lavin or the latest edition of whatever nun I’ve been exasperating at Our Lady of Grace. He doesn’t ever talk much. I know there will be hell to pay when we get home though. My mother will wring her handkerchief in her hands and pull her grey cardigan tight, hugging herself as she paces from room to room. She will rant and rave; she will rearrange pictures on the mantle needlessly and pause in front of me to tell me that I am a rotten child or that I will never amount to anything but trouble. She will ask me why I do these things to her; she will cry and lock herself in the bathroom, where she will sit on the toilet and cry over the sink, the bathroom door doing nothing to mask her sobs. Afterward, the little balls of moist toilet paper will be left on the lid of the clothes hamper, probably just to make me feel guilty.
			

			
				My brother and sister - they are the good kids - will avoid eye contact and make sure to stay out of the way. The smaller kids don’t understand but they know it is me that makes Mother unhappy.
			

			
				I’ll get the belt again from Da. I prefer the belt, because once he used a wire coat hanger that he took from the closet and pulled out straight into a long continuous loop about two and a half feet long; it made a fearsome sound and had an equally fearsome result. I couldn’t walk, stand or sit without a reminder of that event for the better part of a week. For my money, I’ll take the belt. That belt and I are old friends.
			

			
				Da is very businesslike about it. He and I go to the bedroom that I share with my brother. He does not yell or lecture, he merely pulls his belt off through the loops on his pants quickly and then starts to lay it on me, wherever he catches up to me in the room. I don’t think he counts the number either. I certainly don’t. He just whips the belt forehand, backhand, forehand until he has had enough. Sometimes, it takes longer than other times. On Saturday, he’ll take me to confession and stand outside the confessional to make sure I tell Father O’Keefe what he expects me to confess to him, sometimes pulling the door open to remind me when my memory is too conveniently lax.
			

			
				I get into trouble a lot. Sister Mary Loyola tells me I have ants in my pants or something, and I’m just trying to get attention. She hits me with a ruler across my knuckles, or a pointer, or whatever thing she has stashed under her nun’s habit on any given day.
			

			
				In truth, I seem to have a gift for being overly curious, which leads me to less than acceptable pursuits of knowledge. Combined with a lot of unsupervised time, this produces a few too many audiences with authority figures. Or I am just overly social. I certainly don’t look for trouble, but at the same time, I am interested in how trouble works and have a gift for being in the wrong place at the right time. As a result, I am thoroughly acquainted with every type of corporal punishment available from parents, relatives, neighbors and most especially, parochial school administrators.
			

			
				Sister Mary Loyola is the most creative at this, but Monsignor Lavin is the most sadistic. In addition to spankings, slaps, and other hurtful inflictions, I have been made to stand in the hallway all day, holding armloads of books, locked in a cloakroom all day, a closet all day, the church confessional. I have been tied to my desk, taped to my desk, the teacher’s desk, the flagpole in the classroom and made to kneel all day at the communion rail in the church. Most of the time, I am not even sure what I’ve done. I pray to Jesus and Mary to help make me easier to live with, I pray for forgiveness, but at eight years old, I already know that I am going to hell.
			

			
				Our Lady of Grace parish is a considerable step up from our last church and school, Precious Blood. Precious Blood was only a few blocks from the housing project where we lived before, and where I had been born. PB was a poor church in a poor neighborhood in the inner city of Chicago. It was populated with the unstable mix of population, displaced when the Congress Expressway became an economic expediency after the war. The expressway, four lanes of concrete freeway designed in California and transplanted to the Midwest, provided access to commerce in the inner city. After World War II, it rapidly became a political and economic necessity for America’s crossroads at the foot of Lake Michigan. The returning soldiers needed work and a way to get to that work, and the Great City of Trains needed to respond to the explosion of workers and commerce that commuted by roads instead of riding the rails. The new expressway bulldozed its way through all the insular ethnic neighborhoods from the west cutting its way through to the inner city of The Loop, what the locals call downtown Chicago, because of the circular track of the elevated train system.
			

			
				The Chicago’s city fathers answer to this displaced population of culturally diverse poor people was to construct the first of many housing projects and relocate those masses into them, forcing them to co-exist, more or less against their will. The social and economic station of this populace and the conflicting social morays created immediate friction as the various factions established themselves and their respective territories. It was a violent place, and it was destined to be the breeding ground for what fifty years later, would become a second-generation hotbed of gang wars, drugs, gunrunners and insular poverty.
			

			
				By comparison, Our Lady of Grace was a thriving money pit made up of working-stiff families composed of World War II veterans and their young broods, adjusting to civilian life and car payments. Just forty odd blocks from downtown Chicago, Our Lady of Grace featured two sacristies and two chapels, one upstairs and one downstairs capable of offering two separate masses at any time and on Sunday as many as ten before lunchtime. It had a flourishing Catholic school of grades one through eight and a full complement of rigid Dominican Nuns who resided on the campus to teach and maintain order. Each classroom had as many as sixty to sixty-five students and only one teacher. There was no room for a disciplinary problem of any kind and very little patience to deal with intractable, overly social eight-year-olds.
			

			
				At eight years old, my life is a little more complicated than it should be. Little Mick, my Da, works in the city. A larger than life figure for us, he has a desk job that he goes to every day in a shirt and tie. What he lacks in stature, he makes up for in character. At night, he works down in the rail yards, loading Dunlop tires into freight cars so we can make ends meet.
			

			
				He takes a change of clothes and two lunches with him when he leaves in the morning. When he gets home, he goes directly to the kitchen cabinet over the sink for his daily home- at-last ritual. He pours a shot of Early Times Whiskey and reaches in the refrigerator for a can of Schlitz. He stares out the back window and throws down the shot and opens the beer with the can opener that sticks to the side of the refrigerator with a little glued on magnet. No matter what goes down during the day, we all know not to address him until he is halfway through the can of beer and has poured the second shot.
			

			
				My ma is sick all the time. She worries, and she stays in bed a lot. My sister Kathleen, Kate, is our rock. She is eleven; she can cook, clean and she packs a mean lunch. She knows how to bake a spice cake, and she bosses my brother Andy and I around as well as any Catholic nun. She also helps manage the three little kids. Trouble has a way of finding our family. Most especially - me.
			

			
				Today was a perfect example. I like school, but not other kids as much. I like most kids, but I don’t really have any friends. It is a funny kind of loop; the kids at school make fun of me because I am always in trouble and I get into trouble a lot because the kids all make fun of me. I like to watch them play on the playground, and I eye the girls and wonder if I will marry one of them someday. But I watch them from my spot along the church wall where I am guarded by the playground nun of the day. I am not usually allowed to play playground games.
			

			
				I like the challenge of learning. When I was in first grade, I had trouble learning the alphabet. I would get some of the letters mixed up; L and J and p and b. Sister Mary Allen - who had a mustache like a man - was convinced that I was trying to be cute because I kept getting stuck on the same letters all the time. Sister Mary Allen had me stand in front of the class and tell everyone that I was pretending to be stupid just to cause trouble. That was when I first learned about standing in the hallway, waiting for Monsignor Lavin. I also took home my first note from the teacher. It asked for a teacher conference with my parents. I think that might have been the first time I got the belt for activities outside of the house. The meetings became a weekly, after Sunday mass, occurrence.
			

			
				The belt and I became better acquainted on most Sunday afternoons.
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				It is a pretty long walk to and from school; about a mile and a half. Sometimes I walk with Kate, and sometimes I take a different way, so I won’t have to. There is a fellow named Stosh that sets up his shop on the corner down the street from our fourth-floor walk-up apartment. Stosh is a self-proclaimed business man. He is large and loud, with slicked back hair and very shiny shoes. My Da says he is a Polack, but I don’t know what that means. He has a big car - a Buick I think - with a grill like my buck-toothed cousin Seamus, and small, coiled springs that stick out from the wheel wells so that he can hear them scrape on the curb and know that he is close enough when he parks. The trunk and back seat are full of every kind of product he can attempt to sell to the neighborhood. The Buick pulled up tight to the curb is very shiny winter and summer. In the summer, there is a little strip of dirt between the curb and the sidewalk about five feet wide. It doesn’t have grass that grows, although it is supposed to. It’s where we play mumblety-peg and shoot marbles.
			

			
				Right where Stosh sets up, a stray dog was hit by a car last summer. The cops stopped long enough to pull it out of The street and up into the strip of dirt, where they shot it in the head. It laid there for two weeks; its body slowly sagging into the dirt while its teeth got scarier by the day. Stosh had to move his operation down the block for a while when it was there, but I visited that dog every day.
			

			
				Stosh ran a sort of a mobile Sears store on wheels. Mostly cleaning products - soap, a limited variety of cigarettes and pipe tobacco, small packaged goods that the housewives came out and picked through and occasionally, kitchen knives and utensils. Nobody ever admitted to buying anything from Stosh, but everyone did. You just couldn’t beat his prices. His inventory varied depending upon available merchandise and the season of the year. Stosh knew his clientele, and he kept his stock accordingly. He would barter and trade, but mostly he liked cash.
			

			
				Stosh also took custom orders. You could even buy shoes from him if you could remember which store you saw the ones you wanted. That’s where I came in. Stosh had a good supply of candy, salted pumpkin seeds in a little red and blue box with an Indian on the front, and small bags of peanuts in the shell. For kids like me, he would run a tab, which he kept track of in a little spiral notebook and pencil jammed in his shirt pocket. He took empty soda pop bottles in trade, which were good for two cents at the supermarket, but they didn’t like dealing with kids. Stosh was close by, handy and he paid one cent, no questions asked. Sometimes he had little jobs for us to do that he would even pay us for, or let us work off our tab. Sometimes he would pay twenty-five or thirty cents, a king’s ransom for an eight-year-old kid.
			

			
				Around the corner from Stosh, in the alley, was Leo Opramann’s hangout. Leo was the building janitor. He was an elderly Kraut of impressive girth, with a strong accent and a permanent limp. He appeared and disappeared around the property with a gigantic pipe clamped in his teeth that smelled wonderful. During the winter, Leo would leave the furnace room door in the alley open. He had a couple of rescued, overstuffed chairs in there, facing the open door of the monstrous coal-fired furnace and boiler, which heated our water and building. Once he had shoveled the furnace full of black, dirty coal, he would sit in one of the overstuffed chairs and light his pipe, while staring into the blaze through the open door of the furnace, at peace in his one sanctuary. It was always cozy in the furnace room during the evenings when the winter darkness came by four o’clock.
			

			
				Leo was not particularly loquacious, but he welcomed company in the other chair. I logged a lot of hours sitting in the copilot’s seat, staring into the fire next to Leo but never exchanging a word. His wife, Lucille, was not particularly friendly to any of the residents and I suspected that the sentiment extended to Leo as well. Leo had particular tastes in pipe tobacco, which he consulted Stosh for on a more or less regular basis.
			

			
				To ensure maximum profit, Stosh employed a few of us to acquire inventory that could be transported out of various stores by hand. I had demonstrated some originality and a knack for custom order acquisition, and I had picked up Leo’s tobacco orders from time to time. In exchange, I had an open account with Stosh, and he was usually a little more welcoming of my appearance than some of the other block kids.
			

			
				Walking home with my sister didn’t allow me to loiter with Stosh. Kate was a good girl and had been warned about Stosh by the building housewives regarding his questionable character. She was also a tattle-tale. When people like my sister approached Stosh’s corner, his trunk lid came down, and he would casually lean on the rear fender, facing the sidewalk, puffing on a cigarette until they passed by. Stosh knew his mar ket, but he also knew the neighborhood.
			

			
				This day Stosh was glad to see me, and as my sister kept walking, I held back. Stosh, just to be a pain, spun me around to check out the bow on the back of my hand-me-down coat. Once his teasing was over, he finally told me what he wanted. He had orders stacking up, and his inventory was starting to run short. Since I was small and wore the innocuous Catholic school uniform - dark blue wool pants and white shirt - I look right for the job. That day I had pulled on another pair of pants over the ones I wear at school to ward off the intense cold.
			

			
				My mittens were attached to my sleeves by snap clips like the ones on suspenders, so I would have a harder time losing them. I still lost them, of course, it just took longer. I hated mittens - gloves were so much more grown up - but since I couldn’t seem to hang onto mittens, my folks saw no reason to pony the extra dough for gloves.
			

			
				My list for the day included a pouch of Amphora pipe tobacco (Leo Opramann’s brand), one of the new squeeze-type can openers, two or three white handkerchiefs (just like my dad used), and a new smoking pipe, preferably one of the briar ones. All of the items are available at the Woolworth's 5 and 10, up on Fullerton, not far from the church, and Stosh suggested that I shop there specifically. Woolworth’s is easier to get to than the Ben Franklin, which would require me to take the bus, but the Ben Franklins are much easier to fill a shopping list because they have a smaller staff and the store is bigger.
			

			
				The best part about Woolworth’s was that the candy aisle was nearly at the front of the store, directly in front of the cash register. The cashiers and managers watched kids like hawks in the candy aisle. As far as they were concerned, when it came to kids and the candy aisle, every kid had criminal intent so most of their attention was directed down that aisle. The items I needed were deeper in the store and once I passed the candy, employees relaxed their surveillance. Woolworth’s was usually busy, but especially after school, so the candy aisle got a lot of attention. However, Woolworth’s also had a wooden floor that creaked and groaned wherever you walked, so the staff was completely aware of anyone’s location wherever they were in the store. The lighter the criminal, however, the less noise he made.
			

			
				There is a hole in the bottom of both of my coat pockets. If I dropped something into them, it falls all the way to the bottom edge of the coat where the hem and the lining catch it. The coat functioned as a wool shopping bag, and items in the lining could be retrieved later on - if your arms were long enough.
			

			
				I walked past the Zagnuts and Clark bars and moved to the back of the store. The handkerchiefs were easy to find individually folded in a little wire bin on the shelf under the Old Spice After-Shave and Wildroot Crème Oil. I put them in my lefthand pocket and looked around to be sure no one was watching me. Satisfied, I slipped three of them into my pocket, casually replacing one in the rack, just in case. The briar pipes are in another bin in the tobacco area, fifteen or twenty of them thrown randomly in a pile, and any one of them would do, they all looked the same to me. I got past the second item on my list and then felt a large hand drop onto my shoulder. I turned around and confronted, face to belt buckle one of Chicago’s Finest; a beat cop. In no time at all, I was escorted to the Precinct House on West Belmont, deposited onto the steel chair with the fake leather cushion that was too slippery to sit on in wet wool pants.
			

			
				The next Saturday morning, Momma stayed in bed again, Da came to the breakfast table, with a swollen and blackened left eye and an angry gash across the bridge of his nose. Kate cut up his eggs and buttered his toast because the knuckles on his hands were scraped and swollen. He leaned to the right at an angle in his chair and winced when Kate gave him a little hug. I never saw Big Stosh around the neighborhood again. Neighborhoods, you see, have their own rules.
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				My weapon is a 40mm. M-79 grenade launcher. The guys call him Thumper. I’m out of rounds for it. They were the first to go. There had been one grenade in the weapon and eleven in my bandoleer. The Thumper is the weapon of choice for the FNGs; it’s hard to fire accidentally, and it is usually pointed up in the air, not as much chance of someone accidentally stepping in front of the barrel of a nervous trigger finger. Thumper is handy when you want to convince someone to stay back and when he thumps, you’d better hope you are not underneath it when it comes down. It throws a grenade a long way and makes a big noise when it inevitably hits something. It creates impressive holes in things and plenty of trouble.
			

			
				In the beginning, that is what we needed, distance and time, distance from them and time to run. Old Mr. Thumper is very good for that. We needed enough time to get to the ditch, time to turn around and some few seconds more to let our lives pass before our eyes. Thumper did his job, and I did mine.
			

			
				At first, the hail of incoming rounds was withering, buzzing and zipping in on us, a steady pok, pok, pok, zwip, zwip, zwip into the dirt bank behind me, a swarm of high-velocity bees.
			

			
				Concentrated, probing, only to be followed by an equally intense silence. The silence made worse by the sensory deprivation of fog and anxiety.
			

			
				I have no sense of what time it is. The quiet and fatigue of waiting in silence have made the minutes and hours pass, but not by any measure that I can track. I struggle to stay in the present and find my mind drifting back to high school and am shocked to realize that I was in high school less than a year ago. A mere twelve months and that I am still only eighteen years old. I feel so very far away from that kid, not aged as a measurement of time but older, like a tree weathered by a hard season. Yet, I can’t tell how long we’ve been here. Where I am now is not a varsity sporting event and not gym class, not remotely related to the grab-ass games like Smear the Queer or Dog Pile. Games we used to play in the locker room, back in the day, so long ago.
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				I liked high school. High school classes were tailored to a guy like me; the classes only lasted fifty minutes, which was a stretch for my limited attention span, but not so long that I was motivated to entertain myself in what school administrators called an inappropriate manner. I liked mathematics and loved English. Math because it was a challenge, English because we got to read books, which took me away to somewhere else - anywhere else. The part of English that bored me was the endless discussions about the metaphors for life placed meaningfully in the stories we discussed, or the protagonist angst, providing an allegory to current, adolescent society. I liked the stories as they were, so I often zoned out the class, read the stories, aced the tests and went about my own business. Homework was another story entirely.
			

			
				I had lots of themes and term papers in my head, but I lacked the commitment to put them on paper. I often had trouble sitting still long enough to finish dinner, writing a three-to-five page, typed, double-spaced term paper about whether Gene Forrester loved or hated his best friend Finny in the book “A Separate Peace” was beyond my scope of endurance. I personally thought Gene Forrester was a wimpy tag-along and didn’t really give a shit what his motivations were, but I still meant to do the work. The problem was I couldn’t.
			

			
				I could sit in front of a typewriter for hours, procrastinating
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