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“Fuck you, mother fucker,” he murmured to me through half-opened-mouth. And then he listed slightly forward, as if to get a better view of what was before him on the ground and expired.

And just like that Through was dead.

If one didn’t know any better, they would’ve thought he had fallen asleep sitting up, like so many other homeless tramps in New York City’s parks. But no. Through had just died right in front of me and that was the end of his chapter, a very long and colorful one to be sure.

I stifled a hot tear and peered down at the gleaming, silver Smith & Wesson .38 caliber pistol in my grip. Before any of the early morning joggers could pass by and notice the deadly weapon, I made haste to tuck the pistol into my pants at the waist with the muzzle pressing down into my crotch. My eyes hesitantly took in the entire sweep of the riverfront park to confirm that we were in fact alone. The gun felt oddly warm against my skin like a well-used carpenter’s hammer after a hard day’s work. 

It was twilight and the barely perceptible, carroty ribbon of dawn was beginning to herald its presence and to illuminate the foreboding blackness of the quiet and desolate Carl Schurz Park. The ominous, ink-like East River continued to undulate pass us like an elongated, black serpent ever unwinding in its timeless transit from the Hudson River to the great and vast Atlantic Ocean beyond. 

The once empty grey asphalt promenade was beginning to show the first signs of life. A few hardcore, early morning city joggers galloped by. Nobody as much as glanced over in our direction. After all we were the invisible homeless, the marginalized undead, who at night merely used the park as a refuge from the inquiring eyes of the working class and, more importantly from the observation of the ever-prowling police.  

I took a respectful step back to steal another glance at the lifeless form of Through. 

Tell you the truth I never knew his real name. Ever since that first day we informally met, he named me Kiddo and I called him Through, because he had the look of a man who was through with life and all its accoutrements. He didn’t protest that much, therefore the name stuck and I’ve used it ever since. But that’s not telling you a damned thing about the man, about who he really was. Through was an 84-year-old black man who must’ve been homeless for the better part of forty years. He was a tall, wiry man with fair, wrinkled skin which gave me the impression he was what people in the old days used to call mulatto. 

The only thing that was peculiar about his appearance was his big bottom lip, which hung listlessly to his chin as if it was set in a permanent pout. Through had slick, straight white hair that swept sideways, partially over his bald head like one of those toupees you would see in a1950’s movie.  It made him look somewhat like the old, Harlem Renaissance jazz composer Count Basie. 

Nonetheless, Through was an extraordinary man who, at least in my opinion, had lived a most remarkable and colorful, life; the kind of life I only wish I had the balls to pursue. Perhaps I would’ve, had not fate dealt me such a merciless hand. The niggardly gods above had parceled out to me the most fucked-up, poker playing cards imaginable. And they had done so with the indifference of the British royalty at tea. 

But I’m digressing and I want to finish telling you about Through, the man who had just left the earthly plane without any fanfare. To be certain, it was a passage the rest of the world could give a howling hoot in hell about, had it not been for me taking the time to put this story to pen. Venture to know why? Because he was just another invisible, homeless bum like me, hacking out a meager existence in the shadows of the greatest metropolis on earth.

Fact of the matter was, Through was a thrill-seeker, an adventurer not unlike Christopher Columbus. He was a Jack of all trades and a master of none. Notwithstanding this, his travels gave him an uncanny perspicacity of which I still value and will always treasure. Through quit school when he was ten years old because he was making more money, through his illegal hustles, than any of the teachers in the small city of Newburg, New York. 

Of course, this was during the heydays of the early 1940’s, when a confederation of smaller, upstate, cities had garnered the unenviable reputation of being christened Sin City. This was due in no small part to the plethora of bars, speak-easies, brothels and gambling dens which lined the Hudson River north of the Big Apple.

In this seedy, prohibition, night-life environment the young and ambitious adolescent earned quite a living hustling the drunk and inexperienced, World War Two sailors and Marines, whose ships would port at the harbors of New York City for a few days of leave. These servicemen had heard of the reputation of “Sin City” and wanted to see for themselves if the rumors were true. So they ventured north away from the pressing crowds of Manhattan to get a taste of upstate perdition. 

These sex-starved clients with bulging pockets were prime targets for the take, and the teenaged Through was more than happy to oblige them. In fact he served as a guide to the lonely, battle-weary men, and ferreted them into the many sprawling whore houses and crap dice dens that lined the red-light districts of the economically depressed city of Newburgh. 

These unsanctioned, underground operations racked in enormous sums of cash, which subsequently went into the personal coffers of the men and women who were daring enough to run them. Without saying, it lined quite well the pockets of the pubescent boy, Through who liked to show off his modest fortune by sporting expensive clothing and brandishing an opulent, pearl handled .38 Smith & Wesson pistol. He even had the initials D.C. engraved into both sides of the grip. 

This was the very gun I was tucking into the waistline of my pants. It made me feel strange carrying it around, as if I had violated some unspoken universal principle. I could never figure out what the initials D.C. stood for and I never got around to asking him. I guess that would be another secret Through would take with him to his grave. 

Anyway, after living a life of crime Through out of the blue did a 180 and turned his entire life around. He never told me why, but suddenly he had an epiphany and found Christ at the age of 19. After which he gave up the illegal street hustle to become a born-again, bible-thumping, Christian minister. 

He eventually married his teen-aged sweetheart and began raising a family on the legit, even putting his daughter and son through Vassar College in Duchess County, with some of the proceeds of his former illegitimate hustle. As an upstanding, law-abiding citizen of the state he found a trade, went into the construction business and eventually began operating his own union plastering company, where he made a bundle of bona fide cash for the first time in his life! 

Wanting a change of life after his children were in high school, and especially after his marriage eventually went south, he took the civil test and became a fireman for FDNY, Fire Department of New York. He told me he got his neck broke falling off a ladder while fighting a raging, five-alarm in a Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn abandoned warehouse. 

Through wasn’t finished so-journeying yet. 

After fully rehabbing and getting an early pension from FDNY, just for shits and giggles he took a dare and landed a position as COO, Chief Operating Officer for a start-up computer networking company in Teaneck, New Jersey with a bunch of retired geek cronies from the fire department. 

I can’t vouch for it, but he said they made 2.4 million dollars and then lost it all in the year following. About that time, he was going through another nasty divorce with his second wife, a gorgeous, Puerto Rican car-stopper from Stratford, Connecticut who, according to his own words, was an official “blowjob queen from the Caribbean.” Listening to him I kind of got the impression that he might’ve been very much in love with the second one.

Disgusted with mounting failures, he finally decided to disappear from the world entirely for a while. So, he signed-up to serve in the United States Army at the age of thirty-four and a half; just before the legal cut off age requirement of thirty-five. He made it through infantry basic training and into AIT, Advance Infantry Training just in the nick of time, before his 35th birthday. 

The Drill Instructors at Fort Benning, most of whom he was much older than, loved the hell out of him. They christened him “Pops,” because of his age and due to the fact that they admired his gung-ho, “can-do” attitude. They felt he was a shining example of what a high-speed infantry soldier should be to all the rest of the pubescent 18- and 19-year-old recruits. Hell! They even made him platoon leader. 

Through had found another home away from home.

However, unknown to himself or anyone else in the military, the political storm clouds were brewing in Washington and the Vietnam conflict was about to be kicked into full gear. Nam had reared its ugly head and ole Uncle Sam wanted Through and every swinging dick to pack their gear and to diddley-bop their happy asses over to the sweltering jungles of South East Asia. 

As soon as his 101st Airborne Infantry jump boots hit the bush, he was greeted by a platoon of battle-hardened Army Rangers, whose tour-of-duty had come to an end and were headed into the Huey he had just gotten out of. One of the Rangers, an extremely tall, black man who looked like Wilt Chamberlain, marched right up to him and bellowed, “Happy birthday! Happy Thanks Giving! Merry Christmas! And Happy New Year, cherry! ‘Cause yo black ass gonna spend all of them right here in these fucking bushes!” 

While still laughing at the new replacement’s predicament, the Ranger’s oversized paw raised up to slap him five. Instead, the Ranger’s hand came down and smacked a bag of opium in Through’s outstretched hands, as the Ranger trotted away toward the waiting helicopter.  

Fact of the matter, before that time Through had never taken drugs. Yeah. He’s smoked a joint or two in the company of friends. Even during his hustling days in Newburgh, he stuck strictly to booze. He told me he always had an apprehension about the hardcore stuff and tried to stay away from it. So, when he arrived at camp in Nam, he tossed the bag of white powder into the footlocker of his bunk and forgot about it. 

One night his squad was sent down range into the thick, tropical bush for a routine patrol and stumbled upon a platoon of heavily armed Vietcong, hiding out only a few klicks away from their camp. After getting into a heated fire-fight and seeing one of his battle-buddy’s brains splatter all over his fatigues from a 7.62-millimeter NATO round, he had a sudden change of heart. 

He told me that night upon returning to his bunk, he found his stash of opium and smoked it. He immediately felt nauseous and puked his guts out in front of his chortling platoon members. Afterward, according to his words, he felt such a tremendous euphoria and numbing separation from all the madness, which was swiftly becoming his life in Nam. He swore to himself from that point on that he was going be a junky for life.

After the horror of Vietnam and during the first decade home in the States, Through had become a working-class-junky. He even held down a decent railroad job at New York’s Conrail, as a ticket clerk in Grand Central Terminal while strung out on heroin. As expected, his addiction finally caught up with him and he was eventually terminated for excessive absenteeism due to drug abuse. 

After a few rehabs and methadone clinics, he was able to finally break free from the powerful narcotic, but not without a price. He was then faced with the scourge of living out on the streets, which had eventually become his life. He had substituted heroin for alcohol, said good-bye to his relatives, friends and ex-wives and hit the streets running hard. And what might’ve been a few months of homeless turned out to be over forty long years.

That’s when I met Through. 

One evening in this very park, while I was stealing away behind some shrubbery to light up my crack pipe, Through happened to be looking for a hiding place to take a long-awaited, alcohol induced piss. 

“That crack you smoking there, Kiddo?” he asked, as he parked his grocery store, shopping cart full of gleaned garbage can next to the both of us for safe keep.

“’ear,” I managed as a reply in the affirmative. I quickly hid my smoldering glass pipe in between my legs from my concealed seated position among the shrubs to do away with the evidence. The vapors from the yellow crack rock had cut off my wind, making speech a little challenging but the ensuing head-rush was nothing short of mind-boggling. It almost left me utterly incapacitated.

“That there drug gonna fuck you up one day, Kiddo. Bitch’s like the Grim Reaper. Gonna ask for your soul in return next time.”

I finally found my scraggly voice. “What the hell you know about this shit, old timer? Fuck you! Mind your own business. What do you know about me anyway?”

Through finish shaking off the last drops of urine from the brownish eel in his hand and safely tucked it back into his pants. “Well, I may not know much about you or that there shit you smoking, but what I do know is that dope by any name is still dope. And that shit’s gonna kill yo ass one day, Kiddo. But first it’s gonna take away every bit of what’s left of yo soul.”

I stuff the cooled down crack pipe into my pants pocket and grabbed my unfinished 40oz of Old English, before rising to my unsteady feet. “Old man, don’t tell me anything about getting high. How can you know anything about it when you don’t know shit about me or how I got to be here? So, do me a favor and just get lost... will you?”

Through finished zippering up his pants. He studied me for a while before speaking again. “Tell you what, Kiddo, I’ll do you one better.” 

“Yeah. What’s that?” I challenged.

“I’ll buy you another one of those cheap-ass rot guts you’re drinking and tell you a little story ‘bout me, one you’re never gonna forget. How’s that for size, smart ass?” 

I suddenly found myself in a tight spot. How could I refuse his offer? I was about to get free beer, even though I already had about forty grand stashed away in my green duffle bag. The loot was money I had stolen from some very angry drug lords. Well... that’s another story for another time. Needless to say, I readily took Through up on his proposal.

“It’s Old English, old timer. And yeah, I’ll take you up on your offer.” I hefted my duffle bag full of stolen cash upon my back, slid my arms under the support straps for good measure and staggered behind Through, as he turned and led the way, whereupon he proceeded to push his rickety shopping cart out of the winding grotto of shrubbery. The narrow path we were traversing led back to the concrete walkway by the East River. By this time the promenade was filled with the running throngs of early morning, second-wind-junkies. 

As fast as it came my crack high faded away. The only thing that kept me from totally geeking-out was the half-empty bottle of Old English beer protruding partway out of my crumply, brown paper bag. And so, I continued taking a swig from my bottle while I walked side-by-side with Through. He shuffled along pass the joggers, pushing his stolen shopping cart full of collected cans and bric-a-brac up 23rd Street until we reached the 7-Eleven convenient store near the corner of 1st Avenue. 

He parked his shopping cart in a vacant spot by the sidewalk as if it were a registered vehicle. Together we wordlessly strolled under the garish green, red, orange and white metal canopy and into America’s favorite junk food emporium, to purchase my promised 40oz of beer.

Afterward we made our way back to our original spot in the park and I christened my new flagon of Old English. Not wanting to come down from my level of high, I drank deeply from its opened neck before regarding Through anew with bloodshot and tired eyes. Through ceremoniously undraped a large, oil-stained rag from the top of his metal shopping cart to reveal an unmolested, family-sized, gallon of Smirnoff vodka, the kind one usually buys during the holidays for relatives and friends at large gatherings. At that moment I understood why he hadn’t purchased any hooch for himself. He already had an ample supply.

The sun’s shimmering orange disk was rising nobly over the Brooklyn horizon on the other side of the East River, loudly proclaiming its resurrection from the shadowy abode of Hades below. Beneath this backdrop we quietly settled down among the safety of the bushes in Carl Schurz Park. 

The once quiet public square had gone through a noticeable transformation. Joggers, mothers pushing baby carriages and neighborhood residents out for a morning stroll crammed the park’s walkway with a bevy of tramping feet, which brought a renewed sense of life to what was once an almost deserted area. Through and I sat down on one of the many chiseled boulders and quietly resumed our profession of getting stoned.

“So, tell me a little bit about all this shit you were bragging about earlier, old timer,” I reinserted my earlier provocation, before taking another swig of my malt liquor.

Through looked at me with derision before letting out an audible snort of contempt. “Huh! Younging like you don’t know your own asshole from a crack in the ground. And you gonna ask me about what I know about the ups and downs of life and about getting high?”

“Yeah. So what if I did? Hell Through. You act as if you’ve seen so much of life that you’re done with it and everything....”

“What you call me?”

“Never mind,” I didn’t want to upset the old man and prevent him from telling me his saga. So, I shut my trap and went back to doing the smartest thing I could think of. Drinking.

Through just gave me a long, calculating stare before picking up where he left off. “I’ll tell you what, Sunshine. I’ve done seen, saw and did so many things I don’t know if it’s possible to even tell you ‘bout it all in one conversation.”

After which he started singing a little ditty, what seemed to me like some memorized song from generations past. It was the most peculiar limerick I ever heard. It sounded like one of those 1930’s, nitty-gritty, dirty, southern blues tunes, the kind I once heard Muddy Waters crooning on one of those thick, 78 speed albums from back in the days. 

“I-eeee travelled the devil’s highway... I-eeee saw many going my way... most of whom are sorry to this day.”

And then he started rattling off a litany of names, names of individuals who must’ve conjured up ghostly faces he once knew, friends who had departed from the earthly plane a long time ago. “Freddy Sampson, Timothy Davis, Tony Jefferson...” he paused to gaze into the distance. “Hal Greshim. Yeah,” he nodded to himself, as if satisfied he could still remember all of their names.

“Must’ve been old buddies, Through,” I proffered. My forty ounce was almost half empty, so I started fidgeting around in my pocket for my trusty crack pipe.

Through shot an angry glance at me. “What you say, boy?” 

I said. “I mean... these must’ve been old buddies of yours who are now gone.” I didn’t want him to get excited and bop me over the head with his magnum bottle of hooch, for calling him Through to his face again.

Through suddenly turned very serious. He leaned forward over his vodka, gazed at me and lowered his voice. “They didn’t die. We don’t die. The world around us dies and it just takes us with it, Kiddo.”

I felt a strange chill run up my spine at the perspicacity of that statement. I didn’t want to give that maxim further thought. So, I hurried up and drained as much of my beer as I could in one session. Through twisted the little white cap off his vodka bottle, hoisted the jug with both hands to his fat lips and filled in the quiet time with the barely perceptible sound of each gulp. After a few seconds he recapped his hooch, sat it upon his lap and sloped back over toward me as if to close the distance once more.

“Freddy Sampson and I parted company in Schenectady, New York way back in 1952 over a beautiful wide-eyed, natural blonde, traffic-stopper named Yvonne,” he began without preamble.

“Wooh! I thought that kind of interracial shit wasn’t allowed back in your days.”

“I’m talking and you’re listening,” he reminded me.

Not wanting to break his conversational stride, I crossed my legs and fished around on the woodchip-filled-ground below for a couple of discarded cigarette butts, to satisfy my mounting nicotine Jones. It was either that or light up my crack pipe again. Another jogger hustled by in a pair of shorts and picked up her pace when she saw that we were homeless. Through waited until she was gone before continuing. 

“Freddy and I were closer than two peas in a pod. We even dressed the same. Wore similar styles of suits, hats, everything. Of course, you know we used to dress up to the nines back then, even to go to the corner grocery store to get a pack of Lucky Strikes. Not like you youngings today, with your pants hanging all off your asses like you’re pleading for a good butt fucking.” 

I wanted to interrupt and to tell Through that that wasn’t me. That I used to be a well-dressed, professional man with a decent career. But since I promised to keep my mouth shut, I just screwed up my face at him to let him know I didn’t necessarily dig that snide remark.

“Anyway,” he went on. “Back in the 50’s there was this famous juke joint across town, just where the border between the white neighborhood and the colored one was. Freddy had just bought a shiny, brand new, ’52 Chevy Bel Air. Whuuuh! Was that ride some’um else, Kiddo? Sky blue body, lily-white top, with spanking white wall tires. I tell you that damned car was almost pretty enough to fuck!”

After Through finished chuckling to himself he took another hit from his plastic magnum, vodka bottle. As he drank his eyes stayed fixed upon me, to see if I was still paying attention. I had succeeded in procuring two discarded butts from the ground, already finished off the first and was lighting my second with my cheap black Bic lighter. 

“Well... Shit. Freddy used to pick me up in his new ride. We be all dressed up like pimps and everything. Then he go get the girls. Now, these broads would be decked out like doll babies, let me tell you. And we go out to Gibby’s juke joint and dance all of the latest dances, like The Bunny Hop and The Mash Potato to Jacky Wilson and Fats Domino. Kiddo. I tell you, back then we used to party all night long!”

Without warning Through turned melancholy again, as if some sad note had been struck, which became the precursor to a mournful tune only he could hear. His demeanor darkened as he stared down at the woodchip littered ground in front of him. “And that’s when I ran into Yvonne.”

I had to break my silence. “Goddamn! You act as if that was a bad thing. Like you ran upon The Bride of Frankenstein or something. I mean like what the fuck?”

“Wait till you hear the rest of the story, son,” he snorted.

As I was beginning to become accustomed, I fell into quietude once more. 

Unfortunately, at this point I was
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