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NEW YORK CITY.  1974.

“Close this store!  Comic books no more!”

Hot town, summer in the city, back of my neck, getting burned and pretty...

While the Lovin’ Spoonful played from a jukebox—if you’re a younger reader, and you’re scratching your pierced and tattooed head—jukeboxes were fancy machines the offered a wide selection of songs, playable after inserting a quarter into a coin slot—I haven’t seen one in ages—now, I’m not one of those old fogeys who rants and raves about how “back in my day, men wore shirts and ties, so did hobos and their dogs,” but it seems to me that some of us have a tendency to throw out the baby with the bathwater—where was I?  

Oh, yeah.

It was September, over one hundred degrees and I was at Groovy’s, a sixties-themed bar/restaurant, savoring my last lovin’ spoonful of chili, washed down with Moosetosterone beer.

Canada is an amazing country, eh?

It not only produced William Shatner, it produces beers that make ours look like Shirley Temples.

“Another beer, sir?”

“Those are my favorite words.  Other than, here’s my phone number.”

“Close this store, comic books no more!”

Her nametag said, “Raquel.”

She was petite and busty, her red hair tied into a ponytail, and her curvy body was tightly packed in a too-small, perhaps intentionally, waitress uniform.

Waitress?

Oops-a-daisy!

I mean, Technical Servista.

Her eyes were clearwater blue.

Her lips, just like everything else about her, had to be the envy of any woman, in her midst.

She smelled like vanilla; and possibilities.

“You’re awfully bold.”

“Brave, too.  Ever heard of DC comics?  They publish a comic book every month called The Brave and the Bold.  It’s based on me.”

“Close this store!  Comic books no more!”

Raquel looked out the window next to me and said, “What a bunch of losers.”

There were three men and three woman and they were carrying placards and they were marching to and fro, in front of Stand-Up Comics, one of the first stores in America that sold comic books, exclusively.

She clicked a pen, scribbled on her notepad, tore off a piece and handed it to me.

“I’m off at six.  Let’s go dutch.  Meet you back here?”

“Well, that sounds like a date to me.  Sure.”

She flicked her finger under my chin and said, “I’ll get you your beer.”

There are days that remind us that life is worth living; this was shaping up, to be one of them, for me.

And then this happened:
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Two boys emerged from the store.

They were maybe thirteen and they were carrying, small plastic-bags, that were likely filled with comic-books.

One was thin to the point of emaciation; the other was, as my mother would have said, “big-boned.”

The messages on the protester’s placards were variations of “Satan loves comic books” and “Comic books corrupt our children.”

One of the men, tall and thick, wearing a leather jacket, of all things, jerked the skinny’s boy’s bag from his grip, emptied the contents to the sidewalk and began to tear them up.

Another man, wearing a ballcap with the stars-and-stripes, did the same thing to the other kid.

The two latter-day book-burners picked up the mess and dropped it into a nearby trash bin.

The chubby kid wailed, while his friend patted his back.

The other protestors cheered and whooped.

I left a twenty on the table and said to Raquel, “See you at six.”

“Oh, my God!  Did you see what just happened?”

“Sure did.”

I winked at her before leaving.

I crossed against the light.

HONK!

“Watch where you’re going, fuck-face!”

Ah, the New York City of the 1970’s, where Do Unto Others was more like Screw Everybody Before They Screw You First...and not in a pleasant way.

I walked up the disconsolate kids and said, “Hi, I’m Lee.  How much did you pay for those comic books?”

They told me.

I handed them each five dollars and said, “Go back inside and get new copies.”

In unison, they said, “Thank you, sir,” and entered the store.

The protestors glared at me.

Tall-and-thick said, “We’re serving God and country.  Those so-called comic books are nothing but sex and violence.”

I smiled and said, “Well, I prefer the former to the latter, as long as the people engaged in it are consenting adults.  As for the latter, well, under certain circumstances, unless you’re a masochist, it’s better to give than receive.”

“Is that a threat?”

“It’s a prediction.”

He dropped his sign, raised his hand and I stuck my finger in his eye.

I saw the boys watching from inside the store, their mouths agape and their eyes like saucers.

Star-and-Stripes dropped his sign and rushed me.

I introduced him to my three sidekicks:  Jab Boy, Cross Lad and Kid Upper-Cut.

The boys cautiously poked their heads out the door with their new comics.

I said, “Go home, guys.”

In unison, they said, “Thank you, again, sir,” and then they skedaddled. 

Another protestor, a woman, her jaw two perfect right angles, made for a T-square helped Stars-and-Stripes to his feet and said, “That’s my husband you just assaulted.”

“Well, he’s lot braver with kids than he is men, isn’t he?”

I went to my car, a white Dodge Charger, at that point in my life, peeled the moist parking ticket off my windshield—forty-five dollars!—and headed towards my office.

I had a date tonight.

Oh, boy!

Around five, when I arrived at my Queens apartment building, the police were waiting for me.

Oh, fudge.
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WHO I AM NOW AND WHAT I WANT TO BECOME

AN ESSAY

BY JUSTIN HEYWOOD

I’m thirteen and I live in Queens, New York City, New York State, USA, North America, Planet Earth, the Universe.

I have to write this stupid essay.

Oh, you’re probably reading this right now, aren’t you, Mr. Lark?

I hope you think it’s okay.

If you think it’s total garbage, that’s fine, because I don’t want to be writer, anyway.

I sure wish you’d remember to pull your zipper up in class.

Now you know why we’re laughing while you’re trying to tell us the difference between a noun and verb.

I don’t respect most teachers.

Dad once told me that those who can’t do either teach or get into politics.

I don’t think he’s wrong.

Who am I, now?

I’m different from almost everyone I know, that’s for sure, but I don’t have a chip on my shoulder about it.

It breaks Dad’s heart that I don’t watch Monday Night Football with him.

I can’t watch any sport without getting a nosebleed.

Hell, I mean, heck, I’m only thirteen, but I have intention of going through life expecting other people to like what I like.

It sure seems to me like a lot of people are just that way.

I’ve already heard this a million times:

If you don’t like football, then you’re not American.

I’m just as American as Steve Rogers.

Do you know who Steve Rogers is, Mr. Lark?

He’s Captain America.

Yes, I like comic books.

I live, eat and breathe them.

The worlds they present, especially the worlds of Marvel and DC comics, are worlds that I’d rather live in.

They’re worlds were right and wrong are as clear as night and day.

It’s not hard to suss out the difference.

I like Star Trek, too.

Captain Kirk doesn’t go running to the liquor store, every time the Klingons attack.

If there’s a problem, he faces it head on.

He makes decisions.

And if plan A doesn’t work, then he tries plan B and so on.  He relies on the people who serve under him to give him the information he needs to make a good decision.

It’s not like what I see at home or anywhere else.

Maybe I need to open my eyes a little more.
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WHO AM I NOW AND WHAT I WANT TO BECOME

AN ESSAY BY JUSTIN HEYWOOD

(Continuing...)

I love my Dad, he does the best that he can, but every day feels like the end of the world to me.

Mom died from cancer.

May God bless the scientists of the world who are trying to find a cure.

Are you enjoying this essay, Mr. Lark?

I hate doing this, but I’m under the gun, right, as my Dad likes to say about fifty times a day.

Who do I want to become?

I want to become a prosecuting attorney, like my Uncle Mort.

He’s smart, brave and his job it put bad guys under lock and key.

He’s a real-life superhero, like that guy I met other day, what did he say his name was?

Lee.

One of my best friends, George Franks, his dad and some other guy tore my comic books.

Ryan’s, too.

Then, this appeared, out of nowhere, like Superman, gave us each five bucks and we got our comics again.

He handed George’s dad and that other guy their behinds.

It was thrilling to watch.

Dad’s a truck driver.

He says he likes it, but I know for a fact that when he really wants to be is a marine biologist.  That’s all he ever reads about and he’s got tons of books on that subject.

It’s probably too late for him.  Unless he stops drinking.

He
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