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Men become revolutionaries for diverse, often surprising and sometimes unworthy motives ― rancor, dislike of themselves, greed for power, or a hatred of stupidity, which easily becomes contempt for humanity itself, since stupidity is its most salient characteristic.

—I.F. Stone (1967)

 

IF YOU’RE NOT BUSY BEING BORN, YOU’RE BUSY BUYING. All the sales girls in the flash boutiques are made to dress the same and have the same make-up, representing the 1940s. In fashion as in everything else, capitalism can only go backwards — they’ve nowhere to go — they’re dead. The future is ours. Life is so boring there is nothing to do except spend all our wages on the latest skirt or shirt.

Brothers and Sisters, what are your real desires? Sit in the drugstore, look distant, empty, bored, drinking some tasteless coffee? Or perhaps BLOW IT UP or BURN IT DOWN. The only thing you can do with modern slave-houses — called boutiques — is WRECK THEM. You can’t reform profit capitalism and inhumanity. Just KICK IT TILL IT BREAKS.

—The Angry Brigade (1971)
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Letter of the law

The files of the New York City Police Department contain this statement, typed in fading ink on a now-wrinkled and yellowed sheet of foolscap. It is dated October 11, 1964; the pale signature is smeared beyond recognition.

 

My given name is y-d-i-n-i-a, it is pronounced uh-DEEN-uh. Not Edwina. Not Widena. I was named after a character in a book. I do not know which one. My last name is Ochreman, spelled like it sounds. My current address is 284 East Third Street in New York City. I was born in Northampton, Massachusetts in 1944; my family relocated to New York when I was eight years old. My mother Ellen is a college librarian. My father Solomon is a former transit worker who was disabled on the job and collects disability and a pension. I fully suspect they both have FBI surveillance files. (Everybody cool does.) I am a college student and have worked as a babysitter, a dog walker and receptionist at an advertising agency. My chosen career is political activist. 

I am five-foot seven, weigh 145 pounds and have blue eyes and reddish hair. I have a heart-shaped birthmark on the inside of my right thigh and scars on my chin from adolescent acne. I have no chronic diseases that I know of.

 

I am not married. However, I am not a virgin. In my mind, I am a mother, although I have no physical issue to confirm that belief. (To clarify, I was pregnant once but did not bear the child.)

 

I am Jewish by family tradition, but despite what you may assume, I am no supporter of the state of Israel. I practice no religion and acknowledge the existence of no supreme being. I do not believe in a promised land, heaven or hell. I believe in what I can see and smell and feel and taste and hear. That’s bad enough for me. 

 

As surely as I know my name, I believe that the United States is an imperialist power violently at odds with the rest of the world, and that our government — your government — is responsible for some of the most beastly injustices of the 20th century. The Soviet Union, Cuba and the People’s Republic of China are not my enemies. Senator Jo(k)e McCarthy was, and he has yet to be fully prosecuted for his crimes.

 

I am not a member of the Communist Party (or any other party). I am not a member of any organization whose stated intention is to overthrow the government of the United States of America, although I endorse that course of action, and I would gladly join one that does. 

 

I oppose America’s growing military involvement in Indochina, as well as its role in supporting the royal family in Saudi Arabia and the puppet government of South Korea. The Cuban embargo is a crime against humanity, and the Panama Canal is a clear-cut case of corrupt capitalism’s imperial designs on Central America.

 

I accuse the Johnson administration of not doing enough to help Afro-Americans achieve civil equality in the South and elsewhere. All people are entitled to freedom and equality under the Constitution and they have not been. Negroes in this country need freedom, not nooses, water hoses or snarling police dogs. 

On the advice of my own common sense, I will not discuss the activities that occurred today, and which may or may not have involved me, or why I believe I am being held. This statement is a farce. You will have to find some other way to punish me for the beliefs and knowledge I, and my kind, have. I have precious little faith in the judicial power structure but even a blind fool would understand that nothing I have done violates the spirit of the Constitution. I have no prior police record and have never committed what I understand to be a crime under this country’s and this city’s laws. I want it on the record that I have been denied access to an attorney and do not know why I am being detained. I am signing this document under protest.

 

Ξ

 

In a small basement interrogation room on Centre Street, a tired New York City detective dreaming of a cold beer is staring at the young woman seated across a scarred and stained table. She’s dressed in blue jeans, sneakers and a black mohair sweater. Her red hair is messy and her face is drawn. He stubs out his cigarette, scratches behind his right ear and asks, “Is that it?”

“Yes.”

“Well then, just sit here and don’t move. Yid-deena.” She shoots him a look. He switches off the tape recorder and removes a small reel from the right-hand spool. “I don't really believe you’re twenty, but if that's what you say, I don't really give a good crapola. You’re in a heap of trouble and none of that is gonna help get you out of it. I'll bring this up to the typist. You can sign it when she’s done. Officer Schermerhorn, keep an eye on this young…lady for me, please.”

“Sure enough, Detective. You want I should ask her some more questions?” he sneers, winking broadly in a wordless request for permission to teach the snot-nose pinko chick the kind of lesson that would clear up her screwy thinking for good. He takes a deep breath, pulling his uniform tight across a barrel chest, swelling not with pride but with contempt.

“No, keep yer trap shut and yer hands to yourself. Go sit outside. I’ll have someone bring you down a cup a coffee.”

Ydinia looks up. “May I have some? Or water? I haven’t had a thing to drink all day.” They exit without replying. 

Hours pass. 

Ydinia doesn’t turn from her seat facing the wall when, with a fumble and a click, the metal door is unlocked and Officer Schermerhorn returns. He drops two typewritten sheets of paper on the table and moves back to the wall. “Sign this statement and then you can go,” he mutters. He is standing as far from her as the small room allows. “Stinkin’ commie bitch.”

Ydinia says nothing. She doesn't move. She doesn’t react. She doesn't even turn her head to look at the paper. The cop takes a Bic out of his blue uniform slacks, shifting his holster aside carefully to get at it. He leans in and lays the pen across the paper on the desk and returns to his wall. When she still fails to respond, he moves in closer, thinking of the phrase “menacing steps” as he stares at the side of her head across the table. He unholsters his service revolver and juggles it, casually, from hand to hand. After the second time he glances to check that the safety is on. 

Ydinia finally turns around and looks at the paper and the cop and the floor and then the cop again. She has cow eyes with heavy lids and pale eyebrows. Her mouth is wide with strong, even teeth; a bit of blonde fur lines the thin top lip. Light freckles dust her cheeks, framing a nose that lists a few degrees to the right and hooks down slightly at the end. Although in no way beautiful, her face is appealing. She looks at him impassively, holding in a wry smile.

She glances at the revolver in his hand, guessing that it’s not loaded and that he has never fired it outside of a training range. She doesn’t need to know, would rather not know, would like to believe what she wants to be true. She clears her throat and licks her lips.

She stands up as tall as she can, and turns to face him, throwing her shoulders back and smoothing her jeans. She takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly, through parted lips. He stops playing with his gun and holds it by his side, barrel pointing down. He stares mutely. Neither has a clue what the other is thinking or where this might be going. She crosses her arms and, in a smooth motion, whips off her sweater to reveal a shiny white bra. She steps out of her Keds. She is staring in his eyes with the unblinking focus of a fighter preparing to throw his first punch. He can’t decide whether to keep looking at her face or get a good gander at the body she is unwrapping. She unzips her jeans and pushes them down around her ankles. There’s a tattoo on her thigh, a face he can’t make out. She’s not wearing underpants. With a deft leg motion, she sweeps the jeans into a corner behind her. She reaches back and unhooks her bra.

The cop flushes, tightening the grip on his weapon, staring at the naked body before him, trying to keep his excitement in check, his alarm increasing. He is braced for an unexpected move, hoping that he will have the guts to shoot if she lunges. He worries that someone might find him in here like this, and what Peggy would say if he had to explain it to her and — god forbid — her father, a retired fireman. He wonders if his little daughter will grow up to have big breasts and curly red hair down there. He idly imagines that nipples would make reasonably good shooting targets. 

Ydinia continues to stare straight into his face, unabashed in her nakedness, challenging him in ways he has never before known. He feels his will — a rigorous product of Catholic school, an Army hitch and PD discipline — melting. He has never before encountered such raw confidence, not in hardened Mafiosi, spic drug dealers from the South Bronx or even the murderous Westies he faced in Hell’s Kitchen. What kind of chick would do such a thing? He would never take off his clothes in front of a stranger, and surely not one with a gun while being held in a police station. He’s never even seen Peggy in the altogether with the lights on. 

His hard-on presses uncomfortably against his pants. He moves his free hand down to adjust himself, but her eyes follow, daring him to acknowledge the effect she is having. Instead, he jams his hand in a trouser pocket and jangles the coins in there. The wan attempt to disguise his intentions makes him foolish. To compensate, he imagines pumping away savagely at her, doing it in his uniform, standing up, right here in the interrogation room. It’s all up to him. His head swims at the thought. He trembles, steadies himself against the wall. 

She won't release his eyes, which are filling with tears, for what seems like hours. He can't move. She won't move. He almost gasps when she circles around and climbs on the table. She is on all fours, like a cat, with her ass spread wide and close enough that he can reach out and touch it. He can smell her sex, see it through the hair. He gulps hard but can’t think of words to say. She picks up the pen and inscribes her name on the paper. He wishes the ground would swallow him up. This is the worst moment of his life. Or maybe it’s the best. He feels a thousand things. He suspects he has never actually felt anything before. 

She climbs off the table and turns around to lean on it, palms down, staring at him again. Her breasts sway as she breathes. She cocks her head, snorts and spits on her signature. “That's what you wanted, isn't it? Or some of what you wanted. But not all of it. You don’t get that. Ever. From anyone.” She takes a long breath. “I'm leaving."

He holsters his gun as she dresses. She tugs the sweater on, raising her arms, and shimmies into her dungarees. She steps into her sneakers, pulling them over her heels with a thumb. She jams the bra in a pocket. He rubs his neck, which itches as if it had been burned in the sun. She walks up to face him again. He spins the Xavier High School signet ring on his right hand. He doesn't even feel his arm tense. She — in spite of the circumstances — feels no imminent danger and so doesn’t notice the motion of a bony fist until it’s too late to react. The thickly carved gold curves toward her nose, imprinting a sideways “X” on the broken cheekbone beside it. She goes down, unable to stop herself from screaming as blood pours from her face, pooling on the grey concrete floor. The cop laughs, more out of surprise and fear than anything like pleasure, although the sight of blood has never troubled him. Not his own, not criminals’, not his wife's, not even his brother officers’. 

The cop walks to the door, pulls it open and stops, not turning around. He's back in control, the memory of her nakedness papered over by her sobs. “You’re free to go,” he says with the even tone of a customs inspector. “You’d better get that looked at. Could get infected.” His voice is now edged with sympathy. She rises unsteadily and touches a sleeve to her bloody face. He waits as she mounts the stairs to the main floor of the station house. He pulls the door sharply behind him, and rushes to the john. He goes into a stall and slips the latch. When he comes out, he spends a long time washing his hands. While the memory of her naked body remains lodged in his mind, like the pet peeves of a favorite Playboy centerfold, it is the terrifying force of her will that finally haunts him.
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Home to roost

The uptown IRT rumbled and hissed to a stop. The conductor’s voice crackled through a fizz of static and distortion. “Hunnert and T’ird and Broa’way. Nummer One Manha’an local. All stops ta Two Hunnert Forty Secon’ Street in da Bronx. Watch the closin’ doors.”

Ydinia found a seat and inspected the faces opposite her. Columbia dweeb, she thought; Puerto Rican, maybe Dominican; junkie; leftover greaser; City College for sure; Jewish schoolteacher or social worker; Yankee fan.... She'd keep an eye on them and see if they got off at the stops she expected. “One Hundred and Tenth Street. Broa’way local. Min’ the closin’ doors.” She opened a brown paper bag and pulled out The Fire Next Time. She fingered the bookmark, torn from the wrapper of a Hershey bar, which she had placed speculatively at the very front of the slim paperback, and began to read “My Dungeon Shook: Letter to My Nephew on the One Hundredth Anniversary of the Emancipation.”

At 116th in Morningside Heights, where children of privilege built their bright futures in the penumbra of Harlem’s poverty, the CCNY guy got off, and the presumptive Columbia snob didn't. When the girl stayed seated past 137th, where the working class got their city-sponsored education, Ydinia told herself that she wasn't wrong, that Miss Ivy League Bitch probably had a destination uptown but would surely return to her cozy dorm on campus. She felt a glow of satisfaction at the reassurance of her powers of urban induction.

The 168th Street station was cold and damp. She rode the elevator up and walked down Broadway. A light snow was falling, and she cursed the fact that her mittens were at home in the pockets of a different coat. 

From a doorway, a man in an army jacket said, “Hey, girly, what you doin' uptown?” A shiver of fear passed through her. She paused and reached into her bag, thinking to pull the book out to prove her knowledge of, and sympathy for, Afro-Americans. But when she looked up, the sternness and disdain in his eyes made it clear he was not expecting an answer. She bowed her head toward the pavement to keep the snowflakes from her eyes and walked away.

South of 167th, she passed a bodega and a boarded-up storefront church. Attracted by a chilly whiff of incense, she peered in the window of a botanica, reading the blessings on the blue and red candles. The snow stopped, but her ears burned from the cold.

A crowd was on the sidewalk in front of the Audubon Ballroom. Some stood around forlornly, others tucked tributes beneath the sawhorses that now blocked the entrance. There was weeping and shouting. Those who had been present recounted to those who hadn't how the crowd had jumped on Brother Malcolm’s assassins and beaten them within inches of their lives until they were rescued, and arrested, by police.

Ydinia stood away on the corner and looked up at the architecture, measuring the building's sturdiness against the fire Malcolm X must have brought into it, and the gunshots that had brought him down. She'd read in the newspaper that several men had opened fire from the floor as he spoke to a gathering in the name of Afro-American unity, preaching the epiphany of his eye-opening pilgrimage to Mecca, where the racial diversity of Islam erased the color from his understanding and made him a more potent agent of change, an implacable defender of the black man but an avowed enemy of racism as well. And he had been murdered by black men, Muslims at that. Like the Kennedy assassination, this profoundly devastating action had no clear motive. But, Ydinia thought to herself, there would be no Warren Commission investigation. No, Malcolm X’s remark about chickens coming home to roost that December day put him forever outside the acceptable center of American politics. And now he was dead.

What had she expected to find? Why had she come up to this place in an unfamiliar neighborhood on a brisk Saturday morning? She'd heard his steely voice on the radio, furious in its righteousness and anger but built on a calm certitude that made him sound at once inflammatory and reasonable. Unlike a lot of her friends, even those on the left, his words had never frightened or alienated her. When he warned that revolution requires bloodshed or called Uncle Sam “a big white ape” on the backs of black people — all of that sounded alright. She didn't consider where she personally fit into his racial algebra; that wasn't important. What mattered was that she supported what he was saying. So she had come to pay mute tribute.

Ydinia looked at the solemn black faces around her, searching for one she could commune with, but none were open to her. The change in Malcolm's message since his return from Mecca had been too new, too unsettling to open the minds of those who believed simply and devoutly that you could know the devil by his — or her — blue eyes. She had only been there a few minutes when a smartly dressed man, with a long, lined face, shiny brown shoes and frizzy white hair hanging out from under a tweed taxi-driver’s cap, took a few steps toward her.

“Hey, girl, you shouldn't be here today.” The voice was sonorous, almost gentle, but unmistakably firm, a minister lecturing a child to mind what his mamma says. 

Ydinia, who had not seen him approach, was startled. And indignant. She turned to face him. “And why the heck not? It's a free country!”

He looked her over and chuckled without a hint of pleasure. He spoke quietly. “No, it's not. It most assuredly is not. Perhaps you will learn that for yourself in time, but not today.” He moved a hand from the cane head toward her shoulder, but she pulled back and narrowed her eyes suspiciously. He laughed again, more easily this time, and folded his hands on the cane. He leaned forward, putting his weight on it. His face was more serious now, verging on angry. “Young lady, this is a private matter. It doesn't concern you. Whatever you think you're doing here, you’re wrong. You're out of place, out of your world and unwelcome in ours. You should get on home, alright now?”

Ydinia was flustered by the firmness of his dismissal, but was not ready to fold. “No, you don't understand, I really thought Malcolm X was right on. I dug what he said about freedom and justice. I have to be here today, to pay my respects.”

His patience was exhausted. “Red, I doubt you know what he said and I don't care what you think. Neither does nobody else. Brother Malcolm didn't have no use for you white liberals. When he spoke out in the Motor City last year, he said y’all had failed us, that you’re only pretending to be in favor of the black man. And there's no reason I know to believe otherwise. Y'all got your white skin privilege. Y’all got your money and your families and your opportunities and your futures and you'll never know what it means to be black.”

“Wait, lookit what I’m reading.” She pulled out the Baldwin and waved it at him. He took it from her and looked at the cover for a moment before passing it back. “Y’all grew up here, I ’spect, and yet you have to read what some sissy who upped and moved to Paris says about life here in Harlem? You get what this is about, do you? This makin’ you feel like a soul sister today?”

Ydinia blushed, and jammed the book away. That wasn’t why she was reading it, she thought. “No, I’m trying to learn. That’s what we do.”

“I see. ‘We’ meanin’ we white folks? You figure black people can’t learn, missy? Or maybe we got it all figured out already, like God give all the wisdom we ever need to slaves pickin’ cotton in Mississippi?” 

“No, that isn’t what I meant. And, no, that’s not what I think.”

“Look, girl, I know what you meant. You wanna learn how to be black? ’Cause if that’s the way it is, I might could help you out,” he warned, forming a genial memory of old ways that carried no present threat.

"I…I…” As if she had never before registered her pigmentation, Ydinia held up a hand and stared at her wrist. She grasped around in her mind for an argument to mount in reply, but the lines of the man’s face had hardened into a fearsome mask. She was neither self-conscious nor easily intimidated, but the strength of his resolution — more than what he said — made her blush with shame. She felt an unexpected impulse to beg for forgiveness. She gazed mutely wishing for forgiveness; a tear formed in her eye. The gentleman responded with a small but warm smile and a soft white handkerchief drawn out of his coat pocket. He moved it toward her face, waiting for her to complete the arc if she so desired. She did not, and after a moment he put the cloth away and nodded slightly to signal his departure. 

After a quick glance around to record a visual memory of the experience she was being banished from, Ydinia lit out in a blind sprint down 155th Street, stopping only when she ran out of breath and dropped herself roughly on the steps of a brownstone, overcome by confusion and rejection. She’d failed an important life test. In one thought she hated the man for being so close-minded; in the next it was the whites who oppressed blacks to blame for her problem. She liked being an outsider, that was part of the appeal of being young and opinionated in an era when the establishment and its manifestations were being questioned and attacked, but she expected to choose which worlds she was on the outside of. 

Her parents had taught her to think for herself. That was how to live, she believed, and this was her first encounter with an implacable obstacle outside the establishment. Complications. As she composed herself, an idea formed in her mind, that if Malcolm X had no use for white liberals, then neither did she. No one would ever mistake her for a half-hearted do-gooder again. 

She walked back to Broadway, by a storefront door covered with plywood. She fished a black felt tip out of her bag and wrote “I LOVE/D MALCOLM TOO — WhiteGirl” as big as she could, inking in the outlines of the letters with a cautious look over her shoulder. When the marker ran out, she carefully capped it and put it away. Before going down the stairs to the subway, she fished in her pocket for a token and looked around, taking it all in, as if she were the first woman on the moon.



  Fire in the sky

Manhattan's Upper West Side, that unmarked preserve of schoolteachers, students, writers, readers, shrinks, journalists, social workers and trade unionists, was taking shape as a locus of antiwar radicalism in 1965, and Ydinia — whose parents still lived in the Catillion, a grand old building on Riverside Drive and 94th Street that they'd found upon arriving in the city a dozen years earlier — spent a lot of time there; learning, planning, plotting, playing. Accomplishing the impossible for a Manhattan resident without parents swimming in dough, Ydinia had wangled them into letting her live in a Washington Square dorm when she started at NYU, arguing that since her tuition was largely covered by a scholarship she’d won, they should pay for her freedom to experience the experience to its fullest. And that meant a place just north of Bleecker Street. But the scholarship turned out to be some sort of a clerical error, and it was withdrawn in the spring of her second year. Plan B, as it was for many of her generation and class, meant a trip uptown. She applied to City College, got her records transferred and decamped to a one-bedroom on the top floor of an East Village tenement. But then the summer proved to be dramatic and singular — the Klan murders in Mississippi of Andrew Goodman, who she faintly knew from the neighborhood, and two other boys; the escalation of the so-called peace-keeping mission in Southeast Asia, and the accompanying threat of a draft — and Ydinia felt things had become too urgent for business as usual. Instead of actually registering for classes, Ydinia decided she’d wasted enough of her life sitting on her ass in class. No more school. Time to get with it.

To avoid the inevitable move-back-home guilt trip, she never told her parents what she’d done. Or, actually, not done. She could pick up their check for room and board by going to see the folks, using the visits to fill them in on how things were going for her and reassuring them about whatever concerns they might have about their little girl — all of which were well-founded but none of which she'd ever admit.

At the end of what was supposed to be the second week of classes, she turned up and let her mother fix a late Sunday breakfast. Brunch, as the Times was calling it. Her plan was to schmooze the folks for a bit, take Laika for a run in Riverside Park then hit the Upper West Side stations of the cross, starting with the New Yorker on 89th and Broadway for some books. Stocked with underground papers from the East Village Other to the Berkeley Barb, scholarly journals, official Mao texts from China bound in distinctive red plastic, the complete works of Lenin (in thirty-two volumes) and other Marxist literature from all over the world, it was the local library for troublemakers in training.

Ydinia didn't have any plans until the evening, so whatever happened was fine with her. Coming out of her parents' building, she had to tug hard on the leash to keep Laika, a lean chestnut-brown collie with a sweet disposition but an oddly bent tail, from yanking her into traffic. She loved the dog, whose name had been Maggie until Sputnik II in 1957, and was happy to just see where the day went. They crossed Riverside into a slip of park named Joan of Arc Island for the proud statue at its center under a deeply overcast sky with looming masses of black clouds. The air was thick and warm — an average summer day which the city's ambient energy and friction would magnify, like a lens concentrating the sun sharply enough to ignite a dry leaf, into an atmosphere of oppressive gravity. The prospect of rain was a tease, not a threat. 

They walked along to the park entrance and ambled down the hill. Just beyond the playground, Ydinia found a clearing with no other dogs around and let Laika go off on her own. She wasn't much of a runner any longer; thrown balls or sticks would lie where they landed; chasing them held less appeal than ignoring them. She would stay close, walking small figure eights and occasionally bumping the backs of Ydinia's knees with her nose in an effort to coax her down on the ground so they could roll around together.

When Ydinia grew tired of Laika's games, she called her back, put the leash back on and guided her up to the Soldiers and Sailors Monument. In the shadow of the memorial, the dog sat patiently as Ydinia sipped a carton of Orangeade and stared past the cars on the West Side Highway to the water that lay beyond them. 

Under the dark clouds, the Hudson River was a black moat separating the city from New Jersey. The Circle Line went by, a grey box floating on the void; Ydinia waved pointlessly at the tourists, as her father had urged her to do once when she was little. It had become a family tradition, along with the whistled melody they used to find each other when separated in crowds and supermarkets. Laika started barking, a rapid cadence of yaps followed by a long throaty growl — a sure sign of impending rain. 

Ξ

“It was totally fucking weird. Like I said, it started to rain, but there was this total silence. It felt like being in a painting. Or some scary movie.” Ydinia was sitting with Susan Zinman and Barry Crocker in the West End, the sprawling Columbia University jazz bar on the ground floor of a handsome old apartment building on Broadway, just south of 114th Street. The management of the bar, which served more than its share of soft drinks and made a pretty fair cheeseburger, had long since given up trying to master its clientele, and so tolerated the habits of students with a minimum of interference, making it a popular hangout for the neighborhood's intelligentsia. Alcohol held little appeal for some of the young patrons, who were more inclined to smoke pot than sip cocktails, but the atmosphere was right on, affording them the option to later mention “debating the morality of Kant in the bar,” or “learning about Johnson’s role in the Tonkin Gulf incident over drinks with my professor.”

“The first thing I heard — other than my dog barking her head off — was a motor droning, like a monster lawn mower zooming through the sky.”

“And precisely what would you know about lawn mowers, Miss New York City Subways?”

“C’mon, you know what I mean. Don’t piss me off.”

“Sorry, I’ll concede the point. You probably know the noise made by a lawn mower.”

“Thank you. Anyway, it was really hard to see it was so dark. We were up by the monument, and I looked out to where the sound was coming from. I thought it might have been a boat, but I could make out a small plane flying south, sort of following the river, not very high up. Just as I caught sight of it, there was a bolt of lightning and thunder, and a crazy strong wind that cracked a branch off a tree back in the park, maybe a hundred feet from where I was standing. Laika went nuts, and the rain starting coming down, more sideways than down. That was enough for me — no reason to stay out there. This wasn’t some passing shower, it was a fucking typhoon. The dog was running in circles, and pulled back against the leash when I started to make a run for cover. We stared at each other for a second and I kind of got what she was she was feeling, and decided not to leave for another minute. I got us around the side of the statue so it blocked the rain. I don’t know why I stayed. I could feel the water between my toes, and I might as well not have been wearing a bra. Maybe it was the primal force of nature or something — I guess I was admiring it in a way. It was kind of overpowering. 

“So I'm standing there, soaked to the teeth, with Laika going completely out of her mind and I'm watching the plane, it's almost invisible in the darkness and rain. Then a lightning bolt scores a direct hit on the sonofabitch. A crooked finger-of-God shape, like in that famous painting. I kinda had the feeling that the lightning was tracking the plane, following it in the sky and then nailing it like a fat fly dozing on table. The plane lights up like a neon sign being plugged in — the most unbelievable thing I've ever seen, sparks flying everywhere, real Flash Gordon stuff — and then it all goes black, invisible in the sky. There's nothing, it's too dark over the water. The drone, I suddenly realize, has stopped, and in the next lightning flash — somewhere far away, probably over Jersey — I see a silhouette of the plane nose-diving straight down at the water.”

“Holy shit. So what happened?”

“This is where it gets seriously weird. I'm thinking the plane is a total goner. Burning up and heading for the bottom of the river with everyone strapped in. I don’t why I thought this but I guessed it was maybe a twelve-seater. Like I know shit about airplanes. Me, who’s never even been on one. I’m thinking it’s like some old war movie, and this is the kamikaze Zero going in for the kill, but doing it all wrong. I guess the clouds must have opened a bit ’cause I could see the rest of this — not clearly, but it wasn't as dark as it had been. Anyway, the plane yanks up just before it hits the river, so it’s coming in a crazy angle — what was the name of that math teacher we had? — and the next thing I see it kind of skips off the water, like a stone, bounces another time and then it's just kind of floating there. Right side up so far as I can tell. There’s flames and smoke coming off, but it doesn’t sink. Not right away. Cars on the highway stopped when they heard the splash and people got out to see.”

“That’s like an aeronautical miracle. Or a trigonometry…gonometric… y’know. A miracle.”

“Wow, that’s fucking profound, Barry. What are you, a total moron? Go on, Ydinia.”

“Thanks. So I can faintly hear people yelling for help, I guess there are survivors. Or maybe it was from the highway, I couldn't tell. Everyone’s just standing there and I see a boat of some sort chugging up the river, not too far away. I wish I’d had binoculars. 

“Suddenly I realize the rain has stopped and it's getting brighter. So now I can see the plane pretty clearly. It’s still floating, it’s on fire, and the tail is tipping up. I’m thinking it’s like that movie about the Titanic, only this one doesn’t slip under the ice, it just hangs there. The fireboat gets up to it and starts pumping water at it to put out the fire, and suddenly there’s an explosion, underwater I guess, ’cause it splashed everywhere like a bomb, and that’s the end of it. Gone. Vanished.”

“Oh shit. D’ya think everyone got killed?”

“No, believe it or not, I stuck around and the fireboat landed and they had all these people from the plane and they were OK. The TV news crews got there and I watched some of the interviews before they let the people get into ambulances. From what I could tell, nobody died. They all got out and must have been swimming in the river before the sucker blew up.”

“That’s a miracle.” There was relieved laughter around the table at the positive outcome of such a grim scenario. Ydinia made a sour face.

“Ha. If I believed in miracles maybe, but it had to be something else. Freaky, sure. It was amazing to see them saved by the water rather than killed by it.”

“The sea refuses no river.”

“What is that supposed to mean? And what's it got to do with this?”

Barry cocked his head back and opened his mouth to answer, but reconsidered. The three friends sat in silence, each considering what this event might mean. 

“So are you feeling like Joan of Arc? Was that your epiphany? Are you off to seek the dauphin and lead his troops into battle against the English?”

Ydinia stared off in the distance for a long while before replying. “Maybe I am.” Her tone was so solemn that her friends didn't laugh or make fun. She could be a moody turtle, and they knew better than to try and delve under the shell when she pulled in her head like that. She opened a hardcover of Seven Pillars of Wisdom: A Triumph by T.E. Lawrence and read. The others drank silently, as if they were all in a library, not a bar.

When Ydinia looked up, her eyes were bright. “This Lawrence of Arabia guy was some kind of camel-riding guerrilla. We could learn a lot from him.”

“I was supposed to read that in school, but I cheated and saw the movie instead.”

“You suck, you know that?”

“Yeah, I do. Oh well, some of us weren’t cut out for academia. Just exiled there.”

A kid they all knew dropped into a chair for a few awkward minutes and left a copy of The Guardian behind when he felt the go-away vibe. Barry picked it up and started flipping through the pages, hoping that it would buy him a pass from whatever was coming next. Susan ordered another coffee and a piece of cherry pie and went for a piss. By the time she got back to the table Barry was holding forth in a state of agitation and mounting anger. 

“No, really, Johnson already knew about the phony-baloney advisors we were sending to Viet Nam when Kennedy was still alive.” His face was flush, and he was speaking in staccato bursts. “He may say he inherited the war, but he knew damn well what we were getting in to. He's as bad as the rest of them when it comes to hiding behind that “domino effect” red menace stupidity. Viet Nam has the right to its independence, whether it's from the French or from us.”

“Satisfaction” came on the jukebox, for the third time in an hour.

Susan offered a reply, but with far less conviction than was needed. “But he's done a lot for civil rights. That should count for something.”

Barry sneered. “Standing up for Negroes in the South doesn't make it even steven for shooting civilians in Southeast Asia.”

“True enough. But you have to give him credit for that. Him being from Texas and all. It's great that he's carrying on the fight, but we're going to have to do more to change people's minds. It's going to be a long road until everyone is treated fairly. Laws don't fix things, they just mean that the federal government— “

“The feudal government, you mean —”

“…is on the right side for a change.” Barry looked like he might throttle Susan for her heresy. She looked for help. “Ydinia, what are you thinking? You haven't said a word in…”

“I was thinking I need another beer.” She went to the bar. On the way back, she stopped cold and stared around, feeling wildly out of place, as if she'd just been beamed in from another planet. She put the drink on the table and went to the toilet, thinking maybe she was getting her period. She washed her hands, then stopped before leaving and realized that, out of the blue, with no conscious thought process that she had initiated, she'd come to a decision about her life. That was that. She felt a little light-headed and spacey, but it passed, and she returned to the table and sat down. She cradled her beer, but did not drink it.

“You know what, you guys? I've just made a decision. About something big.”

Across the table, Barry and Susan looked at one other. Ydinia had made bold and bizarre pronouncements before, and they rarely lasted long.

“OK, give. What is it?”

Ydinia didn't answer. 

“Come on, tell us. What's going on? Are you coming back to school?”

Ydinia laughed sourly. She looked down left to the cylindrical canvas and leather shoulder bag on the bench beside her and rooted around for a few fruitless minutes.  

“Bar, gimme your keys.”

He obliged, hoping she was coming on to him, but that wasn't it. Instead, Ydinia chiseled the date into the black-enameled wooden table. She added a cloud and lines that she intended to be rain. She tossed the chain back at him, and smiled at Susan. “In lightning and water I have been reborn. Nine Five Sixty-Five. That's my new birthday. I'm outta here.”

And with that, she got up and left.
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The lost children of georgia

Ydinia wiped the sweat off her brow with a blue kerchief and stubbed out a cigarette on a red brick wall. She pulled open the heavy metal door — an addition of much more recent vintage than the building that housed the Nickelsville Children Home — which creaked loudly in protest.

It was not much cooler inside. The heat clung tight as she searched for the basement office of headmistress Sylthia Robinsen. A rotund middle-aged woman wearing an apron over her dress and a rag on her head (Aunt Whitamima, she thought, recalling the racist pancakes her mother used to make), Robinsen greeted the stranger in her doorway with the genial condescension of someone who had spent a lot of time with children but actually disliked being around them.“What kin ah do for yew?” It was less a question than a verbal do-not-disturb sign. Curiosity was a slow, late riser in this place, and the arrival of a stranger elicited more irritation than interest.

“My name is Danni, ma’am. I really like kids, ma'am, and I'm new in these parts. I was wondering if I might volunteer here in exchange for a place to sleep and some meals.”

“What the hell kin’ a name is Danny fo’ a girl?”

“Short for Danielle. And your name is…?”

“Sylthia.” Filthia was more like it. “Where yew from, gurl?” This was curiosity, mixed in with an unmistakable warning. “And how’d yew find yer way to these here parts?”

Danni had her protective coloration at the ready. “Canada, ma'am. Outside of Saskatoon, Saskatchewan. Just seeing where I can be of help.”

“Outside. I don’ wantchoo worryin’ the kids in here.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder and pushed past Danni, who followed her up the stores and back outside, where it had only gotten warmer. 

“The plates on that there bus look like Massawhoosits to me.” It was true — the battered VW mini had green tags.

She had an answer prepared for that as well. “They don't ’low you to drive in the U.S. of A. with Canadian plates, ma'am, so I changed it up when I was at college in Boston.” Snidely, she added, “That's in Massachusetts, you know.”

The jibe was either missed or ignored. Sylthia maintained her baleful stare, perhaps hoping the woman in her vision would just vanish. “Whatchall reckon yew kin do? That would make me want to add yew to this here miserable sea of snot and sobbin'?”

Danni ran a hand through her hair and shrugged under a useless smile. “I can help.”“I'm shore yew can,” with more than a hint of disbelief. Sylthia cast a brief glance heavenward and tugged at her stained T-shirt to adjust her bra as the battle between disdain and resignation played itself out at the corners of her mouth. “OK, missy, get yoself a mop from that there closet and folla me.” Danni smiled again and did as she was told.The work was relentlessly miserable — filthy toilets and soaked sheets, dirty clothes and burned pots, huge scurrying insects and foul-mouthed, violent children covered in scabs and despair. Fights ended in bloodshed, illnesses went untreated, school attendance was sporadic and no one ever came to see about adopting any of the kids. More warehouse than way station, Nickelsville exceeded Danni’s worst imaginings of the world beyond the sane one she’d left beyond.

One night, after the kids were asleep, with Sylthia passed out somewhere, she drove the VW into town and called Barry Crocker, collect. 

“Christ, where the hell are you?”

“Georgia. Like Ray Charles.” She sang the word, savoring the myriad syllables it could contain. “Jyogeeuhhhh…I’m working at this hellhole of an orphanage. You wouldn’t believe how bad this place is. Remember when we went out to visit that guy in Bed-Stuy? Man, that was fuckin’ Freedomland compared to this shit. It’s a bad scene. Real bad.”

There was a pause on the line. “That doesn’t sound like Freedom Rider work to me. I thought that’s what you were going down south for, to integrate soda fountains or sit in at bus stations or shit like that.”

“Didn’t work out. I don’t think I’m made for joining groups, I think I gotta do stuff on my own. At least I gotta find out what I can do on my own. Right now I’m just down here exploring, trying to put it all together. Figure out what’s what.”

“Ydinia, take care of yourself. You know what the Klan did to Andy Goodman in Mississippi. I heard from his mother about the memorial she’s organizing. I can’t believe it’s been two years already.”

“Yeah, I know. It’s scary as shit down here but it’s a lot different from what I expected.”

“Like how?”

“It’s not so simple. But I would never have believed that anyone actually lived like this.”

“I’m sure.”

“The lady that runs this place is a horror, but I don’t know what to do about it. I been here a couple of weeks and it’s sucking the life outta me. I feel bad taking food out of these kids’ mouths, even if I’m helping them a little. I gotta do more.”

“Maybe you shoulda joined the Peace Corps.”

“Nah, like I said, I gotta do this myself. I’ll figure it out.”

“Well, take care of yourself. We’re all worried sick about you.”

“Pussies. You should all be doin’ something. School is bullshit. What the fuck do you think you’re learning anyways?”

Barry knew better than to argue. “Yeah, right. We’ll see.” That was as much of a defense as he could offer. “Please be careful.”

“Thanks, man. I’ll be alright. Say hi to everyone for me. And tell them it’s time to drop out and get real.”

“Umm, okay. Later.”

Ξ

Driving back, Ydinia debated her options — to stay and fight or to split and find someplace where she could see who the bad guys were and what the solution was. Sylthia was a monster, sure, but she wasn’t the establishment, just a miserable cow stuck in a hopeless job. It wasn’t really her fault that no one was coming to adopt these poor kids. Ydinia had tried to find out how she had come to run an orphanage, but Sylthia wasn’t inclined to discuss her business. The children all had stories, but their tales of tragedy and abuse just bummed her out. 

What could she really do for nine feral urchins? It was a long shot, but she consulted Quotations From Chairman Mao. “It is up to us to organize the people,” he said. That was a goal Ydinia shared, but it wasn't clear that these kids would ever be proletarian revolutionaries. Mao also said, “Where the broom does not reach, the dust will not vanish of itself.” Someone had to deal with the Sylthia Robinsens of the world, not just walk away and leave the dust to vanish of its own considerate volition.

Ydinia continued to turn the question over in her head when she got up the next morning. In the hazy light of her fifteenth Nickelsville morning, between puffs on an eye-opening joint behind the house, she rejected the do-gooder impulse to do a little something for the kids and then move on. That's not me, she thought. This is a challenge to test my self-reliance. I’m here and I have to do something big for the children — who, truth be told, did seem less like victims than vermin. “Dare to struggle, dare to win.” That was more like it. “Serve the people.” Well, alright, that was always going to be part of it. “In this world, things are complicated and are decided by many factors. We should look at problems from different aspects, not from just one.” Absolutely! 

She put the book back in the jeans pocket where it resided. With everyone asleep, the dawn was peaceful; the audible evidence of nature and the gentle caress of cannabis made for as pleasant a moment as she had enjoyed since the start of summer. It was almost shameful how good she felt. She leaned against a tree trunk and closed her eyes.

“What the hell yew think yer doin', missy? Yew think this here's some damn opium den? That ain't no damn cigarette, and you ain’t no damn cleaning lady. I'm a-call Sheriff Bob — he'll slap yore sorry drug-taking Jew ass in jail once he sees whut the north wind done drug in…” 

Sylthia snorted loudly and threw back her head, satisfied in her righteous wrath, so she never saw Ydinia leap up, ramming a shoulder squarely into her porcine nose. She fell straight back onto the hard clay, gasping and bleeding, hands clutching at air. Thinking fast, Ydinia leaned down and yanked off Sylthia's flats. She straightened and hurled each shoe in a different direction. Then she dropped to her knees and bent down close enough for a kiss. “Thanks for your kindness,” she sneered. There was no reply. Sylthia was out cold. 

This wasn’t exactly Ydinia’s plan, but under the circumstances it would have to do. She strode through to the front of the house and opened the door, banging on it and screaming. “Everybody out, everybody get up and out! The house is burning down!” The kids, some of whom were asleep on tattered blankets on the floor, roused themselves unsteadily and moved outside, blinking and stretching, trying to smell the smoke. After a head count, she went around back and dragged Sylthia by the ankles into the house. She fished the house keys out of her apron and locked the door from the outside, as she’d seen Sylthia do when she went out to do the shopping. As she turned around to consider the nine faces looking up at her, she said under her breath, “That bitch is lucky there really wasn’t a fire. I could see to that in a second and she’d be burnt like toast. But I won’t.” She put the kids in the VW and drove off, looking for 75 North. 

Ξ

It was getting on toward suppertime and, except for a couple of chaotic bathroom breaks, they’d been on the road for six or seven hours. The kids were fighting and screaming, their innate entropy magnified by hunger, carsickness and proximity. Could they be the raw materials for an atomic bomb, Ydinia wondered, trying to remember back to high school physics. She thought her head would explode, and hoped the idea that popped into it as they bombed through Kentucky would pan out. A guy she knew from high school was attending Indiana U and maybe was part of an activist commune there. If she could reach Bloomington and get ahold of him, he’d be able to help. Or at least she hoped he would. 

Maybe the kids would calm down if she got them some food. She didn’t remember all of their names, or which ones were related, or which ones could follow directions and which ones were completely uncontrollable. She cursed herself for taking on this insane responsibility. “If I was meant to be a mother I wouldn’t be on the pill,” she said uselessly to a girl in the passenger seat, who blinked twice and jammed a thumb in her mouth. “I want my dolly,” she moaned.

She spotted a Kroger and parked out back. She locked the kids into the bus and went in. She boosted some bologna, bread, candy and soda, which the kids attacked like buzzards. There was some satisfaction to seeing them stuff their little faces, but she still wasn’t sure why she was doing this. She fished Mao out of her back pocket and flipped the pages until she got to the chapter on “The Correct Handling of Contradictions Among the People.” “To criticize the people's shortcomings is necessary...but in doing so we must truly take the stand of the people and speak out of whole-hearted eagerness to protect and educate them.”

The sugar revved them up, so she drove around Bloomington until she found a playground and let them run around, wrestling and yammering until they were tuckered out. It was getting dark. After a couple of skinned knees and the shedding of tears, getting them back in the car was not easy, but finally she could get started looking for help.

It was easy to find the Student Building, and the third kid she asked knew her friend and was able to supply directions to the place where he was living, which turned out to be an old Victorian house at the top of a hill on the west side of town. Even though it was late, Hank wasn’t home, but the girl who answered the door let Ydinia in and acted as if she was a long lost pal.

“Welcome, my sister. My name is Molly Coddle, and I am at your service. I hope you had a safe and satisfying journey to our door. How can I-Phi be of help?”

“I-Phi?”

“That is what we call this house.”

“M-kay. I-See. Look, Molly, here’s the deal. It’s kinda fucked up, I know, but it is what it is.” With as much melodrama as she could muster, she explained about the nine children freed from their cruel jailer and their urgent need for a place to crash. Or live.

“It’s not like I can drive around the country with them in my mini-bus until they grow up. Shit, I don’t know squat about kids. I was just trying to…” Ydinia couldn’t finish the sentence, since she didn’t exactly know what she had been trying to do. She just wanted to be done with it.

Molly listened thoughtfully, nodding her head but saying nothing. When Ydinia was done, she asked her to wait outside while they held a house meeting to discuss the situation. Ydinia was struck by the need to check on her charges, so that was fine with her. She was dozing behind the wheel when a hand reached through the open window and squeezed her shoulder. It was Hank, whose hair was a lot longer than the last time she’d seen him.

“Hey man, long time no see. Crazy to see you all the way out here, but these are crazy times, right? So, lookit, we had a meeting and I think we can help you with your problem. Come on inside with the kids and meet everyone. Are you hungry?”

It took a couple of trips to relocate the population of the van inside, but it was a trip well worth making. A week later, rested and reassured, Ydinia drove off with three of the kids. The other six — two brothers, a boy and three unrelated girls — stayed behind, in the care of people Hank knew who would find them foster homes, or work something else out. At least that’s what Ydinia got Hank to promise her, enough to relieve her of the responsibility. He assured her that the kids would all get schooled and raised to be good people; an undertaking, he explained, that was — albeit illegal and risky as shit for all parties — right in line with the commune’s principles and goals. Ydinia liked the idea of getting things done without the needless approval of a government agency. The kids would be a lot better off than where they were before, and she would figure things out for the three leftovers on her own. 

Before saying goodbye, Ydinia strolled over to the campus store and bought nine copies of The Little Red Book. As she sent her little heroes off to their new lives, she handed each a book and solemnly read aloud a few lines from it, hoping to give them a sense of why she had done what she did. “You young people, full of vigor and vitality, are in the bloom of life, like the sun at eight or nine in the morning. The world belongs to you.” Then she gave each one a Baby Ruth candy bar.






Ballpark incident

Officer Robert “Bo” Mulligan glanced over at his partner, who was talking to a redhead with a couple of small kids near a hot dog stand, before returning his attention to the Comiskey Park scoreboard to see how the White Sox were faring. It was late innings and they were down by a couple, in danger of dropping the last game of the season to the cellar-dwelling Yankees. 

As chilly as it was, shielded from the early-fall sun this darkening afternoon, Comiskey Park detail was always a treat, and Mulligan had made it his business to ensure that his name came up in the rotation more often than the natural odds of random probability. Other than ejecting chumps who couldn't hold their Old Style, moving seat-stealers and breaking up the occasional argument that had grown violent, there wasn't much to the detail beyond looking busy and enjoying the game, which was no hardship unless the weather was bad. Calling out sick on inclement days was not an option — you'd never get the assignment again, Sergeant Isaacs would see to that, and your brothers would get on you like nobody's business. It wasn’t that different from walking the beat in the cold, just harder to keep moving at the ballpark. Mulligan pulled out a silver flask and freshened his Irish coffee as he thought about the work he was going to do around the house on the following weekend. 

The crowd roared and then fell silent as Tom Tresh hauled in a drive on the left field warning track. “Aww, you guys suck,” Mulligan said softly, as the two-nothing loss ended another disappointing season, with only the cold comfort that the White Sox had finished eleven-and-a-half games ahead of the once-mighty New York assholes. As knots of disappointed fans filled the aisles, shuffling slowly in their defeat toward the Red Line, Mulligan looked for his new partner, the rookie he'd been stuck with a few months earlier. He wasn’t around. Maybe he was in the toilet.

The noise and smell inside the crowded men’s room were equally strong. A drunk teen pissing in a sink caught sight of the blue uniform in the mirror and ducked his face down, but Mulligan paid him no mind. The men on line for urinals politely motioned him ahead, and the gentleman at the front stayed put as one became free, gesturing the cop to take it. It's the little things, thought Mulligan, as he put a hand inside his blue trousers to fish out what he called his “plunger.”

Skrebenak wasn’t inside or outside the toilet. Mulligan spun a knob on his walkie-talkie and tried to raise him, to no avail. He spotted Blane whatsisname from the 53rd, and motioned him over. “Hey howyadoin’ — have you seen Tommy Skrebenak?”

“Whozzat?” 

“My partner, you jerkoff — ain’t seen him since top of the ninth, and I can't find him or get ’im on the squawker.” Mulligan patted the walkie-talkie
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