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  Chapter One


  City Kids


  “All sorrows can be borne if you put them in a story.”


  Isak Dineson


  “It is in your power to review your life, to look at things you saw before, from another point of view.”


  Soren Kierkegaard


  This memoir concerns the story of two identical twins: Bobby Brown and Richie Blue. Bobby wore brown clothes while Richie wore blue so folks could tell us apart. We did so to accommodate others. Inside, we loved it when folks confused us. This proved to be fun, one peculiar way for us to get a leg up on the world. The bond we forged with one another might best be described as primitive, biological, coming from one egg, transcending space and time.


  As small children and even today, one of us can sometimes start a sentence and the other finish it, often using the same identical words. Or we might blurt out the same line at the same exact time, almost on cue. This often takes even us by surprise. We once told Mom what a pretty dress she wore, coming out with the same comment simultaneously. In school we felt we could use mental telepathy to give answers to questions which our twin did not know. How did this happen? We weren’t quite sure. Was it genetic or environmental? Did it come from sharing the womb with our twin and every waking moment thereafter with a mirror image of another? Might this count as some kind of extraordinary knowing?


  In the Forties life resembled a golden bracelet of charms. Computers were the stuff of science fiction and the T.V. had not yet been in vogue. The world appeared to be rather simple and folks generally felt very secure. For all practical purposes crime did not exist and a young child could feel safe walking the streets of Bayonne, New Jersey. Our lives revolved around our families, Frank Penaskovic, our dad, Jean del Soldato, mom, our older brother, Frank, Bobbie and Richie, the twins, Bill, and baby brother, Tommy.


  We twins were “cradle Catholics,” born into a very devout and religious family. We said grace before meals, attended church on Sunday, and would never go to bed without reciting night prayers on our knees. After all, Mom and Dad modeled this behavior for us and taught us to pray. In the Penaskovic family prayer seemed as natural as breathing and just as vital.


  We loved being together as kids, looking into each other’s face and seeing a mirror image of our own. How comforting to know we had a place of refuge against the world’s harsh winds, our arms locked together as we sauntered down 43rd Street in Bayonne, New Jersey, the neighbors inside their homes observing us through their front windows, recognizing us together, Bobby Brown and Richie Blue, one for all and all for one.


  We were protective of each other. Once when another boy gave one of us a hard time, the other jumped him from behind and brought him to the ground. We were in tune with each other’s feelings, and we learned the importance of reading other people carefully. We lived in several different families growing and knew experientially how to pick up vibes from those around us, in order to fit in with others and our surroundings.


  We grew up on 43rd Street, between Avenue A and Avenue C in Bayonne in a mostly white, neighborhood except for the many black families that lived around the corner on 44th Street. As kids we attended St, Vincent’s Catholic Church where most of the parishioners were either Irish or Italian.


  Seven blocks away lived mom’s family, staunchly Italian. Our maternal grandmother, Elvira, only spoke Italian. Mom had to translate for us what she said. Elvira, a woman of few words, sometimes talked to herself but that did not bother us, although we did find it peculiar. We knew Grandma had her own set of problems. She showed very little affect. She wore the same black dress every time we visited. Dad told us that when her husband bought her a new dress, she threw it into the kitchen stove. We did not ask why. We only visited them sporadically. On one visit Dad sat down in one of the kitchen chairs and it collapsed in front of us. Dad had this startled look on his face and we dared not laugh. Later, when back at home, our family, in unison, gave out a hearty belly-laugh over this incident.


  Mom’s stepfather, Vincent, liked to drink wine which he made in the cellar. Dad told us that they had wine coming out of the faucet instead of water. Grandpa Scapigliati had Dad over once to help him paint the house. Before beginning, Grandpa toasted Dad with a glass of homemade red wine. Then, Grandpa gave Dad another glass of wine for the paintbrush, followed by one for the first stroke of the brush. By the time Dad began to paint he was half-looped and almost fell off the ladder.


  Grandma lived in a predominately Italian neighborhood, complete with Italian grocery stores, and a Catholic church where the priests spoke Italian. Her first husband, Louis Del Soldato, had died in the old country when Mom was just a toddler. Her second husband, Vincent Scapigliati, a stonemason, did not look kindly on religion. He thought that the church simply wanted to make money and refused to attend.


  Mom lived in the Scapigliati home. Elvira and Vince had two children of their own, Marie and John who everyone called “Teddy.” Her step-dad tended to be stricter with her and more easy-going with her step-sister, Marie, and her step-brother, Teddy. She never felt she could please her step-dad. Mom had some girl friends but very few close friends. When problems developed later on when she had five young children, she had no one to turn to for advice.


  Marie married Vince Albanese and lived upstairs on 19 A East 51st Street. They had three children, Marilyn, Vinnie, Jr. and Angela. Marilyn developed serious mental problems as a teenager and has spent fifty years in a mental institution. Aunt Marie and Uncle Vince would sometimes take us sleigh riding down Hudson County Park, snow permitting, or pile us into their station wagon and take us to a drive-in movie. That sticks out in our memory as a real treat.


  BAYONNE: COSMOPOLITAN CITY


  Johnny Carson on the Tonite Show regularly got a round of laughs when he referred to a fictional character, Raoul from Bayonne. The city derived its name from one of its streets, Bayonne Avenue. We think of Bayonne as the city of ethnic diversity and one of the best cities in the entire State of New Jersey. Bayonne has proximity to the Big Apple with its bright lights and Broadway shows. The oil refinery founded there and run by the Standard Oil Company since at least 1877 gave the city a distinctive odor, although that’s not the case today.


  In the late 1860s residents of New York City, including authors and artists flocked to Bayonne to enjoy its resort hotels and clean beaches on both Newark Bay and New York Bay. Henry Meigs, Jr., president of the New York Stock Exchange, served as the first mayor. Bayonne supplied fish and oysters to Manhattan residents. It became an industrialized city in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, a place many European immigrants called home, including our grandparents on our father’s side, John Penaskovic and Anna Bodnar, and John Scapigliati and Elvira del Soldato on our mother’s side.


  During World War II Bayonne became home to a large shipping terminal, the Military Ocean Terminal, built on man-made land jutting out from the east side of Bayonne into New York Bay. It boasted the largest dry-docks on the Eastern seaboard and the location of a vast naval center. When we Penaskovic twins were small we used to visit this huge naval base on Memorial Day and take a tour of battleships and aircraft carriers, which tickled us with their sheer size.


  A place may be understood as a portion of space vested with particular significance. One may think of place, then, as “interpreted space.” A place, such as our native city, Bayonne, forms a complex network of connections, continuities, and relationships of cultural, physical, and social conditions that describe our actions, awareness, and responses. Bayonne gave both content and shape to our lives as twins. We see Bayonne as the point of origin for our spiritual journey. It’s the place and setting where we have wrestled our story out of the circumstances of family and location.


  THE FASCINATION OF WATER


  The kids in our gang called us the Twins. We learned to be who we are by relating to the landscapes of our childhood in Bayonne. We grew up with a fascination for water because Bayonne is a peninsula, surrounded by New York Bay, Newark Bay, and the Kill van Kull. It seems to us that the power of place derives more from personal and collective associations or from cultural factors than it does from something inherent to the place itself. We both love to fish. When we lived with the Bolgers, our cousins, Paulie and Vinnie, took us crabbing down 49th Street. Paulie or Vinnie would put one of us on the handlebars of his bike and pedal about three miles to New York Bay. We would hold the six-foot long “scap” net, the killie net, bread, and a penknife. It always proved to be a real adventure because the bicyclist had to dart his way in and out of traffic on Avenue E, which had a lot of eighteen-wheeler trucks.


  Down at New York Bay a varied assortment of barges sunken in mud made a great place for crabbing. These barges provided a convenient framework for our first swim lessons. One had to do the breaststroke to avoid the garbage in the water.


  We were particularly delighted to “scap up” a blue crab or soft shell crab, which were simply mouth-watering to eat. Crabs were a cinch to cook. They had to be put in a pot of boiling water with salt, pepper, and a little lemon thrown in for good measure. New York Bay proved to be a good place to catch eels, which we did as teenagers, renting a boat at 30th Street and rowing out to a good spot. Eel amazed us because they continued to move in the frying pan after they were killed. Our cousin, Paulie, bought a small cabin cruiser and would take us fishing off Sandy Hook and Belmar, New Jersey.


  We learned at an early age to have great respect for the ocean. One day while fishing off Coney Island, we got caught in a thunderstorm that came up suddenly in the heat of summer. As if the huge waves and lightning were not enough to strike terror in the hearts of two-ten-year olds, the engine on our boat died. We faced the prospect of being hurled onto the rocky shore by the wind and waves. Luckily, Paulie, a good mechanic, got the engine started just as we were about 75 feet off shore. God heard our prayer that day.


  ETHNIC RIVALS


  As children we remember the various ethnic groups that lived in enclaves scattered throughout the city: the Irish, the Slovaks, the Polish, the Italians, the Russians, and the Jews. In the Thirties and Forties young folks had enormous pressure put on them to marry someone from their own ethnic background. When Dad, a Slovak, married Mom, an Italian, both families were upset. Tensions continued particularly when at the birth of our older brother, Frank, in 1939 Grandpa Scapigliati served pigeon to the assembled guests. The Slovaks were indignant that they were invited to eat pigeon at a baptismal repast. This was definitely not part of their culture.


  The Slovaks and the Italians were worlds apart culturally and in terms of their ethos. Our Italian grandfather would buy a baby turkey several months before Thanksgiving and let it live and grow in his basement, feeding it to its heart’s content. Then, he would slaughter it the day before Thanksgiving when it became nice and plump. At this the Slovaks could only shrug their shoulders.


  Dad’s parents were from the present-day Slovak Republic and met here in Bayonne at St. Joseph’s Church, which catered to Slovak immigrants. People from the Eastern bloc countries had a certain paranoia when they came to this country around 1900. And our grandfather, John Penaskovic, who did not speak English very well, worked for Esso, now known as the Exxon Corporation. Slovak immigrants felt less vulnerable and powerless in working for a large multinational company. Unions were attractive to immigrants because they were a source of appeal if there were conflicts with their employer. Many immigrants could be taken advantage of since they were simple folk, and often illiterate, like our grandfather. Most of our Slovak relatives were inclined to work for a large employer. Perhaps that’s what attracted Dad to work for General Motors and to continue working there even when times got rough.


  Our mother’s family came from the small towns of Onano and Grotto di Castro in the region between Florence and Rome, Italy. They were accustomed to being self-employed entrepreneurs. One of our Italian relatives, a shoemaker, made shoes for Pope Pius XII. Our Aunt
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