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To Connor & Madison

Follow your dreams




 


Crickets, like all other insects, are cold-blooded. They take on the temperature of their surroundings.

—Wikipedia




  Chapter 1


The shrinkadinks think I have a screw loose. Ain’t playing with a full deck. Whacked-out wiring. Missing marbles.

Oh, wait. I live in the north of Maine now with the moosikins and lahbstahs.

The shrinkadinks think I have a bent prop. Knots in the net. Sap in the chain. Am thin in the chowda.

A danger to myself and others. That’s what my file says. I’ve read all my files. And believe you me, that’s an avalanche of reading. It’s friggin’ War and Peace. War, mostly. Required a hefty dose of criminal rapscallinity on my part, but no big thing. Ain’t an office or file cabinet I can’t entrez-vous with my city-boy ingenuity. I ain’t always lived in Flanneland.

But I gotta tell ya, I think it’s the brain ticklers with the bats in the belfry. There ain’t a damn thing wrong with me. They just label me mashed yams on account of I mess with their heads. To me it’s funny. To them it’s insanity. Potayto. Potahto.

A danger to others. They think that ’cause I’ve been brawling since I’ve been crawling. But that’s only self-defense. Brawling for a binky don’t make a toddler touched. Makes him human. It’s instinct. Just ’cause P. H. Deed, Mind Mangler, never had to wrestle anything slipperier than a silver caviar spoon from a platinum platter don’t mean the rest of us who crack skulls for a Dixie cup of Cocoa Puffs are nutseekookoo.

A danger to myself. Well, that’s a whole nutha slice of pie.

 

Principal LaChance is eyeballing me like a lion on a gazelle. I’ve been silent for seventeen and a half minutes. I wonder how long he can hold out before he pounces. Not long, I bet.

“I’m waiting, Cricket.”


  I know what you’re waiting for, you fruity bastard.


Randall LaChance fancies himself proficient at the waiting game, but he’s an amateur. I can sit here all day. He glowers at me. “And please remove your hood. It’s discourteous.”

I slip my hood off and instinctively raise my right hand to my right cheek. I imagine LaPoofta LaChance reaching forward and gently caressing my scar. The image makes me snicker.

He shakes his overstuffed teddy bear head and sighs. Randall has blazing orange hair that makes it look like his head’s on fire. He parts his wavy locks in the center, which always makes me imagine a tribe of Judaic lice fleeing to the freedom of his forehead across his Red Sea scalp.

We sit for another eight minutes.

“You’re not leaving my office, Cricket, until you tell me why you punched Mitchell Burke in the nose this morning and held his head underwater in the science lab fish tank.”

I already told him, but I guess he didn’t like the answer. “Remember? He stole Gregory Bullivant’s lucky Popeye pen.”

“Why did you immediately resort to violence? Why didn’t you simply inform the teacher?”

I laugh. “Good one, Randy.”

“I wasn’t trying to be funny, Cricket. And please address me as Principal or Mr. LaChance.”

You sure you don’t mean “undress me,” Lady LaChance?

“Well?”

“Well what? Why didn’t I run to the teacher and tattle on Burke the Jerk? What, are you fuckin’ shittin’ me?”

Randy ManCandy scribbles in his notebook. Something else for my file. He speaks without looking up. “You know how I feel about your swearing, Cricket.”

Fuck you, Froot Loops. I lean back in my chair and glance at my watch.

“Don’t bother counting the minutes today, Cricket. You’re here for as long as I want you.”


  “As long as I want you.” Classic.


Cheesecake LaChance is a physiological dichotomy. He’s Beauty and the Beast incarnate. From the neck up, he’s as pretty as a transvestite prom queen. Ice-blue eyes, impeccably groomed butt-bandit beard, and perfect teeth like LEGO pieces. From the neck down, he’s as pretty as an Amazon jungle queen. Tree-trunk thighs, an ass the size of Brazil, and a belly that looks like he swallowed a Galápagos sea turtle. It’s hard to look at him without imagining his Grand Canyon ass-crack bent over a log-clogged toilet, a monkey wrench in his one hand and a plunger in the other.

“I’ll refrain from giving you my Violence Isn’t the Answer speech again, since I’m sure you know it by heart.” Chubs LaChance licks his pudgy thumb with his slab-of-liver tongue and opens a manila folder. “We had this very same conversation on the last day of school in June, Cricket. If I remember correctly, we were discussing how you were going to turn things around senior year.”

We weren’t discussing shit, asshole. You were sermonizing and I was counting lint balls on the carpet.

“And here we are again, on the third day of senior year, and you’re back to the same old shenanigans.”

“Shenanigans”? A scene from The Simpsons flashes in my mind. “Sorry, Mr. Burns, but I don’t go in for these backdoor shenanigans. Sure, I’m flattered, maybe even a little curious, but the answer is no!”

I chuckle and resume my lint ball count. I believe I left off at six thousand nine hundred and sixty-nine.

Principal LaChance pinches the bridge of his nose, which adults have been doing in my presence for as long as I can remember. Like I give them nasal congestion or something. “Frankly, Cricket, we’re running out of options. If it weren’t for Mother Mary intervening on your behalf with the school board so often, you would have been thrown out of here a long time ago.”

La-di-dah LaChance gets up and sashays to the window the way he always does when he’s searching for an in. Something I’ll respond to.

I look at my mountainous file on his desk. It towers over the shiny mahogany like the landfill behind the church cemetery. Filled with as much garbage, too.

Randall speaks into the glass. “Someday, Cricket, you’re going to have to start taking responsibility for your actions and stop blaming all the bad things in your life on other people and your past.”

My chest tightens and my forehead warms. Allthebadthingsinyourlife. Otherpeopleandyourpast. All. Bad. Things. Your. Life.

Principal LaChance turns from the window, drops one hip, and crosses his arms over his man boobs. “We all reach a point in our lives, Cricket, when we have to put the past behind us and live in the present.”


  Well, therein lies the problem, Cliché LaChance. My internal space-time continuum sank to the bottom of a bathtub when I was eight years old.


“It’s high time you grow up, Cricket.”

High time. You sure as shit got that right. I pull my hood on and take another gander at the lint balls rolling around on the fuchsia plush.

Another twelve minutes pass.

Chatterbox LaChance finally gives up. I got to hand it to him, though—he hung in there longer than usual.

 

Mother Mary squeezes her enormous frame out of a plastic chair when Dandy Randy escorts me to the front office to pick up my Get Out of School Free card. She doesn’t look happy. In fact, she looks downright miffed. As soon as she sees me, she storms out of the office. I follow her at a safe distance to the white and rust Prison van in the parking lot. I don’t really live in a prison, but I call it that on account of that’s what the building used to be a hundred years ago, when respectable Maine menfolk dressed like beef thiefs in silky knee-highs and poofy pantaloonies. Now it’s the Naskeag Home for Boys. It was a minimum-security facility, so the joint looks more like a mansion than a penitentiary, but you’ll never catch me calling this jailhouse home. The state shut the prison down ten years ago and the Catholic Church converted the Naskeag House of Correction into the Naskeag House of Rejection.

Mother Mary Mammoth wrestles her bulk into the driver’s seat and glares at me. She has a big, round face with rivers of veins and canyons of crevices. She has helter-skelter gray hair, a movie screen forehead, and Katharine Hepburn cheekbones. In fact, right now she reminds me of Queen Eleanor in The Lion in Winter. “War agrees with you, Cricket. I keep informed; I follow all your slaughters from a distance.”

What can I say? I like old movies.

The only part about Mother Mary that doesn’t look age appropriate is her eyes. They’re glossy, bright, and young, like maybe she had an eye transplant. They grip you when she’s mad, like monster fists. She never uses her bare hands to get your attention, which is good, ’cause she could choke an elk. Mother Mary Monument is six feet tall, and I’m guessing she’s packing a good three hundred pounds under her grim frock. There’s no ignoring her when she’s in your vicinity. She’s a presence. A planet. She has her own gravity. But in the end, it’s her eyes that pull you in.

Mother Mary Mad-as-Hell slams the van door so hard, I expect the windows to shatter. She starts the van with several vigorous pedal pumps, then jackrabbits out of the parking lot. She doesn’t speak until we’re off school grounds. “I’m sick and tired of this, Cricket. It’s the first week of school, for Pete’s sake. The first week!” The wheels screech as she careens onto Main Street. “You’re a senior now. I was hoping this year would be different. When is it going to end, Cricket? Please tell me: When is it going to end?”

“As soon as every asshole in that place sees himself for what he really is.”

Mother Mary lunges her gorilla arm in front of my face and flings down the visor. There’s a mirror on the other side. “Why don’t you start working on that right now!”

Hey, good one, Mother Mary Mockery. I flip the visor up and chuckle.

“Not now, Cricket. Don’t you dare push my buttons. I’m so mad, I could spit. And take off that blasted hood.”

I slide my hood down. “Don’t you want to hear my side of the story?”

“I’ve heard your side of the story. A thousand times. And it’s always the same story.” Mother Mary Mario is driving like an escaped convict. Pine trees zip past in a blur. She doesn’t seem to notice the danger, or she doesn’t care. She’s taking turns so fast and furious, I’m nervous she’s gonna flip the van and kill us both. I consider unbuckling my seat belt.

A few minutes later, she barrels up the gravel driveway to the Prison and jams on the brakes. The van skids to a dusty stop. I reach for the door handle.

“Don’t you move your skinny ass from this van.” She wriggles her prodigious mass out of the seat and slams her door. I see her kicking gravel and waving her arms around like a lunatic. She’s yelling something fierce, but I can’t make out the words. No matter. I know exactly what she’s saying because it’s always the same thing. Jeez Louise—Mother Mary Mushroom Cloud has finally detonated.

She waves me out of the van and I follow her to the barn. It’s dark and shadowy inside. Holy cow—if I were a wiseguy, I’d think Mother Mary Mafia was gonna whack me. “I’m gonna make him an offer he can’t refuse.”

She paces in front of the steel storage cages like a panther at the zoo. She massages her temples and sighs. “How long have you been here, Cricket?”

I consider making a joke, like What do you mean? We just got here, but decide against it since she’s more pissed than usual. “I got here . . .”

“Shut your mouth, Cricket. I was being rhetorical. I know when you got here, for crying out loud. I know darn well when you got here because I’ve been putting up with your nonsense every day since. Eight years, Cricket. Eight years.” She paces some more.

I lean against a metal cage. I have a feeling I’m gonna be here awhile.

“It was one thing when you first arrived. You were just a little boy. A hurt, scared little boy. You fought then because it was all you knew. It’s how you survived in Boston. But now, after so many years, so many lessons, so many . . .” She freezes like her brain’s overheated. She rubs her huge, leathery hands together like a mad scientist. They remind me of boxing gloves. Maybe she’s warming them up to use on me. “Well, guess what, Cricket? In case you haven’t noticed, you’re not nine years old anymore. You’re eight months away from being a man.”

Eight months. Tick-tock, tick-tock. My chest compresses like hourglass sand is piling up on it.

“And you don’t live in the projects of Boston anymore. You live here. In Maine. In a small, civilized community among people who care about you. Have you learned nothing in eight years?”

I don’t dare answer on account of that question might be rhetorical too.

Mother Mary’s black-draped body is in the shadows, but her hands are glowing beneath a skinny beam of sunlight. She looks down at them and mumbles, “The voice is Jacob’s voice, but the hands are the hands of Esau.” She folds her arms and glares at me with an expression that’s wavering between furious and confounded. “Perhaps this is partially my fault, Cricket. Perhaps I haven’t kept you busy enough. ‘Idle hands’ and all that.” She taps her forehead. “For starters, during your three-day suspension, you will write a five-hundred-word essay on some topic from the New Testament. You will deliver it to me no later than Thursday morning before you return to school.” She sucks in several deep breaths and scratches her anvilithic chin. “You will also deliver a copy to Sister Elizabeth, the head of the CCD program, and one to Monsignor Dobry, the director of the Home. And you will write letters of apology to the three of us, as well as to Principal LaChance and the student you assaulted.”


  Yeah, right. Hallucinate much, Mother Mary Mushrooms?


“And you are grounded indefinitely. You will not step one foot off this property, except for school. Meanwhile, I will think of other ways to keep your troublesome hands occupied.”

She walks along the storage cages, shaking each door to make sure it’s locked. At the far end of the barn, she turns. Her long black habit melts into the background, and her fiery eyes ignite, making her head look like a floating jack-o’-lantern. “In any other community, Cricket, you would have been kicked out of school permanently a long time ago. But the residents of Naskeag have good hearts. They care about the boys here. They want to help them. They want to see them succeed. And this is how you repay their generosity. You ought to be ashamed of yourself. I know I am.”

She turns and exits through the rear door.

A noise overhead startles me. I look up and see Caretaker climbing down the ladder from the loft with a coil of electrical wire looped over one arm. He’s wearing denim overalls, and I can see his bulging biceps and jacked shoulders. He’s in wicked good shape for an old dude.

Once his feet are on the floor, he wipes his brow with a hankie. A cobweb dangles from his frizzy gray hair. “Damn, it’s hot up there.”

“Serves you right for eavesdropping.”

“I wasn’t eavesdropping. I was getting some electrical supplies when Mother Mary stormed in here, so raving mad I didn’t dare interrupt her.”

“Sounds like you’re scared of her.”

Caretaker’s eyes bulge wide like eggs. “Damn straight I’m scared of her. That ornery woman of God signs my paychecks.” He stuffs the hankie into his pocket. 

Caretaker takes care of the Prison. He does all the maintenance work that Mother Mary Miser can’t pawn off on me. Plumbing, heating, carpentry, stuff like that. His real name is Mr. Cockburn, but that’s just disrespectful.

“You need help with whatever you’re doing?” I ask.

“That’d be great, if you got time.”

“I’m in no hurry to go inside and face Mother Scary again.”

“I don’t blame you.” He grabs his toolbox off the workbench and hands it to me. “Come on. I’m replacing the electrical service to the boathouse. You can climb onto the roof and pass me the new line.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“And when we’re done, we’ll have a training session. What do you say?”

“Sure. Anything to delay the inevitable.”

He chuckles.

 

The boathouse is a cool place. Caretaker’s been renovating it for as long as I can remember. It’s got tons of tall, round-top windows and high vaulted ceilings like a chapel. The building’s bigger than most of the houses in Naskeag. It’s even got tracks in the floor so that boats can roll out the back door and right into the ocean. Caretaker told me that before the Prison was a prison, it was the private residence of some wicked rich lumber baron.

Caretaker set up a gym for me in the boathouse after he witnessed my first rough-and-tumble schoolyard brawl eight years ago. Unlike Mother Mary, he didn’t have a problem with me fighting, but he did have a problem with me “fighting like a goddamn street urchin.” I’m not sure which of my street-fighting tactics bothered him more—my bashing my opponent in the forehead with a brick or my biting my opponent on the ass when he tried to crawl away.

Caretaker’s a purist. He boxed in the army. Everything I know about boxing I learned from him. He says he won a bunch of titles when he was younger, and I don’t doubt him, ’cause he whips my ass every time we spar.

I remove my ring and rub the thick gold letters. BC. I stuff it in my pocket. Training’s the only time I take it off.

“All right, let’s go, Shirley.”

Caretaker calls me girls’ names when we train. I guess he figures it motivates me, but all it does is make me think of an interview I once saw on TV. A sportscaster asked George Foreman what he thought about all the trash-talking that goes on before a boxing match, and George said, “I don’t care what you call me, just don’t call me late for dinner.” That cracked me up. I completely agree.

Caretaker waves his arms in the air like some mystical swami trying to hypnotize me. He’s wearing training gloves that look like catcher’s mitts. They’re for taking hits, not doling them out, but that doesn’t stop him from hitting me with them. And the edges are hard, so they hurt. Hell, Caretaker’s shots would probably hurt even if he had stuffed animals strapped to his fists.

He starts jabbing half-speed shots at my head. It’s fun to watch Caretaker shuffle and weave when we spar. He’s smooth and graceful and powerful all at the same time. The way he wiggles and waggles makes me think he’s got gummy-worm bones.

He pops me in the forehead with a jab. “Pay attention, Peggy Sue. Remember what we practiced all summer. Deflect my shots with shoulder rolls. Roll right when I throw right, left when I throw left. C’mon, Dorothy, roll. Buster Pitswaller is one big-ass son-of-a-bitch. You can’t take his punches straight on. Make him miss, make him pay.”

Buster “Pitbull” Pitswaller is a football jock who bullies my younger Prison roomies when we’re all at school. I don’t tolerate anyone picking on the Little Ones, so it’s only a matter of time before we come to blows. His only redeeming quality is his angelic girlfriend, Wynona Bidaban. What she sees in him I’ll never know. But she looked at me like I was a mass murderer when I dunked Burke the Jerk’s head in the fish tank this morning, so she must be against his bullying.

Caretaker throws lefts and rights at my head. I twist left and right, trying to catch his punches on my shoulders instead of my chin.

“Pivot your whole body, not just your shoulders. Toes to nose. C’mon, shuffle your feet, Sheila.”

I try to shuffle my feet, but I feel like a giraffe on roller skates compared to how Caretaker moves.

“Jesus, Cricket, you’re so clumsy, you’d trip over a cordless phone.”

I try not to laugh as his glove whizzes past my head.

“Bend from the knees, not the waist. You bend from the waist, what’s gonna happen?” He pops me in the chin with an uppercut. “That’s gonna happen. Slip back and right, then forward and left. Thatta girl. Up and down, not just side to side. You just go side to side, what’s gonna happen?” He pops me in the forehead with a straight right. “That’s gonna happen.”

We spar for half an hour and Caretaker never shuts up. And he never stops throwing. Like I said, he’s in wicked good shape for an old dude.

“All right, that’s enough for today, Lucy.” He smacks me on the side of the head. “Jesus, I’m sweating worse than a whore in church.”

I take my gloves off and rinse my mouthpiece in the sink.

Caretaker unbuckles his overall straps and towels off his upper body. His stomach sticks out but not in a fat way. It looks like he’s hiding a dozen cookie sheets under his chocolate skin.

He throws his stinky towel at me. “I’m going home. See what the ol’ lady whipped up for supper. I’m so hungry, I could eat the ass out of a rag doll.” He pats his tin pan belly and laughs. Caretaker always laughs at his own jokes, even when they’re not funny. He pulls his overall straps on and leaves.

I hang out in the boathouse to kill time until dark. I’m in no rush to see Mother Mary Malice.

I jump rope and imagine Wynona Bidaban sitting cross-legged on Caretaker’s workbench, twisting her black hair around her finger like she does in math class. She’s ogling me with a quizzical expression like I’m an unsolvable trigonometry equation. I drop the rope, pull her in to my sweaty body, and answer her question with a kiss.



  Chapter 2


I wait until ten p.m. before sneaking down the fire escape. The nuns are always zonked by then. I pull my hood on and walk downtown to my friend Grubs’s apartment. Grubs and I met at school three years ago when I was a freshman and he was a junior. He dropped out his senior year to work full-time as a mechanic. Well, that’s what he told people. He actually dropped out to commit more time to his real career—dealing drugs. Grubs recruited me to help him collect money from his younger customers after he watched me pound the piss out of a football jock who had harassed one of the Little Ones. We’ve been hanging out ever since.

He lives in a one-room attic over the garage where he works. His front door is at the top of a rickety staircase attached to the side of the building. When I walk in (sans knock and sans lock), he’s watching The Three Stooges on his tiny tabletop TV. He doesn’t say anything, just nods. The place smells like a potpourri of oil, exhaust, and dirty socks. I grab a lukewarm Budweiser from the mini-fridge and flop onto his grandma-print sofa.

He yanks his shirt sleeve up. “Check out my latest ink.” On his upper bicep is a tattoo of an orange and black tiger. The tiger’s head is surrounded by red and purple flames that spell the name Toni.

“That’s awesome. She must be happy,” I say.

“She ain’t seen it yet. I was gonna show her tonight, but she’s being a bitch, so I blew her off.”

“What’s her problem?”

“She’s raggin’ my ass about having dinner with her parents. She’s pissed ’cause I ain’t never met ’em and we’ve been dating for like a year.”

“That bitch,” I say, grinning.

“I know, right? And if it ain’t that, she’s naggin’ me about buying her a fucking engagement ring. Like we’re supposed to get married or something. You believe that shit?”

“So why’d you get a tat with her name on it?”

“I thought it’d shut her up about the ring.”

We both laugh.

“I can’t believe she wants you to meet her parents.”

“Seriously. I’m the kind of guy you sneak out of the house to hook up with after your parents are asleep, for Christ’s sake.”

“I ain’t even met Toni. You guys should buy me dinner before her parents.”

“I hear ya, bro.”

I grab a half-smoked doob from his ashtray and fire it up. I take a long hit and pass it to him.

“You should get a tat,” Grubs says.

“Yeah, the nuns would love that.”

“You could get a religious one, like boxers do. A giant cross on your back or a portrait of Jesus on your chest.”

“Or an altar boy on my ass.”

Grubs laughs. He takes a hit and points his beer bottle at my face. “You should have my man Angel ink up your scar. He could do each slice a different color—one red and one black, like two serpents battling it out for facial domination.”

“You’re fucked in the head, dude.”

Grubs shrugs and chugs his beer.

I wonder what Wynona would think if I got a tattoo of her name. Would she be flattered or offended? Not like I’ll ever know.

Grubs snags a paper bag from beside the couch and drops it onto my lap. Inside are a bunch of videotapes, some weed, and a bottle of vodka. It’s my “paycheck” for helping him with collections.

Grubs could rough up his customers himself if he wanted to, ’cause he’s a badass. But some of his clients are underage, and even though he has no beef about selling ’em stems and powder, he has this thing about roughing up a kid. Personally, I think he hauls me around more for show than dough. Makes him feel big-time in this small-time shithole.

“Thanks, man.” I check out the most recent acquisitions from Naskeag Video courtesy of Grubs’s five-finger discount. Monty Python. Rebel Without a Cause. The Hustler. Easy Rider. The Public Enemy. Citizen Kane. I watch movies on a contraband twelve-inch TV and 1980s yard-sale VCR I’ve got stashed in my closet at the Prison.

“Them crappy old ones are a cinch to pinch.” Grubs drags his sleeve across his mouth. “There ain’t nobody ever lurking around that dusty corner.”

“Good for me.”

“What the frig is Monty Python?”

“You ain’t never seen it?”

“Nah,” Grubs says, pushing himself off the couch. “Pop it in and I’ll roll us a fresh one.”

I eject the Stooges and slip in Monty Python.

Grubs hits Play on his stereo and “Smokin’ in the Boys Room” by Brownsville Station starts up. He air-strums when the guitar riff twangs in. Grubs dresses like a seventies heavy metal rocker. He looks a little like Steven Tyler from Aerosmith, but maybe I just think that on account of his long stringy hair.

I plunk my boots on the shipping crate coffee table and look around while the video rewinds. The faint glow from a lamppost outside illuminates the shadowy space. There are magazine photos of hot rods and hot babes taped to the plywood walls, and the particleboard ceiling has a giant stain in the center. The sofa smells mildewy, like the inside of a tent. The room reminds me of a place I have no interest in remembering.

I lean forward to click Play on the VCR and catch a glimpse of my face in Grubs’s coke mirror. My scar looks flat and black. It changes color under different light, like it’s alive. Like a chameleon. In direct sunlight, it’s puffy and pink. Under the school fluorescents, it’s deep and red. It’s shaped like a tall, skinny X and runs down the right side of my face from my eyebrow to my chin. The crevices are deep and round, as if someone scooped out slivers of skin with a tiny spoon. Maybe Grubs is right and I should get it inked. At least that would disguise it.

Grubs plunks down on the sofa and fires up the joint he just rolled. It crackles and snaps and wafts wispy swirls of sweet escape in my direction.

He passes it to me and I take a long suck on the freedom stick.

“So what’s this Mountain Python thing anyway?” he asks. “A fucking documentary or something?”

“Monty Python. It’s a comedy group from the seventies. Right up your alley, era-wise.” The skit starts and I parrot the lines word for word in my best British accent.


  “Don’t come here with that posh talk, you nasty, stuck-up twit.”



  “‘Oh, thank you,’ says the great queen like a la-di-dah poofta.”


Grubs is laughing like crazy. Not at Monty Python—at me. “That’s friggin’ awesome, dude. Where’d you learn to talk that shit?”

“From dee telly, mate.”

Grubs slaps his knee and chugs his beer.

“Me crack-whore mumsy plunked me young arse in front of dee telly fer hours and hours whiles she strutted ’er ax-wound up and down Keelumbus Avenue, looking to cream dudes’ knickers for a block of rock.”

Grubs stumbles to the refrigerator for another beer.

“Yuse sure gots dee wanky, wanky giggle fits, ya divvy dog,” I say as he falls onto the sofa, laughing.

We watch some more skits, and Grubs cracks up at my Cockney gibberish.

After Python, I throw in Rebel Without a Cause, but Grubs falls asleep before James Dean is even arrested. I grab my bag and head for the door. As it squeaks open, Grubs wakes up.

“Don’t forget, we’ve got collecting tomorrow night,” he growls.

I nod and pull the door closed behind me.

 

I get home from Grubs’s around one a.m. and sneak up the fire escape to my room. I’m the only kid at the Prison with his own room. Of course, I’m the only seventeen-year-old at the Prison too.

Two years ago, Mother Mary liberated the attic for me as my own personal nomad pad. It used to be packed to the rafters with a million cardboard boxes stuffed with tragic tales of the ugly and unwanted. But the newly appointed fire marshal—who looked about nineteen—was doing annual inspections and told her she had to clear out all the boxes on account of they were a fire hazard.

The timing was perfect, because Mother Mary Makeamends was in the middle of pumping her skull muscle for a primo punishment for my pummeling of a brown-toothed redneck who had pushed Bernie, a chubby Little One, down a flight of stairs. The tumble bruised Bernie’s face up and busted his glasses. Seeing his busted eyeglasses bothered me more than seeing busted Bernie, though. Ain’t that an itchy pair of husky irregulars? There was just something about Bernie’s hand-me-down spectacles getting twisted and smashed that made me lose it. I popped the greasy douchebag in the head a few times and hurled his unshowered ass down the same staircase. Asked him if he still thought it was funny to push a helpless kid down a flight of stairs. He didn’t answer.

Mother Mary made me empty the attic as penance. After my millionth trip to the basement with my millionth box, I was staring at the old wood beams and tree-trunk columns and saying to Mother Mary how cool it must have been to be a builder back before there was electricity on account of how rewarding it must feel to look at something you built with nothing but muscle and mind. I guess something about me being enamored by the workmanship pinpricked in her the notion of letting me hang my hat up here. She was scratching her chin, going Hmm-hmm-hmmmm, and after about the hundredth Hmmmm she said I could move in once she got it renovated all modern and white and plasticized and blaaaahhhh, and I said aaaahhhh what a shame it would be to cover up all this nifty knobby craftsmanship, and so she let me move in as soon as I slaughtered all the dust bunnies that had taken up residence.

Man, I had a severe case of the Christmas jollies for I don’t know how long after plunking my mattress down on this creaky floor. The coolest thing was that I was finally alone. After fifteen years of being held hostage in tiny rooms with screaming adults and screaming orphans, I finally had my own room.

I grab a pen and notebook and climb back out onto the fire escape. The view of the ocean is splendiferous. I spend more time out here than in the room. Sometimes I lie out here for hours, gazing at the stars and the moon and listening to the waves roll at me from God knows where, and sometimes being on this steel magic carpet makes it seem like things could be okay. But something always crashes the carpet—like a rainstorm or the sun rising or Mother Mary yelling, “Cricket, plunger!”—and I remember it’s nothing more than a precarious fire escape attached to a precarious Prison attached to a precarious life.

I figure I might as well get started on my five-hundred-word essay for Mother Mary. Since it’s also going to Sister Elizabeth and Monsignor Dobry, I intend to make it extra juicy. I tap my pen on my chin. I need an ultra-sacred topic to debase. Ahh, I’ve got it. The Virgin Mary. Nothing more sacred than that pristine hoo-ha. I fire up a joint, take a nice long toke, and start scribbling and sniggering.

 


The Inaccurate Deception

By Cricket Cherpin

 

There’s more to the Virgin Mary story than meets the vagina eye. I mean, if there is a God, and He created LIFE, and He created PEOPLE, then He created SEX. Check it out—God was the first porn addict. He was peekabooing Adam and Eve snake charming each other’s slippery figs. He gazed upon the sticky canoodle and said, It is GOOD!

So, if God created Paradise Spice, why’d the Bible scribblers flip it into Paradise Vice? How the hell else are these one-God wonders supposed to continue begetting rugrats onto God’s List of Favorites? I mean, why’d the Bible writers say knocking sandals was bad when God said it was good? Why wouldn’t God want His precious offspring squeezing through a contaminated wombikins when He was the One Who invented the modus contaminatious in the first place? It doesn’t make sense.

Personally, I think it all happened way different from what the Bible says. You can read all about it in Cricket’s First Letter to the Cynicalians.

Here’s a preview.

It ain’t no secret that Roman soldiers shacked up with Jew broads all the time way back when. Heck, the Jews were hunkering on leased land with a temporary travel visa anyhow. The Romans let them slaughter up a kosher kebab now and then, but it wasn’t like they were free or anything. And they sure as hell weren’t the most popular chosen ones on the
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