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“Hey, kid. Give me a smoke.” 

A boy I didn’t know was calling up to me as I walked down the gray stone steps of Merchant Hall, the three-story, turn-of-the-century boarding house where the kids in my grade, the incoming class of 1971, now lived. The one thing I feared, the dread I’d imagined all summer, had materialized as if I had conjured it.

An upperclassman was demanding I give him a cigarette. 

It was 8:30 in the morning on my first day in eighth grade; my safe haven was no more than fifty feet from where I was standing. I just had to cross the main road to enter the school building. But before I could do that, an upperclassman was establishing the ground rules for my new life, confirming the caste system another boy described three years ago: “Until you’re a sophomore, you have to do everything an upperclassman tells you to do. Or they beat the shit out of you.” 

So, I really wanted to comply with the young man’s request. I was motivated, eager to do my part to prevent him from fulfilling this Girard ritual. But there was a problem. 

“I don’t smoke,” I said.

“What do you mean you don’t smoke?” he asked.

Not knowing how else to put it, I shrugged. I had just turned twelve, so, no—I didn’t smoke. But I was looking forward to getting started, now that I had an incentive to join the Marlboro Protection Plan. 

“What’s your name?”

“Sharavsky.”

“Is he giving you trouble, Joe?” a third voice said.

Up to this point I was scared—sweaty-palmed and nervous confronting about Joe Napolitano. Now I was life-support terrified. The other boy was Teddy McDougal, the John Gotti of ninth grade, really, of the whole high school. Reputed to be so violent and temperamental, even the upperclassmen above him avoided McDougal. 

“He doesn’t have any smokes to give us.” 

“No smokes? That’s a shame,” he smiled. “You’re going to have to do something about that, buddy.”

“How?” 

“How the fuck should he know?” Napolitano said. McDougal laughed.

“Figure it out,” he said, the smile replaced with a bloodless stare. “We’ll see you here tomorrow. Wow, you’re going to be late for your first class.” 

Weren’t they going to be late, too? Do mobsters even go to school, or do they just shake down teachers for grades? The rest of the students had already entered the high school building, leaving me alone and quivering on the steps of Merchant Hall, watching the two enforcers walk away. 
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“Sanderson.”

“Here.”

“Schockton?”

“Here.” 

“Sharavsky? Sharavsky?” 

“Here!” I called from the hall, racing into the classroom and dropping into the only empty seat in the class.

“Is there a reason you’re late?” my new teacher asked.

“Does getting threatened by upperclassmen count?”

A few kids laughed and nodded in recognition. 

“The next time you’re late, I’m sending you to Principal Gruder’s office. Do you understand?” my new teacher said.

“So that means it doesn’t count?”

The joke killed. Thirty boys exploded into laughter, reaffirming my status as class clown of ‘71.

“No, it does not. Okay, let’s begin. My name is Mr. Lesham, and this is,” he began chalking white words on a green board in front of the class in time with his speaking, “Intro-duc-tion to Amer-i-can History. We’ll be covering a lot of ground, the period from settlers sailing to Plymouth Rock through Eisenhower and the beginning of the American middle class. Do you have any questions?” 

Yes, I thought to myself. I have a question: Where can I get a cigarette?!?!?! I looked around the room. Who would have started smoking over the summer? Who would be carrying my get-out-of-jail puffs in his pocket? 

Braxton? A Goody Two-Shoes and role model, he was already talking at breakfast about all the teams and extracurricular activities he’d be trying out for. No, unlikely that this poster boy had begun smoking.

Fecca? A nice kid. Other than how much he sucked up to the governesses for the last four years, I liked him. He’d help me out. But a governess’ pet with cigarettes? Probably not. But he was from South Philadelphia, so maybe. 

“And then the Settlers show up, arrived on Turtle Island in November 1620. This would be what we now call Cape Cod in Massachusetts,” Mr. Lesham said. “Mark down that date, November 1620. But also write down December 1620, because that was when the explorers actually go ashore in Plymouth.”

Pilgrims. Indians. King James I. Soon, the quiet classroom and the teacher’s descriptions awaken my mind’s eye. I began taking notes to prepare for the mini-quizzes he said would be happening weekly. 

“They leave the boats, and they find cleared land, and find fresh water. So, they decide this would be a good place to set up shop. A few days later, the Mayflower arrives, and the Plymouth settlement begins.”

I saw Jack Raboy’s hand go up. 

“Yes, Mr. Raboy,” Mr. Lesham said, overjoyed.

“If the land was cleared, we can assume the Indians did that, right?” 

“Excellent. That is a logical assumption, Mr. Raboy.” 

“So, where are they?”

“Great question. It’s likely they’ve been nearby the whole time, but historians think they kept their distance either to avoid getting yellow fever from the settlers, which almost wiped out another tribe, or maybe they’re just trying to keep from getting shot by the English, who had guns and cannons. 

“So, the Indians don’t enter the story until March of 1621. That’s when the leader of the Wampanoag tribe, Massasoit, pays a visit to the settlement. After some negotiating, the two sides exchange gifts and make a pact not to fight, which we’d call a peace treaty. Turn to page thirty-seven in your books and, you’ll see a painting of Massasoit and the settlement governor, John Carver, signing the treaty.”

I opened the book to page thirty-seven and nearly passed out. To seal the deal, to confirm that the Pilgrims and the Wampanoags are now hunky-dory pals, Massasoit—in his feathered headdress, and Governor John Carver—in a Pilgrim hat—are seated on a rug, facing each other, smoking a peace pipe! They’re smoking! 

Apparently, they had no problem finding a Marlboro in Massachusetts. No one’s going to get the shit beaten out of them on Plymouth Rock. It looks like the only reason they’re signing a peace treaty at all is that some lucky bastard had a bowlful of tobacco to pass around. 

But not me. I won’t be signing a peace treaty with Joe Napolitano and Teddy McDougal. In my new settlement, I am a dead man walking. 

I looked around the room. Everyone else was calm—taking notes, flipping the pages of the bible-length history book, raising hands and asking questions—doing what high school freshmen who are in the “One Group” are expected to do. Girard classified its high school students by intelligence, categorizing each grade into three groups. Through some miscalculation, I was placed in the One Group, the children that the administration predicted would be high achievers. This being 1966, “high achiever” would soon have a double meaning. But for now, the administration appeared to believe that these twelve- and thirteen-year-old boys were the best and brightest of our year. 

The bell rang. I gathered up my new books, pencils, and binder, and walked up to the third floor, where our French teacher, Miss Katch, was already waiting for us. 

“Bonjour! Bonjour, messieurs! Entrez Vous!”

A tall, thin woman with a large nose and long, straight blonde hair curved under her chin, was standing in the doorway of her classroom, excitedly waving us past her. In her day, she was probably gorgeous; her day having come and gone. But as much as a naive twelve-year-old boy awakening to his sexuality could figure it out, the lively Parisian beanpole must have been a bombshell, and was still dressing as if awaiting a date on the Left Bank. A sleek leopard-print skirt perfectly complimented a black turtleneck sweater and black stockings, topped with a leopard-print scarf around her neck. 

Wherever you looked, something or someone French stared back at you. On her desk stood Eiffel Tower bookends, not to be outdone by the poster of the Eiffel Tower soaring to the right of the blackboard. Enlarged pictures of her and a mystery man standing before the Louvre, or on the steps of Montmartre. Singers, writers, actors—all looking impossibly glamorous.

Did I hear an accordion? So lost was I in the Frenchness of it all. 

“Je m’appelle, Miss Katch,” she said while writing her name on the blackboard.

She turned to face the class. “Et vous?” 

Silence. Blank stares. From the front of the room, a hand went up. 

“Oui?” 

“Je m’appelle, John Crowley?”

“Tres bien! Bonjour, Monsieur Crowley!”

Someone had unraveled the introduction riddle, and from there, every hand rose, triggering Miss Katch to approach each student individually, “Et vous?” After hearing the name replied, she checked it off a list on a clipboard. 

From here, she shifted between English and French, praising the lyricism of the French language, and describing her annual trips to Lyon, Bordeaux, and Paris. 

It was not until I spotted a photograph of a famous French actress holding a cigarette that I remembered my appointment with death. My French vacation, my forty-five-minute vicarious romp through Miss Katch’s past, had ended. 

Seeing Catherine Deneuve holding a cigarette made me wonder if Miss Katch smoked, and whether I could pinch a cigarette from her purse, which was lying open on the floor next to her desk. 

“Au revoir, mes aimis!” she called out behind us as we headed to the door to leave and go back downstairs to geography with Mrs. McGraph, and then to lunch. 

Walking across the main road on our way to the Dining Room Services building, I saw Jack Raboy, my best and probably only hope.

“Al Shab!” he said, addressing me by the nickname he gave me when we met on my first day four years ago. “I think I’m going to like high school. I really liked history and French, Shab. But why do the Pilgrims come off as heroes? I feel like they’re screwing the Indians, and then act like they’re doing them a favor.”

“Speaking of favors, I need one, Jack.” 

“What’s wrong?” Jack asked. 

“I need a cigarette.” 

“I didn’t think you smoked.”

“I don’t, Jack. Joe Napolitano told me to bring him a cigarette.” 

“Oh. That’s bad, Al.” 

“I’m supposed to meet him and Joe McDougal on the Merchant Hall steps tomorrow morning.”

“McDougal, too?” 

I nodded.

“That’s worse.”

“Yeah, he was there, backing up Napolitano.” 

Walking up the steps of the dining room building, ready to go to our different tables, Jack stopped. “You want me to come with you, Shab?” 

Jack was the kind of kid upperclassmen probably wouldn’t mess with. He was bigger than most of them, almost a half foot taller than me, with the build of a linebacker. Also, he had the reputation of being unpredictable. It was the kindest, bravest offer anyone could make, and I knew he meant it. 

“No, Jack. I just need a cigarette.”

“I’d give it to you, Shab, but I don’t smoke. Wait a minute. Hold on, Mister Al.”

“What, what?”

“How about Tony Burston?”

“Tony smokes?” 

“Maybe. I think I saw his mom smoking when she dropped him off. That’s how it starts sometimes, you know.”

It wasn’t much, but it was logical. And it was all I had. 

Dodging clusters of animated boys in dress shirts, ties, and vests, comparing their first-day experiences, I walked around the dining room looking for Burston. He’d be easy to find. He was built like me, but bigger—what the clothiers of the time called “Extra Husky.” 

We were friends, as much as he could befriend anyone. His weight and wit made him defensive, quick with a cutting, belittling remark. As a fellow husky class clown, I understood that, and respected his sense of humor. Where I used humor to disarm and entertain, however, he used it to undermine and belittle. Offensive was his best defense. But with a nickname like “Tony’s Bursting,” he had to give as good as he got.

I spotted him a few tables away, but didn’t approach him. After lunch, we began walking back to school.

“Were you in Mrs. Doublin’s class yet for English?” he asked. “She’s already talking about assigning us Shakespeare, Merchant of Venice!”

“She’s so old, she probably knew Shakespeare personally,” I said.

“Good one, Al,” he said.

“Hey, Tony. Do you smoke?”

The conversation stopped dead, Tony now studying me for a motive. And we were getting along so well until now. 

“Who’s asking?” 

“I AM! I need a cigarette!” 

“Oh, do you smoke, too?” 

“Gotcha, Tony!” 

Mistake. No one “gotchas” Tony Burston and gets away with it. 

“I never said I smoked, did I? I said, too, as in the rest of the world.” 

“Tony, Joe Napolitano asked me for a cigarette.” 

“The ninth-grader? He’s a prick.” 

“Yeah, him. And McDougal was with him.” 

“Oh. He’s Mafia.” 

“What?” 

“I’m not kidding,” Tony said.

“How do you know?” 

“I can’t say.” 

Burston was the Dorothy Parker of our class. Part reporter, part Satan’s satirist—his facts were hard to distinguish from his fiction. But the thought of a professional hitman chasing me around campus did little to quell my anxiety. 

“Maybe I should get two cigarettes,” I said.

“Never said I had them.” 

“Come on! Now that I know, I can see the pack in your jacket,” I said, grabbing the outline of the box through his clothes. 

“Get off me, Al. Okay, so what if they are cigarettes.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Why should I give you one?”

“Because you’re my friend and you don’t want me to die, maybe,” I said.

“Yeah, but they cost money, Al.” 

“I don’t have any money, Tony! And I don’t have any time to get it.” 

“Records.” 

“What?”

“You have records,” Tony said.

We both loved music, each of us latching onto the British invasion bands, even while I maintained my love for James Brown and Motown. 

“An album for a cigarette.”

“Are you crazy? No way,” I said. “One cigarette, one 45.” 

“It’s gotta be something good.”

I mentally sorted through the records in my brown carrying case, taking inventory of my jukebox: The Animals, The Temptations, Martha and the Vandellas, The Rolling Stones, Stevie Wonder.

“Okay. ‘Paperback Writer’ for one cigarette.”

“Wow!” Tony couldn’t contain his excitement. 

“But I get
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