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For my parents who loved the Island 

and docked their sailboat in its sheltered harbor every summer
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and
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To the memory of punk rocker Rick Blaze 

whose concern neglected children should have a safe place inspired this story
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Freddie Jester fell off his cousin Sebastian's sailboat during Jubilee Regatta and almost drowned. I eased into my classroom seat behind him as Mr. Ziziphus's chalk clicked across the blackboard. When Mr. Ziziphus turned, a paper canoe shot over his head, but he took no notice, his attention riveted by a barnacle-encrusted bottle materialized on his desk. Inside, a manuscript. Written by me. Our eighth grade, beginning-of-term, "do the usual" assignment.

The class murmured and I trembled. 

Contrary to my classmates, I was an Island newbie, though Island lore, along with East Village 411, provided the blubber. My salty yarn featured yours truly, my eight-year-old Big Apple homegirl Crisscross, and a pirate band that threatened our maidenhoods and forced us to batten down the hatches.

At least that's how Crisscross would have put it.

As Mr. Ziziphus approached the bottle, his eyes popped like it was an explosive device.

Would he appreciate how I had soldiered through, fingers practically dripping with gore as I struggled to put my summer break into words? How I had schooled myself in Hindi as an extra-curricular activity? And seriously? After such pains to harpoon and drag this whale of a tell-all to the page, was there a sea dog alive who would, because it had been too broad in the beam, deduct a grade?!

Crisscross thought Mr. Ziziphus may not have his sea legs and would need rum to appreciate the manuscript, fore and aft, with which I should at least score an A for effort. Of course this was her opinion, but, as I told her, I would probably be forced to walk the plank if I tried grade grubbing with a jug of rotgut.
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To Whomsoever finds this MESSAGE IN A BOTTLE,

Be aware my second and third-hand sources may be directly quoted, paraphrased, or added to the mix, and foreign words, thesaurus substitutes, hard word explanations are italicized or end-noted.

Also, I am shipwrecked on this Island. Please give MS to Mr. Ziziphus and send help! SOS!
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January Hoolihan​​​
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Attachment: Beginning-of-term assignment for 8th grade English, Island School

Teacher: Mr. Ziziphus

“What I Did Over My Summer Break”​

SHELTER ISLAND
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​​​A January Hoolihan and Crisscross adventure story​

​in three thrilling sections
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​​Part 1: In which our heroine, dogged by a loyal child rescuer, is dragged to the boondocks by an evil witch, there to be boiled alive by a fiend.
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​CHAPTER 1 - North Ferry
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The storm barreled into Manhattan causing sickly Tompkins Square Park elms to bend, then shoot skyward after each gust, like ship masts on the rolling main. Despite the cooldown in my bedroom, really a closet with window and hammock, I couldn't sleep, so I fashioned a Sammie-the-Traitor voodoo doll from bunched-up Punk Magazine pages and cord ties. 

Sammie, an Old Crow​[1] drinker with cocaine fidgets, had been my father's galactically weirdo ball-and-chain live-in girlfriend. Now that he had joined that celestial angel band, her plans were to shanghai and dump me on the scary old man the day after I finished seventh grade. 

Half-wrapped in sweaty sheets, I pricked that voodoo doll to shreds while gallons of raindrops the size of whale tears flooded through the open window and puddled on the floor.

Now according to Crisscross, voodoo was justified for Sammie because she was an evil Oz witch. "January, she is too," she had huffed. "What about when Sammie spelled your dad to see the chewed-up gummy outer-space worm people?" 

Around midnight I fell asleep and dreamed of primeval monsters, a thousand times the size of Moby Dick, battling to the death. 

Searing breath of dragon bird receded as peepers opened on another hot day. The rain water had evaporated. I slouched into the kitchen. Sammie, zoned-out at the kitchen table, shocking pink and black shag a buzzard's nest, smoked a Kool​[2]between chugs of cold coffee from her cracked CLEAN AND SERENE Narcotics Anonymous mug.

"You can't force me to live in the boonies with a wacko who jabbers to himself and foams at the mouth!" I told her. "You're not my mom and Dad would have said no." 

I slammed the voodoo doll on the table. In her face!

“Well Mick's not around, is he? He's the one that left us in this shitty situation so don't blame me. I got stuck with you so I decide what's best, girlie. There's money on the kitchen counter for lunch." She ignored the doll and the tears that clouded my vision before I could mind-control them away. "I ain’t cooking supper neither. They shut off the gas.” 

"Plenty of kids' parents are letting them stay home the last day of school, which is only a bogus half day." It wasn't fair! Seventh graders finished with final exams and skipping the grody seventh grade semi-formal dance some parents and teachers had concocted had already split. 

Now I won't deny dashing to the Goodwill after they handed out those permission slips about the dance and the dress code requirements. I wriggled into gowns, Doc Martens and kneecaps visible because the dressing room curtain flopped down only halfway. A beanpole in shoulder-padded, pink princess horror, I approached the mirror and cringed. The recovered-alkie at the counter, grey parrot perched on his head, had looked up from his Aquaman comic book.

"Bloody hell, matey!" the parrot had squawked. 

Going to the dance in one of those Bo-Peepenstein gowns would have been the ultimate humiliation. Sammie would have forced me. I fled the Goodwill and tossed that permission slip.

Sammie moved her mug toward me. I pushed it away, her poisonous-brew drops flying. "Half-day means all we do is sit in homeroom with that sadist Mr. Landesman." 

"You ain't skipping school today," said Sammie, meanly, "I don't need you hangin' around buggin' me."

She took another Kool toke, then aimlessly wiped at the coffee spill with the tattered voodoo doll while my agony swept past her and out the open window. Didn't she know forcing an Alphabet City kid to live in the boonies could cause brain damage?

Disgusted, I swung to the bathroom and dabbed on ebony kohl eyeliner. Refusing to let me stay home, a last chance to change her evil plot, threw everything off course, like a wind conjured up to sink a ship. 

The kohl smeared. Looked as nuts as I felt. 

Grabbing my book bag, I slammed the front door behind me. Missing my father so bad I could have puked. Even his bozo rants about space aliens when I wished I were anyone but Mick the Punk Rocker's kid. 

The next morning, as promised, Sammie the Traitor shanghaied me to the Island.
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After wrestling me from the tenement, prodding me onto a boiling subway that tunneled down like a diving albatross, Sammie shoved me aboard a shuttle bus at Forty-Fourth and Third. Air-conditioning revived me. 

We whisked through the Midtown Tunnel.

Queens halitosis eventually giving way to numbing smack of suburbia until even that dribbled away. 

By midday, the bus rumbled past grapevines. Farmstands with baskets of strawberries that reminded me of Crisscross and her favorite ice cream. 

We detoured onto a street with houses built for seafaring hobbits. Rusty anchors and ship compasses displayed in ye-olde shops. Then rolled to a stop in a patchy field butting up to a waterfront.

"Greenport!" bellowed the bus driver, as he swung open the door.

Sun sparked off the saltwater as Sammie march me toward a quay, the North Ferry Landing, where a handful of Eastenders stood in Mouseketeer-white tube socks. Stumbling through tall grasses the last few yards, Greenport Harbor flashed into view with its waterside restaurants and warehouses and marina spinning into the distance.

As the rest of the bus daytrippers meandered over, I turned toward the water, shielded the rays with a sailor-salute hand, and got my first eyeball of an island that loomed on the horizon. The Island! Where Benedict Sammie plotted to discard me like an oily pail of bunker?!​[3]

“You remember Mick's malarkey about the old man snatching kids and using them as shark bait?" Sammie cackled, a loud, obnoxious, bitch-witch as she fished out her wallet and her makeup kit from her spiked leather bag. She threw a cig between her lips. After shelling out the ferry fare, she snap-closed the wallet. "That was Mick's fairy story." I wanted to slap her. "Besides, the old man’s your only living relative.” 

The ferry crowd under that dog-day June sun kept their distance as I collapsed on my suitcase, none among them willing to go a round with evil-looking Sammie to rescue the juvie. Certainly not. She was the grown-up.

"Mick was no liar. He said the guy was a weirdo." Surely, it was obvious I was being child-napped?

"Ha. 'Eccentric,' he said."

"Same thing."

"No it ain't." Lurching over me, she blew out a tubular smoke ring that undulated as it poofed. "And you're the one supposed to be so wise with the lingo?"

Reeking fumes billowed from the fishing trawler docked at a neighboring jetty. Fish scales and seaweed hung from its giant-spooled net like dangling tresses ripped from mournful mermaid scalps. A ferry, like an orca smelling blood, careened toward us. 

Abandoning me on an island and sailing away was so Sammie. I'd be chained to oars and forced to fish for breakfast herrings by that crazy old man. The unfairness of it all! Or, as Mick would have said between nods and the occasional humming of the Ramones's "Beat on the Brat," A bad acid trip, kid.

Harbor bells clanged. 

Whoosh. The 12:03 eased into its slip.

“Life’s a bitch," Sammie said. "But at least the old man’s got dough. Ask him for a tattoo of a dodo.”

"Nobody's sticking a needle in me," I said, wicked satisfaction at pinning that Sammie doll still fresh. "I don't see tattoos on you."

In front of us a woman with flyaway hair lugged a baby in a wide-brimmed sunhat. A mother would help me escape. When she turned I gave her the big-eyed puppy dog look: Please rescue me!

"Ask him to buy you a cheerfuckin' outfit," Sammie yacked, "sequins, pom poms, the works." She opened her powder compact. The baby pointed at Sammie's pink-and-black clown hair and clapped its little hands and gurgled. It then pondered the rest of her, in that solemn way infants sometimes do, and burst into tears. The woman's eyes slid away. "If you still want to live in the East Village in a few years, go back as one of those spoiled NYU cheerfuckers and study creative writing, like Mick said you should. You'd make a great cheerfucker."

A ferryman, muscles bulging, locked the boat in place. People scuttled off and dashed toward those whaling, oyster-eater, chanty-singer byways, a vibe enhanced by the presence of crusty fishermen and an annual Tall Ships festival with humongous boats sailing into port, fresh-faced sailor boys perched five-stories high in the rigging, like seabirds.

A corny place.

"I forgot to pack my toothbrush," I said, a sly plan seeping into my overheated brain. "You think there's a drug store over there?" Shops ripe with booty! Perfect distractions for shopaholic-but-always-broke Sammie. Maybe she'd vex on some pirate emerald––cursed, knowing her bad luck––and I could pull a Houdini down a back alley? Hitch a ride back to Manhattan? "We could take a later boat. You wouldn't want me to neglect my teeth."

Cars zoomed off the ferry, some arrived via the South Ferry and driven by big-haired Hamptons snobs.

"I saw you throw your toothbrush in the suitcase myself, babycakes," Sammie said. "Chill. The old man will take to you like Charlie the Tuna to a sardine. Just don't be a snot nose."

"I don't give a flying monkey ball what he thinks of me," I sputtered. Cars started boarding. It was now or never. "And I'm not hanging around that fruit loop old man long enough to find out. I'll run away!" The running-away threat, last card in the stack. Was it enough to change her mind? Her eyes slid toward the ferryman signaling the all-clear to foot traffic. Snagging my arm, she pulled forward, a fish hook twisting in my gut for all she cared. I tripped onto the deck.

The ferry, forced into alertness, roared to life.

"Breathe in that salt air," Sammie boomed over the engine-pounding. "No city ozone turning your lungs black!" Puffing away on her cancer stick she dragged me toward the bow.​[4] Seafoam churned, a thousand fish upchucking, a briny cloud that floated us away from the mainland. Away from hope. Just like in an alien saucer abduction! Wishing Mick were there to tell Sammie a thing or two, thinking of him hard enough to haunt me, he did. But not in a scary way. The waters sighed in his familiar tone as I peered over the gunwale​[5] at the opaque, greenish-brown. Willed myself to eyeball the ocean bed with X-ray vision. Wrecks of ships buried under all that muck.

Eventually, the ferry's chug-a-chug, Mick's voice ghostlike, popping in and out, lulled me from the lousy present and into the past. Me mental over rotted cabbage fumes that seeped into our Ninth Street tenement hallways. The third-floor walkup, a vessel for jaded Manhattan cockroaches high-kicking to THE JEFFERSONS "Movin' on Up" theme. The door to what had once been only Mick's bedroom, purple swirls painted on it light-years ago by Sammie that seemed to shimmer and sway in the half-light, like seaweed. Sammie could sleep like the dead. Like she were at the bottom of Davy Jones locker. If I escaped Sammie's clutches, I would kiss those moldy walls, beg their forgiveness for all the mean things I ever said about them. It wasn't my idea to pull up anchor!
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The bow of the ferry lifted, sniffed the Island. Homed in. Dropped as a swell rolled under it and away. Seagulls dive-bombed for fish off the stern. As Sammie had commanded, I breathed in fresh sea air. In. Out. In. Out. No more fish-chowder stench from the trawler. As the ferry picked up speed, I threw my arms high as salty breezes buffeted my face. Hummed in my ears. In. Out. In. Out. Ignored the hunky ferryman carrying kiddy life vests, ogling Sammie and me as if we slept in ship hold coffins. In. Out. In. Out. A branch twirled past in a mad dash toward the mainland––one green leaf clung. Twigs, fingerlike. Sammie took a last drag of her Kool and made her little moue, a habit I loathed, as she flung the stub overboard. Seagulls swooped, cackling their squeaky baby cries, but quickly ignored the not-fish. I imagined Sammie flying behind the ferry like a beady-eyed kamikaze seagull. Only on a broomstick.

Ahrr. Ahrr.

Sammie, the Oz witch. Truly she had a beak that could scare the bejesus out of even the most fearless pirate children. And, according to Crisscross, she had a crystal ball with which she could pinpoint Crisscross anywhere––in a ferryboat, a helicopter, a submarine. If Sammie knew we were tight, according to Crisscross, she would nab her by the ankles, shake her, magic her for sure, and grab the coins that fell from her pockets.

"But how could Sammie magic you inside a volcano?" I had pointed out when Crisscross insisted Sammie could find her inside anything. "You'd be burnt to a crisp by lava."

Ahrr. Ahrr.

The cigarette stub began to sink as it rushed to catch up to the branch, their fate blocked from view by the wheelhouse. As Sammie lit another Kool, I considered shoving her in after them, a last twitch, a slide below the surface, a faint, final puff. But drowning Sammie wasn't worth a stint in Rikers without Crisscross around to see if she water-melted. 
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Land Ho!

McMansions rimmed the far side of an Island harbor. Sailboats glided on its edge, daisy-chaining in and out of each other's paths, catching a wind, luffing, coming about. Heeling.​[6] I was freaked about soon being dumped on that island, forced from home like a colonial by a pirate. A motor cruiser, buzzing like a chainsaw, cut across the ferry's wake. Sammie cursed as cool water rained down, flickering with rainbow colors. The misty magic window framed the Island's strips of beach, evergreens rising on higher ground, yachts on moorings pointing toward the Island like a flock of birds returning home to hatch some eggs. 

From a flying saucer, the Island looks like a giant nest resting between Long Island's jutting-into-the-Atlantic North and South Forks, west of the migratory route of the blue whale, largest animal to ever live. 

“You made a solemn promise to take me with you to Los Angeles," I yelled over the engine's labored wheezing. "You could still ask your mom to pay for an extra airplane ticket.” 

"What's that?" Sammie whipped around.

"If you told her I’m orphaned she might feel sorry for me. In Hollywood you said we'd go on the Walk of Fame and I'd stick my tootsies in the shadow people's footprints in front of Grauman's Chinese Theatre." The shadow thrown onto the big screen when light passed through celluloid in a projector, according to Sammie, was the real star (movie star in Bollywood: philma stara in Hindi), not the actor. "You said I could act . . .” 

“Yeah, you can act like a talking parrot saying the same jive line over and over.”

" . . . like I could have been Emmeline in Blue Lagoon.” 

"I told you that stuff when you were a kid and I planned to pimp you to some agent we'd meet on a Catalina Island beach. Mick thought his Blackspot Bones band would get a record deal and we'd move into my mom's houseboat in Marina del Rey." 

“If you maroon me on that Island you’re evil and will be cursed a thousand times for every blood oath you made!”  

“Look, baby,” Sammie said, voice sharp as a cutlass. “We all got Hollywood-technicolor dreams. What if I hadn’t seen your birth certificate in that oak chest where Mick kept his stash? Then what? You’re lucky his name was on it cause your mom’s was fiction. If I were to leave you in the apartment when I fly home to L. A., they'd throw you in the clink for not paying bills, or a foster home where some Blackbeard could play Tiddlywinks with your hubba-bubbas.”

“That's disgusting. And they don’t put teenagers in prison for that.” 

“You'd be doing the walk in stir, Jan. And sailing little twig boats in the canals you'd be digging, on a chain gang.”

“You’d do it with anything," I said, meanly. "And I’ll just bet you had other ways to get the rent and Dad’s funeral money so he didn’t have to get buried on Hart Island like a homeless dweeb. And now you’re dumping me on this island? He'd have smacked you upside the head. For real! And stepped on your big old warty toe and thrown your warty ho-ass down a sewer!” 

Sammie would do a nasty with the super Mr. Francis when he was supposed to be working on a leaky faucet. Sometimes . . . well, you get the gist. Got him to fork over enough cash to buy the “to die for” leopard buccaneer boots. 

Sammie walloped me across the face. 

“Mick Hoolihan was a hooligan. Dimwit roach motel of a mother caught AIDS and ditched you on him. You’re not my kid. I don’t owe you anything.”

Sea spray cooled the air around us. A fish high-jumped over a wake to get away from the boat. A quick, sparkly flash out of the corner of my eye.

“I told Dad what you are before he died! You’re a . . . a . . . witch!” My eyes stung, but I refused to let the saltwater spill over the dam. 

“Yeah? Well . . . he didn’t give a fuck on an iceberg, did he?” Sammie blinked fast, burning down yet another Kool in short, nasty puffs. She turned away from my sputtering to gaze at the tall wood pilings of the approaching Island ferry slip. 

Sammie the Traitor. 

So instead of livin' large on a houseboat in Marina del Rey as the next Hollywood teen movie hotshot, I was to be thrust into the talons of this old man. This bogeyman Mick conjured up to make me behave. This trident-wielding childhood nightmare emerging from dark sea. Bubbles between his lips. This stranger-danger clueless I even existed.   

This Grandpa Hoolihan.

I psyched myself to dive off the back of the ferry and do the crawl back to Greenport, wacko enough to not care if Jaws got me. I'd probably drown and it would be Sammie's fault and she'd feel guilty. As I began to inch aft, away from Sammie eyeballing the Island, ahoy, maties! Popping up from under a Rolls Royce was a familiar face. Oh my stars. It was Crisscross! She windmilled her arms. Sammie swung her evil eye in my direction, as if she'd been spying on me in an Oz ball, and Crisscross ducked from view.
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So I confess I never actually attended that last, bogus, seventh grade half-day at my East Village middle school. I skipped the spitballs flying, Mr. Landesman pulling on his ear hair spears while pleasuring himself to our snorts of desperation to escape and whinny it up like liberated houynhnms,​[7] and hulk-fest, Boys Home Wonder, Stefan "Pigface" Pulaski's latest rap. 


Jan-u-ary Hoolihan looks like a mess.

Gots dirty holes in her shit-stained dress.

Jan-u-ary Hoolihan, pin-chested goon.

Pigface sexes you in your fish-stink room!





Instead, I had hung out on St. Mark's, then jetted over to the Ottendorfer Library, my usual hooky crib, where, because of the old man marooning threats, I'd developed a habit of reading castaway books. Plus other stuff, like A Guide to Dangerous Marine Animals. One life-altering day I even found an old Island book with a map that clued me in: the Island wasn't exactly remote. Namaste.​[8] My entire childhood learning how to basket weave and how to harvest turtle eggs, how to piss on a jellyfish sting to make the pain go away––a complete waste. Though I highly recommend those books to anyone worried about a real remote island stranding.

Curled into a library chair, I had picked up where I had left off in The Island of Dr. Moreau. Conflicted about sharing this story with Crisscross, I'd arranged to meet her later across the avenue at the Second Avenue Deli to celebrate my graduation. 

Let me justify: 

Crisscross, an impressionable kid, loves adventure stories. Her favorites are Treasure Island and Peter Pan. Pirate tales. But Dr. Moreau's St. Bernard turned dogman horror could, well, have un-dogged her, triggering some wack effect like her cartoonish pirate dramatics. Her weirdo Wendy Darling impersonations. So I didn't want her sneaking up behind me with that book in hand and asking me to read it out loud. You see, she loves dogs (plural: kuttē, singular: kutta in Hindi) above all other creatures. And honestly? Dog-crazy isn't a strong enough adjective. I often thought she would go to the dogs. 

To make friends she usually squeaks at them. She does this as well with other species, freaks out Tompkins Square rats so bad they scrabble down their holes. Squeak! I have witnessed subway rats stampede under the third rail. Squeakk! People acting as if she were a Norwegian plague rat jetting down subway platforms to get the hell away. Squeeaaakkkk!

So let me acquaint you with this mangy, catfish-whiskered hound the size of a friggin' mule with which she'd roll around in the dirt. This hound was the sidekick to a sleazy biker named Felix. The first time I witnessed Crisscross with this turd-ugly mutt was in Tompkins Square Park where dude and dog were familiar hangabouts. I was next to the Temperance Fountain when Crisscross jetted to pal around with it. Squeaaaakkkk! Next thing I knew she was yelling at Felix in Spanish. Her being bilingual surprised the leaping tadpoles out of me. 

“Te odio!” she shrieked, pointing at him. “Seras perdon por esto!” 

She ran to me in tears.

“What goes, Crisscross?” 

“Felix hit the dog.” 

"You know that guy, personal-like?"

"He's a meanie. I'll kick him if he does that again."

“He could turn the dog on you.” 

“That dog won’t hurt me, January.” 

"You should stay away from them. I've heard that guy Felix is a badass. He'll run you through if you don't watch it."

And pigeons? Soon after we first met, my new playground bud dashed toward a flock. Squeakk! (flap flap) Squeaaakkk! Woke a bum sleeping under the funnies in the Tompkins Square band shell. He waved as if Crisscross were a parade come to town as she ran back and forth tossing crumbs. She informed me she "righteous-like" didn't attend public school and had no use for books, while dollars, always on her, doled out, I assumed, by trust-fund anarchist parents, many of whom had of late moved into the East Village for its “bohemian lifestyle,” carelessly fell from her pockets.

“You’ll turn into a dummy and get picked up by a truant officer," I, the seasoned hooky player, had warned. "End up like one of those alley-trash boneheads doing shell games. Nobody goes near those losers. Wait until middle school. Nobody notices because we switch classes all day. You show up for homeroom attendance, then bail." 

"January Hoolihan,” she had replied, crumbs blowing back into our faces like gentle slaps, “don’t you tell me what to do. I’m expected to learn from the 'school of hard knocks.'" No doubt if she ran into a gator swamp and got sucked down a gullet she would call that educational. 
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So, there I was at the library, and, as time drew near to meet Crisscross, I overheard an ancient fussbudget at the return desk. “Just finished this biography on Edgar Allen Poe." She shoved the biography in the librarian's face. "Did you know he lived on Carmine Street and went bankrupt and moved to Philadelphia? He left New York. No wonder he was gloomy. . ." 

I set the H. G. Wells aside and pulled the Island book from its dusty shelf. The map could come in handy. The library card was, as always, unstamped. When I walked toward the exit with the stolen book my heart flip-flopped and my mouth dried up, or I'd have asked the librarian to stamp my forehead: 
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JANUARY HOOLIHAN BELONGS TO THE EAST VILLAGE.

PLEASE RETURN TO OWNER IF BORROWED OR FOUND.
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In front of the deli and hungry enough to mack on a beluga, butterflies ricocheted off my stomach lining. Were those police sirens? I'll be dragged away to a fate as horrible as Edward Prendick's on Dr. Moreau's island. Inside the deli coolness countermen slopped out chopped liver, matzo ball soups, ginormous corned beef sandwiches. 

Crisscross finally showed, quick-stepping down the avenue as if slinky-propelled, face beaming.

“I saw a cool squirrel in the churchyard. It was really fat.” 

"Too many people feeding it then," I barked, but it was impossible to stay mad at Crisscross when she talked squirrel.

Now before the city was New York it was Dutch New Amsterdam and the governor was Old Peg Leg Peter Stuyvesant. Taking our foil-wrapped hotdogs we sat on his St. Mark's Churchyard monument there, near his church wall tomb, after paying our usual respects to Mangle Minthorne, 1737-1821 according to the grave marker, because we liked the name Mangle. 

Then I broke the bad news. 

“Sammie’s gonna fly away on her broomstick to Los Angeles. But first she's gonna make me a castaway.” 

Crisscross turned Halloween ghost-sheet white and began to howl. She knew what "castaway on the Island" meant. The Oz witch Sammie would dump me in the lair of the scary old man. And then––la-de-da. . . 

"He'll boil you into a soup and head shrink you and shove a bone through your nose!" she wailed. 

"How can I be head shrunk and nose-bone pierced if I get eaten first?" I had replied, feeling a deep pang for Crisscross. Despite the difference in our ages, we were best pals, because we had no other friends. With me gone, who would she hang with? 

We unwrapped our hotdogs and chawed. She looked up into the summer-blue sky, teary mug screwed up. I wasn't sure if she was in deep thought or spaced out by a pigeon she hadn’t moved fast enough to throw bun crumbs at. 

“If you forget me you could fly a kite in the rain,” she blurted out.

“What would that do?” 

“That’s how you jog past life memories. Get buzzed by lightning. It’s a Benjamin Franklin Mint invention.”

Dogs scarfed, we wound our way through the Lower East Side past vacant brownstones and syringe-scattered vacant lots, my melon kicking it in rage and confusion. Hiccupping like mad and bravely trying to smother tears, Crisscross had a pinched look, as if I'd said all her tail-wagging friends had been muzzled and thrown off a pirate plank. 

It was when Crisscross and I reached an East River promenade I pulled out the Island book, near the spot Old Peg Leg built a wharf that became the city’s first homeport. Bridges spanned the river as far as the eye could see, circulating Manhattan's hordes to and from the greener boroughs. 

“Look Crisscross,” I had said, showing her the map, the outline of which she traced with a finger, “in a day or two I’ll escape, and if I can’t steal a canoe I’ll swim home.” 

Crisscross peered skeptically at the water where a half-eaten fish, belly up, rocked in the foamy waves and bubbles. “January,” Crisscross had replied, quietly, “you better wear a shower cap if you’re going to swim in that gunk.”

That's when I gave her the book. "This way you'll always know where I am," I had said, generously. Practically memorized, it would only have been extra weight for me to lug to the Island. And because any moment she would start jonesing over that dead fish if I hadn't distracted her. 

She opened the book and stared at that map.

***
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My thoughts during that first Greenport ferry ride to the Island, a flurry of bubbles, popped from confusion to joy to worry about the kid as we disembarked onto the Island. The section called The Heights. A post-Civil War seaside retreat, according to the library Island book, developed two centuries after British sugar merchants bought the Island from Manhanset Indians. And how had Crisscross gotten on the ferry with us? Had her parents dropped her off in Greenport while we took the bus? Had she hitched a ride? She appeared to be on her own, mixing in with a passenger group to avoid detection by Sammie. What if she'd fallen in the drink during the crossing? She couldn't even do a decent dogpaddle in the Tompkins Square kid pool! 

Only one road led away from the ferry. An upward slog. An Island taxi driver beckoned. How could Crisscross follow if we cabbed it? "My suitcase isn't so heavy," I quickly lied. 

"You think I got the moolah to splurge on a cab?" Sammie said, grudgingly. "It's an island. His place can’t be far."

At least there was a sidewalk. Sweeps of sweet-smelling grass. Gingerbread Victorians crowned by saggy-titted widows' walks.​[9] I grumbled as we plodded. "You can't stop me from taking a bus back to the city." 

“You don't got the moolah," Sammie said with a snort. "I’m the only one with a round trip bus ticket. It's sayonara to the Big Apple for you." I stopped to adjust my backpack and hazarded a look back. “If you dawdle one more time I’ll kick your skinny butt, January.” Sammie squinted suspiciously toward the bustling ferry landing as cars rushed past to queue for the boat's return trip to Greenport. A little kid played hopscotch on the sidewalk. Of course, that little kid was Crisscross.

“You’re not carrying diddly-squat,” I said, my pity party fading with Crisscross near, like evaporating sea mist. I was sure she'd brought enough bus fare to get home. “I’m the one carrying crap so what’re you yelling at me for?” 

“It’s hot,” Sammie whined. Smacked at a mosquito. “Fuck it.” 

“You’ll go to the electric chair for kidnapping me.” I nervously slung a glance at a pouty pink Victorian we were slogging past, ready to duck if a wafting porch spirit, angered by Sammie's seadog cursing, shook a parasol, spat lemonade, or hurled a straw boater.

“Boo hoo hoo, drama queen. You should give Grandpa Hoolihan a chance. You know what they say: ‘One day at a time.’" The mantra was from those Narcotics Anonymous meetings she had stopped going to. 

The Pequod Inn, a hurly-burly apparition, greeted us as we topped the hill. Shaded by an overhang, eaters chomped on oysters atop ice and seaweed mounds as waitstaff fluttered. 

Catty-corner was an everything-you-need-on-an-island Apothecary, a catch-all of fishing knives, nets, suntan oils, smokes. Above its entrance a turquoise life raft and COLD DRINKS-ELIXERS sign. In its dim recess, figures sat at a semi-circular lunch counter. “This is a backwards island! Even Coney Island has a Nathan's Famous.” So it wasn't a Nathan's, but at least one could, no doubt, order a double-decker ice cream sundae with a cherry on top. Yeow! A man rushed out with a newspaper under an arm.

“Sammie, I’m thirsty.” 

"We'll split a coke. Wait here. Gotta ask how to get to the old man’s place anyways."

Dropping my bags, I plunked down on the steps. Suddenly, Crisscross was next to me. Presto! Change-o! Neat as a new pin in her white shift, she leaned over and lapped at a strawberry cone, like her presence was the most natural thing on the planet.

“Holy Billie Jean is not my lover, Crisscross!" I freaked. "How is it you’re here?”

"Took the ferry. Same as you!"

"OK," I said, patiently. "Then how did you get to Greenport?"

"You left tracks going to the subway and bus."

“You can’t track footprints on sidewalks or subway trains.” 

"Well, I did. I used the Island book to help track your toe prints, I did too."

How could I have foreseen the perils unleashed giving her that book?!

"But there's only an Island map in that book." It had been such an innocent gift. The strawberry cone began to dribble crayon-pink onto the Apothecary steps. "So did someone fly you to the ferry by broomstick?"

Crisscross threw her arms wide and nearly tossed the rest of her ice cream. "I told you. I used that map, but then I lost the book." 

After an arm wrestle with the cone-free arm, some threats of other violence I choose not to relate, she admitted shadowing Sammie and me soon after we left the tenement and boarding the bus, giving a bogus story to the bus woman with the clipboard about an Island friend holiday visit.  

"Who is escorting you?" the woman had asked.

"I'm traveling solo, lady," Crisscross had replied. "My parents said I’m to get out of their hair and make sure I tell the swell bus people they have to let me on so I can track the wild Island animals.” She had flashed a whiff of green. 

“Oh! I see," the dough reassuring the woman as she checked her reservations list. The girl pulled rabbits out of hats, she really did. "A few seats are still available. Are your friend’s relations taking you to Montauk? Should be some nice whale watching this weekend?”

“Sure. We’re going on a blubbering safari after that big white whale, lady.”

“Keep an eye out for hares, too. We’ve got a lot of them”

“Yes, I know. I keep mine short to keep the lice out.”

“Ain’t no hares," commented the bus driver as Crisscross boarded. "She means cottontail rabbits. Common mistake calling a rabbit a hare.” 

Crisscross had given him a swift glance and would certainly have yabbered on about rabbits, but for the distraction of me bitching at Sammie three seats back. Slipping quickly past, unnoticed, she slid into a window seat. 

A stocky, middle-aged man took the aisle. He read stats in the sports pages of the Daily News, his rolled-up blazer cushioning the armrest. Buried behind the newsprint, Crisscross was invisible to anyone heading toward the washroom. As a stand of red maple sailed by on the other side of the highway, the man loosened the top button of his shirt. Heavy links of gold chain showed beneath his collar. 

“Hey mister, are there a lot of animals in the woods over there?” 

“Oh hell, yeah. This is the suburbs. Lots of animals in the burbs.”

Crisscross, wide-eyed, had looked out the window again. She had wanted to ask about suburbs dogs and if they were different from city dogs, or as wonderful as zoo dogs. I had told her the Central Park zoo worker had made up zoo dogs so she'd look for them and stop hogging the baby goat, but the next day at the Ottendorfer I had learned there really was such an animal: the African painted dog.

Well of course Crisscross went nutso to see "zoo dogs" so I had taken her to a movie theater that had the new flick Dances with Wolves, figuring she wouldn't know the difference. I had sworn up and down I was her eighteen-year-old sister, but they wouldn't open those pearly gates because of the pussy PG-13 rating.

“Maybe your parents will take you,” I'd said.

“Television is all I can do I told you," she had sobbed, sniffling and huffing as we walked away, though months later we got into the same movie theater for Return to the Blue Lagoon even though there were titties. 

Crisscross's traveling companion had put down his newspaper for a moment to stretch. “I take it you’re a city brat?” he had said.

“I’m visiting a pal. She’s gone to live with a new family.” Crisscross had pulled herself up to look for the back of my head in case I'd been magicked off the bus by Sammie. 

“Broken homes are tough, huh? I’m going to my sister’s place in Southold, get in a little fishing, drink a little vino.”

“Your sister’s a wino?”

“Sure, she’s a lush. She’s been married to a guy in the merchant marines for thirty-five years.”

“My friend January, her father’s girlfriend is a ho and may be an alien from Oz. And an evil witch.”

“Oh sure, an Aussie. My wife was like that,” he said. "A schoolteacher. Swedish. A cold race.”

For a moment, Crisscross had wondered if his wife ran a cold race with mush dogs, obviously not a witch because of her mode of travel, and because witches are never teachers, and he wouldn’t know a witch, even if one hovered over him with a flying monkey. 

He leaned in. “I fed her to the fishes."

“Go on, are you funnin' me?" she said uncertainly. "We eat fish, not the other way around. Eating people could kill a fish I think.” But she had seen that dead pier fish. Had it taken a bite out of this man's wife? 

“A shark is a fish. One of those mothers could swallow a person whole. When I was a little older than you my old man and I caught a mako. Know what we found in it? A pair of dice. No





[image: ]





[image: ]


















[image: ]







d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
eV TER Sy

What T Did Giver ¥y Suthtier Break,

by JILL
WISOFF

A January Hoolihan and Crisscross Adventuré





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





