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Prologue



My mother’s mother came to this country in the usual way—she got on a boat with other immigrants and sailed from Sicily. She wasn’t one of them, however: neither tired nor poor or part of any huddled mass. Instead, she traveled alone, with her money in one sock and a knife in the other, coming to the new world with an old world motive—to murder the man that had left her for America.

After searching New York City, every neighborhood in every borough, for him, she traveled by train to anywhere in America that Italians could be found: Boston, Chicago, Kansas City, San Francisco, New Orleans. Back in New York, while waiting for a ship to return home, she met a man, a natural-born citizen whose grandfather had come from the old country to help build the Brooklyn Bridge. She married him and they settled in the Bronx, opening a grocery where Italian housewives bought their meat and pasta and vegetables. In the back of the store, my mother’s mother fed the men who had no wives.

My grandparents would have four children—three boys and a girl. Then their boys, all three of them, would die fighting the war in Vietnam. And because of that, my mother’s mother took revenge on her husband and daughter; the husband because he had convinced her to stay in America, where so much pain would find her; and the daughter because she was a reminder of her three dead boys. She didn’t take her knife to her husband and daughter: instead she cut them with her sharp tongue, kept her distance with dagger stares.

It’s no wonder then that my mother ran away with an orphan, a wild man from Gun Hill Road, where the abandoned and the Irish lived. He was tall and hollow-cheeked, rode a motorcycle and boxed in the amateur ranks. He worked with his hands, building things; and drank with them, too, tearing things down. Despite his moments of violence, he had a sense of humor and a sense of movement, and this was enough to convince my mother to climb on the wild man’s motorcycle and escape her wretched home. The young couple moved to the working-class towns of northern New Jersey, where city people in the seventies were buying starter homes and starting families. They would never marry, but would have three boys together. I’m the youngest.

As a family we had no identity, no story, as neither of my parents ever spoke much about their past. Despite this, my mother tried to instill a few traditions in us, like being around the table each night for dinner, though my father would frequently drown that tradition in belligerence and alcohol. I don’t know what had happened to him in that orphanage in the Bronx, but when he drank, his eyes often became as hollow as his cheeks, turning from green to gray, and everything after that would be brutal.

While sometimes in a stupor he’d mutter through a veil of unwashed hair about the Irish who raised him so cruelly, it was also that culture that informed his best qualities, particularly the romantic accent and mystical claims. He told truths and he told lies, and it was hard to tell the difference, or if there even was a difference to him. No matter, I listened to every word he said. The man might have been damaged by his past, but he tried to give what he had left to his three boys. So, we learned all about Irish legends, carpentry and uppercuts.

We lived by the railroad, and the trains were with us all day and night—the clanging and whooshing, the warning of the whistle, and the ding, ding, dinging as the safety gates went down. The neighborhood kids made a fortress of the boxcars beside the tracks. We jumped from rooftop to rooftop, chased each other under the bellies, and found warmth or shade within the walls of the abandoned cars.

The moving trains entertained us in a different way. From the cover of trees, we’d hammer the commuter with rocks as it whipped past. The freight trains, slow and unmanned, made for another game altogether. We’d pace our steps alongside the wobbling cars, and with a hand on the ladder, we kept running until our weight rose above the screaming wheels and our legs dangled and groped for the safety of a rung. Then we’d climb aboard and disappear in the distance like a snake into the woods, riding the straight rails on the swath of open land cut through the stretches of never-ending pines, under the open sky in the rattle and rush of movement and freedom. We’d eventually hop off, and on the walk home, down the same tracks from which we’d come, we’d talk about disappearing one day for real.

One day when I was twelve, my father grabbed my wrists in the backyard and told me through his thick, whiskey breath that my brothers and I were nothing more than a mongrel-mix that made us Woppi Indians from the Ghoomba Tribe. He didn’t hide his brown toothed smile, but I wanted to believe him, so I did. By genetic good fortune, I grew up tall, dark-haired, and severe-cheeked as an Indian chief. To complete the picture, I braided my hair and wore a bandanna around my head, and in the summer, walked around without a shirt, rubbing the sunburn into my skin. One time, at a flea market, I stole a buck knife, which I kept tucked in the back pocket of my jeans. I spent hours with that knife, snapping it into place, mastering the handle, sharpening the blade and burying the point, over and over, into the bulls-eye of the box car where I hid.

That was the same year that my father, without a word or warning, disappeared, leaving my mother alone to raise three boys. The oldest, Sallie, was thick and vicious. He claimed the house and ruled with rage, his presence like an angry dog as he bullied our mother and broke her heart on a regular basis. He reserved a special contempt for me, frequently bashing me with his brick-like fists and steel-toed boots. It was from Sallie that I hid in those boxcars. And it was to protect myself from him that I’d stolen that knife, learned to use it, and always kept it close.

My other brother, Angie, was a derelict prince. All the kids by the tracks followed him because he was cool and tough and smarter than the rest of us. He was the first to hop a train, and the first to take the blame when our delinquent stunts went wrong. Girls followed him, too, mostly home from school, and it was there, at home, that he served as a savior for me. Despite my knife, I couldn’t have kept my oldest brother away without Angie’s protection.

Because of this, the summer I turned fifteen, when a fight spilled onto the tracks and a commuter train killed my prince of a brother, I had no choice but to leave. So, on an August morning, I hopped a freight car and scaled my way inside. With my knife in one pocket and my money in the other, I rattled to Pittsburgh. I could pass for eighteen then, tall as I’d become, and found work and shelter soon enough, though I didn’t stay in Pittsburgh long. I didn’t stay anywhere too long. Over the next few years, I worked mainly in restaurants or bars, or building houses. I slept with waitresses and drank with cooks and carpenters, but after a while, I had to move on. And then I had to move on again. In each new place I’d find a job, a roof, the library, and a mailbox. During off-hours from work, I’d sit in the church-like quiet of the public library and learn the missing lessons from my education: literature, history, and the like. I’d study architecture and carpentry and cook books too.

At least once a week, I would write a letter home to my mother. I thought of her every day, at every meal, but I knew that the sound of her voice would be too much to bear, so I wrote her letters, which she always answered. Writing became our ritual. It’s how she remained my mother, and how I stayed her son.

My mother had never traveled, so she’d ask me to describe each city I was in; to make her not only see the buildings and the people, but to also feel and hear and taste their lives. Through words, I’d send her the city I was in, from the streets to the sky. I’d observe the people in their routines—what they ate and drank, how they dressed and talked, how they fought and kissed.

One day, a letter arrived from my mother while I was staying in Louisiana, outside Lafayette, in a two-room shack behind a roadhouse. I worked in the kitchen and stayed with the owner’s daughter, a Bayou child named Carmen with corkscrew hair and green-apple eyes. She taught me to Cajun jitterbug and cook Creole. The pockets inside her collarbones bubbled with moisture when we danced or made love in the jacket of tropical heat. Some nights we’d walk into the woods, lie on the banks under a canopy of live oak and Spanish moss, and fuck without fear of snakes or demons.

Afterward, in the hard smell of the swamp, as heat lightening flashed and animals died in the distance, we’d suck cigarettes and blow smoke at the yellow moon beyond the trees. I would have liked to stay there for awhile, with Carmen, but the letter from my mother brought me home. She told me that Sallie had been locked up and that she’d die soon.

Back home in New Jersey, I watched my mother waste away from cigarettes and sadness. From her bed, as her legs swelled and her shoulders shrank to nothing but skin and sockets, she spoke—for the very first time—of our family history: the building of the Brooklyn Bridge and her father the American, the grocery he opened with my mother’s mother who abandoned her homeland for revenge, and the inheritance of suffering she had handed to her husband and her daughter and her three dead boys, Salvatore, Angelo, and Caesar. With my mother’s dry fingers like ribbons on my wrist, she spoke of her dead brothers then wailed over the fate of her three boys, Salvatore (Sallie), Angelo (Angie), and me, Caesar.

My mother, superstitious as she was, begged me to break the curse on the family started by revenge. Her mother had brought the bad spirits with her from Sicily, and they were with us like blood and breath. From her dying heart, she begged me to save myself from suffering, to break the chain of agony it extended. The curse was cradled by movement, she said, and all the bad that had happened to our family was because people ran away, trying to escape this curse. She asked me to stop running, to find a home. I promised her I would. And then I buried her alone. I received the little bit of money she had, and the house, with Sallie in jail, was mine, too, but I couldn’t stay there, not with so much misery within those walls and Angie’s ghost on the tracks nearby.

With the house boarded up I traveled to the city, arriving like an immigrant from the old world. Manhattan felt too confined after all that time on the open road, so I walked the bridge an ancestor had come here to build, determined to find a home in the mysteries of Brooklyn. The once-proud borough had become an anonymous land of strange faces and tongues, an alphabet soup of subway lines that extended far into forgotten zones. I walked its streets, rode the trains above and below ground. Neighborhoods were there to be discovered—each with their own separate story.

I eventually found a neighborhood where the sky was wide above the carved cornices of four-story brick and brownstone buildings that held fire escapes suspended over sidewalk storefronts. A business offered hand-made hats, large and colorful. On the corner, a dread-locked man sold drinks in coconuts to school kids in uniforms. Hair salons and barbershops were two-to-a-block. The smell of southern food mingled with the music that came from canted porticos and open car windows. Traffic eased like the slow-walking women whose hips moved nearly as far sideways as their bodies did forward. The men glided along, shiny with confidence. The early evening streets filled with these graceful women and stylish men; surfaced from the subway with the skyline in sight but Manhattan left behind. They touched each other as they spoke, on elbows and wrists, on tree-lined streets with landmark brownstones aligned in formation like an architect’s army.

Rippling down from the neighborhood’s height were areas of increasing despair. At the far end, in the flats, a long shuttered navy yard bordered the East River. Up the slope, between the Navy Yard and a big green park, were projects, clusters of short-stack buildings the color of ash. Above Myrtle Avenue, the litter-strewn thoroughfare that severed the projects from the park, were in-between streets, where the houses were historic, but the conditions reflected a different history—a history, in some ways, like mine, of turbulence and the desire to overcome. All through the neighborhood, high and low, the majority of the people didn’t look like me—they were black and I was whatever, but that didn’t matter because I was alone.

On a quiet, tree-lined block, closer to the navy yard than the heights, I bought a crumbling clapboard of four stories pinched between two brownstones. I worked on the building all summer as the neighborhood kids chalked the sidewalks out front, jumped rope and rode bikes, and played games into the fading light of supper time. Afterward they would return to their stoops to lick ice-cream and holler until the sky turned indigo above the tree line and the adults—who were always out front and knew all the kid’s names—called everyone in when the street lamps blinked on.

Through the night, lights blazed inside the open windows of my empty house as I hammered and plastered and painted past August and into autumn. And before the trees lost their leaves and darkness came in the afternoon, I had finished. I bought a few pieces of furniture and decorated the best I could, but the echoing house didn’t feel like a home, and because of my wandering nature, I had to live outside my door. So I searched the streets for a job and found one soon enough, once again working for someone else in someone else’s bar, unaware at the time that the past was something I could never escape.  


Monday



The place where I worked was on the ground floor of a brownstone, on a busy block dedicated to commerce. There were other places to eat and drink, up and down the street of small businesses, places that catered to a variety of tastes and ages, places that came and went, but the place where I worked seemed somehow bigger than the others, dug deeper into the neighborhood’s core. The Notch was an old-school joint with old-school rules. They were hung on the wall:

No Gambling

No Fighting

No Credit—DON’T ASK!

Though nobody asked for credit anymore, and there probably hadn’t been any dice or punches thrown at The Notch in a generation, the sign still stayed up, right by the door, where everyone could see. It had been hung by the original owner in 1962, and kept in place by his son, the man now in charge, a man who preferred both the past and the power of his own rules.

The Captain sat at the end of the bar, smoking a cheap cigar, studying the names instead of the numbers listed in his ledger. Before opening each weeknight for dinner, the Captain raised the riot gate to half-mast in the afternoon and did business at the end of the bar under a conical light. Neighborhood people in the know—and in the need—ducked under the gate and had a seat next to the burly and paternal Captain, speaking in low voices under the low ceiling. Sometimes the Captain slipped behind the red curtain in back and returned with an envelope, exchanged for a name to be scribbled in the ledger.

I always arrived at four o’clock, and during the hours that the Captain did business, I kept busy at the front of the bar with my four-inch buck knife, dissecting fruit as the stereo played. During its official hours of business, The Notch played a mixture of R&B and soul, even some gospel when the church ladies came by. However, during the unofficial hours of business when the Captain did his business, we played the blues. The Captain and I shared a love of that music, though we never spoke of why. We didn’t speak much at all, aware as we were of our roles, so it took me by surprise that particular Monday when the Captain called out my name and jabbed his cigar towards the door.

A white girl, young and hesitant, slipped under the gate and crossed through the sunlight of the sunken room. She had walked by on the sidewalk at least three times in the last fifteen minutes, pausing by the door each time. I was hoping she wouldn’t come in because I didn’t want to have to kick her out. She stood across the bar’s curve, her hands tucked out of sight, her shoulders pinched as if she had failed, while dressing, to separate hanger from garment. Slender in the angled light, with skinny arms and propped-up breasts, she blinked and breathed, hugging herself inside a black knit sweater-dress that crossed her thighs. A bare knee buckled toward the other and black boots covered her calves. Dark hair framed a pretty face splattered with brown freckles as big as milk chocolate snowflakes. Her wide eyes were rimmed with red and I thought of tears until she sneezed. She looked out at the sidewalk where white petals gathered like confetti. The fruit trees that lined the neighborhood streets blossomed early with white flowers that made the branches, for a week or so, seem snow-dusted on the otherwise bare avenues. The petals fell in the steady breeze of spring, filling the air with allergens. The girl sneezed again. I handed her a cocktail napkin.

“Thank you,” she whispered in a fragile accent.

“We’re not open,” I said. “Come back in an hour.”

She sat down and ordered a Pastis.

“Not open,” I said, a little louder. “You can come back later.”

She glanced over her shoulder at the raised gate and ordered again.

Beneath his boating cap with an anchor-insignia, the Captain’s fleshy face, purple as a plum, dark around the eyes and gray around the temples, grew amused. He puffed his cigar and blew a cloud into the light over his head.

Finally, the girl spoke. “I have age!” she insisted. “Look! Look!” From a ragged satchel she scattered items across the bar: a compact, a pack of cigarettes, a battered five dollar bill, and a French-English dictionary. She shoved a maroon passport in my direction.

“That’s not the problem,” I said. “We’re not open until…”

“Pour the lady a drink, Caesar, on the house,” The Captain cut me off, his voice deep as a drum.

“You sure?” I asked.

“Course I’m sure,” he said with a touch of scorn as he stepped from his stool, adjusted the lapels of his navy blue jacket, and vanished behind the curtain in back.

“You are Caesar?” she asked, tilting her head.

“Yeah,” The Captain bellowed from out of sight. “Like the salad!” His laughter trailed down the hall and disappeared behind a door. That was the only joke we shared, though I didn’t find it all that funny.

“Caesar Salad?” the girl asked me. Her voice, now playful, echoed off the wood-paneled walls.

“Caesar Stiles,” I said.

“I prefer la salade nicoise to Caesar salad,” she said with a wink.

“You don’t say,” I answered.

She swiveled on the stool and crossed her legs, flashing the soft flesh above her knee.

“No Pastis,” I said.

“OK,” she said. “Champagne then.”

“We have Prosecco,” I told her. “It’s like Champagne, but from Italy.”

“OK, yes,” she said. “Champagne, but from Italy.”

I filled a flute and placed it in front of her. She pushed the battered five towards me. I pushed it back. After a few sips from her glass, and slow nods of her head to the music, the girl turned her eyes towards the bar. She fingered the soft-pack of cigarettes and lifted a filter-less smoke. I gave her a light. She straightened on the bar stool, the cigarette held out high and to the side in a sophisticated pose. She made for some sight: child-like freckles, grown-up legs, cigarettes and mystery.

In a slow and awkward fashion, with her eyes on me, she brought the cigarette to her pursed lips. She opened her mouth and took in the filter, somehow managing to shoot the cigarette through her fingers and onto the bar. It sparked on the mahogany before rolling to a stop in front of me. The girl lurched off her stool, but I beat her to the cigarette and dropped it in the sink. Her fantastic face flushed with shame.

“Anything else?” I asked, ready to get back to my chores.

“I need help,” she whimpered.

As I held her stare, she collapsed into a slouch.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“I need help,” she repeated, removing her chin from her chest.

I crossed my arms. “What kind of help?”

“To finding someone.”

I laughed out loud and looked for the Captain, thinking he might come barreling out from back, holding his side and smiling. A little laugh between me and him, the old crime novel setup where a desperate girl walks into a bar. Why else would he let a white girl drink for free at his bar during off-hours? The whole thing seemed scripted. But the Captain had rarely laughed with me before, and he didn’t come out from behind the curtain then. I was alone with this strange girl and her strange request, and that made me nervous.

I started to suspect that someone might have sent her. I had thought of late that I was being followed. The same car, a blue Chrysler with dented fenders and Jersey plates, had been outside The Notch last weekend; the day before, the same car had been parked around the corner from my home. And this morning, a pile of cigarette butts lay outside my gate, as if someone had spent a good amount of time in front of my house, waiting and smoking. I wasn’t sure what to think. Long periods of isolation had left me afraid at times, for no reason. I had no proof that someone was after me, only observation and intuition and a reason, as of late, to be truly afraid. I’d done something stupid, you see, something stupid that could easily get me killed. The man I’d betrayed was the most dangerous type, a living ghost with no history and no name, but still a killer. I called him the orange man because of his manufactured appearance—a comical glow, more like burnt cheese than a sun tan—but nothing about the orange man was funny. I knew he’d come for me at some point, so I had to keep my eyes open and consider every unusual event. And this girl at the bar certainly counted as unusual.

“Where you from?” I asked her.

“South of France,” she said, after a long sip. “You know?”

“Yeah, I know,” I said. “It’s in the south of France.”

“You speak French, no?”

“A little Creole,” I shrugged.

“Ouf!” she spat. “That is non French.”

I went back to slicing fruit, but couldn’t ignore her for long, triangulated as I was by regret and curiosity and fear.

“Let me ask you something,” I said, spinning the knife between my fingers until the blade was a blur. “What are you doing here?”

Her eyes flashed and her back straightened for an instant before she slumped down like a beaten boxer on a corner stool.

“I told you,” she whimpered. “I need help.”

“Yeah, I heard that,” I said. “But this is a bar.”

“Yes, I know,” she said, “but people at bar, these places, they know things.”

“Want me to read you the menu?” I asked. “Tell you tonight’s special? That I know.”

She sneezed again and then looked towards the plate glass window where the sinking sun cast shadows over the tables and chairs. The room twinkled with dust particles floating in the afternoon light. Nothing here, except my isolation and the girl; her face was the same but her glass was empty. I filled her up.

Just then, The Captain came from out behind the curtain, cleared his throat and nodded towards the small kitchen up the stairs in back. No more time for the girl. I pulled my long hair into a ponytail and lit a smoke of my own. Leaning into the bar, I smoked and listened to Muddy Waters “Roll & Tumble” as the French girl sulked and sipped her sparkling wine. I studied her, considering all the possibilities, but I couldn’t come up with an answer. I thought about leaving right there and then, but then I remembered the promise I had made to my dying mother. I wasn’t going to run anymore. So I looked across the bar at a pretty girl and a little bit of mystery. My life could use both. I wrote directions to my house on a cocktail napkin and told the girl to meet me in the morning.

After she left, a single thought stayed with me the rest of the night, a single thought that overwhelmed everything else: if the girl was for real, she had chosen me to help her find someone who was lost. And if I could help her find someone who was lost, it would prove that I wasn’t lost anymore, and that I was finally home. And if I was home, the family curse would be broken. It was farfetched and fantastic, I knew, but, just like when my father told me that our family was a mongrel-mix that made us Woppi Indians from the Ghoomba Tribe, I wanted to believe, so I did.

And that’s how it started: Monday, the first week in April, six days to Easter. By Sunday, it would be over.

**

Dinner at The Notch that night, like so many nights, was like a planned party: Work attire was relaxed by loosened collars and sleeves rolled to the elbow; hair came down and skin was exposed by buttons opened to air; hats stayed on. Drinks flowed and a steady hum hovered above the tables. An occasional burst of laughter cut through the clamor and smoke, circled the ceiling then escaped out the door. A “jump” record spun as Louie Jordan, with his horns and rhythm, stomped high-energy blues through the speakers. From my coop of a kitchen up the stairs, I pumped out plates and stole glances at the scene below. The Captain, at a table by the front window, watched the room move all through the night.

During a pause in the dinner rush, I took a smoke out on the sidewalk and watched the sky above the rooftops turn midnight blue. Returning through the restaurant, I was called by the church ladies to their rectangular table in the middle of the room. “Young man, young man,” the woman at the head cried. A silk dashiki covered her shoulders and matching blue material wrapped her head. Her long brown fingers held my wrist. “Young man,” she said with sturdy warmth, “please tell us how you do what you do with this food.” The reverend from the local Baptist church and her deacons had been coming in once a week since I had started working here. They were a joyous and dignified group, and their order was always the same: six of anything.

The menu was a blend of Italian traditions and the American south. They liked that. And they liked it more when I ran down each plate: Pollo Fritto, a take on fried chicken, sizzled in olive oil; southern-style mac and cheese re-imagined as Quatro Formaggi, a three-cheese combo of coated pasta crusted with Parmasean. “Hmm-hmm!” the reverend said to that one. There was Peposa, my version of meat loaf, a ground meat mixture thick with tomato paste, onions and garlic, with slabs of bacon on top. The women laughed and nudged each other as I spoke of the ribs being rubbed with spices then slow roasted and glazed with a balsamic reduction. “I’m not sharing these!” the deacon sitting in front of that dish declared. In place of ham hocks was Cotocino, the shin of the pig de-boned and stuffed with sausage, herbs and bread, sliced wide and layered over lentils. “Stop!” someone begged. The women were now falling over themselves, about ready to burst. Finally, the reverend had that night’s special—fried lamb chops with a dollop of anchovy sauce on the side. “Mmmm-hmmm!” she testified as heads bobbed down and back up again. “Thank you, young man,” she said kindly. “Thank you for everything.” Then the church ladies held hands above the table, forming a circle. And when they bowed their heads to pray, I walked away, even though I would have liked to join them.

**

After dinner, with the kitchen clean and dark, I went down to the bar. Everyone had left except the Captain and Jacqui, the new bartender with the cartoon figure. She could hardly fix a drink, but her logic defying combination of curves and straights had them two-deep at the bar even on a Monday night.

I sat on a stool and ordered a Harvey Wallbanger. The night before, I had asked for an Alabama Slammer; night before that, a Side Car. Jacqui shifted her hips and clamped her narrow waist on each side. Her breasts lunged like guard dogs, while her straight face dared me to say another word. Looking at me deadpan, she scratched at her cleavage with a press-on nail, snapped her gum.

“How about a beer, then?” I asked. Jacqui smirked and rolled her eyes.

The Captain remained at his table by the front window. He had company, a thin-limbed lady half his age with a sway back and a gap between her front teeth. She wore her hair in a full blown afro. I liked her style, and we exchanged smiles whenever we passed one another, though I had never caught her name, and imagined I never would. You see, at The Notch, I was the help. People knew who I was, as I was a different color than most as well as being responsible for the new menu, but their desire to know more about me ended there. Also, being exacting about how my food was prepared and served didn’t exactly endear me to my co-workers.

Despite the lack of camaraderie, I liked working at The Notch, as the food was good and the scene even better. From my perch up on high, I watched the floor every night, and, on certain evenings, I could feel the constant energy of a community, which was the best a restaurant could hope for. When dinner was over, and my work for the night had ended, I’d sit at the bar and recall how I had ended up there.

For months, I’d been alone in my new home, and a feeling of deep loneliness was dripping like a leak. I worked out most days, devoured books and took long turns around and around the borough and rest of the city. On nice days I walked; on not so nice days, I traveled by train. Parched leaves scratched the sidewalk and the city and its neighborhoods began to fade into winter. A cold wind picked up, and I envisioned a long period of solitude, which would not serve me well. So, on a gray, biting afternoon, I stepped into The Notch for shelter and a beer.

“The Blues Hour” played from a jazz station out of Newark as I sipped a stale stout from a tap in need of cleaning. The only one in the place was the Captain, heavy-set and harried, struggling through prep, hacking up fruit, clambering to-and-from the back with buckets of ice, cases of beer, all the while cursing some no good God-damn mother-fucker who must have left in him in this lurch. There were cartons of booze stacked all around the front room, full ashtrays, and a broken broom in the corner. The small, open kitchen up the stairs was dark. Despite his frenzy, the Captain paused every now and then, squinting above the bar at speakers that leaked a static of crying stings and moaning vocals. At one point, he removed his cap and scratched his head.

“Elmore James,” I said.

“What’s that now?” he asked, startled, as if he had forgotten I was there.

“You were wondering who that is?” I motioned with my head towards the speakers.

“Yeah,” the Captain said, straightening from a hunch on the side of a bar that a man of his size and stature was on the wrong side of. “The hell is that?”

“Elmore James.”

“Right, right, Elmore James.” he said, snapping thick fingers. “Thanks for the help, my man.” He tipped his cap, and went back to work, a little consternation removed from his weary face.

I watched him struggle for a while longer.

“You need any help?” I finally asked.

“What’s that now?” he winced, palming the small of his back.

I sipped my beer and looked around the room.

“Looks like you could use some help.”

He studied me for a cold minute, then took a look around the room himself.

“Ain’t that a...” he muttered. “You know anything about the bar business, son?”

“Just a little,” I said, frowning at the bad excuse for a beer in front of me.

He stepped away from the bar.

That was six months ago, and in that time I’d done everything I could to make myself indispensable: I’d taken over the kitchen and introduced a new menu; I opened and closed the place six nights a week; prepped the bar and the kitchen; ordered all the food and booze; poured drinks on Saturday afternoon when no one else wanted to work. I practically lived at The Notch, though it didn’t feel like home until that French girl walked in and asked me for help.

**

In the open sky above the hushed streets, the moon was a porcelain plate on a black table as I walked home. A breeze raised the collar of my jean jacket as I sliced through the silvery silence, past unlit buildings and quivering trees and cars idle by the curb. The air felt like glass. I crossed empty corners under the mauve light of overhead lamps. Just me and the moon until a clacking sound picked up, approached, and passed in the figure of a boy on a bicycle. He circled around and me and crossed the other way. Then he came back for another pass, like a stray cat tangling around my legs, and kept going as I emerged from tree cover and rejoined the moon to turn up my block.

I knew him as the third of three brothers who lived across the street from me in a cracked Victorian row house. He was small and awkward and always alone. He read comic books under the crumbling portico and rode around in the middle of the night on a rusty three-speed bike, a baseball card held to the spokes by a clothespin. We met like this most evenings on my way home from work. I never knew if he was just passing or wanted my attention. Either way, I couldn’t wonder about him that evening, as I had other things to consider:

On the sidewalk in front of my gate, the pile of cigarette butts, scattered like slain soldiers, had grown larger. The street was empty, but someone had been there for another half packs’ worth of waiting. I sat on the wooden steps and considered the possibilities. None of them were good. As a jet soared overhead, the past came rushing back to me. I lit a cigarette and remembered when I ran away from home.

I made it to Pittsburgh in a day on the train and spent the night at a makeshift camp by the junction. Hobos and drifters gathered around fires and moaned in the dark. I slept with the knife in my hand and yet still got beat up in my sleep. When the morning came, I was bruised and broken, missing my money, my knife, and one shoe.

I crossed a river into downtown. The buildings were modern and the streets open and empty during the early morning hours. I entered a warehouse district with antique streets and stores. People were sympathetic and smiled as I hobbled past. Over the next couple of days, a few strangers gave me money or something to eat. But still I had to steal to survive. From neighborhood markets I lifted bread and cheese and hunks of dry meat. In parks, I carved meals with a knife I’d pocketed at a pawn shop.

After three weeks on the street, sleeping under bridges along the river, turning cups of coffee into makeshift showers in restaurant bathrooms, I found a place to live with two brothers from the Dominican Republic. I was stealing food from a garbage dumpster outside a diner in the Strip District one night when a man suddenly snatched me by the arm, yanked me inside the clanging and sweltering kitchen, threw me an apron, and pointed towards a stuffed sink. He yelled something to a brown man standing there. The man smiled at me and shook loose a cigarette. After we scrubbed and dried a few thousand dishes, glasses and utensils, he brought me to his apartment around the back of a large building, where he lived with his older brother, who did maintenance for the building and also got the only bed in the three-room basement unit. I slept on the floor, next to the younger brother who slept on a couch with the springs and stuffing coming out. The boiler raged in the room next door and a thin stream of air came through a trap window. Water bugs crawled on me all night, but it was better than being outside, wondering if I’d get killed in my sleep.

The diner where I now worked was open twenty-four hours a day, and was manned by a mash of immigrants. The menu was thick as a phone book, and on any given day, at any given time, you could have a row of line six cooks from six continents cranking out food from six countries. From these men, I would learn how to fry and sauté, roast and braise, as well as how to mix seasonings and make marinades and brines. I observed that, despite their country of origin, many recipes contained the same basic ingredients.

The dishwashers and maintenance crews added to the jumble of languages and hues. The waitresses were all Korean school girls who called the owner Uncle. Uncle was a wrinkled and stooped Korean man of about fifty. He wore cardigan sweaters and khakis, and a pair of reading glasses hung from his neck on a metal chain. A buzz saw of sound and motion, he did most of his talking with his hands and kept them flailing on his endless rounds through the diner. Sometimes he would grab a cleaver or a mop from an employee to demonstrate exactly what he wanted.

“You work hard!” he said to me one day after a few weeks on the job. At first I didn’t know if he was paying me a compliment or giving me an order. Then he took me by the wrist and led me to the long prep table, where I stood before a pile of vegetables and next to a small Ethiopian man who nodded at a massive knife. The move from the dishes to the plates was a promotion, but the pay was the same. Pay was the same for everyone in the kitchen, and Uncle doled out the cash every Friday afternoon. Since I couldn’t get a bank account and didn’t feel safe storing cash anywhere, I’d take my pay to the Western Union office and wire most of it home to my mother.

I worked roughly seventy hours a week, and had every other Sunday off. Every other Saturday night, the Dominican brothers would take me to a barber shop in the Hill District that was closed on the street side and open around back. Inside, men and women, all various shades of brown, crammed into a back room lined with card tables. Food in foil—roasted pork, beans and rice, fried platanos and mashed yucca—steamed on every table. In the corner was a metal garbage can filled with green beer bottles floating in ice beside a table with a bottle of Brugal and small paper cups.

From their billfolds, the men pulled worn pictures of skinny children, barefoot and barely dressed—their families back home. They chased their stories of longing with shots of rum and handrolled cigarettes. The women around them were in high demand. After tending to the food, they swung their bodies through the room and took partners toward the music up front in the barber shop. These women called me Yunior and treated me like a child, pinching my cheeks and giving me plates piled with food.

I’d usually stay in back with the men, listening to arguments in Spanish about baseball and politics. Late in the evening, after the crowd had thinned, I’d go up front, sit in a barber chair, dizzy from drink and full of food, and watch couples move in a way that was beyond comprehension. There was order, but instinct. The women shook their shoulders and kept time with their soft bellies and swinging-bell asses, their smooth brown skin reflecting the barber’s bright light, while the men never hid their compulsions but managed to stay composed. Sometimes, when the smoke was thick and my head thicker, it would seem like they were all floating.

Even after falling asleep, I could still feel the rumba of the music. At some point near morning, the younger brother would find me sprawled across a barber’s chair. “Muchacho,” he’d say, his face smiling and alive, his shirt unbuttoned and ruffled. “Is time to go.” We’d then walk home through the dark and empty streets, eating loaves of still warm bread just delivered to restaurant vestibules, as spots of light appeared in the early dawn.

I threw my cigarette on the pile of butts and spat on the sidewalk. The street was silent. Whoever was waiting for me was not coming back tonight. So I went into my empty house, felt my way through the darkened parlor and up past the second floor landing to the stairs that led to the loft, where I fell asleep in my clothes.

**

I dreamed of Carmen in the moonlight of the bayou. She ran through curtains of moss towards smoky light, before vanishing behind gum trees. I could hear her breath but not find her face. Then she giggled and trampled the undergrowth. Through the smell of night-blooming flowers, we raced towards the fake light of dawn and a horizon swimming with starlings. But in the clearing there was no Carmen, only saw grass and fish heads and dead cypress trunks. And me, alone on the banks of the bayou, brown water rising above my shoes.

I woke up soaked in sweat, sensing that disparate elements around me were about to collide. 
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