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he accidentally pressed the shutler on his camera; the whirring noise of
the advancing film excited the monkeys, and the one with the stick began
to beat Bobby more intently. “What are we supposed to do? What if they
start attacking?” : o .

“Mr. Kapasi,” Mrs. Das shrieked, noticing him standing to -one side,
“Do something, for God’s sake, do something!”

Mt Kapasi took his branch and shooed them away, hissing at the ones
that remained, stomping his feet to scare them. The animals retreated
slowly; with a measured gait, obedient but unintimidated. Mr. Kapasi
gathered Bobby in his arms and brought him back to where his parents
and siblings were standing. As he carried him he was tempted to whisper
a secret into the boy’s ear: But Bobby was stunned, and shivering with
fright, his legs bleeding slightly where the stick had broken the skin.
When Mz, Kapasi delivered him to his parents, Mr. Das brushed some
dirt off the boy’s T-shirt and put thie visor on him the right way, Mrs. Das
reached into her straw bag to find-a bandage which. she taped over the
cut' on his knee. Ronny offered his brother a fresh piece of pum. “He's
fine. Just a little scared, right, Bobby?” Mr. Das said, patting the top of
his head. - : : . : .

“God, let’s get out of here,” Mrs. Das said. She folded herarms across
the strawberry on her chest. “This place gives me the creeps.”

“Yeah. Back to the hotel, definitely,” Mr. Das agreed.: :

“Poor Bobby,” Mrs. Das said. “Come here a second. Let Mommy fix
your hair.” Again she reached into her straw bag, this time for her hair-
brush, and began to run it around the edges of the translucent visor.
When she whipped out the hairbrush, the slip of paper with Mr. Kapasi’s
address on it fluttered away in the wind. No one but Mr. Kapasi noticed.
He watched as it rose, carried higher and higher by the breeze, into the
trees where the monkeys now sat, solemnly observing the scene below.
Mr. Kapasi observed it too, knowing that this was the picture of the Das
family he would preserve forever in his mind. '
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Even from, four blocks off I can hear the racket from the pool—radios
too—and wondet if we were ever that loud. Little has changed, not the
stink of chlorine, not the bottles exploding against the lifeguard station,
I'hook my fingers through the plastic-coated hurricane fence. Something
tells me that he will be here; I hop the fence, feeling stupid when I sprawl
on the dandelions and the grass.

Nice one, somebody calls out,

Fuck me, I say. I'm not the oldest motherfucker in the place, but it’s
close. I take off my shirt and my shoes and then knife in, Many of the
kids here are younger brothers of the people I used to go to school with.
Two of them swim past, black and Latino, and they pause when they see
me, recognizing the guy who sells them their shitty dope. The crack:
heads have their 6w man, Lucero, and 55me oihor guy who drives in
from Paterson, the only full-time commuter in the area,

The water feels good. Starting at the deep end I glide over the slick-
tiled bottom without kicking up a spume or making a splash. Sometimes
another swimmer churns past me, more a disturbance of water than a
body. I can still go far without coming up. While everything above is loud
and bright, everything below is whispers. And always the risk of coming
up to find the cops stabbing their searchlights out across the water. And
then everyone runming, wet feet slapping against the concrete, yelling,
Fuck you, officers, you puto sucios, fuck you.

- When I'm tired I wade through to the shallow end, past some kid who's
kissing his girlfriend, watching me as though I'm going to try to cut in,
. and I sitnear the sign that runs the pool during the day. No Horseplay, No

- -Running, No Defecatinig, 'No Urinating, No Expectorating. At the bottom
someone has scrawled in No Whites, No Fat Chiks and semeche clse has
provided the missing ¢. T laugh. Beto hadn’t known-what ex ectorating
roeant though he was the one leavine for college. I told him, S_ﬁﬁﬁﬁa
greener by the side of the pool. '

Shit, he said. Where did youlearmthat

Tgll meTle hated
oit mysShoulders and pushed me under, He was wearing a cross and cut-
off jefns. He was stronger than me and held me down until ater flooded

my npse and throat. Fyen then 1 didn't tell'him: he thoush didnpt, I'egi_

not evey dictionaries,

We live alon&\l\/lym‘th"él*“hmml‘r'fﬁ'ﬁ”f e rent and groceries and I
cover the phone bill, sometirnes the cable. Sha's so quiet that most of the
time I'm startled to find her in the apartment. T1l.enter a room and she'll
stir, detaching herself from the eracking plaster walls, from the stained
cabinets, and fright will pass through me like a wire. She has discovered
the secret to silence: pouring café without a splash, walking between
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rooms as if gliding on a cushion of felt, crying without a sound. You have

traveled to the East and learned many secret things, I've (old e, You’re(POT

like a shadow warrior. e CL“’H‘
And you're like a crazy, she says. Like a big crazy. et
When I come in she’s still awake, her hands picking clots of lint from  +us

o

her skirt. T put a towel down on the sofa and we watch television to- Yo

gether. We settle on the Spanish-language news: drama for her, violence ' }

for me, Today a child has survived a seven-story fall, busting nothing but
his diaper. The hysterical baby-sitter; about three hundred pounds of her,

is head-butting the mieroph '

It's a goddamn riiraclevilla, sEh cries.

My miother asks il Tfound-BEto. I tell her that I didn’t look.

That's too bad. He was telling me that he might be starting at a school
for business.

So what?

She’s never understood why we don't speak anymore. I've tried to ex-
plain, all wise-like, that everything changes, but she thinks, that sort of
saying is only around so you can prove it wrong. .

He asked me what you were doing.

What did you say?

I told him you were fine,

You should have told him I moved.

And what if he ran into you?

I'm not allowed to visit my mother? :

She notices the tightening of my arms. Your should be more like me

and your [ather,
[T¥har
e

Can’t you see I'm watching television?

I was angry at him, wasn't I? But now we can talk to each other.
Am I watching television here or wiiat? - te

Saturdays(she dsks me to take her to the mall. As.a feel I owe hef’p L -

that much, €%en though neither of us has a car and we have to wallk two
miles through redneck territory to catch the M15.

Before we head out she drags us through the apariment to make
sure the windows are locked. She can't reach the latches so she has me
test them, With the air conditioner on we never open windows but T
go through the routine anyway. Putting my hand on the latch is not
enough—she wants to hear it rattle. 'This place just isn’t safe, she tells
me. Lorena got lazy and look what they did-tadien, They punched herand
kept her locked up in her place, Thosgmorenos até all herfood and even
made phone calls. Phone calls! : : :

That's why we don't have long-distance, I tell her but she shakes her
head. That's not funny, she says. ' : -

She doesn't go out much, so when she does it’s a big deal. She dresses
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up, even puts on makeup. Which is why I don't give her lip about taking
«t her to the mall even thotgh 1 usually make a fortune on Saturdays, sell-
i,l_ng to those kids going down to Belmar or otit to-Sprace Ruf

s 1 recognize like half the kids on-the bus. I keep my head buried in my
cap, praving that nobod wle She watches the traffic, her hands
somewhere inside her purse, doeshTFay a word.

When we arrive at the mall I give her fifty dollars. Buy something, I
say, hating the image T have of her, picking through the sale bins, wrin-
kling everything. Back in the day, my father would give her a hundred
dollars at the end of each summer for my.new clothes and she would
take nearly a week to spend it, even though it never amounted to more
than a couple of t-shirts and two pairs of jeans. She Tolds the bills into a
square. I'll see you at three, she says.

I wander through the stores, staying in sight of the CabhlBI'S s0 they
wen't have reason to follow me. The circuit I make has not changed since
my looting days. Bookstore, record store, comic-book shop, Macy's. Me
and Beto yged fo_steal like mad from these places, two, three hundred
dollars of shit in an cuting. Qur system was simple—we walked into a
store with a shopping bag and came out loaded. Back .then security
wasn't tight. The only trick was in the exit. We stopped right at the en-
trance of the store and checked out some worthless piece of junk o stop
people from getting suspicious, What do you think? we asked each other.
Would she like it? Both of us had seen bad shoplifters at work. All grab
and run, nothing smooth about them. Not us. We idled out of the stores
slow, like a fat seventies car. At this, Beto was the best. He even talked to
mall security, asked them for directions, his bag all loaded up, and me,

"sta‘ndmg ten feet away, shitting my panis. When he finished he smiled,
i 6W11:1g111g his shopping bag up to hit me,
rd .You got to stop that messing around, I told him. I'm not. gomg to jail
‘e for Buyllshit like that.
You don't go Lo 3a11 for shoplifting, They just turn you over to your old
Ty man.
I don't know about you, but my pops hits like a motherfueker.
He laughed. You know my dad. He flexed his hands The nigger's got
arthritis.
My mother never suspected, even when my clothes couldn't all fit in
the closet, but my father wasn't that easy. He knew what things cost and

f knew that I didn't have a regular job
; X&g . You're going to get caught, he told me one day. Just you wait. When

you do I'll show them éverything you've taken and then theyll throw
your stupid ass away like a bad piece of meat.

He was.a charmer, my pop, a real asshole, but he was right. Nobody
can stay smooth forever, especially kids like us. One day at the bookstore,
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we didn't even hide the drops. Four issues of the same Plavboy for kicks, u)[,u{) .
epough audio books to start our own library. No last minute juke either.

The lady who stepped in front of us didn’t look old, even with her white -

hair. Her silk shirt was half unbuttoned and a silver horn necklace sat on

the freckled top of her chest. I'm sorry fellows, but I have to check your

bag, she said. I kept moving, and looked back all annoyed, like she was

asking us for a quarter or something. Beto got polite and stopped. No i le
problem, he said, slamming the heavy bag into her face. She hit the cold V Q

tile with a squakalﬁpplﬁE’llTé”QI round. There you go, Beto

said. :
Security found us across from the bus stop, under a Jeep Cherokee, & '
bus had come and gone, both of us too scared to take it, imagining a
plainclothes waiting o clap the cuffs on. I remember thatwhen the rent- -
a-cop tapped his nightstick against the-fender.and sald You litile Shll.Sq
better come out here real slow, J&arted to __I"X__B@_Lﬁ: i
face stretched out and gray/his hand squeezing mine, the bones in our
fingers pressing together. - '

Nights T drink wi'/lh/A::}\;nS Danny. The Malibou Bar is no good, just
washouts-and he sucias we can con into joining us. We drink. too
much, roar at eathathef, and make the skinny bartender move closer to
the phone. On the wall hangs a cork dartboard and a. Brunswick Gold
Crown blocks the ba,throom its bumpers squashed, the felt pulled like
old skin. ‘

‘When the bar begins to shake back and forth like a rumba, Fcallita |
night and go home, through the fields that surround the apartments. In l
the distance you can see the Raritan,.as shiny as an earthworm, _lh@.sa;;}e |
rw_bgmabo,y_ggssmt@_schml on. The dump has long since shut | .
down, and grass has spread over it it like a sickly fuzz, and from where I°“
stand, my right hand directing a colorless stream of piss downward, the
landfill might be the top of a blond head, square and old. : .

In_the mornings I run. My mother is already up, dressing for her“wp 26k
housecleaning job. She says nothing to me, would rather pomt to the
mangy she has prepared than speak.

I run three miles easily, could have pushed‘a fourth if I were in the
mood. [ keep an eye out for!the recruiter }(vho prowls around our neigh-
borhood in his dark K-car. We've spoken before. He was out of uniform
and called me over, jovial, and I thought I was helping some white dude
with directions, Would you mind if I asked you a quest10n9

No.

Do you have a job?

Not right now. _

Would you like one? A real career, more than you'll get around here?
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‘4r.+ . Tremember stepping back. Depends on what it is, T said.

“ gon, T know somebody who's hiving, It's the United States governiment.
Well. Sorry, but I ain't Army material,

That's exactly what T used to think, he said, his ten piggy fingers buried

in his carpeted steering wheel. But now T have a house, a car, a gun, and

Ll .Wxalty Can yom 52y that 76U have those things? Even

LY

He'’s a southerner, red-haired, his drawl so out of place that the people

around here laugh just hearing him. I take to the bushes when I see his

car on the road. These days my guts feel loose and cold and I want to be

‘ W{é away from here. He won't have to show me his Desert Eagle or flash the

photos of the skinny Filipino girls sucking dick. He'll only have to smile
and name the places and T'll listen.
§. When I reach the apartment, I lean against my doox, waiting for my
U\  heart to slow, for the pain to lose its edge. I hear my mother’s voice, a
Xo whisper from the kitchen. She sounds hurt or nervous, maybe both. At

first 'm terrified that Beto’s inside with her' but then I look and see the
phone cord, swinging lazily. She's talking to my father, something she
knows I disapprove of. He’s in Florida now, a sad guy who calls her and
begs for money. He swears that if she moves down there he'll leave the
woman he's living with. These are lies, T've told her; but she still calls him.
His words coil insi, er. wrecking her sleep for days. She opens the
refrigerator door slightly so that the whirofthe compressor masks their
conversation. I walk in on her and hang up the phone. That’s enough, T
say. ,
She's startled, her hand squeezing the loose folds of her neck, That was
him, she says quietly.

\\},\3‘0) On school days Beto and 1 chilled at the stop together but as soon as the
gﬁ' bus came over the Parkwood hill I got to thinking about how I was fail-
e ing gym and screwing up math and how 1 hated every single living
SRS ‘teacher on the planet. - :
" TH see you in the pom., T said.

He was already standing on line. T just stood back and grinned, my
hands in my pockets. With our bus drivers you didn't have to hide. Two of
them didn't give a rat fuck and the third ong, the Brazilian preacher, was
too busy talking Bible to notice anything but the traffic in front of him.

Vo Being truant without a car was no easy job but I managed. I watched
o a lot of 1%:14&. hen it got boring I trooped down to the mall or the

“

1
.\‘ >9 Sayrevillg library, where you could watch old documentaries for free. I

&7 always canie-back to the neighborhood late, so the bus wouldn't pass me
> \WW on Ernston and nobody could yell Asshole! out the windows, Beto would
usually be home or down by the swings, but other times he wouldn't be

ﬁ;’e. That's it. E
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around at all, Quiyisiting other neighbarhoods. He knew a lot of folks I

didn’t—a messed-up black kid from Madison Park, two brothers who

were into that N.¥, club scene, who spent money on platform shoes and :

leather backpacks. I'd leave a message with his parents and then watch %

some more TV, The next day he'd be out at the bus stop, too busy smok- :

ing a cigarette to say much about the day before. o .
You need to learn how to walk the world, he told me. There’s a lot out : } i

there. ec{) n E&(\

Some nights me and the boys drive to. New Brunswick. A nice city, the

Raritan so low and silty that you don't have to be Jesus to walk over it. ;\t'

We hit the Melody and the Roxy, stare at the college girls. We drink alot M’P Y

and then spin out onto the dance floor. None of the chicas ever dance®

with us, but a glance or a touch can keep us talking shit for hours.
Once the clubs close we go to the Franklin Diner, gorge ourselves on

pancakes, and then, after we've smoked our pack, head home. Danny

passes out in the back seat and Alex cranks the window down to keep the

wind in his eyes. He's fallen asleep in the past, wrecked two cars before

this one, The streets have been picked clean of students and townies and

we blow through every light, red or green. At the Old Bridge Turnpike we

pass the fag bar, which never seems to close. Patos are all over the park-

ing lot, drinking and talking.
Sometimes Alex will stop by the side of the road and say, Excuse me.

When somebody comes over from the bar he'll point his plastic pistol at

them, just to see if they'll run or shit their pans. Tonight he just puts his

head out the window. Fuck you! he shouts and then settles back in his ‘ |

seat, laughing. |
That’s original, 1 say. : ' Els
He puts his head out the window again, Eat me, then! ‘
Yeah, Danny mumbles from the back, Bat me,

THE GBSt ime was at the end of the summer. We had just come back I
from the pool and were watching a porn video at his parentg-apartmgt. :‘
His father was a mut for these tapes, ordering them from wholesalersin !
California and Grand Rapids, Beto used to tell me how his p6p would ‘
watch them in the middle of the day-not-caring-a-liek aboU_S OIS,
who spent the time in the kitchen, taking hours 1o conk a.potof rice.and

gandules. Bato wouldosit down with his pop and neither of therm would 0
say a word, except t§ laugh when somel?yody caught it in the eye or the ot

face. ) @d
We were an hour into the new movie, sonje Vairrrlfll{} at looked like i
had been filmed in the apartment next doox, ‘wherrhe reached into my
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shorts. What the fuck are you doing? I asked, but he didn’t stop. His hand
was dry. T kept my eyes on the television, too scared to watch. .I came
right away, smearing the plastic sofa covers, My legs siarted shak1‘ng and
suddenly I wanted out. He didnt say anything to me as I left, just sat
there watching the screen, .

The next he called and when I heard his voice T was cool but I
wouldn't go to the mall or anywhere else._My mother sensed that some-
thing was wrong and pestetedyne about itj but 1 tpld lller o0 l'eave me-the
fuck alone, and my pdps) who was home dn a visit, stirred himself f?*om
the couch to slap me down. Mostly T st in the basement, terr%ﬁed
that I would end up abnormal, a fucking{pato, ”ﬁh‘éﬁfs‘“ﬁij‘b‘éﬁ*ﬁ%nd

N ana_'_:b_alc_g_(_l;nen.thai_mattered to me m.oréxt,hmimmsvlméfg@t

there, his body pale and flabby under the water. Hey, he said. I was begin-
ning to worry about you. : .

Nothing to worry about, I said. :

We swam and didn’t talk much and later we watched a Sky.topl crew
pull a bikini top from a gir] stupid enough to hang ou.t alone. Give it, she
said, covering herself, but these kids howled, holding it up over her head_,
the shiny laces flopping just out of reach, When they began tq pluck at
her arms, she walked away, leaving them to try the top on over their flat

ecs. L o
P He put his hand on my shoulder, my pulse a code under his palm. Letrs
g0, he said. Unless of course you're not feeling good.

I'm feeling fine, I said. -

Since his parents worked nights we pretty much own.'e'd the place unt‘ﬂ
six the next morning, We sat in front of his television, in .our towels, his
hands bracing against my abdormen and thighs. T'll stop if you want, he
said and 1 didn’t respond. After I'was done, he laid his head in my lap. 1
wasn't asleep or awake, but caught somewhere in between, rocked slowly

back and forth the way surf holds junk against the sho;;i"e, rolling it over.
and over. In three weeks he was leaving, Nobody can touch me, he kept

3

saying. We'd visited the school and I'd seen how beauiifal the campus™

was; with all the students drifting from dorm to class. T tlh'ought of how
in high school our teachers loved to crowd s into their lounge every
time a space shuttle took off from Florida, One *;eacher, whose family
hag two grammar schools named after it, compared us to the shuttles. A

11 few.of you are going to make it. Those are the orbiters. But the majority

" of you are just going to burn out. Going powhere. He droppéd his hand
i onto his desk. I could already seg myself losing altitude, fading, the earth
I v

v o1 spread out beneath me, hard and bright.

FEIA B
W

"~ " I had niy eves closed and the television was on and when the hallway

™
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door crashed open, he jumped up and T nearly cut my dick off struggling
with my shorts. It's just the neighbor, he said, laughing. He was laughing,
but I was saying, Fuck this, and getting my clothes on.

I believe I see him in his father’s bottomed-out Cadillac, heading towards
the turnpike, but I can’t be sure. Fe's probably back in schaol already. T
deal close to home, trooping up and down the same dead-end street
where the kids drink and smoke. These punks joke with me, pat me down
for taps, sometimes too hard. Now that strip malls line Roule 9, a lot of
folks have part-time jobs; the kids stand arcund smoking in their aprons,
name tags dangling heavily from pockets. S

When I get home, my sneakers are filthy 2501 take an old toothbrush to
their soles, scraping the crap jnto the tub, My mother has thrown open
th€"windows and propped open the door. It's cool enough, she explains.
She has prepared dinner—rice and beans, fried cheese, tostones. Look
what I bought, she says, showing me two blue t-shirts, They were two for
one so I bought you one. Try it on,

It fits tight bud I don't mind. She cranks up the television. A movie
dubbed into Spanish, a classic, one that everyone knows. The actors
throw themselves around, passionate, but their words are plain and de-
liberate. Tt's hard to-imagine anybody going through life this way, I pull
out the plug of bills from my pockets. She takes. it from me, her fingers
soothing the creases. A man who treats “ffs/ plata like this doesn't.deserve
to spend it, she says, L

We watch the movie and the two hours together makes us-[riendly. She
puts her hand on mine. Near the end of the flm, just as our heroes are
about to fall apart under a hail of bullets, she takes off her glasses and
kneads her temples, the light of the television flickering across her face.
She watches another minute and then her chin lists to her chest. Almost
immediately her. eyelashes begin to tremble, a quiet semaphore. She is
dreaming, dreaming of Boca Raton, of strolling under the jacarandas
with my father. You can’t be anywhere forever, was what Beto used to say,
what he said to me the day T welil 16 see him ofF, He handed me a gift, a
book, and after he was gone I threw it away, didn't even bother to open it
and read what he'd written, oo S

I let her sleep until the end of the movie and when I wake her she
shakes her head, grimacing. You better check those windows, she says. I
promise her I will. S S ‘
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