JUNK SICK:
CONFESSIONS OF AN UNCONTROLLED DIABETIC
Copyright Norman Savage 2010
This book is for all the demons
in and around my head---
“read em and weep.”
Photo credit for book cover and Norman Savage publicity photo: Christopher Mooney at: http://www.mentalpict.com
Book cover design by Next Chapter Communications http://nextchaptercom.com
I. When I Was Young, Who Knew Shit...About Dying
II. It’s Hospital Time--Get Up--Boogitty, Boogitty, Boogitty, Boogitty, Shhew
III. A Sugarless Bar Mitzvah
IV. Lincoln High--Rah, Rah, Retch
V. College--Cafeteria Style
VI. The Descent
VII. A Long-Shot, At Best
VIII. Push the Pedal To, and Through, the Floor
IX. Kicking
X. Kiss the Fates
Poetry is not an expression of personality.
It is an escape from personality. It is not an outpouring
of emotion. It is a suppression of emotion--
but, of course, only those who have personality
and emotions can ever know what it means
to want to get away from those things.
-The Sacred Wood
T.S. Eliot
~~~
After the womb,
We’re all tourists.
--Dutch
WHEN I WAS YOUNG, WHO KNEW SHIT...ABOUT DYING?
If I could only live at the pitch that is near madness
When everything is as it was in my childhood
Violent,vivid, and of infinite possibility:
That the sun and the moon broke over my head.
--Richard Eberhart
I was eleven, lucky eleven. And I was “husky.” You didn’t say “fat” in 1958, not if you were fat and Jewish. At least grandmothers and clothing store owners never called it that, not if they were smart that is. Faye, my grandmother, would say, “I’m the one who’s fat, I’m like a house, but not him; if he were fat then I’d worry.”
My father was a big-boned Cadillac man, a disappointed gangster at heart. He breathed heavy and fought fat most of his life, usually losing in the caloric wars. He inherited his mother’s dominant gene, food...both selling it and eating it. Kafka knocks, enter the madman.
Annie, my mom, always teetering toward fat, remained on the border. Perhaps her particular masochism and guilt commingled in such a way they channeled misery into a narcissistic and dangerous love that shed inner weight which always threatened to drip from her put-upon flesh. Quick to laugh and quick to yell, she hawked her kids with equal parts of love, suspicion, and abandon.
The last member in our emotional quartet was my brother, Bobby, born puny and sick; a stomach disorder put him in a hospital shortly after birth. The fat gene saved him. He survived to grow as tall as the other males, thin at first, then fat, again thin, and the last I saw him, fat; six and a half years separated us chronologically and an ocean of history carves our distance now.
Born in Greenpoint, Brooklyn, the first real memory I have is sitting on a wooden bloodstained butcher block table that held I don’t know how many tons of meat and poultry. I’d eat fresh “chop” meat that came from the innards of a steel hand-ground strainer; the red meat sliding like strands of spaghetti into the thick wax paper held in the fleshy hands of a mustached butcher. The meat was cold, rich, thick and delicious. The narrow “Mom & Pop” deli was our 21 Club... our steak tartare was without the egg, the Worchester sauce, money, pretense, cachet, sophistication, and boundaries.
Faye’s son, Mickey, my father, was the inheritor of food, both ingesting (inhaling it actually), and selling it. Coming from a small town in Pennsylvania, Faye owned a bar with Becky, her sister, catering to the truck drivers who drove through. Tough ballsy women them. Each was funny in an unabashedly lewd way. They looked like one another: obese Jewish fireplugs, the first to dance, laugh, fight and curse--the world and each other. Owing nothing to anyone, they fiercely guarded the family and did whatever the hell they pleased, whenever they pleased. They fought, they laughed, and they cooked for their families and customers. Each of them took turns throwing out some tough sonsofbitches, and I’m sure, loved a few of them as well. When they moved to Brooklyn, Faye opened a little delicatessen that my father worked in. After he married my mom, she begrudgingly loosened her hold, but only a little. My mom was able, after becoming pregnant and giving birth to yours truly, to move him further away from his mom and into a life more their own, or so she thought. He probably thought he now was supposed to side with his wife, as men eventually were supposed to do, but, in reality, he never really did “throw in the towel.” Because, in fact, he never had to. The helix of fate sealed with genetic glue grows like mold in the dark; it is moist, responds to secrets or silences, and needs no nourishment, except fear.
My father finally bought (with a partner he didn’t trust for almost 40 years), a supermarket on Flatbush Avenue in Brooklyn. I can’t separate the bullshit from the poetry that is Brooklyn, at least from my memory of Brooklyn. Memory is maddening; it provides sperm to the impotent, eggs for the infertile, and offers hope where there was none. Yet, it’s still a kind of accomplishment. I walked by a sewer today in New York City. I remembered sticking my head in a similar one looking for a “Spaldeen” ball that we played stick ball with as kids, and because of the water and waste, the urban flotsam and jetsam, the smell like a skin above the water, I remembered a young kid in short sleeves, thin golden tanned arms, sure, strong fingers who fashioned a coat hanger into a “lift” to get under that pink ball to cradle it and bring it back to the surface so we could play some more without spending what we didn’t have to buy a new one. That smell is lovely today.
I remember the fifties more by the Cadillacs that my father owned than by the inner workings of those years: the slight difference between the ‘54 and ‘55 mobster Cadillac bumpers, like Marilyn’s breasts, the gas cap under the back taillight; the fin inversion of the ‘57 and ‘58 Caddy, and the beautiful radicalism of the ‘59, predicting the space travel of the next decade. Most of the country was like Eisenhower’s smile, vanishing into the green golf carpet; the smug infancy of a nation emerging from wars won, sold to us with a starched white crewcut regularity. But Brooklyn, my lunch bucket borough had an identity: a hooker with a heart of gold; a striving failure; a William Bendix sentimentality. Wonder Bread and beer factories belched stability, the beautiful bums of Brooklyn flashed World Series spikes good enough to last a thousand years. The Gillette Cavalcade of Sports brought boxing into our homes every Friday night. My pop, who seconded for a short time Sugar Ray Robinson when he fought in the Golden Gloves, showed me how an old man was able to turn back the clock, how Sugar Ray flicked his showy jab, quick, and danced well enough and long enough to enfeeble the young Turks like Fullmer and Basilio once or twice before fading into a California Smalls’ Paradise of palms and sunshine. My father sat, like his father before him, and fought the fight, scored it, and was usually right about who won. His father, a gentle soul, loved his whiskey and boxing. I would see him sometimes watching the old black-and-white TV fights; he’d bob and weave, jab and hook to the air, lean back weary, breathing hard...and wait for a decision.
My mom did what most of her Jewish and Italian friends did: She cooked and cleaned...and waited for her husband to get home late at night to feed him and tell him what he’d sooner not know, the day’s tedium. The failures, frustrations, betrayals, trivia, disappointments, aspirations, and news--some shocking, most pedestrian--were balled up and hurled at him in the first minute of his arrival. Sometimes the words were launched before he actually appeared, just the opening of the garage door was enough to trigger the verbal onslaught. Who could blame her? Her work went not only unnoticed, but unappreciated--even hated. My father, no less a narcissist, but male, was smarter, had more guile, and was overtly much more manipulative than my mother, and his anger, bordering on the physical, scared her. That came, my mother would lament, “from his side of the family.” Her side, he would heatedly counter, were “cold,” “remote,” “stupid sonsofbitches.” And every woman, at least of Jewish/Italian persuasion, of those times, should only know how to cook, clean, wipe asses, cater to the male cock, take temperatures, heal, help, launder, starch, dress, solve problems (domestic only, please)...and laugh. Then I came along and provided her a new kind of guilt-edged mirror and a paradigm of impossibilities. She thought that she shouldn’t, couldn’t fail...and that followed her like a vicious rumor which she secretly thought was true.
“Absence” not only “makes the heart grow fonder,” it also can scare the shit out of us. I’ve been told that for my first few years of my life I was inexorably attached to my mom, not “leaving go of her skirt”; so much so, that when my grandmother would walk up the stairs to our apartment above the superette to baby-sit me she would have to wear a towel over her head so that I would not recognize that it wasn’t my mother when I got up or rocking me to sleep. If I uncovered the ruse, which was often the case apparently, there were no stopping my screams until Mom returned or became so fatigued that I fell asleep.
“Hmm,” I must have said, “where the fuck is she? This doesn’t feel right; I’m hungry, wet, shit in my diapers, a little off. Hmm, not back yet? I think I’ll cry. Huh, maybe she didn’t hear me. I’ll try screaming. All right, fuck this, it’s time to panic.”
The “fight or flight” instinct is cool--if you have a choice. But where the fuck was I going to go? God, or whatever gods sit on high, thought of this. In order to keep us alive they endowed us with instant unalienable secretions: First the big guns to “fight”: Adrenaline, Cortisol, Dopamine, and the like: Boom, boom, boom boom boom. But then...
If that response failed, and my needs still weren’t met, I couldn’t maintain that fever pitch of expression and took “flight” internally. “Fuck this, I’ll rely on myself for comfort.” My endogenous opiods were tapped to soothe and balance an out of whack system.
At first, that’s all I was doing, trying to stay alive; a time worn and tested survival mechanism kicked into gear, and it was quick and repetitive. Sixteen years later I’d have to go outside to satiate my insides, but then I didn’t have to go out to “cop”--my brain brought it to me. Hell, anything living can fuck, but to do so without getting caught and killed is no easy task.
Without a scalpel, I began performing my own bypass operations. Like the branches and roots of a tree, my psychic forces curled around or broke through any and all obstacles; my internal limbs, not able to fully coordinate my natural progression detoured, and produced branches, deformed as they might be, but were to me as limbs to a tree, as natural as breathing.
My mom for many different reasons (which were never examined and so remained unconsciously dangerous), was a doting, and indeed suffocating, mother. Her parents were ignorant Jewish immigrants who expected my mom to take care of her two younger sisters, work, and navigate all their worlds in a new culture. She had married a man who charmed her but never cared to know her, and thought he was doing her the biggest favor in the world by taking her away from her “impoverished” upbringing and so expected my mom to cater to his every need. Becoming pregnant must have seemed like a vacation to her.
And what a couple we made! I was her perfect baby, and she a perfect mom. She didn’t know just how twisted I was becoming. And me? After finding my way around whatever roadblocks presented themselves, I took a breath, and went on, staring as it were in my own tragicomedy--a preverbal Vladimir and Estragon in Waiting for Godot: “I can’t go on like this.” “That’s what you think.”
But what was I going to do at that age, read a book, go to the movies, go to the beach, talk to a social worker, go on Oprah, buy a gun? Barring those options I made a decision, unconscious at first: rather than live in a world of dissonance, I’d live in one of fantasy, one where all my needs were met, my desires fulfilled, my dreams realized, and discordant voices stilled. It would be twenty years before I would read, From that spring whence comfort come, discomfort swells.
Then something happened at age four when I could talk, that terrorized me and that, to this very day, makes any recollection of that time--and up to the age of eleven or twelve--appear like sporadic undated snapshots.
One day my mother was gone; she simply vanished. Nothing was explained to me. For weeks I was handed from relatives to neighbors. It turned out that her cancer was misdiagnosed. However, I developed a stutter, which made it impossible to get out a word, let alone a sentence, without turning beet red and feeling I was going to die. I remember standing in front of my father, this incredibly large and monstrous figure, when this stutter first announced itself. He looked tortured watching his son blush. And I, trying to pronounce a word, could not catch my breath. Even after my mother returned home, the stutter remained. When special classes in elementary school failed to “cure” my speech impediment, my parents chose to ignore it, thinking it would go away on its own; and for the most part it did...for the most part. When I was under pressure of any sort, it sprang--and springs--full blown. Remember in class, when you knew you had to read a sentence aloud and you counted the kids until it was your turn? I began panicking as soon as I figured out the countdown sequence. Life, became a countdown.
At home I was quiet, perhaps introverted. My folks were loud and volatile. It was a time of Dr. Spock and Bishop Fulton Sheen; it was confusing. I was curious, though. There was a little girl across the hall from us. Our folks were close friends. We played together. One day, a rainy afternoon I believe, we crept into a closet, and discovered our differences. It looked so innocent, so smooth, so internal. She was a bit older than I and probably had developed a greater capacity for guilt; in short, she copped-out and told. Our parents treated it like The Nuremberg Tribunals. Standing over us, they demanded “The Truth! Goddamnit, Tell us the Truth! How could you do such a thing?” I felt my cheeks blush; hot blood rose that branched into every part of my body. Embarrassed, we said we’d never ever never do that again. We avoided each other, for the rest of our lives.
For a traditional middle-class Jewish family living in Brooklyn, our yearly cycle was pretty normal: my pop worked for fifty weeks out of the year and made enough money to support us; my mom took care of the rest for fifty-two, and we all took a summer respite in a bungalow colony in Far Rockaway called Finkelsteins. Two large wooden framed buildings built in the 1940s housed most of the guests, and a few adjacent bungalows sheltered the rest. The wraparound wood porches with chairs and benches overlooked lawns, trees, a row of hedges to the north, a ball field behind that, and a small distance away, the beach and Atlantic Ocean. I can see the ancient soda chest in the main lobby...a steel box of ice water and old steel rails, slightly corroded. In one corner was the soda, Mission, and it was a mission to get one out of there. The bottles bobbed to one part of the chest. After inserting the dime I’d tried to find my favorite flavor. Sticking my hand, up to the wrist, in that chest was a testament to youth...and thirst...but trying to maneuver and manipulate that soda through the maze, usually catching fingers in the process, was innocence and perseverance combined.
Families came back year after year, with few exceptions. And so, I made friends with those kids that were near my age. When there wasn’t much to do, a few of us would hide underneath the steps leading up to the main house and look for change--pennies, nickels, dimes, quarters--and the colors of the panties that women wore walking up those same steps. Seeing a glimpse of that was almost as good as finding money. When we went to the beach, me and my best friend, Morty, who was a few years older, would sometime, between swimming and swimming and eating and swimming, sneak off to peek through wooden slats that bordered the women’s solarium to view unadorned female flesh hanging off. They seemingly all had tits like my mother’s: huge, pendulous, giving. Sometimes they’d see us and scream, “Get outa here you crazy kids,” and we’d dart away, afraid we’d be caught and thrown off the beach. The flesh, but mostly the private parts, of women clearly fascinated and excited me. It was forbidden, but it beckoned me at the same time. The whole package: pussy, tits, make-up, perfume, hips that swung and invited, intoxicated me so. I also liked being seen and chased away by those with a smile on their faces--which told me something--although what, I haven’t figured out.
That summer, as I went from my eleventh to twelfth year, I played lots of softball (becoming a better pitcher, copying my father’s unusual delivery, a pronounced wind-up by holding my knee up in the air, belt high, while my arm hesitated a beat, throwing the batter off). I swam like a fish, and had a crush on a tall thirteen-year-old Texas gal nicknamed, what else? Dallas, who had the body of a 30 year old. One night late in the communal T.V. room I put my husky, though rapidly thinning arm, around her broad shoulder, twisted my neck and planted a kiss on her soft and rounded lips. Oh, that was nice. I think my little dick jumped a bit. All I could hum for the next few weeks was “Volare” in Italian. The only low point for me came when I fell off the cot one night during sleep (maybe I was trying to get closer to Dallas’ secrets) and cut open a gash above my eye that required a butterfly stitch to close. A difficult circumstance to explain was when I pissed on a boy who wasn’t my friend for doing I don’t remember what. My folks made me apologize to him. They couldn’t believe their son would ever do something like that. But the kid had his piss-stained, piss-smelling pants for evidence. I hope he still has them.
Labor Day came and went. Jerry Lewis was just beginning to help “his kids.” Vacation was just about over. Time to go back to Brooklyn; I wasn’t sorry. I was looking forward to it. I was about to begin the seventh grade in a brand new junior high in Marine Park on a huge playground and ball fields, see my neighborhood buddies, and begin my last year in Hebrew School before being Bar Mitzvah’d. Hebrew School, damn. I detested the first two years and showed it by either disrupting class or cutting it. I was suspended so often that I had to invent things to tell my mother we were studying during the times she thought I was there. My belief, even then, was that my God was a punishing one. I even began using my brother, Bobby, as a foil. I’d offer to baby-sit him by taking him to a movie which was a leap for me. Even at that young age I could detect in him a “wildness” that I was unable to express but had noticed I lacked. At this point, however, early in September of 1958, everything was rollin' right along...except I was losing weight.
I can’t say with any certainty whether I was prodigious, suicidal or saintly as an eleven year old; I was husky--smart and husky. I began reading at the age of one and a half, a little rebellious in school but so what? I read The Hardy Boys for “Christsakes.” And now I was growing, shedding baby-fat, a lot of pounds at an alarming rate. As I said before, my family could eat, pack it in, especially sweets: ice cream, cake, sodas, candies. Sugar city. Our world didn’t revolve around the sun; it revolved around a Lazy Susan. My mantra was: “What’s for breakfast, lunch and dinner, Ma?” My mother’s response was, “You’ll know when I put it in front of you.” The kitchen was our battlefield for love, control, retribution... and brisket.
Physically, I didn’t feel right when I got back to Brooklyn. I was pissing more, drinking more, eating more, and losing weight. My mother, insanely unsure and overprotective, was growing suspicious and I was in denial. I had the idea that if something was going wrong, it was my fault and so I tried to hide it. What I failed to understand was that whatever the problem was had found me.
Something else found me too at just about the same time, conveyed in two separate incidents. Just after the summer ended and we were home settling back in, a phone call came late one night. My mother answered, listened for a second, let out a “OH NO,” and dropped the receiver. My father grabbed the cord, jerked the phone up to his hand and spoke into it. I could see the color drain from his face. My parents’ closest friends from the summer, Jerry and Selma and their two children, Maxine and Warren, had experienced tragedy. Jerry had met death literally head on. He’d been driving home late that night and had kissed a stanchion doing about 70. Splat. Finito. I was pretty shaken. I liked him, and I liked his daughter even more who was my age. My first girlfriend at seven. The first girl I ever bought anything for, an ice cream frappe (sundae as we say today) and we held hands. I went, out of curiosity, to the funeral over my mother’s objections.
We stood in the back and looked at the open coffin. A pink wax-like glow emanated from Jerry’s face with its familiar mustache. My mother kept saying how it didn’t look like him, but I thought it did. I imagined what a hard job somebody must have had trying to reconstruct his face. I stared, waiting for him to get up, laugh, say it was a joke, one way to get his friends and enemies together in one spot, but he was no Lazarus.
The second incident occurred on an Indian summer day at the tail end of September while I was walking home from Hebrew School. I was about to cross the street, which was one of those complicated three way intersections, when an old woman who must have been in her late seventies or early eighties, pulling a shopping cart, started to do the same from the other side of the street. She walked slowly off the curb and inched her way onto the roadway. A car came screeching around the corner and blind-sided her, lifting her at least 25 feet in the air. She landed with a dull thud. Half her skull opened, creating a flap that allowed you to see her brain while her thick blood formed a pool around her head. Wisps of silver hair tinged with maroon liquid lay on a soft and steaming black asphalt bed. The driver got out, went to his trunk and removed a blanket as pedestrians ran toward her. Shouts of “Call an ambulance” broke the stunned silence--as if all the world stopped to honor a death. I inched closer to get a better look. Through the picket fences of elbows and legs I managed to see how life drains out of someone. As I made my way home, I kept sneaking back glances at her lifeless body. Death had left me alone until I was eleven. It seemed God was making up for lost time.
When I got home, I said nothing to my parents. I didn’t know how to say what I was feeling. I do know I was scared, fascinated, and repulsed by the image that had embedded itself in my memory forever.
The body always asserts itself. Your mind can be cloudy or clear, weak or strong, confused, assertive or procrastinating. But the body is animal. It doesn’t know how to wait.
I never had to close my zipper, I was pissing so much. Pissing and drinking. Drinking and pissing. I would devour pints and quarts of ice cream. Run around the corner after dinner to the candy store and buy Breyer’s vanilla from bulk containers, vanilla beans almost as large as coffee beans, the taste so wonderfully vanilla and creamy. Cold ice cream, and sodas, anything cold or freezing, especially water. I’d go to the bathroom, where the water was the coldest and open the tap and let it run for awhile, put my mouth to the faucet and just guzzle. Back and forth from bed to bathroom at night. My mother, a notoriously light sleeper, would call, “Norman, what’s the matter?”
“Nothin'’ Ma, nothing.”
“Why are you up so much?”
The drinking, pissing, eating and losing weight continued with a vengeance. I was feeling fatigued like I went 15 rounds with the heavyweight champ and just about could get back to my corner--arms weak, legs leaden, body weary, mind distraught. I felt like shit passing through a fly papered tube.
The stomach pains came next, serious and severe. It was like they were saying, “Hey asshole, if you don’t believe what’s going on now, try some of this.” It made a believer out of me.
“Ma, I can’t go to school today, stomach hurts too much.” That’s all I had to say and she had to hear.
“Get dressed. We’re going to the doctor.”
I got dressed as quickly as I could, took a leak, and we left.
The urine test wasn’t scary. The pink tip of the dipstick turned purple in a second. The blood test was more frightening and painful. I’ve always had thin “rolling” veins so it took the nurse awhile to find one. It seemed like she was playing darts. She jabbed and missed until she finally succeeded. The syringe was fat and made of glass. The needle was thick steel and a bit dull compared to what we know today. She drew my blood up into the syringe and then transferred it into a test tube. I tried humor, “It looks like good blood.” My mom tried to smile. She was visibly shaken, asking the doctor a million questions as he hurried from examining room to examining room, treating three, four patients at a time. All he’d say to her was, “We have to wait, try not to worry; go home, take him home; I’ll call later when I get the results.”
“But doctor...”
“Don’t worry. Go home, I’ll call you later.” Much later.
We came home and did what we were told. We waited. My father soon joined us, and waited. Nervously, we looked at the phone. When it rang my mom was the quickest to answer. She’d usually say, “We’re waiting for a call from the doctor,” and got off. With each teasing ring, our collective hearts would hold a beat. Finally, he called. My mother’s part went like: “Yes...yes...what?... what’s that?...yes...now, right now?..Immediately?...Yes. All right, right now?...Yes...Thank you, doctor.”
She cradled the receiver and turned to my father trying to control her tears. “He has keto...keto something. He has to go the hospital.”
“When?”
“Right now, right away, now. The doctor said he got him a bed right here, across the street in The Kings Highway Hospital.”
My head bounced like a ping-pong ball from my mom to my dad, “the ping-pong of the abyss” as Ginsberg would write.
“Tonight, Ma? I gotta go tonight?”
“Tonight. He said right away. Don’t worry, everything will be all right,” they both said. The first lie that I spent a quarter of a century proving wrong. “I’ll put some things together for you. Maybe take a book.”
A book! How long was I going to be there?, I thought. “Yeah, OK.” I went to my room to find something, hearing my parent’s voices whispering feverishly behind me.
I chose a biography of Jack Dempsey that was overdue at the library; hell, they couldn’t find me now.
We were rigid and silent going to the hospital. I was determined to be “strong,” take it “like a soldier” all that shit, even though I didn’t have any idea what I was about to “take.” I knew though, there was something my parents weren’t telling me--like my pancreas was missing.
IT’S HOSPITAL TIME!---GET UP, BOOGITTY, BOOGITTY,
BOOGITTY, BOOGITTY, SHHEW
Who is set up for tragedy and the incomprehensibility of suffering? Nobody. The tragedy of the man not set up for tragedy--that is everyman’s tragedy.
--Philip Roth
American Pastoral
It’s one thing to get born in a hospital, and quite another thing to go into a hospital young, knowing that something is terribly wrong with you, both eyes open, pumping adrenaline. And then get left there.
If there’s a more submissive state than being hospitalized, tell me about it; even prisons give you some room to maneuver. At age 11 hearing that visiting hours are over just doesn’t cut it, especially on the first night of being alone. But in 1958 the scene in Kramer vs. Kramer where Hoffman wouldn’t let the doctor touch his kid to stitch him unless he remained in the room--”Whatever you’re going to do to him you’re gonna do to me”--was almost 30 years away from being written. What could be more important to a kid than that familial safety in times of trauma? Isn’t this obvious? Could a chair next to my bed for my mother be that intrusive? Jesus. Yet figures of authority were hardly challenged then--especially those empowered to care for the sick and dying. Their sense of power and order was almost sacrosanct. Their responsibilities were designated by their conscience. Usually it was their call. Well, fuck that.
Anyway, there I was, in Kings Highway Hospital. I was assigned to an eight bedded adult room because the adolescent ones were booked. Never a shortage...of disease.
My folks were ushered out at around nine that evening. I put my Jack Dempsey book on the nightstand, never to open it. I couldn’t concentrate; there were too many strange things to look at and hear: tubes snaking from underneath sheets, carrying fluids to bottles underneath beds; glass bottles hanging from metal poles with clear plastic tubing running down into arms or wrists; old men with white stubbly beards asleep with their mouths open; a phlegm cough; a fart; and sometimes, a deep sigh of defeat. The night and shadows turned the yellow hall light into phantoms dancing on top of the surfaces around and adjacent to me.
A nurse came in carrying a metal tray like a butler about to serve an aperitif. She looked down at me and though I didn’t really want to, I smiled. “Norman, this is for you.”
“What is it?”
“Insulin. Don’t worry, dear. I won’t hurt you.”
“What’s insulin?”
“Something to make you feel better.”
She took the syringe off the tray and poised herself above me, and pushed up the sleeve of my hospital gown. “Hold this for me, would you?”
I turned my head to avert my eyes as she injected the insulin into my upper arm. Before she left she told me where the button was to call the nurse if I needed to.
For the remainder of the evening, they pumped me with insulin and had me get up periodically to pee in a bottle. Sometime during the night I woke in a cold sweat, trembling. I pushed the button. A nurse came and I told her what I felt. She rushed out and came back with orange juice and sugar packets which she mixed into the glass. What I later learned was an insulin reaction subsided. For the first time in many months I slept for more than an hour without getting up to go to the bathroom and drink.
The daylight brought no solace. The night had a quality of make believe to it; the day was Euclidian.
I met my roommates that morning, they were surprised to see a kid sharing their room. There was Eddie Alvatroni, Mr. Zuckerman, and an older gent in the corner whose name I don’t remember except that he was the one with the tube running from under his sheet to the piss bottle beneath his bed. Eddie was in his forties and Zuckerman in his early sixties. Each of these guys went out of his way to make me feel comfortable, given the situation. The older more grizzled veteran of the wars of the body and mind (and who had a faded blue tatoo of an anchor on his right forearm), kept saying that instead of social security at sixty-five, they should take men out back and just machine-gun them to death. Eddie cursed him, told him to shut up, but loved him; you could see that. Eddie was a prankster. Zuckerman would have to take these enemas in the morning, which of course, would make him run to the bathroom. As his bowels were beginning to let go, Eddie would go to the bathroom door and holler in a hospitalized voice, “Zuckerman, X-rays.” Zuckerman, a nervous man to begin with, would yell back, “O No; wait, you’ll have to wait.”
“Can’t wait.” Eddie would reply, “Now or never.”
“Alright already, shit; I’m coming.” He would open the door, poke his head into the corridor and see no one. He would curse in Yiddish and return to the bathroom, after looking at Eddie sitting in bed trying not to look him in the eye. It was better for Zuckerman during the day, even with all the tests they were giving him. At night he’d think about his wife, dead at fifty-three, and wait to no avail for his two grown sons, who owned a beverage company, to visit him. They lived in big houses on Long Island, he told us. Brooklyn apparently was too long a ride. He never offered excuses for them. The day he was discharged I watched him leave the hospital, followed him from out the window until a cab stopped to take him wherever he was going.
Twenty years later, I tried to figure out for the millionth time what the hell happened to land me in the hospital and I asked my Mom about when I first got diabetes. She told me that no matter how upset she was, my father took it worse. He was nearly destroyed, she said; his first son, so smart, strong, his future, had an incurable disease and could, and would, die from it. He became so depressed that he couldn’t go to work or visit me for the first week of my two and half week stay. I listened, transfixed. My father had always presented himself to be so strong. I had heard his war stories from when he was a soldier in the Army, stationed in Okinawa. He was brave, reckless, depended on by his men for his fearlessness and courage. He was a “man’s man.” How could he not be there? The phrase, “damaged goods” reverberated off walls, tables and chairs of the kitchen. In his line of business, supermarkets, when a can was damaged, it was collected and put in a shopping cart and marked down to as little as 5 cents. Shoppers, always peculiar about purchasing food, would be hard pressed to purchase dented cans, no matter how slight. But room had to be made for new merchandise. Goddamn, I could not, as hard as I would try to remember, visualize my dad not being there, not being with me. “Did I ask where Dad was?” I asked her. She said I had, and that she had made up stories to cover for him. But I don’t believe you can bullshit kids. If the message is there, somehow it gets through. And, more times than not, it gets through twisted and warped. What I felt, but never did understand much less able to articulate at the time, was why my father moved away from me and for all intents and purposes, “gave me back” to my mother.
It is easier for mothers to handle disease, messiness, than it is for fathers. Moms are more used to loose bowels, piss, and blood. They are, and will remain, closer to the exhaust system.
Meanwhile, blood tests and insulin were coming with alarming regularity. I felt much better physically but realized that what I’d been told first in the doctor’s office and then at home was crap: don’t worry, everything will be all right.
In fact, after the first week they had me pretty much stabilized. My new doctor, Dr. Fogel, began telling me what he wanted me to know about the disease, diabetes; he obviously didn’t want me to know much. He just said that it had something to do with an organ in my body, the pancreas, and its inability to give me enough insulin caused my high blood sugars which caused me to go to the bathroom and drink and itch and feel lousy overall. And of course everything would be OK if I just did what he told me to do. And that it would also depend on my mother, primarily, to help me do those things: eat exactly on time; eat exactly what I was supposed to eat; test my urine every day, all day, regularly, and get the proper amount of rest. I told him I was pretty athletic, but he seemed to dismiss that. My mom kept promising me that there was a good chance I would outgrow it. I waited for that to happen for a quarter century; she waited too, I’m sure, for a very long time.
Thinking is a very important process. When you’re young, thinking very often doesn’t include anything too far in the future; a week seems remote, endless, forever. I had no idea who I would be in two weeks, let alone two years. More often than not, you allow other people to make decisions for you. Parents are usually those decision makers. Confronted with a man in a white coat who holds the life of their child at the end of a sentence beginning with “should” or “must,” most parents will accede to the clinician. No second opinions; if you think, or instinctually feel, that deep down the “god of science” is full of shit, your thoughts and feelings can easily get jumbled or hijacked until you believe you’re the one who’s full of shit. So right before I was released, Fogel came into my room and said, “Norman, we’re going to try something new here. You would rather be on pills and not take those god awful insulin injections, right?” Our collective heads bobbed up and down like trained seals. “To do this, we’ll place you on a 600 calorie a day diet, and watch you very, very carefully.”
Not one of us replied, “Hey, wait a second; the kid’s almost 12. He’s growing hair on his balls and pretty soon he’s going to be whackin’ that thing. 600 calories, for an active and growing teenager?” We were so frightened. Besides, the folks were elated that I was alive and so thrilled that they wouldn’t have to deal with syringes that they didn’t think through the consequences of what Fogel was spelling out. And I, of course, was thrilled with the idea of no needles. The thrill was soon gone. I don’t think I relaxed or smiled from the ages of twelve to fourteen. In the two and a half years after stepping out of the hospital I was petrified, terrorized about doing anything that could be considered remotely out of line in regard to this 600 a day regimen I had to live within. At first I was confused but then angry, angry as a motherfucker, that I couldn’t eat the same goddamn foods, especially sweets, that my family gobbled with impunity in front of me. But I said nothing. Fearing my inner rage, I held it; I bottled it; I stuffed it down. If I let it out, I knew it would either kill them or they’d leave me for good. As I grew older, I didn’t have to say anything to them; I showed them.
I should say right now it’s only partially true that I didn’t smile for two years. I should say that I don’t remember smiling or laughing with my folks for those years. It was different with my friends, and sometimes strangers. I began to find more internal and external lubricant in my social world than my home; a real sadness developed there. At home I had to have perfect glucose readings in both my blood and urine, or else I was accused of “cheating,” a new word that took the place of the verbal “NO” or physical restraint that I grew up hearing and occasionally getting hit when I began exploring my world and surroundings. Consequently, I became different from my family, and even felt a modicum of shame when with friends. I felt vulnerable, fragile; anything could pull the carpet from under me, and I felt like everyone and everything wanted to do just that.
What was going on in our minds on the way home from the hospital that day I have no idea. I held onto the Jack Dempsey book I never opened, and walked between my two parents a bit hesitantly. I don’t think we talked. I do remember looking across the street to where the old woman was thrown into the air by the car; I saw once again her head half opened and brain exposed lying in a pool of her own blood. We moved on.
My grandmother, my father’s mother, was home. She pulled me close into her chest, and hugged. Her breasts nearly smothered me but that was just what I needed. She had taken care of my father and brother, who was five and a half at the time, while my mom went back and forth to visit me. I would imagine, knowing the kind of woman she was, that she took care of everyone and everything during my hospital stay. She was a large domineering woman of old European stock, smart, and sometimes cutting. She controlled her family...in whatever way she could. What she couldn’t control, she had no use for. She could make a fox come out of the hen house and think that he’d eaten. There weren’t too many things she couldn’t handle and so not too many things scared her. But even she took a back seat to diabetes. Who knew from diabetes, except that it was a “sugar disease?”
“Where did it come from? Your side of the family?” “No, not my side. Your side?” “Nobody, nobody that I know of.” “Are you sure? What about that uncle of yours who had that grandmother that had...” That was the refrain I heard between my mother and my father and back again. And even if we knew then what I know now, what difference would it have made? To me? To us? There was just a trickle of information to be had, certainly in the mass media about psychosomatic digestive disorders. Almost fifty years later I read about Angel Garma, a Spanish psychiatrist was doing work in the field and posited that peptic ulcers and other digestive disorders stemmed from stress in early childhood. It’s not a huge leap to imagine diabetes would fit in that category. During early childhood stress the body accelerates, turning glycogen into glucose in order to fuel the hyper aroused state of distress, it’s not a far “cry” to imagine diabetes as a consequence of that state. There existed in my mother a wish to keep me dependent and helpless. And I, being as obedient as I was, could have responded.
In reality, nobody knew anything, except what we were told. And instructions were to be followed like a German railroad: Pills were to be taken ON TIME; meals were to be eaten ON TIME; urine to be tested ON TIME. When your daily reward or validation becomes a pink dipstick, the feeling of success wears a little thin. Hell, you’re not really doing anything different than the day before, and the day before that...why shouldn’t your piss be negative? (Though as I later learned, a negative glucose count doesn’t necessarily have to follow adherence to diabetic regimens.) “Supper’s ready.” “Hmm. Great. Let’s see: 3 peas, two and a half carrots (god forbid they’re cooked and their glucose level increases), an ounce of potatoes, a quarter ounce of meat---boom, that’s it---good night all.” The one time we got off the train and they treated me and themselves to what was usually our B.D. (Before Diabetes) Sunday night out Chinese food routine, my piss turned the test stripe purple. My mom thought I’d have to be hospitalized again, and ran a bottle of piss over to my doctor’s house (which I left next to the milk bottles) and waited terrified by the telephone for hours for the verdict. He called and in a solemn voice told us not to worry--this time--just be careful. Careful! If I were any more careful I’d be living in an hermetically sealed capsule with my food dripped in.
Very few juveniles with brittle diabetes were put on Oranese, or synthetic insulin pills. The reasons are pretty obvious for anyone who knows juveniles, and knows diabetes. We didn’t know either and neither did Fogel. A male adolescent’s metabolism is jumping: growing, changing, coming into puberty, bouncing around emotionally, in short, running amuck. A brittle diabetic, no matter what age, is also bouncing around. Their blood sugars can resemble the famous Charlie Parker’s alto saxophone break in Night in Tunisia on any given day. Anything can play with it: foods, moods, time of day, time of night, anytime, all the time. It is not unusual for blood sugars to go three times the high range, and half of the low range during the course of a day, let alone a week, a month, a year. In the person without diabetes, the pancreas works quite differently; it constantly sends out “blips” of insulin to cover the rather mundane metabolic functions. When a person eats any food, insulin is released from the pancreas to process it. Insulin’s job is to get glucose out of the blood and into the muscle cells that use it for energy. Insulin also inhibits the release of fatty acids from the body’s fat stores. All natural, wonderfully balanced. But in juvenile or brittle diabetes, those natural processes are unnaturally absent or marginal. Injecting insulin compensates, and hopefully stabilizes the diabetic. Usually pills are given to older folks whose bodies have already gone through the changes, battles, bruises, conflicts, upheavals “that human flesh is heir to.” Older diabetics are either still emitting some insulin themselves or can be maintained through a combination of pills, diet, exercise. And they can do that more easily than someone whose body is maturing, forming rivulets, streams, new roads, and a few back alleys.
If you don’t question and challenge, when necessary, what affects your life, you’re most likely fucked, and probably deserve to be. Descartes’ famous dictum: “I think, therefore I am” should be amended to read, “I doubt, therefore I am.” Descartes doubted everything around him; it defined his philosophy. He “thought” because he “doubted.” My family, on the other hand, didn’t question shit. We listened and obeyed.
There were some friends who I grew up with who offered a respite from my daily rigors. With them I could forget I was Norman the diabetic and just be Norman the 12 year old. Home was stifling and relentless. My mom shadowed my every move. “Norman, how are you feeling today? Did you test? How was it? Your pills, did you take them? Eat? What? How much? When? Why? What?” Her voice became more grating, piercing, invasive as I was becoming more and more conscious of my cock and balls.
My father, awkward and tentative in my presence, deferred often to my mom’s intense worry. It was simply easier for him. We are what we’re least afraid to be. He would avoid picking me up, throwing me around, having fun fights or any rough stuff with the slightest hint of danger. Somehow, I got the idea that I came with a label: Fragile--Handle with Care.
Prior to that summer, I weighed approximately 155; going into the hospital around, 130, and coming out, 110. My energies began shifting, upstairs. I became more concerned with my thoughts and imagination...or lack thereof. l learned funnier dirtier jokes, became faster, more athletic, anything so my folks, or anyone else for that matter, wouldn’t take a giant step away. What I didn’t know, had no way of knowing, was that in a brief period of time I’d be living in another place in Brooklyn, an hour and a half and light years away by public transportation. It could have been Mars.
I was too preoccupied with diabetes and its demands both outer and inner to enjoy my new junior high school experience the way I was planning to do; there were just too many things on my mind, too many things to get accustomed to doing...and not doing. The big clocks on the walls of the classrooms were watched diligently; pills had to be taken on time, food eaten, and the embarrassment of piss testing made other activities that required concentration difficult. I was put in the creative writing class for the seventh grade because I was smart, not very good in math, and read a lot. I really don’t remember doing or having to do anything much creative. At the time I had no idea that writing would end up being not only a lifeline, but an umbilical cord into the past.
One day a friend of mine in school asked me to go into the bathroom with him. I didn’t have to piss or anything, so I asked him why.
“I wanna show you something,” was all he said. He was a short, thin, freckled face kid with a mop of red hair.
“OK,” I replied. I was curious. Inside, he did a fast scan of the bathroom, satisfied that we were the only ones there, went over to one of the urinals. He unzipped his fly and rolled out this incredibly long and thick cock. I mean he could put out fires with his schlong. “Holy shit,” I said to myself. I imagined my short dick, and felt worse.
“Watch this,” he said, and began to stroke it.
It became longer, hard, and red. I felt my face flush.
“Can you do this?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Watch,” he said, his face grinning up. It didn’t take long for a white substance to shoot from the head of his dick.
“Scum,” he said, “feels good, too; you should try it.”
He wiped off, and we left.
“Try it, try it when you get home.”
“I will.” I dragged my ass home that day, exhausted.
When I got home and had to test my piss, I tried to pull my small dick once or twice. It didn’t work. It took me two or three years to yank it again.
Sometime that spring, I was brought to this new home in Seagate, Coney Island. Too much had happened to me this past year. My head was spinning. “What about all my friends?”
“Oh, you’ll make new friends. Besides, you can still visit your other friends, and they can come here.”
“But it’s far,” I lamented.
“Don’t worry, Norman,” mom said, trying to be soothing but not quite hitting the right note.
Somewhere I heard that phrase before.
A SUGARLESS BAR MITZVAH
Truly everything that is interesting goes on in the dark. One knows nothing of the inner history of people.
--Louis-Ferdinand Celine
Journey To The End of Night
I didn’t have much to pack. I didn’t want to go. But go I had to, and go I did. If there was one benefit to the move, I now had a room to myself. I was becoming more secretive around my folks, and this fit very nicely....thank you very much. I’d become a recording instrument, extremely sensitive to each and every change that I could detect, or predict, in all my worlds.
Seagate is at the ass end of Brooklyn, on the tip of Coney Island. It’s “protected” by a high hurricane fence that runs from Surf Avenue at its southern most end, up and beyond Neptune Avenue on its northern, the entire length, stopping only at the beach and jetty beyond that. The other three sides are bounded by water. Seagate is a private community which has its own uniformed police and sanitation force and maintenance crew. The homeowners pay a tax for this privilege. Created or founded as an enclave for wealthy WASP businessmen and their families around the turn of the twentieth century, it was originally used as a summer respite. Because of these people’s wealth, it had a private ferry that ran them into Manhattan and back again. It was, and to some respects still is, a very pretty place, New Englandish actually. Streets named Lyme, Maple, Poplar and Surf reflected the ambiance and charm. Some of the homes were designed by Stanford White and still stand. Others reflected a similar architectural style, only now they house many families instead of the one they were designed for. As the Jews and Italians began their upward climb and began moving in full time, the wealthy Protestants moved out, and the ferry service stopped. Although the landscape has survived, the place now has the seedy air that many once wealthy, now middle class and poor, parts of New York have, weedy, and in some sections, decaying. Some sidewalks, made from cobblestone still survive. The lighthouses’ iris still turns its red beam.
Beyond “The Gate” is Coney Island, a wonderfully depraved and degenerate playground and carnival where poor and middle-class Jews and Italians with tattoos and shiny hoods’ hairdos (called a “ducks-ass”) roamed. Whole blocks, controlled by mobsters remained virtually white. Working class black families were scattered in two and three family dwellings and in the few public housing projects built in the early, to mid-1950’s. In summer, bus loads of blacks from all over the metropolitan region came to play and bathe in the polluted surf and sea. It was the most fascinating schizophrenic enclave I’ve ever had the pleasure of contending with. There was a romance about Coney Island that was not lost on women; the way memory and love are filaments spinning together like the making of cotton candy is marvelous to behold. If the teller of tales is also a weaver of seduction, then Coney was a perfect playground of myth, my own included.
Presently, Coney Island proper has the corrupt Federal housing glow about it; those cookie-cutter prefab homes line treeless blocks across from rubble-strewn lots. It is a depressed area and has been for a long time. If it still were a slum, it would have more character than it has now. Instead, it is an AIDS patient playing host to itself. Only a few blocks remain relatively unscathed and lifelike. The majority of small businesses are gone, as are the churches and synagogues with the exception of those of the Baptists and the Seventh Day Adventists. If it were simply neglect it might provoke anger. A geometric confluence of politics, bromides, and passivity are the skein upon which the disenfranchised crawl into their graves.
My mind secretes a Coney Island different and intoxicating. First, in the late 50’s and early 60’s, it was relatively safe, alive with peoples and commerce all year long. You could explore, and leisurely note, the different architecture, smells, colors, bars, schools, coffee shops, prostitutes, pool rooms, bowling alleys, games of chance, and chances taken. The flight of childhood into adolescence, always risky, was laced with opportunities for fancy beyond that which was the homogeneity of a single community. This was textured. And beckoning.
Each season on the eastern seaboard has its own definition; the seasons of Coney, especially summer and winter, had drama in no small measure because of each other’s opposites. The summer of course had sharp, rich colors, odors and multicolored invaders; hand held children lost or in flight; lovers above or below the boardwalk littered with food wrappers, condoms, bottles of wine and quarters; the pitch of hucksters and sucker moans; old thick yellow oil of Nathan’s French fries, bubbling vats of steam and huge metal baskets dripping, coming over the shoulder and down into tray tables; hundreds of frankfurters charring on grills, popping with juices hissing; three coasters rolling and rocking; parachute jumpers screaming; ferris wheel lovers spinning crazy into a firecrackered night; and the cops riding into the Mermaid Avenue Lounge on horseback, nightsticks swinging to break up and cause melees on hot humid summer nights as the El above ferried in and carted off those too alive to listen, or too dead to care.
Winter wrapped itself like a Hopper painting around Coney; light like scalpels exposed the solitude of form shuttered and bare; figures given the grace of anonymity for almost three-quarters of the year were violated by their own step; the red lit room in the transient whore’s hotel across from Nathan’s shone with a summer remnant; wool pea coats and beanies hung from store windows; fires burned in trash cans next to fruit stands; the fish counter at Nathan’s was a steam room of smells, and the residents had them all to themselves.
These dichotomies were seamless, like the ones that existed between the Seagate boys vs. the Coney Island boys, and the Coney Island girls vs. the Seagate girls. We were secretly envious of a raw masculinity and a quasi-street life (in this instance mob related), and they eyed a private world, albeit a pretty superficial one at this time, of education, status, and money--without strong-arming anyone. I made it a point to bridge that gap; the toughness I felt I (or more exactly, my body) lacked, the physicality that was subverted and denied to me, I made up for in the friends I cultivated and the life I tried to project. And, as time would prove, any of the most beautiful cock-teasing Jewish Seagate girl’ would jump over three circumcised dicks to get next to one tattoo that read, “Mom.” The power of opposites was not lost on me. But I’m getting a little ahead of myself.
Labor Day redux. Jerry hit his first million for “his kids” and Mark Twain Jr. High School loomed ahead. No longer did I slide easily into situations; change meant danger, and change permeated every facet of my life. I began the eighth grade tentatively. Diabetes was confidential, exposed just on a “need- to-know basis.” Pills insured rigidity which promoted silence. I was afraid that everybody would react like my parents, scared and apprehensive; like my father, they wouldn’t want to get too close to me. This fissure was something I could not understand. When young, I could remember Sunday mornings of wrestling, limbs twisted and entwined around each other, laughing. After diabetes, it was like my father would have to put on surgical gloves before he’d touch me. The hugging stopped. And the kissing stopped. Warmth was shut off. It would take years of pain and alienation before I learned not to be embarrassed by masculine displays of emotion toward other men. So, as I began attending my new school, I was extremely quiet and unobtrusive.
I was smart, a reader, though every report card in junior and senior high school would summarize me thus: “Not living up to his potential.” Perhaps, if I hadn’t been uprooted from my home on Kings Highway where I was comfortable with friends who were smart, studious and athletic, and transported to a different world, where I knew no one “my potential” would have been easier to realize, whatever the hell “potential” means in the first place. However, without realizing it, I began to search for and seek out more forgiving places, places that would allow me entree with no questions asked.
I continued studying creative writing in eighth grade. Ms. Edelman, our homeroom, English and creative writing teacher, transcended the classroom and lifted me into the heavenly reaches of torch songs and singers. She was young, attractive--almost beautiful--warm, sensitive, and had a body that would make a priest wonder who he’d vowed what to. I knew she was the kind of woman who eclipsed the ages, who would understand anything, and laying your head on her more than ample breasts would and could make the world go away.
My sepia-toned Bar Mitzvah is far from my most compelling memory. Since I hated going to Bar Mitzvah lessons after school the rabbi made a record of my prayer for me. He sounded like a frog with hemorrhoids. I caught a break. And quietly and unobtrusively I became a Jewish man. Since my Bar Mitzvah coincided with two other kids’, I didn’t have to memorize more than a paragraph. And that’s about what this celebration of Jewish manhood amounted to--a paragraph. I think I’m about the only Jewish kid alive who had a Bar Mitzvah with no photographs, save the few that were taken with an old Polaroid camera. That was the second break I caught. At the celebration, I remember feeling quite dwarfed and sad. It was held in an old hotel somewhere on Far Rockaway. None of my friends were even thought of to invite from my old neighborhood, and being new to Seagate there was no one there I was close enough with to invite. My family invited Eddie Alvatroni, my old hospital roommate. My smile, if I had one, was thin lipped. I knew I couldn’t eat from the trays of food, cake and ice cream that were laid out at this smorgasbord affair, without fear--(I had to make a piss delivery in the morning.)
Perhaps the most significant thing in my life happened shortly after my scintillating Bar Mitzvah. I started taking insulin.
At six feet and less then a hundred pounds, I was emaciated, and frightened. Through unknown sources, my father learned of a famous doctor in New York City who treated diabetics, Dr. Henry Dolger.
His office, located in the expensive Upper East Side, was bright and spacious. There was a quietness about it that juxtaposed what I was used to seeing in Brooklyn: dingy, cramped, and machinelike. The pace in Brooklyn was frenetic. Here it was orderly. Dolger even had his own nurses in uniforms who guided and helped you, as opposed to doctors’ wives who placated you with, “Ah, just a little longer.”
When the nurse escorted me from the waiting room to the inside chambers, I was ready for the worst, the “getting to know you” blood test. I steeled myself for the difficulty she’d have finding one of my rolling veins. We sat down facing each other. She smiled, and said, “Give me your finger.”
“Huh,” I replied.
“Your finger sweetheart, give me your finger; it’s just a little blood test, c’mon dear.”
“Huh?” I said dumbfounded as I extended my hand, palm up, to her. “Blood test?” I muttered.
“Yes blood test. I’m just going to take a little drop of blood, a little stick is all.”
I couldn’t believe it. A drop of blood from my fingertip. Amazing. Right that second I knew this new doctor was for me. Also, words like “sophistication,” “class,” “technology,” “comfort,” and a phrase “class distinction” began to link themselves with “money” and “prestige” in certain ways that I couldn’t figure out at the time.
She took my blood, wiped off my finger with an alcohol swipe, and escorted me to an examination room to wait for Dolger. The room had the typical assortment of basic medical gadgetry which, after being hospitalized, took on new meaning. I propped myself on the examining table and waited. In certain situations, I deal with my nervousness by studying my surroundings, looking for potential danger, exits, and trying to conjure up what the person or persons look like who own all this.
Dr. Dolger came in a few minutes later. He was a distinguished looking man in his late 50’s or early 60’s, his hair was practically all white. He wore a gray suit that made you want to touch it, and a tie and pocket square that complimented it. But his most prominent feature were his hands, large, soft and very warm. He checked my vital signs and asked, “How’re you doing?”
“Fine.” I learned much later in life that the word “fine” really meant: fearful, insecure, nervous, and emotionally unstable.
“I didn’t ask how you are feeling, I asked how you are doing,” he said in a quiet, sincere voice.
There’s something about words that are said in a voice that insinuates itself inside and begins an internal thawing process. First a little fissure, then wholesale cracks.
“I don’t know, not too good...I mean my sugar’s good, if that’s what you mean.”
“So what if your sugar’s good? You look terrible, son. Do you know what’s happening to you?”
“What do you mean?”
“In another few months you could hide behind a twig. It’s time we put some meat on those bones.”
I was way too thin. But every time I looked into a mirror, I saw fat. I imagine anorexics see their bodies the same way.
I began liking this man. He must have seen the sadness, this resignation that hung on my bones, and a rigidity that comes from rigorous surveillance from within and without. For the first time in over two years, someone who was a doctor, and an authority on diabetes (the man wrote a goddamn book!) was telling me it’s time to eat. Damn.
Dolger, my friend, my ally, walked me into his office where my folks waited. They looked at us apprehensively. I felt stronger, more confident then I had in a long time. I sat down on his couch, adjacent to my parents who sat in the two chairs across from his desk. There was a picture of Carol Burnett next to me, inscribed to Dolger. Hmm, famous people had this disease too. I looked around, saw his medical degrees and pictures of other people who I just knew had to be celebrities as well. I didn’t know their names but I was no longer alone.
“Well, it’s time we fatten your son up a little, don’t you think?” Dolger began. My parents didn’t know what to think. As I said before, they were not thinkers.
“Is that what you think?...I...” my mother rambled when on foreign ground.
“I do know,” Dolger said, his voice growing deeper, more persuasive. He must have sensed what he was up against--fear and confusion. It was the right moment to push on.
“The other doctor...” they weakly countered.
“The other doctor, the other doctor quite frankly (not at all bashful in calling one of his own incompetent), doesn’t know what the hell he’s doing. That’s why you’re here. This kid needs to eat, to enjoy himself, to have some fun. Look at him.”
They looked. They saw a slouched, nearly six foot, barely a hundred pound, adolescent who had no reason to smile. Inwardly, I was praying that my parents wouldn’t grab my hand and take me out of there. I remembered going with them to look for a home, a car or clothing to buy, and they’d say to the salesman, “We’ll think about it” but never go back. It’s easier never to go back. Something in their gut told them that what Dolger said was true. They looked at each other and turned to Dolger, “What do we have to do?” each word heavier then the one before it.
“You don’t have to do anything except make sure you feed him. I’ll help him do the rest.” He knew that we were emotional matadors; we didn’t own the disease it owned us and he was trying to buck-up my backbone.
My parents lightened up a little. My father said, “No problem with that, Doc. He’ll get plenty of food, that’s for sure.”
Dolger paused for a second, trying to digest the last remark. He continued, “I’m going to increase his Oranese dosage and supplement that with D.B.I. pills. If Norman can eat and handle it, fine but I doubt he’ll be able to. In all likelihood he’ll have to go on insulin.” Dolger knew when to pause. INSULIN, NEEDLES, SHOTS, shooting into our heads like missiles.
“Are you sure this is the best way?” my mom pleadingly asked.
Dolger knew when not to soften. “I’m not sure of too much in this life, but of this I am sure. Unless we want him to waste away, die of malnutrition, and be miserable on top of that then insulin it is.”
“No, no of course we don’t. What do we have to do?”
“You don’t have to do too much. It’s Norman who’s going to have to do.” He faced me now. “Norman, in the likely event that you’re going to go on insulin, there’s a lot to do, a lot to watch out for, and a lot to learn.”
I enjoyed that independent rope tossed out, and was scared of its implications, but for the first time in a long time I felt I was getting my body back.
That night I puked up my dinner--which was considerable. We called up Dolger. He said that he knew the increased amount of pills would nauseate me, given the circumstances, tomorrow, he said, we should begin giving Norman insulin. No one on the other end of the receiver really knew what that would mean, least of all me.
After my father cursed about driving into the city (the fucking traffic!), the people (look at that fucking cocksucker blocking the whole fucking street!), and parking (not a fuckin’ parking space in this whole fucking city!), he put the car in a garage (can you believe the fucking nerve these bastards charge for a fucking hour?), we walked to his office.
I was no stranger to insulin injections; the first week in the hospital acquainted me with that. But getting one and giving yourself one are completely different stories. Dolger, at first, spent time orienting us to what insulin is, does, and what it doesn’t do--like it doesn’t replace the pancreas. He explained the importance of taking your shot at nearly the same time every morning (lest you run the risk of overlapping dosages or times when there is an absence of insulin in your body); eating on time, which means three meals plus a snack in the afternoon and before bed; the necessity of taking sugar or foods containing sugars before various activities which require more energy than usual; and the watchful signs of hypoglycemia, which is low blood sugar, as opposed to hyperglycemia, which is high blood sugar. Of course, this was in the early 1960’s when there was no such thing as blood glucose self-monitoring systems, multiple injections using a variety of different insulin (some short acting, some longer acting), insulin pumps, and different kinds of carbohydrate based diets that are currently in use today. Compared with the advances today, the 60’s was the age of the dinosaurs.
Diabetes--a circulatory disease affecting the entire body--is a motherfucker. The third leading cause of death in the United States is somehow not regarded as frightening as heart disease or cancer, numbers one and two for death’s throne. Seems like a bad public relations job to me. However, my folks, especially my mom, never let me forget: I have never missed an insulin shot in 50 odd years; late, yes; forgot, no. In fact as crazy as I was, and crazier to come, there was absolutely no “adolescent rebellion,” no “blessed forgetfulness” in regard to my insulin shot. The words: “Time,” “Sugar” and “Death” were chiseled in stone inside my eyelids, forehead, and conscience lest I forget when I slept. There was never a time in those early years that I could eat what I wanted whenever I wanted just because I goddamn felt like it, without paying a price both physically and emotionally.
Let me try to explain what diabetes is, and the ramifications of both high and low blood sugars at least as I understood it back then. Diabetes, very simply put, is the body’s inability to store glucose or blood sugar in the cells for energy. The pancreas (or Isles of Langerhands), a gland located near the stomach secretes insulin, the hormone that helps the sugar get from the blood into the cells. And insulin is the only hormone that can open those doors. Without insulin, or sufficient quantities of insulin, sugar cannot be used by the cells for energy. Instead, the sugar builds up in the blood and leaves the body in the urine. Hence, the name “diabetes mellitus”--honey urine. Everything in your body is slowed. Your blood, moving like molasses, is sloshing through your system which is playing at 33 1/3. And piss, man o man, do you piss. Years later my folks and other geniuses would tell me I was pissing my life away. You feel so goddamn guilty by then you believe any goddamn thing. “We are the sum of all our moments,” Thomas Wolfe said...and I believe him. Nothing is wasted. At least on the writer it isn’t. We eat our moments, and shit our words. Anyway, these other symptoms appear: insatiable thirst, increased appetite...but loss of weight (you’re pissing it out), itchiness, tiredness, headaches, nervousness, irritability and, if the disease is allowed to go unchecked for too long, ketoacidosis which is a build up of toxins in your system that poisons your organs. Anything can happen after that. The complications for diabetes, since it is a cardiovascular and circulatory disease, are virtually unlimited: heart attacks, strokes, blindness, infections, which can quickly turn gangrenous (blood doesn’t flow to wounds--especially the extremities--quickly enough to heal them) and finally, amputations. That’s some of what hyperglycemia is; it’s fun and hearty times...for those who have prayed for your demise.
Hypoglycemia is the opposite, low blood sugar. Although low blood sugar lacks the most severe complications of long-term high blood sugar, it offers its own set of unpleasant side effects: dizziness, sweating (clamminess), fatigue, nervousness, irritability, blurred vision, faintness, disorientation, a smell of alcohol on your breath and finally, if left untreated, unconsciousness. However, once knowing the initial signs of insulin shock or hypoglycemia, a diabetic (or non-diabetic who has hypoglycemia) can counteract this condition by ingesting a certain amount of sugar: soda, orange juice, milk, (quick acting sugars) to bring the level of blood sugar up to an acceptable level. Most people who don’t have either diabetes or hypoglycemia will have blood sugar readings in the 80 to 120 (some physicians believe 150) range. To give you some idea of the swings in blood sugar readings that I’ve had, when I initially went into the hospital, my blood sugar was roughly 800; the lowest I’ve tested has been in the high 20’s. I was described as a “brittle” diabetic, meaning I could quickly go from low to high blood sugar and any range in-between.
A normally functioning pancreas secretes enough insulin to provide for the body’s metabolic functions, and sends out additional insulin when there is food--eventually broken down into glucose--to digest and store; it performs this miracle automatically. A diabetic does not have that luxury, sans miracle. He or she injects a certain amount of insulin or takes oral medication every day to deal with the pancreas’ job. In the dark ages, before glucometers--a small instrument by which a person places a drop of blood on a reagent strip and is given a blood glucose reading--and different long and short acting insulin, multiple injections, insulin pumps, etc.--a person usually took one injection of long-acting insulin. Which meant that diabetics had to be more vigilant and exact about the time of his injection; and because the insulin had “peak” periods when it was the strongest, what and when they ate and how and when they exercised; and still they could never really be sure what their bodies were doing. Because, usually, they’d see their physician once every three months, a blood sugar taken, the results returned in a week and, if there were no overt symptoms or complications, that doctor would not see them again for another three months. Pretty scientific, huh? It was like “A Shot in the Dark.” But more about glucometers, multiple injections, and diet in a later chapter. It gets much darker before the dawn.
I used a long-acting insulin. How much I ate was crucial since my insulin was geared to my food consumption. I couldn’t skip meals, skimp or eat late, for then I’d have insulin in my body with nothing to work on--resulting in insulin shock, low blood sugar, hypoglycemia. I couldn’t overeat or casually throw in some desert. That would result in drinking and pissing and drinking and pissing and scratching--hyperglycemia.
Athletics required certain precautions. Since sustained activity involves burning off calories (sugar), I had to fortify myself before and during sports, depending upon the intensity and duration of the activity. Not only did baseball, football and basketball mean planning but sex did as well. How many fourteen year olds getting laid for the first time would think about eating a Milky Way first? Your stomach is flipping, your balls are humming, feet flying, mind racing and you’re looking for a candy store. It fucks with the music, the fantasy. At the beginning of my foray into the mysteries of differences, I’d be in the midst of my most fevered self, persuasion embedded in dialectic, or confused or, more often then not, not a fuckin’ thought in my head except sex at any price and I’d have that dizzy, sweaty feeling that was totally unconnected to the passion that a person has for another but rather that sickening sense of betrayal, a betrayal of body and mumble, “ah...a...ah excuse me, gotta go, be right back.” After looking the first few times into the incredulous eyes of the girl who was waiting for the same illicit thrill or worse, the older hooker who knew what the hell this was all about but hadn’t a clue what the hell I was doing, I’d avert my eyes, ask if she had a coke or juice and went up to get it...or the Lifesavers I carried in my pocket for the occasion. It was bad enough not feeling like a whole man; it was worse not being able to perform as one and having to admit it.
I need to mention one other thing here before it gets away from me: emotions. I will say that I was and, to a large extent, still am, a moody cocksucker. How much genetics plays, diabetes plays, or the sun, the moon, the stars, or my grandmother’s flabby tits play in this drama is anyone’s guess. And everyone guesses. Make no mistake, everyone can, who wants to, take a shot. Yet this I do know: Diabetes and its highs and lows play a significant part in ones moods. I wanted, like all preteens and teenagers, to carve my own imprint on this world. In short, I wanted to separate from my family and make my mark. But my disease gave my mother, hovering at best and suffocating at worst, a legitimate reason to swoop over and into me, her talons firming gripping the part that wanted to take a swipe at this thing we call life, and make our bodies one in the same again. At a time when I had just begun to build my sexual and masculine sand castles, she symbolized this ever present tsunami trying to wash away the delicate construct I’d labored over and make the land and the sea one and the same again. I never considered she was so smothering just because she wanted to keep me alive. What I felt and heard instead was a constant stream of criticism. She tenaciously believed that I could alter my moods, let alone behavior, anytime I wanted, and I believed her. By the time I was 14, I began telling my mother the lies that she wanted to hear. I acted in front of her how she wanted to see me. If a child grows up believing the lie of the truth, he will eventually believe the truth of that lie which will lead to self-hating and self-abnegating behavior. It’s simple: high blood sugar causes disturbances in mood; low blood sugar causes disturbances in mood; adolescence causes major disturbances in mood. Stir. Stew. Simmer. Watch out.
Dolger’s nurse administered my first insulin shot for my “new” lifestyle and showed me how to practice on an orange. After playing “darts” with the orange for a few minutes, she showed me the locations where I could administer the injection: upper arms, thighs, abdomen and ass; every place I looked was fraught with awkwardness and danger. Perhaps an automatic injector, she advised, would help to bridge the initial lack of comfort until I could fly on my own. I went into Dolger’s office, where he and my parents were waiting for me.
“How’d it go,” Dolger asked. “Did she explain what you need to do?”
“Yeah, I think so,” I replied, but I didn’t look convinced.
“Just take it easy,” he cautioned. “It will get easier as you go along. But right now I’d like you to go out and have some lunch--maybe a hamburger and malted if you like--whatever you’ve missed eating, eat.”
My eyes widened, bugged-out; my ears did somersaults. “Yeah, I’d like.”
“Well go on get out of here; do it, but don’t overdo it. Keep testing your urine, call me if you see a particularly high level of sugar or if you have any questions; if not, I’ll see you next week. Enjoy yourself.”
“I’m gonna try. Thanks.”
We walked out into what was now heaven to me. Music and light did a crazy two-step inside my head and body. However, my parents were grim faced; they looked determined...to have a good time. The only thing I could think about was the waiting hamburger and malted. Two feelings insinuated themselves inside me that hadn’t been there for a long time: a sense of excitement and at the same time one of feeling soothed. Holy shit.
No place, no matter how dark, warm, seductive, stimulating, or full of empirical excitement was any match for my parents craziness. Not hearing what they wanted--or expected--they dripped with confusion, fear and the galvanizing force, anger. Cheap anger is the easy way around anything.
“What does he mean, ‘leave him alone’?” my mother said.
“I told you I wanted to go back to Brooklyn first. We coulda eaten in Brooklyn, Jesus Christ. Now we’re gonna hit rush hour.”
“All right, all right, let him eat first. He has to eat first, then we’ll go.”
I couldn’t understand why they weren’t sharing the same excitement as I was. A twinge of anger crept up my throat. Quickly that was replaced with a sense of guilt that I was forcing them to do something they didn’t want to do.
I tried not to hear anything. I tried to concentrate on what I was going to order; I’d gone almost two years without a malted, without a whole hamburger, a BLT, ice cream, hot fudge, an ice cream soda, was there any limit to what I could have?
I watched the counterman make my hamburger; the thick meat cooked, the blood with marbled fat dripped and hissed and sizzled on the grill. He then turned his attention to my chocolate malted; he put a few big scoops of Breyers chocolate inside the silver canister, added malt, then syrup and finally milk. Before he attached the canister to the Hamilton Beach malted machine, I asked him to put an egg in there for me. I needed to gain weight I explained with a shrug. He laughed and cracked an egg open, and with one hand let it fall.
And fall we did. After we ate we trudged to the car for the trip back to Brooklyn. It was that moment, between the old and new, that fear set in. Who would do what? How to cope? And cope with what? No one, least of all me, had in any way prepared for life with diabetes, even after almost two years of living with the disease. We stopped at a local pharmacy to fill the prescriptions Dolger had given us. I went in with my mother. My father sat in the car. He smoked and waited. The year was 1962; diabetics used a glass syringe kept in a cigar like metal tube with alcohol. This kept the syringe and needle sterile for about a week when we boiled it and replaced the needle if it began feeling dull. This, of course, was before disposable syringes, needles, and alcohol swabs. There’s a correlation with the value placed on human life and the “disposability” that our Kleenex culture has now achieved: “Use once, then throw away.”
My family were sugar fiends. They always had their home stocked with goodies I could never eat. And they thought nothing of eating whatever they wanted in front of me. If I rarely asked for a taste, I was admonished; if I made a motion to partake of the pleasure it was facially rebuked. Until I began to take insulin and in time, became more brazen, I never opened food cabinets or looked in the refrigerator or freezer. Why should I? I knew what was in there. I thought I’d die, literally die, if I dared to veer off course. “Veer” what a wonderfully crooked word that forges straight ahead. Captain Vere. Billy Budd; “Billy should not have died, he should have “veered” away.” Later, and not too much later at that, I ate with a controlled recklessness; pursuing in and out, around and through life’s restrictions with what I and so many adolescents think they have: impunity and immunity.
“Cheater,” Mom screamed.
“Sonofabitch,” Pop bellowed.
“Bastard,” they chorused.
The coda: “My luck we should have a son like you.” I was furious at them for bringing truckloads of sweets into the house that I simply could not eat. They hosted a never-ending party I was forbidden to attend. Afraid to show anger that would further alienate me from them and the rest of the world, I bored underground, into the part of myself that offered quiet refuge. I was beginning on the journey that many of us take in our search for some kind of meaning into inchoate feelings and realities. I now know that my parents were emotional cripples, using food and, to a lesser extent, medications in the same way I later came to use alcohol, drugs and sex. My father gorged on food; my mother, on anxiety, recriminations, and later tranquilizers. It fucked with me that they knew diet was intrinsic to my staying alive and then they’d bring sweet death into the house. I’ve learned though, in dealing with addiction (my own and others) that nothing is as important to the active addict as his drug of choice...be it food, wine, women, men, junk, coke, gambling or whatever fills that insatiable void of existence. A mere person will always come in second...and out of the money in the addict’s betting scheme. No matter how much he claims it isn’t so, it very simply is, and he claims it isn’t only in order to use you for food, money, clothing and/or shelter. Check your pockets or your heart. In as long as it takes to read this, one or the other or both will be gone. And, the less you try to fight it or have battles about it, the better... for you. That kind of unresolved conflict just leads to an abundance of stress; and stress, brother, will kill you the fuck too. Quick.
But now I had insulin! Insulin would allow me to eat! Drink a malted! Eat a candy bar! Eat ice cream! I could be normal again! Insulin would allow me to be normal, to be happy again. But I wasn’t happy.
I wasn’t real happy before I got diabetes and certainly wasn’t overjoyed after diabetes entered my life. And unbeknownst to me, I had stepped into the hormonal high wire act of adolescence. The great Wallenda was once known to say, “Walking the wire is living, the rest is just waiting.” I can dig that...now. Celine, who also walked a high wire, though in a different way, said, “Most people don’t die till the very last moment, but some start to die twenty years before their time, and sometimes earlier. They are the unhappy ones of this world.” I straddled the divide between pushing the edge and wallowing in melancholy.
And now I was diabetic. At the age of 14, I’d had to take urine testing strips to school, eat at specified times, snack when other kids did not, and worry about the onset of insulin shock when engaged in sports. I had to let teachers and worse, friends know. I could no longer conceal my disease. I was embarrassed.
My nighttime and sleep world, like that of most young male adolescents, were laced with dreams and possibilities, drives and aggressions, fantastic desires, labyrinths and taboos; the nature of our beings acted out and performed by the charged symbols of the id. When I awoke, however, the very first thing I saw was the diabetic paraphernalia on a tray table right next to my bed put there by mom.
That my “split” had occurred long before I moved to Seagate or got diabetes never dawned on me. In a way diabetes, like addiction to drugs, simplified my life: I needed a shot or I’d die. These crazy and imploding battles that were roaring underneath my adolescent skin would find more dramatic ways to breathe. My insulin injection became the object used for my daily conduit between my rigid but simplified worlds of “good” and “bad” and how to navigate between the two, struggling to find some kind of truce.
I became a real time example of failed diplomacy; an illustration of the fractured “I” in literature. Ich is German for “I” and also the word Freud used for “ego.” But Strachy, Freud’s translator, because of his desire to have Freud sound more scientific than he was, limited Freud’s intent; it had much more warmth, humanity and fluidity than Strachy’s translations would allow. Which in turn means it had much more subjectivity. The prism of the mind radiates many different states depending on the stimuli generated. And only part of that struggle remains conscious. It’s all the stuff we have access to, should we want to think about it. And part of it goes to the bottom of the well, the dynamic unconscious or id. What the fuck is in there? It’s all the shit that the ego cannot tolerate consciously; it’s too hot, too dangerous, too intense, too explicit, and hence, forbidden. Verboten, baby. The id tries to escape any which way it can; the superego tries to keep it down there and the ego tries to modulate between the two. “Integrate” is the key word here. Just think of the struggle to desegregate the south, or South Africa, or Hitler’s Germany. Imagine your mind and body waging that kind of war against yourself. Who would you give the guns to, how would you organize resistance and in what overt or covert actions would you take, and, if you had a choice, who or what would you be willing to sacrifice?
I practiced taking an insulin shot with my automatic injector on an orange. It was hard to manipulate. So, instead of immediately giving my own insulin shot, I asked my father to give it to me. Perhaps what I was really looking for was to reestablish the bond that was broken when I got sick; I was unable to verbalize any of those feelings, and so, they took the form of “signs” or “flags” for touch, contact, love. I’d get up hours before I had to, just so he could inject me before leaving for work. Before actually feeling the pin prick of the needle I’d prepare the shot, then go into the bathroom where he was almost finished with his morning’s ablutions. Our bathroom was a large rectangular room with mirrors running along the width of one wall. The light was never bright; it was yellowish. And I’d watch in the yellowish light, in the mirror, as my naked father awkwardly fingered the syringe, turning it slowly in his large fingers, trying to get a proper grip, trying to feel comfortable with something that you never get comfortable with. I watched every morning my disease in the bathroom, smelling of powder and cologne and shaving cream and shit. I watched my father pinch my flesh, and I tried, but couldn’t, to avert my eyes before the needle penetrated me. I felt and saw a thin, but cloudy, spermy milk go into my upper arm. He tried to do it quickly, perhaps to cause me less pain or perhaps to get it over with, but he never could; he fumbled with it. I never knew what he felt or thought, but I felt shamed and humiliated. We hardly exchanged a word, ever. He’d hand back the syringe, and leave for work. Straining, as I was, and as most males do at that age for an identity with “the father,” I could not help feeling more than just a little bit “feminized.” If this was our new way of making contact with each other, I wanted no part of it.
Soon I was taking my own injections. I opened my eyes, and reached for the metal tube containing the syringe. I took off the rubber stopper, slid the syringe out, drew up the insulin, pinched a portion of my inner thigh, injected myself, put the syringe and needle (if the needle was still sharp enough) back into the tube, and then went to the bathroom to take a leak. I did it as quickly as I could and tried, when in the bathroom, to avoid the wall of mirrors.
However, “the shot” bracketed practically every waking moment of my life thereafter. I became unconcerned about my future in the larger sense; I was too busy noticing the inner dictates of my body, such as anticipating and warding off high or low blood sugars, and overly vigilant about the hours when I’d “have” to eat or deal with my sickness in other ways.
At the age of 14, I began with a small amount of NPH-U80 (which cost $2.39 and is no longer produced--a vial of insulin today costs roughly 10 times that). I injected 10 or 15 units. Soon, my dosage increased to 20, 25, 30, 40 and finally to a high of 65 units a day. Later, I learned that the amount matters less than the control. Nobody told me about rotating injection sites, in order to avoid calloused skin. Within two years the insides of my thighs were no longer usable. They looked con caved. I could not pinch together enough flesh to inject the needle through. I began giving myself injections in my arms and abdomen.
Anybody here wanna go through adolescence again? Yeah, fuck, I’ll raise my hand. Even though it was torture, it was miraculous torture. Redlining emotions. Endless possibilities. Fantasies taking on colors and rising temperatures. If this is what happens before, during and after you get hard, well then, let’s just push down on the accelerator. Often, just as, during, or immediately following, my mind running away like wild horses over the hills, my mom’s voice, penetrating, “Didya take your shot? You know you have to test? Didya? Didya? You’re gonna put me in an early grave.” Relief came, late at night, coming into a white woolen sock. My mind and body wanted a feast, not this chicken-boned reality.
I knew there was no chance negotiating a truce with my mother. Her hawk eyes and chalk-screeching-against-a blackboard voice would arouse the temper of my father. I didn’t want to but couldn’t help alienating him further. Consequently, my anger, finding it almost impossible to surface toward him, found an easier route with her.
Home was becoming more and more like a way-station for meals and sleep. I began settling in to my new junior high school and playing ball at night at our neighborhood center. I thought that I could slip more easily out of the disease jacket outside of my home and that was what really mattered to me.
Mark Twain Junior High School, was roughly a mile from my home in Seagate. There was a city bus, discontinued now, that used to circle Seagate; I got on that bus on my corner and got off on Surf Avenue, walked outside of Seagate up to Mermaid Avenue, where I caught another bus the twenty blocks to where Mark Twain awaited me. As countrified as Seagate looked, Coney Island was Brooklyn in the 50’s and early 60’s: candy stores and bars, tailor shops and drug stores, open fruit stands, banks, liquor stores, two story homes with wrought iron balustrades straddling concrete steps and old weather beaten front doors, apartment buildings that smelled of chicken soup and garlic with old tile floors showing signs of decay. Stained and broken, there were tenements toward the subway at Stillwell that housed the broken black subsection of what was to become the urban sprawl that all major cities and boroughs eventually became a scant decade later. And across from Stillwell Avenue or Nortons Point, the end of the line for most of Manhattan’s trains, sat The Terminal Hotel, a red curtained place of transients, drug addicts, prostitutes and other people whose lives I began peeking into at a very early age.
Humor, the Jewish and black elixir, served me well. Jews who are nomads, travelers, outsiders with religion tucked in suitcases, squatted and took up space inside of me for which I will be endlessly grateful. This “humor” was not lost on two kids with whom I grew close: Jack and Steve. Jack was a strong, smart, big-boned, good-looking kid who seriously wanted to be a writer, and Steve was a tall, thin, “devilishly” handsome kid of verve and sexual prowess, who had the young chicks whispering, pointing, drooling...and plotting. Jack lived right outside Seagate in a housing project on Neptune Avenue. Steve lived in Beach Haven, which was middle-class apartment buildings adjacent to the elevated trains on an avenue that Neptune curled into, McDonald. The first time we noticed each other, they were staring at my lunch. The brown bag was stained with oil from the tuna fish sandwich inside, which threatened to drop from the soaked and soggy bottom. I could never grip the bag from the top but instead, had to hold it on the bottom for fear it would break on the bus.
“Some fuckin’ sandwich, huh? She just caught the fuckin’ thing this morning. That’s why it’s a little wet.”
Sometimes she’d cut one huge lump of salami, smear the bread with mustard, throw in an apple that was dark with rot and expect me to eat it...and like it. Finally, I said, “Mom, how about 50 cents or a buck for a lunch? All my friends eat at Gitlers or Johnnys or the Huba-Huba. I wanna too.” She had a hard time understanding that pot roast and gravy doesn’t hold up on white bread. Even the tough kids stopped chasing me: “Hey, that’s Norman, leave that fuckin’ lunch by itself, man.”
Gitlers was a superette that made hero sandwiches...for a quarter. It wasn’t what you would call loaded with meat but it sustained; they put one slice of salami, bologna, or ham on hero bread, with lettuce and mustard, ketchup, or mayo, Hellman’s. A sour pickle out of the big pickle barrel was a nickel. Sodas were a quarter. Johnnys was a pizza joint a block away; a square slice was a dime.
Jack, Steve, and I would hear and sometimes have to contend with some Coney Island toughs like Bruno and Johnny, who had no business being in school in the first place. Their tiny, hairy math teacher whom was called Mighty Joe Rothman made the mistake of lodging a slight protest against them for selling comic books in his class and Bruno and Johnny literally picked him up and, using the back of his sport jacket as a hook, hung him in the clothes closet. He never complained again.
Steve had been telling us about this girl he knew who had let him go “all the way” with her. He arranged to get her to lay me and Jack on separate days. I don’t know about Jack but I was scared shit, though both of us were more than willing. The girl, who was our age and supposedly insatiable (a cruel judgment to salve our consciences, I’m sure), would do anything for Steve, and so pleasing his friends was a natural extension of pleasing him. It made infinite sense to us.
It was an overcast and rainy Saturday. Steve’s parents were not home, but Steve and the girl were. I was coming over to “do it.” I got off the train and with weighted legs, thumping heart, tight chest, and butterflies zigzagging in my veins, I walked to his building. Steve came to the door and smiled at me. I could see her behind his shoulder sitting on the couch, waiting. We walked over to her and he said, “Susan, this is my friend Norman that I told you about; I gotta go do somethin’ for a coupla minutes. See you later.” And he left.
I was frozen. What the hell do I do now? She knew. She made a place for me next to her on the couch. I sat and made an awkward and finally aborted attempt to put my arm around her shoulder.
She turned and faced me. “All right, let’s just do this, O.K.?”
“Yeah, O.K.”
She got up and started to get out of her pants but not her shirt.
“How about your shirt?” I asked.
“No, I don’t take off my top, just my pants. Take yours off,” she instructed.
By the time I did, she had already gotten out of her panties and laid back on the couch. I took off my underwear and laid on top of her. She guided me in. I came after three strokes, and she knew it.
“You come?”
“Ah...a, eh..I eh think...”
“You did. Get off. Go and tell Steve.” Which I did.
“How was it?” he asked smiling broadly.
“It was great, terrific,” I replied grinning as wide as I could. “Thanks man, I’ll seeya later, I gotta go.”
Walking to the train station I tried to figure out why I felt so disoriented. The more time went by, the less I was able to think clearly. I climbed the steep stairs to the elevated platform and there, on this gloomy dark afternoon, I felt the sweat begin to pour from my body. I was nervous, irritable, shaky; a thin, tight elastic band was closing around my forehead. I knew then, I was having an insulin reaction, going into insulin shock. I was frightened and quickly walked back down to the street where I found a candy store and bought Milky Ways and a Coke and just kept eating and drinking until the feelings subsided; it took roughly 20 minutes.
I returned to the train platform thinking of my “doing it” for the first time, diabetes, and manhood, none of which I understood. The insulin reaction could have been brought on by the activity of sex, the excitement or stress it generated, what I had for breakfast or lunch or who knows what? I knew in my adolescent way of thinking that I had not fortified myself with enough sugar to carry me through getting laid. Subsequently, every time I was about to sleep with a woman, I’d worried whether or not I had eaten enough to see me and my cock through; sometimes yes, sometimes no. Getting laid like that was less than rewarding. I could never articulate it at the time, except to say to myself that it wasn’t that much of a big deal, but the gun was notched, a milestone achieved. Beyond that I wasn’t quite sure.
Basketball was simpler. Besides, I knew I was good at it. There’s a great freedom in sports. There’s a focus that almost negates thinking. And a beautiful fluidity that at times defies gravity. Also, I was too frightened not to play sports, and once playing, too threatened not to be good at what I played. I enjoyed that male camaraderie that took place on the court or playing field. The only thing I didn’t like was going into the locker room and showering in front of other guys, secretly looking at their cocks and hoping they weren’t looking at mine.
Speaking of cocks, my father, the largest cock of all, was now involving himself with the activities that occurred at the Sea Gate Center where I played basketball in the evening. He’d sometimes come with other fathers, but usually alone, to watch the action. He loved sports. In fact, he had played basketball himself in high school in Pennsylvania, and soon immersed himself in volunteering to coach. I was inwardly split about this. I felt reunited with him in a sense, but I also felt he was devoting too much of his energy with other kids, and loving it. Also, he was imposing himself in what I wanted to be my own world, to do with what I wanted. Privacy, which was impossible at home, was now compromised away from home. Besides, I wanted and needed to screw up in whatever way I did without my parents knowing about it. Just closing the door to my room was not enough.
To illustrate: after playing basketball one night, my friends and I went to the candy store located outside Seagate on Mermaid Avenue for an ice cream soda. I had a friend a few years older who was smoking cigarettes, Marlboros. I wanted to smoke, too. My folks were big smokers, Chesterfield regulars, and I, of course, was more than curious. It was masculine and forbidden, the daily double. I had been smoking for awhile already. My father had somehow found out about this and surprised me at the candy store. I was having an ice cream soda. I froze when I saw him enter knowing he would not be here except for whatever I had done. My cheeks flushed; you could read guilt all over my face.
“Whatareyadoin’ drinkin’ an ice cream soda?” he asked in a tone more accusatory than inquisitive or concerned.
“I’m havin’ an insulin reaction,” I stammered.
“You are huh? Insulin reaction, huh?--you’re fulla shit.” Then he turned to my friend and I’ll never forget his words. He leaned in closely and menacingly to my friend and said, “I can be the nicest guy in the world or I can be the meanest cocksucker. If I find out you’ve been giving my son cigarettes or even a drag of your cigarette, I’ll pull a fuckin’ leg outa your ass. You understand what I’m sayin’ to you?”
“Yes, Mr. Savage, I understand, perfectly.”
My father turned to me. “And you, you little bastard, get off that fuckin’ stool now and get in the car. I’ll pay for your sonsofbitches sodas.”
I slid off the stool and walked out of the store and into his Cadillac, praying I wouldn’t catch a slap, or a real beating. The only thing I caught was silence, which was worse.
He thought he could bully and/or manipulate me, and mom tried to scream and/or “guilt” me, into behaving. I was beyond that. I didn’t stop smoking. And my friend didn’t stop giving me smokes; we just hid it better.
I was not only “feeling my oats,” I was eating them as well. I began doing things I’d never done before, like cutting classes and entire days from school. One time the Assistant Principal, Mr. Fuchs, called my mother to have a conference with me about this new and unacceptable behavior. I forgot what day it was and never showed up. Needless to say, he did not have to prove his point. Shortly after, I plagiarized two Coleridge poems for Miss Edelman. I was in love with her. She epitomized romance and romanticism. I dug the poems out of an old musty book I found in the library. Who the hell will ever remember these, I reasoned. She did, and summoned my mother. My mother seemed to be in school more than I was. All my mother could see was her own embarrassment, not that I was acting out because of my struggle. I come from a really pragmatic family. Abstractions or signs, especially of need, were never acknowledged let alone discussed in my family. It was so much easier and less complicated to accuse and point fingers.
I gave up trying to please. I concentrated on not going to school. I’d eat red lozenges to simulate a sore throat, put soap in my eyes and tell my mother there was a pinkeye epidemic at school; I’d drop my report card in sewer water or just brazenly change the grades. I began developing an incredible ability to manipulate and maneuver my environment. Hit and split and above all else, hide. I was getting quicker, smarter and more reckless. Good. Let them catch me.
Sometime during that year, I’m not exactly sure when, my father came home one day and told me that I was going to see another doctor.
“What’s wrong with Dr. Dolger?” I asked, a bit shaken up.
“Nothing’s wrong with Dr. Dolger, but this one is terrific. He’s supposed to be the best in Brooklyn, a real pro.”
Is it a Jewish trait that has somehow been handed down from generations that ones doctor, lawyer, accountant, and haberdasher are the best, that everyone and everything is top notch like the cut of belly lox, or center whitefish, or steak, brisket, corned beef and pastrami?
“Nobody’s better than Dr. Dolger. He wrote a book. Did you see the pictures of those actors and actresses in his office?”
“There’s nothing to talk about; you’re going to see this guy. And I’m tellin’ you, he’s just as good as Dolger.”
Why exactly the switch at that time, I can’t say. I do know that parking spaces are easier to come by in Brooklyn.
Dr. Zarawitz was probably a good diabetologist, but to me he was a fucked-up, nervous, neo-Nazi. A scumbag. He went by the book, and I, at this time, was beginning to challenge boundaries. Zarawitz was slight of build, young--though nearly bald--a map of veins underneath smooth luminescent skin, piercing blue eyes, and short-tempered. He tolerated nothing less than absolute obedience. He’d get visibly upset at me anytime I strayed or wanted to do something that deviated from his idea of good diabetic control, discipline, or regimen. He’d also do the unpardonable: tell my mother.
“Cheating again, I knew it, I knew it; and just to aggravate me. Wait ‘til your father hears about this, just wait. You think you can fool me, but you can’t.” And on and on and on and on.
I did what any intelligent person would do who could not control any aspect of their life or lifestyle--I lied.
I would need to measure a certain amount of piss to a particular amount of water placed in a small test-tube, drop in a tablet and watch the liquid change colors, indicating the glucose content, if any. Either I would say I’m testing my urine when I wasn’t or I’d put in more water than I should have in order to illicit a blue hue, indicating a negative glucose amount. I’d come out of bathroom to proudly show my negative test. When I knew I’d be seeing Dr. Z., I’d be on my best food behavior a few days before, trying to insure a normal blood sugar level. Then, after the examination, I’d treat myself to a Milky Way, my favorite, on the way to the train station, satiating my anger and soothing myself. And make no mistake: foods, especially sweets, soothe. Fuck them; fuck alla them. I would try to do whatever I could to have peace and tranquility at home, an impossible feat in retrospect. However, at the time I had to try and be cool or normal. In fact, we could have knock down, drag out screaming arguments at home; we’d curse, yell, scream, shout, and sometimes a few fists would be thrown in, or belts would come whipping and whistling through pant loops, BUT if the phone would ring, or there was a knock at the door, then STOP and, like nothing happened, my mom would pick up the phone and, in a voice that can only be described as other worldly, say, “h.e.l.l.o” so cool and friendly and gentle you might think she was auditioning to be a greeter at AA meetings.
Almost 10 years after seeing Dr. Z., after the booze and drugs and cigarettes and nights and days and nerves had unnerved me and he found out I was using heroin, after almost 10 years of treating me, he screamed, “Out. You’re not my patient anymore.” The blood drained from his face. His veins beat.
“Calm down,” I said. At that point in my life I had already taken enough, certainly from him. “You shoulda been a plumber,” I told him. “Human beings ain’t your thing.” Years later, I learned that Dr. Z. had had a nervous breakdown and had to give up medicine. I can’t say I was surprised...or sorry.
Sam Beckett stated, “We are all born mad. Some of us remain so.” That’s true. Brasz, a buddy of mine, maintains that since you have more brain cells than the entire universe has stars, chemically, electrically interacting with each other at incredible speeds and infinite combinations, who the hell can get a handle on anything. That’s true. LeRoi Jones/Amiri Baraka wrote, “Whatever you think/the opposite can also be./ And any wavelength in between.” That’s true. I believe all of that. I also believe that everybody’s ass is up for grabs, including my own; and so, with no thought of exonerating anyone or anything, I’ll continue.
Let me turn the coin over. My parents could be kind and generous people. Yeah, you heard me right. As nuts as they were, as emotionally blind and stunted as I’ve portrayed them, as intellectually removed from all ideas of complexity or nuance, they could demonstrate a generosity unlike most of the adults with whom I had come into contact. I mean adults were adult; my father was still a guy who wanted to hang out with “the boys”; whether this meant “boys” as in other “disappointed gangsters” or real wise-guys, it still meant guys who wanted to hang with other guys. Also, he could hang with guys half his age playing and/or watching adolescents playing ball. And my mom, on the outside, was a “typical Jewish mother” of her times living in Brooklyn. Like all children, I learned and stood on the shoulders of both of them. Whatever she did, or didn’t or couldn’t do, she imbued in me manners, cleanliness, a mania for perfection which helped keep me alive, and a kind of gentility that was a polar opposite from my father and his side of the family. But it was my father, innately smarter and infinitely more manipulative, who I wanted to emulate most, and, in my own way, one up him. His “passion” for Sinatra, led me into music of all kinds; his love of Cadillacs led me to Porsches; his penchant for clothes, paved the way to Paul Stuart; and his limited curiosity in regard to reading opened broad avenues of inquiry for me. He and my mom both had a desire to involve themselves in the lives of their sons, almost totally. I hardly saw them go out on their own alone without me or my brother or another friend or couple. To the best of my recollection, they did not have a private life with just each other that they cultivated. If they weren’t doing something with friends or us, they stayed home and watched television.
I saw that the parents of my friends who were friendly and generous to a point were always removed, almost disinterested in what we were doing...or going to do. They allowed privacy. I often interpreted that as coldness...but I was wrong. They had their own lives. My folks were with us: they played ball with us, cards with us, traveled with us, invited us to travel with them, paid for us, laughed with us, made us laugh, and helped with those problems that other parents could not or would not want to address. They have always spoken inside of me, in place of the “me” who I was struggling with and have struggled to know. Their ghosts, whether alive or dead, demanded my attention more than I did. Now, past the age of sixty, I’m learning to turn my ghosts into ancestors.
One thing I do know: I swallowed my mother whole, and probably my father as well, “hook, line, and sinker.” Food is not supposed to be eaten that way. First we put it in our mouths, let our saliva work on it, chew it, break it down further, swallow and let the enzymes get a crack at it, then, in our stomachs our bile works it over to make it available to the blood stream, and finally cells which convert it into energy. You digest parts of your parents at various ages and stages which you assimilate and then you progress to the next stage. If you swallow that shit whole, you get emotionally stuck. Yeah, you might look your age and maybe physically feel your age, but acting your age? well, that’s a whole other ball game. We now know, and as I’ve mentioned earlier, some digestive illnesses seem to be psychosomatic in nature. I do know, that I’ve never fully “digested” my parents. I found it impossible as I grew-up to accept their faults and foibles, their humanness, bury the bad with their bones, mourn, keep the good and go on. Consequently, I couldn’t adequately “dispel” them either. Like sticky adhesive, they clung to my lungs and heart, my liver and colon. If they never really went anywhere, I couldn’t ever be alone or miss them.
Our home was headquarters. My friends would come over, and my mom would open three pounds of bacon and put it in a pan. She would slice three or four tomatoes, take a head of lettuce and a loaf of bread, a jar of Hellman’s Mayonnaise and make six, eight, ten BLT sandwiches with glasses of milk, or coffee, or whatever we wanted. It could have been chicken or veal cutlets, steaks, French fries, five to ten pounds of roast beef or corned beef, or egg or tuna salads or lox or whitefish, evening mornings afternoons, on Sunday, or Saturday, maybe Friday poker or casino or pinochle. And then there were the problems: maybe a friend was in jail, or a brother of a friend with a low number was about to get drafted; maybe a young girl with whom I went to school needed an abortion, but couldn’t go to her family and didn’t have any money; maybe someone needed to impress a girl with tickets to a show or a ball game or the playoffs or championships where money and/or influence had to be applied. My friends and their family could be in dire need or just in need of entertainment. My parents could be counted on to answer that bell.
I had my share of good times and the laughs but I tripped and fell over my emotions. I could not articulate them; there were no boundaries. My parents never did know how to approach me; they stumbled and stuttered and usually avoided any feeling or situation that could not easily be answered...or be answered with money. My parents, like so many other families of the baby boomers, had no clue about raising kids. When they weren’t stumbling and stuttering, they used bluster, trying to bully their way. It was usually like a hot grid: approach--avoidance. That is why, I believe, having other people around was so important. They acted as buffers. With other people in the house, we were more hesitant to kill one another.
When alone, our kitchen was the battlefield. Imagine the kitchen of a supermarket owner who loved to eat, needed to eat...constantly. We had a pretty big house, but not a particularly large kitchen, which was behind the dining room where we hardly ever dined except when company came over. The kitchen had a huge refrigerator/freezer (we had another one downstairs). If you opened the outer door to both, you could not see the back because of the density of food and condiments, an oven, stove, dishwasher and cabinets loaded with food, and food stuffs. We had a walk-in pantry downstairs stocked three deep with canned foods and cabinets containing pots and pans. The kitchen table sat four. We’d meet there for supper which more often than not would turn into a hair-pulling, teeth-grinding, bloodletting rite, administered with a butter knife.
Words carved the spitter’s mouth on the chest of the intended recipient. It could stem from an innocent action, my brother spilling a glass of soda (which he did constantly and which became a self-fulfilling prophecy once my father hit him), or my mother’s desire to inform my father of the news of the day, which was a thinly veiled attempt at retribution and respect: Norman did this, Bobby did that. I would answer, “She’s crazy,” or “She’s nuts, I didn’t do that.” And that would do it. She could not tolerate either of those monickers: “crazy” or “nuts.” There was something I didn’t know then, but know today, contained in the meaning she attached to those words that struck her core, her fear, her belief. Secretly, she felt she had a tenuous grasp on her own sanity.
The horses were out of the starting gate. “Liar,” she’d scream. When no one responded, she’d look at us, heads down, eating, trying to avoid incendiary eye contact and escalating engagement. Her eyes were fiery and burning with an unquenchable desire to make my father choose sides. She’d say, “Oh, you’re all against me; I could just drop dead on this floor and you’d all go on eating and walk over me when you finished. I’m just a slave to cook, to clean, to shit on. You’re all against me.”
“Ah, let it alone, willya? Just sit down already and eat,” my father would say. He would be sitting in his jockey shorts, belly hanging out of them, his mouth full of food, trying to get his words to spill out between the mashed potatoes and steak. “Goddamnit, I didn’t come home for this. Sit down willya?”
And she would.
In truth, my old man worked his ass off. Supermarkets are a grind, and supermarkets in heavily populated and trafficked Jewish areas were even more of a grind. Jewish women of that era were ball-busting specialists. Just ask their husbands...if they’re alive. For many years I worked in my father’s stores both full and part-time, and I’ve seen first hand the carnage these women can inflict. They would bring back an empty container of milk and claim it was spoiled; they’d return the pit of a peach they said was rotten. Items on sale, limited two to a customer, would erupt into battles as they’d bring up ten, twelve and say it was for a friend, a sister, brother, the deceased. I can remember working a fourteen hour days and seeing a woman smell a cased chicken for hours and not want to leave the store even though we were closing. “Do you want to marry that chicken or buy it?” my father would ask. That would not distract her. She sniffed away and would not want to leave.
And so, when he came home, he didn’t want to hear shit. If I fucked up that day, in whatever way, I’d be petrified for hours, hearing my mother rant, “I’m gonna tell Daddy; just wait ‘til he gets home. You’re gonna get a good lickin’. That’s what you deserve, a good lickin’.”
For a good part of my youth, I was terrified until I began to see that he really did not want to deal with the craziness. And what made it more nuts was that when he did hit me, my mother would intervene, after he lost control, shouting, “Not the head; don’t hit him in the head...Enough, that’s enough.” And indeed it was.
At the end of the school year, we sat in my homeroom class, Steve, Jack and I listening to Miss Edelman expound on the virtues of what her eighth grade creative writing class accomplished. We finished Conrad’s Lord Jim, a maddeningly complex tale of cowardice and heroism told through the prism of “voices” that were difficult at best to follow. We wrote poems and short stories which we published in our literary magazine and had a challenging and satisfying year. She asked a final question: “What would you like to come back as?” This kid sitting in front of me, Nicholson I think his name was, said he’d like to come back as a butterfly. The three of us looked at each other. We knew he was bullshitting her, but she ran over and changed the cocksucker’s grade from a 75 to an 85. I felt like hitting him in the back of the head. When it came my turn, I said I’d like to come back as a 300 game. She thought I was being funny. She didn’t know I had discovered bowling, and bowling alleys.
LINCOLN HIGH -- RAH, RAH, RETCH
In motion a man has a chance, his body is warm, his instincts are quick, and when the crisis comes, whether of love or violence, he can make it, he can win, he can release a little more energy for himself since he hates himself a little less, he can make a little better nervous system, make it a little more possible to go again, to go faster next time and so make more and thus find more people with whom he can swing.
--Norman Mailer
The White Negro
My ninth grade at Mark Twain Jr. High School was a breeze. There was nothing I really had to do except fake it and go through it. Graduation rehearsals started in October and went almost up to the day before graduation, at the end of June. The school wanted to make sure we knew how to march in step and knew the words to the school song and, most importantly, knew our place. We enjoyed the privileges of being seniors. However, that was the first of many graduations I missed. I, and obviously my folks, had no real interest in those momentous events. I remember scoring well on the Iowa Tests and other tests that are said to put you in certain percentiles relative to your age and grade standing. I did care about those things.
Jack and Steve were going off in different directions without me. Sometime during that year, they both took the tests to get into specialized high schools in Brooklyn, the Bronx and Manhattan. Steve wanted to go to Brooklyn Tech, a school specializing in math and science, and Jack wanted to get into Stuyvesant, the most difficult of the prestigious three, Bronx High School of Science being the other. I wanted to go to Stuyvesant because my cousin Teddy impressed me with what he was learning there.
“What’s our least commodity?” he asked me. I thought for awhile. “Time,” he answered and then continued, “we think being young we’re going to live forever, but nah, that’s not true; the universe is what, billions of years old, and we live to what, sixty-five or seventy? That’s really short when you think about it. We really have very little time here.”
When the time came to take the test, I wanted to go where ideas held court, for, in truth, I loved reading literature and writing, though I couldn’t tell you why, then. By the end of the eighth grade, I had been through Lord Jim, Crime and Punishment and was finishing Moby Dick. I just took to it. Aside from some of the mischief that Jack, Steve and I got into, we got into talking about ideas that came from what we were reading and thinking about.
In the end, my parents would not let me take the test. They just refused. There was no explanation. “What’s wrong with Brooklyn? What’s wrong with Lincoln; it’s a good school, very good, everybody goes there.” My folks were people who were afraid. They were afraid of the unknown, which was really most of the world, and they were afraid for me. They thought the diabetes made me more vulnerable and, consequently, acted on that fear. My protestations to the contrary were ineffectual.
And so, after a hell of a time for two years Jack, Steve and I said our goodbyes that June. We said we’d keep in touch, but we didn’t. We were going off into different worlds. My parents, in fact, were not typical of those Jews who wanted their progeny to step up the rungs of the ladder of American success. There was no great push for education to become a doctor, lawyer, a person of privilege and profession. Sometimes they mouthed the words, but they had no idea how such feats were accomplished. I’m sure that my father wanted someone to inherit his business, no matter how hard, grueling, and backbreaking he professed it to be. It was not enough for him to have sons who would shoulder his name; he wanted one or both of us to take up his mantel. A grade to my father was the same thing as being good at sport: competition that would reflect well on him. Talking to my parents about “ideas” and my wanting to be around them made as much sense as telling them I wanted to be an astronaut. They listened but inquired no further, but, it was summer!
Summertime, and the livin’ is easy, fish are jumpin’. But it really was summer, and the livin’ really was easy, and I really was out of junior high, getting ready for high school, high school man, big time stuff, and I didn’t have a care in the world...except my morning shot...but who the hell cared about that...I was all right...nobody could see nothin’--and I still respected that morning shot (shoot insulin...or die)--Yeah.
And there was a marked shift in my friends. Instead of being intellectually smart, they were street-smart; I was just beginning to learn about that. They were of mixed religions; some were Jewish, some Italian, some Irish, some rich, some poor, but most were middle class. There also was a commonality of “I don’t give a fuck” attitude about us; it was never articulated, it just was.
Even my parents cooled out somewhat. It was summer, Goddamnit. Sunday mornings, my father and I would go to the ball field in Seagate and play in softball games. There were some terrific athletes from inside and outside Seagate and that was where we met, on the playing field. Sides were chosen and then the action would start and last until noon. After the games, it was time for the beach. Seagate has a private beach that only the residents of Seagate were entitled to use. For ten bucks you got a picture I.D. that would get you onto the beach. Tough guys from Coney Island who wanted to go onto the beach without an I.D. could get on, too. I’d meet some friends, Tommy C whose father, “Horseshit Harry,” owned steamships and a beautiful home right on the water, and The Heart, Ira was his given name, whose parents didn’t own shit and who were deaf and dumb. Ira was born with a heart murmur and had to go to a hospital in another state to have it checked twice a year. There would be other, more peripheral, characters and some young girls whom we didn’t care about very much. We’d go to our spot on the beach, establish our presence, leave whatever we brought with us, and push off to Mary’s for some lunch. Mary’s was a sandwich shop a block outside Seagate on Surf Avenue. Mary and her husband made the best hero sandwiches in the area. From a little wood shack on the corner, they turned out hundreds of heroes that you could taste a block away on any given Saturday or Sunday. Mary’s wasn’t cheap, but she didn’t skimp on anything. Even the mustard had bite and the mayo was Hellman’s. The lettuce was crisp, and the tomatoes plump. You saw her husband in the kitchen, grilling sausages, veal, meatballs, fresh tomato sauce and peppers. I’m telling you man, it was the real deal.
Back to the beach, chewing sandwiches, sipping soda, to swim or play touch football or look at the older girls who wore less, and knew more...at least we thought they did. How many times did I dive underwater to look at those girls whose bathing suits would slip and slide with the added weight of water pulling their tops down? To see a nipple was like winning the hardon lottery for the day.
“Hey Tommy, Lisa’s goin’ in the water, let’s go. Heart, you better stay here. We don’t wantya dyin' on us.”
“Fuck you! C’mon, she ain’t gonna stay in forever.”
“Forever” at that time seemed like forever; time was lazy, you know. It was summertime and the livin’...
“Whatdayawannadotanight?”
“I don’t know. Let’s meet up around 7, your place.”
“Nah man, not my place. Horseshit Harry’s on the warpath. Let’s meet at The Gate.
“The Gate” was shorthand for Seagate’s gated entrance at Surf Avenue. Outside The Gate, there were no gates: it was wild and overgrown with weeds and taboos and scintillation's and bars and other exotic erotica that stretched as far as the eye could see or imagine. And the best thing was that I knew I was not supposed to be there. I knew my parents would not like me to be there. I knew that, and loved it. It gave me this charge, this feeling inside my stomach and bones that buzzed me, awakened my senses, and said, “Don’t do this. Do it.” I’d had from my earliest memory been drawn to, and enjoyed, taking risks. In fact, anything beyond my parents purview would be something worth entertaining and, more often than not, exploring.
“Wheredayawannago?”
“C’mon let’s go to the alley.”
And so we went to begin our night. The bowling alley, Surf Lanes, was a few short blocks away. Yet those blocks took us past the sad remnants of a bungalow colony, where colored lights hung over the inner court to lift the spirits of those who were too poor to afford better recreational alternatives. Those blocks took us past crumbling one-and two-family homes, with stoops discolored and cracked and ripped screen doors that no longer kept the mosquitoes and flies at bay, but allowed in what little ventilation the apartments got. Across the street from the bowling alley stood another sort of colony, the colony of transients, prostitutes, red-lighted windows behind yellowed curtains. Tinny blues and jazz could be heard wheezing from transistor radios as the occasional cop car idled. We wouldn’t say much as we walked. I was grateful for that. I took in the shadows and figures, the eyes staring outward, bodies dressed in shorts, underwear, nightgowns, watching TV, black faces and white faces and elbows and arms and feet. I saved these images for when I would need them for what I didn’t know.
I was a natural bowler. I knew it the first time I fingered a ball and threw it down the alley. And while I struggled at the beginning, I knew it was just a matter of time before I’d be really good at it. I felt pretty good with a pool cue as well. My father had put a small pool table in the garage, and he showed me how to hold the cue, make a bridge, line up shots. I always had a good eye, but then I developed a stroke to go with it. A few blocks from Surf Lanes, on Surf Avenue and across from the projects, was Dukes, the pool room. Duke, the owner, was a man in his mid-30’s, tall, slender, and always dressed in black. He wore a belt with a silver buckle with raised pool cues in gold crisscrossed on it, smoked Pall Malls, nipped from a pint of Johnnie Walker Black and, if the spirit moved him, would get on top of one of his tables and dance to whatever music was playing on the radio behind his counter. One of the Coney Island guys who played ball with me on Sundays told Duke that I was O.K. So my friends and I were allowed in and allowed to play. At that time it cost 25 cents a game to bowl, and 50 cents an hour to shoot pool.
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