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Chapter	One
Bobby	Vincente	thought	that	after	his	mother	died	a	year	ago,	things	couldn’t	have	gotten
worse	–	but	they	did.	For	the	last	two	months,	he’d	been	wandering	in	a	fog	after	getting
news	that	Paulie	wasn’t	coming	back	from	Vietnam.

Time	 stopped	 immediately,	 his	 sense	 of	 it	 becoming	 a	 confusing	 mix	 of	 out-of-body
dreams	and	unconnected	 fragments	of	memory.	There	was	 the	 cold,	 blustery	day	of	 the
funeral.	He	remembered,	or	thought	he	did,	the	flag-draped	coffin,	Taps	being	played,	his
father,	Antonio,	mouth	open,	staring	at	nothing.

Then	he	remembered,	or	thought	he	did,	hearing	someone	say	that	the	casket	had	to	stay
closed.	Paulie,	the	voice	whispered,	was	in	too	many	pieces.	There	wasn’t	enough	of	him
left	for	the	undertaker	to	put	back	together.

But	that	couldn’t	have	been.	For	a	moment,	Bobbie	saw	Paulie	through	the	corner	of	his
eye.	He	was	whole	and	standing	next	to	him,	his	arms	and	legs	intact.	He	gently	put	his
hand	on	his	younger	brother’s	shoulder	and	told	him	not	to	cry,	please	don’t	cry,	that	no
number	of	tears	would	change	what	happened.

Besides,	 Paulie	 snarled,	 it	 was	 embarrassing.	 No	 brother	 of	 his	 should	 be	 caught	 dead
crying.

Bad	 for	 the	 rep	especially	 in	Yesler	Terrace,	he	 said,	where	 surviving	depended	on	 rep.
“You’re	soft,”	Paulie	whispered.	“Don’t	matter	to	me,	just	don’t	let	your	enemies	see.”

Bobbie,	head	still	bowed,	nodded	and	mumbled	“okay.”	He	turned	 to	his	brother,	a	wan
smile	his	sign	of	understanding.	But	this	time	all	he	saw	was	his	father,	standing	stock	still
with	his	eyes	closed,	lost	in	the	fissures	of	his	ruptured	heart.

Bobbie	 was	 just	 as	 lost,	 Paulie’s	 unexpected	 appearance	 notwithstanding.	 He	 began
wondering	if	he’d	seen	his	brother	at	all.	Maybe	it	was	just	a	daytime	dream,	like	the	night
dreams	in	which	Paulie	routinely	appeared,	cracking	jokes	and	offering	advice.

But	seeing	Paulie	in	a	dream	was	one	thing,	seeing	him	during	the	day	and	someplace	he
shouldn’t	have	been	was	another.	Bobby	wondered	if	his	sorrow	was	finally	making	him
crazy	and	that	his	unbroken	sadness,	his	worries	about	the	future	and	a	boat	full	of	other
unspecified	concerns,	had	nudged	him	over	the	edge.

Today	was	no	different,	another	messed	up	day	in	the	mush.	He	had	skipped	his	afternoon
classes	at	Taft	High	in	Seattle	and	caught	a	bus	downtown,	revisiting	the	seedy	places	he
and	Paulie	used	to	prowl,	always	at	his	brother’s	insistence.	Now	it	was	a	ritual,	a	habit	–
his	way	of	killing	time	and	remembering.	On	First	Avenue,	he	toured	the	pawn	shops,	then
the	adult	book	stores	–	making	sure	to	lower	the	brim	of	his	dark	blue	baseball	cap	to	look
older	 and	more	mysterious	 than	 seventeen.	He	 fooled	 enough	 clerks	 to	 last	most	 of	 the
afternoon,	before	a	bug-eyed,	cranky	graybeard	–	probably	 the	owner	–	 told	him	to	buy
something	or	get	the	hell	out.

Bobby	 shrugged.	 In	 truth,	 the	 ladies	 in	 leather	 bored	 him.	 He	 glanced	 at	 his	 watch	 –
twenty	to	five,	close	to	the	time	Dad	expected	him	home.	Just	as	well,	he	figured,	as	he
walked	out	of	the	store	without	saying	a	word.



On	his	way	home,	he	walked	by	a	tavern	Paulie	had	taken	him	to	before	he	went	overseas.
Paulie,	two	years	older	by	a	day,	was	in	uniform	when	he	and	Bobby	walked	into	the	joint.
Paulie	lowered	his	voice	and	told	a	burly	bartender	with	U.S.	Navy	tattoos	on	his	forearms
that	this	was	his	last	night	stateside,	and	that	even	though	he	wasn’t	21,	he	was	old	enough
to	die	for	his	country.	The	least	his	ungrateful	fellow	Americans	could	do	was	to	serve	him
a	Bud	in	a	frosted	mug	in	this,	his	indifferent	hometown.

Preferably	on	the	house,	he	added	with	a	wink.

“And	don’t	forget	my	buddy	here,”	Paulie	said,	pointing	to	his	brother.

“He’s	leavin’	next	week.”

Bobby	grunted	on	cue.	“Gotta	stop	them	commies,”	he	mumbled	and	watched	as	Paulie’s
latest	Oscar-caliber	performance	summoned	a	patriotic	parade	of	beers	–	all	on	the	house.
Same,	too,	with	the	cheeseburgers	and	fries	that	followed.

“Land	of	the	free,”	Paulie	whispered	to	his	brother.

That	was	Paulie,	who	seemed	to	have	been	born	with	a	swagger	–	and	the	physical	skills
to	back	it	up.	Try	as	he	might,	Bobby	could	never	quite	match	his	brother’s	blood-chilling
stare	and	quick	fists.

But	the	differences	didn’t	end	there.	Built-like-a-beer	keg	Paulie	was	dark,	just	like	Dad,
and	he	had	oversized	knuckles	on	his	thick	hands.	Just	like	Dad.

Despite	 being	 younger,	Bobby	was	 slightly	 taller	 –	 and	much	 thinner.	But	 the	 trait	 that
caught	neighbors’	 attention	was	 the	 color	of	his	 skin.	He	was	much	 lighter	 than	Paulie,
which	was	hard	 to	 figure	 since	Dad	was	 the	color	of	old	mahogany	and	Mom	was	part
black.

“High	yella,”	some	of	the	kids	in	their	housing	project	called	him,	usually	behind	his	back,
but	 sometimes	 to	his	 face.	Bobby	was	cool	with	 the	other	Filipino	kids	–	most	of	 them
were	mixes	of	some	kind	anyway,	with	Filipino	fathers	and	fill	in	the	blank	mothers.	No
problem	there.

But	 a	 few	 of	 the	 black	 boys	would	 sometimes	 call	 him	 out	 over	 that,	 and	 he’d	 always
show	up,	whether	he	wanted	to	or	not.	They	became	bolder	after	black	became	beautiful,
and	 he	 wasn’t	 black	 enough.	 When	 Stokely	 and	 others	 raised	 the	 closed-fist	 sign	 and
snarled	 revolution,	 they	 thrilled	 a	 generation	 of	 young	 black	 people.	 But	 Bobby	 just
watched.

Sure,	he	could	do	it,	but	only	in	private.	Otherwise,	he	felt	like	a	fake,	a	one	drop	of	blood
pretender.	The	truth	was,	he	wasn’t	especially	angry	–	or	at	least	not	enough	to	take	it	to
the	streets.	He	didn’t	–	couldn’t	–	see	the	world	in	black	and	white.

His	looks	led	Bobby	to	his	share	of	scuffles.	But	he	managed	to	avoid	many	more	battles
because	his	would-be	predators	knew	full	well	they’d	have	Paulie	to	deal	with	later.

That’s	what	Cortez	had	to	learn	the	hard	way	two	years	before.	Cortez	–	first	name	or	last,
no	 one	 knew	 –	 was	 a	 juvy	 hall	 veteran	 who	 conked	 his	 hair	 like	 the	 other	 thugs	 and
declared	 himself	 to	 be	 an	 up-and-coming	 gangster,	 the	 baddest	 young	 brother	 in	Yesler
Terrace	 or	 any	 other	 project.	One	 day,	 he	 snuck	 up	 on	Bobby,	 called	 out	 his	 name	 and



sucker	punched	him	when	he	turned	around.

As	he	 slumped	 to	 the	 sidewalk,	Bobby	could	hear	 laughter	 from	more	 than	one	 source.
“High	yella	punk,”	Cortez	snorted	as	he	and	his	pals	fished	through	Bobby’s	pockets	for
loose	change.	Bobby	struggled	to	rise,	but	couldn’t	because	Cortez	had	placed	a	size-ten
high-top	Converse	squarely	on	the	side	of	his	neck.

“Little	boy,	 if	 I	was	you,	I’d	stay	right	where	you	are,”	Cortez	snarled	before	 turning	to
walk	away.

It	took	Paulie	a	couple	of	days	to	catch	up	with	his	brother’s	attacker,	but	when	he	did	he
wanted	to	make	sure	Cortez	would	always	remember	their	meeting.	A	friend	told	him	that
Cortez	 and	 his	 buddies	 sometimes	 hung	 out	 at	 a	 convenience	 store	 a	 block	 east	 of	 the
Terrace.	For	 at	 least	 a	 couple	of	hours,	 they’d	cluster	near	 the	 store	 entrance,	 talk	 loud,
drink	port	from	paper	cups	and	use	the	pay	phone	to	buy	and	sell	drugs.

According	 to	 his	 source,	 Cortez	 always	 began	 his	 Friday	 nights	 like	 this.	 He	 and	 his
friends	would	eventually	leave	–	between	eight	and	nine	–	but	would	often	stop	by	Cortez’
apartment	before	disappearing	into	the	night.	Paulie	smiled.	That	meant	they’d	be	walking
up	one	of	the	narrow,	dimly	lit	paths	that	honeycombed	the	projects.

On	such	a	path	one	Friday	night	Paulie	jumped	out	from	the	shadows	and	used	a	28-once
Louisville	Slugger	 saved	 from	his	Little	League	days	 to	break	Cortez’	 left	 shoulder	and
one	of	his	legs.	Paulie	chose	the	ultra-light	bat	because	he	knew	there	was	a	chance	he’d
have	to	slug	more	than	one	target.	But	Cortez’	too-high	friends,	upon	hearing	their	leader
scream	something	about	his	 leg,	 fled	 in	different	directions,	 leaving	Cortez	crumpled	on
the	ground	to	face	his	fate.

“That’s	 for	Bobby,	 remember	his	name,”	Paulie	 said	evenly,	as	he	 turned	 to	walk	away.
“And	if	you	call	the	cops,	or	come	after	him,	brotha	man,	I	know	where	you	live.”

The	 girls,	 though,	 found	 Bobby	 handsome.	 More	 than	 a	 few	 said	 he	 was	 pretty	 –	 a
description	that	bestowed	on	its	bearer	a	mixed	blessing	on	the	street.	Angie,	a	Filipino-
Indian	girl,	spent	her	day	teasing	her	thick,	black	hair	so	that	a	handful	of	strands	always
defied	gravity,	standing	up	and	curling	at	the	ends.	She	lived	two	units	down	and	told	him
one	day	that	he	looked	like	Smokey	–	as	in	Smokey	Robinson	–	and	ooh,	baby,	baby,	her
folks	were	at	work	so	could	he	please	come	over	and	croon	to	her	falsetto	lyrics	of	love?

He	declined	 the	 invitation	–	 and	 several	 others	 –	 because	he	wasn’t	 interested.	He	may
have	been	the	only	boy	in	the	Terrace	to	have	ever	turned	Angie	down.	But	he	just	wasn’t
interested.

He’d	heard	the	whispers	–	that	he	was	that	way	–	but	he	ignored	them.	He	didn’t	dislike
Angie	or	the	other	girls	he	knew,	but	he	wasn’t	fond	of	what	it	took	to	get	and	keep	them	–
the	 late-night	 creeping,	 the	 loud	 talking,	 fist-throwing,	 territory-establishing	 rituals	 that
other	boys	did.

Silly,	he	thought,	too	much	mess	–	way	too	much,	especially	for	the	young	women,	whose
main	 value	 seemed	 to	 be	 their	 skill	 at	 making	 their	 less-than-faithful	 lovers	 feel	 good
about	 themselves.	 He’d	 seen	 it	 happen	 too	 many	 times.	 They	 would	 be	 the	 ones	 left
holding	diapered	surprises	and	having	even	less	chance	of	changing	their	lives	and	leaving
Yesler.	It	happened	to	Angie,	who	gave	birth	to	twins	a	year	or	so	ago.	No	sign	of	the	kids



since.	Word	had	it	they	were	with	an	aunt	in	Tacoma	or	sucked	up	by	the	state.

And	now	she	was	ready	to	risk	 it	all	again.	Bobby	thought	she	was	foolish,	but	not	 that
different	from	a	lot	of	the	other	Yesler	girls	he	knew.

“Get	over	here,	girl,”	Bobby	had	heard	streetwise	Romeos	snarl	at	Angie	and	other	young
women	often	enough.	But	it	wasn’t	just	the	words	that	stung	his	ears,	it	was	the	universal
tone,	like	a	master	summoning	his	beaten	down	dog.	If	that	was	all	he	wanted,	he’d	have
gone	to	the	pound	and	adopted	a	beagle	or	some	telegenic	Lassie	lookalike.

Bobby	expected	more,	 or	maybe	 it	was	 less	–	he	wasn’t	 sure.	He	 figured	 that	 having	 a
girlfriend	 should	 be	 simpler	 and	 fairer	 –	 two	 people	meeting,	 talking,	 finding	 out	 they
liked	each	other,	deciding	to	be	together,	deciding	to	be	apart.

That’s	why	entertaining	Angie	was	the	farthest	thing	from	his	mind.	He	knew	how	she’d
expect	him	to	be,	and	that	 just	wasn’t	him.	Besides,	he	had	other	 things	to	worry	about,
like	how	he	looked,	which	bothered	him	because	it	led	him	to	questions	he	didn’t	want	to
ask.

Mom	said	Paulie’s	 looks	 and	 attitude	 reminded	her	of	Dad	before	 the	war.	Bobby	once
summoned	the	nerve	to	ask	her	who	he	reminded	her	of.

She	smiled	and	kissed	his	cheek.	“An	artist,	baby,”	she	said.

Mom	was	right.	Bobby	loved	to	sing	and	write	and	sketch	and,	money	permitting,	paint
pictures	of	scenes	not	seen	in	the	projects.	He	often	spent	hours	by	himself	pouring	over
books	 and	 magazines.	 He	 tried	 keeping	 his	 preferences	 to	 himself	 because	 that	 meant
being	soft	–	or	worse,	being	seen	by	others	as	being	soft.	In	Yesler	Terrace,	that	was	a	hard
ticket	to	ride,	Paulie’s	frequent	intervention	notwithstanding.

Now	 he	 had	 to	 ride	 it	 alone,	 without	 his	 brother,	 who	would	 have	 shown	 him	 how	 to
navigate	the	shoals	of	insults	and	challenges	–	and	fear.

But	 two	weeks	short	of	Paulie’s	 return	date,	he	got	nailed	by	a	mortar.	He	wasn’t	being
heroic,	or	anything	 like	 that.	He	was	a	draftee,	not	 someone	born	 in	 red-white-and-blue
swaddling	clothes.	In	one	letter	he	wrote	that	the	longer	he	stayed,	the	less	sense	the	war
made.	“I	ain’t	no	politician,	so	maybe	there’s	a	reason	for	this	bullshit,”	the	letter	began.
“But	I’m	sure	having	a	hard	time	seeing	it.	I’m	an	accidental	soldier.	There’s	a	bunch	of	us
here.”	All	he	wanted	now	was	to	go	home	in	one	piece,	take	off	his	uniform,	learn	a	trade
and	leave	the	projects.

It	was	 all	 too	 tragic,	 all	 too	 avoidable.	 Paulie	 could	 have	 skipped	Vietnam	by	 going	 to
college	and	getting	a	deferment.	His	parents	pleaded	with	him	not	to	go.

His	mom	told	him	that	a	lot	of	black	folks	she	knew	had	turned	against	this	war.	“Got	no
dog	in	this	fight,”	a	first	cousin	told	her.	“It’s	a	white	folks’	war,	let	them	fight	it.”

Later,	 Mom	 heard	 that	 that	 young	 fighter	 Clay	 –	 the	 good	 looking	 man-child	 who’d
suddenly	became	a	Muslim,	Muhammad	something-or-other	–	had	blasted	the	war.

She	liked	her	cousin,	but	his	opinion	wasn’t	worth	much,	especially	since	he	was	always
unemployed,	always	mooching	from	relatives	up	and	down	 the	West	Coast	–	and	didn’t
seem	 the	 least	 bit	 inclined	 to	 change	 his	ways.	 She	 felt	 the	 same	 about	Clay,	who	 had



reached	 the	 top	of	 a	 sport	 she	no	 longer	 followed	once	her	husband,	Antonio,	 a	 former
main-event	pug,	hung	up	his	gloves.	She	knew	Muhammad’s	loud	boasts	and	quick	hands
weren’t	sure	signs	of	wisdom.

But	Martin	 Luther	King	was	 different.	 The	 day	 he	 turned	 against	 the	war	was	 the	 day
before	she	turned	against	the	war.	What	he	stood	for	stirred	the	few	drops	of	black	blood
in	her	veins.

That	mix	of	blood	had	served	Eula	well	when	she	was	young	and	growing	up	 in	dusty,
redneck	 Sacramento.	 Her	 light	 complexion,	 slender	 figure	 and	 doe-brown	 eyes	 often
allowed	her	 entry	 to	 a	 larger	world	denied	her	darker	 siblings,	 cousins	 and	 friends.	She
even	had	 reddish	hair	and	a	handful	of	 freckles,	 thanks	 to	a	 line	of	French	and	Spanish
hustlers,	buccaneers	and	rascals	in	New	Orleans	who	thought	that	keeping	women	out	of
their	beds	because	of	their	race	or	social	status	was	an	odd	Northern	European	fetish	–	and
the	silliest	thing	imaginable.

“My	name’s	Carmen,”	the	pretty	girl	named	Eula	had	often	told	strangers,	or	at	least	those
she	 thought	 she	 could	 con.	 “Carmen,”	 as	 in	 “Miranda,”	 being	 code	 for	 Cuban,	 Creole,
Hawaiian,	anything	exotic,	anything	but	black.

In	fact,	it	was	one	of	the	reasons	she	married	Antonio,	who	in	his	prime	was	handsome,
dapper	and	athletic.	“A	future	champ,”	one	local	beat	writer	wrote.	“An	action	guy,	can’t
miss,”	gushed	another.

Eula	 considered	 Antonio	 one	 of	 the	 prize	 catches	 in	 this	 nation’s	 racial	 underbelly.
Politicians	showed	up	at	his	fights,	so	did	just-passing-through-town	movie	stars	on	their
way	to	Los	Angeles.	Although	Antonio	was	dark,	he	wasn’t	black;	that	was	a	plus	in	the
slice	of	America	that	she	knew.

But	she	didn’t	know	many	Filipinos	then	and	what	she	didn’t	understand	was	that	a	lot	of
whites	who	hated	blacks	also	hated	Filipinos,	sometimes	even	worse.	It	was	an	unforeseen
drag	on	her	dream	of	marriage	as	a	vehicle	to	a	better	life.

Instead	they	eventually	became	just	another	colored	couple	trying	to	scrape	by,	especially
after	Antonio	returned	from	the	war,	a	washed-up	fighter,	a	wounded	and	diminished	man.
Those	were	hard	days	and	she’d	thought	of	packing	it	in,	especially	after	Paulie	was	born
and	 she	 noticed	 her	 once	 eye-catching	 features	 beginning	 to	 stretch,	 wrinkle	 and	 shift
south.	Sure,	she	still	got	her	share	of	smiles	and	knowing	glances	from	men	she	passed	on
the	street	or	in	the	nearby	IGA	–	just	not	as	many	as	before.

But	 thoughts	 of	 leaving	 had	 been	 interrupted	 by	 the	 birth	 of	 Bobby,	 who,	 unlike	 his
constantly	 crying	 brother,	 was	 a	 sweet-tempered,	 easy-to-please	 child.	 Bobby	 was	 a
surprise	–	Eula	had	made	sure	she	took	precautions.

One	night	while	dreaming	of	leaving	she	awoke	and	saw	the	infant	smiling	and	sleeping
and	nestled	in	the	arms	of	her	husband.	It	was	where	Bobby	belonged	and	wanted	to	be	–	a
snapshot	so	lovely	it	caused	her	to	turn	away.

“I’m	sorry,	I’m	sorry,”	she	whispered	to	no	one	in	particular.

*	*	*	*	*

For	Dad,	his	reasons	for	opposing	the	war	–	or	at	least	opposing	Paulie’s	involvement	in	it



–	were	much	simpler.	He	didn’t	pay	attention	to	politicians,	protestors	or	even	the	famous
Dr.	King.	He	had	a	hard	time	paying	attention	to	too	much	of	anything,	especially	since
that	night	at	the	Cow	Palace	in	Frisco	when,	short	on	cash	(he	was	always	short	on	cash
especially	 since	meeting	Eula),	 he	 took	 a	 bout	 in	December	 1941	on	 three	 days	 notice.
That	night	he	ran	into	a	fighter	who	must	have	been	the	last	Neanderthal,	a	thick-skulled
Italian	buzzsaw	from	Chicago	who	hadn’t	read	the	local	clips	proclaiming	Antonio	as	the
next	big	thing.

The	fight	was	fierce	from	the	first	seconds	of	 the	first	 round.	Antonio,	who	had	quicker
hands,	 threw	 his	 best	 shots,	 blows	 that	 had	 stopped	 other	 guys	 cold.	His	 opponent	 just
grunted	and	took	them,	refusing	to	wither	or	even	take	a	step	back.	When	it	was	over	–	at
thirty	seconds	of	the	seventh	round	–	Antonio	was	face	down	on	the	canvas,	unable	to	rise.

His	 last	 thought	 before	 losing	 consciousness	was	 that	 his	 opponent	must	 have	 been	 the
toughest	man	on	the	planet	–	the	type	to	avoid	or	at	least	stall	until	advancing	age	and	the
blows	of	other	opponents	had	taken	their	toll.

The	 fans	were	 so	 excited	 by	 the	 action	 and	 the	 bloodletting	 that	 several	 of	 them	 threw
dollar	bills	and	coins	into	the	ring,	a	few	of	the	quarters	bouncing	off	Antonio’s	glistening
back.	He	didn’t	feel	them.

He	woke	up	four	days	later	–	just	in	time	to	discover	that	Japan	had	bombed	Pearl	Harbor
and	attacked	the	Philippines.	The	newspapers	predicted	that	a	full-fledged	invasion	of	the
islands	was	sure	to	follow.

The	hospital	eventually	 released	him	after	 several	months,	 the	docs	warning	him	 to	 rest
and	not	do	too	much.	He	was,	they	told	him,	lucky	to	be	alive.	Boxing,	of	course,	was	out
of	the	question.

Antonio	could	have	sat	the	war	out,	a	course	that	would	have	pleased	Eula,	no	doubt.	But
there	 were	 these	 memories	 of	 a	 younger,	 slower	 life	 full	 of	 family	 and	 laughter	 and
friends.	At	first,	Antonio	thought	that	that	was	then	–	it	was	over	–	and	that	he	loved	Eula
more	than	anything	else.	All	true	–	but	not	true	enough	to	one	day	keep	him	from	hiding
his	 condition	 and	 talking	 himself	 into	 the	 Army	 –	 not	 that	 the	 recruiters	 needed	much
convincing	to	take	one	more	warm,	gun-toting	body	in	this	brutal	two-front	war.

Almost	three	years	later,	Uncle	Sam	sent	him	home	to	his	wife.	They	were	together	again
–	a	good	thing	–	but	it	wasn’t	the	same.	The	money,	the	classy	suits,	the	silk	dresses	were
gone.	Same	with	the	fans	waiting	to	talk	or	to	shake	the	hand	of	someone	on	the	cusp	of
fame.

Actually,	 Eula	 had	 stayed	 the	 same,	 but	 her	 husband	 hadn’t.	 Both	 in	 his	 dreams	 and
waking	moments	Antonio	 remembered	 too	 often	 and	 too	well	 the	 sights	 and	 sounds	 of
combat.

He	knew	that	survival	was	mostly	a	matter	of	luck	–	something	out	of	his	control.	So	why
even	gamble	in	the	first	place?	He	figured	the	price	he’d	paid	should	be	enough	to	cover
the	lives	of	his	sons.

Besides,	he’d	 just	seen	a	photo	of	a	captured	Viet	Cong	on	 the	front	page	of	one	of	 the
local	papers.	The	prisoner	 reminded	him	of	Efren	Lorenzo,	one	of	his	GI	pals	who	was
killed	on	the	Philippine	island	of	Leyte.



Efren	was	a	soft,	sweet	soul	who	dutifully	prayed	the	rosary,	freely	confessed	his	fears	and
carried	a	picture	of	his	mother	in	his	wallet.	He	told	him	once	that	his	main	goal	was	to
see	 her	 –	 she	 lived	 in	 a	 province	 up	 north	 –	 once	 the	 fighting	 on	 Leyte	 stopped.	 A
wonderful	son,	Dad	thought	at	the	time,	but	he	had	no	business	being	in	the	infantry.

More	than	two	decades	later,	the	old	man	couldn’t	imagine	Efren	–	or	anyone	resembling
him	–	posing	much	of	a	threat	to	anyone,	much	less	the	United	States	of	America.

*	*	*	*	*

Paulie	nodded	and	listened	politely	to	the	protests	of	his	folks.	But	going	to	college	was
out	of	the	question.	He	didn’t	have	the	grades,	the	inclination,	the	money.

“We’ll	pay	for	your	schooling,”	they	said.

“Mom,	Dad,	look	at	us,”	he	replied.	“We’re	livin’	in	the	projects;	we	ain’t	rich;	you	need
the	money	more	than	I	do.”

Paulie	felt	the	same	about	hopping	a	bus	and	heading	for	Canada.	He	patiently	explained	it
was	too	cold	there,	and	he	didn’t	want	to	learn	“Canadian”	or	watch	hockey.

“Hey,	man,”	 he	 later	 told	 a	 draft-eligible	 friend	who	was	 considering	 the	move.	 “They
speak	French	there,	or	somethin’.”

There	was	one	more	reason.	For	Paulie,	 the	prospect	of	going	to	war	wasn’t	particularly
frightening.	He’d	already	been	shot	at	at	short-range	by	an	angry	husband,	whose	twenty-
something	 wife	 was	 a	 willing	 participant	 in	 a	 late	 summer-night	 back-seat	 affair.	 The
bullet	grazed	the	oversized	sleeve	of	Paulie’s	Hawaiian	shirt	as	he	tumbled	out	of	the	car,
using	 the	 door	 for	 cover.	 The	 slug	 put	 a	 hole	 in	 the	 backside	 of	 a	white	 flamingo,	 but
otherwise	missed	its	mark.	Once	outside,	Paulie	gathered	himself	and	charged	his	attacker,
tackling	him	and	 taking	his	weapon.	For	good	measure,	he	started	beating	him	with	 the
butt	of	the	gun	until	the	wife,	who	had	become	hysterical,	begged	him	to	stop.

Paulie	was	convinced	that	his	close	brush	with	death	was	a	good	sign	from	God.	It	added
to	his	Yesler	Terrace	 rep	and	 led	him	 to	conclude	 that	no	one,	short	of	Batman	himself,
could	ever	bring	him	down.	That	obviously	included	the	Viet	Cong.

Besides,	an	Army	tour	wasn’t	forever	–	or	at	least	that’s	what	Paulie	said.	“It’s	like	doin’
time	in	juvy,”	he	told	Bobby.	“Did	a	year	once,	no	sweat.”

Two	months	before	he	died,	Paulie	had	written	and	assured	the	family	he’d	almost	beaten
the	rap,	that	he	was	down	to	counting	the	days	and	hours	left	and	looking	for	excuses	to
stay	out	of	the	jungle.

“The	Viet	Cong,”	he	wrote,	“will	have	to	find	me	to	kill	me.”	And	that’s	exactly	what	the
enemy	did.

Paulie	got	himself	assigned	to	guarding	an	air	base	and	was	sleeping	when	the	mortar	with
his	 name	 on	 it	 ended	 his	 life	 –	 and	 ruined	 the	 life	 of	 his	 younger	 brother	 who	 was
depending	on	him.

For	Bobby,	 losing	Mom	 had	 been	 hard.	 Paulie,	 back	 home	 on	 leave,	 found	 the	 sorrow
overwhelming	and	wished,	for	a	moment,	that	he	had	never	come.	Dad	and	Bobby	were
lost,	inconsolable.	But	everyone	knew	the	cancer	that	was	chewing	Eula’s	stomach	would



eventually	eat	all	of	it.	Worrying	every	day	about	her	oldest	boy	had	made	a	bad	situation
worse.	So	when	this	vibrant,	strong	woman	finally	passed,	at	least	a	few	of	Bobby’s	tears
were	tears	of	relief.

But	for	Bobby,	Paulie’s	death	made	daily	life	almost	impossible.	His	brother	would	have
known	what	to	do;	he’d	have	known	what	to	do	with	Dad.

Bobby	loved	his	father,	but	over	the	last	few	years,	the	old	man	began	losing	what	little	he
had	to	start	with.	First	came	the	dead-of-night	screams	a	few	years	back,	then	the	daytime
lapses	where	Dad	would	stare	blankly	at	Bobby	or	Paulie	or	Mom	–	and	squint	his	eyes,	as
if	squinting	would	somehow	repair	a	broken	link	in	his	chain	of	memory.

Mom	had	told	her	sons	that	the	head	blows	from	his	time	in	the	ring	didn’t	help.	Neither
did	the	metal	fragments	Army	docs	pulled	out	of	his	neck	and	the	base	of	his	skull	after	a
firefight	on	another	Philippine	 island,	Samar.	The	only	 thing	good	about	 it	was	 that	 the
injuries	got	him	a	ticket	home.

At	the	time,	he	thought	he	was	lucky.	Unlike	Efren	or	another	close	pal,	Diony,	Japanese
artillery	hadn’t	turned	him	into	a	bloody	splotch	and	fragments	of	bone.	Lucky,	he	figured,
at	least	for	awhile.

“He’s	a	good	man,”	Mom	had	told	Bobby	and	Paulie,	after	his	 luck	 took	a	hike	and	the
screams	and	the	memory	gaps	began.	“We	just	need	to	understand,	be	patient	and	love	him
more.”

On	the	surface	and	for	most	of	the	time,	Dad	seemed	fine,	no	different	from	the	Filipino
fathers	 of	 the	 other	 Pinoy	 old-time	 Seattle	 families	Bobby	 and	 Paulie	 knew.	And	 other
than	 the	 docs	 at	 the	VA,	Mom	 said	 there	was	 no	 good	 reason	 to	 let	 anyone	 else	 know
otherwise.

*	*	*	*	*

As	Bobby	turned	east	on	Yesler,	the	shortest	route	home,	his	mind	wandered	to	when	he
and	 Paulie	 were	 children	 and	 running	 unattended	 up	 and	 down	 this	 same	 street.
Sometimes,	he	and	Paulie	would	ambush	passing	cars	with	dirt	bombs	and	rocks	lobbed
from	behind	garbage	cans	and	fences.	They’d	then	duck	and	listen	for	screeching	brakes	–
their	sign	to	run.	Once,	after	sunset,	Paulie	even	nailed	a	police	officer	who	had	made	the
mistake	of	cruising	by	on	a	hot	August	evening	with	his	window	rolled	down.

On	Saturday	nights,	Dad’s	cronies	would	come	visit	for	a	night	of	poker	and	booze.	One
of	Bobby’s	 favorites,	Manong	Magno,	 traveled	 the	 farthest.	He	had	a	 farm	near	Renton
that	 the	 family	 would	 periodically	 visit.	 Bobby	 liked	 the	 array	 of	 animals,	 the	 pigs	 in
particular.

The	men	–	Uncle	this	or	Manong	that	–	would	sit	at	the	small	kitchen	table,	hunched	over
and	cursing	in	Filipino	as	they	stared	at	their	cards	until	the	black	and	white	Indian-head
sign	appeared	on	the	screen	of	the	small	television	on	the	counter.

No	matter	how	late	they	played,	Sundays	were	always	the	same.	Rain	or	shine,	Dad,	Mom
and	 the	 boys	would	 rise	 early	 and	dress	 in	 their	Sunday	best.	But	 their	 destination	was
never	Saint	James,	the	Catholic	cathedral	just	six	blocks	away.	Instead,	they	would	walk
the	other	way	toward	Chinatown,	less	than	a	mile	from	their	home.	Dad	would	hand	Mom



a	twenty	and	send	her	and	the	kids	to	eat	–	and	he	would	eventually	join	them	–	but	not
before	 spending	 time	with	 the	 other	 nattily	 dressed	 old	 Filipino	men	 clustered	 near	 the
entrances	of	 the	different	 restaurants,	bars	 and	dingy	bachelor	hotels	many	of	 them	still
called	home.

Bobby	smiled.	Great	times,	he	thought,	as	he	turned	left	on	Eighth	–	the	last	short	stretch
before	home.	But	that	was	two	deaths	ago.

Since	then,	Dad	had	turned	inward,	losing	himself	down	a	tunnel	of	sorrow	and	selective
recollection.	 Bobby	 often	 had	 to	 remind	 him	 to	 cash	 his	 disability	 checks	 and	 a	 small
monthly	 pension	 from	 some	 long-ago	 job.	 His	 father,	 who	 used	 to	 cook	 and	 clean	 the
apartment,	had	stopped	doing	either	task.	Bobby	now	did	both,	and	often	had	to	serve	Dad
his	breakfast	and	dinner	in	bed.

Bobby	 stopped	 under	 a	 street	 lamp	 and	 raised	 his	watch	 to	 the	 light:	 five	 on	 the	 nose.
Home	was	just	a	block	away,	and	if	he	hustled,	he	could	coax	yesterday’s	bland	chicken
with	 enough	 crushed	 garlic,	 vinegar,	 grease	 and	 soy	 sauce	 into	 becoming	 a	 reasonably
passable	meal.	Bobby	took	his	cooking	seriously,	at	first	because	he	had	to.	Now,	it	was
equal	parts	a	matter	of	pride,	imagination	and	art.	He	figured	he	did	it	pretty	well	most	of
the	time.

Bobby	stepped	back	into	the	dark	and	turned	toward	home,	distracted	by	the	challenge	of
turning	a	lifeless	chunk	of	overcooked	poultry	into	something	edible.	That	was	a	mistake,
one	Paulie	never	would	have	made.

“Be	alert	and	suspicious,”	Paulie	had	always	told	him.	“Especially	here	at	night.”

Bobby	ignored	that	basic	lesson	of	life-in-the-projects	wisdom	as	he	walked,	head	down,
wondering	 about	 the	 right	 balance	 between	 soy	 and	 vinegar.	 A	 matter	 of	 taste,	 he
concluded,	with	him	leaning	toward	a	spoonful	more	of	the	latter.

That	was	his	 last	cogent	 thought.	For	Bobby,	 the	next	 few	minutes	passed	as	a	blur.	He
was	suddenly	on	his	hands	and	knees	and	wondering	how	he	got	there,	what	he	should	do
next.	He	then	felt	the	thud	of	two	quick	kicks	to	his	ribs,	the	second	one	strong	enough	to
lift	him	and	send	him	sprawling	face-first	to	the	concrete.

“Sissy,	high	yella	punk,”	he	heard	his	assailant	grunt.	“Too	bad	’bout	yer	brother.”

The	voice	was	familiar,	but	far	more	familiar	was	another	voice	–	a	man’s	voice	cursing
loudly,	 drawing	 nearer.	 Bobby	was	 relieved	 and	 surprised	 –	 and	 couldn’t	 decide	which
reaction	was	stronger.

“Boy,	stand	still	so	I	can	cut	you	up	like,	uh,”	the	second	voice	commanded	with	a	heavy
accent.	The	speaker	was	stammering,	struggling	 to	 finish	 the	 threat.	“Uh,	 like	a	chicken
and	eat	you	tonight,	yeah,	uh,	like	a	chicken,”	he	finally	said,	sounding	pleased.

As	 painful	 as	 it	 was	 to	 move,	 Bobby	 glanced	 up	 to	 see	 the	 streetlight	 shimmer	 off	 a
stainless	 steel	 blade	 thrusting	 forward	 and	 withdrawing,	 thrusting	 forward	 and
withdrawing.

“Cool	now,	just	be	cool,”	 the	attacker	said	nervously	over	 the	sounds	of	a	slow	shuffled
retreat	that	quickly	assumed	a	much	quicker	cadence.	Bobby	knew	he	was	safe	now.	His
assailant	was	running,	but	the	new	sounds	were	odd,	uneven,	like	he	was	favoring	one	leg



over	another.

“Pilay,”	the	second	voice	said	sadly	in	Filipino.	“Even	for	a	cripple,	he’s	still	too	fast	for
me.”

Bobby	 then	 felt	 himself	 being	 lifted	 to	 his	 feet	 and	 having	 his	 arm	 draped	 around	 a
shoulder	–	thick,	compact	and	familiar.

“Thanks,	Dad,”	Bobby	mumbled.

“I	was	dozing,	and	I	heard	this	voice	tell	me	to	get	up,”	his	father	said.	“So	I	get	up	jus’
like	that	and	funny	thing…”

“What’s	that?”

Dad	 paused	 to	 carefully	 assemble	 the	 words	 he	 wanted	 say	 next.	 “Sound	 like	 your
brother,”	he	finally	said.

Bobby	was	silent	for	a	moment.

His	father	slowly	shook	his	head.	“Ah,	but	you	know,”	he	said	dismissively.	“Never	mind.
Mebbe	just	an	old	man’s	dream…”

“Maybe	not,”	Bobby	finally	said.

Dad	smiled.	“All	of	this,	uh,	reminds	me.”

“What’s	that?”	Bobby	asked.

“Gotta	keep	 it	 together	 long	enough	 to	 teach	you,	boy,”	he	 said,	 as	 they	 turned	 to	walk
toward	the	apartment.

“What?”

“How	to	duck,	son.”



Chapter	Two
“You’re	 lucky,”	 the	 emergency	 room	 doc	 told	 Bobby	 as	 he	 patched	 him	 up.	 He	 had	 a
couple	of	broken	ribs	–	but	no	organ	damage	–	and	he’d	eventually	heal,	just	don’t	move
around	too	much.

“Don’	worry,”	Dad	told	the	doctor.	“He	won.”

For	the	next	three	weeks,	Dad	was	true	to	his	word.	He	resumed	cooking	–	or	trying	to	–
but	would	sometimes	just	stand	over	a	steaming	pot	and	stare	at	the	wall	or	at	the	ceiling
trying	 to	 remember	 what	 ingredients	 to	 use.	 When	 Dad	 got	 it	 right,	 the	 stew	 or	 the
marinated	pork	was	good	to	the	last	bite,	just	like	when	Paulie	and	Mom	were	still	alive.
Even	when	he	missed	something	–	 like	 the	 liver	 in	 liver	and	onions	–	Bobby	covered	 it
with	fresh	steamed	rice	and	gobbled	it	down	without	complaint.

“Oh,	forgot	the	liver,”	Dad	said	on	that	occasion.

Bobby	shrugged.	“Still	pretty	good.”

Bobby	knew	without	being	 told	 that	his	 father,	who	was	no	good	with	words	–	 at	 least
English	words	–	was	 trying	his	best.	He	was	 showing	his	 affection	 through	other	ways,
like	cooking.	And	Bobby	showed	his	appreciation	by	eating	whatever	he	served.

Dad	also	called	Taft	and	told	the	principal	that	his	boy	wasn’t	coming	to	school	this	week
or	ever	again,	and	please	save	the	value	of	education	speech	because	Bobby	wasn’t	going
to	do	like	Paulie	and	sit	 through	vocational	ed	classes	crammed	full	of	black	and	brown
throwaway	kids.	Before	Paulie’s	induction	notice	came,	Mom	and	Dad	begged	him	to	grab
the	deferment	by	getting	into	college,	any	college,	but	he	just	shrugged.

“Ain’t	ready,”	he	said.	“It	ain’t	like	Taft	ever	taught	me	nothin’.”

“One	boy’s	enough,”	Dad	screamed	at	the	principal,	pleased	he	was	able	to	make	his	point
without	stammering.	“Bobby’s	no	grease	monkey,	he’s	more’n	that.”

Dad’s	plan	was	for	Bobby	to	go	to	the	nearby	community	college	–	like	he	and	his	wife
had	discussed	–	where	he	could	finish	high	school,	get	ready	for	a	four-year	college	and
stay	out	of	the	Army.	Especially	stay	out	of	the	Army.	Dad	figured	that	the	war	would	be
over	by	the	time	Bobby	graduated.

“He,	uh,	deserves	better	than	what	you	gave	Paulie,”	he	said,	before	slamming	down	the
receiver.

The	 commotion	 awakened	 Bobby,	 who	 stumbled	 bleary-eyed	 into	 the	 living	 room	 and
onto	an	old	divan.	He	remembered	when	Mom	and	Dad	brought	it	home,	courtesy	of	one
of	Dad’s	 rare	good	days	at	 the	horse	 track.	But	 that	was	 ten	years	ago,	when	 it	 smelled
brand	new	and	gleamed	with	a	distinctive	multi-hued	luster,	since	reduced	to	must,	weak
springs	and	a	run-on	reddish	brown	color.	Like	the	coffee	table	and	the	other	old	furniture
in	the	living	room,	the	divan	hadn’t	been	moved	from	its	original	spot	for	years.

Eyebrows	arched,	Bobby	watched	as	Dad	mumbled	and	paced,	seemingly	oblivious	to	his
son’s	presence.

“Dad?”	Bobby	said	softly.



“No	way,	uh,	no	way,”	his	father	mumbled.

“No	 way	 what?”	 Bobby	 asked,	 the	 tone	 of	 his	 voice	 still	 cautious.	 The	 old	 man	 was
obviously	upset,	and	that	worried	him.	If	it	didn’t	hurt	so	much	to	move,	he	would	have
risen	from	the	divan	and	started	pacing	himself.

“You	ain’t	goin’	back,”	he	said.

“To	where?”

“Taft,	told	the	principal,	Mr.,	uh,	well,	you	know,	whassisname.”

“But	Dad,	this	is	my	last	year	and…”

“You	goin’	to	college,”	his	father	said.

Surprised,	Bobby	couldn’t	help	but	 laugh.	The	notion	of	him	 in	college	 seemed	absurd,
like	maybe	during	the	next	few	years	he	should	also	become	the	King	of	England.	“But
you	know,	college	isn’t	for	me,”	Bobby	managed	to	say.	“Or	for	any	other	kid	from	here
for	that	matter,	and	besides,	it	costs	money	and…”

“Me	and	your	mom	we	saved	some	money,	so	you	goin’	to	college,”	his	father	declared	in
a	tone	meant	to	end	discussion.	“Simple	as	that.”

*	*	*	*	*

For	Bobby,	it	wasn’t	just	as	simple	as	that.	Over	the	next	few	days,	he	tried	getting	used	to
the	idea,	never	once	voicing	his	fears	to	his	father.

College?	 One	 afternoon,	 when	 he	 was	 alone,	 he	 closed	 his	 eyes	 and	 tried	 imagining
himself	sitting	in	class,	surrounded	by	others	who	knew	what	they	wanted.	A	few	months
back,	he’d	heard	from	the	friend	of	a	cousin	that	the	professors	expected	students	to	read
books	and	show	up	for	class.	The	memory	dampened	his	palms.	At	Taft,	he	might	do	one
or	the	other,	but	seldom	both	within	the	same	twenty-four	cycle.

It	wasn’t	because	he	was	dumb	or	undisciplined.	Unlike	Paulie,	who’d	never	met	a	teacher
he	 could	 stand,	Bobby	 liked	 school	 –	 at	 least	 for	 awhile.	That’s	why	his	 folks	 paid	 the
extra	 money	 for	 him	 to	 attend	 St.	 James.	 The	 nuns	 used	 to	 rave	 about	 Bobby’s
imagination,	his	helpfulness,	his	eagerness	to	learn;	they	unanimously	proclaimed	he	had	a
future.	But	that	was	long	ago.

His	Catholic	school	sojourn	came	abruptly	to	an	end	when	one	of	Dad’s	late-night	dreams
became	the	main	feature	of	an	early	matinee.

At	the	time,	the	old	man	was	working	at	a	fish	cannery	on	the	waterfront.	One	afternoon,
he	suddenly	stopped	slicing	off	fish	heads	and	tails.	Knife	still	 in	hand,	Dad	approached
each	of	his	fellow	workers	and	politely	whispered	be	quiet,	please,	because	the	Japanese
were	 lurking	 nearby.	 He’d	 seen	 first-hand	 how	 they	 could	 turn	 into	 snakes	 and	 slither
through	the	night	to	stab	or	strangle	young	GIs	in	their	dreams.

That	 bit	 of	 advice	 got	 him	 a	 red-light	 ride	 to	 the	 Harborview	 Hospital	 shrinks,	 who
uniformly	 agreed	 that	 any	 job	 involving	 knives	 and	 moving	machinery	 should	 best	 be
done	by	someone	else.

Dad’s	sudden	unemployment	meant	Bobby’s	next	stop	would	be	Gatzert	Elementary	and



Washington	 Junior	High	 schools,	which	 drew	kids	 from	 the	 projects.	As	 a	 chorus,	 they
pronounced	Washington	to	be	the	best	place	in	the	city	to	get	high	or	drunk	–	and	not	get
busted.	Washington	graduates	went	to	Taft,	but	no	further.	Washington’s’	teachers	had	no
illusions	or	expectations.	Many	were	burned-out	public	school	vets,	content	to	serve	their
last	days	 in	purgatory	before	retirement.	They	freely	dipped	into	sick	days	and,	when	in
class,	yawned	through	the	motions	as	they	listened	to	themselves	talk.

Their	students	responded	with	vacant	stares	or	the	unbroken	drone	of	in-class	laughter	and
conversation.	Each	 side	 knew	 the	 game	 –	 an	 undisguised	 level	 of	 indifference	matched
and	raised	–	everyone	killing	time	until	time	to	go	home.

Washington	 is	where	Bobby	first	 learned	 to	hate	school	–	or	at	 least	 ignore	half-hearted
efforts	to	educate	him.	He	came	to	quickly	understand	the	school’s	main	function	–	as	a
warehouse	for	kids	with	no	future.

Now,	his	father	was	asking	him	to	rekindle	a	curiosity	he’d	allowed	to	go	numb.	Dad	said
the	next	quarter	was	starting	 in	a	month	or	 so	and	 that	when	his	 ribs	were	 less	 sore,	he
could	catch	the	bus	to	the	college	and	register.

“Still	got	time,”	Dad	said.	“Give	you	the	money	then.”

Dad’s	willingness	to	put	money	on	his	education	bothered	Bobby.	It	was	his	father’s	act	of
faith	 –	 a	 faith	 the	 son	 didn’t	 share.	Arms	 folded	 across	 his	 chest,	Bobby	 stared	 out	 the
living	room	window.	On	the	tiny	kitchen	table	was	a	pile	of	texts,	undisturbed	since	he	put
them	there	during	the	first	week	of	his	last	quarter	at	Taft.

Can’t	promise	anything	to	his	father	or	himself,	he	 thought	as	he	slowly	approached	the
table.	But	lately,	he’d	started	wondering	about	the	subjects	he’d	ignored.	He	obviously	had
time,	and	now	might	be	as	good	a	time	as	any	to	find	out.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

You’ve Just Finished your Free Sample 
 

Enjoyed the preview? 
 

Buy:  http://www.ebooks2go.com 

https://www.ebooks2go.com/leaving-yesler

	Cover
	Title
	Copyright
	Contents
	Chapter One
	Chapter Two
	Chapter Three
	Chapter Four
	Chapter Five
	Chapter Six
	Chapter Seven
	Chapter Eight
	Chapter Nine
	Chapter Ten
	Chapter Eleven
	Chapter Twelve
	Chapter Thirteen
	Chapter Fourteen
	Chapter Fifteen
	Chapter Sixteen
	Chapter Seventeen



