
The Summer E Learned to Dance 

I thought we were going to make it until I saw the car corning 
up Park Avenue from Ninth Street. At the bottom of the hill, 
Park Avenue takes a ninety-degree turn to the left, and we were 
going to reach the turn just about the same time that the other 
car reached it. 

"There's a car coming," I said. 
If we cut the turn tight to hold the road, we would hit the 

other car head-on. If we stayed in our lane to avoid a collision, 
we were going too fast to make the turn. There appeared to be 
no solution. In one of those terrible moments of revelation that 
come only rarely in a lifetime, I suddenly understood what all 
those dead poets I had to read in Engish class were trying to 
tell me. In about two seconds, I could be as dead as they were. 

My grandfather died, but I'd been so young that I could barely 
m e m b e r  his funeral. Old Mrs. Crouthamel dropped dead right 
in the middle of church one Sunday morning, but the angels had 
come for her--she'd even said so just before she keeled over- 
and who can argue with angels? My cat died, and we buried it in 
the backyard by the garage. Death was supposed to happen to old 
people and pets. It wasn't supposed to happen to me. 

All sorts of things were happening that weren't supposed to 
happen. When an accident happens, time is supposed to slow 
down, but it didn't. I saw that car coming, had just about enough 
time to realize we were in big trouble, and then I had blood all 
over me and Ray's body slumped over my rigtrt shoulder. I never 
saw the other car go by. I never saw the tree stump we hit. I 
never felt the impact or heard the crunch. 

I t  was a Friday afternoon only a week after school had let 
out for the summer, and we were just out cruising. Cruising 
was what you did if you had any style at  a1I. It  meant you 
didn't have to ride your bicycle like a kid, or ask your parents 
to take you, or explain where you were going or why. You 
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could go any place you pleased any time you wanted to for 
any reason or no reason at all. A cat was everything. Even it 
if wasn't yours 

This one belonged to Rich Sharp. It was a 1949 Chevy, one of 
those humpbacked rolling turtles the size of a tank. The paint 
was gonc, the tires were bald, and Rich always had to park it on 
a hill because the starter wasnt totoo dependable, but so what? 
Rich was driving and I was riding shotgun, my feet up on the 
dashboard, smoking cigarettes and flicking the ashes out the 
open window. 
Two months earlier, I had wanted to go to a dance one 

Saturday night at St. Isadore's Church in Quakertown, but my 
mother had said, "I don" see why you have to go all the way to 
Quakertown to And something to do." 

UIt's only seven miles, Mom,'' I said. "For crying out loud, 
theytre got priests and nuns for chaperones." 

"There's plenty to do in Perkasie," she said. 
But there was nothing to do in Perkasie, a town of fewer than 

five thousand souls, and that included the cemeteries. A town 
with na traffic lights and onIy one cop car. Even the nearest 
movie theater was three miles away in Sellermille. I was fifteen 
years old-sixteen in another four months-and 1 wanted to 
dance. Martha and the Vandellas were calling out around the 
world, "There'll be dancing in the streets," but no one was 
dancing in the streets of Perkasie. 

That Saturday night, I had told my mother I was going over te 
Jeff Alison" house to mess around, but I didn't go to Jeff's. Instead 
3 hitchhiked to the dance at St. Isadore's. There I met a girl from 
Quakertown named Andrea Jenkins, and when we danced a slow 
dance together, it made me feel as if the freedom I desired was 
mine for the taking, if only I were bold enough to take it. Later 
Rich Sharp offered to give me a lift home, and I eagerly accepted 
hecause it was redy  cool to Ise paIs with someone who had his 
own car, He  dropped me a block from my house, so that my 
parents wouldn't see me getting out of a car, and they were never 
the wiser for the finest night 1 had ever lived. 

That was easy, 1 thought, and I had done i t  again the next 
Saturday night, only I didn't have to hitchhike because Rich 



was waiting for me up on Seventh Street by Benner's grocery 
store. I was no longer just a kid with a bicycle. 

Rich and I both worked in the bathhouse at the borough 
swimming pool. We had to give people wire baskets for their 
clothes, then the bathers would change and give the baskets 
back to us to keep while they went swimming. I t  wasn't much 
of a job, but it paid eighty-five cents an hour, and we got to 
mess around with the girls who came to the pool. Debbie 
Hendricks and Lynn Godshall were only thirteen, and they 
acted like it, but they had the bodies of sixteen year-olds. 
Cheryl Wynn was a peach. It  gave us something to think about. 
The day of the accident, Rich and E had the afternoon off, so 
we jumped into Rich's car and cruised over .to pick up Ray 
Thompson and George Evans. We went by the Dairy Queen, 
but there were only some kids with bicycles hanging around, 
so we drove up to the Farmers' Market in Quakertown. It  was 
a good pIace to go if you didn't have much money. You could 
walk around and look at the hog maws and skinned rabbits, 
and maybe there'd be some girls to look at too, i f  you got lucky. 
But there weren't any girls that afternoon, and you can only 
Iook at hog maws and skinned rabbits for so long, so after 
awhile we left. 

Coming out of the parking lot, Rich put his foot en the brake 
pedal and it went right to the floor. He pumped it several more 
times, but nothing happened except that we rolled right out 
onto the road into the path of a pink '56 Ford. The ~ o f d  expected 
us to stop, and when we didn't, the Ford had to swerve into the 
opposite lane to avoid broadsiding us. The driver laid on the 
horn and so did Rch. He shook his fist at us as he disappeared 
down the road, and we shook ours back at him. There was a 
service station about half a mile behind us, but we only had 
fifty-seven cents between the four of us. 

"No point in going there," said George. 
"1 bet Ricky Meyers would fix it for us," said Rich. Meyers, 

who dated George's cousin, was a mechanic at his father's 
Texaco station. 

"Drive back to Perkasie?" said Ray. 
"Sure," I said. "Just go slow. We can make it." 
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The first six miles were easy, a country two-lane road with a 
few shallow hills and no stop lights and not much traffic. We 
made it to the top of the ridge overlooking town with no 
problem. Then we started down the long hill into town, 

"Downshift," I said as we started to pick up speed. 
"I did," said Rich. 
"Jam it into first," I said. 
Rich tried, but the gearbox only howled like a meat grinder 

chewing on ten-penny nails. Those old cars didn't have 
synchronized gears. You had to be at a dead stop to get into 
first. The engine drag in second gear slowed us down some, but 
not much. By the time we ran the stop sjgn at Ridge Road, we 
were doing about thirty-five miles an hour. 

I t  was a blind intersection ud ti1 you were almost on top of it. 
Rich was riding the horn, and we were all hollering out the 
windows as we shot through the intersection just ahead of two 
cars approaching from opposite directions on Ridge Road. I got 
a good look at the face of the woman driving the car on my 
side. Her eyes were as big as saucers and her lower jaw was 
somewhere down beIow the dashboard. I waved to her as we 
flashed by. 

We were gaining rapidly on a car that had just turned off the 
ridge onto Park Avenue. There was a blind curve to the right 
corning up fast. Rich was still all over the horn, and we were all 
screaming to beat the band, but the car wouldn't speed up or 
pull over, so we had to pass it. Rich crowded him as close as he 
could, but we were still out in the wrong lane all the way around 
the cum.  As we came up even with the driver, I could have 
Ieaned out and patted the man on his bald spot, but instead I 
hollered, "Move over, Mister, we don't have any brakes." Then 
I grinned and waved. 

We hit the steepest part of the hill with that ninety-degree turn 
waiting at the bottom. That" when I saw the caf coming up from 
Ninth Street. It  was a station wagon. Even in second gear, we 
were doing forty or forty-five by now, cranking about seven 
thousand rpm's, the sheer weight of the car dragging us down the 
hill, the engine screaming louder than we were, begging for 
mercy. 



And then I was sitting there covered with blood and Ray was 
draped over my shoulder Iike one of those skinless rabbits. The 
dndshield in front of me had a big hole in it. I didn't know why. 
I couldn't tell where the blood was corning from. I didn't feel 
any pain. I lifted Ray's head. When I let go of it, it dropped. I 
looked at Rich. The steering wheel was broken, and Rich was 
bleeding from his chin and chest. "Let's get out of here," I said. 
I tried to open my door, but it wouldn't budge, so I followed 
Rich out the driver's door with George right behind me. 

I crossed the road and headed for the nearest house. An old 
woman came out just as I reached the porch, took one look at 
me and screamed. Then a younger man came out, took one 
look at me and disappeared back inside. I put a hand to my 
throat and came away with a handful of blood. That's mine, I 
thought, but I didn't feel any pain. 

A couple of cars had stopped by now, and somebody pushed 
me down onto the porch steps. I couldn't understand what 
everyone: was so excited about. The man who had run back 
inside the house came out with a dish rag or something and 
somebody put it Elgainst my neck and told me to hold it there. 

The house didn't have a telephone, sa people started 
running from house to house, trying to find somebody home 
in a house that did. They looked like actors in a bad foreign 
film on late-night television, their gestures overdone, their 
words disconnected from their lips. Rich sat down next to me, 
holding a cloth to his chin. The cut on his chest was just a 
scrape. George was walking around talking to people. He 
didn't appear to be hurt. 

"Is Ray dead?" Rich said. 
"He Iooked dead to me," I said. 
"lflE go see," said George, 
"What if he% dead?" I said. 
Rich looked at me as if he didn't understand what 1 was 

saying. The cloth I was holding had 'become saturated with 
blood and the blood dripped through my fingers as I held it. 
After awhiIe, George came back. "I think Ray's dive,'? he said. 

"I thought he was dead," I said. 
"I think my car's totaled," said Rich. 
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"We almost made it," I said. From where we were sitting, you 
could practically see Meyers's Texaco. I still didn't feel any pain. 
I didn't feel much of anything except a dull throbbing in my 
neck and a kind of lightheadedness that was not at all 
unpleasant. I t  reminded me of how I felt when 1 was dancing 
with Andrea. 

Judy Harbison's car came down the hill and stopped. "Oh, my 
Gad, what happened?" said Judy as she and Pam Major ran 
over to where Rich and I were sitting. 

"I totaled my car," said Rich. 
"I think Ray's dead," I said. 
"I don't think so," said George. 
"What are you doing here?"said Rich. 
"We were just out cruising," said Judy. 
The girls sat down on either side of us, and Judy took my 

bloody right hand and held it in hers, stroking it gently as if it 
were something rare and precious. She was a year ahead of me 
in school. She dated seniors, and even college guys, and she 
had never paid more attention to me than you would pay to 
your kid brother or a cousin you only see on holidays. I was 
beginning to like the idea of being in an accident. 

After awhile, Chief Nellis drove up with his Iights flashing and 
his siren wailing. Right behind him came an ambuIaace, also 
with lights flashing and siren wailing, Ralph Daggett, one of the 
ambulance crew, ran over to me, took the bloody rag away from 
my neck and whistled. Then he took a large wad of gauze and 
jammed it hard against the wound. 

A s  if someone had turned on a very bright light and shined it 
directly into my eyes, my head suddenly filled with pain, Then 
he: started wrapping me in gauze, wrenching my head this way 
and that way and this way again, as if he were wrestling with it. 

"Goddamn it!" I shouted. '"at the h c k  are you doing.?" 
"Your father would be ashamed if he heard you talking like 

that," said Mr. Daggett. 
"Get away from me! " I hollered. My head felt like the clappet 

of a very large beII. Mr. Dagett shook his head slowly, as if a 
great sadness had descended upon him. 



Ray had been hocked unconscious. They put him on a 
stretcher and loaded him into the ambulance. Then Rich and I 
walked over and climbed in with Ray. When George tried to 
climb in with us, the ambulance crew told him to go away. It  
took us several minutes to convince them that George had been 
in the accident, too. Then we waved goodbye to the girls and off 
we went. 

Perkasie didn't have a hospital either, sa the ambulance had 
to take us to the emergency room at Grand View hospital in 
Sellersville. The doctors and nurses looked George over and 
told him to go home. They stitched up Rich's chin and reIeased 
him, too. Ray had a huge lump on his head, so they admitted 
him for observation. 

I got the worst of it. The car had been going fast enough to 
throw me into the windshield when it hit the tree stump, but 
not fast enough to throw me out. My head had punched a hole 
through the glass to my shoulders, then I had fallen back into 
the seat, shredding the underside of my jaw on the jagged glass, 
leaving my jugular vein exposed-Mr. Daggett told my parents 
he could see the vein pulsing-though miraculously 
undamaged. I t  took Dr, Wynn, Cheryl's dad, five and a half 
hours and sixty-two stitches to dean out all the glass and sew 
me back together, but the blood had come mostly from shallow 
cuts, and none of the cuts had done any real damage. "You were 
lucky," Dr. Wynn said. "If your jugular vein had been severed, 
you would have bled to death in minutes." 

But I had not bled to death in minutes. When 4 woke up the next 
morning, I was in the Intensive Care Unit. A few hours later, they 
moved me onto a regular ward. My parents were waiting for me. 

"I thought you were working yesterday afternoon," my mother 
said, one eyebrow raised. 

"They changed the schedule," I said. "Rich was giving me a 
lift home, but he had to get something at the Farmers' Market, 
so 1 went with him." 

"You went to Quakertown?"she said. 
"For crying out loud, Mom, it's only seven miles.'" 
I spent the rest of the day entertaining a steady stream oS 

friends. I went home the day after that, and a week later I was 
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diving head-first off the three-meter board at the pool. The 
following week the stitches came out, leaving me with an ugly 
knot of bright red scars. 

And beautiful scars they were, too. The next time I went to 
St. Isadore's, Andrea asked if she could touch them. She 
reached out her hand and gently rubbed her fingertips over 
them, as if they might begin to bleed if she touched too hard. 
"You could have been killed," she whispered. Then she kissed 
me on the mouth, her lips lingering against mine just a moment 
longer than they needed to, her breath sweet. 

"1 know," I said. But in one of those beautiful moments of 
revelation that come only rarely in a lifetime, I suddenly 
understood that all those dead poets were wrong after all. My 
scars were the proof. J had danced with death and lived to tell 
about it, and now I was dancing with Andrea Jenkins. I knew T 
could do whatever I pleased. 1 knew I would Iive forever. 

I Drink My Coffee Black 

All ? wanted was a cup of coffee. E was just sitti* there waiting for 
the water to boil, taking an occasional potshot out the window- 
then WHAM! I was sprawled out on the floor head over heels in n 
silent confusion of dust and debris and shredded clothing. Just 
like that. There was no noise. I don't remember hearing an 
explosion at all. It was tbo loud and too close, and it happened 
much too quickly. Only the impact reBstered. 

God, was I sick. I mean I was just sick. Is it  possible to think 
calmly in a moment of intense panic? I remember thinking quite 
coldly, "I'm hit bad," while simuZtaneously what was left of the 
inside of my head kept screaming, "Oh no, not now, not now# not 
after all I've bccn through, oh not now . . ." 

Sce, this was February 5, 1968. I'd been in Vietnam almost 
twelve months to the day. And I" d e n  through a lot of shit: 
twelve months in a Marine infantry battalion, nearly two dozen 



combat: operations, scores of patrols and ambushes and LP's, Con 
Thien, battalion scouts, rocket attacks, firefifits up the ass--and 
not a scratch. Not so much as a stubbed toe. 

I was going home in less than a month. Hell, I didn't even have 
to go on this operation, the captain had told me-too short. "What 
the hell," I'd figured, "why not? Can" to diddlysquat in the rear 
but sit around and mark days off my' short-time calendar and get 
nervous. Might as well be with my buddies.'" 

Tt wasn't quite as simple as all that, I suppose. In Vietnam, there 
were really few things worse than having time on your hands, Time 
to think abut what was going on there. lime to compare the real 
America-the one you'd enlisted for-with the one you saw 
napalming villages and plowing up rice fields with tanks and 
running around with your rifle md your face shooting anything 
that moved. 'Erne to think about those articles you kept reading in 
Stars 'n Stripes about protest marches and VC flags in rimes 
Square. 'IFrne to imagine what miniskirts looked like on real @rls 
and to wonder if the girlfriend you'd gotten a "Dear John" letter 
from six months ago was wearing onewhi le  every bearded hippie 
in Trenton fucked her eyeballs out, and her just loving every 
minute of it with flowers in her hair. Oh goodness yes, I was more 
afraid of slwk time than I ever was, or will be, of combat-though 
it was never put in so many words. Or even thoughts. Not then. 

And I guess there was more than a little macho involved-the 
"I'm a Marine, I ain't scared of a good fight, and even if I am you'll 
be the last to h o w  about it" kind of thing. Whistling in the dark. 
One more test. 
And 1 really wouldn't have feIt right letting my buddies &I 

without me. Life gets very simple in a war. You eat, you keep your 
weapon clean, and you love the men you share every moment of 
the long night with because they're all you've got, The onIy ones 
who'll ever understand. The ones who hoId the other pieces of the 
Queen of Hearts, one piece to a man. 

It's like when you were a kid and the whole gang trashes old Mr. 
Bowen's garage, and everybody gets caught but you, and they all 
have to clean up the gar-and you feel so guilty watching 
them that you finally climb out of the bushes and shuffle over 
and pitch in. 
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So it wasn't really "What the he1 why not?" though it certainly 
felt like it at the time. And h i d e s ,  nobody realized it was going 
to Jse this bad. Christ, how nobody realized . . . 
We were just going to bail out the army again. Our battalion 

had come down to Phu Bai from the DMZ-a little rest and 
refitting after a long stretch in the boondocks. And then the 
MACV advisory compound in Hue radios down that they're 
taking small arms and light mortar fire-nothing heavy, but 
can we send up a column to check it  out? That was about 
0430 an January 31. By the time any of the Americans in 
Vietnam figured out that a major North Vietnamese assault- 
the Tet offensiv-was under way fmm one end of the country 
to the other, our two companies had been caught in one 
mother of an ambush barely half of us would survive. 

And even then I wasn't hit. And I mean everybody was getting 
hit. Captain Bachelor, Major Murphy. Sergeant Todd. That A s s t  
day alone we lost nearly half out fighting strength. It took us all 
day to fight our way six blocks north from the edge of the city 
to the MACV compound on the south side of the Rives of 
Perfumes. We actually got across the river briefly, but we 
couldn't hold the bridge and had to fall back a little before 
nightfdI while we still had anybody left alive. 

And even then I wasn't hit. Not that day, or the next day, or 
the next day, or the next day. And everybody was getting hit- 
some guys nvo, three times. One fiunner from Alpha got hit 
three times in less than an hour. 

After that first adrenaline charge across the bridge, all the 
fighting in the next few weeks was on the south side of the river, 
the side opposite the old city-the citadel of the ancient 
Annarnese emperors that a few weeks later would turn up in 
everybody's Iiving room every evening for a week. We had to set 
up in the MACV compound, a few hundred Marines in a littIe 
pocket of a city swarming with two thousand well dug-in NVA 
regulars, pushing out slowly from there, one building at a time. 
(Fucking small arms and light mortar fire, my ass!) 

The scouts had taken a building right across the street 
from the MACV compound on the third day-a real nice place, 
formerly the mayor's residence or something like that. Kind of 






















