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I WAS seventeen that spring and for almost a
year I had been hooked up with Bernie. I say hooked because love
with Bernie was a worse habit than drugs.

I met Bernie the night Vito and the guys took
me to a bar around the comer for my first drink. I'd been out flat
for two months in a hospital after a horse pitched me and I was
raring to go that night, even though I still wore a brace that
covered me from under my breasts to my hips. Vito had been around
every day those two months, bringing me books and flowers and
stuff. It wasn't love, but he sort of figured he owned me.

So all the boys were hanging around me at the
bar and Vito was seeing this and drinking whiskey after whiskey.
And before you know it, he shoved his way through, socked one of
the boys in the face, turned and said, “You gotta come with
me.”

Kg was so close I could see a strand of hair
stuck in the sweat on his Forehead. His breath came shallow and
fast. His whole body pulsed.

“Vito, I swear they're going to put you in a
straitjacket one of these days.”

I shouldn't have said it. Something exploded
inside of him and I knew he wanted to hit me. But the fellows would
have torn him to shreds.

For a second the whole place was silent,
everybody lined up like bottles against the mirror. Then he went
over and rammed his fist through the plate glass window under the
green neon. Blood spurted over his shirt and pants and onto the
floor.

I yelled, “Take him over to Lebanon.” And some
of the boys dragged him out.

I leaned an elbow on the bar and turned to talk
it over with the rest of the guys. And I dug, sitting in the
corner, this face. It was the most angelic face I'd ever seen on a
boy and I thought to myself, he must be a fag. But the shoulders
were broad and the chest solid. And he was quiet, sitting behind a
beer, its head flat, just nursing it. He was the only one in the
bar like that and I liked it.

I didn't know that he was quiet because he was
high and you just don't drink on top of drugs. All I knew then was
that I was seeing a good-looking Jewish boy, a nice-looking boy,
like my Bubby—my grandmother— would approve of. A fine face, with
high cheek bones and a straight nose. Dark, dark eyes,
long-suffering Jewish eyes like you see in pictures of very old
rabbis. He was just beautiful. And I think I fell in love with
Bernie then.

Then a guy walked into the bar. I'd known Sid
for a long, long time. Just a big hoodlum, but a lovable guy. And
because he was a big goof and pretty stupid-stupid, I got a kick
out of him.

He came over to me and put an arm on the bar. I
could see he was excited to see me, but his thick lips couldn't get
the words out very fast. “When did you get out of the hospital?
Gonna be singing again? Going back to school?” Bernie was listening
to the conversation.

And while Sid reeled off questions, I was
looking past his sleeve and right into Bernie's face. He was
looking right back at me. And we just fused.

It was getting late and my body ached. One of
the fellows came over and said, “Looks like Vito's not coming back.
You want us to walk you home?”

“No. It's only a block. Besides, it's still
early for you.”

I was walking up 170th Street when I heard
footsteps behind me. I slowed down. I guess I slowed down because I
was tired or I guess I slowed down because I thought it might be
somebody I knew.

I felt a hand touch my arm. “Even if it's only
one block, it's still pretty late.” He looked down at me. “And
since I hear you just got out of the hospital, it might be pretty
bad if somebody started up with you. Right?”

“Yeah, right,” I said. “But how do I know to
trust you?”

He walked over and tilted his face into the
yellow cone from a street light. “You see my face?”

I said, “Yeah.”

“Think I'd knock you down?”

I'm telling you, it was an angel face. Like
he'd walk three blocks around to miss stepping on an anthill. I
never saw that face laugh except once when an old woman got hit by
a truck and she landed in a funny position. But that's all right.
He didn't cry either.

So I took his arm and he walked me to the door
and there wasn't much talk. I thanked him for bringing me tome. And
he didn't say, Will I see you again? He said, “Well, I'LL see you
around.”

But the next day when I came out Bernie was
sitting on the stoop with some of the gang. Just talking. And when
I saw him, I fizzed out. But I forced a booming smile and he
grinned back. Smirk, I guess you'd call it.

“Go for a walk?”

“Okay.”

And we walked.

He said, “Tell me about yourself. I've heard
little bits. So I started talking.

Then he came back the next day. And the next
and the next. And before you knew it, I was going steady with
Bernie Angel.



Before he happened I had lived a nothing life
with my grandmother on the top floor of an apartment house in the
Bronx. One of those places where everybody knew what everybody else
was eating because you could smell it in the hall. Bubby
contributed the salty nose-tingling odor of fried herring and baked
potatoes every morning. But I burned up every calorie and remained
a skinny four feet nine. Only green eyes and auburn hair kept me
from being a total loss.

Mom had been dead for a year and my father had
settled with his new wife and my kid brother Ritchy in Florida,
fifteen hundred miles away. I got a job at Montefiore Hospital
during the day, started Hunter College at night, and cut records on
weekends. Money I had plenty of. But it didn't really fill up
anything.

And Bubby, much as I loved her, never really
got close to me until after I got into trouble. We never really
spoke. We had nothing to say to each other. My grandmother, as a
grandmother is and should be, lived in another generation and
couldn't understand me.

She would sit at the kitchen table and shake
her head in despair. Bums came in at twelve o'clock. “And you work
until four?”

So I was a bum bum bum. All kinds of bums,
tramp, hoodlum, whore. Everything in the books, I was. “If you
can't act like a person, you should get out of my house.” Her plump
cheeks went red with shame. “I don't care about you. The neighbors
are talking. Go out and whore. But not on my time, my reputation. I
live in this neighborhood so many years..?

I would pour her a glass of tea and go out.

Yet I knew in my heart she wasn't wrong and
every so often I'd slip a ten or a twenty or fifty under the little
doily on her dresser. I was squandering like a drunken sailor
anyway. There was nothing else to do with the money. I had nobody
to spend it on but me and the neighborhood kids. And going on a
spree with the whole crowd was the closest thing to fun. At least
it got us away from the rattling elevated trains that shook soot
down into our hair and took us away from street vendors yelling all
day about pickles, grapefruits or half a dozen socks for a
quarter.

So when Bernie Angel happened, he became my
whole life. I would have done anything for him. And in the end, I
did.



Angel, of course, was a nickname. There was a
youth gang called the Grey Shirts that ran part of the East Bronx
and Bernie was the captain.

He used to sit on a milk box on Washington
Avenue with a couple of the best looking girls in the neighborhood
sitting on a box or on his lap or running errands for him. He used
to split his gang into groups and send them on various
robberies.—You hit this school. Break in through such and such a
window that's been marked off for you on this map. There are
typewriters in the storeroom. Take them to such and such a place
where there will be files. Get Board of
Education off them and the serial number and stash them in our
pile.

I was going to high school at that time and was
one of the legitimate kids in the neighborhood who used to pull my
brother in off the streets when the Grey Shirts were coming. I had
a girl friend who was going with one of the Shirts and when I found
out, I stopped talking to her.

When the cops found out about a robbery, they
knew. I mean they knew. Schnooks they are, but you can't
underestimate them too much. Because when it comes to money they
get brains. When there's a buck to be made, a cop will think like
three times harder than he would if just an ordinary citizen's life
is at stake.

The cops would go to Washington Avenue and they
would walk over to Bernie sitting on the milk box with the
girls.

“Where were you tonight?”

“Here.”

“All night?”

“All night. Ask the girls.”

If Bernie had just walked over and sat down,
the girls would all swear to God on their lives, on the lives of
their mothers and fathers, on their everything, on their future
kids, that Bernie had been there all night.

“You sure you weren't around P. S. 26?”

“Why?”

“The place was robbed.”

“Oh. That's too bad.”

“You have anything to do with it, Bernie?”

And Bernie would say, “Who, me? Mister, I'm an
angel.”

“Yeah, Bernie the angel.” Until gradually, they
shortened it.

When I met Bernie, so many people knew him as
Bernie Angel that I was going steady with him for six months before
I found out his last name was Shein. In fact, his mother used to
crack up behind my back. I used to call her Mrs. Angel.

And my grandmother would clasp her hands and
shake her head even harder. “What do you mean, going with a fellow
named Angel? Sounds like shortening for Angelino. Must be
Italian.”

I said, “Bubby, he was bar-mitzvahed and
everything. So he's trying to hide.”



Sid was Bernie's lieutenant, bodyguard, and
worshipper. Bernie's word was law. And Sid had had a crush on me
for years. So, by Sid, this made Bernie God—to be Bernie and to
have Celia on top of it.

One day Bernie stood me up and sent Sid to tell
me he couldn't come. But he sent him with a story. Sid would have
died for Bernie, but he to me he couldn't. The guy was torn in
half.

He came up the stairs and knocked on the door.
Bubby went to open it Now, Sid's a tremendous guy, about six-five.
And when my grandmother opened it he filled up the hole and stood
there like another door. She went white and slammed the door.
Boom.

How she carried on. “What kind of giant freaks
from the side shows I got to open my door and find sitting in
front!”

I ran out into the hall, grabbed Sid, and
pulled him after me down the steps.

When we were outside, I said, “Where's Bernie,
sweetie?”

He stood there looking at me, looking away. I
could see he meant to he to me, but it wouldn't come out that way.
“He went to cop.”

“To cop who?”

“You know. Stuff. Smack.”

“Look, sweetie, this is me, Celia. You better
start speaking English real fast, because I don't know what you're
talking about.”

Sid pulled a Valentino on me. “I can't let you
do it, baby,” he said. “Much as I love Bernie, I can't let you do
it.” It was silly, him so big and talking this poetry.

“I got to tell you, Ceel, because I think you
ought to know. Whether you still like me or not You got to know
that Bernie is a junkie.”

I saw how he was coming on, like tearing Bernie
down. So I burned and pulled the dignity. “So Bernie's a junkie. I
know!”

And you know what I thought he meant? That
Bernie was a junk man and ashamed of earning a living in such a
cruddy way. And disgusted with Sid, I said, “I know he's a junkie.
It doesn't make any difference.” And I sent him away.

I didn't find out what a junkie was until a
month later. Bernie and I had come out of a movie and were taking
the usual stroll back to my house. It was early summer, I remember,
and the night was warm.

I said to Bernie, “Sweetie, what's a junkie?”
His voice, when he spoke, was amused. But he put it bluntly. “A
junkie is a drug addict.”

And then he told me the rest. About the
different drugs and how you use them. About how it was easiest to
get heroin around the neighborhood.

And I looked at Bernie and I said, “That's what
you're using?”

He smiled that own special sneer that Bernie
smiled. “Yeah, honey. That's what I'm using.”

I didn't say another word.

But then I started digging as the days went by
just how Bernie was getting thinner. And how sometimes he would be
so nervous and tight and tense and how sometimes he'd walk around
for a couple of days with a cold that just wouldn't stop.

I went to the library and started reading books
on drugs. At the hospital where I worked, I asked the doctors about
the symptoms of addiction. Gradually, I began to understand a
little bit about how you could get hooked. How your body can come
to depend on a particular drug so that eventually, it dies without
it. I mean the cells themselves die. Your body actually starts
disintegrating or eroding. And I realized what this meant That
Bernie was rotting himself away.

Up until the realization hit me that Bernie
could die from this, I was content not to butt in. When I
understood, then I just had to do something. My whole life was
wrapped up in Bernie and he just couldn't die on me. I wouldn't
stand for it. So I started nagging. “You can stop. There must be
some kind of way. There are hospitals.”

“Yeah, Lexington. I'm not going to put myself
in Lexington. That's a prison.”

It didn't seem to bother him that I was
bothered. He would take me around to see his junkie friends instead
of leaving me on the comer or in somebody's car the way he used to
when he went for a fix. Once, he took me to a connection's house
and told me, “If I ever get sick and can't get out, I want you to
remember this place so you can go for me. 'Cause I told the guy if
you should come for anything, to give it to you.”

“I'll remember this place,” I looked at him and
said.

He just kept using and using and getting
thinner and thinner. He had to punch a new hole in his trouser
belt. And I recognized symptoms I'd never even thought of before.
Why Bernie used to fall asleep in the movies. It wasn't because he
was tired from working hard all day. Why Bernie's eyes always
looked so bright and beautiful. There was hardly any pupil at all.
Just this lovely mass of brown. Limpid. In fact, when I started
using drugs, people used to tell me how dark and green my eyes
looked because that's the way they get when the pupil contracts. I
used to walk around all the time with these crazy green eyes. In
fact, sometimes I used to look in the mirror and goof behind my own
eyes that I never even noticed before.

Then Bernie began asking for money. Not force
me to give him. But he'd go into this routine of how he was sick
and had to have it or he would go out and do something.

“Don't do anything rash,” I would say. “Think
of your mother, think of yourself, think of me, think of anything.
Think!” But my speechmaking had no effect so I gave her money.

Finally, I started getting snippy. I just sat
down one day and said to myself: I don't need this aggravation. I
really don't. I've had in my life enough aggravation for ten
adults. What am I looking for now? Yet I loved Bernie with all my
heart and I needed him so badly I decided to talk to him just this
once more.

So I went over to his house. He lived in a
crowded flat with his folks and one brother. Poor people, like most
everyone in the neighborhood. What little money came in, his father
drank up and the brother threw out on the horses.

I went over early and woke him up, which is an
unheard of thing. His poor mother had a fit.

“Celia, sweetheart,” she pushed back some
strands of her faded blonde hair. “I'm warning you right now. That
boy is crazy when you wake him up.”

“Ma, it's got to be done.”

She saw my determination and gave in to it.
“Maybe you can do it. What I couldn't do, maybe you can do.”

“Give me the chance.”

“Okay, sweetheart.” She let me go to his
bedroom door.

I went inside. A worn curtain swayed lightly
out the open window. His brother's shirts were draped on the backs
of chairs. The dresser, an old massive piece, stood cluttered with
talc, hair brushes and racing forms. I walked over to the double
bed and shook Bernie by the arm.

He jumped up. “Whatsa matter?”

I waited until the sleep cleared from his eyes.
Then in the strongest voice I could muster, I said, “If I have to
sit on you, you're not leaving this house today or tomorrow or the
next day. And if your mother goes out, it's only for the groceries.
But you are not going to take one more fix. Not one from this
minute on, you're not.”

“You must be crazy, girl.”

I sat on the bed. “Bernie, do you love me?”

He leaned forward and looked me right in my
face and said to me, “You see this face?” Just like he did that
first night.

“Yes, Bernie, I see it.”

“Do you know what's behind this face?”

“Yes, Bernie.”

“Do you think what's behind this face could
love anybody?” It was a silly question.

And Bernie is no talker. He just doesn't talk.
He has nothing to say to anybody. He lives in his own world and
doesn't want to be bothered. Which is somehow connected with his
crazy obsession about if you must shout at him, do it quietly, so
he can just hear the buzz but not catch the words. But now he was
sitting up and for the first time, really talking to me.

“Baby,” he said, “smart you are, and God knows
how proud of you I am for being smart Not for what you could have
done. But what you've done.” He'd been an honor student and could
have gone far. An education was his mother's dream for him. “That
you finished high school and went to college. That you worked with
name bands.” And Bernie was a frustrated drummer. He used to bang
on a set he kept in the room for hours and hours sometimes. It was
the only noise he would permit himself to make. And he couldn't
play a lick. He had a good beat but there was nothing. “And you
don't know what a charge I get out of you. But a kid with love in
her like you've got—Celia, as much as I love anything, I love you.
But I'm empty, Celia. Empty.”

His mother came to the door then. I went to
her, and she whispered that I should watch him, she was going
shopping. She left I sat down on the bed.

He told me about the time he had kicked it
lying in the bathtub, covered with water for four days. The agony.
Never again, he swore.

I guess every girl thinks her love can change a
guy. I stretched out beside him. He held me close. He told me it
was no good but I put his hand on my breast where no boy had ever
touched. He seemed to feel a spark of hope. He opened my blouse and
kissed my throat and down to my bra. I unhooked it I felt his tears
on my titties. He nuzzled them for a long time. I hardly knew what
I felt I was so intent on getting my love through to him. He began
to breathe harshly. I got up and closed the door and locked it. I
saw myself in the bureau mirror, blouse open and white bra cups
dangling below my bosom. I raised my chin and glared at my
reflection, which looked scared, and took off my clothes. I was
sure my love would cure him, show him he was alive, make him man
enough to lack the habit.

He sobbed, “Celia, it's no good. I—I
can't!”

I glowered at myself in the mirror as I rolled
down my panties. I had a woman's dark spreading bush but was a
virgin—a stupid waste for a girl full of love.

I lay down on the bed and opened his pajama
bottoms. I fondled his limp thing.

He just lay there, weeping. I worked carefully.
I was determined. I gradually made it hard. Then I got a little
scared. It looked too big. I'd heard of girls with small openings
getting hurt.

I asked, “Bernie, don't you want to?”

“Sure, Celia. Sure. I love you, Celia.”

I spread my legs for him and he climbed on me.
Gentle like he always was, wordless, he rubbed it in my cleft until
it was slippery. I was surprised at how excited I got, almost
forgetting why I was doing it. I wasn't worried about his mother
coming back. I had her figured. She wanted me to make a man of him.
Maybe she hoped he'd get me pregnant; then he'd have
responsibilities.

It hurt a little when his knob split me. But I
felt pleased that a man was in me at last.

Bernie whispered, “Celia, I love you, love
you—”

I smiled. I felt my vagina do a little flip. It
seemed to suck him deeper in me. Gingerly I drew my legs back. He
hardly moved. More open now, I found I could squeeze his stalk,
ripple on it. The sharp pleasure made me cry. I felt a sudden hot
flood. There was sweat on my lip. I had made it, just like
that.

And I forgot Bernie. Forgot whose body covered
me. I chugged and writhed and jerked, moaning loud enough to hear
in the street racing like a fire engine to another climax. Bernie
climaxed, too.



There. That should fix him, I thought.

“Bernie, did you like it?”

“Huh? Oh, sure, Celia. Great.” He got up and
began to dress. “I have to get me a fix.”

So I went out with him and got a fix, too. Sex
meant nothing to Bernie—and I had to have something to share with
him.
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BY MID-JULY I had learned to steal prescription
pads from doctors' desks. When the kids went back to school after
vacation, I couldn't care less about college. Christmas slipped by
me somehow. I don't know where it got lost. And when the trees
began to bloom again, I had passed close to three hundred scripts.
It's amazing somebody should have such luck, never being arrested
and doing something against the law.



And maybe that's why I didn't want to answer
the phone that day. Whatever the reason, I picked it up
reluctantly. You sometimes know when a good day is going to end
almost before it starts.

“Celia, we're climbing walls.” It was this
couple Al and Tina. I knew right away what they wanted. These kids
didn't have monkeys on their backs. They had gorillas.

Al did the talking. “Not only are we sick but
the poor dog is carrying on.”

They had a puppy and for kicks, some idiot used
to come to the house and make the dog sniff heroin, too. Al and
Tina were shooting up so they didn't know what was happening when
the guy would take a little bit and make the dog sniff it. I used
to think the pooch had an upset stomach behind the drug fumes. When
you're cooking up, you know, the fumes just fill the house. I think
I could smell stuff cooking if I were four blocks away.

Al pleaded. “Ceel, you're the only one we can
go to for help.”

So I said, “Look, baby, you know what a hassle
I got on my hands behind Bernie. Where'm I going to get for
you?”

But I thought to myself, Ceel, you gotta have
mercy, because they had between them two habits that like wow! they
were out of this world. Where was I going to get enough to make
them better? I could give them some of mine but that would only
hold them for a little while. And then they'd be sick again. It's
the same thing.

So I told Al, “If I get enough, and then if
Bernie isn't home to goof or something and I can get rid of him,
I'll write out another prescription and bring it up. But God help
you if you tell Bernie because hell kill me for going out and
getting a whole new prescription and not letting him in on it.”

Because Bernie and I were partners. I would
write out the prescription. I would pass it in the drugstore.
Bernie helped me use the drugs. This made him my partner.

So Bernie came to pick me up and before we left
I filled out three scripts. Thirty tablets of delauded each, ninety
in all. Enough to kill a small elephant But for us, by now, just
about a day's supply.

Leaving Bernie outside as usual, I walked into
a little side-street drugstore and got what I wanted. Then we went
up the block looking for someplace cool. Someplace that hasn't got
too many people in it and where the druggist is not middle aged.
He's either young or old. None of these middle aged tippies for us.
Not that the middle aged guys'll call up and turn you in or
anything. Because on the average they don't. What they do is they
realize you're passing a phoney prescription and that you're
passing it for drugs and that you'll pay anything for it. The legal
value for a bottle of thirty delauded capsules is a dollar and a
half or a dollar seventy-five, but [...]
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