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Chapter Eight

“The Gem”

    The three weary now-sober adventurers carefully walked through several tenement’ slums and after nine monotonous blocks, we eventually found our way to North Broad Street. The exhausted and relieved trio boarded a city bus and fifteen minutes later exited at City Hall. We stared up into the cold winter sky at William Penn’s statue illuminated over five-hundred-feet high atop the classic architectural landmark, and soon the valiant threesome headed east several blocks on Market Street.  Jives led us to Filbert Street, where the terminal was located to purchase tickets for a Jersey’ bound Public Service’ Bus.

   I received a quick punch to my arms from each of my friends after I declared, “I hope we don’t get a terminal illness while we’re waitin’ in this place for our freakin’ bus!”

   “Get serious for a sec’,” Jives admonished, “or else you’ll be certain to be hurtin’! Just kiddin’, of course! J.W., now that I got your stupid attention, why do ya’ think those cootie biters didn’t rob us blind?”

   “Because Jives,” I said, “they’re Blues and don’t need our poultry chicken feed. They got the big bucks and don’t have to fool around with penny-anti stuff like us.”

   “And besides,” Sal added inside the comfort of the Filbert Street’ Public Service Bus Terminal, “we weren’t wearin’ blindfolds, so they couldn’t have robbed us blind. The blindfolds were in our mouths and not around our eyes, and that shows ya’ how messed-up in the head those imbecile Blues really are.”

   “Yeah,” I agreed, “if the Blues had one more guy with ‘em they could have had enough gray matter to have half a human brain.”

   “Say Fabian baby, when we gonna’ get News to sponsor us into the Reds?” Frankie asked. “I’m ripe for the pickin’.”

   “As soon as possible Jives,” Sal confided as he kicked a few already smoked cigarette’ butts on the bus terminal’ floor. “I feel like kickin’ some real human butts now until those rich creeps are black and blue.”

   The three of us slept for most of the hour-long bus trip back to Hammonton. I woke up as the mass transit shore-bound vehicle neared the Route 30 Ancora Bridge’ overpass, which the freight train we had involuntarily ridden had passed under four and a half’ hours before. I woke my traveling companions up, and the returning triumvirate got off at Lexington Avenue, which bordered the west’ side of Pete’s Market. Then I drove Sal home to Waterford in Dad’s dark blue “Pete’s Market Special” ‘57 Ford truck.

   “See you two pud’ pullers at school,” Fabian said, “and if ya’ get kidnapped at Winslow Junction again, give me a call.”

   “You’ll see us at Edgewood if you’re lucky!” I sharply answered. “Better in school than at the funeral parlor.”

   “Don’t do us any favors! Manana amigo, y hasta Luigi, hermano!” Jives uttered as he deliberately butchered some common palabras he had learned in Mr. Taylor’s Spanish II class.

   “See ya’ Sal,” I finished. “It’s been real! But why didn’t ya’ get off the bus in front of your Pop’s gas station? It passed right by here.”

   “Because Birdbrain, I was sleepin’ on the damned bus and you didn’t wake me up until we got to the Ancora Bridge between my house in Waterford and your place in Elm,” Fabian reminded me.

   On the way down Spring Road to Winslow Junction, Jives and I listened to Connie Francis’s rendition of “Who’s Sorry Now?” on the truck’s radio. I slowed down to ascertain that no Blues were in the vicinity of the seldom-used country’ freight car’ yard. I hit the brakes and patiently waited for Frankie to enter his black and white Coronet. 

   “Hey J.W., those scuzzy scum’ bags stole my keys,” Jives reported in a quasi-astonished tone. “Zoom this tin monster over to my pad. I always keep my crib port open for emergencies. I have another set of igniters in the top drawer of my bureau. Vamimos, ahora!”

   “Okay Jives, ya’ make more sense in Spanish than you do in English. But you shouldn’t keep your keys in your drawers,” I said with a poker face. “You should keep your keys in your pants’ pocket instead. If ya’ keep your keys in your drawers, they might scratch-up your dingle and your ballpark too!”

   “You couldn’t be more full of shit if you was the friggin’ Jolly Green Giant’s cesspool!” Jives vehemently responded.

   I drove Frankie to his place a mile away in the village of Winslow. Arena lived in a standard three-bedroom ranch home. He opened his bedroom’ window and clambered inside. After fumbling in the dark through his top bureau’ drawer, he managed to locate his set of duplicate car keys. The awkward heavy-set kid gingerly climbed outside, shut the window and lethargically re-entered the Pete’s Market Special.

   I drove Jives back to Winslow Junction where he got out and then attempted starting his ‘57 Dodge. A hound dog could be heard wildly barking in the distance. Everything else was silent and eerie around the abandoned old train depot.

   “No juice,” Frankie related in a defeated tone of voice. “Those Blues oughta’ get bent somethin’ serious! They’ve really rattled my cage somethin’ fierce by creamin’ my wheels!”

   “Don’t get frosted! It’s cold enough out here,” I advised. “Let’s take a gander under the hood.” I removed a small flashlight from the truck’s glove compartment, popped Jives’ hood, and immediately identified the source of the difficulty.  “Ya’ have no freakin’ battery!” I exclaimed.

   “Those dirty scum’ bags have really twisted my horns with this friggin’ gig they’ve pulled,” Jives confessed. “They need to be put down Major League' big time!”

   Fortunately, Dad had a rusty chain stashed on the floor behind the seat. I then backed up the blue half-ton pickup’s rearend directly in front of Frankie’s ‘57 Coronet, attached the chain hooks securely to both vehicles and then towed Jives and his car back to the hamlet of Winslow.

   “See ya’ later alligator,” I said with a low degree of animation.

   “After while you super asshole’ reptilian,” Jives disgustedly replied.

   Monday rolled around and I met my Edgewood High’ buddies at fifth period lunch in the cafeteria. I was deeply depressed and demoralized because I had just failed another one of Mr. Andrews’ enigmatic trigonometry tests. “No teacher oughta’ give a major test on Monday morning,” I complained. “It’s downright unethical!”

   “Don’t worry J.W.,” G.R. said. “Have no fear because Goose is here.  I’ll fix that bastard’s wagon good for ya’. He’s gonna’ regret ever fuckin’ with you, I guarantee it!”

   “In Levittown at Cardinal Reagan,” I recalled, “if a teacher used his power and screwed-up a kid’s future like Andrews’ is runnin’ wild with my life now, my Diablo’ pals would have poured sand and sugar in his car’s gas tank and make him pay the price,” I stated. “We once did that to a police cruiser when the cop gave us some static.”

   “J.W., that’s pretty cool. I’m glad I don’t gotta’ take trigonometry, algebra, calculus, geometry or any of that other advanced math shit,” G.R. said. “I only gotta’ take General Math with Mr. Zelnick. It’s a snap. I ain’t gotta’ go to college but will wind-up makin’ more dinero in my lifetime than all you zombies put together.”

   Fabian busted on Goose by asking the defiant Sicilian what war General Math had fought in. Before Restuccio could formulate an adequate reply, I remembered a Bo Jalonec line and chimed in, “General Math fought in the same war with General Office, General Motors and General Electric,” I indicated.

   “J.W.,” Jives said, “you musta’ had a jug of Southern Comfort for breakfast before ya’ came to Romper Room this morning. The ice cream shootin’ outa’ your mouth ain’t exactly Good Humor.”
   Everyone laughed as Jives effectively “busted on and shot down” his buddy who had just recently safely towed his car out of Winslow Junction. I took the “put down” with a grain of salt, because if I had shown any signs of being insulted or embarrassed the rest of the guys would have made minced-meat out of my tender ego.

   On the night of February 3rd, Goose picked up News, Jives, Juice, Sal and me and drove his white ‘60 Thunderbird into metropolitan downtown Hammonton. It was tight quarters in the four-seater, but we managed to get comfortable. We passed by the Reds faithfully standing in front of the Rivoli Theater and the Blues loyally stationed across Bellevue Avenue positioned on the curb in front of Vegas’ Drugs and Soda Fountain and Augie’s Burger Paradise’ Luncheonette.  

   G.R. cruised town in the familiar loop south on Bellevue Avenue, across the Pennsylvania Railroad tracks, took a right turn down Front Street, across the tracks again, east on Egg Harbor Road, and then north through town again on Bellevue to Central Avenue. Around a hundred other teen’ cars and “customized” hot rods were cruising the strip also, the activity being a nightly tradition in Hammonton as well as in thousands of small towns across the country.

   After superstitiously doing “the circuit” three times, “once each for the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghoul,” Goose parked his “Bird” in front of Olivo’s Supermarket, across Central Avenue from the Gem, a local teen hangout.

   “Guys, be careful in that dick-doin’ dive,” Goose cautioned, “because the Gem’s only a block away from Hammonton High and a lot of Blues stake out this place.”

   “But the Gem is neutral territory, just like DiDonato’s Bowlin’ Alleys and Royale Crown Custard,” Sal challenged, “and we oughta’ be safe in there as long as we don’t start any trouble ourselves.”

   The five of us entered the teen joint and sat in a semi-circular booth in front of the restaurant’s Central Avenue pane-glass window to make sure that no one tampered with Goose’s “Bird” parked in front of Olivo’s across the street.  Bobbie Darren’s “Queen of the Hop” was blasting from the crowded place’s rainbow colored jukebox.  

   I looked around and saw Joanne Berenato and two other girls at another booth talking to several Reds that attended St. Joseph High. News identified the three brawny guys as Dave “Herc” Juliano, Jake “The Brute” Maccarella and Ollie “Balls” Giordano. Herc Juliano was a tall muscular kid that had biceps the size of cantaloupes, Jake Maccarella was a two-hundred-twenty-pound linebacker, and Ollie Giordano was also a burly strong-looking kid with a nasty temper when angry. 

   Tommy explained that the Giordano’ family had immigrated to America from Italy, worked at Renault Winery’s vineyards in Egg Harbor for ten years, and then bought a twenty acre peach farm in Rosedale just west of Hammonton. At age five Ollie had to master English as a second language all by himself.

    News described a rather interesting story’ scenario. One day in July of ‘59 Ollie Giordano was in a local grocery store. Several signs written in Spanish were on the walls giving directions and information to Hispanic customers that were summer Puerto Rican farm migrants. Giordano demanded that the grocery’ market’s cashier pull-down and then rip-up the offensive Spanish signs.

   When the market clerk asked “Why?” Ollie Giordano said that when he had come to the U.S. from Italy, he had to learn the new language all by himself without any help from store signs and that Puerto Ricans had to learn and understand English from square one just like he had to. The Italian lad despised and resented cultural advantages. The market employee refused to honor Giordano’s command, so Ollie became excessively mercurial and tore down the signs, ripped them up and threw them into the trash can.

  “What happened next?” Juice Illiani asked News Tomasello.

  “Well, a big fat colored lady was in the store and accused Giordano of being a racist, and Giordano told her point blank,” Tommy continued, “those Spanish signs discriminate against you too, you fat black bitch because they weren’t written in good English or in bad Swahili.” 

   “That’s a real cool story,” Goose insisted, “because I don’t like niggers or spics either. Those three St. Joe’ guys are all right in my book.”

   ‘Fine Catholics,’ I thought as I linked Goose Restuccio and Ollie Giordano with the racial bigotry that had been amply exhibited back in Levittown by Bruno Popeye Messina, Sal Palermo, Tinker and the redneck Kamikazes.

   Joanne Berenato, her two girlfriends and the three St. Joe’ Reds glanced over in our direction, and News waved over his greeting to his fellow gang members. Then we all gave each other the “hi sign,” and the Edgewood contingent instantly felt safer sitting in the Gem and being allied with the three tough St. Joe’ Reds.

   “That St. Joseph guy must really be rich,” Goose irreverently remarked, “because he owns schools and churches all over the goddam country.”

   Honey Anderson approached our booth to take our orders. “What do ya’ say?” the twenty-year-old buxom blonde angel asked.

   “I say Mary had a little lamb, and the doctors were amazed!” Jives unimaginatively injected.

   “I say words,” News factually indicated.

   “Do ya’ have any Caesar’s salad?” I requested before Honey could muster up a response to neutralize Jives and News’s lunacy.

   “Yes we do,” Honey answered while still reeling from Frankie Arena and Tommy Tomasello’s ridiculous stupidity.

   “Well then,” I added, “you’d better give Caesar’s salad back to old Julius or he might get mad and start Roman the streets lookin’ for you!” I said in memory of Bo Jalonec’s wit.

  And then sarcastic Goose Restuccio had to contribute to the perfectly contrived mayhem. “Do ya’ have any bearded clams?” he wanted to know.

   “Look you cross-eyed Edgewood’ jerk,” the rattled waitress said in a perturbed soprano, “we don’t have any bearded clams here because all the waitresses have shaved their crotches! Now what the hell do ya’ really want, and for Pete’s sake, don’t ask me if I have elephant’s thighs or frog’s legs either!”

   We all got the message as everyone in the place heard what Honey had boomed because the jukebox had just seconds before stopped playing “Rockin’ Robin” by Bobby Day. Then the next song “Splish Splash” by Bobbie Darin was spun, and we all thoroughly cooperated with standard restaurant behavior by ordering Pepsi Colas and burgers.

   No sooner had News told us that Dave “Herc” Juliano was “one crazy sick pup” that the aforementioned guy got down and sat on the floor and pretended he was taking a bath, enacting the lyrics of “Splish Splash” in every minute detail. Then “Herc” began bouncing about and rolling around on the establishment’s black and white tile floor, and around thirty appreciative kids stood in a circle and put their hands together in rhythmic clapping to demonstrate their satisfaction with his bizarre antics. When the novelty song finally ended, the entire place gave “Herc” a thunderous round of applause.

   Something registered in my brain, and since my imitations of Bo Jalonec were working so well so far in my new social environment, I thought I would next take a page out of Quinn’s book. I recalled that February 3rd, 1960 marked the one-year anniversary of Buddy Holly’s death in a fatal plane crash outside Clearlake, Iowa. I recalled that my hero Quinn had pulled the plug on the Feed Bag’s jukebox and then gave a magnificent speech honoring the memory of Buddy Holly, the Big Bopper and Ritchie Valens, who all had perished in the horrible plane disaster.  Here was my stellar opportunity to impress the Gem’ teen crowd by imitating Quinn’s masterful Feed Bag’ accomplishment.

   I had planned the entire strategy all out in my head. Sal Fabian Midilli would amble over to the jukebox and at the right moment pull the machine’s plug out. The silence would immediately get everybody’s undivided attention. Then I would stand on my booth’s light green padded leather cushion and astound everyone with my eloquent Buddy Holly’ eulogy. After everyone in my Gem’ audience would be mesmerized by my magical words, I fantasized I would ask the crowd for ten minutes of silence, march to the jukebox, re-insert the plug into the wall socket, and deposit two quarters. I intended to select and play a medley of songs in tribute to the three very talented, deceased rock and roll stars.

   “Sal, at the end of ‘Yakety-Yak’ by the Coasters that’s playin’ now,” I boldly stated,  “ on the count of three, I want ya’ to go over and pull the jukebox’ plug out of the wall socket. Then I can give a little speech in honor of Buddy Holly’s death,” I suggested.

   “Can’t ya’ get someone else to do it? I’m too self-conscious,” Fabian pleaded. “What if I screw-up?”

   “No Sal, you’re the best guy for the job and the only one I can trust to do it right,” I sternly replied. “Do the job and I’ll find you an old Dewey button to wear.”

   When “Yakety-Yak” finished, and on the count of three, Sal obediently proceeded to the jukebox and vigorously tugged the plug out of a wall socket just after the guitar-fret opening to Chuck Berry’s “Johnny B. Goode” began. The absence of music instantly got the teen patrons’ attention. I stood up on the booth’ cushion and solemnly stared at my captive audience like a pious minister or priest peering at his devout Sunday’ congregation.

   “A year ago today, February 3rd, 1959,” I began just like Quinn had done in the Feed Bag, “a terrible plane crash happened outside Clearlake, Iowa. The small airplane crashed in a remote cornfield, and it was carrying…”

   “Who gives a crap!” Gabe Gillette yelled out from his Gem’ table. Before I knew anything else, Gillette hurled a hamburger in a bun, and it hit me in the center of my forehead. That action was quickly followed by other food tosses from three other Blues’ bullies, (later identified by News) Hammer Bertino, Butch Lanza and Ox Narducci. I lost my balance standing on the booth’s light green leather padding, tumbled backwards, penetrating and then shattering the thick pane-glass window behind me. I was temporarily knocked unconscious from the impact with the window and from the jolt from my fall.

   The next thing I recalled was Juice aggressively slapping me across the face. I was immobile and almost comatose lying on the hard cold pavement amidst broken glass shards. I glanced up and hazily perceived a crowd of Gem’ patrons standing around me in the frigid night air, steam escaping from their mouths. I had never been more publicly embarrassed in my short life.

   Officers’ Chet Rubba and Doug Patton from the Hammonton Police Department pulled up in their black and white Ford squad car to investigate the unique accident. 

    “Are ya’ all right son?” Patrolman Rubba asked. “Should we call an ambulance?”

   “He has a cut on his left hand and some blood around his right ankle,” Officer Patton observed. “I don’t think any bones are broken.”

   Goose then took over, and apparently Chet Rubba and Doug Patton knew who he was. “I’ll take care of J.W. here,” G.R. guaranteed the local cops. “He’ll be okay once I drive him home and he washes up.” And then Goose turned toward the still shocked Gem’ proprietor, Mr. Arturo Sorrentino. “How much damage was done? What do we owe ya’?”

   “That window costs a hundred-and-fifty bucks new,” Mr. Sorrentino complained. “And I’ll have to board it up until I can get a decent replacement installed.”

   G.R. took a wad of hundred dollar bills out of his dungaree pocket. “Well Mr. Sorrentino, here’s three hundred bazookas for your trouble. That oughta’ cover the window, the wood panels and your aggravation.”

   “Why thanks Goose!” Mr. Sorrentino commended as he examined the three crisp Ben Franklins in the palm of his hand. “Thank you very much! You’re a lifesaver.”

   “Goose looks more like a Chiclet or a Mary Jane than a Lifesaver,” Juice perceptively added.

   “Well Officers,” Goose Restuccio aptly continued, “J.W. here is gonna’ be all right, and Mr. Sorrentino has been fully paid for the broken window.”

   The officers agreed that the debt had been officially settled and that the Gem’s owner was happy with the arrangements. Their only concern was about the status of my physical welfare. I stood and walked up and down the sidewalk in a straight line as if taking a drunk-driver’ sobriety test, and then attested to the local constables that I was “ninety-percent all right.”

   My eyes searched the crowd and spotted Joanne Berenato staring at me as if I was a visiting alien from Mars. Then she smiled in my direction and that made me feel warm inside. I waved goodbye to the Italian princess and instructed Goose to drive me home because my head and body were both engaged in excruciating’ pain.

   The next fifth period lunch at Edgewood I was still suffering from “the Blues” since my body was still aching all over. The guys tried cheering me up and buoying my damaged spirit.

   “J.W., that was a really nifty thing you tried at the Gem,” Juice Illiani began, “and I’d still like to hear ya’ give that Buddy Holly speech.”

   Jives Arena was residually fatigued from what he had labeled the “Gemma dilemma.” “Those Blues think they’re cool and everythin’ they do is no sweat. But I’m sure that old J.W. here has some nifty tricks to fix their kicks.” 

   I tried smiling and noticed Fabian Midilli yawning and stretching his arms while sitting across the table next to Goose Restuccio. That action sent my brain waves into a hyper Bo Jalonec mode. “Knock it off Sal,” I snarled, “because the Hammonton Rescue Squad needs a new stretcher and you might just fill the bill.” 

   “Yeah J.W., Gabe Gillette and his pack of degenerates nearly sent you to the cemetery,” News observed, “but I hope that shattered Gem’ window hasn’t shattered your heart. I think ya’ really impressed Joanne with your attempted speech stunt.”

   I craned my neck behind me and noticed Joanne Berenato chatting rather loquaciously with her sorority of garrulous Edgewood’ chicks. Goose then said that she was yakking about “`the Gem’ dunce’ to the other cunts.”

   “Keep your friggin’ perverted poetry to yourself!” I hollered across the table at the semi-surprised instigator. “You have a stone heart!”

   “Next time ya’ need three hundred bucks in a hurry, kindly see somebody else,” Goose convincingly fired back.

   “My soul is not for sale!” I argued with a rejuvenated spirit.

   “I never knew four heavy deluxe hamburgers could do so much injury and damage to one person,” Juice commented in almost normal English. “It really fractures me how hairy it all was,” he marveled.

  “I don’t know why people call them hamburgers,” News Tomasello stated in his typical academic philosophical tone, “since ham comes from a pig and the meat in a hamburger originates from a cow. It would be more accurate callin’ them steakburgers rather than hamburgers.”

   “You and J.W. ought to be roommates in Ancora,” criticized Goose as he referred to a local South Jersey’ mental hospital.  “Then ya’ two could impress each other with stupid shit all day and all night long and not realize that each of ya’ are actually crazy mother humper’ peckerheads.”

   It was getting towards the end of cafeteria period and we all had already brought our food trays back to the washing and cleaning window. Juice rose and went over to talk to Mr. Rebeck at the lunchroom’s microphone. I saw the teacher nod his head in agreement. Then Mr. Rebeck got everyone’s attention and asked me to step-up to the microphone and to deliver an important message to my fellow students about a “special anniversary.”

   “Tell everybody in here about Buddy Holly,” Illiani said as he leaned over my shoulder at the cafeteria table. “Give ‘em the same speech ya’ couldn’t give at the Gem.”

   I paced up to the front of the cafeteria. My eyes surveyed the two hundred-fifty kids in the extraordinarily quiet room. I witnessed Joanne “Ginger” Berenato peering at me, her mouth open in awe with her right hand covering it. I took a deep breath and approached the lonely microphone’ stand. I cleared my throat and nervously gazed at my very large attentive audience. All I could think about was Quinn’s courage when he had stood and had spoken his successful oration in the Feed Bag. ‘I dedicate this speech to Quinn,’ I thought to my conscience.

   “Yesterday, February the third,” I began, “marked the one year anniversary of a terrible accident that had happened outside Clearlake, Iowa.” My heart was wildly pounding inside my chest cavity as I gained more confidence. “A small airplane had crashed into a remote cornfield. The plane was carrying three popular recording stars, Buddy Holly, Ritchie Valens and the Big Bopper. I still personally feel their loss, and I know like me, you all love their songs,” I emphasized, pointing my index finger at the stunned cafeteria’ assemblage. “I would like to honor their memory and their music the best way I know how, with a moment of silence. Let’s all bow our heads for the dead rock and roll stars.”

   Remarkably, even the wise guys in the crowded cafeteria felt some remorse and did not heckle or jeer my sincere request. Ten full seconds elapsed, and then I said into the mike “Thank you very much!” To my surprise, the entire cafeteria’ assemblage stood and produced a very loud round of applause. I glanced to my right and saw Joanne Berenato also cheering and clapping rather vigorously.

   I paced to my familiar table in almost military fashion with my shoulders square. I had never felt so proud in all my life. The guys greeted me as if I were some kind of brave war’ hero.

   “That was fantastic!” Juice acknowledged. “Everyone except Mr. Andrews loved your tribute!”

   I turned to my left and saw Andrews leaning against the side’ wall with his arms tightly folded in front of his chest. A definite frown was welded on his facial features. The old gent’s sneer was accentuated by a row of wrinkles on his forehead.

   “Don’t worry J.W.,” Sal said, “the old coot is jealous of ya’. You showed him ya’ got guts, and he’s afraid of you challengin’ him again in his sacred classroom.”

   “Sal’s right J.W.,” News confirmed, “old Andrews sees you as a threat to his supreme authority in his classroom. Mrs. Murphy taught us that control freaks like Napoleon and that dictator Hitler hated guys like you that can think on your own. You’re a definite threat!”

   “Ya’ really got that math turkey basted and then frosted with his cage rattlin’!” Jives declared. “The bastard knows we’re talkin’ about him standin’ all alone over there against the fence in Nowheresville.”

   The most informative and devastating remark came from the lips of Goose Restuccio. “J.W., do ya’ remember ya’ tellin’ the guys the other day how the Diablos had taken care of that Levittown’ police car by pourin’ sand and sugar in the friggin’ gas tank?”

   “Sure do,” I happily recalled. “That was a classic!”

   “Well J.W’,” Goose continued, “this mornin’ I hired a couple of my Pop’s hit’ men to do a small job for me. While you was strugglin’ through that fink Andrews’ daily trig’ torture this mornin’, my Pop’s men came on campus and poured a mixture of dirt and sugar into the gas tank of Mr. Andrews new black Ford Fairlane. That baby won’t turn over in another hundred years.”

   “I didn’t ask you to do anything to Andrews’ car!” I objected.

   “Oh no!” News Tomasello exclaimed.

   “What’s wrong with you?” I asked Tommy in a very puzzled tone.

   “Mr. Andrews and Mrs. Murphy both have identical new black Ford Fairlanes,” News reported, “but I saw Mr. Andrews come to school with Mr. Rebeck. Mr. Rebeck was driving his old red and white De Soto. So, Andrews’s car is probably in the shop getting serviced.”

   “You mean that….” Goose stammered in rare amazement.

   “Exactly,” News interrupted as G.R. fumbled for the precise right words to express his reaction. “Your Mafia hit’ men vandalized Mrs. Murphy’s new black ‘60 Ford instead of Mr. Andrews’.”

Chapter Nine

 “A Wild Scavenger Hunt”

   Play practice for There’s Gold in Them Dar Hills was scheduled for after school at 3:15. I was feeling despondent, realizing that I had given Goose the destructive idea of pouring sand and sugar into Mr. Andrews’ gas tank. The whole matter really became ugly when G.R. unilaterally dispatched a couple of his father’s Mafia goons to the teacher’ parking area and by accident, the henchmen sabotaged Mrs. Murphy’s black ‘60 Ford Fairlane instead of the one owned by my dreaded trigonometry instructor.

   “Are you all right J.W.?” Mrs. Murphy asked midway into the one-act play practice.  “Your face looks like something between ashen and chalky. I don’t think the nurse is still in the building to take your temperature.”

   “I’ll be okay once I go home and drink a ginger ale or two,” I softly answered. “My stomach is a little queasy from eating too much puddin’, pretzels and potato chips at lunch’ time.”

   Esther Phyllis, Elaine Hill and Nanette Banks soothed my sensitive soul with encouraging words. “J.W., Elaine said, “I think Joanne Berenato has her eyes on ya’. That cafeteria speech ya’ gave about Buddy Holly showed everybody a piece of your inner self. I even had tears in my eyes. Ya’ definitely got what it takes. Now go for it!”

   “Thanks Elaine, you’re a true friend,” I returned.  “I’d like to ask Joanne to the March Cotillion but I can’t get up the courage.”

   “Don’t be surprised if she says ‘yes’,” Nanette Banks added with a wink. “But you’d better make your move first before someone else sends her an invitation or calls her on the phone.”

   “Elaine and Nanette are right,” Esther chimed in. “Sometimes guys are afraid to ask the prettiest girls in the school out because they’re worried about being rejected,” she pointed out. “Sometimes the most gorgeous cheerleaders and most attractive school actresses never get to go to the dances they dream of attendin’ simply because they’re too beautiful to be asked out by petrified guys.”

   I didn’t have the heart to see Mrs. Murphy’s vandalized car not being able to start and remain stationary until a tow truck arrived in the teacher’s parking lot. I couldn’t wait for Fabian to drive Juice, Jives, News and me home in his father’s ‘59 white Chevy Impala. We turned right in east Atco off of Coopers Folly Road at Wooster’s Funeral Home onto the White Horse Pike.

   “My wheels are outa’ action until Fabian puts a new juice maker in my Dodge tomorrow after school,” Jives informed his four depressed listeners from the front passenger side. “Those Blues are bad news that lit my fuse.”

   “Those Blues really did an assault on your battery,” Juice replied in an effort to create some levity. 

   “Hey look on the right!” Fabian pointed out up ahead. “Ain’t that Goose comin’ outa’ the Atco Sub Emporium. I betcha’ he’s collectin’ some more gum’ ball machine money. J.W. almost made old G.R. a pauper after the Gem window incident,” the chauffeur exaggerated.

    Fabian Midilli turned into the Atco Sub Emporium’s asphalt driveway and his white Chevy skidded to a semi-dramatic halt.  The tall, stocky young Sicilian entrepreneur casually sauntered over to the ‘59 Impala.  Goose never seemed to have any conscience or guilt about anything he ever did or said, and that negative aspect of his demeanor bothered me very much. 

   “Hey you creeps, if you’re lookin’ for pussy you’ll have to find the nearest cat kennel,” the rude excuse for a human being said. “Ain’t no hair pie around here! Hey Sal, ya’ oughta’ trade this tin pig in for a real pussy’ wagon!”

   “Goose, we gotta’ do somethin’ to help out Mrs. Murphy,” I begged. “Her black Ford might never get over the indigestion it’ll have when she turns on the ignition and nothin’ happens.”

   “Well J.W., I figured that minor crime my Daddy’s boys committed would be botherin’ your weak heart,” Goose grinned showing teeth that looked like polished ivory piano keys out of the left side of his slanted mouth. “J.W., you’re damned lucky that I sort of like ya’ and even tolerate your ass hole’ bullshit, otherwise, I wouldn’t give ya’ a square inch of sandpaper to wipe your butt’ hole with.”

   I asked Goose to specifically identify how he planned to remedy the harsh reality of Mrs. Murphy’s disabled automobile. As usual, the miserable Restuccio believed that money could cure any human vexation or difficulty.

   “J.W., here’s five newly printed Ben Franklins. Put them in an envelope with a typed letter apologizin’ for the ruined gas line,” G.R. suggested. “The gift should cover the expense of fixin’ the problem, towin’ Mrs. Murphy’s car and rentin’ a new one until the gas tank is removed and rinsed out and the gas lines are thoroughly cleaned out or replaced.”

   “Goose, you think money can solve anything, don’t you!” I protested, despising his ruthless, conceited, arrogant attitude. You have no heart. Your wallet is your soul!”

   G.R. threatened to withdraw his generous offer if I persisted in my “stupid naive opposition.” I succinctly shut and zipped my mouth closed and dutifully swallowed my pride as I humbly accepted Mrs. Murphy’s five hundred dollar compensation.

    “You’re learnin’ fast,” Goose commended. “Now listen up good! Mrs. Murphy will be thrilled to death when she’ll look in her teacher’ mailbox at school and finds this wonderful sudden five-hundred-dollar’ windfall. She might become so excited that she’ll start masturbatin’ on stage in front of the whole student body.”

   I reluctantly gazed down in my hand at Goose’s five hundred dollars and acceded to authoring and mailing a typed letter containing the surprise bonanza. I promised my allegiance to Goose’s conniving scheme, even though I abhorred his cocky disposition to the nth degree. From his narrow perspective, he was the almighty center of the universe.

   “Mrs. Murphy will be doubly excited when she gets her insurance check in the mail and realizes that this half a grand is a bonus. And J.W.,” Goose concluded, “your friggin’ friendship has already cost me about a thousand bucks. Just think about the Gem’ broken window and Mrs. Murphy’s car and you’ll know you’d have to work at least three summers at Pete’s Market just to pay off those two huge debts.”

   After arriving home in the ‘59 Impala, I went upstairs to the typewriter on my desk. After a moment’s meditation, I pounded out an anonymous brief apology’ letter, addressed the envelope using the typewriter, inserted the money and the letter inside, found a postage stamp and drove the Pete’s Market Special twenty-four miles to the Pleasantville Office for delivery.

   On Wednesday and Thursday, Mrs. Murphy looked somewhere between glum and lugubrious. But then on Friday, I reckon she had finally received her anonymous monetary reward in the mail. Our play director was animated, ecstatic and seemed exhilarated throughout the entire two-hour play rehearsal. Goose’s money had rekindled her dormant enthusiasm.

   Our one-act play director’s ebullience and amiable spirit rubbed off on me. I observed Joanne Berenato standing alone and holding her own envelope next to the plush green Edgewood auditorium stage’ curtains. I approached her angelic appearance with newfound zeal.

   “Hi Joanne, I’ve been meaning to ask ya’ somethin’ important for a couple of days,” I forthrightly began.

   “Oh, hi J.W.,” the swarthy-skinned doll said with a smile. “What’s cookin’ good lookin’?”

   “I was wonderin’ if,” I hesitated, “I was wonderin’ if you’d like to go to the March Cotillion Dance with me, if that’s all right with you?”

   “Oh J.W., I’d love to,” the farmer’s daughter stated, “but Elaine Hill just gave me this card and envelope from her third cousin over in Hammonton. I don’t know if ya’ know him or not, but his name is Gabe Gillette.”

   “The name does remotely ring a bell,” I disgustedly acknowledged.

   Joanne ripped open the envelope, and inside was a request from Gabe Gillette to escort her to the March Cotillion Dance. The Sicilian beauty and I were both flabbergasted by the extraordinary coincidence.

   Elaine Hill surmised that something was amiss so out of curiosity, she ambled over to investigate our mutual crisis. Joanne explained the uncanny phenomenon to her close friend, and being a born problem solver, Elaine had a very profound brainstorm. “Why don’t ya’ have some sort of neat contest between Gabe and J.W. The winner will get the right to take you to the Cotillion,” Elaine suggested.

   “Well, what sort of contest?” my dream’ girl asked, her mind in a dire quandary. “I wish this were the Sadie Hawkins Dance instead of the Cotillion. Then I would definitely ask J.W. Elaine, exactly what do ya’ propose?”

   “Well, how about something like a scavenger hunt between J.W. and my cousin Gabe. Each will have to drive around the Hammonton area and find, let’s say fifteen items or pieces of information you give them on a list. The first guy to get the job done earns the privilege of takin’ you to the Cotillion.”

   “That’s great,” Joanne said, showing a bit of euphoria about the scavenger hunt’ idea. “I decree that each guy will be able to choose one person to go with him and help in the search. Elaine, you’re a lifesaver.”
   “Yeah,” I added, “they could have used Elaine Hill on the Titanic after it hit the iceberg!”

   “Okay J.W., be in front of the Gem with your partner at eight p.m. sharp on Saturday night. This is going to be fun!” the Italian chick indicated, completely ignoring my Titanic’ remark. “Thanks Elaine. You’re a true friend!” Joanne exclaimed.

  I figured my Lieutenant should be News Tomasello. Tommy was the most qualified because he was a Harvard or Rutgers--bound’ brainiac, knew all kinds of facts and figures, was a whiz at advanced academics, and was the most honest and trustworthy Edgewood’ friend I had. I called News on the phone to alert him of my special preference.

   “Sure J.W., I’ll be more than glad to accompany ya’ on the scavenger hunt. It sounds like more fun than Milton Berle, Jackie Gleason and Red Skelton put together,” News indicated. “I can’t wait to get started. I love intellectual challenges and academic competition!”

   Saturday night soon arrived and Tommy Tomasello picked me up in his ‘57 red and white Ford Fairlane. Tommy turned left off of Bellevue Avenue onto Third Street, curved around Penza’s Hardware Store to Central Avenue, and found a rare parking space close to the Gem. Gabe Gillette was already at the teen hangout, with his brand new light blue Corvette parked in front of Olivo’s Market facing in the direction of the U.S. Post Office and Town Hall, a block away across from Triangle Park and Hammonton High School. 

   “He’s got way more speed than we have,” I confided to News as we exited his Ford Fairlane. “That blue ‘Vette’s really hot!”

   “Yeah J.W.,” Tommy grinned, “notice what color it’s gotta’ be. But remember, ya’ have me on your side, and my mind is worth any three blue ‘Vettes on the entire planet.”

   “Hey Tommy, I’m happy to see that Mr. Sorrentino has gotten his front window fixed. Looks as good as new,” I happily said.

   News and I entered the Gem and spotted Gabe Gillette and another Blue’ in their customary blue denim jackets and matching dungarees talking with Joanne Berenato, Nanette Banks and Elaine Hill.

   “J.W. and Tommy,” Elaine said, “I’d like to officially introduce you to Gabe Gillette and to Bobby “Speed” Mortellite.”

   News and I professionally shook hands with our designated opponents. Any bystander could easily tell that our meeting was not exactly a mutual admiration society. Gillette and Mortellite’s fathers were big time area blueberry farmers, and the two kids projected joint condescending attitudes that viewed News and me as expendable poor white’ trash indigents.  

   “Okay guys, I’m going to give each of you gentlemen identical lists,” Joanne said, “and each sheet of paper contains fifteen places you have to visit to get the vital information that is instructed in each direction.”

   “Yes,” Elaine added, “and after ya’ get the information to the fifteen locations, you must solve the cryptic riddle of the scavenger hunt’ clues.”

   Joanne finished the Gem’ briefing by saying that the first one to call her home phone number at 561-1445 before eleven p.m. with the scavenger hunt’ riddle accurately deciphered would be the winner. “Both teams now have five minutes to study your lists.”

   News was smart enough to bring along three sharpened Number 2’ pencils, a ball point pen and an empty black and white marble Composition Tablet to take precise notes. His first entry was 561-1445, the aforementioned Italian goddess’s unlisted phone number.

   The fifteen locations on the typed loose leaf’ sheet were easily recognizable and familiar to us, but the hidden riddle was much more of a concern.

   “The obscure message seems to be a real conundrum,” Tommy pontificated. “This is gonna’ be fun to figure out!”

   “Jesus Criminizer, News, if ya’ can’t speak plain English, at least speak mountain English!” I criticized.

   “Well all right,” T.T. continued, “and if we can’t decode this encryption then I seriously doubt if Gabe Gillette or his knuckle’ head chum can interpret it either,” News whispered. “How’s that for consolation?”

   “Okay guys, the five minutes of study are up!” Elaine announced.

   “On the count of three,” Joanne yelled out, “Gentleman, start your engines!”

   The forty or so kids in the Gem cheered loudly in response to the famous Indianapolis Speedway’ signal. Gillette and Mortellite hastily exited the Gem and hopped into the custom-painted ‘60 light blue Corvette with “Speed” being the assigned driver.  According to prior arrangement, I jumped behind the wheel of News’ red and white ‘57 Ford Fairlane and my astute passenger had the responsibility of taking accurate notes and also serving as my trusty navigator.

    The blue Corvette peeled out going east on Central. “Look at those idiots,” News noted. “They’re probably headin’ to Hammonton High School, item number three on the list. The best way to handle a list of fifteen tasks is in numerical order. That way we won’t have to shuffle back and forth from item three to item fourteen to item six. In the final analysis, haste makes waste!”

   “Well then,” I said before firing up the Ford’s engine, “it’s off to the ‘Welcome to Hammonton’ sign south of town on Route 54.”
  The directions had specified that we should obtain the exact language that had been advertised by the town council on the designated billboard. 

   “Don’t go over the twenty-five mile an hour speed limit,” News prudently cautioned as I headed south through the heart of town. “A traffic ticket could be the difference between success and failure. Go slow through intersections and especially across the railroad tracks.”

   The speed limit changed from twenty-five to thirty-five after we passed the First Road’ intersection. Another mile down Route 54 was the “Welcome to Hammonton” sign facing north in the opposite direction. I made a fine U-turn, and illuminated from ground-level lights the billboard read, “Welcome to Hammonton, the Blueberry/Peach Capital of the World.” And below that testimonial the sign read, “All Roads Lead to Hammonton.”

   News jotted down that pertinent information into his marble composition book, and then it was time to zoom over to stop two, the United States Post Office  “number” on South Third Street.              

   “J.W.,” T.T. mused, “the language on the billboard read that all roads lead to Hammonton, but you and I both know that all major highways lead to somewhere else!”

   I smiled and remembered something Bo Jalonec had once told me. “Tommy, I think you’re gonna’ go to Oxford, buy the right shoes and be a roads scholar,” I answered as I adroitly substituted words.

   I stopped the Fairlane next to the curb, News leaped out with his flash’ light, and in thirty seconds returned to the car. “It’s U.S. Post Office Number 144,” he scribbled into his notepad with his pencil as I again dimmed the interior lights. 

  “Location Number Three is across the street on Central Avenue,” Tommy directed. “We need to know the date on the Hammonton High School cornerstone.”

   I made a left past the triangular park at Peach Street and another left onto Central Avenue. News hopped out of the Ford with his flashlight and quickly retrieved the necessary data. He returned out of breath with winter’ steam flowing from his mouth. “The school was built in 1925,” he entered into his new journal.

   Item four instructed us to zip across Bellevue Avenue to the corner of French Street and Egg Harbor Road where we had to glean the American Legion Post’s Number, which turned out to be #186. Next we accelerated down French Street to North Third, where the fifth task on the scavenger hunt’ sheet was the Sons of Italy’ Garibaldi Lodge Number, which on the building was #1658.

   “A lot of numbers in this hunt,” I observed as I headed south on Fairview Avenue to the town brewery on Washington Street.

   “Number’ Six wants us to get what inscription is on the side of the brewery, and Number Seven directs us to snare the words on the front of Hammonton Packaging Company. That’s good ‘cause it’s only three blocks away from the brewery on Railroad Avenue.”

   The brewery inscription simply read “The Brewing Corp.,” and the language on the front of Hammonton Packaging was, “Wholesale to Farms, Retail to Farm Markets.”

   “Do ya’ think ya’ now have enough words to figure out the message?” I anxiously asked News.

   “Not yet J.W.,” Tommy replied. “Joanne is an all A National Honor Society’ student, so whatever the riddle is, I’m sure it’s gonna’ require plenty of brain’ power and cleverosity to unravel.”

   “What’s Number Seven?” I demanded in a determined voice. 

   “We gotta’ get the street’ address of the Hammonton News. That should be easy because it’s right on Bellevue Avenue,” my loyal assistant stated.

   “Wrong!” I corrected. “Bellevue Avenue becomes Twelfth Street above the railroad tracks and then Route 54 below First Road.”

   “Wow J.W., you’re right!” News acceded. “And Bellevue Avenue north above the White Horse Pike becomes Route 206. The damned street has four different names! No wonder why the Blues are so screwed-up living in this crazy town!”

   I stopped the red and white ‘57 in front of the Hammonton News. Tommy briskly exited the auto and scampered up to the small white-painted brick building to secure the street address. Then he rushed back with a disappointed look on his face. “There’s no address anywhere, either on the outside wall or on the door or window. Look J.W.! There’s a phone booth next to the gas station across the street.”

   News sprinted across Twelfth Street, entered the Ma Bell’ vertical glass and metal’ rectangle and flipped his fingers through the white pages of the telephone book. He scurried back with the precise information, “115 12th Street!” he panted while registering the essential numbers in his log.

   Stop’ “Number Eight” on the odyssey was Bruni’s Pizzeria, only a block south of the Hammonton News. I slowed down enough to obtain the pertinent language on the overhead shingle, “Bruni’s Pizzeria, Open 4PM-10PM, Tuesday-Sunday, Parking in Rear.”

   “Well News,” I said, “I think Bagliani’s Grocery Market is just a block ahead.  I believe we have to get the two words written in red on the store’s main sign, if I remember correctly.”

   “You’re right J.W. It reads ‘Italian Sausage’, that’s exactly what it says! ‘Italian Sausage’. Now Number Eleven is the giant Renault Winery bottle on the White Horse Pike in Elm between Pastore Orchards’ Farm Market and the Ancora Bridge’ overpass.  Again, we gotta’ get the exact words off of the colossal bottle.”

   I took a short cut down North Third Street to Route 30. In another minute we were parked below the lit-up twenty-four-foot-high illuminated champagne bottle.  It reads,” News said, “Renault Winery, Founded in 1864, Bremen Avenue, Egg Harbor City, New Jersey, 16 Miles East-Straight Ahead.”

   “Bremen, isn’t that a city somewhere in Europe?” I inquired as I made a quick U-turn back onto the four-lane While Horse Pike.

  “Yeah, it’s in Germany where Elvis was stationed,” News attested, “and most of the residents of Egg Harbor and its neighboring town of Cologne are of German descent. Our next stop is the other Renault Winery bottle east of Egg Harbor City.”

  “Isn’t it identical to the one we just visited in Elm?” I insisted.

  “You’re absolutely right!” News agreed. “I think this is some kind of stupid trick item or wicked detour of some kind. I’m familiar with that Egg Harbor’ bottle too, and the only difference between the two is that there’s an arrow that points north on Bremen Avenue saying ‘1 Mile’ instead of 16 Miles East.”

   “Are you suggesting that we skip Number Twelve because it’s basically the same as number NumberEleven?” I asked.

   “Precisely,” Tommy returned, “and Gillette and Mortellite will probably waste a half hour drivin’ the blue ‘Vette sixteen miles all the way to Egg Harbor for nothin’. All I’m gonna’ put into the book for Number Twelve is 1 Mile and nothing else.”

   Number Thirteen on the sheet was the Civil War’ Memorial in Hammonton’s Greenmount Cemetery, nestled between 1st Road and Chew Road.  Joanne’s directions stipulated that we had to obtain the exact nomenclature etched onto the base of the stone memorial, which featured a Union’ soldier standing at rest with a rifle. 

   “Isn’t the cemetery between 1st Road and 2nd Road?” I questioned.

   “That could be a mistake that Gillette and Mortellite will make,” my clever associate noted. “Chew Road doesn’t become 2nd Road until after the first bend just beyond the cemetery. This Hammonton is really a weird town as far as roads and street’ names are concerned.”

   I drove the ‘57 Fairlane into the dark, gloomy graveyard. It was both eerie and spooky in the dismal cemetery all by our lonesome. I stopped the Ford, and News and I got out. I had to hold the car’s flashlight up to the stone’ pedestal while my companion copied the inscription. “Erected By The Members of General D.A. Russell, Post Number 88, G.A.R., In Memory Of The Country’s Defenders, Sept. 28, 1885.”

   We hurried back inside the Ford Fairlane out of the cold February evening. Even though the heater’s fan was blowing, we still breathed out into our hands to warm them up. 

   “Strange,” News observed, “that when soup is hot, ya’ blow into it to cool it off, and when our hands are cold, ya’ exhale into ‘em to warm them up.”

   “Only you think of cool academic stuff like that. Glad to have ya’ by my side,” I praised. “Only two more stops to go,” I remarked as I rapidly sped out of the dreary cemetery’s gates. “I remember that the last itinerary’ stop will be the Oak Grove Cemetery on the Pike, but I can’t seem to recall Item Fourteen. I think it is….”

   “Angelo’s Store on Egg Harbor Road in Rosedale, just beyond the Hammonton line in Camden County,” my very knowledgeable partner keenly articulated.

   Again, our assignment was to acquire the words painted on the side of a building.  I stopped long enough for News to read aloud and copy down, “Angelo’s Store, Liquor Store, Beer, Wine and Ice.”

   Only one location remained, which was the sixth grave’ monument that is situated just inside the Oak Grove Cemetery entrance off of Old Forks Road.

   “My folks and grandparents always called this road Cemetery Avenue. Why it called Old Forks Road now?” I asked News.

   “Because people ran out of old used spoons and old knives to throw away,” my buddy heartily laughed. “Once we get these final bits of information, we’ll be able to work on decoding the mysterious secret message. It’s sort of like a jumbled-up jigsaw puzzle with a variety of pieces that don’t seem to jibe.”

   I applied the brakes just inside the creepy Old Forks Road’ entrance to Oak Grove Cemetery. News very slowly counted from one until we reached the sixth tombstone. Then he flicked on his flashlight and shone its beam upon the ominous-looking object. “Here, hand me the flashlight while you write down the dates,” I offered. “The tombstone’s on the driver’s side.”

   “Jason St. John, Born May 7, 1832, Died June 15, 1901,” we both read simultaneously.

   “I thought St. John was buried in Palestine or in Asia Minor,” I volunteered. “He owns a lot of churches and schools just like St. Joseph does.”

   “J.W., be quiet while I work on this well-concealed hidden message,” News admonished. “Now that we have all the facts and words that we need, here comes the hard part that requires our total concentration.”

   “Okay let’s get out of this ghoulish place before St. John’s ghost ascends out of that grave and attacks me for makin’ that horrible joke about his name,” I suggested. I drove through the dark, scary graveyard with my lights out, fearing that a passing police car might notice our presence and investigate our surreptitious activity. When I approached Route 30, a light-blue custom-painted Corvette heading east sped by like it was a streak of lightning.

   “That’s Mortellite and Gillette,” News observed. “Those idiots are probably going from the Renault Winery bottle down in Elm east to the Renault Winery bottle on the corner of Bremen Avenue and Route 30 in Egg Harbor.”

   “Those guys really are dumb,” I agreed, “but only if your theory about the two bottles havin’ the same words beneath them is correct.”

   “The only difference is that the bottle sixteen miles east in Egg Harbor has a ‘1 Mile’ arrow instead of sayin’ 16 Miles Straight Ahead,” Tommy maintained.

   I turned on the Fairlane’s headlights and drove three miles from Oak Grove Cemetery to the phone booth in front of Olivo’s Supermarket across Central Avenue from the Gem. I kept the Ford’ Fairlane’s motor running so that we had sufficient heat to stay comfortable while attempting to decipher the very confusing secret message.

   News had the uncanny propensity to be able to think about two things at the same time. While his mind was absorbed in puzzle solving, my friend discussed a story he had studied in Mrs. Waldon’s eighth period’ English class. 

   “J.W., I can’t help but think about Oedipus and the riddle of the Sphinx,” he said while studying his comprehensive notes.

   “Wasn’t Oedipus an ancient Greek and the Sphinx an Egyptian figure that guards the pyramids?” I queried.

  ‘J.W., the Egyptian Sphinx had a man’s head attached to a lion’s body, but the legend of the Greek Sphinx had a woman’s head connected to a lion’s body.”

   “Wow!” I hooted. “The ancient Greeks made the Egyptian Sphinx into the first transsexual in mythology!”

   “Get serious for a minute, will ya’ please!” News objected.  “You’re beginnin’ to sound a little like Goose or Jives. In Greek mythology, Oedipus was challenged to answer the riddle of the Sphinx. What has four legs in the morning, two legs in the afternoon, and three legs at night?”

   “A magical hippopotamus?” I answered with uncertainty.

   “No dummy, a man has four legs in the morning because he crawls, two legs in mid-life because he walks, and three legs at night because he struggles around in old age with a cane.”

   “Well News, that’s just great! But how are we gonna’ solve Joanne’s crazy riddle.  Do you sphinx you know how?”

   “You’re hilarious squared, which in elementary math is hilarious times hilarious!” Tommy cynically replied. “What I’m tryin’ to tell ya; is that we can’t be thinkin’ along conventional lines here. We have to be unorthodox instead of linear!”

   Five minutes must have elapsed without a word being uttered. I opened the window a crack to avoid being asphyxiated by carbon monoxide exhaust fumes. Then News yelled out “Eureka! I think I’ve got it!”

   “You reek a’ stupidity!” I criticized. “What the heck can you be thinkin’ of except cold in twenty degree temperature? Eureka? Have ya’ invented a Greek vacuum cleaner?”

   News opened his glove compartment and fumbled for the ball’ point pen so that he could mark legible symbols on a blank page inside the marble tablet.  Then he revealed something rather significant. “J.W., all of the words I jotted down from the directions mean absolutely nothin’ at all in any combination!” he excitedly exclaimed.

   “Do ya’ mean we did all of that riding around for nothin’?” I returned. “Do ya’ want a Slinky or a Barbie Doll for a prize?”

   “No Silly, none of the words or their combinations mean anything at all. That fact leaves me to only one brilliant deduction!” Tomasello shouted in a very exuberant voice.

   “And what on earth might that be?” I inquired, my mind being at wit’s end.

   “The words don’t mean a damned thing, but all of the numbers we obtained in the scavenger hunt do. Here, I’ve written them down,” T.T. indicated.  “First I’ll review all of the even numbers.”

   I was dumfounded. News added together the even numbers 54 from Route 54, 114 from the U.S. Post Office, 186 from the American Legion Lodge and Number 1658 from the Sons of Italy Lodge. The Hammonton News on 12th Street, 4 and 10 from the Bruni’s Pizzeria sign, 1864 and 16 miles from the Renault Winery bottle and 88 and Sept. 28 from the Greenmount Cemetery Civil War’ Monument were the next even numbers. And finally 6th grave and 1832 from the Jason St. John tombstone in the Oak Grove Cemetery were cited. “The total of 54, 114, 186, 1658, 12, 4, 10, 1864, 16, 88, 28, 6 and 1832 comes to 5,872,” my friend declared.

   I didn’t say a syllable. I was almost hypnotized by News’ fantastic mathematics that still made no sense at all.  All I could think about was the sum 5,872, which meant positively nothing at all to me.

   “Now J.W., I’m goin’ to focus on all of the odd numbers in the scavenger hunt directions and answers.  Here we go,” News Tomasello stated as he flipped over to a clean page of horizontal lines in the school composition marble notebook. I shined the flashlight on his new arithmetic.

   “The Hammonton High cornerstone was laid in 1925,” News continued, “and the street address of the Hammonton News is 115. The Renault Winery arrow-sign in Egg Harbor says 1 Mile, Greenmount Cemetery is on 1st Road, the year the Civil War’ Monument was erected and dedicated was 1885, Jason St. John was born on May 7, and he died June 15, 1901. If I add together 1925, 115, 1, 1, 1885, 7, 15 and 1901 I get the grand total of…..5,850!”

   “The two numbers are very close to one another!” I loudly proclaimed, “5,872 and 5,850. But what does all this mean?”

   “Don’t you get it!” News chided. “If you subtract the sum of the odd numbers from the sum of the even numbers, your answer is 22.”

   “But I’m only seventeen!” I hollered.

   “Yes, that’s true,” News concurred, “but doesn’t the number twenty-two mean anything to you? J.W., there’s only twenty-two days remaining until the Edgewood Cotillion Dance!”

   “News, you’re a genius with a capital G!” I hooted. “If you were inside Aladdin’s lamp, you would be a genie-us!” I laughed.

   I couldn’t harness my ecstasy.   I was overwhelmed with joy. I rushed outside to the phone booth, fumbled in my pocket for the appropriate change, and hurriedly deposited two nickels into the slot. I very carefully dialed 561-1445, Joanne Berenato’s private number.

   “Hello Joanne, this in J.W. Guess what! I think I’ve solved your hidden message!” I joyfully yelled. “The answer is twenty-two, the number of days left until the big Edgewood Cotillion Dance! Is that right?”

   “Yes J.W., that is one hundred percent correct,” Joanne replied in a somewhat listless voice.

   “Joanne,” I interrupted, “has Gabe Gillette figured out the fantastic riddle yet?” I curiously asked.

   “No he hasn’t,” the Italian doll responded in a melancholy tone. “J.W., there’s something crucial I gotta’ tell you,” she sobbed.

   “What’s that?” I asked in a more sedate tone.

   “Daddy says I can’t go to the Cotillion with Gabe Gillette because he’s the son of a blueberry farmer and Daddy’s a prominent peach farmer, and you know how the blueberry kids in Hammonton hate the peach kids and vice versa…..”

   “Yes, I know,” I affirmed, “it’s sort of like Romeo and Juliet, the Montigues and the Capulets.  I always remember that her first name and her last name rhymed, Juliet Capulet. But that’s terrific news for me. Gabe Gillette can’t take you to the big dance!”

   “But J.W.,” Joanne moaned in what sounded like emotional distress, “Daddy also said that I can’t go to the big dance with you either because he doesn’t know you and because your family doesn’t grow peaches.”

   My brain was in orbit. I couldn’t muster up the right words to vent my astonishment as I awkwardly stuttered over the phone. “But, but, Joanne, does all this crazy type of small town nonsense mean you can’t go to the Cotillion with anybody?”

   There was a long moment of silence. “J.W.,” Joanne sniffed, “Daddy wants me to go to the Edgewood Cotillion with Herc Juliano, whose father’s a big peach farmer on 206. Daddy already talked to Herc this evening when he was over the Juliano’ farm buying some fertilizer. It’s a done deal. Goodbye J.W.,” Joanne sobbed.

   “Goodbye,” I returned with a twinge twisting away deep in my stomach and then down to my intestines. I walked slowly back to the red and white ‘57 Ford Fairlane, my head crestfallen.

  “What happened?” News solemnly asked.

  “The scavenger hunt turned out to be a stupid wild goose chase instead!” I vehemently complained as I kicked an empty rusty tin can across the cold Central Avenue’ sidewalk.
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