My world is shapes and patterns.
I like the airplane wallpaper by my bed; the black-and-white dogtooth check of the sofa which Mum and Dad fold out to sleep on at night; the candy halo sun which hovers above a bull on a Picasso print in the hall, which I can stare at for hours and have a terrible desire to eat. At night they play bagpipe records to send me to sleep and seem to think this is normal.

I’m forever told not to touch the pigeons in Washington Square Park, where the old men play chess all day. Germs: strange, squiggly things that you can’t see but which sneak up when you’re not looking and make you have a bath. Mum is unclear about whether the squiggly things I see if I half close my eyes and look into the light are germs. My hope is that they’re not. What with bombs, and beatniks out on West Fourth Street, and the people who put razor blades in apples at Halloween, and a second brother who they told me was going to be Mark, then turned out to be David – and the nightmarish Red Skull, who causes Captain America such trouble in my comic books – there’s enough to worry about already.
They think I like nursery school, but I hate it. One day, I hit my friend Bobby in the stomach to demonstrate the principle that when someone does that to you, you can’t breathe and fall over. His dad died of cancer. His mom thinks the Beatles are cute, but I prefer the Monkees. His sister Elizabeth taught us to spell “f-u-c-k” and when I asked my dad what it meant, his face went stormy and he said, “It’s a bad word and you’re not to use it,” so now I write it on the floor with chalk during story time, then move to one side and point it out to Mrs. Montgomery. She says, “Yes, I know.” (One day in the far future, a colleague will tease, “Amazing: then you became a journalist!”) All the same, I have noticed that words have power, even though, or maybe because, quite a few people around the Village don’t have them. Richard Raffeto’s mother, who has the voice of a traffic jam and hips like the Hoover Dam and always a huge vat of spaghetti boiling in the kitchen, doesn’t; neither does the little Puerto Rican boy I’ve met, though his beautiful sister does, and appears before me like the Madonna, inviting me to his birthday party, or walking me home when I fall off my bike and crack my white skull on the pavement, and there’s a tiny corner of me that will stay in love with her for the rest of my life.
Not that I could do anything about it. The Puerto Ricans live across a big road, which Bobby and I are specifically forbidden to cross. We stand and gaze over there sometimes, can see that the streets are narrower and darker and more cluttered than ours. Sometimes I feel as though there’s a little grey cloud following along a few steps behind me, or a dog with a big, drippy yellow tongue. The world is confusing, or maybe just confused. On the evidence so far, I’m not sure that I like it all that much, though the coconut ice cream in the park is nice.
