THE BRIDGE RUN, BY C.D. CLARKE
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Friendly and
reasonable.

What more could
I want from
a womans

By Rich Chiappone

was down at the river under the Grand
Island Bridge with Cosmo Poretti and
two girls.

Wherever Cosmo was, there were
girls. I lived off his excess inventory in
those days. I was something like his ap-
prentice, six months younger and such a
dumbass, I'd brought my spinning rod,

the first two-piece fiberglass rod I'd ever owned, out-
fitted with a Mitchell 300 open-faced reel. With a
quarter-ounce Daredevil spoon, I could cast halfway
to Buffalo. I was pretty sure the girls would be im-
pressed. See above: dumbass.

When I pedaled up to the bridge on my bike,
Cosmo glanced at the two pieces of my spinning rod
lashed to the handlebars with carpenter’s twine. He
shuddered but said nothing. I couldn’t believe the
way his ducktail withstood the steady wind oft the
water there. One lock of shiny black hair came loose
and flapped against his forehead, but otherwise the
pompadour held. I felt my own hair flapping on
each breeze, though I didn’t know what it looked
like. I couldn’t remember the last time I'd looked
in a mirror.

Cosmo gave me a “Don’t screw this up” stare and
introduced the girls. Their names were Vera and
Gladys, which made them sound like women in the
black-and-white movies my father loved; ditzy hat
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check girls maybe, or those hideous, old-fashioned
phone operators who looked like they slept in their
headphones and had faces like day-old bread. But
Vera was a spectacular beauty whose silky red hair
floated out behind her on the wind like a pennant.
Gladys was rougher around the edges, yet softer too,
a classic, plain-faced sidekick just cute enough to
ride shotgun for a junior high queen. Cosmo never
indicated which girl I was supposed to connect with.
Even I could figure that out.

We parked our bikes in a row behind the boul-
ders lining the riverbank and spread our towels on
one of the huge flat slabs of basalt dumped there
to shore up the new Robert Moses Parkway. When
Vera peeled her T-shirt and jeans off to reveal a
black, one-piece bathing suit, Cosmo sang “She
wore an itsy-bitsy, teeny-weeny, yellow polka dot bi-
kini,” one of the goofy novelty songs—along with
“Who Wears Short-shorts?”, “The Purple People
Eater”, and my personal favorite, “My Boomerang
Won't Come Back™—clogging our radios at that
time before the Beatles and Bob Dylan rescued pop
music for us.

Vera scowled and said, “It’s not a bikini.” And the
three of them laughed. So, I laughed too. Apparently
dating girls involved a certain amount of forced levity.

I managed to turn away from the undressing
girls and stare out at the big river as though that was
what I was interested in. I knew enough not to pick
up my rod and start casting, but I wasn’t sure if I
should dive in and swim or wait for everyone else.
I wasn't sure of much, though I decided that sitting
in the sun under the Grand Island Bridge with girls
was all I would ever want in my life. Because, if there
were two things in the world I liked, they were girls
and the river. That much I knew for sure.

“This is going to be a perfect day,” I said to Cos-
mo, quietly.

He rolled his eyes and looked like he was already
regretting including me. He hissed, “Never say stuft
like that in front of girls.”

Gladys the sidekick had her pants halfway
off when she pointed to a commotion on the river.
“Look!”

Twenty yards out, a flock of bright white gulls
wheeled and crashed into the water, bait flashing
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below them. A merganser popped up closer to us,
a doomed minnow clamped in its saw-toothed bill,
swallowed the thing, and disappeared back under
again. If there was bait, there were fish. My rod was
still lashed to my handlebars.

Now, loud enough for the girls to hear, Cosmo
said, “So, Richie, are you going to fish?” He tried to
smile my way to keep it light, but one corner of his
mouth curled into a semi-sneer. He'd given up fish-
ing a year before, relegating it to that broad category
of all things too childish to be seen doing now. I
should’ve been taking notes.

'The girls stood there in their bathing suits wait-
ing for my answer. I knew what to do.

“Fish?” I asked, like I'd never heard the word be-
fore. “What do you mean?”

'They all cracked up, and I was off the hook, so to
speak. I think I'd scored some points with Gladys,
because she gave me a smile that made my ears hurt.

Apparently knowing we were supposed to be a
couple, she plopped down next to me and leaned
close and said, “You're funny!” She was a little thick
and fleshy and was still overheated from the bike
ride there. A soft sheen of sweat glossed her upper
lip and I could feel the warmth rising off her. I had
two or three small heart attacks and went mute.

When it became clear I was unable to respond,
Gladys lay back on her towel and closed her eyes,
still smiling. I stretched out on my side, next to
her—but careful not to touch her—and propped
myself up on one elbow and watched her chest ris-
ing and falling. Behind us, Cosmo and Vera were
making sounds that I understood meant they were
kissing. I wondered if Gladys and I would kiss. I had
no idea how to initiate such a thing. I was lying there
trying to come up with something clever that would
lead to just such activity when heavy footsteps came
thudding around the corner of the bridge abutment.
We all turned that way.

An old man wearing a brown long-sleeved work
shirt and wool pants wet to the knees and held up
with old-fashioned leather braces stood among our
bikes, glaring at us. He was one of the displaced per-
sons left over after the war our fathers had fought
in Europe. Lots of DPs lived in the older neighbor-
hoods of our city in those days. This one—we called
him Fisherman Joe—made a living selling perch

and bullheads and carp in the old Polish and Italian
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areas. Sometimes when I was down at the river early
in the morning fishing by myself, I would see him
walking his heavy iron bicycle up the bridge on his
way to his secret places in the creeks and swamps on
Grand Island. He had an ancient, steel bait-casting
rod and a long-handled minnow net tied to the bike
frame, a bait bucket dangling from the handlebars.
A woven basket for his catch sat strapped to his back
fender. Later in the day I'd see him pedaling back
toward the old neighborhoods, the basket bulging
and dripping river water behind him.

Fisherman Joe had a face spiked with stiff gray
whiskers and a permanent scowl, and he gutted me
with his fierce eyes whenever our paths crossed, as
though he knew I wanted to find his fishing spots.
I'd been around my father’s father and other old Ital-
ian, Polish, Lebanese, and Armenian immigrants all
my life—the grandparents of my friends, for exam-
ple—and I understood their oddness, their shabby
clothes, their Old-World ways. I was fluent in their
scrambled English. But this guy was nobody’s kind-
ly grandfather.

What do you want?” Cosmo asked him.

Fisherman Joe studied us, silently. The people
in my neighborhood, my family, all of us, consid-
ered ourselves simple working-class folks. My father
and the other men on our street got up every morn-
ing and went to work in the chemical or graphite
plants. But what did we look like to this guy? He
was from a world of battlefields, prison camps, cities
bombed into rubble, all the great horrors of the first
half of that century over there, horrors we children
in America had been largely spared. It was a world
where you were born into your class and were per-
manently frozen there, so you couldn't be faulted for
your circumstances, and you had no one to blame
for your situation. That’s why we called it the Old
World. In America, we believed that everyone was
able to move upward, if sufficiently ambitious. Here,
there was always someone below you to scorn for
not working hard enough, and always someone
above you to envy and hate for prospering. Lying
around in the sun with girls in the middle of the af-
ternoon, Cosmo Poretti and I must’ve looked privi-
leged, maybe even wealthy, to Fisherman Joe. And,

in a way, we were, I guess. We sat up, pinned to the
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rock by his terrifying gaze.

He glared at us from under the short brim of
his wool cap but said nothing for a second, then
strode down the slope of the big boulder slab be-
tween Cosmo and me. I could smell the wet wool
of his pants, the old-man odor of his sodden shoes
and feet. I felt Gladys’hand gripping my arm, maybe
reassuring herself she wasn't alone with this guy. He
stopped at the edge of the water with his back to us
and unbuttoned his fly. There was a lull in the bridge
traffic, and we could hear the heavy stream of urine
splashing the surface. Vera the beauty whimpered. I
looked back over my shoulder and saw Cosmo take
her hand. The old mans vehement pissing went on
torever. Gladys sat and glared at him. No whimper-
ing from that girl.

Fisherman Joe finally buttoned up and stalked
back through us again in hostile silence. When he
got to our bikes he stopped and looked at Cosmo’s
three-speed English Racer, shiny and new and con-
spicuously modern. I suddenly thought he would
take my fancy spinning rod. But he just muttered
something in his language and kicked Cosmo’s bike
into the others, knocking them over in a tangle of
spokes and handlebars. Then he was gone again
around the bridge abutment to wherever he had his
own bike parked.

Vera stood and yanked her pants on, gasping in
short breaths as she buttoned her blouse.

“What's the matter?” Cosmo said. “What are you
doing?”

“Going home!” she snapped. She shuddered as if
suddenly freezing. Tears hung in the corners of her
eyes. “I'm never coming to this horrid place again!”

“Aw, come on,” Cosmo said. “Look at Gladys.
She’s all right. See?”

Gladys made no move to stand.

“Gladys?” Vera said to her, pointedly. It was a ques-
tion, but also a demand. Her eyes sparked, and with the
wind behind her now, her hair exploded out around
her head insanely. “Are you coming?” she screamed.

Gladys looked around at the river like she didn't
know what Vera meant, at the filthy steel girders of
the bridge streaked with rust stains and pigeon shit,
and farther downriver at the factory smokestacks
chuffing exhaust into the sky there. Then she looked
at me, maybe hoping Id give her one good reason
to stay.
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As always, I had no idea what to do or say. All of
this, the river, the factories—even Fisherman Joe—
seemed more or less normal to me. It's where Id
lived my whole life.

“That’s indecent exposure!” Vera wailed. “That’s
against the law!”

“We didn't see anything, Vera,” Gladys said to her.

Here was a girl who was both friendly and rea-
sonable. What more could I ever want from a wom-
an? I ' was a goner.

Vera grumbled something more and rolled up
her towel and gave Gladys a meaningful girl-to-girl
eyeball message. Gladys sighed and stood up. “Sorry,
Richie,” she said. “I better go.”

Fully dressed, they extracted their bikes from the
pile. I wanted to stand and help undo the tangle of
bicycle parts, and I was sorely concerned about the
condition of my rod. But Cosmo had turned his
back to the girls and was sitting facing the river ig-
noring them. So, I stayed put too. There was still so
much to learn about all this. I knew just enough not
to beg Gladys to stay. Which was what I wanted to
do more than anything on earth.

“Cosmo,” Gladys called out to him, as she got on
her bicycle, “that old man broke something on your
bike.” She waved goodbye to me and pedaled away,
trying to catch up with Vera.

I could see something dangling from Cosmo’s
handlebars. “Your gear shift box,”I said to him.

He didn't turn and look. I made a note to act aloof
like that, unflappable in the face of setbacks, from
now on. Girls appeared to like that. Of course, for
all I knew he could have been meeting with two or
three other girls later that same day and really didn’t
care whether these two stayed or left. I wouldnt put
it past him. It pissed me off that this was so easy
for him. So natural. The only thing I could do better
than he could was fish.

So, when the girls rode off on their bikes, I un-
tied my rod—it was miraculously unscathed—and
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put it together and went to the very edge of the rock
slab, acting like this was what I'd really wanted to
do all along.

Cosmo looked at me and said, “So, you are going
to fish.”

“Yeah,” I said, and I flipped open the bail and
made a terrific cast. The wind caught the small red
and white spoon and hurtled it a hundred feet out
into the river. My best cast ever. I glanced down at
Cosmo, sitting on the rock, looking up at me.

“Not bad,” he admitted.

“You better believe it, buster,” I said, starting to
laugh, almost forgetting about the girls already.

But when I cranked the reel handle to retrieve,
the bail flew off and sailed into the river ten feet be-
yond me. The spring fell out, bounced off the rock at
my feet, and also went into the water.

I stood there incredulous, watching the line peel
oft my reel as the current swept the lure away.

Cosmo snorted, and then we both started howling.

Two gulls swooped down to investigate the
splash where the bail had hit the surface. When
they saw there was nothing there, they let out si-
multaneous cries of disappointment. Cosmo and I
watched them flapping away, obviously in search of
something more than we had to offer them.

I promised myself that when I got home I would
look for that brush and comb set with the tortoise
shell handles my grandmother had given me the
past Christmas. I was pretty sure it was still in its
box somewhere. ®

The last time Rich Chiappone checked, the Grand Is-
land Bridge was still there spanning the wide Niagara
River just upstream from the factories. He never did

find that comb and brush set. But that's okay, because the

last time he combed his hair was around the same time
he last sat in the sun with junior high girls. His fourth
collection of stories, Uncommon Weather, will be pub-
lished in September 2024.
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