
A HISTORY OF 
THINGS LOST OR 

BROKEN

 My brother Massimo, known to everyone except our parents 
as “Max,” fancied himself a student of the dark side of human 
nature, an unofficial investigator of the mysteries of the universe. 
In our East Bronx housing project, he was the neighborhood 
historian, having won the St. Helena High School history medal 
four years in a row. He was obsessed with the origin of things, 
the turning points, the moments of crisis that shaped the lives 
of heroic or infamous figures in this world’s drama.

 He told me once he liked the order history superimposed—
illusory, of course, and always in retrospect—on the otherwise 
random events of our lives. Day to day, he explained, there 
seems no overall purpose to what we do; but after you die, 
history steps in and says see, there was a pattern after all, your 
life did mean something, too bad you couldn’t see it. 

 From as far back as I can remember he filled me with stories 
about our section of the Bronx, Orchard Beach and the swamps 
of Pelham Bay, and the Catholic Protectorate with its wide, 
grassy lawns that gave way to our housing project in 1940: a 
“revolutionary” residential community designed to maximize 
space by clustering twelve-story hi-rise buildings around park-
like ovals of trees and grass. On Saturday mornings when 
he was in junior high, he conducted walking tours around 
the project, moving from building to building, explaining 
the mythological significance of the terra-cotta gargoyles 
that graced our entranceways or softened the sharp edges 
of our walls, the winged angels and reclining maidens, the 
beastly kingdom of bears, lions and eagles that distinguished 
our housing development from the dozens of other projects 
throughout the five boroughs.

 In the years between 1958 and 1963, Max—who was five 
years my senior—introduced me to the hidden life of our world. 
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My parents brought me to things like the Christmas pageant 
in the main oval, the parades on Columbus Day, Memorial 
Day and July Fourth, the Easter “parade” along Metropolitan 
Avenue; but from my seventh birthday on, when Max decided 
I was old enough to know, he guided me through the project’s 
underworld, the world only kids knew: the back alleys and 
haunted hallways; the weekly speed-skating competitions 
down Suicide Hill—forbidden by the project’s blue-uniformed 
security patrol—for which Max was the official scorer and 
record-keeper; and one unforgettable meeting of the pink 
belly club when a girl named Rhonda Ravenel lay down on the 
incinerator room floor and allowed herself to be pink-bellied by 
a circle of kneeling boys who slapped her tummy until it turned 
the brightest shade of pink I’d ever seen.      

 During the spring of 1963 when Max was seventeen and soon 
to graduate high school, a kid named Mooney—nobody knew 
his first name—began doing disappearing acts in the hallways 
of the project. My brother attended every one of Mooney’s 
“performances.” He’d bring his girlfriend Anna Marie—they’d 
been going together since sixth grade—and me. 

 For the first of these we stood in the basement storage room 
of building #1695. Actually, there were four inter-connecting 
storage rooms, each separated by a metal door. Mooney—a pale 
blonde kid with a Buster Brown haircut who was not quite a 
midget but short, definitely short—stood before us in the dim 
light and promised to “absolutely and completely vanish” 
somewhere between the first and last storage room. These 
rooms, packed tight with baby strollers, bikes, tricycles, wagons 
and sleds chained for safekeeping to iron bars on the walls, 
provided plenty of places to hide, but Mooney proclaimed he’d 
disappear. Like that. He snapped his fingers quick, loud. Poof! 
Gone! To prevent him sneaking out, two St. Helena altar boys 
had been posted outside the last storage room.  

 After he collected fifteen cents from each of us, he scooped 
the nickels, dimes and pennies from his baseball cap, shoved 
them into the pockets of his shorts and bowed deeply from 
the waist. “Give me three minutes,” he said. “Then follow me 
through this door.” He held three fingers high above his head. 
“Three minutes.” He bowed again, more solemnly this time, 
then pulled the door closed behind him.

 Anna Marie winked at me—my first wink from a woman 
who was not either an aunt or cousin My pulse raced into 
overdrive. I liked her curly black hair, her large eyes and delicate 
nose, but most of all I liked her smile which, though I couldn’t 
have described it then, was the most generous I’d ever seen and 
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which, in later years, set the standard by which I measured the 
smile of every woman I met.  

 “Think he can do it?” she asked me.
 I looked at Max to see what he thought. He was dressed neatly 

as usual, in the Ivy league fashion of the time: a buttoned-down 
shirt and chino pants. His hair was brushed back carefully on 
the sides, short on top. “The window,” he said.

 “What window?”
 “Fourth basement, left wall.”
 “Oh, but that’s so tiny, Max. And so high up,” Anna Marie 

said.
 “Three minutes,” someone in the basement shouted. Max 

checked his watch, and we trooped through the door, through 
the dimly lit basements still as cemeteries, searching among the 
bicycles and sleds. Mooney was nowhere to be found. Outside 
the fourth room, the two altar boys swore he hadn’t sneaked 
past them. Max led us back to the one small window near the 
ceiling. 

 “Fifty feet at least,” I said.
 “Twenty-five tops,” Max corrected.
 The window opened into a sewer-like enclosure with a 

grate on top. The wall below the window was bare, no pipe to 
shimmy up. If Mooney used the window, he had to get up there 
somehow. That, in itself, was a wonder. 

 Just about everyone was impressed, but Max said, “The kid’s 
a fake.”

 Nor was he impressed the following week when Mooney 
entered a basement hallway in the North sector of the project 
and showed up five minutes later in the South sector, nearly 
a mile away, without ever going above ground. “True magic 
means you vanish into thin air,” Max said. “It happens right 
before your eyes.”

 “How’d he do it then?” Anna Marie wanted to know.
 He lowered his head in thought. “The bomb shelters. I’ve 

known about them for years. Mooney just figured out how to 
get from one to the other, that’s all.”

 Anna Marie snuggled against Max’s shoulder. “How come 
you never took me down there?”

 “Too dangerous,” he said.
 “For who?” She smiled, daring him to answer. He stiffened 

his shoulders and said, “We’ll talk about it later,” meaning when 
I wasn’t around.

 The week before school let out, Mooney performed his best 
trick. He entered the elevator on the top floor of our building. 
Lookouts were posted on each floor to insure the elevator made 
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no stops. When it reached the basement it was empty. 
Mooney was spotted several minutes later waving from the roof 
of a building across the street.

 This time my brother was not only impressed, he was angry. 
This was our building, #1485, we’d lived in it ten years, and 
he was insulted there might be some underground passage or 
hidden staircase he hadn’t discovered. He interrogated Mooney, 
but the kid said, “What general reveals his battle plan?” 

 Some tough guys beat Mooney up one day, but he still 
wouldn’t talk. My brother scoured the hallways for clues; he 
climbed onto the elevator roof, rode the shaft top to bottom half 
a dozen times in search of a trap door. Whenever the subject 
came up, his face turned serious, his eyes hard as stones, the 
way they got when he came up against a problem he couldn’t 
solve. “I’ll figure this out,” he vowed.

 But he never did. By that time school had let out—he’d 
graduated first in his class with scholarships to colleges all over 
the state, it was summer vacation, and he’d already begun a 
disappearing act of his own.

 The day after graduation, in a pizzeria on Starling Avenue, 
Anna Marie broke up with him. That’s all we knew. Max refused 
to say anything more. 

 “There must be a reason,” my mother insisted at dinner, the 
night he made the announcement. 

 We all stared at Max who pushed his spoon in a slow circle 
through his bowl of minestrone.  
    “So—what about it?” my father said.

 Max stopped stirring, his hand and spoon frozen in position.
 “Does that mean she won’t be coming over here anymore?” I 

asked.
 Max dropped his spoon into the minestrone and left the 

table.
 When I went to bed he was lying on his bed, facing the wall. 

Asleep or not, I couldn’t tell. I asked if he wanted to play Clue. 
He didn’t answer.

 I awoke later to find him huddled at the end of his bed, 
leaning toward the window. “What are you doing?”

 “Keeping watch.”
 “For what?”
 “Whatever’s out there.”
 “What’s out there?” I crouched by the window which faced 

onto the street. Between buildings a section of the swamp was 
visible, trees and lowland grass and shadowy hammocks rising 
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from the water. “What’s there?”
 “Ghost fires.”
 “Where?”
 He pointed toward the dark rim of land beyond the ham-

mocks where there was just enough moonlight to glimpse the 
collapsing roof of the old mansion. 

 “I don’t see anything.”
 “They come, they go.” His voice sounded different, hollow, 

faintly echoed, as if he were speaking from the far end of a 
basement storage room.

 “What does?”
 “Ignis Fatuus. Natural gases that collect over marshy 

ground.”
 “Ignis what?” 
 “It means ‘foolish fires’ in Latin.”
 “Real fires?”
 “They look real.”
 He was so quiet, so still on the edge of the bed, he seemed 

not to be breathing. The way he stared so intensely out the 
window—I don’t know—it made me realize I was still afraid of 
the dark. Along the swamp edge the cat-tails that bordered the 
long drifts of grass seemed like skeletons guarding a land of the 
dead. I crawled back into bed. “Aren’t you going to sleep?”

 “Sure,” he said. But when I awoke later he sat in the same 
position, canted forward, a shadow motionless in the pale light 
from the street.

 Because of his summer job at the beach—he worked in 
the concessions storeroom which supplied the “desert rats,” 
individual vendors who trudged through the sand selling ice 
cream and soda—he left the apartment early and came home 
late. I saw him mostly after I’d gone to bed. Sometimes I would 
wake to find him asleep, fully clothed, on top of his sheets; but 
mostly he was either standing or sitting by the window. I would 
ask, “See anything?” One night he said, “I think so.”

 “Where?” 
 “By the old mansion.”
 I stood at the window and squinted. “What did it look like?”
 “A flash, sort of.”
 “Will it happen again?”
 “Never in the same way. Never in the same place.”
 “Who says?”
 “The Book of Knowledge.”
 “Is it magic?”
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