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Pogo's Bridge

(Published by Kaleidoscope Magazine in print, 2010)
From the narrow mud-room window, Willie watched his mother wipe sweat from her forehead and pluck tomatoes from wobbly plants in the small back yard. The window fan in the kitchen whined and spun stale, humid air through the tiny row house.  When she moved towards the back door, Willie waddled into the kitchen, pulled over his step stool, opened the refrigerator and grabbed the plastic pitcher of red Kool Aid.

“Stop! That’s too heavy.  Let me get it.” 

 His mother’s voice rankled in his head.  A pink-plaid cotton scarf pulled tight across her forehead and her hands were smudged with dirt from the tiny garden behind their row house on Mt. Airy Avenue. She dropped three mostly green fist-sized tomatoes onto the kitchen table.  The tomatoes smelled of earth and heat.

“I’m okay.  I can do things myself,”  Willie said.

“Then maybe you should.  Your room's a mess.  You need to pick up your clothes, make your bed, then practice the piano and read your book.  I have to finish hanging the clothes. I want to hear you playing the piano when I come back in.”  

She poured a jelly jar half-full with Kool Aid.  Willie grasped the glass with stubby fingers on a hand that jutted from his thick, loose wrist.

Willie’s older brother, Pogo, hid behind the kitchen door until their mom clopped across the floor and down the stone steps back into the yard.  He peeked out the window to make sure she was busy hanging their well-worn underwear on the short clothes line.  Then he grabbed bread, peanut butter and jelly, and made three sandwiches on the kitchen table, not bothering to put down a plate.  He fumbled in the cabinet for waxed paper and wrapped them up.  Pogo found a thermos in the pantry, sniffed inside, made an ugly face and winked at Willie.  He rinsed it out at the sink. 

 “Give me that Kool Aid, wouldja?” he said.

“Where are you going, Pogo?  I want to come.”

 Pogo packed his lunch in their Dad’s old army kit bag.  He dropped in an apple and a fistful of Oreos.    


Willie jiggled in his seat.  It was as hot inside as out, and he was crazy to get away.  He was stuck in the house so much.  And his mom was always on him -- worried about him.  She never gave him any peace:


 “Did you read those Hardy Boys books?  When are you going to practice the piano?"
The doctor told them to get a piano, get him started on lessons.  It would be good therapy for his gnarled, splayed fingers, Dr. Peters said.  But for Willie, it was just another form of torture, like a punishment for being born a dwarf.  If it wasn’t for Pogo, he didn’t know how he’d stand it.  

Pogo was six years older than Willie and had the run of the neighborhood.  For as long as Willie could remember, Pogo was his lifeline.  No one messed with Willie, or made fun of him when Pogo was around.

When Willie was real little, and for him real little was REAL little, Pogo carried him around in a backpack, making sure Willie could see over his shoulders.  Pogo took him to the swimming pool at the Y, and held his hands in the baby pool. When Willie’s butt and torso got too big for baby clothes, Pogo just rolled-up the bottoms of his hand-me-downs or cut them off.  “No need to look like a fruitcake,” Pogo would say.   

By the time Willie was five years old, Pogo took him to the playground, where the neighborhood kids played wiffle ball or pickup basketball almost every day.  Pogo’s friends knew not to make fun of him or there would be hell to pay.  Willie’s bow-legged sway-backed walk and curved arms made him so damned slow.  Still, when the guys yelled to him to throw wayward balls back to them, they never made him feel like a clown, the way he did so often when he was out with his parents.  

“Mommy, look at the funny guy!” kids yelled when he walked down the street with his father. “What’s wrong with him?”  

His father would pick him up and walk the other way.  

With Pogo, it was different.  If someone made a wisecrack, Pogo would tell Willie, 

 “Hey, those guys are a bunch of creeps.” or “It sucks that you’re a dwarf, but really, who cares?  That’s why they have stilts.”  Pogo never let him get away with feeling sorry for himself.  


“Please, Pogo, let me come,”  Willie said from the kitchen table. 


“Not today.  We’re going for a bike hike, Willie Boy.  To the bridge.  I think it’s too far for you.”


“It’s not.  I promise. You won’t have to wait for me.  Please.”  


He looked conspiratorially at his brother.  “Mom’s driving me nuts.”


Willie rode on the seat of the Mongoose bike that Pogo stood to peddle.  Willie’s cropped arms and short, splayed fingers pressed around his brother’s waist.  George Fitzmaurice from down the street rode his sister’s red Schwinn alongside, giving Pogo and Willie ample material. 

“You’re a fruitcake,” Willie told George.  

“And you’re a rat-fink,” George responded.  His large front teeth hung over his lower lip when he smiled and his freckled face shone red from exertion.

The two fifteen-year-old boys rode their bikes on the sidewalk, taking Mt. Airy Avenue west to Emlen, then up Emlen into Fairmount Park.  On the seat, Willie jerked from side- to-side and held tight to Pogo’s shirt. He leaned forward and bumped his head against Pogo’s back.  Pogo smelled like the creek -- damp, earthy and a little sour. Willie breathed in the scent.

“Yo, Willie, watch the merchandise.”

“Yo, Pogo.  Watch the road.” Willie replied.

“Yo, Knuckleheads, watch my dust,” George said.  He bumped down the bridle path, his skin fleshy and white between a short green T-shirt and cut-off dungarees that rested below his waist.

Once they reached the path, Pogo hopped off and pushed his bike, with Willie balanced on the seat, his curved arm clenching Pogo’s shoulder.  Willie’s legs dangled, forming a horseshoe around the cross-bar.  George walked his bike next to them.  

“This stinks, Pogo.  We could ride if we didn’t have your little brother.”

“Remember what I told you, Willie,” Pogo said.  “It’s better to be short than stupid, like George.”

They stopped to eat lunch on a large flat rock in the park, that leaned over the water. Pogo shared his drink and peanut butter sandwiches with Willie.  The tacky peanut butter clung to the roof of Willie’s mouth.  They threw their crusts at ducks waddling up from the creek.  From the rock, they looked at the arched stone bridge, built of glittery grey stone common in construction of Philadelphia -- Wissahickon schist.  They felt the train before they heard it, a familiar vibration, then a far off chugging sound, and finally the high pitched wail that hurt their ears.  The train appeared as a dirty silver streak that approached, crossed the top of the bridge, veered left and disappeared on its way downtown.  Yellow-tinged dust and pollen floated in its wake.  They slid from the rock and walked their bikes to just below the bridge.  Willie lagged behind.

“Let’s go!” George yelled.  He leaned his bike against a bush and ran up the pebbled path to the bridge entrance.


Pogo set his kick-stand and waited for Willie.  He ran his hands through his sweaty hair and wiped them on his T-shirt, leaving dull gray finger-sized streaks across the front.


“Hey, you all right?” he yelled to Willie. “Stay here and watch the bikes.  I gotta go catch Georgie Porgie Pudding and Pie.”

“Go on,” Willie said.  “I’ll catch up.”  He felt thirsty and looked for the thermos.  He found it in Pogo's canvas bag, but couldn't twist open the top.  He dropped it onto the hard yellow dirt of the path and kicked it towards George's bike.  He thought he could smell the sweet cherry drink and his mouth watered.

Willie's short, wide feet slipped on the gravel path .  “I’m coming,” he panted.  “I’m coming.” George and Pogo looked down from the bridge and waved.

Willie heard George tell Pogo,  “Let’s go.  He’s okay, he’s right behind.  Last one over gets ten sucker punches,”  and watched George shove Pogo and run.  Pogo leapt after him and their heads disappeared.  Willie forced his feet forward, up the rise, until he reached the entrance.  His knees and back ached -- he felt sore like the time Pogo took him on the Tilt-O-Whirl and he held on tight but still got shook up and bounced all over.  

Willie looked down the rails. George jumped off the far end of the bridge onto the ridge below. Pogo was almost across.  He turned and Willie waved both arms out in front as if in a blessing, to show Pogo he was there.  Pogo waved back and followed George off the rails.

Willie walked about twenty feet onto the bridge.  The three feet of space between the railroad ties and the stone wall provided barely enough space for his side-to-side gait.  He was sweating and felt like he might faint -- a head-rush Pogo called it.  He stopped and put his hand on the cool rough stone.  Willie ran his fingers along the mortar, tracing the pattern some Italian stone mason created a hundred years ago.  He looked down the rails and suddenly the distance to cross-over to George and Pogo became insurmountable.  His courage failed, his body failed.  He felt deep exhaustion and pain.  Cleaning his room, practicing the piano, and reading on the front porch suddenly seemed not so bad to him, and he swayed from side-to-side going back to the path and the bikes.

He slipped on gravel when he left the bridge and skinned his elbow.  Mom will have a fit, he thought, and wiped at the blood with his shirt, making a dark splotchy stain.   A dank, fishy smell rose from the creek.

Willie leaned against a large Elm tree and slid to the ground.  Patches of sunlight from the cloudless midday sky spattered through the thick leaves.  He rested his head against the tree, shut his eyes, and was almost asleep when he heard a high pitched wail that seemed very far away.  He smiled, anticipating friendly waves from the engineer and passengers when the city-bound train sped by.  He never thought that Pogo would come back for him.  He never thought that at all.

He sat there quietly, the roar of the train drowning out all else – its sound and motion vibrated through his body.  Willie opened his mouth and let his voice drift out, wordless sound that trilled to the tune of the wheels.  He counted seven cars while the train’s horn blasted across the bridge.  A sharp screech of brakes hurt his head -- he covered his ears with his wrists.  Willie tried to see what happened, but momentum carried the train around the curve and out of sight.  He felt a silence when the train disappeared, broken by the chirping of birds and the rushing of creek water.

Willie was ready for Pogo to come back and take him home.  His heart raced after the sight of the fast train and its ear-splitting horn, but he was tired, hungry and thirsty.  He turned to the bridge, hoping to see George and Pogo’s heads bobbing above the wall.  Will watched a hawk flying in wide, looping circles, its wings shiny black in the sun.  He felt angry.  Where was Pogo?  

About time, he thought, when George leapt down from the bridge.  Willie thought how white George looked -- ghostly, dark freckles and red hair a stark contrast to his ashen skin.  

“Willie,” George muttered, and collapsed beside Willie, crying and choking -- he could hardly breathe.  Willie looked back for Pogo.  He saw a dark streak slowly inching down the stones, from the top of the arch, getting longer until droplets fell into the creek.  He watched it in wonder.  

And then Willie knew.  He knew in his gut and his heart that the dark spreading streak, a thickening line dividing the arch in half, was the lifeblood of his brother.  His brother.  His brother. 

***


The shriek of the train brought Will to an anxious consciousness – God he hated that sound.  Even thirty years after the high-pitched scream that resonated in his memory like the keening at Pogo’s funeral, the sound of a train’s warning horn made his heart race and beads of sweat rise on his brow.  Will sat up and registered the clock’s digital green numbers - 3:16 a.m.  He rolled out of bed to shut the window and shut out the sound, even though the temperature on the hot July night hovered around eighty.  He toddled back to his rumpled bed, placed his bare left foot on the step stool and heaved himself back in.  Will tossed and turned but could not get comfortable.  Restless, he flicked on the TV, hoping for something more interesting than how to get rich by flipping real estate.  


Hours later Will woke-up drenched in sweat.  The whirling of the small fan on his bureau circulated hot air.  He felt a deep sense of unease when he rolled on his side and slid his legs over to the stool to get down.  At thirty-nine, Will had lived his entire life in the old stone row house on Mt. Airy Avenue.  It would be hard to give it up.  He and his father had managed pretty well for themselves after his Mom died of breast cancer twenty years ago.  They didn’t talk that much, but really, what was there to say? When Will went to LaSalle University where he majored in elementary education, and later when he got the job at Houston Elementary, his Dad dropped him off and picked him up on his way home from the Acme Supermarket where he was the produce guy.  Dad always brought home the groceries but neither of them ate that much anyway – Will had to watch what he ate and his father would just as soon have cigarettes and beer for dinner.  The cigarettes caught up with him last winter -- he died of lung cancer at 68.  Will relied on taxis now.

George Fitzmaurice let Will know as soon as he heard that new condominiums were being built across from the elementary school where Will taught.  The developer had to provide a few handicap-accessible units, and George made sure Will was first in line.  Then George’s realty firm bought Will’s house as an investment.  He was moving out in August.  Will knew he needed a place that was more suited to his condition, but it was harder than he expected to leave his home -- Pogo’s home.  

“Good hair, nice face, sturdy brow,” he said to his reflection in the mirror when he shaved.  The tiny bathroom held a toilet, Will’s step-stool, an accessible shower, and a pedestal sink.  How the family of four managed to get in and out each morning with one small bathroom was beyond him. 

“Good hair, nice face, sturdy brow,” Will chanted again under his breath, repeating the comments he heard from his teaching colleagues  – compliments Will felt masked discomfort with a teacher who was barely as tall as his kindergarten students.  He gave a skillful flip to the front of his dark brown hair.

He got dressed and crawled backwards down the stairs.

An idea had been festering since the first day of summer vacation.  Thirty years, it amazed and depressed him.  When he thought of childhood, he thought of bouncing on Pogo’s shoulders, bobbing through the neighborhood.  Now that he was moving out, he wanted to go back to the bridge.  One last trip from their family home.  


Will got a cup of coffee and looked out the kitchen window.  He saw Tildy Keating fussing with her pepper plants in her tiny backyard next door.  When she looked up, Will raised his cup in a salute.  Tildy wiped her hands in her apron, slid her right hand across her forehead, and smiled.  She was a relic, Will thought, must be eighty, but she certainly had been a friend to the Brennan’s all these years.  She took in Willie for a couple of nights when Pogo died, so his parents could concentrate on the funeral.  Then she helped them make arrangements for Mom's funeral. When Will's father died last year, she was a godsend, taking care of so many of the tedious little things -- the family’s personal death consultant.  He knew she was unsettled about his moving out, worried about who would move into his house.  He was actually having second thoughts himself, but he knew he needed a place he could manage on his own.  He didn’t realize how much he relied on his father until he was left alone.  Will thought he would stop over and sit on the front porch with Tildy this evening.  First the bridge, and then he could focus on packing up and moving on.


Will finished his coffee and a container of low fat yogurt.  His hunger was never satisfied – his joints were so overloaded by the inordinate mass of his torso compared with the length of his limbs that his own body weight was his greatest personal enemy.  He called Academy Cab. Will scrunched down to Velcro shut his sneakers – it was so much easier to buy shoes and clothes, what with dwarfoutfitters.com and other sites.  His blocky feet were big compared with his height, and triple Es were hard to come by until he found them on the internet.  Now even the kids at Henry Houston admired his shoes, “Where’d you get those kicks, Mr. B.?” So that was definitely better than the orthopedic clunkers he used to wear.  

Will’s hands shook when he put a water bottle, banana and Power bar in the backpack  and slung it over his shoulder.  He checked the clip on his cargo pants to make sure his cell phone was safely tucked in his pocket.  The wall clock read 9:25 a.m.  He heard the discordant sound of a car horn, its volume wavering like the voice of an injured cow.   Will toddled down the stone steps and concrete walk to the cab.  He waved away the driver’s arms, swung his backpack onto the floor, grabbed the door handle and heaved himself in.  He would follow the same route they did three decades ago.  

“Drop me off at Allen’s Lane and Emlen.”  It was a short cab ride. 


“Gonna be a hot one,” the cab driver said.  “What’s a guy like you gonna do in Fairmount Park?”


“A guy like me is going to take a walk along the tow path.”   


“Oh.  You gonna be gone long?  I’m on all day today.  When you're coming back, tell dispatch to send Arthur.  You know when you’ll be back?”


“Not sure at this point, but thanks.  I’ll ask dispatch to send Arthur to pick up Will.  You don’t mind the small fare?”

  
“No problem,” Arthur pocketed the five dollar bill. “You be careful out there.  The upper trails get slippery from pine needles.  I’ll come back to get you, Mr. Will.”


Will watched the old black man, Arthur, turn the cab around.  Old King Arthur, Will thought and felt a little sad.  The man must be in his late seventies.  We all do what we have to do, I guess. He was relieved that Arthur would come back to bring him home.  


Will shook his shoulder to adjust his backpack.  He breathed in the earthy smell of decaying vegetation and followed the beaten path in the grass down to the gravel-covered tow path, avoiding the steaming pods of horse manure scattered along the trail.  It had been a lifetime since Will hit Fairmount Park, a lifetime since he walked along the Wissahickon.  It felt surreal.  He wiped his wrist across his forehead.


Will lurched forward, measuring his steps until he got into a comfortable rhythm.  The trees that rose along the wooded paths to the bridge provided deep shade.   He looked up but could barely see the sun through the thick canopy of pine, maple, hickory and oak.  A policeman, mounted on a sturdy bay, rode by and nodded down at Will, black boots and white helmet seeming too hot to wear on this July day.  A large water bottle jutted out from a pouch on his saddle -- his billy-club tapped against it as he trotted by.  The horse’s tail swished back and forth.  Will sneezed at the horsy odor, sour and musky, like urine.  He moved to the far left of the tow path to avoid other riders on the summer day.


Will reviewed his plan --  first the path, then across the red-covered bridge, then rest at the big rock.  That shouldn’t be too hard, he thought, but the real effort would begin after that.  It was uphill to the railroad bridge, he remembered.  He pulled out his water and took a swig.  Crunchy footsteps and raucous laughter approached and then surrounded him.  A group of youngsters -- six scruffy boys and two white-camied, Daisy-Duke-dungareed baby-faced girls caught up to him and began to pass by.


“Hey, look, it’s a little man!”

A boy in a faded-blue shirt walked backwards in front of Will, leaning forward so that they were eye-to-eye.  Christ, Will thought, he looks like Pogo. 


“You’re a midget.  You’re a little old midget,” the boy said. 

 Will didn’t think the kid looked so much like Pogo anymore.  He felt rather than saw the a blonde girl fly past and push her hands into the chest of the backwards-walking boy.


“Shut up. God, you’re such a jerk! You shouldn't say that.”


“Hey, the guy knows he’s a midget.  It’s not like I called him a faggot or anything.”


“Sorry, mister,” said the girl, her eyes focused just over Will’s head.  The others ran towards the covered bridge.  “He’s such a jerk.”


Will nodded.  “Yeah.  Thanks.  Don’t worry about it.” He lifted his water bottle to his mouth, fighting to control his shaking hands.  

“It’s no big deal,” he yelled to her disappearing back.


Will listened to the clop, clop, clop of the kids pounding across the wooden floor of the covered bridge.  He waited until they shot out the other side.  The boy in the faded-blue shirt turned to salute Will with the middle finger of his right hand, then raced to catch the others, scrambling up a narrow dirt path that wound through the pine-covered ridge.  They seemed headed in the same direction as Will.  Crap, he muttered. 


He tried to ignore the deep pain that settled low in his back, as annoying as a pebble in a shoe.  A drop of sweat crossed before his right eye, its gleam a moment of blindness before a salty sting.  It ran along the side of his nose and he tasted it from the corner of his mouth.  Will licked his dry lips.


Will sauntered up to the red-covered bridge, grasping the guardrails that were just within reach, and relied on his arms more than his legs to enter and cross.  His hand settled on green-grey lichen covering the wooden railing, soft as velvet, that left a smudge of pale pigment on his finger tips.  He was tired and checked his watch.  It had been a mile to this point, less than a mile to go.  A thirty-nine year-old man, no matter the length of his legs, should be able to walk a couple miles through the park, he thought, annoyed with his exhaustion.


“Brennan’s aren’t quitters,” he told himself, then took a deep breath and walked on.  He reached the flat rock at the end of the main trail and rested on it.  He remembered that day, they sat here too, eating peanut butter and jelly sandwiches wrapped in waxed paper and drinking tepid Kool Aid from the lunch box thermos.  Will unwrapped his Power bar and took a bite, its coarse chewy texture and cloying sweetness rolling over his tongue.  He washed it down with a sip of lukewarm water.  A beam of sunlight lit the rock and a low persistent buzzing floated from paths deeper in the woods.  Muted shrieks and laughter from somewhere not too far away broke the quiet.  The kids, he thought, and was surprised to find tears welling in his eyes. They’re only stupid kids, he told himself.  Stupid kids.


Will re-wrapped the Power bar and dropped it into his pack with his water bottle.  He slid down the rock and headed up the gravelly path.  He saw the beautiful arches of the stone railroad bridge, built by the Pennsylvania Railroad in the waning years of the nineteenth century to carry residents of Chestnut Hill into the city and home again.  Trees surrounded the bridge, mostly green but with splashes of yellow and brown.  White mortar framed each carefully chiseled stone, gray and gleaming, bleached by decades of sun, rain, wind and snow.  When he looked at it, he realized it was the same stone that was used to construct the row houses where he lived on Mt. Airy Avenue.

He thought it was another quarter mile or so to the base of the railroad bridge over the creek.  Not too far.  A chill ran down his spine, and he shivered in the heat of the July day.  

“So, Pogo, here I am.”  

That day, that horrible day.  And it was his fault.  It didn’t matter how many times everyone told him it was an accident. 

“I’m sorry, Pogo. I never thought,” he said to the wind.

He headed up the gravel path and paused to look both ways on the track before he entered the bridge.  It didn’t look much different, really, no different at all.  He stopped, feeling paralyzed by fear and self-loathing, a thirty-nine-year-old man feeling the fear of a nine-year-old boy.  He hesitated, looked down the track again, then started across.  He stopped, he thought, at about the place he reached that day.  He touched the stones, and ran his finger along the mortared edges.  He looked to the other side.  It looked so far, so far then, so far now.  Too far to go.  He pushed himself further, until he was above the top of the arch, the place where Pogo was killed.  Will wanted to look over the top, to look down to the creek.  He reached up until his fingers touched the stones at the top of the wall, but he couldn’t get a grip to pull himself up.  He turned instead to look down the tracks, measuring the distance, the time it would take a fifteen-year-old boy to run back.  Seconds.  Goddamned seconds, Pogo.  Will bent over and ran his hands along the rail and imagined it covered with Pogo's blood.  He looked at the rail bed and wondered -- What were his last thoughts?  Did he know he was going to die?  Was he afraid?

A shiny speck caught his eye.  He reached for a small granite stone between the rails, his pincer-like finger and thumb grasping it.  He rubbed the stone between his hands, feeling its scratchy coarse surface.  The sky was light blue and he felt that the floating white clouds might have some meaning, some hidden message for him.  But he couldn’t imagine what it was.  He dropped the stone in his pocket and walked back the way he came.  It seemed shorter somehow going back.   

Will left the bridge, carefully sidled down the dirt and gravel path, and on trembling legs, walked over to some overgrown ivy and vomited, again and again.  He felt his legs collapse and lay heaving on the ground.  After a minute he crawled over to an old tree and leaned against it.  Will listened to the wail of an approaching train and watched it pass across the bridge, surprised that he felt no emotion.  It was only a train.  

 He rested against the tree, enjoying the warmth when the clouds parted and the sun broke through.   That boy, the boy in the faded-blue shirt spurted out of the trees and burst down the path, the others in his group following close behind, laughing, shouting.  Faded-blue headed towards him, would run right into him, Will thought.  And then the boy stopped, suddenly aware.

“You’re the guy,” faded-blue said.

“I’m the guy.”

“I didn’t mean anything before.”

“No, I guess you didn’t.  It doesn’t matter.”   

“You okay?”

“I could use a hand to stand up.”

The boy, smelling of rancid sweat and mildew, offered Will his filthy hand.  Will grasped it, and got to his feet.  

“Thanks,” Will said. “I’ll be okay now.”

He watched the kids run back into the red-covered bridge.  The tall girl caught his eye and waved.  He waved back and started for the trail to Emlen, swaying back and forth.  He pulled out his cell phone, and asked the dispatcher to send Arthur.  

He would ask Arthur to stop at the store so he could pick up some iced tea and vanilla wafers to share with Tildy that evening.  Tomorrow, he would begin to pack up the house.  He would mark things to take to the condo, stuff for Purple Heart, and the rest could go in the trash.  He hated the thought of other people living in his house, in their house.  But it was the only smart thing to do.  It would be nice, in a way, to have his own place, modern and sleek, sized just right.

He paused at the entrance to the red-covered bridge, felt for the rough stone in his pocket, and looked back at the beautiful stone railroad bridge, Pogo's bridge, its flecks of mica glistening in the sun.

