
Chapter 17. Smoke Damage 
 

 

Ever since my family moved to Flushing, I’ve had my own room. But when I moved here I was 

seven.  

 

By now the free ride is over: ever since starting high school, I have been given a household 

responsibility. In order to build “maturity” (whatever that is) I’ve been placed in charge of 

cleaning up my bedroom; totally up to me is  how well (which means badly) and how often 

(which means almost never).  

 

Messy goes with being a writer, which I’ve decided to become, especially because my life 

changed forever by reading A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man by James Joyce.  

 

Which is why, like any teenager, I’ve fastened a poster of some cute guy on my bedroom wall. 

Only, in my case, it’s the centerfold from a book on Picasso that a relative gave me; actually that 

great artist is my ceiling pin-up. 

 

Yes, Questing Reader, I’ve chosen two big, shiny pages, from an oversized black-and-white 

book; each page features one of Picasso’s eyes; through some photographer’s trick, these eyes 

have been made so enormous that each one fills an entire page of a big coffee table book.  

 

Somehow I’ve managed to remove this centerfold of my book, and done this without ripping 

anything, and then somehow I’ve succeeded at fastening those artist’s eyes onto my ceiling; 

those huge, staring eyes. It consoles me, staring at back at them in the dim light of my bedroom. 

When I can’t fall asleep, Picasso’s eyes are almost enough to make me look forward to each 

night’s long bout of insomnia. 

 

And thus I’m like any All-American teenager who insists on arranging her bedroom just so.  

What if you asked me, “Isn’t your choice of decor a bit strange?”  

 

I would respond indignantly, “No, and there’s no point in explaining any of this to you, because 

if I had to tell you in words? That means you couldn’t possibly understand.” 

 

Actually nobody asks such impertinent questions, perhaps because nobody but family usually 

visits my personal room, but if I did have any friends worth inviting to visit, they could instantly 

tell that I’m a writer-in-progress.  

 

Altogether, my highly independent bedroom has become an artistic refuge, especially my pile of 

things on the grey carpet, a pile in the center of my bedroom that’s ignored as much as the 

proverbial elephant in the room… unless I happen to be looking for something.  

 

Plenty can be found within that personal pile of mine, since this is where I put clothes after 

undressing; on a typical day my small mountain of independence is ripe with sweaty blouses and 

rumpled skirts, all the clothes I’m forced to wear for school. 



“Socks and panties galore on the floor.” This sounds so good it could almost be an advertising 

jingle on TV, couldn’t it?  

 

What do I daintily avoid adding to this heap? My favorite everyday slacks and blouses, which I 

prefer to hang up.  Since these are, after all, my real clothes, unlike the silly skirts and dresses 

that you’ve got to wear to high school. 

 

Eventually laundry will be washed by me, with much grumbling, but first it receives a 

comfortable lodging along with tasty treats: snack leftovers on plates plus leftover snack food a 

la carte, as nature intended, meaning “Just about everywhere,” especially lots of Peppermint 

Pattie wrappers.  

 

What else is piled on, or piled in? School assignments destined eventually for my loose-leaf 

binder. “You name it, go claim it.” Questing Reader, you could consider that my slogan for the 

sport of foraging to retrieve homework. 

 

At least, usually I can manage to pull out whatever it was that I was looking for. Regardless of 

outcomes, I take pride in the great artistic flair and adventurousness, to my mind, symbolized by 

my bedroom’s big, glorious “Goosh Pile”!  

 

Grown to my full height by now, I stand next to my Goosh Pile and enjoy how it stands nearly as 

tall as me, which means five feet, two inches. Mostly I’m fond of my creation, except when I 

can’t find a school assignment due that morning, which causes me to do a desperate last-minute 

search, typically a jerky flinging and flopping of various objects until I emerge triumphant with 

my limp essay. Or whatever. 

 

However it’s serene in my bedroom, one Saturday morning at 10 a.m., as I sprawl on my bed, 

reading a novel. In the background, I hear a knock on the front door, a serious-sounding knock. 

Then another. Since nobody else answers the door, I run over and open it. 

 

There’s my friend Annette, looking strange, talking fast and not in normal sentences.  

 

“Fire” is one word I pick out.  

 

And then “Fire” again.  

 

“Everybody has to get out!” she says, when it suddenly registers in my mind that I’m really not 

in Jane Austen’s world right now and there’s a strong possibility that everybody in my apartment 

must exit NOW. 

 

Dad’s at work; Mom and Amy come outside with me, looking terrified and oblivious, 

respectively; but all of us clearly are safe.  

 

Soon as I can, I drop them and go watch the unfolding spectacle with my best friends from the 

neighborhood, Annette and Maureen, and the rest of the gang. 



Over the next couple of hours, the drama builds, although it’s always clear that the building itself 

will not burn to the ground; it’s solid brick.  

 

Three screaming red firetrucks arrive. Unexpectedly, so do masses of people, until a gossipy 

crowd forms, maybe 200 strong, standing near the firetrucks on 78th Avenue.  

 

A fire in your apartment building? Surely this is what my Mom’s psychiatrist would call “a 

trauma.”  

 

And yet, to me, a worse trauma is hearing and watching all these people from the neighborhood, 

mostly total strangers, gathered as if cheering at a sporting event.  

 

Will they see anyone leap, naked, from a burning window? Maybe even be licked to death by 

flames, right in front of their eyes? 

 

Evidently this prospect is more entertaining than watching TV shows, which are only black-and-

white.  

 

Normally so unfriendly, usually when I pass by these strangers on the neighborhood sidewalks, 

they won’t smile back, not even when I pass next to them and toss them my shiniest grin.  

 

Believe me, I’ve tried, which has often caused me to wonder, “How can human beings turn out 

to be so uninterested in other human beings?” And, also, “Will I ever meet people who are 

friendly?” 

 

Now we’ve got interested people all right, they’re extremely interested, and in what? A smell 

like a girl scout marshmallow roast gone terribly, terribly wrong.  

 

For sure, the sight of these gossipy strangers scares me more than the fire itself. Although I’ll 

admit the score is nearly a tie.  

 

Eventually my friends and I figure out that we’ll get the best view by running around to the back 

window. It’s located near the communal clotheslines directly in back of my building. That big 

backyard rectangle, the size of a tennis court, contains heavy string clotheslines propped up by 

poles; I’ve always had a warm feeling toward this friendly place, where mothers chit-chat while 

hanging up their wet laundry with wooden clothespins. 

 

More than that, the clothesline place has inspired me with a wonder-filled memory, ever since 

one winter snowstorm years ago, when I went out to play and found mountains of snow, a bright 

snow that formed perfect drifts for climbing, a unique snow landscape that inspired me to hang 

and swing from the heavy clotheslines, playing like a monkey in a bright-white jungle.  

 

No carefree joy now though, nor a sense of miracles in the making.  

 

Instead, standing with my friends, I look up at my third floor window and see smoke rising, a 

smoke uglier even than the crud from cigarettes, icky Pall Mall tobacco smoke that is apparently 



required for full maturity, that repulsive smoke the grownups in my life are constantly blowing 

right in my face. 

 

Watching smoke from the fire, it’s a wicked and different kind of burning. Seems to me that now 

I know tragedy or, at least, worry; and the kind of worry I’ve heard for years in the voices of 

grownups, their worry being something I’ve never sought to understand, yet now maybe I do.  

All this stinking, grimy smoke is burning up what?  

 

• Will Dad’s complete collection of wonderful records, his very favorite thing in all of life, 

be ruined?  

• What about my favorite sweater, a soft tan, made of fake fur and cute-cute-cute?  

• Will my family be able to go back home to sleep tonight?  

Even my dreaded insomnia ritual seems dear to me now, comforting like an old teddy bear 

whose smelly stuffing comes out sometimes but you can always stuff it back in and, besides, it’s 

still my bear.  

 

Looking around at us spectators on the ground, I notice Annette, next to me. She’s worrying, too.  

Funny, usually that Annette looks so mature, and confident, with her figure that’s already 39-29-

39 and drives the boys crazy, including my Jimmy Lovelace. Now Annette simply looks sixteen 

and scared. Like me, I guess. 

 

With a sudden heave-ho, glass shatters. Next, a burning mattress is thrown out the second-story 

window, tossed out from the bedroom directly beneath my own. I’ll never forget the sour, bitter 

smell of ugliness in that mattress; almost as if it brands my soul.  

 

The mattress comes from the Sophy’s house, with Hugette the mother; she’s so close to the 

ancient grandmother who never speaks English; plus noisy little Douglas, the toddler they think 

is so cute; also Christine, slightly my friend, whose cries are the loudest sounds you’ll ever hear 

in the whole apartment building, screams that fade to whimpers when her father beats her, crying 

sometimes in French and other times in English and always with a kind of sound that I never 

want to believe can exist.  

 

Little Emmett, the Sophy’s middle child, lives in that downstairs apartment, too. Within a day I 

learn from Annette that he’s the one who caused the fire; turns out, the kid likes to play with 

matches and on Saturday he lit up his bed, showing off for Douglas. Then that nasty Emmett 

with his sullen little face went out to play, leaving all the rest of us to deal with that big scare. 

 

How long does it take for the horrible smell of burning to fade away? Weeks in reality. But in 

my memory, never. And yet, for me, one unexpected sweetness comes from it all. 

 

Unlike the Sophy’s apartment, which has burned straight through to the charred-wood 

foundation, my family’s apartment survives the fire just fine, except for a bit of smoke damage.  



Ironically the Sophy family lacks fire insurance, although the dad is (according to my own Dad) 

a sleazy insurance salesman who never has bothered to cover his own family by buying 

insurance.  

 

However, my so-responsible father did purchase fire insurance for us, and thus it happens that, 

exactly one Saturday after the big fire, he asks me to go survey my bedroom for smoke damage. 

Blithely I report back to him, “Nope. I didn’t find any.”  

 

Ernie says, “Not so fast. Did you look in the closet?” 

 

Shrugging with my well-honed teenage annoyance, I go back to inspect my bedroom closet.  

 

Such an unusual experience it is for me to enter my closet at all, since mostly my wardrobe exists 

in the Goosh Pile, but in I go. Clothes hangers in front are my everyday slacks, which I must 

remove to get down to the walls.  

 

Onto my bed this goes; then my older closet layers emerge: fancy dresses, almost never worn; 

next, outgrown school dresses are removed and flung onto my bed, and by now I begin to feel 

fascinated, as if becoming some kind of closet archeologist. 

 

In the increasingly musty-smelling depths of my closet, I find loads of outgrown shoes; and then 

the deeply dusty treasures: Long-forgotten games in cardboard boxes, like Monopoly and Clue, 

Sorry and Parcheesi; the roller skates I used to clip onto my shoes and then use to race my way 

around the block, playing percussion on the noisy pavement, clatter-bang-whirr-clunk. Skating 

so loudly, how fearless I’d feel, and free!  

 

Also, my old pogo stick has fallen into the back of my closet, against one corner.  

 

Pulling out that wonderful pogo stick, I remember the day when I used it to bounce all the way 

around the block, feeling the remarkable strength of my leg muscles thanks to all that stair-

climbing at U.N.I.S.  

 

And I remember the funniest thing, how in one glorious afternoon of jumping I completely 

ruined my brand new pair of shoes. Coming back home, I hear my mother sigh, “They were 

really expensive shoes. Just look at them now.”  

 

My mother almost never scolds me, but I fully expect that now will be one of those times; 

instead, she shocks me by playfully dangling the shoes downward by holding the laces; that way 

you can see how the soles have been completely worn down from contact with that wonderful 

pogo stick. 

 

Then my Mom, so athletic back when a girl herself, looks at me with a new respect. Proudly she 

says, “I’ll buy you some new shoes tomorrow.”  

 



Just like that, for a moment, those athletically destroyed old-new shoes of mine look as glorious 

as a sports trophy — at least, the closest thing to a sports trophy that this not-so-great athlete will 

ever receive in her life. 

 

Once my closet is fully empty, I discharge my responsibility, sweeping my eyes from left to right 

(and back), then down to up (and back). Not a bit of smoke damage!  

 

Until suddenly I realize with a pang very much like hunger, “It’s gone.” 

 

What is it that am I not seeing?  

 

Something I’m hardly able to remember, let alone see it now, and yet a certain memory tickles 

my mind, like an old song I’m starting to hum.  

 

Deep into my closet I crawl. And sit down.  

 

That’s when I remember a place where I used to go. Often. All the way back when I was little, in 

second grade, that long ago.  

 

Startled, I recall how I’d crawl into my closet, passing through that bit of wall right there at the 

back…  and then I’d enter a hidden place that was sacred. Whenever I needed to, I could go back 

to that better place, just by using a kind of travel portal that began at the wall to my closet. 

 

Yes, I had a certain kind of power back then: I could come and go as I wished. 

 

No longer can I remember what used to happen there, not a thing. Usually my memory is 

excellent. Especially for anything that pulls me away from everyday life! Only this time I draw a 

blank, except for a strong feeling that mixes sweetness and loss.  

 

If I can’t go back to that place, at least I’m so very glad that once upon a time I saw It. Stood in 

It. Flew in it. Felt It. And breathed It.  

 

“Thank you, Emmett Sophy,” I think. “If it weren’t for you, that memory would have 

disappeared even more completely, until I would never be able to find it again. And it may be the 

most beautiful thing I know, even if I don’t quite know why.” 

 

 

 

 


