Hank


“Mustard and onions,” Hank shouted, frantically waving a five-dollar bill in the direction of the vendor.  Even before the hot dog’s wax paper blanket touched his chubby fingers, Hank was pissed at himself.  He was supposed to be on a diet.  He knew he had to lose weight.  His daughter had told him, his doctor had told him numerous times.  Hell, even Jerry had told him.  

He thought about tossing the hot dog in the trash.  He knew that was what he probably should do.  Ah, screw it.  I still gotta eat, he said to himself as the vendor scurried frantically to make change.  Besides it wasn’t as if he weren’t trying; he was.  One hot dog instead of his normal two or three; Diet Coke to wash down his eggs in the morning; even regular exercise.  Ok, he thought, Maybe ‘exercise’ is a bit of a stretch.  Walking, instead of taking the bus or the subway; using the stairs whenever possible.  “What the hell,” he mumbled aloud to himself, shoving half of the hot dog into his mouth.  Rome wasn’t built in a day.  


It was Hank’s new healthy approach to life that prompted the decision to walk to Jerry’s today.  It was going to be a long walk, and he knew it; a good ten blocks.  But the weather was nice and Hank was looking forward to his journey.  Besides, with the kind of mood he was in, he felt like he could even run the whole way if he had to.  


Finishing the hot dog in three bites, Hank tossed the wax-paper into a garbage can, then began rumbling north on 3rd Avenue.  He imagined he was quite a spectacle to the hundreds of scurrying passersby; a fat man trudging along with a dumb, permanent grin spread across his wide face.  

To describe Hank as fat would be like describing the Grand Canyon as ‘a pretty big ditch’.  At his heaviest, right after the divorce, Hank weighed in at a whopping 350 pounds.  He had trimmed himself down to a more respectable 330 as of late, and with his new diet and exercise regime, was hoping to eventually get down to an even three.  


Despite his size, he still managed to amble along at a decent pace.  His shoulders hunched slightly forward as he walked, giving the illusion that he was close to tumbling over with each heavy step.  His hands, which jutted out from the sleeves of his worn, brown raincoat, were just two of his pudgy, bloated features.  His cheeks, too, were puffy and caused his eyes to sink back into his face, much like a bean-bag chair that absorbs the small child that sits in it.  His eyes weren’t altogether unfriendly, but lacked the jolly glow that one might expect to see, given Hank’s round form.  His short brown hair sat awkwardly atop his large skull.  There were always a few hairs out of place, even immediately after a good combing.  But on this particular afternoon, one feature stood out above all others: an almost obscenely happy smile.  


As he trudged along, Hank realized that he had not stopped smiling for some time.  In fact, he thought, the smile had been with him ever since he walked Cassie to school.  


“Guess where Daddy is going today,” he had said to her.


“Where?” Cassie replied, squinting against the sunlight as she looked up at her father.  Hank glanced down at the tiny girl, who looked even smaller next to his hulking frame.  


“I’m going to see Uncle Jerry.”  Cassie stared blankly up at him.  She had never met Jerry, who in fact, wasn’t her uncle, but had heard her father talk about him on more than one occasion.  “Your Uncle Jerry is a good man,” Hank continued, “Because of him, you and I get to live together.”  Cassie smiled.  She had no idea what her dad was talking about, but it really didn’t matter to her.  She liked living with her dad.  And if this Jerry guy had something to do with that, then he was alright with her.  


“Can I come?” she asked.  Hank let out a deep, throaty laugh.  


“No, honey,” he replied, “You have to go to school.”  Cassie frowned, her bottom lip protruding out ever so slightly.  Hank smiled at her.  She was everything to him.  

Raising a child, especially a little girl, on his own had been more difficult that he could have imagined.  But he was determined to give her everything he could, even though he couldn’t always afford to.  He always made sure she had plenty of dresses to wear.  Just because she was being raised by her father, she would not be raised like a boy.  He even learned how to braid hair so that Cassie could wear her hair the same way that the other girls in her school did.  Hank’s sister had taught him how to do the braids.  She had been a great help to him during these last few years and he was sure that he would be calling on her many more times in the future.    


Hank and his wife, Evelyn, had divorced over two years ago.  Shortly after telling Hank she was leaving, Evelyn moved in with a new boyfriend.  It was too soon after, Hank thought, to be anything but suspicious.  Although it hurt, it didn’t come as much of a surprise.  He and Evelyn weren’t a good match and everyone said that they wouldn’t last.  What really hurt, however, was when she informed him that she and her new beau were moving to California.  And that she was taking Cassie with her.   


Hank immediately filed for custody, but knew he had an uphill battle ahead of him.  The courts rarely ruled in favor of the father.  Evelyn’s new boyfriend was a plastic surgeon.  They would be taking Cassie to Los Angeles where she would attend a private school and have everything she would ever need served up to her on a silver platter.  She would be better off with Evelyn, Hank knew this.  But while Cassie may have been better off, living without her would have killed him.    


He would’ve loved to hire a good lawyer, to at least give himself a fighting chance.  But that meant money, something which, unfortunately he didn’t have.  He was left with no choice.  He had to go see Jerry.  


Jerry grew up down the block from Hank and they spent a good deal of their childhood together.  Once high school came around, however, they drifted apart.  Jerry dropped out after their sophomore year to pursue other interests, primarily car theft and bookmaking.  Hank stayed in school, determined to earn his degree.  After graduation, Hank went to community college while Jerry drifted in and out of prison.  He was never gone for any long stretch, just a month or two, here and there.  On the occasions when he was out in the streets, Jerry had built up a large and respectable network of associates in the neighborhood.  Although he no longer took bets, he had several bookies working for him, all of whom gave him a cut.  Many of the businesses in the neighborhood paid him a small fee for protection.  Protection from what, Hank wasn’t sure.  The neighborhood was very safe and actually quite quiet.  There were no gangs, never had been.  Most of the teens in the area opted to play sports in the park rather than loiter in the streets.  Many in the neighborhood credited Jerry with keeping this peace.  Hank was pretty sure it was more just a function of location, but didn’t dare suggest it.  Jerry was the closest thing that this neighborhood had to someone notorious.  And he was the first person that Hank thought of when he found himself in this predicament.  


To this day, Hank wasn’t sure what exactly Jerry had done.  In fact, his whole meeting with Jerry was still kind of hazy.  He remembered sitting in Jerry’s apartment, in a really uncomfortable chair.  He remembered sweating profusely, though he was sure it was a relatively cool day.  He tried to tell his story as clearly and as articulately as possible.  He was certain, however, that he sounded like a blundering idiot.  


When he had finished pouring his heart out, he paused briefly before raising his head.  He had hoped that in this pause the tear which streaked down his cheek would just disappear. He knew it wouldn’t however, and was too embarrassed to wipe it away for fear of drawing further attention to his humiliation.  When he finally did look up, the expression on Jerry’s face put him immediately at ease.    


Jerry was smiling, however faintly, at Hank.  Embedded within the smile was a certain emotion that couldn’t be hidden.  Some may call it pity, and it may have been, but not the bad kind of pity.  Not what you feel for the homeless or the crack addicts you see sleeping in the subway.  This was a different kind of pity.  It was the kind that makes you hurt when those you love are hurting.  


Jerry didn’t say anything for awhile.  He just sat there, smiling.  Pitying.  When he did speak, it wasn’t what Hank was expecting to hear.  


“You want something to drink?” Jerry asked.  He rose from his seat on the couch and crossed into the kitchen.  Hank watched him in silence.  Seconds later Jerry returned and handed him a cold beer.  Slowly, Hank reached out and engulfed the bottle in his fat hands.  Jerry twisted off the cap of his own bottle and took a long slug.  He then slapped Hank firmly on the back and walked over to the front door to his apartment, pulling it open.  


“I’ll take care of it,” he said.  Hank turned in his chair and looked over at his friend, who was now motioning outside.  He struggled to his feet and, fighting the rapidly forming lump in his throat, tried to find the right words to express his gratitude.  Jerry didn’t give him the chance.  “I know,” he said, motioning again outside, “Now get lost, will ya?  I’ve got work to do.”   

Thinking about that day made Hank’s smile grow even wider.  


“That’ll be two dollars,” the chubby lady with the “I ♥ NY” hat said, handing Hank a hot pretzel and snapping him out of his trance-like state of remembrance.  He had gone about a block and a half before deciding that the hot dog had done little to satisfy his hunger.  He handed the woman two ones and broke off a big piece of the pretzel, stuffing it into his gullet before continuing on his journey.  


He had never been more nervous than on the morning of the custody hearing.  As it would turn out, his worries were unwarranted.  


“Hank, it’s Evelyn,” his ex-wife said softly when he answered the phone.  Hank settled his large ass onto the corner of the bed to keep himself from falling over.  He hadn’t spoken to her since the divorce proceedings, and what they had said had not been pleasant.  


“Uh…yeah…hi,” he stammered back at her.  He couldn’t remember most of the ensuing conversation, but certain words that she spoke would ring gloriously in his ears for years to come. 

 “Listen,” Evelyn said.  He could tell she was fighting back tears.  “I’m not, I mean, we’re not going to be taking Cassie with us to California.”  Hank didn’t know how to respond.  Tears instantly filled his eyes.  “You’re going to have to take care of her, Hank.  Do you think you can handle that?”  Hank nodded.  He knew Evelyn would not be able to hear it, but forming words was simply a task he could not manage at this point.  “I would like it,” his ex continued, “If you would allow her to come and visit occasionally.  Or maybe, when I come to New York, I can see her?”  Hank continued his solemn nodding.  “Just think about it, OK.”  She was gone.  

Hank hung up the phone and fell back onto the bed.  As tears streamed down his plump cheeks he kicked his legs wildly in the air.  He was elated.  He had his child, and in that moment, felt like a kid himself.  After allowing a moment to collect himself, he thought about Evelyn’s proposition.  He didn’t think it would be a problem to let Cassie visit.  And he would be more than happy to let the girl spend some time with her mother when she returned to New York.  But Evelyn never called again.  Hank felt bad that Cassie would never get to see her mother, and occasionally the girl would ask about her.  But Hank’s relationship with his daughter was strong; stronger than any other father and daughter he knew.  And that, for him, was the most important thing.  

His conversation with Jerry had taken place nearly a week before that.  Immediately after receiving the good news from Evelyn, he set out to show his gratitude to his benefactor.  But when he arrived at Jerry’s place, he was shocked by what he learned.  Jerry was in the state pen at Westerville.  He got sent up the day before on a charge of receiving stolen goods.  Hank immediately hopped a bus and made his way upstate.  He sat for nearly three hours before he was ushered into a large room where he was finally able to speak to his friend.  

“Stop crying.  You look ridiculous,” Jerry told him as they sat across from each other in the visitor’s room.  Hank tried his best to choke back his tears, dabbing at his eyes with a handkerchief.  

“I’m so grateful, Jerry,” he stammered.  He stared across the table at Jerry, who looked withered in his oversized, prison-issued, blue jumpsuit.  “How can I ever repay you?”  Jerry smiled and reached out his hand.  Hank followed suit, taking Jerry’s hand in his, and dwarfing it fully.  

“Come and see me when I get out,” he said, “We’ll figure something out.”  

That had been two years ago, almost to the day.  Hank would never forget what Jerry had done for him.  He didn’t know what would be asked of him in return, but whatever it was, he knew it would be a small price to pay.  

He had finally reached the old neighborhood.  His reminiscing made the long, tiresome journey bearable, almost pleasant.  He paused for a moment to catch his breath and removed his jacket.  His white shirt was soaked with sweat and clung tightly to his body.  Jerry’s apartment building was just up ahead.  To his right, on the corner, was Rocco’s Pizza.  He had spent many a day and many a dollar at old Rocco’s.  

As he approached the old pizza shop and glanced in through the window, he was immediately transported back to his youth.  He remembered going to old Rocco’s after school.  Hank would arrive just after classes would end, and Jerry would show up a few minutes later, after he was finished with whatever it was he did during those days.  If they had money, they would sit inside, sipping a soda or finishing off a few slices.  If not, they stood outside, protecting their turf and watching the world roll by.  

Hank couldn’t help smiling as he glanced up and noticed the security cameras which old Rocco had installed above the door.  They looked like pretty recent additions.  Apparently the neighborhood kids today weren’t granted the same leniency that he and Jerry were when it came to loitering.  

Hank glanced at his watch; nearly ten in the morning.  He figured Jerry wouldn’t want any company too early, and he had made great time on his walk.  He peered through the window once more.  This time, he spotted old Rocco, already covered in a layer of flour, standing in his traditional spot behind the counter.   

“Ah what the hell,” Hank muttered.  The bells above Rocco’s door called out their familiar welcome as the door was pushed open.  Everything; the sights, the sounds, the smell, was just as he had remembered it.  “One slice won’t kill me.”  

Rocco seemed to smile in recognition as Hank shuffled his way up to the counter.

