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THE HANDSHAKE
A SHORT STORY BY CHARLES P. NORMAN
This short story won 2nd place in The Tampa Writers Alliance literary contest , SHORT STORY category, January, 2008
Ernie and I are in trouble again. We are sitting in the school office, waiting for Dean Lobo to call us in. I hear the diesel groans of school buses loading virtually every student and teacher at Franklin Junior High School to go see the President. If we don’t get out of here soon, we’re going to miss the bus.

The last classes release and clatter down the hall. I hear cheerleaders’ voices in unison over the din. “Franklin Cubs, men of might, fight, fight. Franklin Cubs, men of might, fight, fight.” The sounds rise and fall, recede.

“Fight, fight.”  That’s why Ernie and I are sitting here. I look at Ernie next to me. He’s getting a shiner on his left eye. Wadded toilet paper plugs staunch his bleeding nostrils. I grin and wince. My split lip begins bleeding again, the coppery tang flows out where Ernie’s ring caught me. I dab it with my white handkerchief, now spotted crimson. My shirt is torn, two buttons ripped out during the scuffle on the bus. Every time we fight, and he’s losing, Ernie wants to grab and clench and wrestle. My mother is going to scream when she sees my shirt.

Dean Lobo takes a deep breath and lets it out. He stares down at us.

“You boys are too big to paddle. Report to Miss Amidon’s classroom for detention. She’s not going to see President Kennedy. Neither are you two. You’re suspended from riding the bus for three days.”

“But—,” I try to say something, appeal, but I am looking at his back. His office door slams. I look out the office window. The last yellow-orange bus lumbers out of the schoolyard, wheezing toward 40th Street. My shoulders sag. I’d rather have had the paddling.

Ernie flicks his middle finger at the closed door and heads to the hallway. “I don’t care about seeing the President no way. My dad voted for Nixon.”

“I like him. I had a dream once that he shook my hand. I can’t believe this.”

“You and your dreams,” Ernie huffs.

We enter Miss Amidon’s classroom. She’s my eighth grade biology teacher. I love her class. I filled up her aquarium with minnows, fresh water shrimp, a baby sunfish, and plants I got from Cowslough Creek, off Morris Bridge Road. She’s small and rounded, white hair in a bun, a shy smile for her students, who are her children. She’s never been married, never had any of her own but us.  Former students visit sometimes and bring her chocolates.

Most of the seats are filled. I’m surprised. I thought we’d be the only ones in detention. We are. The rest just didn’t go on the trip.

Miss Amidon takes in our battered faces in a glance. “Why aren’t you boys going to see the President?”

“Dean Lobo kicked us off the bus for three days for fighting.”

“That’s too bad, Jesse. I know how much you wanted to see Mr. JFK.”

I nod, my head down.

“I saw the President once. I was about your age. Mr. Calvin Coolidge, a very handsome and dignified man. We rode the train for our field trip to Washington, D.C. He was a very nice person. He spoke to us, and shook my hand.”

“He did?” I ask.

“I’ll never forget it.”

“I wanted to shake President Kennedy’s hand,” I say, “but that’s over with.”

“I shook Nick Nuccio’s hand,” Ernie spouts off, “at a spaghetti dinner.”

“That doesn’t count.”

“He’s a politician.”

I’m about to get in an argument with Ernie, and we are ten seconds away from another fist fight.  I let it go. My shirt can’t take it.

“You can ride my bike, Jesse.”

I look over at my friend Barbara, an Italian girl from New York, with a mane of jet black hair and thick glasses. She lives near the school. Ernie and I are bused in fifteen miles every day.

“The blue Schwinn with the basket?” I ask.

She nods.

“You don’t want to ride a girl’s bike,” Ernie says. “I’m going to borrow Joe Scaglione’s bike. You can take Ricky Sierra’s. They won’t say anything.”

“Thanks, Barbara. I’ll take care of it. I don’t mind riding a girl’s bike.” I look at Ernie. “I know I’m not a girl.” He slugs me on the arm. I slug him back.

“Can we go, Miss Amidon?” I ask.

“I would never take that away from you boys. I like him, too, and Jackie. She’s so pretty. I’ll mark you boys down. Do you know where you’re going?”

I hadn’t thought of that. I knew where the Tampa Theater was, on Franklin Street, and the Florida Theater across the street, and Archway Bookstore, but that was about it.

“We’ll go west on Columbus Drive and cut left to hit downtown,” Ernie says. “You ever been to Goody Goody’s? Best hot dogs I ever ate.”

I feel in my pocket. “I don’t have enough money.” A quarter, a nickel, a few pennies. Ernie has about the same.

“Come here, boys.” Miss Amidon rummages in her desk, takes two bills from her wallet. “You boys are going to be hungry and thirsty riding bikes all that way.” She hands us each a dollar. “Pay me back when you can.”

She looks at the big clock on the wall. “You have plenty of time. The Tribune said the President’s motorcade is going from MacDill Air force Base to Al Lopez Field, then downtown, to Lafayette Street. He’ll speak at MacKay Auditorium, look for the university’s minarets, across the bridge. You can’t get in there. He’s going to the Armory next. If I were you, I’d go down Lafayette Street, toward Howard. That’s where our buses are going. Now go.” She pushes us to the door.

Then, we are standing on the sidewalk near the corner of Lafayette Street and Howard Avenue. Thousands of school children line the streets all the way from downtown. I’ve never seen so many school buses in my life, from every surrounding county.

A very large policeman, with an incredibly wide butt, keeps motioning everyone from the curb. Two motorcycle cops on big Harleys come roaring toward us from the east, blowing everyone back from the street. We hear the roar of the crowd and clapping hands before we can see the cars approaching. The cheers and applause intensify and turn into a freight train wave of noise rushing toward us, contagious. We scream and clap. The first car appears, black, other cars follow. People are waving from the open-topped convertibles. I strain to see. The press of bodies behind me push us forward.

The first car slows for the right turn. I don’t know who those people are. Where is the President? Another car slows in front of us and idles through the turn. The next car is blocked by the one in front of it, which is stopped partly on Howard Avenue to the right. I look at the polished black door of the limousine and see my distorted reflection grinning back. It is so close I could reach out and touch it. I raise my eyes and forget to breathe. Right in front of me sits my hero, President John Fitzgerald Kennedy. His car is stopped. Cheers and roars vibrate through me. I stare at him. He stands, smiles, and waves to the hundreds of school children crowding our section of sidewalk.

His gaze passes over the crowd and reaches me.

I notice his hair first, almost a deep reddish brown, then his eyes focus on mine. They are blue. I have this overpowering urge to touch him, to shake his hand, realize my destiny. I step forward, off the curb, and thrust my right hand upward toward him. He smiles widely and stretches his hand down, leans, and grips mine. His hand is larger than mine, strong and warm. I realize he has calluses, and wonder how he got them.

The world is frozen in time. I do not hear the shouts and cheers and applause. I stand here through eternity —the black convertible, the smiling President connected to the awe-struck boy. I see the scene from every angle, swirling around, over the top, looking down from above, from over his shoulder, from mine.

A thick heavy hand clasps my left shoulder from behind. I am startled from my reverie. It must be the policeman. I can’t turn my head. I think if I go to jail or the juvenile home for this, it would be worth it.

President Kennedy looks over my shoulder to the policeman and nods. His eyes glisten with the knowledge of vast power. He is King Arthur. We are his subjects. He rules.

His smile widens, and he speaks three words to the policeman. “Let him go.” The hand on my shoulder turns loose like it touched something hot. The policeman steps back. It is the signal for the crowd, which surges forward, dozens of little hands thrust upward. He turns loose my hand, reaches over and quickly clasps and releases every hand near him. He looks directly at every person he touches for an instant, and he changes them. He seems a magician. Not King Arthur, but Merlin.

The black Lincoln eases forward, then picks up speed. Whatever roadblock that stopped the motorcade has cleared, and the procession moves on. Cheers and applause proceed northward away from us. He is gone. I look at my Timex. Perhaps thirty seconds had passed from the time his car stopped until he was gone. It seems like much longer.

The crowd turns away, back toward the buses. Ernie appears at my side.

“I saw it.”

“What?”

“You shook his hand. That was cool. Then the cop grabbed you. What happened? He turned you loose.”

“The President told him to.”

“Super cool!”

Riding the miles back to school, following Ernie, dodging buses and heavy traffic, I thought about how different my family and my life was from the President’s. He was rich, we were poor. He was north, we were south. He played touch football with his brothers. I could barely tolerate mine. He loved his children. My parents rarely spoke to us unless they were yelling. I couldn’t imagine JFK ever yelling at his children, beating them, or ignoring them. They were a family. We were just some people living in the same house.

Then, it’s Friday, and I am sitting in Mr. Castellano’s English class. He writes a reading assignment on the blackboard and goes to the teacher’s lounge to smoke. He won’t be back until the end of class. Linda Brock sits in a desk by a window chewing gum. She is listening to a transistor radio, her head bobbing. She waves her hand in the air. We look at her.

“Somebody shot the President.”

All conversation stops. We stare at her. She’s one of those who stayed in Miss Amidon’s class Monday. Her dad didn’t like JFK, called him a damned Yankee. His views are her views. She smiles.

“They killed him. He’s dead. Good.”

I stare at her, paralyzed. My brain refuses to process the information. Sue Ryals walks quickly across the room approaching Linda. She loves the President. When she heard I’d shaken hands with him, she held my hand and just looked at it. She stands in front of Linda. Linda looks up, smiling, popping her chewing gum. Sue draws back her right hand and slaps Linda’s face. I walk out of the class, down the hall, to my locker, so no one will see my tears.
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