The Candy Room


Legend has it that there is a series of secret underground tunnels that start in the basement of Saint Thomas Aquinas’ Rectory. These subterranean passageways connect from there to the main body of the Church, next door. They supposedly continue on, below the earth, down the block to meet under the Sister’s Nunnery. Another set of illicit crawlspaces will lead, from there, further down the block to the Girls’ School. Then, crossing underneath Hendrickson Street to the Boy’s School, you should find a highly reinforced nether-structure leading directly across, albeit under, the full width of the six lanes of Flatbush Avenue depositing directly into the basement of the McManus’ Funeral Home. They call them “The  Catacombs.” 


I first heard about them when I was a student at the Boys’ school. I had just transferred over from Fourth Grade at the Girl’s school and was starting Fifth Grade as a boy in earnest. I had heard the word “catacombs” being bandied about by some of my classmates. It just reeked of mystery and the smell of corpses and dangerous, dark and deadly places and who wouldn’t want to see that especially if they were somewhere in your own school? Why would they lead to the funeral home? That wasn’t even part of the school. Would suspicious priests go underground to perform some secret last rites over an anonymous indecent deceased and then steal back to the shadows of their dark wood room in the rectory? 


I quickly signed on for a secret tour. We would meet at the library on the second floor after school and go in. Someone had heard that there was an entrance to the catacombs there. Someone else mentioned a room made of candy. 


The candy room was a storage closet where the janitor, Wally, kept all the supplies and snacks used and or sold at various functions that were held in the gymnasium. On Friday nights, in season, there was a “Teen Center” which would mean all the Eighth Graders could come there and eat candy and potato chips and drink sodas. They played plastic stick Hockey and Basketball and met each other for make-out sessions that would never include me. I dreaded going there and didn’t know why anyone would consider that a good idea. I much preferred the Saturday evening event called “His Place” which was when they would transform the gymnasium into a café for Catholics. There were dim candle lights at every table. The spirit of Jesus in every one. The parishioners would come and eat candy and potato chips and drink wine.



There was a band called Sonseed in which, one of my teachers, Brother John Weiner, would perform. We all wanted to make fun of him for his name but he was such a huge fat guy and he was so nice that we all just let him alone. The band was actually great and I can still remember at least one of their songs, “sonseed righteously planted…”  Many people in the audience would raise their hands while listening as if absorbing the magic power and presence of the Lord. I would hold my hands up too. I could absorb the Lord too, couldn’t I? 


We met after school in the library and couldn’t find an entrance there. The only other known way in was from the boiler room on the first floor. It was right across the hall from the principal’s office. We all went down the middle stairway quietly as mice. There were four of us.


Terrence Mullin, a child model for Lego who’s older brother was on the verge of being a pro basketball player at St. John’s University. That made him a star and he wore his notoriety with swagger. Peter O’Neill, a cross eyed tough guy whose dad would beat him, was Terry’s enforcer. George Reynolds. A kid I would throw up on in class years later after eating some bad hotdogs. And Keith Lamoute; an all-around good guy just looking for some action. He went first. He had the best reputation so he had the least to lose.


We opened the door to the boiler room and crossed the line of propriety. We were headed down, by choice. It opened into a big, square, celadon tiled room which was quite deep. Inside, it was steamy warm. There was mid-day sun pouring through the frosted glass windows near the ceiling. It was awfully well lit for our descent into the dark side. The warm dust slowly floated by, kept aloft by the hum of the room. Just past the threshold there was a stairway leading down to the bottom of the room. We all walked carefully down the stairwell holding on tightly to the rail. Past the pair of work gloves hung on a hook, past the workman’s overalls recently laid out on the wooden box recently turned into a makeshift bench. I reached out and felt the overalls, they were warm to the touch. Everything here was warm. Then I noticed at the bottom of the landing, there was a large metal object giving off a lot of heat. It was as tall as each of us and five times as wide. It was hot and vibrating like an engine and was just as loud. Every so often it would let out a hissing blast of steam which was quite startling. I thought it might explode at any time. I thought about how the papers would read. St. Thomas-cide! All of us dead in there, due to an unforeseen explosion. If only they had raised the tuition enough to pay for repairs and not just candy.


Underneath the stairwell, there was a hatch, just as you’d imagine it. Old, forgotten, rusted over yet slightly ajar. Keith pulled it open and we felt the cool, dank air pour out onto us from the darkness inside. We crouched down on our knees and crawled inside. 


This was it. We were in the catacombs. It seemed just like a run of the mill utility shaft, not that I would know. It was a roughly three by three grey concrete tunnel with a 6” wide pipe running inconveniently along the entire length of it about one foot off the floor and six inches from the side of the wall. Not enough to prevent passage, just enough to hamper it. We could have gone right or left, we went left. We went further in. Slowly and scared we made our way deeper in hoping that no one was following us. After several feet we turned left, several feet more, right. Just above our heads, there was an occasional light bulb to light the tunnel. Most of the bulbs were out. Keith passed by the first bulb okay but George didn’t get off so easy. He smashed the unlit bulb with his head. There was a spark and maybe he got zapped but he didn’t catch fire. He was bleeding from the head but we continued on becoming increasingly anxious. 


We were crawling around in there for what seemed like forty-five minutes. I don’t know who was orienting us but it felt as though we were going the right way until we came to an end in the tunnel which led to a bigger open chamber with water on the floor and two other tunnels leading into it. There was an abandoned desk on one side and one lit bulb on the ceiling. Our tunnel came out of one wall and was about four feet off the ground so you had to leap to get out of it or back into it. We didn’t know which way to go or at least I didn’t. I was sure one led to the funeral home and corpses and one to disease or arrest, candy somewhere in between. Just then we heard something in one of the tunnels. It was something crawling towards us. 


Oh shit! Was it Wally? Was he going to crawl down upon us and murder us for trespassing? He was always nice to me. Wouldn’t he be nice this time? Maybe it was some half dead corpse clawing its escape out of the bowels of the funeral home. Was it a scandalous man of the cloth coming back from a nocturnal conjugal communion at the nunnery? We thought of running but that would mean crawling back up into the tunnel and then high-tailing it back to our point of entry with someone who was much more familiar with the terrain than us at our heels. We decided to wait it out. Maybe we would kill whatever crawled out of that tunnel. We gathered around the portal. Keith had a stick.


We noticed the brown school uniform sweater first. It was Ronnie Silva from the Eighth grade. We let out a collective sigh of relief. Ronnie was a lying bully with chipped teeth who stole my first girlfriend, Laura DiGiacomo. She was sixteen and built like twenty. I fell in love with her over Mott The Hoople’s “All The Young Dudes”, braces and all, at a summer party in her backyard. I became obsessed with her and used to bike over to her house and wait outside for her at 8:30 in the morning just for a chance to see her. I like to start my stalking early. She only came out once to tell me to go away. Ronnie was her age and she might’ve even liked him better but I challenged him to a fight over her and he beat me up in his front lawn when I was thirteen while she looked on asking him to go easy on me. He always had an impossible tale about someone lending him their Trans-Am with a completely chrome engine and then him driving it around a hundred and thirty with the cops chasing him and then the engine exploding and then no consequences. He would giggle when he would tell us these stories, really getting a kick out of his own imaginative creations. I was glad to watch the shit get kicked out him by Billy Collins outside school one day almost at the exact place from where my bicycle had been stolen. He deserved it but now here he was in our tunnel. 


Keith put down the stick. “Hey, what’s up? Where you going?” 

“You guys lookin’ for the candy room?” he said as he started unwrapping and eating a hundred thousand dollar bar. “Yeah.” “Straight ahead” he said as he slid past us and deftly hoisted himself into the tunnel we just came out of. “See ya, assholes.” He said as he crawled into the darkness.  


We climbed up into the tunnel he had just come out of, the smell of chocolate now egging us on. After another twenty minutes we reached our destination. A metal plate was above our heads and above that, the fabled candy room. If someone was in there, they would have easily heard us sliding the plate out of the way and we’d have been found out, and maybe stabbed to death from above, but really, at this point, there was no turning back. Keith slowly and quietly slid back the plate and from just behind him I could see the celadon tiled wall of the room above. Keith reached up and grabbed something and then hunkered down and scooted past me. I was next in line and I poked my head up as far as I could to examine what exactly we had come here for. 


The Bounty: Quarter-sized fruit drinks, which were really just colored sugar water, some cans of Pepsi (too far out of reach), packs of Snicker’s bars and Three Musketeer’s (not my favorite), M&M’s, some Wise potato chips, and assorted other candies. I reached out blindly, closing my eyes to the guilt of stealing, grabbed something, and joined the recessional. The others followed and we began the exodus. It was a smooth return. We knew which tunnel to take at the fork. We were careful by the broken glass. We closed the hatch behind us just as quietly as we had opened it. We went up the stairs and opened the door into the hallway, past the Principal’s office, out the main doors of the building, we ran across the street to tally our loot. There we were some of us covered in soot, some in blood and broken glass. I had a bag of potato chips, regular flavor and a pack of Chuckles. I never really liked Chuckles, they were too chewy, but that day they tasted especially flavorful on the victory march home. I had made it. I had conquered my own fear and had ascended into the Cool Club, or so I thought. Monday came and it was bully the big kid as usual. 


When I was older and in high school, some of us decided to try to go back again, mid-life crises come early. We waxed sucrose over the sweeter times. Again there were four. Frank Pugliese. A kid I used to play street hockey with and he was way better, also a fireworks contact. Phil Repaci. He would go on to try to make out with my mom. I should have tried to make out with his sister. He would later become a cop. Myself and Eddie Myler. Eddie and I had a troubled relationship, as we got along great but then he would turn on me and beat me up. You could say he had trouble with his hands. Years later when we were both stoners, he wanted to be closer with me but I didn’t want to let down my guard because he was an asshole when he was younger. This was before he was an asshole. 


We met at the school, early evening. There was some event going on that night but we didn’t know what it was. All of us had either gone into the catacombs before or had heard about it a long time ago and still wanted to. We went in the front door of the school and headed straight for the boiler room. It was locked. We instinctively went upstairs to try the library entrance. Quietly. We got up to the second floor and started walking down the hallway in the dark towards the library.  Just then we heard a jangle of keys. It was Wally. He was a short, round man, like a dough covered beach ball with arms and a head sitting on a pair of inflated pants and he wore a huge ring of keys. Somehow it kept his pants up. He recognized Phil and asked “What are you doing here?” Phil stammered, “Uh…homeroom, we’re looking for our homeroom.” as if we were still students. Wally, knowing that we were up to no good, said, “The building’s closed, there’s no homeroom open.”  We apologized and turned around to go on our way. We said “Oh sorry, see ya later, Wally.” I could almost hear him mutter, “crazy kids.” We went down the stairs to the first floor and then realized that Wally had turned around and left us, assuming that we were indeed leaving. We took that as a cue to go through the first floor hallways and try to come back up around to the second floor using the far stairwell or stair notsowell, should I say.


Phil was leading us up the stairs and we were quietly approaching the second floor landing. The stairwell was cut in half and had a turn around which led the rest of the way up. Right on the other side of the turn around, waited Wally, fist in hand. Phil got to the top of the stairs and screamed. Wally swung on Phil and hit him in the face, knocking him down the stairs. We all started running down the stairs with Phil falling backwards on top of us as we ran. Down to the first floor landing, we burst out of the doors leading into the school yard, headed straight to Flatbush Avenue. As soon as I got outside I realized I just ran past a Police Officer. Then another. Then I realized what the event was that they were holding in the gymnasium that night. It was the New York City Auxiliary Police Annual Gala. Oh, we picked a fine night to break and enter, trespass, petty theft, disorderly conduct and resist arrest. The place was swarming with cops and we had just kicked the blue beehive. 


Eddie Myler was the fastest among us and I saw him make the turn out of the schoolyard onto Flatbush. He disappeared into the night. Later he told me he ducked into Lenny & John’s Pizzeria and sat in front of an empty plate pretending to finish up a slice. Phil cut a hard right out of the doors and went a different way towards our home block, Thirty-Sixth Street. He was home asleep before the rest of us got out of the schoolyard. 


I was running. I was running as fast as I could. Not that out of body fast where you feel weightless and you are just floating through the air, your legs pumping like thoroughbreds, effortlessly, ten strides for every measured breath. No, this was intentional, scared shitless running and I didn’t know how long I could keep it up. I saw Frank just up ahead of me, he passed me, then I caught up to him. At least one cop was right behind us. He was probably losing ground but I could swear I could feel his breath on my neck. I heard him say, “Stop running!” I thought to myself, ‘should I stop running?’ At about eleven miles an hour, I asked Frank, “Are you gonna stop?” he said, “No, fuckin’ way.” “Stop running or I’ll smash your head in!” I thought, ‘jeez, I don’t want to get my head smashed in.” I said “I’m gonna stop.” And I did. Frank stopped too. 


We got busted right in front of Knickerbocker Savings Bank, about thirty feet from the schoolyard,  next door to Lenny’s. You know how cops like to show off, well, this night was no exception. Two cop cars pulled up, alongside them, two little cop-in-a-box scooters pulled in, while about six officers rushed up to see us. The flashing of rotating lights flooded across Flatbush Avenue mingling with a lone, locked-on, quivering spot light from above as a single hovering helicopter made sure my former classmates from Eighth grade could see me crying when they came out of Lenny’s to see what all the commotion was. I remember seeing Brian Young, the kid who used to beat me up all the time, probably because he had it worse than me, look at me laughing as he wiped the pizza grease from his chin.


I was mortified. A single cop came up to me as we were cuffed with our bellies against the white facade of Knickerbocker Savings Bank. He took my face in his hand and looked at me with pity, “Tsk, tsk. What a shame. Kid, you’re throwin’ your life away.” he said. I felt ashamed. I felt a question. Did I really just throw my life away by breaking into my old school? Is that all it takes to throw one’s life away? That’s not a whole lot. I would never be an architect. Then I realized it was James Abazia. He used to live down the block from my grandmother’s. He was older and him and his friend Kevin Mahoney used to chase me and Ed Nestor around the block all the time. We would tease them like crazy, the both of them, water balloons and eggs, Kevin Mahoney really was full of baloney, until one time, Kevin got so mad at Ed he chased him right into Ed’s house. Ed’s mom went nuts on him and after that we were all kept cool with each other. It made us grow up fast and the summers weren’t as much fun anymore. That was my arresting officer. I thought it was strange that he would be there arresting me when not that long ago he was chasing me and Ed around parked cars. He had finally caught me. I hadn’t heard that he became a cop but I did hear other things. I heard that in this situation, one could get a “JD” card. Juvenile Delinquent. I had heard once you had that, and some people had several, the next stop was boarding school. Would I get kicked out of High School? Was I on the way to boarding school? Maybe that would be good. I wasn’t too happy with my High School anyway. 


My mom called the precinct the next day. I think she wrote a letter, maybe she just talked to James Abazia. I’m sure she pleaded my case very well. She was fluent in Brooklynese. “He’s a good kid, my son.” I could hear her say. “You know, he keeps his nose clean.” The NYPD agreed to dismiss any charges against me and Frank and not to issue any JD cards. I was glad to put the whole thing behind me. I never made it to the candy room that night but I’ll never forget it and I’ll never go back.

