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Chapter 1 

Kitty 








I had two full months in the summer of 2013 where I had nothing to do; that is, as it related to “Winter Key” and “An Elite Force.” No episodes to shoot. None to write. No meetings or conference calls. No industry events. June and July were all mine, which meant they were all Linden, Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia’s. 



I said to my husband, of our children “Let me watch them and you go someplace.” 



“What?” he responded. 



“Go on a vacation. Go to a spa. Visit your family. I’ll watch the kids.” 



“Why?” he asked. 



“Because you always watch them. While I do TV stuff and go to Miami and Tampa. And Los Angeles. And England. Remember that trip.” 



“So?” he said. 



“So you do something for you. Enjoy yourself. Relax. I’ll take care of everything at home and at the club. You’ve earned it.” 



“Do you think what I do is work?” Linden asked. I didn’t answer immediately, because I would have said yes and I didn’t think that would fly. 



“I think what you do is difficult,” was my careful response. My husband nodded his approval. Then he said: 



“I think what you do is difficult.” 



“Are you kidding?” I said. “It’s fun. It’s a hassle being away, but I’m never very far or for very long.” Linden just stared at me. “What?” 



“Taking care of Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia is fun,” he said. “It’s a hassle when you’re away, but you’re never very far or for very long.” I just stared at him. “What?” 



“Cheeky monkey,” I said. And then my cell phone rang. We were in the back yard, by the way, watching our kids play with Romulus, Remus and the foster dogs we had at the time. We filled a kiddie pool and they were taking turns splashing around in it. It was a joy to watch. 



The Whore of Babylon was on my lap. She didn’t do the pool and didn’t play with the others when there was a comfortable human lap in which to relax. 
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My cell phone rang. It was Joan. “What’s up?” I asked. 



“Bill Crenshaw died.” 



“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said, sincerely. “Who is he?” 



“Kitty’s husband.” 



“I’m sorry for Kitty,” I said, sincerely. “Who is she?” 



“Our cousin.” 



“One of Fiona’s daughters,” I said, forever forgetting their names. 



“No, Rosamund’s.” 



“Who’s Rosamund?” 



“Dad’s sister.” 



“Really?” I knew Mary and Margaret, and I remember there being others, but I didn’t know Rosamund. I think. I thought. Inspired by my husband’s earlier cheek…OK, I can’t blame him ‘cause it’s just really in my nature, I asked, “And how is Aunt Rosamund taking…” 



“Bill Crenshaw.” 



“Bill’s death?” Joan took a frustrated breath and answered: 



“She died giving birth to Kitty.” I heard that. I remembered then. I remember hearing that one of Dad’s sisters died in 1950, or even before, giving birth to a girl. 



“Oh,” was my non-apology. Then I asked, “Why are you telling me this.” My sister said: 



“You’ve been elected to represent us at his funeral.” 



“Oh?” I was kind of put off by this election, not having had a vote and kind of being entirely unaware of it. 



“They live in Clearwater.” Two hours away. 



“Oh,” I said, but only mildly interested. “When did they move there? 



“1973.” The year I stabbed Boyd Graham in the penis and he nearly killed me except that Colin killed him first, I thought and nearly said. 
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“Yes, Christian,” my sister was queen of cheek as she said, “The year you stabbed Boyd Graham in the penis and he nearly killed you except that Colin killed him first.” It really was a good thing I was sitting down, because this would have made me fall off my chair and maybe out a window. I put my cell on speaker and asked: 



“When is Bill Crenshaw’s funeral?” Linden had heard enough from me to have figured out who he was. 



“Tuesday,” Joan said. It was Sunday. 



“Hmmm,” I mused. “I’ve got a shoot that day.” I made no effort to sound believable. 

Linden smiled and might have chuckled. Joan got right to the point, saying: 



“Christian, it’ll make a good story.” 



“OK,” I said, and then thought, and then asked, “Did Dad have any other sisters, besides Mary, Margaret,” of whom I was aware, “Rose…” 



“Rosamund,” my sister corrected me and then waited for me to continue. When I didn’t she said, “Martha.” 



“Right,” I remembered her dying of Lou Gehrig’s disease when I was in college. She had been a Long Island housewife with seven or eight kids, whom my siblings and I found as interesting as Fiona’s. 



“And Bonnie.” 



“There’s a Bonnie?” 



“Yes,” Joan said. “The youngest.” 



“How adorable.” As I considered how adorable it was to be related to someone who’s name was Bonnie, Linden asked: 



“Did your father have any brothers?” Joan said: 



“Three.” 



“No way!” I shouted. I wasn’t putting anyone on, either. I really didn’t know. Or, more probably, was told but forgot. “Who are they?” 



“John, Jimmy and Patrick.” 



“Sweet.” 
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“How large are their families?” Linden asked, “and will any be at the funeral.” It would be embarrassing for me not to know anything about my father’s siblings and their children were I to run into them at the funeral. I had two days to learn their names and stories. My task became easier when Joan said: 



“None of his brothers had children.” 



“Yes!” I was being kind of obnoxious that morning. I realized it then and looked at Linden with apologetic eyes. He scoffed and asked: 



“How come?” 



“John was gay.” I kept my mouth shut, though I was screaming inside. “He left home at seventeen and hustled in New York City, ultimately hooking up with a salesman from Bozeman. Montana. Over twice his age.” I put my hand over my mouth to contain my excitement. Linden smiled again and maybe chuckled as Joan continued, “The man, Arthur something, died of cancer in 1965 and John killed himself in his lover’s hospital room.” A nod from Linden gave me permission to howl and I did. Long and loud. “See Christian,” Joan said, “we do have interesting relatives.” 



“Yes, we do,” I agreed, suddenly hoarse. 



“Who are the others?” Linden asked. 



“Jimmy became a priest.” I had heard that, too. “And Patrick died a week after he was born.” I didn’t know that. It made me sad and I said nothing. 



“Who else will be at the funeral?” Linden asked. 



“I don’t know,” said Joan. “A couple of Maguires?” Martha’s children. “One or two of Bonnie’s?” I should probably learn names, saddened as I was by learning my uncle Patrick died at birth and momentarily remorseful for thinking no one was more interesting than my siblings and me. Before I could ask my sister to e-mail me a flow-chart of everyone she said. “Bonnie won’t go. She’s living in Corpus Christie with some of her children and doesn’t travel.” My jaw dropped and I said: 



“OK, firstly, Bonnie’s alive???” I was stunned. “One of Dad’s sister’s is alive?” 



“Uncle Jimmy’s alive, too,” Joan advised me. 



“I need a drink,” I said, and would have gotten up to get one had Lil’ Jacob not run toward and tackled me. Lil’ Samia did the same to Linden, jumping over The Whore of Babylon and send them both rolling. It took a moment to right ourselves. When I did it was to ask where Jimmy was. 
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“South Dakota. Aberdeen. In a priest retirement…place.” Joan was full of interesting information that morning. 



“You need to send me a family tree,” I told her. “Do you have one?” 



“Thomas does,” Joan said. 



“I’ll text him. I need to know who is who. I don’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings by not knowing who they are.” Linden looked at me, smiled and shook his head. “EEEK,” I said. “That didn’t sound right.” Linden forgave me with a nod and then accepted kisses and licks from Lil’ Samia and The Whore of Babylon. Lil’ Jacob took my hands and made them clap and then hit me in the face. Though gentle, I still considered shouting, My face!!!” Joan said: 



“Christian, we have a right to be full of ourselves. Our parents were William and Joan Gallagher. Does it get better than that?” 



“No,” I said. “It doesn’t,” and I endured Lil’ Jacob’s blows which turned into a hug and kisses when he saw how much fun his sister and other daddy were having. 







Linden agreed to take a vacation if I would go with him. I asked him where he wanted to go and he said he wanted to make sales calls to other Superior Bodies, as I had with Jacob and Joshua Kelly in ’08 and Freebird and Sylvia St. Germaine in ’09. I agreed and we arrange to hit Bill Crenshaw’s funeral in Clearwater and then start our road trip from there. 



Finding folks to look after Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia was the easiest part of planning our trip. Grayson, Blinka and Garrett would be spending most of the two months I was off, off themselves. Ditto Isabel Lamb, who also lived on our property. Deacon Ducette was in a condo walking distance from the club and our houses. Olivier and Kristen Korstanje, Dan and Susie Green, Jim Weaver’s family, Keith Pilcher and his second wife…the hardest part of obtaining a babysitter for the babies was fielding offers. 



We chose to take The Whore of Babylon with us. She was older and her brother Herod was gone. Romulus and Remus had each other and the Superior Bodies fosters came and went. Without Linden and me to dote on her, and the kids playing musical houses, she would be very lonely. I was also afraid she was going to die on us while we were gone, and I couldn’t risk not being there when she went. As we’d be staying at Superior Bodies clubs and we, you know, ran them, we wouldn’t have a problem with accommodations for ourselves and a selfish and ornery old beagle dog. 



Tuesday morning we walked the kids over to Superior Bodies and left them with Elio. 

We took turns hugging them and promised to be back in a couple of weeks or ten days or, you know, soon. Crock would close that afternoon. Kristen and Olivier would pick them 6 

up on their way home from their jobs and then bring them back the following day on their way to work. Like Linden and my trip, their subsequent child care would be made up as it went along. It was and would be all good. 



My husband and I walked back home, through bags in the trunk of my Miata, scooped up The Whore of Babylon and hit the road for Clearwater, a city neither of us had visited. As I drove on I-4 west through Kissimmee I said, “Twenty-three years she’s been two hours away and I never visited once,” to which Linden replied: 



“She didn’t come to see you, Christian. Not even when your siblings were here,” in 2003. 

When Eleanor van der Walls died and I got arrested for running a brothel. I considered this and then thought how awkward and, even, tacky it was to call on my cousin, who had been two hours away for twenty-three years, only when her husband died. I expressed this to Linden, who said, “That’s a good point,” and then thought about it, too. Then I remembered what Joan said about her and the other electing me to be the Gallagher representative at the funeral. I expressed that, too and Linden said, “Gimme your phone.” 

I did and he texted, as me, William Jr., Colin, Sean, Thomas and Matthew with the same question, “Did Joan tell you about Bill Crenshaw?” Matthew responded first: 



“Who is he?” Thomas: 



“So sad. I never met him but I heard he was a nice guy and they were devoted to each other and their daughter, Jill.” Sean: 



“Does Joan have a new boyfriend?” William Jr. 



“I remember him from their wedding. Nice guy. He played Nerf football with us at 12 

Cherrywood.” Colin: 



“He married Kitty, I think. Why do you ask?” 



“Clearly, no one elected me to do anything,” I said, snarkily. 



“Then why do you suppose your sister has sent you on this journey?” Linden said, tongue-in-cheek with a side order of creepy. I had no immediate answer, and ultimately said: 



“I don’t know. We’ll see where the day takes us.” Linden nodded, kissed The Whore of Babylon, who enjoyed the ride from his lap, and said: 



“It’ll make a good story.” 







We didn’t make the funeral service, which was deliberate. It was at a Catholic church someplace in the city and began at eleven a.m. Kitty had people back to the house in 7 

which she and her husband had raised their daughter Jill, a simple ranch in a modest neighborhood. Bill had been a mechanic and always worked for someone else. Kitty was a cardiac nurse, details Joan had also shared with me. She claimed to know nothing about Jill and I believed her at the time. 



Linden and I drove in t-shirts and jeans, mine wrinkly and torn at the cuffs, his old but in grand condition and carefully ironed. We pulled into a convenience store a half mile from the Crenshaw’s and changed into dark suits. Linden drove from the 7-Eleven to the house while The Whore of Babylon sat on a large towel I draped over myself; this, in order to prevent it from getting too covered in her hair. 



There weren’t many cars parked outside Kitty’ house. Maybe seven and two in the driveway I figured were hers. I leashed up The Whore of Babylon, who knew she was about to meet new people who would love on her and so was super excited. Linden took my free hand. We approached the front door and he knocked. No sooner had Linden took his hand away the door flew open and we were greeted by an very short, wide-as-she-was-tall woman of about sixty with a big smile, heavily made-up face, and platinum blonde hair. “Hello!!!” she shouted, happier to see us than anyone ever has been. “You must be Christian and Linden Gallagher.” Our names are hyphenated, legally, but we never make a fuss. The woman looked from us to the happy beagle at our feet and said, 

“And who is this???” 



“She’s The Whore of Babylon,” I said. 



“She’s precious,” the woman didn’t have to lean too far to pet her, and The Whore of Babylon made it easier by standing on her hind legs. “You all are. I’m Brenda Sullivan, Bill’s sister. Please come in. We’ve all been expecting you and we’re all so excited.” The we turned out to be about twenty people, close friends and relatives of my cousin and her late husband, and their daughter Jill. Of them, the only person who was all so excited to see us was Brenda, though everyone else seemed pleased enough we were there. 



I scanned the room and identified sixty-five year-old Kitty right away. A few pounds overweight, she was about my height and had short, straight brown and gray hair and the Gallagher eyebrows, only. No gorgeous eyes. In fact they were so small I had to squint to see them. She excused herself from someone and approached us with a big smile that revealed old teeth that had seen a lot of work and weren’t entirely straight. Her eyes widened to normal size upon seeing us and it made her look not so plain. “Christian,” she said, and gave me a hug which I returned for the sake of nostalgia as we really had no history and shared nothing but our eyebrows. “Thank you for coming,” she added, breaking the embrace and regarding my husband. 



“You must be Linden,” she said and held her arms out for a hug, thus giving him the option to refuse it, which was kind of weird but cool. Linden hugged Kitty back and said: 



“I’m glad to meet you, though I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances.” 
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“Thank you,” Kitty said, and then looked past us at her sister-in-law and our dog, who were loving on each other as if they were old friends. “She’s adorable. The Whore of Babylon.” Joan had spoken to Kitty after we agreed to visit and gave her the lowdown on us and our canine traveling companion. 



As The Whore of Babylon was satisfied with Brenda’s attention, Kitty led us around the room and introduced us to everyone. Ten were friends and ten were relatives, all Bill’s. 

Apparently he had grown up in Clearwater Beach. Linden and I shook hands with everyone and no one mentioned that I was on TV which was cool. Cooler was that no one found it awkward or unusual that Kitty referred to Linden and me as husbands. Classy. 

All of them. Including Brenda, who followed us, introducing The Whore of Babylon to everyone by her full name! 



Kitty found a place for Linden and me to sit and asked us if we wanted anything to drink or eat. “We have soda, beer and hard liquor. I also made tofurkey sandwiches for you.” 

Classier! Linden asked for a diet soda and sandwich and I, a water, Scotch and sandwich. 

Someone offered to get them, leaving Kitty free to introduce her daughter, who had appeared. 



Jill Crenshaw looked like she had just had a death in the family. About thirty and as tall as her mother, she was prettier, or would have been had she run a brush through her long, straight brown hair, stood up straight and smiled. She looked morose. She walked morose. She greeted us morose. I nearly called her that as it so accurately defined her. I stopped myself from judging her because, well, she just had a death in the family. Later, as I examined the family pictures in the living, dining and TV rooms, I would again think of her as morose because she appeared that way in every picture on display. 



“Hi,” Jill said, offering me a limp hand. Yeah, no hugs from her. 



“Hi, Jill. I’m glad to meet you.” I said, standing up. Linden also did and also shook her limp hand. 



“Hi,” she said to him. Then she looked at her mother, advising her that she was done, and disappeared into a bedroom or wherever she had been when we showed up. 



To her credit, Kitty made no excuses for her daughter. None were necessary, especially as I hadn’t seen any family pictures yet. Her father died and Jill was out of it. It happens. 



We enjoyed our sandwiches and drinks and the Scotch made me comfortable and chatty. 

I spoke to the fella for whom Bill had worked and someone who worked with Kitty at Morton Plant Mease. Linden took The Whore of Babylon in the back yard with a couple of kids. Brenda and someone else, a friend of Bill’s, I guess, shared a couple of stories about him with the group. Kitty was a gracious hostess. Everything was going very nicely and then Brenda asked, loud enough for everyone to hear, “How come we don’t see Connor Ransom on ‘Winter Key’ anymore.” 
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The fact is I don’t mind talking about “Winter Key” or “An Elite Force” or “Tricky Dicks.” I just didn’t want to then. I knew when she threw open the door for me, Linden and The Whore of Babylon this would happen, and I was as nice, and brief, as I could be as I began, “Connor went as far as Connor could go. There wasn’t anything else for him to do. It’s why Garrett and Isobel Lamb are the only two original cast members. In order to keep the show going we had to keep it fresh. Everyone else’s characters had run their courses.” Nods of approval. “Next season you’ll see me as Blythe Banner, though.” 



“You’re going to be another Banner sister?” Brenda fairly squealed. I introduced three new characters to the island, played by The Three Twins. Keith, Jim and Gerald play, in drag, Belinda, Beatrice and Babette Boudreaux, witch sisters who are fat, ugly, hilarious and as incompetent as Aunt Clara from “Bewitched.” They interfere with people’s lives and cast spells that backfire and they all think they’re beautiful and they’re all in love with the new sheriff, played by Remy Whitefire. Still a little overweight, he’s still pretty and his daughter Magda plays his daughter on the show.” 



“Yes,” I said, “Blythe Boudreaux is going to be their sophisticated youngest sister, a powerful federal judge who is in the running to be a Supreme Court justice, regardless of which party holds the presidency when a spot next becomes vacant.” 



“Ooooo,” a handful of people said, Brenda the loudest. 



“Blythe comes to warn her sisters to keep a low profile while she presides over a complex and highly publicized court case. She can’t have them doing press conferences and casting bad spells as it would harm her credibility. They agree provided she create a potion that will make Remy fall in love with them.” 



“What happens?” asked Brenda. 



“You’ll see,” I said, a tease. Garrett’s parents also join the show. They’re a disgraced former DC power couple who lose all their money and are forced to get jobs. Garrett and Isobel own The Breaks and hire the miserable middle-aged couple, who are played by, curiously, Kendra Meek and Jonathan McCullom, former college comedy costars. 



“And what else is going on, with ‘An Elite Force?’” Brenda asked. 



“We think four seasons is enough. We did it when there was an actors strike. It didn’t affect the industry in Florida as it’s a right-to-work state. Plenty of my talented friends weren’t career actors and it gave them something fun to do.” 



“Oh, but it’s funny,” someone said. 



“I love that old lady and her lover,” said an old lady. 



“I didn’t recognize you as the washed up son,” said someone else. 
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“We may do a movie, or series of movies, on cable or for theatrical release,” I explained. 

“Again, we don’t want it to get stale.” 



We talked some more about an Iris Jones TV movie Isobel did after the strike. It was very successful and she agreed to make two more for Bentley and his mother. Deacon Ducette reprised his signature role in a Blue TV movie. It was also successful and he also agreed to make two more for Bentley and his mother. 



One of Kitty’s nurse friends, who had a lot to drink, asked, even louder than Brenda, 

“Are you going to make another ‘Tricky Dicks’ appearance?” I looked from her to Linden and said: 



“If my husband will let me.” Linden smiled without mirth and shook his head. 



“Sorry,” I said, shrugging. Then, Kitty surprised me and Linden, but apparently not anyone else in the room, by saying: 



“How can he top that?” I looked from her to Linden and blushed, which I didn’t think was possible. Kitty added, “The sex part was in a class by itself, but later, being chased by the guy with the BMW you coined…” She began laughing as she imitated it. I grabbed Linden’s hand, looked from Kitty to him and back to Kitty, and began laughing, too. 



How did I miss her for twenty-three years? 







Later, Kitty’s friends and Bill Crenshaw’s family began leaving. Linden and I shared a look that agreed it was time to go, too. It was late afternoon and there was no way we were going to make it to Atlanta that night, nor did either of us want to try. After making arrangements for the kids and so formally saying goodbye to our friends and coworkers, returning to Orlando for the night was also out of the question. Linden called Superior Bodies Tampa and told them to hold a cubicle for us and The Whore of Babylon. 



I got my cousin’s attention and said, “We’re going to go. I want to see you again, soon, though.” 



“Please don’t go,” Kitty said. “Please stay overnight.” I didn’t answer immediately and she continued. “Let me get rid of Brenda and these others and we’ll have a real visit.” I found Linden, who was enduring Kitty’s sister-in-law and communicated her invite with a look. He nodded and then continued indulging Brenda Sullivan. It occurred to me then that I had lost track of The Whore of Babylon and so I asked Kitty where she was. “She’s cuddling with Jill in her room. Is that OK?” 
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“Of course!” I said, louder than I had planned. I was very glad the old beagle was giving Kitty’s clearly troubled daughter some comfort. At a normal volume I said, “Of course Linden and I will stay.” 



“Good,” Kitty said, her eyes betraying a greater excitement than her tone. She made eye contact with Brenda and shouted, “Hit the road!” Apparently used to being asked to leave her brother’s house, the woman smiled and said: 



“OK.” She made a big deal hugging Linden goodbye and hugging me goodbye and 

weeping and insisting we visit again and hugging Kitty goodbye, something my cousin appeared to be used to suffering by the eye roll she gave us behind Brenda’s back. “And where’s that darling little dog?” she asked all of us. 



“Just get out Brenda,” Kitty said, kinda mean. I wanted to laugh or at least share a look with my husband, but I didn’t fully understand their relationship and so thought it more polite not to react. 



“Oh, you,” she playfully slapped Kitty’s arm, hugged Linden and me again, looked at the three of us, sobbed once, very hard, and left the house. Kitty breathed a sigh of relief and excused herself for a moment. I watched her disappear down a hallway that led to bedrooms and heard her knock on her daughter’s. She opened it slightly and said, “She’s gone. Do you want to come out?” I heard mumbling that I interpreted as a no, and a bark that said get out, and Kitty shut the door. Returning to the living room and my husband and me she said: 



“The Whore of Babylon is going to stay with Jill in her bedroom if that’s OK.” 



“She’s the boss,” I said. Linden seconded this and Kitty laughed. 



“Shots?” she asked. 



“Bring it on,” I answered for both of us. 



“Have a seat,” she indicated a couch. “I’ll just be a second.” Linden and I got comfortable while Kitty collected a high end Scotch and three shot glasses from the kitchen. She put the glasses on the coffee table in front of us and poured. We lifted our glasses and I said: 



“To Bill, whom I’m sorry I never met.” 



“Oh, but you did, Christian.” She indicated we should drink and we did. Then she said, smiling, “You Gallaghers meet so many people and forget who they are.” I blushed. “It’s part of your charm,” Kitty added, sincerely and with affection. “Pour us another,” she indicated the glasses and went back toward the bedrooms. I did and Linden and I waited for the cousin I had met and forgotten about to return. She did in moments, with a picture album I knew immediately was from her wedding. Linden and I separated so she could sit 12 

between us. We each raised our shot glasses again and she said, “To your father, who gave me away.” We drank to William Gallagher, Sr., and Kitty opened the book. 



And I remembered. I was four but I remembered her wedding. It was in St. Sebastian’s Church, of course, and the reception was at the Rowaneck Beach and Tennis Club. 

Though my family weren’t members and my grandmother wasn’t a member, either, my father arranged for the reception to occur there through one of his friends. The first picture in the album was of twenty-two year-old Kitty Gallagher and, more specifically the stunning white dress and veil I recognized as having been worn by my own mother thirty years before. “Oh my God,” I said look from the photograph to her. “That’s my mother’s wedding dress.” Kitty smiled and nodded. Then we looked back at the photo, taken in front of a fireplace I recognized from having visited the Rowaneck Beach and Tennis Club’s clubhouse, most recently for Erin Fleming freak show of a wedding. It also contained my paternal grandmother, who wore a frumpy black dress, hat with a veil and—EEEK—fox stole, Aunt Margaret, my father, Aunt Martha Maguire, Uncle Jimmy in black and sporting his Catholic priest collar, Aunt Mary and a tiny little imp of a woman who shared my Dad’s family’s features, but was so slight she could have been a fairy hovering about everyone’s shoulders. I remembered my sister’s review our father’s siblings and asked: 



“Is that Aunt Bonnie?” 



“Yes,” Kitty said. 



“She’s a tiny, thing, isn’t she?” My cousin nodded. Half everyone’s size, and my Dad’s family weren’t tall, but completely proportional, Bonnie had a pretty round face and dark bob. And a bright, proud smile. Even more interesting was that Margaret, Martha, Mary and, of course, Kitty all held bouquets of flowers, but though Bonnie’s dress matched her sisters’, indicating they were all bridesmaids, she had ditched hers so she could wrap her arms around the waists of her brother Jimmy and sister Mary. Linden saw it and Kitty saw us see it. 



“Bonnie was a hugger,” she said. My family weren’t huggers and I didn’t think my father’s were, either. 



“Wow,” I said. “Was that weird for you?” Kitty smiled and said: 



“No. It was nice.” 



“Who was your maid of honor?” Linden asked. 



“Margaret.” Kitty called our aunts and uncles by their first names. That I also recalled. It made sense her growing up with them. We didn’t. It was “Aunt Margaret,” “Aunt Mary,” 

and on the fewer occasions we saw them, “Aunt Martha,” and her husband, “Uncle Cyril.” We never saw Jimmy. He seemed always to be assigned to remote parishes from which it was difficult and expensive to travel. Rural areas of the country and even 13 

overseas in Central and South America. Yeah, I remembered that, too. “I asked Mary,” 

Kitty said, “but Margaret just assumed she would be and fell into the role.” 



“Aunt Mary,” habit, “was OK with that?” I asked. Kitty smiled and nodded. 



“Oh, yes. She understood that Margaret thought she was my mother and closest to me.” 

She looked very sad as she added, “Mary was my best friend, though. She always was, even after Bill and I moved to Florida.” Kitty got choked up as she said, “We called each other nearly every day.” I put my arm around her, inspired by Bonnie and the liquor, and Kitty kissed my cheek. Then she turned the pages of the album and I saw her husband, who appeared a regular Joe and extremely happy, his parents and fat-even-then Brenda. 

More fun, for me and Linden, was picking out my siblings in the larger family pictures. 



“Wow, there’s Joan,” he said. 



“And Rose.” I noticed she was standing right next to Kitty in the big Gallagher picture. 

“Don’t tell me,” I said. “She expected to be your maid of honor.” My cousin looked sad again and said: 



“She wanted to be in my wedding party. She also thought we were close.” A beat. “She was disappointed and angry she wasn’t.” 



“That’s our girl!” I said and then determined I would tell Kitty about Rose having Terrence and then getting pushed down the stairs by what’s-her-face. Mmmmm, the Scotch was doing it’s work. 



“Deirdre,” Linden identified my thirteen year-old sister, who wore a simple party dress and still looked like a movie star. “William Jr.” wore glasses and looked more mulatto than in any other picture I have seen. Colin, Sean, Thomas, four-year-old me and, in my beautiful mother’s arms, two year-old Matthew. 



A bunch of other children were in the pic, all Martha and Cyril Maguire’s kids because none of my father’s other siblings had any. Margaret and her walking-dead husband Joe Burns, also in the larger picture, had no children. Mary was a spinster and lesbian and John, five years dead when the picture was taken, had also been gay. I asked, “Did anyone ever hear from our uncle John after he took off with that dude from Bozeman?” 



“Bonnie,” Kitty said. “They kept in touch and she provided Grandma and Mary with news of him.” 



“So they knew when he died?” I asked. Kitty nodded. 



“And how,” she said. “Grandma was so angry. I’ve never seen her so angry as when Mary told her that Bonnie told her John’s lover had died and he took his own life in his grief.” This was curious. “Her rage was all pain, though. I remember I was in my 14 

bedroom, on the third floor, and heard her wail. I went downstairs and listened from the second floor. She said, ‘Why didn’t he come home? Why didn’t he come home?’” 



“Oh, Kitty,” I said. 



“He would have been welcome. She would have forgiven him for taking off.” The three of us sat quietly, thinking of John Gallagher, who died a year before I was born. Then Linden suggested another round and we all toasted him and…Arthur, his husband. “The strange thing was,” Kitty said, putting down her glass, “was that she never mentioned him. No one did, but Bonnie and, occasionally, Mary.” I didn’t think that was so strange, and then Kitty added, “Grandma and everyone else always brought up my mother and Patrick at every holiday, for every blessing. Jimmy even had us pray for both of them during the wedding mass. No one ever mentioned John, formally.” I thought that was very sad and, had Kitty not mentioned how sad our grandmother was that her son had not returned to Rowaneck after his husband died, I would have thought that her reluctance to acknowledge him was because of his sexuality when it was that he disappeared on her and his family. This, of course, made me think of Rose, whom my parents would have been very glad to see again before they died, even though the rest of us had little to no interest in her. Linden rescued us from our drunken nostalgia by asking: 



“Where are Bonnie and Jimmy now?” even though Joan had told us the day before. 



“Bonnie’s in Corpus Christie,” Kitty said. “She met Bill’s uncle Henry at the wedding. 

They hit it off and she went back to Texas with him.” 



“Really?” I said. “Wow!” Kitty found a picture of him. Also an average Joe, he had bright eyes and a warm smile. “He was a general physician. They had a child, Joey, who had Down Syndrome.” Joan didn’t tell me this I managed to think and not say. “He and his father died within a year of each other in 2003, I think.” 



“I’m so sorry for her,” Linden said. 



“She and Henry had other kids, all fosters, most of whom never got adopted.” 



“Really?” I said. 



“Some with Down Syndrome, who had been abandoned or institutionalized by their parents.” 



“God people suck!” Neither Kitty nor Linden disagreed. 



“Do you hear from her?” Linden asked. 



“Less these last few years,” Kitty said. “I used to always get a card on Christmas and my birthday, and a call a couple of times a year. Not so much now, though I’ve tried contacting her.” 
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“Is she OK?” I asked. She nodded and said: 



“Yes. I’ll probably call her and tell her about Bill. She used to be chatty but doesn’t talk so much now.” 



“Might she be getting dementia?” Linden suggested. 



“She’s, what, eighty?” I said. 



“It could be,” Kitty said. “I would like to go see her once everything’s done,” she added, gravely. Unusually gravely. So much so that I wondered what else had to be done. Kitty seemed to find herself and say, in a brighter tone, “Jimmy’s lost his mind.” 



“Oh?” I said, my tone insisting on more details. 



“He’s ninety,” Kitty said, “or ninety-one. He’s in a nursing home in Aberdeen, South Dakota, operated by the Catholic Church. It’s where they send retired priests who get Alzheimer’s or other dementia.” 



“So, no visits to him,” I said, and then regretted my flippancy. 



“No,” my cousin said, “he wouldn’t know me.” She paused and then added, 

mischievously, “nor would he know his own children, I’m sure.” 



“Ooooo,” I said. Kitty spent the next hour telling Linden and me about how our grandmother kind of forced Jimmy to be a priest, not the least because he was a horny young man who had a thing for fat chicks and was more promiscuous in his youth, and middle age, and old age, than I had been at the height of my sluttiness. “She thought a vow of celibacy was just what he needed,” she said. “The thing was, it didn’t stop him. 

From fucking fat chicks.” That made me and Linden laugh, and Kitty laugh very hard. 

We toasted Uncle Jimmy…Father James Gallagher, and the children we were sure the fat chicks he fucked had had. Then we realized we were drunk and tired and ready for bed. 



Kitty had prepared for Linden and me to stay and so had prepared a spare room for us. 

Before we retired to it I asked after our dog and her daughter. “I think Jill would like The Whore of Babylon to stay with her for the night, if that’s OK.” 



“Of course,” I said. “We should probably take her out, though. To go winkie. We brought her some food, too. It’s in the car.” Linden, who held his liquor better than I did, offered to get it and did, leaving my cousin and me to share a moment. “I’m glad I’m here,” I said. 



“I’m glad you are, too,” said Kitty. “I’ve always been interested in how you are and what you’re doing.” 
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“As evidenced by your having seen my Tricky Dicks appearance,” I said, laughing. 



“It really is quite amazing,” she said. “Jill thinks so, too.” Jill… 



“Is she OK?” I asked, being a nosy little fucker and, OK, really drunk. Kitty understood that I meant more than her daughter’s grief over losing her father. She took no offense, and answered: 



“No, she’s not, Christian. But she will be.” The way Kitty said that would have chilled me had I been sober, but still struck me. I had to go to the bathroom, though, and I thought I would throw myself up while I was in there in order to avoid a hangover, and so I excused myself. 



I winkied, stuck my finger as far down my throat for as long as I needed in order to vomit the entire contents of my stomach, and then I stumbled to Kitty’s guest room and flopped down on the full sized bed. I zoned out the twenty or so minutes it took for Linden to walk The Whore of Babylon, give her a handful of dog biscuits and also use the bathroom. I woke to his removing my shoes and pants. Feeling oddly refreshed, I said, 

“Do you think something’s wrong with Jill?” and Linden replied: 



“Yes, Christian. I think she’s schizophrenic.” 







Linden and I woke up early the next morning to find our hostesses were still in bed, The Whore of Babylon still with Jill. We made ourselves coffee, made the bed and got our things together. Ready to go, we returned to the living room with fresh cups of coffee and waited for Kitty to get up. As we did we looked at the family pictures on display and also perused a couple of photo albums other guests had looked through the day before. The albums included baby and childhood pictures of Kitty and Bill, pics of their honeymoon, the location of which I couldn’t identify, and then this and that until they were in their mid-thirties and had Jill. 



My cousin and her husband took lots of pictures of their daughter, who inherited her parents best features, I guess. Or, at least, was prettier than the two of them. Combined. 

She was a cute and, apparently, happy girl. A happy child and happy adolescent. Then, after her high school graduation, family pictures seemed to stop almost completely. I said to Linden, “Isn’t that when it hits? Young adulthood?” He nodded. We looked and the only handful of additional photos and shut the book. 



“The rest could just be digital,” he offered. I understood what he meant as nearly all the pics we have of Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia exist on our computers in electronic form. Still, I was confident not many had been taken in the last ten years. We shut the last album and looked up to find Jill holding The Whore of Babylon. A pretty girl, she nevertheless looked like Hell. 
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“Thank you for letting me hang out with her,” she said, softly and slowly. 



“She likes new people,” I said, as if it were nothing. 



“We had a Yorkie,” Jill said. “A rescue. A neighbor moved and left her behind.” My face asked why there were no pictures of her in the photo album I had just closed and she said, 

“They’re all on my computer.” 



“What was her name?” Linden asked. 



“Emma,” said Jill, brightening only for the length of time it took to say those two syllables. She looked even more Hellish as she said, “She died over Christmas. Old age. 

She was old when we got her.” 



“I’m so sorry,” I said. Jill just looked vacant as she thought of Emma, I supposed. Then she kissed The Whore of Babylon and made to hand her to me, which made me realize Linden and I hadn’t gotten up when she entered the room, a faux pas I’m sure she didn’t notice. 



“Thank you for coming to see us, Christian,” she kissed my cheek, “Linden,” she kissed his, “and thank you for sleeping with me The Whore of Babylon,” she kissed her nose and then went back into her room, passing her mother on the way and saying nothing. 

Linden and I looked from Jill to Kitty, who was apparently a late sleeper and wasn’t looking too well herself. I said: 



“We’re going to go,” and she said: 



“Thank you for coming. Thank you so much, Christian.” She hugged me, smooshing The Whore of Babylon between us, and then hugged Linden. “Thank you for coming. I hope you’ll come back.” We assured her we would and she walked us out to our car. “A Miata,” she said. “Bill and I had a car like this when we got married. Actually it was his uncle Henry’s. Then he married Bonnie and gave it to us since they were going to have kids.” My face asked my cousin if she and Bill had planned to have kids, because of the car and their having been married over ten years before Jill was born. Kitty said: 



“No, we weren’t. But then I found myself pregnant and we couldn’t believe how happy and excited we were.” She glowed, as Jill had glowed when she said her dog’s name. 

Kitty continued to glow, however, and said. “She’s a joy and I’d do it again,” a remark made more significant by the illness we all know Jill had but about which none of us said anything. 



“I’m glad I know you, Kitty,” I said, handing The Whore of Babylon to Linden so he could take her to do her peeps and poops. 



“I am, too, Christian. I’ll see you soon, I hope.” We hugged again, this time with my arms free to return a proper one. 
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“I hope so, too,” I said. 
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Chapter2 

Atlanta part one 








Linden had never been to Atlanta. He hadn’t visited Haven House with me and Samia, nor was he present for the opening of Superior Bodies Atlanta, an event during which I smashed a couple of champagne bottles and sliced the abs of blond twins Peter and Olaf because they were mean back then. 



We would visit the club, which Clancy still ran, and might even go out on a vigilante watch that night with him. I would wear the cheap, knock-off version of my opera dress that he kept for me for my visits. Linden…well, I was confident Clancy would hook him up with something. 



That was going to be the night we arrived. The first thing we on our agenda was visiting Haven House at which my nephew Terrence Nguyen no longer worked. Jesusa told me he took a job in social services in Chicago. An important one. It was a tremendous offer for someone so young and a challenge he couldn’t refuse as the city’s child protection agency was a mess. He thought he could do more there than in Atlanta, and so he left Haven House to Pat Flanagan and his poorly educated, useless staff. 



My husband and I had taken turns driving up the turnpike and into Georgia. When we arrived in the city I took the wheel while he sat next to me and The Whore of Babylon slept on his lap. “It should be right up here on the right,” I said, of the Haven House building, however as I approached its location, I discovered the building was gone and in its place was an empty lot. I pulled over and studied the space where the shelter had been and said, “It must have moved.” I looked from the lot to my husband, who shared an ominous feeling about the operation. 



I found my phone and called Jesusa, who didn’t know I was coming to the city as Linden and I wanted to make things up as we went along, and not be committed to anything formally. When she answered I said, “I’m outside Haven House. What happened to it?” 

My friend sighed and said: 



“I’ll tell you over lunch.” I told her I had The Whore of Babylon with me and she suggested we meet in a park. Curiously, it was the same one in which my nephew and I had visited years before. 



Linden and I picked up drinks and snacks at a convenience store and met Jesusa Carter, on a break from her job as district manager of a bunch of Dollar Store stores. As she was someone new and special, The Whore of Babylon was all over her, and she returned her affection. When they settled down I said, “What have you been keeping from me?” Jesus sighed and said: 



“I would have told you, but Pat asked me not to.” I nodded, respecting his request of her, and then waited for her to talk. Jesusa petted The Whore of Babylon on a park bench. 
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Linden sat next to them and I stood facing them. She sighed two more times and said, 

“Pat’s father had a stroke and survived, but he’s got the mind of a child now. His mother had a fatal heart attack a few weeks later.” Sad, of course, but not germane. “Then Terrence got that job and left.” Uh-huh. “That left Pat alone running things.” 



“No Daisy and….what’s his name?” She shook her head. 



“They’re gone, who knows where. There were other counselors, just as useless. When you can only pay them twenty thousand, that’s what you get.” 



“So Pat couldn’t handle it anymore and closed it.” Jesusa shook her head gravely. 

“What?” I asked. She looked from me to Linden to The Whore of Babylon and then back to me. 



“Someone burned it down.” 



“Was anyone killed?” I asked, quickly. Jesusa shook her head, again. 



“No. Everyone got out safely.” 



“Who did it?” Linden asked. 



“We don’t know but we think it was one of the residents. The fire marshall said it started inside the building. There were no visitors at the time. Just the current shelter residents.” 



“One of whom had a history of starting fires?” I asked. Jesusa shook her head again. 



“No. At least not that Pat knew. It wouldn’t have stopped him from taking someone in to shelter, but he would have kept an eye on him, or her.” She gave The Whore of Babylon her full attention for a few moments and then continued, “Pat and everyone always made enemies, trying to save kids from pimps and gangs. And abusive parents. We think someone paid a kid to come in as a resident and set it on fire.” I could believe that, though I said nothing. Linden said nothing and Jesusa kept rubbing The Whore of Babylon’s tummy. Then my husband said: 



“There was insurance?” Jesusa nodded. 



“It went to pay off debts. There was nothing left to rebuild. The neighborhood didn’t want it back, either. No neighborhood in the city or around it wants Haven House, especially after someone burned it to the ground.” 



“And the residents,” I asked. “The ones there at the time?” Jesusa shrugged. 



“They went to other shelters or left the city. Some are working the streets. One OD’ed.” I paused to absorb that and then asked: 
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“Pat?” 



“He sold his parents’ house and bought Terrence’s.” That was curious. “He lives there with his father, who is really high-maintenance. Pat does accounting some places. Not full time. I think it’s just to get out of the house. His parents had money.” She paused and then went on, “He has someone come in an look after his father most days. It’s exhausting. The old man can’t remember anything and repeats things and…messes himself. He’s too proud to wear a diaper. He cries a lot. Sobs. It’s hard for Pat.” I thought it was. 



I then wondered what Pat Flanagan was afraid I would do if I heard about Haven House burning to the ground, and so I asked. Jesusa smiled, albeit with sadness, and said, “He said he was afraid you would come and avenge the place.” It was a reasonable fear. “But I think he was afraid you would rebuild it.” That I didn’t expect and took a bit longer to absorb. 



“Why would that bother him?” I asked. “I mean, I wouldn’t have to be here, in the city, to do it. He wouldn’t have to see me. I could give him complete control.” I looked at Linden, who was looking at me. Unspoken was his approval of my…our rebuilding the place that had helped so many young people, including Dondi, who managed that nursery and lived happily, and in good health, with a lover in downtown Orlando. 



“I just think he’s run out of energy. The fire, his mother’s death and his father’s…I don’t know what you call it. It was all too much. It’s all he can do to look after his dad.” I nodded and then sat next to Jesusa, on the other side of my husband. The three of us sat in silence, sipping drinks and ignoring snacks. Then I said: 



“Is there a need for Haven House in this city? Is Atlanta social services handling the young people it would help?” It was kind of rhetorical, but Jesusa answered: 



“Of course. There is a need for it. Always has been. Always will be.” I looked past Jesusa at Linden, who nodded his approval. Then I suggested: 



“Let’s make another one.” 







Linden and I got a hotel room at a Sheraton or something, in downtown. We paid a very large deposit to have The Whore of Babylon with us and that was fine. We could have stayed at Superior Bodies Atlanta, but we had a shelter to build, or buy, and we needed a comfortable area in which to work. 



Even before we called my brother Matthew, who was our business advisor and who would moan at the money-losing effort and then have a grand time figuring out how to do it, my husband and I discussed the project with each other. “Who is going to run it?” he asked. 
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“Pat,” I said, without confidence. 



“And if he doesn’t want to?” 



“Jesusa,” I said. “She’s managing all those stores…” Linden nodded, agreeing she could do it. I would have offered her the job over lunch but I wanted to hash out details of the effort first. 



“And if she doesn’t want to?” said my Devil’s Advocate. 



“We offer it to Clancy,” who had managed more than one Superior Bodies and who had started the Coven vigilante effort that so many of the clubs were doing. “And if he doesn’t want to do it we’ll find someone else.” Linden nodded. 



“How much control of this do we want?” he asked. “Or do we want to create it and turn it over to someone, either partially or entirely?” I didn’t know and said so. “Do we want it to be a replica of Haven House, or something different? If so, what?” I didn’t know and said so. “Do we want to help adolescent minors or just eighteen to twenty-one?” I didn’t know and said so. “How quickly is this going to happen?” my husband asked. 



“It depends on how quickly Matthew can secure a location, permitting and tax-exempt status.” That would be a few weeks, at the soonest, which was fine as we could do it from the road. 



“And where’s it going to be?” Linden asked, finally. I thought of the shelter’s original location, then Terrence’s…now Pat’s neighborhood…then downtown Atlanta…then I smacked the palm of my right hand against my forehead and said: 



“Anal Alley.” 







It’s weird seeing Anal Alley in the daytime. The last time I was there, seven years before, it had been dark. All three times: For Caroline’s trial, when Samia and I presented Joelle with her father’s body, and when I met Chaz and the rest of the homeless young adult community came to my rescue. I actually preferred it at night, when at least it had an air of mystery rather than just looking post-apocalyptic. The Whore of Babylon didn’t seem to mind it as it contained, I am sure, smells that she had never enjoyed. Tons of them. 

Tons of gross smells that would intrigue and appeal to a beagle dog. We did a sweep of the entire alley, for her sake, and then stood in the very middle of it to best examine the area. 



Anal Alley ran the rear of two abandoned brick apartment buildings. One was three stories and the other was five. The five story job appeared to have been a factory that had been converted into residential lofts and then abandoned. Perhaps the developer ran out 23 

of funds or maybe when it was done potential buyers decided the rest of the area was still a shit hole no matter how nice the lofts were. The three-story job was a routine walk-up apartment building. Linden took pictures of both and texted them to Matthew while I texted him a message that said, “Which of these abandoned Atlanta residential buildings do you recommend I buy to convert into a Haven House?” 



A minute later my brother called me back and I put him on speaker phone. “What are you doing now?” he said, and not in a funny or pleasant way. 



“Haven House burned down. I’m buying a new one. I like the lofts but it might be too much, five floors and all. What do you think of the apartment building?” 



“I think you shouldn’t do it,” Matthew said. 



“Quickly,” I advised him, “tell my why not.” 



“It’s expensive. While you are Linden and wealthy your resources have a limit and you stand to lose your investment should even one of the elements that go into creating a youth shelter stop you.” Linden looked from me to the five-story loft that ruined a developer. 



“Should that happen, Matthew,” I looked from the lofts to Linden and explained, “our love will keep us alive.” This made my husband crack a smile. Though I couldn’t see my brother’s face I’m confident his expression remained very serious. 



“When did Haven House burn down?” he asked. I looked at Linden and he shrugged. 



“I don’t know,” I said, though I could, and would, find out. 



“Who started the fire?” 



“A resident,” I said, flatly. I wasn’t going to evade or wince in order to get my brother’s approval of the project. 



“And what if a resident does it again?” I said. Linden’s and my mind were made up. We didn’t have time to engage in a Devil’s Advocate debate, so I pulled out the big guns and delivered them softly: 



“And what if Billy didn’t have you and Rosalie?” I didn’t look at my husband because I didn’t want to see his look of disapproval for mentioning my dead nephew, although my point was, obviously, relevant. Matthew didn’t respond. And didn’t respond. And didn’t respond. I wondered if he had hung up on me. Linden did, too, and said: 



“Matthew.” We heard some shuffling or something and determined the connection was still good. Finally, my little brother said: 
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“I’m ashamed at having tried to discourage you.” 



“Oh, Matthew,” I said. “It’s in your nature, as a numbers guy. It wasn’t anything against Billy.” Again, he didn’t respond right away. When it did it was to say: 



“I have to call you back.” Then he hung up. 



Linden and I were done, for the time being, in Anal Alley, though The Whore of Babylon could have happily spent the entire day there. As we approached the Miata, which we had parked on the street perpendicular to it, a voice behind us said, “You guys looking for company?” At once, my husband and I stopped and looked at each other. Without exchanging a word or nod we agreed we were going to help the boy who was asking. At once we turned around, The Whore of Babylon, too, and regarded the skinny, but tough-looking hillbilly who was asking. 



I nearly grabbed my chest I was so affected by the young man’s eyes, which went from scared to hopeful when he saw we were interested in him, even as his expression remained hard. He looked about nineteen, buzzed blond hair, a face full of freckles, dark brown eyes and blond eyelashes, which were a combination I didn’t often see and didn’t know was genetically possible. He had a short sleeve white t-shirt, surprisingly clean, green cargo shorts that revealed freckled calves covered in white blond hair, and gray Chuck Taylor knock-offs. 



Yeah, Linden and I were going to save this kid and put him up in the brick walk up on the east? south? side of the alley, but first I couldn’t resist saying, “OK, firstly, you need to know that the best day of your life is when you get paid to have sex with me.” This earned my an elbow followed by a foot stomp, made more to lighten the mood for the kid, whom I didn’t think even understood what I was saying. His eyes looked worried again, like whatever I said meant we weren’t going to engage him and, so, he wouldn’t be eating that day. Linden said: 



“My husband and I are exclusive, but if you’re hungry and need a place to stay tonight, we will provide you with one. We won’t require sex or anything from you.” The kid was heartened, but not convinced we were on the level. “My name is Linden and this is Christian and this is The Whore of Babylon.” She approached him, a new and therefore special person, wagging her tail. Whatever doubts the kid had about our authenticity, or sanity, dissolved as he first held his hand out for The Whore of Babylon to sniff, and then squatted and covered her with rubbies and assorted love. Thrilled by the near avalanche of affection, she responded in kind, licking his face as if her life depended on it, and wagging her tail so hard she nearly generated a small but powerful tornado. 



The combination of my first name and our dog’s name led the young man to ask, when he could wrench his face away from The Whore of Babylon’s tongue, “Are you Mormons?” 

I thought of the pairs of young men in dark slacks, white oxfords and bicycle helmets who went on year-long missions and said: 
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“No, we’re not. We’re gay atheists, visiting a friends of ours who used to stay at Haven House.” 



“Oh,” the kid said as The Whore of Babylon’s passion pushed him from a squat to a seated position. She put her front paws on his shoulders and licked the blond buzz cause it was different and felt good I guess. “I heard of that place. It was gone when I got here.” 



“When was that?” I asked. 



“Two years ago,” he said. 



“What’s your name?” Linden asked. 



“Golly,” Golly said. It was odd but, whatever. I nearly asked him to confirm, out loud, that he had been living on the streets of Atlanta for two years, but I didn’t. Mostly because Golly continued, “When I came here I thought I would go there and stay and maybe get a job. But when I came it was burned down and no one built it back up.” I nearly said that we were building it back up, but I didn’t. Though I was confident Matthew was on board and already working on securing the apartment building, it was too soon to announce Haven House’s resurrection. 



“Do you want to join us for lunch?” Linden asked our new friend and The Whore of Babylon’s new lover. 



“Yes, I do,” he said. I looked from him to Linden to the Miata and said: 



“The four of us are not going to fit in that car.” 



“Is there someplace within walking distance we can go?” Linden asked Golly. 



“Not really,” he said. 



“OK,” I said, thinking. Then I had an idea, and dialed Clancy, the Superior Bodies Atlanta manager. 



“Christian,” he said. 



“Hi Clancy. My husband and I are here at Anal Alley with our dog and a friend. We need a ride to the club. Can you spare someone to come get us? 



“Sure,” he said. The club had a nondescript van they used to do Coven-themed vigilante outreach at night. “Give me thirty minutes.” 



“Thanks. Also, please order enough vegan pizza and sides for the staff and the three of us.” 
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“Will do. See you soon.” Golly stood up, holding a happier-than-I-have-ever-seen-her The Whore of Babylon in his arms, and said: 



“You own Superior Bodies Atlanta?” My ownership was complicated. In actuality, it was William Bishop. Nevertheless, I said: 



“Yes.” 



“You’re the guy who spent all that money at Haven House?” It was Samia, actually, using money she had stolen from her father and other sources and invested in Switzerland and the Caymen Islands. Nevetheless, I said: 



“Yes.” 



“You’re the guy who showed up here to confront Chaz and his gang when they 

kidnapped Moses and then bit his whole arm up?” That was, actually, me, but instead of just saying yes I said: 



“Do you know Moses?” Golly nodded all excited and said: 



“Yeah, he’s my pimp.” 



I have never become so angry so quickly in my life. I looked from Golly to Linden and said, of that loser piece-of-shit for whom I risked my life and spat, “I’m going to fucking kill him!!!” 



“Christian,” Linden said in a vain attempt to calm me down. 



“I risk death at the hands of those gang-banging freaks so he can pimp out kids??? I could have died that night!!!” 



“I know, Christian, but you really need to…” 



“I should have left him in the dumpster to die, that fucking loser! I should have left him for the garbage men to pick up and crush to death in their trucks!!!” 



“Christian…” I don’t know why Linden just didn’t let me rant myself into exhaustion. 

Perhaps because it was in front of someone. Perhaps because that someone knew about Superior Bodies Atlanta and, therefore, knew I was a pimp, of sorts. I continued to carry on about Moses, the loser “play-ah” and my sacrifice and his being a turd and my strangling him when I saw him and the like as Linden continued to shut me up, finally holding up his own phone and shouting: 



“It’s your brother!!!” I was instantly quiet and took his phone gently. 



“Hello,” I said, all Larchmont Ladies Association. Matthew said: 
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“I spoke to Rosalie. She and I want to go in on this with you and Linden.” 



“Really?” I was instantly thrilled, all rage at Moses gone, for the moment. 



“What the address of those lofts?” he asked, further exciting me. “They probably need the least work, and I’m sure there are kids on the streets right now that need someplace to stay.” I looked at Golly, still holding The Whore of Babylon, and said: 



“Yes, there are.” I looked from the kid to the five-story building, and then walked the length of it looking for an address. When I found it I communicated it to Matthew, who said: 



“I’m on it,” and then, “I love you.” 



“I love you, too, Matthew.” We hung up and I returned to Linden, who looked from me to Golly, who said, as The Whore of Babylon stopped licking his face and just rested her head on his shoulder: 



“If it weren’t for Moses, I wouldn’t be alive today.” 







Clancy picked up Golly and The Whore of Babylon in the SB Atlanta van and Linden and I followed them back to the club in my car. Clancy knew Golly by sight but not name, his having tricked at the club on occasion, though only after having turned eighteen. We made it a point to check IDs for age before we let anyone prostitute himself at the club, you know, being all socially responsible and everything(!). We preferred hustlers be twenty-one or older, but didn’t refuse eighteen year-olds the opportunity to make some cash in our cubicles. Managers and staff at those clubs, like Atlanta, Tampa, Miami, Boston, Assisi and elsewhere, that had cubicles and welcomed prostitutes, were trained to distinguish those whose whoredom was a career choice rather than those who did it out of desperation or to fuel a drug addiction. We encouraged the former and discouraged the latter, referring those men who needed help to what social services were available in the specific city. Superior Bodies Orlando, Asheville, Gargamel, Tell Tale and elsewhere didn’t require that kind of outreach. 



I didn’t think Golly wanted to trick and, so, advised Clancy to provide him with a place to sleep as long as he needed it or until Haven House was up and running. 



After lunch we relaxed by the club’s pool. Clancy found a suit for Golly, who hit the pool with The Whore of Babylon. She had never expressed an interest in swimming before, but she was so enamored of her new boyfriend and his brushy buzz cut, she was glad to jump in after him. “Should we call it Haven House?” Linden asked me. 
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“That’s a good question,” I said. “I don’t know. I suppose we should ask Matthew and Rosalie since they’re going to be investors, too.” 



“I think they city is going to give us push back,” he said, “especially if they were reluctant to rebuild the original shelter.” 



“I think so, too.” 



“What do you think about someone just owning it and inviting troubled youth to live there with him?” 



“Pat Flanagan?” I asked. 



“Yes, or someone else. Jesusa and her husband. Or anyone.” 



“I think that would be fine, except that if you want donations of food and services, you need tax-exempt status. That only happens if you’re incorporated and are a charity.” 

Linden knew this, of course, but was just exploring an alternative. 



“But you wouldn’t have to get a permit or come under scrutiny. The city would have no control over what you did. They could zone you out.” That was a good point. “What if we secure the building and the city says its zoned residential, or changing the zoning to residential to discourage the shelter?” They were good, and obvious questions. Ones I hadn’t considered but I was sure Matthew had. I called him and asked him and he said: 



“That guy…” 



“Pat Flangan?” I had told him about the visit I made seven years before. Every sad detail. 



“Yeah. Do you trust him?” 



“Yes,” 



“We buy the property and lease it to him for a dollar a year. He invites anyone he thinks needs help to live there.” Linden: 



“They have shelter while they take advantage of existing city services.” 



“Food?” I asked 



“We provide it,” Matthew said. “Or Pat does. He can continue to…what does he do?” 



“Accounting,” I said. “What about a staff?” That question came out kind of awkward as it conjured images of Daisy and that other loser I remember. Linden: 



“Like Daisy and that other loser?” I chuckled. 
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“You have your friends there,” Matthew reminded me. “And the SB staff likes going out into the community, I hear.” Yes, my brother knew about Clancy and his vigilantism. 

“We can try this approach, Christian. In terms of costs and regulation, it will be easier, at least initially. In a year if we find its better to incorporate as a 501c3 we can look at that.” 



“And if we can’t operate as a shelter at that location?” 



“Then you operate as an outreach, with no specific address, and raise funds and supplies you share with your own residents and others in the city.” 



“We could even piggy back with an existing charity,” Linden offered. 



“My people are working on the building,” Matthew said. “You find someone responsible to live there.” We hung up and I called Jesusa and asked her to do it. 



“I would, Christian, if I didn’t have young kids.” She and Carter had adopted three. 



“I understand.” 



“How about Pat?” she said, without confidence. 



“I don’t know. What do you think?” 



“I think he has his father he has to look after.” 



“So we take him out.” 



“Christian!” Jesusa said, though I knew the same thing had occurred to her. Pat’s father was a mental child, confused and scared, alternately looking for his late parents and late wife, and not always recognizing the son who worked from home so he could look after him. 



“If you were like that wouldn’t you want someone to hold a pillow over your face?” 



“Yes,” she said. I looked at Linden, who nodded. He and I had already been through that and determined that if one of us became incapacitated or a vegetable the other would take him out. “It seems so harsh the way you put it.” 



“I know,” I said. The three of us were silent for a moment during which Linden and I glowed as we watched Golly throw The Whore of Babylon into the air and let her land in the water, an activity that appeared to give her more joy than I can describe. On speaker, Jesusa said: 



“Why don’t you go visit Pat and ask him if he wants to run the show. Just ask him.” 
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“OK,” I said. Linden asked: 



“Do you have his number?” to which Jesusa responded: 



“Yes, but I think you should just go over there.” Unspoken was that Pat might not take our call, or discourage us from visiting. 



“Good thinking,” I said. 





I was going to see Patrick Flanagan and I was super nervous. I acknowledged this to Linden who didn’t have to be told. He reminded me that the last time I had seen the former Haven House director was when he, and his folks, showed up in Anal Alley to rescue me from Chaz. “Christian,” he said, “you need to forgive yourself about Joelle. 

Everyone says so.” Everyone did. Still, I said: 



“What if he brings her up?” I was such a wimp. 



“I’m going to be there,” Linden said. “We’re offering to buy him a building so he can continue doing the work he loves, work his parents supported. Then we’re going to leave it in his hands and go away. It’s a good offer. He should jump on it.” So nervous was I that Linden drove to Pat’s and, formerly, Terrence Nguyen’s house. “This is cute,” my husband said as he pulled into its driveway behind a non-descript sedan Pat drove. 



“Uh-huh,” I said. Linden turned off the engine and we got out of the car. We looked around the neighborhood at poorly-kept ranch houses with bars over their doors and windows, and made no comment. Then we heard crying. My husband and I looked at each other and listened hard. We tried first determine from where the crying was coming, and then whether it was coming from a child or…old man. Linden said: 



“Pat’s father?” I looked at the house and figured the old man was in the back yard. 



“Should we come back?” I asked, cuz I was being a real wimp. Linden shook his head and gestured for me to follow him to the front door. We approached it and stood there. 

Then Linden knocked. In less than thirty seconds it was opened by the man that had been Pat Flanagan but was, at that time, a ghost, or a wraith, or the undead: the ugly zombie kind not the debonair vampire kind. Even skinnier than I remember, white wisps of hair, dark circles under his eyes, his clothes hanging from a frame that was skeletal. Defeated and deflated, he stood with round shoulders, heavy eyelids and on the verge of tears himself. His lips were cracked and when he moved them to speak I noticed yellowed teeth. Pat Flanagan’s reanimated corpse said: 



“I thought you’d never get here.” 



“You heard we were in town?” I asked, stupidly. 
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“No,” he said, “I heard Haven House burned down.” 
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Chatper 3 

Atlanta, part two 







I grabbed my chest and Linden grabbed his. Pat smirked, or maybe sneered, and said, in the most unwelcoming tone the words have ever been said: 



“Please come in.” Linden and I entered, exchanging a look of regret that we had come. 

Pat’s greeting, and appearance, but more greeting, suggested he was in no shape to look after troubled young people. 



I look a quick look around the living room and found it was furnished not in light browns and blues, as it had been when Terrence lived there, but dark wood and dark leather covered chairs and a sofa. No plants. A small television, a few DVDs, a few books. A couple of Flanagan family pictures. Just a couple. Two. One of Pat’s parents on their wedding day, and one of them holding him as a baby. Before Linden shut the door behind us Pat faced us and said, his eyes darting from me to Linden to the floor, “I’m sorry. That wasn’t a kind greeting. I apologize.” OK, things were looking up. “It’s been a tough day. 

That’s no excuse. My father is in the back yard…” he began to say something but stopped himself. “He’s upset. He’s like this a lot since his stroke and my mother’s death.” 



“I’m sorry to hear about her,” I said. 



“Thank you, Christian.” He looked at my husband. “You’re Linden.” He rolled his eyes. 

“I’m not making a very good first impression on you. I’m sorry.” Linden shook his head. 



“Christian has spoken very well of you to me. I have also lost my parents and know how difficult it is.” Pat nodded a thank you, as much for the condolences and compliment as letting him off the hook. 



“Would you sit down? I have iced tea and water.” 



“I would love an iced tea,” I said, because I drink a lot of water and wanted something different.” 



“Me, too. Thank you,” said my husband. We sat on a big cushy dark brown couch. Pat brought out three drinks and took a seat on a matching chair. He took a breath and said: 



“What brings you to Atlanta?” 



“Linden and I are taking a road trip. Just to get away. We’re visiting Superior Bodies clubs. We’ve just come from that Atlanta one.” Pat nodded. Then we were quiet, which allowed us to hear how hard Mr. Flanagan was crying in the back yard. Pat said: 



“He cries a lot. I’m unable to console him. He doesn’t know where he is most of the time.” A beat. “I should have stayed in their house but I had to sell it for the bills. 
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Mother’s and his. Dad had made some bad retirement investments, in real estate and other things. They took at hit in 2008.” He paused and then said, “I’m sorry, again.” Pat clearly had to say it. Had to get it off his chest. I was glad to listen if it gave him some bit of relief. 



“Pat,” I said, “Linden and I, and my brother and his wife, are buying the five story building adjacent to Anal Alley.” So weird, in retrospect, to have said that as if I were talking about Bunker Hill or College Park. “We would like the homeless youth you looked after to stay there.” Pat nodded and sipped his tea. 



“That’s good,” he said. “That’s very good. It’s needed.” Another sip. “I’m glad you’re doing that.” I didn’t say that we wanted him to stay there and look after them. It was implied. Linden and I knew it and Pat knew it. Neither of us articulated it because we didn’t want to put him on the spot or get shot down. He didn’t offer to do it because he didn’t want to. He wasn’t feelin’ it. He had someone else to look after and, apparently, it required more energy than operating Haven House ever did. 



I told Pat about Matthew and Rosalie and their fostering and then adopting three brothers. 

I didn’t tell him about Billy’s suicide. Then I told him how well Dondi was doing at the big nursery and how happy he was with a boyfriend and in what great health he was. Pat was very interested in hearing about Dondi and very happy for him. Honestly, he lit up a bit. “I’m glad, Christian, and Linden. Thank you for taking him back to Orlando with you.” He paused, preparing to say something else, about Dondi. 



“The Coven?” Linden said, so much quicker than I. 



“I was concerned about that. I followed that story of your student’s murder.” Another pause, then, “You got the guy who did it, didn’t you?” It was rhetorical, but I still said: 



“We all did, including Dondi.” Pat nodded his approval. He approved of Chris Grace’s execution, he approved of our buying the lofts for another Haven House. Both pleased him but neither got him excited. I wanted to rouse Pat Flanagan and so said, in a tone only less outraged than the one I used earlier, “What’s up with Moses pimping Golly!?!” 

Pat’s eyes got wide, though for my abrupt change in volume, only, I think. Then he smiled, for the first time since we had arrived. 



“Moses.” 



“Ah, yeah, Moses!” I said, my volume only a decibel lower. 



“He’s not exactly pimping, Christian.” 



“No?” Linden said so I wouldn’t say the same thing, much louder. 



“Moses is looking after Golly, and others.” 
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“Oh?” Linden said, again before I could. 



“Golly’s going to hustle. Others are going to trick. This one’s going to shoplift and that one’s going to squat. Moses does his best to reduce the number of…crimes these kids do to survive by providing them with what they need. And when they get busted he bails them out. He doesn’t pimp Golly as much as protects him from pimps, worse ones. And dangerous johns. He insists he uses condoms. He takes him to the clinic to get physicals, Golly and other street kids. He gives them a safe place to sleep.” 



“Where?” I asked, intrigued and over my rage. 



“In his garage. I mean, he owns a garage, where he fixes cars. About a mile from here, near the Home Depot where Dondi worked. 



“Moses has a garage?” I didn’t believe it. I needed confirmation. “He owns one? His own business? He fixes cars?” Pat nodded and smiled, bigger than he had, but not super big. 



“Yes. It’s called ‘Moses’ Auto Repairs.’” 



“Really???” I said, again loud but not angry. This made Pat smile and actually show teeth, albeit yellow, neglected ones. I opened my mouth to ask how and Linden put his hand over mine to shut me up. 



“How?” my husband asked in a conversational tone. 



“My parents bought him one.” As if we had rehearsed it, Linden and I both grabbed our chests. “They knew he could fix cars because he kept the old Haven House van going for years longer than it should have. And he fixed their Lincoln. Everything. Electrical, engine, a/c. Even some bodywork.” 



“Really?” I was so overwhelmed. 



“That’s fantastic,” Linden said. “And he invites kids to sleep in his garage?” Pat nodded. 



“It’s not ideal, but it’s safe. It’s got a kitchen…a studio apartment of sorts. A full bathroom with a hot shower,” Pat smiled again. “He installed a very large solar water heater for all the showers all the kids took.” I clapped and grabbed Linden’s arm I was so happy. “He gives kids work when he can. I do his books and makes sure he charges what he needs and stays in the black.” I squeezed Linden’s hand. I really wanted to hug Pat for the news and his and his parents’ generosity, but knew it would be a bad idea. Linden figured all this out and held me back. “He really turned himself around, Christian. After you showed up that night for him.” This calmed me down, but only a bit, because it recalled to me the fear I felt in spite of the cavalier attitude I expressed. Linden said: 



“Christian tells me you and your parents also showed up that night.” 
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“For Moses, and Christian.” I nodded. I was moved. I might have said so had Mr. 

Flanagan not entered the house through the kitchen and shuffled through it to the living room. He was covered in sand, apparently having played in a sandbox Pat or someone created in the back yard. His pants were stained with his urine and feces. 



“Paaaaaaaat!!” He yelled, though his son was just a few feet away. Pat did his best to maintain his smile, for his father’s sake. He excused himself, softly, stood up and said, in a playful, practiced way: 



“Have you gotten yourself into a mess?” 



“Yeeeeeeees. I’m dirtyyyyyyyyyy.” Mr. Flanagan had gained weight. His freckled Irish face was red and fat. He was filthy and smelled horrible. He looked from his son to my husband and my and said, again, “I’m dirtyyyyyyyyyy.” Linden and I determined this was our cue to go and stood up. Pat’s head turned to us so quickly I thought his neck would snap. 



“Please don’t go,” he so desperately I thought my heart would break. We sat back down and picked up our iced teas, again as if we had rehearsed it. I did say: 



“Can I help you with something?” Pat shook his head, said: 



“Give me fifteen minutes,” and led his father back through the kitchen and to the bathroom in which Joelle had killed herself seven years before, and why do I bring that up? 



Why? 



Because for my visit to Catholic Teen Rescue and every other effort I and others have made to forgive myself for interfering in Joelle’s life in a way that caused her to kill herself, I will never, ever, get over it. 



OK. Pat brought his father to the bathroom, took off his dirty clothes and gave him a standing sponge bath. I noticed this as I refilled our iced teas. I wasn’t snooping because it was too heavy a thing. The door was open and the tub partially filled with soapy water, but his Dad stood on a heavy towel while his son washed him. I imagined it was easier to bathe him that way than having him step into the slippery tub and lie down in it, a new handicapped handle I also noticed notwithstanding. 



Pat dressed his father and led him to the bedroom where Mr. Flanagan watched cartoons. 

He returned to the kitchen to get him some iced tea in a sippy cup and a bowl of pretzels. 

Then he came back to the living room. In the fifteen minutes. I was struck by how quickly he cleaned his father and settled him in and then considered the number of times he did it during the day and determined it was probably automatic. “Thank you for staying,” he said, sitting back down and taking a sip from his the glass I had refilled. 
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“Of course,” Linden said. A beat and Pat said, very seriously: 



“I’m glad you’re here,” he looked at me, “Christian.” My heart pounded at the gravity of his tone. What was I in for? What had I done that would cause him to admonish me as he had Samia and me years before at Joelle’s memorial? Was it The Coven? Some other murder he had heard I committed? A “Winter Key” storyline of which he disapproved? 



“What?” I was mortified I found myself asking, nervously. 



“I need your help,” Pat said, looking from me to Linden and then, involuntarily I was sure, toward the bedroom where his father laughed hard and then cried all over again. 



“Oh, Pat,” I said, because he had just asked me to euthanize his father. Linden said nothing but held my hand. 



“I’m sorry,” Pat said, sounding sorry. Then he shook his head. “No I’m not. I’m not sorry. And I’m sorry that I’m not.” He leaned over and held his head in both hands. He sat up and opened his mouth to tell us he was sorry again and then stopped. He took two deep breaths and continued, “I tried to do it myself. It’s what he would have wanted. It’s what he wants. He told me years ago. He told me over years and years. They both did. 

They said to each other they didn’t want to live like this. They said so to me.” He chuckled without mirth, “I said so to them. I told them if I got injured or hurt and I was a vegetable to take me out and donate my organs. I meant it. I wrote it down. They did, too. 

I have it somewhere.” Linden and I said nothing. “I tried, Christian, Linden. I tried. I got a syringe. Enough morphine to kill a horse. I’ve given shots. It should have been easy…it should have been easy…” 



“No,” Linden said, “It should not have been easy.” Pat began sobbing, softly so that his father wouldn’t hear him. And he continued sobbing. I wanted to do something, offer some comfort, but I hesitated. I didn’t know what to say or do. I wanted to approach and touch him, but he wasn’t demonstrative, and certainly not with me. We had that history, that awkwardness of Samia and me buying all kinds of stuff for Haven House, all of it destroyed I then thought. Our being all Auntie Mame and breaking the rules. Providing a grand sushi dinner for Pepe’s cupcake desserts, doing outreach in the HH van and shooting Chaz in the foot. Promising to find Dondi a nice escort service and killing Roger McDonough and his miserable neighbor. And letting Joelle stab her unspeakably abusive father’s corpse to pieces. 



Yeah, I wasn’t going near Pat Flanagan. 



Linden let go of my hand and stood up, giving me a look that said I got this. He stepped over me to Pat’s big chair and sat on it’s arm. He put his hands on Pat’s shoulders and rubbed them. And then he said, “My father Jacob Midwinter was schizophrenic.” He then told Pat about growing up in the apartment, spending the first years of his life with his Dad in his bedroom, which his mean and abusive mother ignored both of them. He told him about living with Margaret Toomey when his father could no longer hold it together, 37 

and how she insisted he visit him every day. And bowling once a week. He told Pat how Margaret Toomey died and Lucy died and then, one night when he was sixteen, sleeping with his father, holding him as Jacob took a fatal dose of something, and feeling him take his final breath. 



I heard this story only one other time, when Linden and I returned from Boston. I was as profoundly moved by it as I had been when he told me in, in greater detail, in that dark, empty hospital room in somewhere in north Florida. I kept it together, though, because we were all about Pat and Mr. Flanagan that day. Linden said, “My father was ready to go. He didn’t ask me to do it. I wouldn’t have because I couldn’t. He was able to, and for that I was…I don’t know. Not grateful, though, because I didn’t want him to go. As much as I understood his suffering I didn’t want him to leave me. I wanted him always to be around and I think about him all the time and will always.” OK, I lost it then, causing a calmer Pat to look up and smile at me in…EEEK, solidarity? I smiled back and even laughed at how it all was so not about me, you know? That laughter communicated how silly I felt, not having witnessed a parent’s long-term illness and, bless their hearts, both Pat and Linden laughed too. Then we stopped, at once. Hah, as if it had been rehearsed. 

And Linden, my husband, the finest man on the planet, said, “I will do this for you, Pat. 

When you need me to. When you and your father are ready. 



“But,” he began to object, but out of good manners because letting his father go was why Linden and I…Linden, was in Atlanta. We all knew it then. Pat took one of Linden’s hands and said, “Can you come back at midnight? I want to lay with him while he’s sleeping, like I did when I was a kid and we went camping.” 



“I’ll be back then,” Linden said. He kissed Pat on top of his head, squeezed his hand and let go. He stood up and held a hand out to me. I took it and we left the house without a word, ‘cause really, none was necessary. 







Linden and I went to see Moses’ Auto Repair, of course. We picked Golly up at the club on the way. Our timing was really good because the lad had just finished getting fucked by some nice man, using a condom, in a safe and pleasant cubicle. Ahhhh, prostitution was a beautiful thing that afternoon for Golly, his client, and the coffers of Superior Bodies Atlanta! 



We took The Whore of Babylon with us and drove the SBA van, assuring Clancy we would return it in time for him to get his vigilante on. 



The garage itself was extremely old, but clean and well kept and, really, it had to be in order for someone to get a night’s sleep inside it. It couldn’t have gigantic oil stains and smell of gasoline and other stuff. There was a/c in the office/studio in which Moses lived, but not in the garage itself. There were some big-ass fans, though. Some big-ass honkin’ 
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operational, and a rope on which a curtain slid to give the girls some privacy from the boys. 



I pulled the van onto the lot and put it in park, hiding my face with a baseball hat and sunglasses I found in the SBA lost and found container. Moses came out of his garage wearing coveralls over his heavier body, glasses and a baseball hat worn backwards. 

“Greetings,” he said to me, “what can I help you with?” I took off my hat, pushed my sunglasses down my nose and said: 



“I need you to get me on the VIP list at that new downtown club. I hear you got connections.” It was said with humor, of course, so that he wouldn’t be too embarrassed by seeing me for the first time since I saved his ass from being crushed in the dumpster by fat Evangeline’s fat ass. He smiled, revealing straight white teeth and crows feet and said: 



“My hero.” I laughed dismissively and got out of the van. We put our arms up and hugged tightly. Moses broke our embrace because The Whore of Babylon had booked out of the car behind me and was all about giving him the opportunity to love her. “Who is this?” he asked as she pawed him. He squatted and picked her up in a grand swoop and accepted the face licking of his life. Concerned she might damage his glasses with her powerful tongue, I took them and his hat off his head. “Thank you,” he mumbled as she went after his mouth. 



Linden and Golly got out of the van while all this was going on. While my husband waited for a respite during which he could say hello, Golly said, “Hey, Mo.” 



“Who you callin’ a Mo,” Moses replied in a way that suggested this was their standard greeting, and maybe one he shared with lots of people. “You need a place to stay?” he again mumbled through The Whore of Babylon’s lick assault. 



“Nah, I got ten bucks, I’m going to hit a nice place, like the Landmark.” A nasty hotel, by Golly’s tone. 



“Say hi to Bitsy,” Moses said. 



“Why do you always call your mother by her first name, Mo?” Golly asked, a fresh quip as evidenced by Moses busting into full throated laughter that startled all of us, The Whore of Babylon especially. She recovered quickly and continued her tongue fest. 



“Well,” I said, “when you’re done getting molested by our dog I’ll introduce you to my husband, Linden.” Moses looked at him, smiled brightly, and extended a greasy hand. 

Instead of shaking it Linden slapped him five, like we all used to do in the seventies, before high-fives and fist-bumps were invented. 



“Right on,” Moses said. Linden nodded, smiling, and I said: 
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“Show us your crib.” 



“All right,” Moses said, handing The Whore of Babylon to me. “First, let me make sure there’s nothing out that could poison her. 



“Right on,” I said, and Linden, Golly and I followed Moses inside Moses’ Auto Repair. 









Linden and I took Moses and Golly out to dinner and then hit Walmart for supplies to the pseudo shelter the former had going on at his place. They included cleaning and grooming supplies and bedding. We got some clothes for Golly, too. Soda and snacks to go into that gigantic fridge. Bleach. Towels. More stuff I can’t remember. We also got a five hundred dollar Walmart gift card for Moses to use for the same kinds of things in the future. 



We left Moses and Golly at the repair shop at about nine-thirty. We picked up The Whore of Babylon, whom we left there, safe in Moses’ “crib,” and went to SBA. I asked Linden if he wanted me to go to Terrence’s/Pat’s house with him, later, when he let Mr. Flanagan go. He said no, that he would take the Miata, slip in quietly and slip out. It was a good idea. I asked Clancy about vigilante outreach and he said no one was available to go. “I am,” I said. 



“I don’t know, Christian. Would it be wise of you to go out by yourself?” Poor Clancy, the last time he saw me I smashed a couple of champagne bottles and used the broken ends to slice Peter and Olan’s abs, back when they were irritating. Then, later that night I nearly stomped one of them to death through the broken windshield of his car. 



“Why wouldn’t you think it was a good idea?” I asked, the memory of my out-of-control behavior fresh in my mind and, likely, his. 



“I don’t know, Christian.” Clancy really didn’t want me to go out which, of course, made me all the more determined to. Linden left us to take a nap, with The Whore of Babylon, saying: 



“Be careful, whatever you do,” and then disappearing into an empty cubicle. 



“Where’s my outfit?” I asked, referring to the knock-off of the Abigail opera dress he had had made for me. 



“It’s…it’s…” Clancy was an even slower thinker than I. 



“I’m going out with or without it, Clancy. I’m the boss, remember?” Clancy knew I was the boss of SB Orlando and SB Tampa, but that William Bishop was the boss of the others. Still, he said: 
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“The outfit’s in a bag on the top shelf of the storage closet.” 



“I can’t reach that high and you’re extremely tall. Please get it for me.” I was off the chain! Clancy got it for me and I put it on. It fit perfectly. It was inferior to the original, of course, but it fit just as well. I had changed in the office and then went into the gym area to admire myself in one of the mirrors in front of which egomaniacs pumped their iron. “Awesome,” I said. Then I returned to the office and said, “Where are those boots?” 



“What…um…boots?” the poor guy said. 



“The ones I used to stomp one of those blond twins to death, almost?” Clancy shook his head wearily and got them, from the same high shelf of the same closet. As I hadn’t returned the keys to the SBA van to him, I was set to go. “Linden’s going to run an errand at midnight.” I know, what a way to describe first degree murder(!). “Please have someone look after The Whore of Babylon while he’s gone. You know, ‘cuz I’m going to be crimefighting. 



“OK.” I couldn’t remember if SB Atlanta was a twenty-four hour place. I really got the clubs and schedules confused. It was that night, though. 



I took off in the van and then drove around Atlanta. I listened to the radio, first music, then news, then talk radio. I got bored and so went to Anal Alley to admire the building Linden, Matthew, Rosalie and I were going to buy for Pat to house homeless young people. I parked a few blocks from the alley so I could get my strut on in my terrific outfit, at least to an amateur admirer who didn’t notice the uneven buttons of low-end material, and boots, which I determined I would take with me. I had my hair down and I was thin and I swam and I walked as well in heels as any runway model and I was, like, totally on top and in charge of the world and universe. 



It was just after eleven p.m. when I arrived in the alley. Late for me but still early for the whore community. That was OK because it meant I had it to myself. I walked up and down the length of Anal Alley, acknowledging this wino and that bum, and then I started singing “Georgy Girl,” from the 1960s movie of the same name featuring Lynn 

Redgrave, James Mason and the still-alive Charlotte Rampling. Then I started singing other sixties songs: the Byrds, Jan & Dean, Richard Harris’ “MacArthur Park,” the theme from “The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie,” and the theme from “Romeo & Juliet.” I was having a grand old time when two Atlanta police vehicles pulled into either side of the alley and two officers got out of each. They all looked at me as I sang “Rhythm of Life” 

from “Sweet Charity” and then one of them shined a spotlight on me. It was meant, of course, to get a better look at the crazy old homo in the cheap costume carrying on like…a crazy old homo. In defiance of their obvious concern I deliberately chose to be encouraged by the light, as if it was warranted and I had been waiting all night for them to show up with it for my big show. I was just starting “The Man That Got Away,” when one of the cops, all of whom were male, three white and one Asian, said, over a 41 

loudspeaker, “Sir, I need you to stop singing and get on your knees.” Well, I thought that was the funniest thing I ever heard and so shouted: 



“That’s going to be three hundred dollars officer. For head. Five hundred for a booty call.” 



“Sir,” the same officer said, again using his loudspeaker. “Are you offering to perform sexual acts for money?” 



“No,” I shouted, louder. “I’m sharing my favorite gingerbread recipe!” Then, I continued my torch song. The led the officer on the loudspeaker to ask me, again, to stop singing and get on my knees, which I didn’t do, and the others to approach me, guns drawn. I made a point to keep my hands in the air, all Lena Horne, A Woman And Her Music, and so didn’t get shot. I was, however, forced to the ground by the three cops. One of them put cuffs on me but they didn’t immediately take me to their cars. 



“Do you have ID?” the Asian officer asked. 



“No.” 



“Have you been drinking or doing any drugs?” asked a third. 



“No.” 



“Do you have a history of mental illness?” asked the fourth. I didn’t answer right away. 

“Sir?” Still nothing. “Sir, do you have a history of mental illness?” 



“I’m thinking...” The first guy caught up to us as I said that. He saw me, did a double take, and then got real close. He examined my face, and I examined his back. Then he stood up and said to his colleagues: 



“This is Carter’s friend.” The Asian officer, alone, knew whom he meant. “The vampire,” 

officer number four got that. “He’s on the TV show. ‘Winter Key.’” They were all on board. To me, cop number one said, “Mr…Gallagher, isn’t it?” “What are you doing here tonight?” As the jig was up I chose to cooperate, and said: 



“Just checking out the building my friends and I are going to buy.” I indicated the loft with my chin. The officers looked from me to it and number three said: 



“You know someone bought that and renovated it. Then he couldn’t sell any of the units and went broke.” 



“Excellent,” I said. “That’ll make it cheaper to obtain.” 



“What are you going to do with it?” asked officer number one, knowingly. 
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“What do you think?” I replied, knowingly-er. 



“Haven House?” he asked. I wasn’t ready to commit and so just shrugged. 



“Take the cuffs off,” Number One said to no one specific. I think Number Three started to do so, but then I said: 



“Awww, come on. Please arrest me for prostitution. I’ve never been arrested for prostitution and I want to be able to tell my kids I have when I get home.” 



“Mr. Gallagher…” 



“At least take me to the station and take my picture. Then you can let me go.” 



“Mr. Gallagher…” 



“I’ll make a donation to your Police Benevolent Association fund.” 



“Mr. Gallagher,” Number One said a third time. “We have a city to protect and real criminals to arrest. We need to go.” That’s all he need to say and I got up and offered my hands, which were behind me, for release. 



“You’re right. I apologize.” I meant it. It had been a day and I was slap happy, but I shouldn’t have wasted their time. “I’m sorry,” I said again rubbing my wrists. “My car is three blocks that way. I’m going to walk there and drive back to my club. Superior Bodies.” Number One looked at the Asian guy, who was also Number Two. Then he looked at Number Three while Number Two looked at Number Four. Then Number Four looked at Number Three and Number One and Number Two looked at each other again. 

That went on a bit longer and then Number One said: 



“No problem,” and then, “We admire you for showing up that night. To confront that dirt bag and his gang.” Number Two: 



“We nicknamed you The Vampire because you bit the length of his arm.” Number Three: 



“Carter speaks well of you, and so does his wife.” Number Four: 



“The city needs Haven House. Thank you for opening it again.” 



“Well,” I said. “Thank you boys.” So nice they were. “Now,” I couldn’t resist, “if you wouldn’t mind escorting me to my car I will be on my way.” Number One and Number Two stood on either side of me and offered me their left and right arms. Then Number Three and Number Four moved to either side of them and linked arms with Number One and Number Two, respectively. Thus did we make a sort of chorus line. I said, “OK, fellas, watch my feet. This is how we’re going to walk to my car.” I then taught them a 43 

little forward shuffle, which they all picked up quickly. And we danced down the alley and the three blocks to the Haven House van. 







Linden and I arrived back at SBA at the same time. We approached each other in the parking lot and he threw his arms around me. “Do you want to talk about it?” I asked. 



“Tomorrow,” he said. “Let’s just go to bed.” And so we did. 



The following morning, over coffee and kibble in the SBA lounge, Linden told me about it. How Pat left the door open. How he slipped in, took the filled syringe from the night stand, and injected Mr. Flanagan with a lethal dose of morphine while he slept with his head on his son’s chest. Pat and Linden exchanged a nod and my husband left as quickly and quietly as he arrived. 



That said, it was my turn to tell him about my night, to cheer him up with an exaggerated description of the splashy musical number in which four Atlanta police officers joined me. Before I could Matthew called. I said, “Hello,” and he said: 



“The building was bought in the last twenty-four hours.” And before I could ask by whom he added, “both of them.” 



“By whom,” I said, ‘cuz it was early and I wasn’t a quick thinker at my most lucid. 



“A multi-national organization whose name is…” Matthew tried to read something, “It’s Indian.” He was on speaker and Linden said: 



“Samia.” 



“Most likely,” Matthew said. “Though it’s not in her name.” 



“Huh?” I asked. 



“She’s not the legal owner. The company bought it. Bought both buildings…everything up and down Anal Alley, and they deeded all of them to,” Linden and I looked at each other and mouthed the name Matthew said, which was, “Patrick Flanagan.” 



OK, so we said Pat instead of Patrick, which is what Matthew said. And a middle initial. I think it was an “S.” It was a cool moment that would have been cooler had Linden and I said the full “Patrick” and we knew his middle initial. Still, it was pretty cool. 
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Chapter 4 

Ellie 








Linden and I stayed at the Asheville, North Carolina, Superior Bodies, the one that had been operated, surreptitiously, by a couple whose goal was to covert its members to heterosexuality. Less interesting was that it had once been a garage. It actually had no cubicles. It didn’t have a pool, either. The equipment was good and the rate competitive. 

The location was also good. All these elements made it popular with both a gay and straight market. As Superior Bodies clubs went, it was a small one, but it was right for the market. 



SBA was open until 10 p.m. We arrived in the early afternoon of…beats me. We visited with Heidi McDonald, the big, muscled lesbian that ran the place after we got rid of the crazy anti-gay couple. I called her from the road that morning and said we were coming but that it was no formal visit. In spite of this she had a lunch catered from one of the many vegan restaurants in the city. Linden and I were grateful. Also grateful was The Whore of Babylon who was the Belle of the Superior Bodies Asheville ball. Everyone was all over her from the moment we arrived, and she was very happy to have the attention of members and staff as my husband and I ate. 



After lunch I suggested Linden and I zoom around the city and its environs, checking out the old buildings and beautiful scenery. Heidi asked us, on behalf of the staff, if The Whore of Babylon could stay with them while we explored and we said of course she could and that, if she wanted to, she would anyway. By escaping the car and running back to the club, her nose leading the way. 



As we prepared to leave on our sightseeing adventure Heidi said, “There’s a phone call for you, Christian.” 



“Oh?” I wondered who knew we were there. “Who is it?” I asked, and she and Linden said: 



“Joan” at the same time. The manager led us to her office so we could take the call in private. I put my sister on speaker and she said, “I need you to find a disposable phone and call this number.” Then she gave me one whose area code, as if it mattered these days, I didn’t recognize. “It’s important. Bye,” and that was the big call from Joan. 



Linden and I left quickly and found a convenience store at which we bought several throwaway phones and bought five bank cards on which we put a hundred dollars each. 

Then we found a park and pulled into a shady spot on the road beside it. My husband and I found a bench that was not in ear shot of anyone and I dialed the mysterious number. 



“Ravenwood,” Jack Ravenwood of Superior Bodies Gargamel said. 
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“It’s Christian Gallagher,” I told him. “I’m in Asheville, North Carolina, with my husband, Linden.” 



“I need your help,” he said. 



Long story short a wealthy woman from Pennsylvania was being beaten up by her husband. Her name was Laurel Becket. Even though the money was her family’s, her husband, Todd, was a smart gold digger who talked her out of making him sign a pre-nup and spent their two-year marriage beating the shit out of her and transferring her wealth into private accounts to which only he had access. 



And they had a baby. Ellie. Laurel tolerated her husband’s physical abuse and theft of her family’s money, but the idea that he might one day hit their daughter gave her the strength to pack a bag and take off. She connected with Jack Ravenwood’s network and was on her way to safety when she got into a car accident near Bozeman Montana that killed her but that Ellie survived without injury. Montana state police contacted Todd Becket and he was on his way, by car, to get his daughter. “I need you to get that baby, Christian.” 



“Me?” I said. “Don’t you have people along your underground railroad who can do it?” 



“Actually, no,” Ravenwood said. “There’s always been a parent or grandparent taking the baby or child. This situation is the first since I’ve been doing this.” He was on speaker and I looked at Linden, whose face was unreadable, even to me. 



“Are you certain Ellie’s in danger? Might it just have been Laurel getting smacked around?” As I heard myself say this I hated myself for doing so. Ravenwood forgave me by saying: 



“Laurel could have stayed and continued being abused. Some women spend decades getting beaten up. It’s a psychological thing.” It sounded like pop psychology put that way and delivered by the old Indian, or would have if I wasn’t extremely confident in his judgment and knowledge. “Becket must really have been a threat to his daughter to give Laurel the strength to pull herself out of that.” It would not have persuaded me coming from anyone else. Still, I wouldn’t commit without talking to Linden separately. I said: 



“If we were to agree to get the baby, how do recommend we do it?” 



“I have the address of Becket’s house in Pennsylvania. It’s an estate, really. It was her parents’. They raised horses, though they don’t now. Hundreds of acres. An hour from Philadelphia. No live in staff. The place is empty. There’s a main house. Modern. There’s also an old, historical house that Becket’s restoring. It has no electricity or plumbing. 

Barns that are empty. A couple of lakes.” I looked at Linden again and his face remained unreadable. “I would suggest you go there, hang out in that old house until Becket returns with the baby. Take her at gun point, and then deliver her to us.” 
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“Deliver her where?” I asked. 



“I can have someone meet you in St. Louis, Missouri or Lansing, Michigan. With more time I can recruit a volunteer to meet you at a more convenient place.” 



“OK,” I said. “Let us talk about it and I’ll call you soon to let you know if we’ll do it. 

Within the hour.” 



“I’ll be here,” said Jack. I hung up and looked, again, at my husband. I said: 



“I’m in.” He didn’t say anything right away. When he did it was: 



“This is different than anything we’ve done before.” It was. “I think we can do it but it could really change things for us.” I wondered how and so I asked. “What if he recognizes you, Christian?” It was a good point. Though there were hundreds of TV 

shows on hundreds of channels, Becket might be a “Winter Key” or “An Elite Force” fan. 

“Do we tie him up and call someone to rescue him after we’re clear with the baby, or do we kill him?” 



“I’m leaning toward killing him,” I said, seriously. Linden didn’t bat an eye, nor did he offer his opinion. Instead he said: 



“How do we get there, and what do we do with the Miata?” It was a two-seater with no space for a car seat and two adults. It was a good question and one that made me think my husband was also “in.” 



“We take Becket’s. Return to his house, get ours and continue our road trip.” It would be risky leaving the Miata at the home of the man whose baby we kidnapped and who we left tied up, but that’s why we were having this brainstorming session. Linden then made the most brilliant suggestion of the day: 



“We go to DC and ask Tim,” my late sister’s husband, “drive us there.” I absorbed this and said: 



“Awesome.” We both thought of our plan for a little bit and then I asked, because I wanted Linden to say it out loud, “Are we in?” 



“Yes,” he said. “Of course.” A beat. “We need to be prepared for this really changing things.” I didn’t see how it would. At least, not for me, someone who had killed Seth whatever-his-name was in Tell Tale in cold blood, killed two of the three Jeffcoats, killed Cam at Sea Grass…Oh, and pushed Darien Davis off a fifth floor fire escape. Was that all? I knew there were others but these were all I could think of at the time, and I reminded my husband of them. “I understand,” he said, but there was still a cloud over him. 



“What?” I asked. Linden looked at me, hesitated and then said: 



47 



“I just have a feeling. I don’t know. Sorry.” This, from the man who beat up the swim coach at Satellite Beach High School, punched out the young man who was harassing our friends at the New Jersey bowling alley and shot the testicles off the pedophile we discovered in the I-95 rest stop. What feeling could he have had, I thought but didn’t ask. 

Still, he said, “I don’t know,” he answered anyway. “Maybe I’m just not used to premeditating this stuff.” As if we hadn’t premeditated executing our nephew Billy’s father, or Chris Grace, though Linden didn’t participate in that one, I also thought but didn’t say. I didn’t want my husband to read those inquiries on my face and so looked away. He did anyway because, again, he said, “I don’t know,” and then, “I’m sorry.” 



“You don’t have to apologize for being worried, Linden,” I said. “And we don’t have to do this. We may have experience with this kind of thing, but Jack Ravenwood’s as capable of driving to Pennsylvania and doing this as we are. And he doesn’t have young kids at home.” Linden’s face told me that was his concern. It was a concern he expressed to me when I told him the book club at Sea Grass needed busting out and he asked me not to do it. I agreed not to, and then Phil got raped and Linden and I were on board. We were in. We were in for Ellie, too. We just had kids to worry about. 



“Let’s do it,” Linden said. 



“OK.” 



We left immediately and without an explanation to the Superior Bodies Asheville staff. 

The Whore of Babylon was reluctant to go as they had been loving on her to the point of worship. I called my brother-in-law from the road and told him Linden and I would be making an impromptu visit. My tone, like my face, gave me away and he asked, “What’s wrong?” 



“I’ll explain when I get there.” 



We arrived that night. It was a Sunday in June, 2013, I think. Or maybe Saturday. He was home and so were Monica and Luke, whom I hadn’t seen in years. They were in their late teens, I think, and stunning: her all dark Irish…she could have been Catherine in 

“Wuthering Heights;” he all Nordic…he could have been Thor in, you know, “Thor.” 

Tim’s hair had gone completely white and his face was lined, but he was tall and held himself straight. Stunning, the three of them. I felt like the ugly stepsister in their company. 



Miss Nettie, whom my niece and nephew had begun calling Grandma Nettie shortly after their mother and brother died, called Grandma Nettie, still came around, though not to clean or look after them. She still lived with her daughter close by, but visited to play with her basset hound, a boy whom she had named Mondo. He was one of four Tim had picked up eight years before when my friends and I had rescued them and other dogs from that horrible Acme place operated by Barbara Loomisssccchhhh, the gully dwarf with the infected belly button. Though Mondo was hers, he stayed at Tim’s house with 48 

his three litter mates so he would have them to play with and grow up with. It made sense in the beginning as Grandma Nettie spent so much time there looking after Monica and Luke. As everyone grew and Nettie wasn’t needed so much, she couldn’t take Mondo away from his sisters and brother, whom my brother-in-law and his kids had named after children’s book authors. They were: Maddy, for Madeline L’Engle, Doc for Dr. Seuss and Angel, after whom I couldn’t tell you. 



Linden, The Whore of Babylon and I showed up late and were greeted by Tim, Monica, Luke and the four bassets, who greeted our old beagle with suspicion and hostility. The four of them barked at her and were all agitated and pissed off and everything for the thirty seconds it took The Whore of Babylon to determine the Flynn house was hers and so were its human occupants. She communicated this to the bassets with one long, howling bark that sent them running for their lives: one upstairs, two to the basement and one through the rear screen door into the back yard. “Well,” my brother-in-law said, “I guess we know who’s in charge.” It was something to watch the old girl take over. Once the bassets were gotten rid of she checked out Tim, Monica and Luke, whom she had met eight years before when Linden and I drove to Boston, determined she wanted to attention from Tim, and pawed him to indicate he had been chosen to give her love. “I have my orders,” he said as he picked her up and then sat them both in a wing chair I recognized as having come from the living room at 12 Cherrywood. 



Linden and I hit the bathroom and then helped ourselves to drinks while Monica and Luke made sure Mondo, Maddy, Doc and Angel hadn’t had strokes. Then we all gathered in the living room where I told them why we were there and how they could help us. 

They agreed immediately. After additional conversation and a late-night snack, Linden and I went to the finished attic and fell asleep with the traumatized bassets while The Whore of Babylon went to sleep with Tim Flynn. 



The following morning, which was a Sunday I remember now, Linden and I said 

goodbye to Tim, the bassets and The Whore of Babylon, who would stay with them while we stole Ellie. Monica and Luke drove us to the closest Wal-Mart in the souped-up Charger my brother-in-law bought my nephew years before and which he was restoring or, at least, enjoyed tinkering with. We picked up baby things there: diapers, formula, wipes, powder. We also got a transistor radio, flashlights, batteries, two sleeping bags, water, food and toilet paper. Then we hit a Barnes & Noble and got books and books on CD. Luke gave us his old CD player and a couple of pairs of headphones. We also had towels and a change of clothes. And cash. And burner phones. 



Luke and Monica drove us to Todd Becket’s house in Pennsylvania. It was still daylight, albeit late afternoon when we got there, and thus too early to drop us off. We found a restaurant and had dinner. Monica was studying to become a teacher and Luke was all about cars. They were delightful. They were devoted to each other, too. And to their father. Luke mentioned his stepmother, briefly. He said she was a nice lady and that she and their father remained friends. I was glad to hear that. 
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After drove us to the edge of the Becket property that bordered…some two-lane highway in rural Pennsylvania, Luke said, “Do you want me to stay with you? Monica can drive back. If you need to steal a car I’m your man.” Linden and I thanked him and assured him we were good and Linden’s Walther PP Super would get him any car he wanted. 



“How are you going to disguise yourself,” Monica asked, “for when you…jump Becket?” 

Linden produced two red kerchiefs from somewhere and explained that we would wear them over our noses and mouths, like in Old West stick-‘em-up robberies. 



“Your eyebrows and eyes,” Luke said, indicating my face. 



“And hair,” said his sister. “You’re on two TV shows, Christian. He might watch them.” 

Linden produced a haircutting kit from someplace, also bought at WalMart, and said: 



“I’ll pluck his eyebrows, too.” He took my face in one of his hands and added, “Nothing we can do about his eyes, though.” 



“Thanks for driving us,” I said to my nephew and niece. “We’ll see you in a few days.” 

Hugs all around and Monica said: 



“If you need us to come back and get you. Any time, day or night, call and we’ll come right away.” She was the best, something I fully expected from Deirdre and Tim Flynn’s daughter. 



“Anytime,” Luke echoed. Linden and I thanked them and then entered the Becket property and searched for the historic old house that would be our home until Todd returned, with Ellie, from Bozeman. 





Linden and I found the house quickly, having examined the property at Tim’s house using Google maps or some other program. It was a two-story stone building that had been the original house on the property. It had missing windows and no locks, electricity or water. The wood floors were partially rotted and I didn’t risk climbing the stairs. 

Linden and I used the moonlight coming through the house’s windows to navigate, slowly, through the first floor, being careful where we stepped and using the light from our disposable cell phones when absolutely necessary. We found an interior pantry and put our stuff in there. We also used a flashlight in there to get what we needed to sleep. 

We laid out our sleeping bags in an interior hallway connecting the kitchen to the living room. 



Though old and in need of tons of repairs, the floors were swept and there was no clutter or cobwebs anywhere in the house, at least on the first floor. That suggested it was visited, perhaps by contractors preparing restoration bids or something. I was glad of the mild effort someone had made to keep it tidy as it made sleeping on the floor and hanging out inside way more comfortable. 
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We arrived at Becket’s house in…somewhere, Penn., on Sunday night. It was at the very same time, give or take an hour, Todd arrived at the hospital in Bozeman where his late wife’s body was kept on ice and his daughter was being looked after in the nursery. I know this because Jack Ravenwood sent Amy, whose last name I never knew but who operated Superior Mutts Gargamel with Ravenwood, to observe and report back to him. 

According to her, Todd Becket didn’t even pretend to cry when he identified his wife’s body and didn’t pretend to cry when he was reunited with the daughter with whom Laurel fled. When Ravenwood told me this I was tempted to ask how she got close enough to him during his visit to the hospital to know this, but changed my mind. “He’s on his way back, Christian,” the old Indian said to me the following morning. “He’s driving so he may arrive tonight or tomorrow. It’s the best guess I can give you.” 



“No problem,” I said over a cup of cold instant coffee. I had to have coffee, no matter how lukewarm or cold or bad. I had to have it. 



Linden and I spent the day inside the house reading, listening to a couple of books on tape, exploring as much of it as we could without going near the naked windows, and even risking the staircase that was in better shape than I thought. It was a long day, for sure, but it could have been so much longer had we not brought stuff to distract us. 



Luke had offered his laptop and some movies, but I was afraid I’d break it or something. 

Further, should we have gotten caught, I wanted nothing in my possession that would link him or his family to our effort. Linden and I left our cell phones at Tim’s house. We told Ravenwood we would be returning there after we got Ellie and was there someone along his underground railroad to whom we could hand her off in that city. He said he thought so and to stay tuned. 



My husband and I had so far checked in with Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, who mostly stayed at Superior Bodies during the day and Olivier and Kristen’s house at night, every day. We did, on Sunday, from DC, but not at all that Monday. It was temping to check in with them and Elio, Crock or whoever was watching them, not the least to give us an additional activity to fill the long day. We resisted, though. It was tough, for us, as I didn’t think our son and daughter would miss not hearing from us one day. It’s how kids are who are being spoiled by babysitters. We felt it, though. Linden harder than me, I think. 



That evening, Monday, the sun took forever to set. We figured we’d go to the closest lake on the property and have a swim and then change clothes. It was June in Pennsylvania, and I had spent nearly twenty-five years in Florida, but there was no a/c or air in the historic old house, or even a fan, and Linden and I were hot and sticky. 



Finally, between nine-thirty and ten, we left the house and walked the equivalent of a few long city blocks to a pond that had a dock and diving board. That made us confident it was suitable for swimming. We did so, for an hour or more, being careful not to go over our heads as there could be weeds or something on the bottom and we didn’t want to get 51 

tangled and drown. It was night and not a bright one. Indeed Linden and I kept track of each other more by our voices and splashing than by sight. 



The pond or, as I called it, swimming hole had a view of the house that the old house did not. When we were sufficiently clean and satisfied with our swim, Linden suggested we approach it to do reconnaissance. I thought it was a good idea. We got dressed in fresh clothes and walked to the house, keeping to bushes and trees as much as we could. We didn’t get too close to the two-story, glass and concrete building because I thought there would be perimeter sensors or something, you know, that would set off an alarm before an uninvited guest could reach a door or window. 



A long driveway from the two-lane highway from which Luke and Monica dropped us off the night before led up a modest hill to the second floor of the house, where the front door was. I guessed it had a living room and bedrooms and the first floor, a kitchen and family room. Behind the house was a large patio with a stone barbecue, a Jacuzzi and some beautiful landscaping. No pool, though. That was what the swimming hole, likely fed by a spring, was for. 



The plan was to lie in wait for Todd Beckett to come home with his daughter and approach him, our noses and mouths covered, Linden’s gun pointed to his head, and clock him before he could remove his daughter from her car seat. Then we’d tie him up someplace and take off in his car. When we got back to DC and handed off Ellie to one of Ravenwood’s pals, we’d give the car to Luke who would strip what he wanted from it and then light the rest on fire in some lot someplace. Then we’d continue our road trip with The Whore of Babylon. 



Things might have gone that way if we hadn’t noticed a car enter the property and approach the main house along the driveway. “That can’t be him,” I whispered, just cause. “It’s too soon.” Linden agreed silently and then said: 



“The car is red. Becket’s is gold.” 



“A relative? A girlfriend?” I felt Linden shrug and then said, “Whoever it is we have to get him, before he enters the house. We can’t get Becket with someone inside who could see us and call the cops.” The car stopped in front of the house and a female figure got out. 



“Let’s go,” said Linden, and the two of us ran as quietly as we could toward her. He had his pistol with him though we didn’t have our kerchiefs. We had our underwear, though. 

His briefs and my boxer briefs. The ones we had worn thirty-six hours. And you know what we did with them. We put them over our heads. 



Yeah. 



Yup. 
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That’s what we did. 



Linden approached the woman, a young, brunette Hooter’s-like chick. Clearly a girlfriend. Before he drew her attention to himself and, more specifically, his gun, he saw her raise her hand to a keypad to the right of the front door and punch in some numbers. 

He let her disarm whatever alarm Becket had and then stepped into the light provided by a bulb or whatever on a sensor, and said, in a loud, but pleasant voice, “Stop what you’re doing. We’re not going to hurt you. Drop your purse and put your hands in the air.” And the girlfriend responded by screaming. This caused me to grab her from behind in order to cover her mouth. As I did she bit me, but not really hard because she had human teeth and not canine, which I was used to. She bit and bit and I managed to keep her mouth covered and her scream to low grunts. She fought but I was stronger, slight as I am. She tried to turn around to see my face and failed. Linden opened the front door and I pushed her inside and threw her on a large rug in the foyer. She fell on her side and then moved to a seated position. Linden turned on a light so she could see that his gun was pointed at her face. He said, “Do not move. We’re not going to hurt you if you don’t move. Do not scream, because there’s no one around anyway and it’s really irritating.” That line, the stress of our assault and, above all, the filthy underwear my husband and I wore over our heads, combined to make Todd Becket’s girlfriend laugh. That made me laugh and then Linden laughed, too. The young woman, who wore Daisy Dukes, a tank top and sandals, pulled herself together abruptly and said, suddenly afraid: 



“Why are you here?” Linden answered: 



“It has nothing to do with you. We won’t hurt you. We do have to tie you up, though. 

Now what’s your name?” 



“Evie,” she said. I left Evie with my husband in the foyer to search for rope or electrical cord or something. 



“Evie,” Linden began, gently, “we’re here for Todd, though we’re not going to hurt him, either. When will he arrive?” She hesitated, which made Linden say, “We will not hurt either of you provided you cooperate. If you don’t answer my questions accurately I will cut off your fingers.” Bless his heart. Our hostage said, quickly: 



“He’s driving all the way through from Montana. He should be here in a few hours.” 



“Why is he coming the whole way in one shot?” Linden said out of frustration and also to humanize himself and, by doing so, make our hostage less scared. “That is so dangerous. 

I mean, what if he drives off the road, with a baby in the car? Isn’t that how Laurel died?” 



“You know about that? About Laurel and the accident?” I found an extension chord in the on a lower shelf in the kitchen pantry and brought it back to the foyer in time to see Linden nod with a head covered in his underwear and burst out laughing. He kept his gun pointed at Evie but looked at me and held his free hand over where his lips were in a gesture that told me to shut the fuck up. So I did. 
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“Why do you guys want Todd? Is this a prank?” Linden looked back at her and said: 



“It’s not a prank. He owes us money and hasn’t paid. We’re here to give him the opportunity to pay us with jewelry or other items in the house. Your showing up will give us an opportunity to determine if there are enough things of value to cover the debt. If we find there are, we’ll be gone before he gets here.” Linden was good. So, so good. “If not, we’ll hold you and his baby here while he gets the money from a bank or some other source.” 



“Who are you guys?” she asked. “How much does he owe you?” Linden didn’t answer. 

Instead he helped me get Evie to her feet so I could bind her wrists with the chord. It wasn’t great but it kept her bound long enough for us to find rope and duct tape. “We’re not going to answer any more questions, Evie. We’re going to secure you in the pantry with your hands and feet tied. Do you have to go to the bathroom before we do?” 



“I probably should,” she said. She was taking the whole being kidnapped and bound thing very well, I thought. Of course, her captors had disguised themselves with underwear and the gun they used was super small. Linden and I led her into a bathroom and watched her urinate. It was no big deal to any of us. She washed her hands, took a quick sip of water from the tap, and then said, “Ready.” We led her the pantry, into which I rolled a computer chair. She sat on it while Linden and I bound her feet, legs and arms with a combination of rope and tape. When we were done he tore off a piece of tape and said: 



“I have to put this over your mouth, so you won’t scream when Becket pulls up.” Evie pouted. “It’s OK, we’ll check on you every hour until he gets here, in case you need water or something else.” Evie sighed and said: 



“OK.” She licked her lips and then closed her mouth. Linden applied the tape. We left a light on in the pantry for her, she the door, and then put a chair against it under the doorknob so that if she broke free, at least she wouldn’t be able to get out. 



Then we took the underwear off our heads and washed our faces and hair in the kitchen sink. As I dried off I saw a radio and suggested playing it for Evie. Linden shook his head, suggesting that we might not hear an approaching car over the music. We then checked out the refrigerator for snacks and drinks. We each consumed something and then explored the house, which turned out to have a kitchen and family room on the top floor and bedrooms on the lower floor. “That’s so weird,” I said. “If you’re going to barbecue in the back, doesn’t it make sense to have the kitchen on the first floor?” 

Neither of us really cared, but it, and similar chit-chat passed the time and kept the mood light. 



Linden and I spent the rest of the night in the house. We pulled a couch up to a window that faced the front of the house and waited there, in the dark, for Becket and his daughter. I went through Evie’s purse, found her phone, and shut it off. Then we sat and watched the driveway and, beyond that, the road. I nodded off once and Linden nodded 54 

off once, though not at the same time. Linden checked on Evie a couple of times, seeing if she needed a drink or to hit the girls room. Both times she shook her head no. Both times my husband apologized to her and said hopefully it would be over soon. Both times he shut the light off in the pantry so that he wouldn’t see his face. It beat putting the underwear back on, something we would have to do when Becket arrived. 



At two in the morning Linden and I were…you know…cuz we had time to kill and the situation was very stressful. Sorry, I generally don’t reference our lovemaking. At two a.m. we were going at it when we saw headlights on the highway. A car turned into Becket’s driveway and pulled up to the house. My husband and I put his chinos and my jeans on, saving our fresher underwear for our heads. Todd Becket pulled his gold Lexus behind his girlfriend’s red Toyota or something and got out. He wore jeans and a polo shirt. He appeared to be in his early thirties, though his hair was super thin. His face and features were forgettable. He wasn’t a big guy, which was the best part, in case he struggled. He got out of the drivers door and went around the car to the opposite rear door, where his daughter’s car seat was. Before he could open it Linden and I flew out the front door, him holding his gun and me holding the duct tape in one hand and additional rope in another. He turned around and saw us, saw the underwear before the gun, and said, “What the fuck?” Then Linden hit him across the face with his gun so hard he collapsed, semi-conscious. 



“That makes things easier,” my husband said. I agreed it did. I rolled him onto his back and began tying his wrists and ankles while Linden check on Ellie. She was asleep in her seat. Becket moaned a bit but was too disoriented from the blow to resist. When I was done tying him first with rope, then with duct tape, Linden and I picked him up and carried him into the house. We brought him downstairs, which was a hassle because the staircase wasn’t very wide. Both Linden and I dropped our ends of him once, and I banged his head into a wall twice. We had scoped out a first floor closet that had a lock. 

It was unusual but convenient for us. We put him in it, locked it, and put a chair under the doorknob, you know, just cause. Then we took the underwear off our heads and put it in our pockets. 



Linden and I went back upstairs, wiped the kitchen and all doorknobs and everything of prints, even though we were careful not to leave any to begin with. We gathered our shoes and other pairs of underwear and everything we had brought inside the house. We shut off every interior light and exited the front door. The motion sensor light outside the front door was on, which was OK. Ellie had woken up and was crying to move. I didn’t imagine her father had given her much affection or exercise as he drove. “She needs changing,” Linden said. “Why don’t you get our stuff from the house and bring it back while I clean her up?” I agreed and took off. 



As I walked back to the pond, to make sure we hadn’t left a stray sock or anything, and then to the older house, I thought how easily the kidnapping had gone. Still, my heart raced. I walked steadily and breathed deeply, but I was still so nervous I shuddered a few times. I entered the older house and went directly to the interior hall where we had slept the night before and where everything we brought was. It took me longer than I though to 55 

gather it all up. The sleeping bags had been rolled and put in their bags, but the books and some of the snacks were lying around. Everything was in that short hall, though. We brought no item to any other room so that we wouldn’t forget any item when we were ready to go. 



I spent close to thirty minutes packing everything, down to the last water bottle and food wrapper, into bags we brought. Then I used the light on the burner phone to sweep the first floor, in case a flashlight or something had rolled. Nothing had. Both flashlights and every other thing, including an open roll of toilet paper, were accounted for. 



I ran the partially used roll over the floor, walls and every other surface Linden and I might have touched, a task that took me another twenty minutes during which Linden called me from his burner phone. I told him I was OK, that I was taking care of prints, and that I would be done soon. Really, I wasn’t concerned about someone finding our prints in that old house. If we left no apparent evidence of our having been there, it was unlikely to be dusted for fingerprints. We didn’t tell Evie we had been staying there, only that we knew Becket and he owed us money. That we came for the baby would become clear to both of them quickly, but again, there was no reason to think we had entered the other house rather than hung out outside the main one. 



I carried our sleeping and other bags back to the house to find Linden playing goo-goo with Ellie. She wore a fresh diaper and fresh clothes, I figured. I took the keys he had taken from Becket and opened the trunk. There was a suitcase in there and a laptop, both secured neatly. I took the computer out and left it on the driveway. Then I put our stuff in next to the suitcase, which might contain useful things, and shut it. I said to Linden, “Are we ready?” He looked from the happy baby to me and said: 



“Yes,” but didn’t move. 



“You have to put her back in the car seat,” I said. Linden nodded and stood up. He approached the back door but as he put the baby back into the car seat in which she had spent so much time, uncomfortably, she began crying extremely loudly. I said, “Just sit with her in the back, under a seatbelt. I’ll drive. My husband nodded and got in the back from the opposite. I got in the drivers seat, started the car, which I noticed had a half tank of gas, and drove away from the house and onto the road. 
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Chapter 5 

Kitty 








I really liked driving Todd Becket’s Lexus. It was super smooth and ultra comfortable. It had a powerful air conditioner, too. Linden and Ellie were having a good time in the back seat, playing peekaboo and patty-cake and other stuff. I loved that man a lot, no more, though, than when he was loving on a doggie or baby. And so brave. And funny, the most recent example of which was the whole underwear as a mask thing. And kind. I mean, how many kidnappers let their hostages go to the bathroom and have water before tying them up and putting them in pantries? That reminded me and I said, “When should we call the cops to have them release Evie and Becket?” 



“When Luke has stripped the car of its GPS, license tag and vin number.” 



“Right on,” I said, and continued sneaking peeks at my husband and the baby, whose mother died trying to rescue her from her violent father. I wanted to cry as I considered how sad it was she would never know the woman who loved her enough to go 

underground with her. I wanted to cry for the children of women who didn’t have Laurel Becket’s courage. It wasn’t a good time, though, so I turned on the radio and played with channels. 



We reached DC the following morning. I called Tim on a disposable phone and asked to speak to Luke. “He’s at the garage where he works,” my brother-in-law told me. 



“Do you think he can get away long enough to meet me and Linden and the baby? I want him to get rid of this car for us.” 



“I’ll call him now. I’m sure he can. Where do you want to meet?” I knew few landmarks in DC and so said: 



“Behind the library where Deirdre used to work.” 



“Good idea,” Tim said, and we hung up. 



Luke met us behind the library in a bright blue Ford Fiesta he was working on. We changed cars and I drove us back to the garage. Tim met us there and drove us back in his dark green Cheep Cherokee to his house. As we approached I noticed a strange car in his driveway and asked if he had company. He kind of muttered and said ummm and ahhh and didn’t really answer, something that alarmed me and Linden, who said: 



“Tim, is the FBI at your house waiting for us?” 



“No!” he shouted. “No, Linden,” he said in a softer voice. “It’s not the FBI or law enforcement. It’s…” 
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“Who, Tim?” 



“It’s your cousin, Kitty. Kitty Crenshaw.” 



“What?” I said, completely…I mean completely dumfounded. 



“Why is she at your house?” Linden took his attention entirely away from the baby he was so floored. “What is she doing there?” I didn’t think Kitty knew who he was. I didn’t think he knew who she was. Linden didn’t, either. 



“Tim?” I said. 



“You should hear it from her,” my very nervous brother-in-law said as he pulled into his driveway behind his late wife’s long-lost cousin’s car. Linden and I looked at each other, and then he looked back at Ellie, who was gurgling and waving her arms at him from the car seat back into which we put her. Tim shut off the engine and said, “I’ll look after Ellie. You two should go inside and see Kitty. She’s in the living room waiting for you.” 



I looked from Tim to Linden, who looked from Tim to me. He kissed Ellie and we both got out of the vehicle. I approached the front door of Tim’s house, anxious but also scared to hear why the cousin I saw once in twenty-five years and had forgotten all about, whose husband had just died and whom I thought I would never see again, was waiting to speak to me in my brother-in-law’s DC house. I looked back at Tim, and watched him get unbuckle Ellie. As he lifted her out of the car seat he stole a glance at me, then looked away as he saw me looking back at him. Then I just figured I would go inside the house and see what was going on. 



Linden opened the front door and I walked in first. I went directly to the living room, forgetting the The Whore of Babylon was there and, likely, terrorizing the bassets. I saw Kitty, in slacks and a blouse similar to what Vivian Lane used to wear, but likely polyester knock-offs. She had been sitting but stood up when my husband and I entered the room. “Kitty?” I said. “What brings you to DC?” My cousin smiled painfully, took a shallow breath, coughed, too a deep breath and said: 



“I have killed my schizophrenic daughter, Jill, at her request. The coroner suspected foul play and sent a couple of detectives to see me. They’re probably at my house now with a warrant for my arrest.” 



“Oh,” I said, too stunned to think. 



“I need you to get me out of the country. Maybe hook me up with your friends in Mexico. 

The ones from the state prison.” I would have laughed or quipped about how much everyone knew about every single thing I did, but I couldn’t, because I was in shock, as evidenced by my knees buckling and Linden’s having to catch me. Kitty booked over and grabbed me on the other side and the two of them led me to the wing chair. 
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“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m…” I was still in shock. Linden wasn’t, bless his heart, and he said. “We’ll be glad to help you, Kitty,” and then, “I’m sorry for your loss. For Jill.” 



“I’m sorry, too,” she said. “To dump this…myself on you after what you’ve just done. 

What you’ve been through.” I pulled myself together enough to say, all Larchmont Ladies Association: 



“Oh, it’s nothing. It went very well and we’re happy to be here,” and, “We’ll take you anywhere you need to go,” and even, “Why, you and Anne Tentier are going to be great friends.” That last remark alarmed Linden enough to say: 



“Kitty, stay with him while I find some liquor.” 



“Of course,” said my cousin. Linden nearly ran into Tim, holding Ellie, on his way in. He looked from Kitty to me and said: 



“Christian?” 



“I’m OK, Tim. I’m sorry.” Then I looked from Kitty Crenshaw, who had lost her husband and daughter to Tim Flynn, who had lost his wife and son Corey to Ellie, who had lost her mother and I burst into tears. I didn’t have long to cry before The Whore of Babylon came barreling in to see me. Behind her came Mondo, Maddy, Doc and Angel, excited by the new people in the house. However, no sooner did they come within spitting distance of me than The Whore of Babylon snarled at them so terribly they went running as fast as they had when she first arrived. When they were gone I scooped her into my lap and held onto her tightly, releasing her only to take a large glass of Scotch from my husband and finish it in three gulps. “Thank you,” I said to him, and then asked, 

“would you call Ravenwood?” He nodded and left the room to find the phone we had used to talk to our Wyoming friend. Tim handed Ellie to Kitty and asked me if I wanted another drink. “Yes,” I said. “Though not as big.” 



“Kitty?” 



“Just water, thank you,” she said. “And a fresh diaper for the baby.” 



“Coming right up.” Tim left the room and I said to Kitty: 



“I’m so sorry.” 



“Thank you,” she said. “Jill had tried it before. Twice. Her father only knew about one attempt. It nearly destroyed him.” 



“Bill was aware she was ill?” I asked. 



“Yes. Of course. She did her best to shield him from the worst symptoms of the disease, and asked me to do so, too.” She held Ellie close and continued, “Bill made her promise 59 

not to take her life, or try to take her life, again. He did everything he could for her, to make her happy and comfortable. He learned as much about schizophrenia as he could.” 

A beat. “He never understood it fully, though. How devastating it is for the patient.” She spoke like a nurse. “He kept a positive attitude about it for years. Keeping up on new drugs and therapies and sharing each new bit of information he learned with Jill, and me, as if a cure was just around the corner.” 



“How irritating,” I said, ‘cuz the booze hit me quickly, though I probably would have said it anyway. 



“You’re not kidding,” Kitty agreed. Tim returned with another Scotch for me, which I held in my lap, and a diaper he had bought in anticipation of Ellie’s arrival. He took her from Kitty and changed her on a towel he spread on the floor. My cousin said, “Jill tried again to take her life, with pills. The first time she cut her wrists. Vertically.” She had meant business. “I discovered her before she expected. It was in enough time to save her. 

I didn’t tell her father about this attempt.” She looked from me to Tim changing Ellie, and she fought tears that made her laugh. “Oh, Christian, I’ve done so much crying recently.” I bet she had. “Jill said she wouldn’t take her life while her father was alive, provided I help her do it when he died. Whenever that was.” She cried and laughed again and said, through a sob, “I didn’t think it would be so soon.” She held her hands over her face, sobbed several times, and then pulled herself out of it. Linden returned, looked at all of us and then said: 



“Ravenwood’s sending someone to get Ellie here.” He paused. “Someone who lives in Philadelphia.” Unspoken was how much more convenient it would have been for that person to steal the baby from her horrible father. What also wasn’t said was that not everyone has the nerve to go that far. It was all right and OK. “She’s going to call this phone when she’s thirty minutes out, and then someone can bring Ellie to her, so she won’t be seen at or near this house.” Tim nodded at this, and then lifted up a clean and happy baby. I said to Kitty: 



“So when did Jill die?” I would be using no euphemisms or putting anything gently. My cousin seemed to appreciate that and said: 



“Four days ago. She had collected enough tranquilizers to do it. It was three years since her last attempt, the one Bill didn’t know about. When she was ready she asked me to be with her, in her room, when she took them.” Kitty began crying again and Tim, Linden and I just watched her, patiently. When she could go on she said, “She took the pills but they weren’t enough. She was out but she was still breathing. So I suffocated her.” And it was a good thing I was sitting and buzzed because I felt that in my knees, as powerfully as before. Linden held the chair behind me and Tim hugged Ellie with one hand and took Kitty’s with the other. She began to cry again and I turned to my husband and asked: 



“Is this really happening?” He held his hand out for my drink and I gave it to him. 



“Yes,” he said, and sucked it down. 
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The four of us continued to talk and cry and love on Ellie and The Whore of Babylon. I got another drink for me and Linden. Tim had a beer and Kitty, a vodka and tonic. Then Kitty offered to make a bottle for Ellie, who appeared hungry. Tim had picked up formula and a bottle. The formula and bottle I had bought at WalMart was in the trunk of the Lexus. Linden had made one during the trip from his house using formula, a bottle and bottled water Becket had secured in Bozeman, or took with him. Whatever. There was a lot of formula and bottles and Kitty seemed to want to make one for the baby and to feed her, and so she did. 



Monica came home from the job she had at the Barnes & Noble we had visited a few days before to get the books on CD. She was bubbly and happy to see us and Ellie and entertained us with stories of a couple of unusual customers she had served that day. 

Then she said, “Dad, you know Grandma Nettie made a couple of vegan lasagnas.” 



“That’s right,” Tim said. “Why don’t you defrost them and I’ll call Nettie and see if she’ll come over.” To me and Linden he said, “She’ll be glad to see you again. She still brings up your visit when you came back with the high-heeled shoes and the kids wore them in the back yard.” Tim left me to tell Kitty about our last visit to DC: the library, the gymnastics, our suits and pumps, and the fundraising dinner. We were in the kitchen, then, drinking this and that and helping Monica prepare a salad and other sides while Kitty listened and burped Ellie. 



“I wound up spending the night with that guy…William something-or-other.” 



“Really?” my cousin said, though she knew me well enough by reputation, and by having seen my Tricky Dicks appearance, to know that of course it was true. 



“Oh, yeah. He was nice enough, and I didn’t have to do much. I left with an additional check for the library.” Kitty laughed. So did Monica, who said: 



“My mother pimped out her brother for the library!” 



“She didn’t really,” I said. 



“She let you go,” my niece said. “And then talked about you to her table and then over the loudspeaker. Oh, yeah. She knew you’d bring in a few extra thousand bucks.” 



“Do you think?” I said, laughing at the thought of it. 



“Christian, she may as well have auctioned you off from that stage.” We all roared, Monica above everyone. Tim asked us what was up and we told him. 
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“Oh yeah,” he agreed with his daughter. “That was a complete set up. She knew William Weaver wouldn’t be able to resist you.” 



“Can anyone?” Linden asked. 



“Well, where is he now? Does anyone need any money?” We all laughed again and Tim said: 



“Luke’s picking up Nettie on his way home.” To me he added, “He dismantled the GPS 

and, well, everything else on the car that could trace it to us, and to DC.” 



“Excellent,” I said. Linden: 



“Ravenwood said when his associate leaves with Ellie he’ll have a computer nerd friend of his in Canada send an anonymous e-mail to a local authority to go find and free Becket and Evie.” 



“Gosh,” I said, “she’s still tied up.” It hurt to imagine it. Linden: 



“She’s having sex with a married man who beat his wife so badly she took their daughter and left him.” 



“I know,” I said. “But she seems really stupid, you know.” Linden agreed. “Hopefully the whole home invasion will cause her to rethink that relationship.” Kitty: 



“Where did Becket tell her his wife was going with their daughter, and why?” No one could answer. Tim took a bowl of treats and asked who wanted to see the terrified basset hounds in the back yard. Kitty, still holding Ellie, followed him. Linden, too. Monica said to me, “I should call Cynthia. She would love to meet you.” 



“Who is Cynthia?” I asked, thinking it was a girlfriend of hers. She floored me, and I didn’t think it was possible after the day I had, by saying: 



“Dad’s second wife.” 







It was quite a meal, as much for the tasty lasagna as for the company. Tim Flynn, his and my late sister’s daughter Monica, the son they adopted, whose disabled twin brother died shortly after Deirdre, the housekeeper they now referred to as Grandma, my brother-in-law’s second wife, an ex but still a friend, my cousin Kitty about whose existence I forgot, and who suffocated her schizophrenic daughter to death, at her request, a week before, and the baby my husband and I stole from an abusive husband whose wife died fleeing, with their baby, from him. Oh, and an old beagle I call The Whore of Babylon. 
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It was as lovely a meal as I have ever enjoyed. As fun and wonderful as any at 12 

Cherrywood, minus the mean insults, and maybe better for their being missing. 



No one spoke about kidnappings or deaths at our meal. Instead we remembered Linden’s and my last visit, my TV shows, Tim’s students, Cynthia’s law practice, Monica’s college scholarship, the Thunderbird on which Luke was working, Nettie’s other grandchildren and Kitty’s wackiest patients. Everyone had a moment, including Linden, who described the day we met, when I interviewed him for a job at Superior Bodies. 

“Christian asked me how someone my size could have been a bouncer at a strip club.” 



“You were a bouncer at a strip club?” Luke was incredulous. 



“How?” Cynthia asked. My husband looked at me and I said: 



“He took out his Walther PPK, a small pistol similar to the one James Bond sports, and rested it on the table in front of me.” 



“That would be enough,” Luke said. 



“Much more effective than hauling some drunk out of a bar,” offered Tim. 



“No one bothered those girls while you were on duty, huh Linden?” Nettie said. 



“No,” said my husband. “No one did.” 







Cynthia drove Nettie home. Monica went with them as her former step-mother and she were friends and she stayed over sometimes. This left her room free for Kitty, who asked me if she could sleep with Ellie. “Of course,” I said, as if it were up to me. Linden and I slept on the third floor, with The Whore of Babylon, which left Mondo and Maddy free to sleep with Tim and Doc and Angel with Luke. 



Before we fell asleep I said to Linden, “Did you know Jill was schizophrenic when you met her?” 



“I suspected it.” 



“I’m sorry for Kitty, and Bill and Jill,” I said. “And I admire all three of them. So much.” 



“I’m glad we know her, Christian,” said my husband. “We need to get her to a safe place, whatever it takes.” I smiled at Linden over The Whore of Babylon’s tummy. Then I took his face in my right hand and said: 



“You make me so happy.” He kissed it and said: 
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“You make me happy, too.” 





The following morning a woman came to the Flynn’s front door and knocked. She didn’t tell me her name though she did make eye contact and shook my hand. “I’m here for Ellie.” Tim, Kitty, Luke Linden and I had her things packed. They included a blanket she traveled with and a stuffed animal the species of which I couldn’t identify. I offered to carry the stuff to her car and she said, “I’m parked around the block so you won’t know what I’m driving.” I understood this was probably how it was done. Still, this wasn’t a standard…I don’t know, transport, I guess. “OK,” I said. We each kissed Ellie on her forehead or cheek, Kitty last. She said: 



“Will she know her mother? What she did for her?” The woman nodded and said: 



“Jack will see to it she does. He knows everything.” The look on my face made the woman add, “He’s got a cyanide pill in a crown. He gets taken in and he swallows it, and everyone remains safe.” The five of us gasped, at once. To me and Linden the woman said, “Thank you for saving her.” Then she left the house with Ellie and her stuff. She held the baby so she could see us over her right shoulder as she walked down Tim’s front steps and short walkway. The woman took a left at the sidewalk and disappeared past a row of hedges. And the rest of us burst into tears, including Linden and including Luke. 



We let ourselves cry for five minutes and then Linden said, “We’ve got to get Kitty to Mexico, and the Miata won’t fit the three of us.” Tim poured coffee for all of us and we gathered on the house’s small front porch. When we were settled my cousin said: 



“I just need an address and map, and for you to let them know I’m coming.” 



“No way,” I said. “You might not make it.” 



“Christian,” Kitty began, firmly, “you and Linden have already risked your liberty getting Ellie away from her father. This is my thing. I can do it myself. I just need to know where I’m going.” 



“What kind of money do you have?” I asked, ‘cause I’m a nosy fucker. Kitty said: 



“When I agreed to let Jill go when her father went, I began siphoning cash from our accounts. I did so over time. I also quit claim deeded our house in Clearwater to my sister-in-law, Brenda.” 



“Oh,” I said. 



“She and her husband don’t have a large income, but they invested wisely and she took out a mortgage on her house to pay me cash for mine.” Somebody was planning ahead. 
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“Does she know why she was providing you with the money?” Luke asked, and then realized how cheeky his inquiry was and said, “I’m so sorry.” Kitty shook her head and said: 



“We’re family.” She took a sip of coffee and continued, “Brenda knew Jill was sick. I told her the money was for a residential hospital for her.” 



“Good thinking,” I said, really admiring this cousin of mine. Kitty said, frankly: 



“I thought I might get in trouble over this, at the least for enabling it, or not preventing it. 

I didn’t expect to be an active participant.” Instead of tearing up or freaking out she cried, 

“Oh goodness it’s a lovely day!!!” Then she continued, “My role was obvious. I had to run. Brenda’s money never saw a bank account. I’ve got close to three hundred thousand dollars in cash.” 



“Whoa,” said Luke, who again regretted it. 



“Whoa,” I said, to cover him. 



“Whoa,” Linden echoed, and: 



“Whoa,” Tim also said. 



“I’m set,” Kitty said. “I know enough Spanish to get around in Mexico. It would be easier to have a connection, friends or, friends of friends to help me get settled. I’m a single woman, sixty-five years old, on the lamb and carrying a lot of cash. I don’t want any thugs killing me for a payday.” 



“We’ll hook you up with them,” I said, of the Sea Grass Penitentiary book club members. 

“They’ll look after you.” 



“Thank you, Christian.” 



“And we’ll take you to them,” Linden said, firmly. Kitty opened her mouth to object and Tim said: 



“You’re a single woman, sixty-five years old, on the lamb and carrying a lot of cash.” A beat. “You shouldn’t be traveling alone.” Kitty looked from Tim to Linden and me and said: 



“How long were you planning to be away from home?” We looked at each other and Linden said: 



“We set no firm schedule.” 
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“Your kids’ll be looked after?” It was a dumb question for which I forgave her. Linden said: 



“Our friends fight over who gets to babysit them.” That was a little dumb, too, but I forgave him, also. 



“We’re fine,” I said. “We’re good.” And then I looked at Luke and said, “Kitty shouldn’t be driving her own car. Not if Clearwater police are after her.” My nephew lit up, happy to have an important role in her escape. “Can she trade it for something?” Luke thought about it and looked at me. 



“You said you liked that Lexus of Becket’s. If I file down the VIN number and get fake plates, you can take that.” 



“Cool,” I said. 



“It’s a nice car,” Linden said. 



“Thank you,” Kitty said. 



“Well done, son,” Tim said of the crime Luke was committing. Then he got up to make a fresh pot of coffee. 



“We’re going to need to get you a fake ID,” I said to my cousin. “Drivers license and passport.” 



“I thought that might be necessary,” Kitty said. “Do you know someone who can hook me up?” 



“No, but I know someone who might know someone.” William Bishop. 







Kitty, Linden, The Whore of Babylon and I said goodbye to Tim, Monica, Luke and Miss Nettie. We would also have said goodbye to their four basset hounds had they not still been hiding from our formidable old beagle. “Thank you for coming, Christian,” my brother-in-law said. “Thank you for not forgetting us.” 



“As if,” I said, hugging him. We pulled away from their house and onto a highway that would take us toward Pittsburg, where a friend of a cousin of an associate and blah, blah, blah of Bishop’s would provide my cousin with the documents she needed to identify herself to law enforcement as someone other than the Kitty Gallagher Crenshaw who had suffocated her schizophrenic daughter to death when the tranquilizers she had given her turned out not to be powerful enough to kill her. 
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I drove, Linden sat shotgun and Kitty sat in the back with the dog who had spent one of Jill’s last nights on this earth with her and seemed to know that she was dead and that Kitty needed comfort. The Whore of Babylon rested her head on Kitty’s lap, which was her way of giving. Had the circumstances been different she would have been on her back demanding belly rubs. She knew something was up and resting her head on a lap, limb or shoulder was a rare demonstration of giving comfort rather than receiving it. It was lovely to watch in the car’s rear view mirror. 



We drove silently for twenty minutes and then Kitty said, “Can we see Bonnie on our way?” Corpus Christie wasn’t on the direct route from Pittsburgh to Mexico but I didn’t see why not. Linden said: 



“Will law enforcement look for you there?” 



“I don’t think so,” said Kitty, who had thought about it. “She hasn’t visited Rowaneck since 1977,” when our grandmother died, “and no one has ever gone to Corpus Christie.” 

Linden and I exchanged a look. “Her correspondence was limited to phone calls and cards, but that all but stopped in the last few years.” I nodded to Linden, who nodded back, and I said: 



“Yeah, let’s see her.” Kitty nodded, too, and smiled as she stroked The Whore of Babylon’s head. We continued driving in silence for another twenty minutes and then I said, “So, Bonnie kept in touch with John…” It was a conversation starter I hoped would help pass the time and keep things light, and provide some additional dish. 



“Yes,” Kitty said. “They were nine years apart, of course, but they shared a friendship. 



“Really?” It made me think of how Rose and I used to hang out. We were never friends, though. 



“John played the piano. He took lessons from one of the neighbors. He was very talented. 

He even composed. He could make up melodies, and lyrics on the spot, for any occasion. 

Mary told me he was very clever. Grandma encouraged all of her children to play piano, but John and, later, Bonnie, were the only two that enjoyed it. She began learning when she was five. John taught her. That’s how they became friends.” 



“Fourteen and five,” I mused. 



“Everyone loved Bonnie. She was very lovable. She connected with everyone. Even your father.” 



“Oh?” I said, more to ask what would make her think they wouldn’t connect than just moving things along. 



“Bonnie was a free spirit. She did what she wanted and got away with it. She was the youngest, six years younger than Mary, and a surprise.” A nice way of saying an 67 

accident. “Grandma was diagnosed with breast cancer when she was carrying her. Her doctor said he could arrange an abortion so she could fight the cancer with drugs and radiation. It would be legal under those circumstances. Grandma said no, take my breasts, I’m carrying my baby to term.” It’s what I would expect her to say. “Because of this, and because she was so naturally lovable, Bonnie became Grandma’s and everyone’s 

favorite.” 



“How old was she when your grandfather died?” Linden asked. Kitty and I did the math and said: 



“Six,” at the same time. She continued, “Our grandfather was a disciplinarian, though Mary told me Grandma kept a pretty tight ship; that is, until Bonnie was born. Her parents indulged her like they had none of their other children. No one objected because everyone loved her, too. It’s why when, as a teenager, she took the train into New York City and spent days at a time there with ‘friends,’ Grandma only made a show of being annoyed.” 



“Oh my God,” I said. “She would go alone into the city? A teenager, in the forties?” 



“And fifties,” Kitty said. “She knew people, or got to know people as she explored the city, its clubs and museums. The library. The theater. Mary said she stumbled into a piano bar during one of her first visits, found the pianist had had an injury, and so she took over.” 



“Really?” This was better than I had expected. 



“Oh, yes. She was an amazing pianist. Better than John, who was very good. She knew every song on the hit parade and everything that had ever been written, or so it appeared by her success at that and other bars.” 



“Wow,” Linden said. 



“Her talent was her entrée into the arts scene in the city. As she played here and there she met people, some poor artists, some rich artists, rich benefactors. Actors, musicians, playwrights. Drug addicts. Adulterers…you know.” I did. 



“Did Bonnie become an addict?” I asked my cousin through the rear view mirror. I noticed her smile and she said: 



“Mary told me she experimented, but never got addicted.” 



“And sex?” I asked, through the rear view mirror. I noticed Kitty smile again and she said: 



“Mary told me she experimented, but never was with someone steadily.” 
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“What do you mean by steadily?” Linden asked before I could. 



“She had lovers, male and female, though she was only sexually attracted to men.” So much juicy information. All delivered through Aunt Mary, the lesbian spinster? Reading my mind Kitty said: 



“She may have been closest to Mary, but she told Margaret of her goings-on.” Aunt Margaret loved juice, both hearing it and sharing it. 



“John was gone at this point,” Linden said. 



“Yes,” Kitty confirmed. “To Bozeman, but he wrote letters to Bonnie that were delivered through a New York City friend.” 



“And they kept in touch until he died?” Kitty nodded. 



“Bonnie was living in France at the time. Some chateaux in the Loire Valley.” Sucks to be her. “The friend called her and read John’s last letter to her. It was a suicide note. He told her he loved her and was sorry but he couldn’t go on without Arthur. She asked him to tell their mother and family that he loved them and he was sorry for leaving them as he did. Bonnie wrote it all down and then called Mary, who told Grandma while I was listening.” I didn’t know how to respond to that and so said nothing. Linden said: 



“Your grandmother, what did she think about Bonnie going alone to New York and living with people in France?” 



“Yeah,” I said, “I know she was the favorite, but we’re talking about the woman who raised William Gallagher, Sr.” This made Kitty, Linden and me laugh. 



“This is the thing about Bonnie. She wasn’t rebelling. She wasn’t mean and she never hurt anyone. Everyone always knew where she was going, and if she wasn’t back on a specific date, she called.” Kitty laughed at how this sounded. 



“Thoughtful gal, our Bonnie,” I said. 



“She was very affectionate, to everyone. Even your father couldn’t be mad at her when he learned she had hooked up with this or that actor or actress.” 



“Oh, God, who would tell him?” I asked, and then answered, “Margaret.” 



“She could be a shit-stirrer,” Kitty acknowledged, “though try as she might, she couldn’t get anything started against Bonnie.” 



“She wasn’t her favorite, too?” I asked. 
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“She was, but part of Margaret wanted to be the favorite, too. At least her mother’s. And she wasn’t. She might have been, but then she had other children, Patrick among them. 

He died within days of being born, in her arms. His brief life made him Grandma’s favorite. Her favorite boy, forever. My mother, Rosamund, was her favorite girl, and then Bonnie.” Patrick… “Margaret wasn’t the favorite, but enjoyed being oldest well enough and she sort of liked being miserable.” 



“Interesting,” I said. Linden nodded. Kitty continued: 



“Bonnie never missed a birthday or Christmas. Wherever she was she either called or wrote a card. To her mother and to everyone, including Margaret. I’m sure there were some years when she was the only one who wished Margaret a happy birthday, though Mary was generally good about that, too.” That caused me to remember phone calls Dad received on his birthday, two days before mine, and at Christmas, from Aunt Bonnie in Texas. 



Texas. Yikes, how did a Gallagher wind up there? Of course, the same could be asked of the Gallagher who moved to Florida… “Bonnie married Henry’s uncle when she was in her late thirties and thus ended her jet-setting lifestyle,” Kitty resumed her narrative. 

“They had a son, Leo, who was born with Down Syndrome. They didn’t have any others of their own, but fostered other mentally disabled children. And some who weren’t but had other challenges. All had been abandoned by their parents, either because of their Down Syndrome or because they had other mental or physical issues. One of Bonnie’s foster daughters was raped as a young girl by her father and then her mother’s boyfriend. 

She used to cut herself and couldn’t control her bowels or bladder.” Joelle. I nearly gasped. “She took her life.” I gasped and Linden held the wheel until I recovered. Kitty either didn’t notice or ignored it. “Boys who had been in juvie. Girls who had been abused and later turned tricks in order to survive. Gay boys and girls who had been thrown out of their homes for not complying to traditional gender roles.” 



“Oh, God,” I finally said. “I need to pull over.” Linden indicated a rest stop ahead and I made for it. I had to walk around. I was tired of driving and what Kitty was telling us was so heavy. I needed to absorb it and I couldn’t do so and concentrate on driving safely at seventy miles an hour in a stolen car with a fugitive so soon after having stolen a baby. 

Whatever, I needed a break. 



As we walked The Whore of Babylon at the rest stop Kitty sort of wound up her description of our aunt. “They fostered kids, babies, too, sometimes, until Henry had a stroke. Bonnie kept those she had and hired a couple of…nannies to help her with the kids, so that none would have to go back into the system or to another home. Henry stuck around for ten years, recovering enough to speak and walk, but unable to practice. He had enjoyed a nice income and invested it properly. And Bonnie had received more than one large sum of money as her former lovers died.” 



“Sweet,” I said, this information restoring me. 
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“She got older, though, and while healthy, always tiny and weak. She looked after the children she and Henry had invited to live with them and had never been adopted or were able to live independently.” 



“Who lives with her now?” Linden asked. 



“A man and a woman. Down Syndrome adults. She told me this the last time we spoke, which I think was two years ago.” 



“Oh?” I said. 



“She emails,” my cousin advised us. I thought that was cool. “Not a lot,” Kitty added, her tone troubled. 



“Do you think she’s OK?” I asked. She shrugged and said: 



“I think so. I don’t know. The last time we talked she was brief, not bubbly like she usually was. She’s also old. She’s too old to email, you know?” 



“Have you tried calling her?” Linden asked. 



“A couple of times. Last Christmas and then when Bill died. She didn’t pick up. I left messages. She sent me a Christmas card after that. Belated. Acknowledging the call and saying she and her kids…Brian and Edie, where happy and in good health and Happy New Year.” 



“That sounds OK,” I said, more to convince myself than that I actually believed it. Kitty shrugged again. Then Linden said: 



“Let’s get your IDs and go directly to Corpus Christie.” Kitty nodded, The Whore of Babylon pooped and we got back in the car. 
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Chapter 6 

Pittsburgh 








Kitty, Linden and I drove through Pittsburgh looking for the cobbler who would provide my cousin’s fake IDs. I thought about how valuable something like that was to have and considered suggesting to Linden we order some for ourselves. Then I dismissed the idea even as he said, “Christian, what do you think about getting fake IDs for ourselves?” He was driving and I was in the back seat with The Whore of Babylon. 



“I don’t know. What do you think?” 



“It can’t hurt. Just to have.” 



“As many adventures as you boys have,” Kitty said, “I think it would be wise.” 



“We can afford it,” Linden said. “And there’s someone in Pittsburgh we know can do it. 

It’s not like there’s places on every corner, like 7-11 or Amscot.” He had a good point, and I was on the verge of agreeing when I remembered we, you know, had kids. 



“And Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia?” This kind of nixed the idea, as we both would never go anywhere without them. “We just have to give up this life of crime.” Linden smiled at me through the rear view mirror. It’s what he had told me a few times, most specifically when I suggested busting the Sea Grass book club out of the prison and, just a few days before when we rescued Ellie. 



“No more crimes,” he said. 



“No more crimes,” I agreed. Kitty said: 



“We should visit Superior Bodies Pittsburgh when we’re done. I’d love to see one of your clubs.” I exchanged another rear view mirror look with my husband and said: 



“There isn’t a Superior Bodies Pittsburgh.” 



“Of course there is,” Kitty said. Another look and I kind of insisted: 



“No, there’s not.” Kitty: 



“Christian, we just passed it.” 



“Kitty…” I began. 



“Where did you see it?” Linden asked, signaling a right turn so he could go around a block and head the other way. 
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“Three…no, four blocks behind us. On the left. A gym. It had a sign, with your logo.” 

We didn’t have a logo so much as a font, which Thomas created for us. It was exclusive and cool but not extraordinary. Recognizable, though, as evidenced by Kitty’s having noticed it. 



“Well then, let’s go have a workout,” I said, wondering if I was wrong. 



“You missed the grand opening, Christian,” Linden said as he made two more rights and then a left. “I heard it was a real blow out.” Then he asked, “Does this one have cubicles?” 



“I don’t know,” I said, but we’re going to find out, shortly.” Our exchange was kind of insipid but it masked a concern we had that either Matthew or William Bishop or Crawford Welch opened a club and didn’t tell us, or that we were both losing our minds. 

I hoped, and Linden told me later he had also hoped, that Kitty was wrong, that there was no SB Pittsburgh and that she was seeing things. Who was under more stress than she? 

Not even my husband and I, and we had just kidnapped a baby. 



“There it is,” Kitty said, pointing to a two-story job that appeared to have been built, originally, as a self-storage facility. Linden braked in the middle of whatever road we were on and the three of us stared to our right at the building that featured the Superior Bodies sign in the Superior Bodies font that appeared on every Superior Bodies William Bishop owned. So stunned were Linden and I that we didn’t hear the honking behind us. 

“I think we should pull over, or pull in to the club,” Kitty said. Linden pulled over and stopped the car in a space from which we were able to continue examining the club we didn’t realize existed. 



“Isn’t this curious?” I asked, finding my cell phone and dialing my brother. 



“What’s up?” he said. I was hesitant to mention where we were in case the feds or NSA were listening in an attempt to locate Kitty Crenshaw, who they might suspect was traveling with us. It would be a leap, but not a big one as no one knew we hadn’t spoken in twenty-three years thought we lived two hours away from each other. After a moment’s consideration, I asked: 



“Is there a Superior Bodies Pittsburgh?” Matthew checked, shuffling papers or opening up a computer file and then said: 



“No.” I put him on speaker and asked: 



“Are you sure?” 



“Yes.” 



“Are you sure you’re sure?” 





73 

“Why are you asking?” my brother asked, even as Linden took a picture of the club on his cell phone and texted it to him. 



“Check out the picture Linden just sent to your phone.” Matthew did so and then said: 



“Let me make sure I’m sure,” which I thought was a good line. After some double-checking he said. “I’m sure there’s no Superior Bodies Pittsburgh, unless Bishop opened it and didn’t tell me. I don’t think that’s likely though.” 



“Nor do I.” 



“Probably someone’s opened a franchise and not told us. Cashing in the name and notoriety and not turning over a cut.” 



“How likely is that?” I asked. “I mean, who would be so bold?” My brother answered, flatly: 



“Superior Bodies Kingdom Come.” 



We said goodbye as Linden pulled into the parking lot. I said to Kitty, “Anyone asks and you’re Linden’s Aunt Prudence.” Kitty looked from me to my husband, who nodded. She nodded to both of us and we all got out of the car and approached what had been the office for the storage company and was the office for the gym. It had an outside window with an awning, like a ticket window at a stadium. I approached it first, Linden behind me and, holding The Whore of Babylon, Prudence Midwinter. Before I could say hello and ask a cubicle rate the obese, bubbly queen on the other side of the glass began jumping for joy and doing the Abigail clap. 



“Oh my God!” he shouted. “Oh my God!!!” he shouted louder. “OH MY GOD!!!” he 

nearly deafened us and the entire city. “Christian Gallagher! I’m so excited!!!” 



“You would never have known,” I said, the height of cheek. This made the queen blush and laugh, and then he jumped for joy and clapped again. I said, “This is my husband…” 



“Linden,” said our new friend. I nodded and indicated Kitty. 



“And this is Linden’s Aunt Prudence, whom you may call Ms. Midwinter.” 



“Or course,” said the big girl, reverently. “I’m Tamar. It’s short for Tamara.” He bowed a bit and then jumped for joy a bit and then clapped a bit. “It’s my gay stage name. I’m really Teddy…well, Theodore.” 



“OK, Tamar,” I said. “Thank you and it’s nice to meet you.” He began jumping and all that, again, and then stopped abruptly. 



“Brady’s going to be sick he’s not here. And didn’t you tell him you were coming.” 
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“Well, no, we didn’t. It was just a spur of the moment thing.” Tamar suddenly clutched his fat chest with both hands, appalled. 



“Where are my manners?” he asked. “Here you are outside in the terrible heat and I haven’t invited you in!” OK. “As if it’s up to me to grant entrance to the man that owns the place.” Indeed. “Please come on in through the door,” he indicated a flat black door with a silver handle on his left and hit a buzzer. I nodded, opened it and held it for Linden, Kitty and The Whore of Babylon. As I stepped through I noticed out of the corner of my eye Tamar leave the reception area in order to greet us inside a combination lobby and gym. 



Well, it was hard to imagine the large, comfortable, well-decorated with black tile and block glass lobby/lounge and well-equipped gym area had ever been a series of individual storage units. The first floor was brightly lit, featured a handful of windows along one side and a working kitchen on the other side of the admissions office through which our host, Tamar, busted. “Hello!” he shouted, approaching us with arms wide. I wasn’t in the mood for hugs and neither was Kitty, who held up a stop-in-the-name-of-love hand and said, warmly: 



“We don’t like to be touched.” Tamar blushed and lowered his hands. 



“I’m so sorry. Brady says I’m too effusive. I’m just so excited to have Christian here.” 

Then asked, all caution, “May I call you Christian?” 



“That would be fine. Thank you for asking.” 



“Well that’s great! How about a tour?” Tamar lifted his heavy arms as if to display an item on “The Price is Right” and I groaned imagining having to endure him for the length of time it took to explore the club I didn’t know existed. Linden felt the same way and said: 



“Why don’t you go back into the front booth in case someone else wants to come in? We, naturally, designed this club and so know where everything is.” I betrayed a laugh at this and covered my mouth quickly. “We wouldn’t want anyone to be ignored and left waiting in the heat.” 



“Of course!” Tamar said. “What was I thinking???” What was Tamar thinking? “I’m just so excited to see all of you. Please, look around and come back if you need anything from me.” There was nothing we would need from Tamar ever again, I thought but controlled myself enough not to say. “Please, please, please, and thank you for coming. Why, I’m going to call Brady right away.” At once, Linden, Kitty and I said: 



“Don’t!” in so firm and, well, loud a way that we caused him to clutch his fat chest with both hands again. “We want to surprise him,” I said, my tone immediately friendly. 
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“Why, of course!” said Tamar. “Of course of course!” Mercifully, Tamar disappeared back into the entrance booth, leaving the three of us exchanging looks of disgust and irritation. Then I looked at The Whore of Babylon, who I thought would enjoy a bowl of water. If anyone else, including the Devil himself, was watching the front I would have left her with him, but The Whore of Babylon didn’t seem to like the effusive front desk clerk any more than the rest of us, so gestured for Kitty to bring her with us. 



“We’ll find the bathroom and get her a drink.” 



“Good idea,” she said. “I need to freshen up.” I took a look at the lounge, scoping a place I could later leave the old beagle to nap, and was shocked to find that, in addition to couches and a large screen television, it contained four tables, the surfaces of which were made of the same sidewalk cover metal as the one in Orlando. I opened my mouth in shock and then said to Linden: 



“Who is this guy?” meaning Brady, I guessed, and then, “Who did this???” I looked from the tables to the lounge to the gym, my eyes sweeping the entire first floor and looking up to the second. 



“I don’t know, Christian,” my husband said, taking pics of everything with his phone and texting them to Matthew. “I don’t know.” 



We found the bathroom, locker room and showers in what were adjacent storage units. 

They were small but cleverly designed and converted to appear larger than they were. 

The only thing about the club operating in what had been a self-storage place was that the ceilings were lower than in every other Superior Bodies…HAH! Every other! 



Upstairs were cubicles…a lot of them, in what had been storage units. The walls and doors were that narrow, metal and the floors, concrete. The walls remained bare but industrial rugs and mats covered the floors in the hallway and cubicles, each of which had the standard functional single bed, chair and hooks for clothing. Members helped themselves to towels and linen from shelves at one end of the second floor, and deposited them down a chute on the other end when they were finished. 



Oh, and there was a patio, on the roof. It was cool. Cleverly fenced within five or ten feet from the edge of the building, depending on the side, it was covered completely with fake grass. Chaise lounges, tables and chairs, also identical to those in Orlando, were available for members to use. There were also two outdoor showers with pull chains on either end of the roof. Even better, in order to get to it members had to climb a metal ladder attached to the wall at one end of the second floor. Kitty went up first followed my Linden and me and, between us, The Whore of Babylon. Though the cheap white picket fence that bordered the patio area appeared sturdy enough, it was low and I didn’t trust The Whore of Babylon not to hop it in order to sniff every inch of the roof. I therefore kept a firm hold on her leash, in spite of her efforts to break free and explore. 
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If was mid-afternoon and there were some older fellas on the patio, retirees who hung out at every club. There was one gym bunny couple who relaxed after their workout and a handful of single men of different ages and races scattered about. We secured a patio table and sat down, The Whore of Babylon on my lap. I said, “So, here we are at Superior Bodies Pittsburgh.” 



“I like what they’ve done with the place,” Linden said. “How effectively they’ve converted it from a storage place.” 



“I agree,” I said. 



“Has Matthew responded to the images?” Kitty asked. Linden shook his head. My brother was interested in this strange new club, but he was in New Jersey and had other work. He dropped everything to focus on securing the five story loft building for Haven House Atlanta. The Pittsburgh club about which no one knew wasn’t going any place and could wait to be addressed. 



A club employee in black Superior Bodies cotton polo and spandex shorts climbed onto the patio and approached us. His name tag said Amos, which was interesting. He was mid-thirties, black and fit. And polite. And restrained. In other words, the opposite of Tamar, who I recalled was wearing a large black t-shirt and gigantic black sweatpants, there not being a clothing manufacturer that made polos in his size. Or, thankfully, spandex shorts. “Hello gentlemen, Ms. Midwinter. Is there something I can get you? 

Water? Sodas? Some water for your dog?” Linden and I lifted The Whore of Babylon to a faucet in the bathroom but I thought she could use another drink. I asked for a round of waters and Linden produced his wallet, at which Amos shook his head. “Brady wouldn’t want you to pay for waters or anything else here, of course.” Brady. Brady, Brady, Brady. 



“Where is our boy Brady?” I asked. 



“Oh, didn’t Tamar tell you? He takes a few days off a month to visit his parents in Cape May.” New Jersey. “They’re in an assisted living place there. Private condos but with meals and recreation.” 



“How nice,” Kitty said. “And when will he be back?” Amos considered and said: 



“Tomorrow.” We all nodded and Amos excused himself to get us waters. 



“Tomorrow,” Kitty said and then asked Linden what time it was. He checked his phone and said: 



“Four.” 



“Did William Bishop tell you when his friend expected us?” she asked. I shook my head and said: 
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“Just any time, and not to call. We just show up with busted shoes and leave with new IDs for you.” Kitty nodded. We checked the view from the roof. On one side was the Pittsburgh skyline, which was mildly interesting. We were more closely surrounded by industrial-type buildings. This way there was a residential neighborhood, that way was the river, everywhere were highways. 



Amos returned carrying waters in a black nylon sack he wore across his chest, in order to keep his hands free for the climb. He whipped it off with the expertise of someone who delivered refreshments that way a lot, and distributed three bottled waters to us, and a bottled water and Styrofoam bowl to The Whore of Babylon. Our friend even went so far as to open her bottle and pour for her. The Whore of Babylon took a couple of licks and then turned her attention entirely to Amos. Linden pulled back out his wallet and held a ten dollar bill out to him. “No, please, I can’t take it.” My husband said: 



“You need to, because I’m going to ask you to take her out to go to the bathroom while my friends and I enjoy our waters up here.” 



“I’ll be glad to do that,” Amos said, picking up the old beagle, depositing her fat ass in his sack and whipping it back across his chest as if he carried dogs up and down the ladder all the time. The Whore of Babylon thought being in a sack across Amos’ back was the funnest thing ever until she began licking his short black kinky hair. This made him, and us, laugh. “That tickles,” he said, enjoying the moment. I took the ten dollar bill from Linden and put it in his shorts, saying: 



“If you don’t take this I’ll have Brady fire you.” Amos nodded and said: 



“Thank you,” and then giggled as The Whore of Babylon continued to work her tongue over his entire scalp. Before he left us he said: 



“Will you be joining us for dinner?” 



“Dinner?” I asked. Amos nodded and said: 



“Yes. We provide a daily meal to the area’s homeless every evening.” Without looking at them I could tell Linden and Kitty were as surprised as I. We were even more so when Amos added, “We open the showers and washing machines to them from seven to eight, then have a meal at eight, and, later, those who are ill or older are assigned cubicles to sleep in.” We each clutched our chests, a la Tamar, as we heard this. Amos looked at us strangely, though not impolitely, and said, “Didn’t you know this?” Linden rallied and said: 



“Each of the clubs is required to do some community charity. We just didn’t realize the extent to which Brady had gone. It sounds wonderful and yes, we would be glad to have dinner with everyone.” 
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“Good,” Amos said, laughing again as The Whore of Babylon, exhausted from having licked his scalp raw, rested her head on his right shoulder. 



“May I take a picture?” Linden asked, cuz it was too great an image not to capture. 

Afraid to move his head lest he cause The Whore of Babylon to move hers, Amos nodded with his eyes. The picture taken, he said: 



“I thought you would eat with us and so ordered a vegan buffet from a place downtown.” 

He said the name of the restaurant, but I was too additionally floored by his knowledge of us and our diet, and really every other thing about the place, to register it. Again, Linden rallied and said: 



“That’s very thoughtful. We’re looking forward to it.” 







At six o’clock, I think, Amos and the other staff pushed the sidewalk cover tables to the side of the lounge and spread out a meal of baked ziti with cheese made of ground cashews, salad, cookies and a choice of rice, almond or soy milk. About thirty homeless men, and seven or eight women, made a line that stretched out of the lounge, past the entry booth and along a wall of the gym. The members who were doing their evening workouts didn’t mind as the diners kept themselves along one of the mirrored walls and out of their way. Also, some of the members engaged the homeless visitors in 

conversation so familiar it was clear they had come to know each other. The club used heavy plastic plates and metal silverware, but paper napkins. “We each take turns washing dishes,” Amos explained as Linden, Kitty and I watched the visitors make their way along the buffet. “Everyone finds a chair or seat on the couch, or they just eat standing up. If there’s no one bench pressing or working the other machines, we encourage them to sit on them, but no one will, out of respect for the gym members.” 



“Wow,” I said. 



“And everyone’s done their laundry and showered,” Kitty said, though not everyone who was there to eat had done so. Amos: 



“They take turns doing laundry. We have two washers and two dryers, and six 

showerheads on this floor.” 



“And the women?” Linden asked. 



“Sundays and Wednesdays the showers are for women only.” I don’t recall what day of the week it was, except that it wasn’t a Sunday or Wednesday. “There are more shelters for women in the city,” Amos continued. “More beds.” We nodded and Kitty said: 



“The members are accommodating, but do you get any trouble from the neighbors, or city officials.”Amos shook his head. 
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“The area’s primarily industrial, so no one cares. I don’t know about the city. I don’t think anyone’s said anything. Brady’s feeding folks and giving them a place to sleep and it’s not costing the city anything.” Brady. Who is Brady and where is he getting the money? Reading my thoughts, Linden went so far as to ask: 



“Do you have prostitutes working out of here?” 



“During the day,” Amos answered as casually as if he had been asked how large the a/c unit was. “No overnights, of course, but it works out. Married men or guys who want to stay on the down-low can get their groove on here during the day, either with each other or an escort. Then they can be home for dinner with the wife and kids.” I nodded. So did Linden. Kitty saw that the line was down to three and said: 



“Shall we eat?” She, Linden, Amos and I got brought up the rear of the line. When we got through it three men who occupied a couch and one on an adjacent chair stood up to offer their seats to us. 



“No, thank you,” I said. “Please sit back down and enjoy your meal.” I saw how much was leftover and added, “And please, take seconds.” We chatted with the gentlemen a bit and convinced them to return to their seats. Then we moved to the gym itself where we had no problem making ourselves comfortable on the workout benches that were free. 

We all ate of ziti and salad with forks, though Amos alternately fed The Whore of Babylon, who remained comfortably strapped to his back, over his shoulder. I looked around at everyone enjoying his meal, or his workout, and said, “This is nice.” Linden gave me a knowing look and said: 



“Yes, it is.” When we were done eating we took our plates and utensils to the combination kitchen and laundry area, also built into what had once been a single unit. 

Kitty began washing and Linden drying while Amos and I collected empty plates from the other diners. Some of them thanked us and left, while others thanked us and then approached Tamar to get their sleeping assignments. “This is nice,” I said, again, to myself. 







Kitty, Linden and I got a couple of rooms at the closest motel. My husband and I each signed for the rooms and paid separately, so my cousin didn’t have to identify herself. 

Amos happened to be on overnight duty at the club and so slept in the cubicle reserved for staff. The Whore of Babylon, always about who was new and special and in love with her, was very glad to sleep with him. The next morning we returned very early to the club to find the overnight guests were up and on their way out with a complimentary cup of coffee to begin their day. My husband, cousin and I helped ourselves to coffee and enjoyed it in the lounge where we chatted with some other members. 





80 

A couple of people recognized me from “Winter Key” and “An Elite Force,” but no one got in my face or drooled or anything, which was nice. Another employee, Sid or something, asked us what our plans were that day as Brady would be arriving probably midday. I looked from Linden to Kitty and said, “We have to get a pair of shoes fixed, can you recommend a cobbler?” Sid, who had big arms and was also a professional trainer, said he didn’t, but he would ask Tamar to check online. EEEK, Tamar! 



“That’s OK,” Linden said, “I’ve got an app on my phone. I’ll find one.” An app for a cobbler. Hah! 



We left The Whore of Babylon resting on one of the couches in the lounge as Amos had laundry and other duties. That was OK with her as there were other members loving on her. We got in the Lexus we stole from Becket and for which Luke secured a fake license plate and drove twenty-minutes to the shop, in a grubby strip mall, where the ID 

forger/shoe repair guy worked. 



The three of us walked in the dark shop to find a grizzled old man who didn’t appear to me to have all his wits, much less the knowledge and equipment to create effective forgeries of drivers licenses and passports. I didn’t have time to speculate about his age, education and experience with chips and other modern security features because as soon as he saw the Kitty, Linden and me, the cobbler said, “It seems I’ll be making three sets of documents instead of one.” I didn’t put it together immediately and neither did Kitty. 

Linden, however, knew right away what he meant. The old guy continued, “It’s all over the internet, though your friend Mr. Bishop called me this morning.” 



“Huh?” I said, looking at Kitty, as she was standing between Linden and me. I saw it dawn on her and her face fell. 



“Not to worry,” the cobbler said. “My work is flawless, and he’s covered the cost. He also wired me a ten thousand dollars, which I’ll pick up for you after we’re done.” I looked from him back to Kitty and beyond her to Linden, who looked extremely grim. I finally figured it out and said: 



“They know we stole Ellie.” The cobbler nodded and said: 



“You’re the actor. The one she knew.” She? “The girlfriend,” the cobbler continued. “She recognized your voice. She watches…one of those shows.” My heart hurt and my knees buckled. 



“When did I speak?” I asked my husband. He thought about it and said: 



“After we tied her up and put her in the pantry. We were in the kitchen. We talked.” We did. We talked in earshot of her and while she didn’t see my face she heard my voice. 

During that exchange the cobbler brought up a news report from a network affiliate in Philadelphia. He advanced it to a part where a newly freed Evie, standing outside Becket’s house with a blanket around her shoulders, says, as dumb as vapid as can be and 81 

kind of funny in spite of everything, “They wore underwear on their heads. I don’t think it was clean, either.” 



“You didn’t tell us that,” Kitty said. 



“They were very polite. The short guy did most of the talking. He was concerned about if I had to go to the bathroom or if I wanted a drink of water.” Cut to a younger version of Diane Sawyer looking very concerned and nodding sympathetically. “The other guy had those eyes and those eyebrows. I saw them through the leg holes in his underwear. They looked familiar. Then, when I was in the closet and they were talking outside I heard his voice and I thought he sounded like the guy from ‘An Elite Force,’ you know that show.” 

Cut to Diane Sawyer Jr. saying she did and go on, “The eyes and his voice and I knew it was him.” She tried to recall my name and even snapped her fingers to help her. 



“Christian Gallagher,” Diane Sawyer Jr. said. 



“Yeah, that’s him. He’s also on ‘Winter Key,’ as the English guy.” My legs gave way and I fell to the ground. Kitty took my arm and Linden ran on the other side of me to take the other. I said to him: 



“The kids.” As my husband and cousin lifted me up, he said: 



“It’s OK, we’ll figure something out.” 



“Linden, we’re fucked. I really fucked up.” 



“It’s going to work out,” he said, continuing to support me. “The kids are fine. They’re safe. Ellie’s safe. We’re free and we have IDs.” 



“And ten thousand in cash,” the cobbler said. 



“And I’ve got my money,” Kitty added. “We’ll figure it out.” Even as I collapsed and bemoaned our situation to my husband I continued to watch the news report on the cobbler’s sophisticated, state-of-the-art laptop. Evie’s interview ended with Todd Becket tearing her away and refusing to comment himself. To the camera Diane Sawyer Jr. said: 



“And so a manhunt for actor and erstwhile celebrity Christian Gallagher, his accomplice, who is likely his longtime partner, Linden Midwinter.” In my peripheral vision my husband’s head snapped back toward the computer, “and little Ellie Becket begins.” The cobbler, whose name I never learned, closed his laptop and invited us to sit on a cracked leather couch behind his counter. The three of us did, Kitty and Linden still on either side of me. 



“My eyes. My eyebrows. I thought the underwear would cover them. I didn’t think they were that recognizable.” I said this and other stuff, moaning and carrying on like a little bitch while our host excused himself to get us the cash Bishop sent. “And my voice. I 82 

shouldn’t have spoken. I didn’t say anything to her face. I didn’t think she could hear me in the pantry.” Bless their hearts my husband and cousin were super patient with me when, if the roles were reversed, I would have been slapping them. 



“It’ll all work out,” said Linden. 



“Things’ll be fine,” said Kitty. Whatever, they wouldn’t. She was on the run for killing her daughter and Linden and I were on the run for kidnapping someone else’s daughter. 



“Fuck oh fuck oh fuck,” I began slowly and accelerated to, “fuckohfuckohfuck.” I suddenly got really sick of myself and used both hands to slap my cheeks, hard. I stood up, too quickly, and got dizzy. When it passed I pulled myself together and said, “We need to get The Whore of Babylon and get the fuck out of Dodge.” 



“I’ll go back and get her,” Kitty said. “I’m not national news.” 



“Yet,” I added, not tiptoeing around anything. 



“I’ll go now. Then we can go. To Mexico, or wherever.” 



“Yes, go, Kitty,” Linden said. “I’ll stay and give Christian a haircut.” It was something we had planned to do before or after rescuing Ellie, but we thought it had gone so well it was unnecessary.” Linden gave her the keys to the Lexus, which would now be sought by police. 



“We need to get a different car,” he said. Kitty nodded, taking the keys and said: 



“One thing at a time. The Whore of Babylon first.” Her name sounded very funny coming from the cousin I had just met and with whom my husband and I were suddenly fugitives, especially in the very serious tone she used. I couldn’t help but crack a smile, which caused Kitty, and then Linden, to crack one, too. Then we laughed, thought for just a moment. Kitty got serious first and said: 



“I don’t know how to get back to the club.” 



“You’re the one who found it to begin with,” I advised her. 



“Yeah, but…” she had no further answer. Linden re-opened the cobbler’s laptop in order to mapquest the route, but found it locked. As we didn’t have his password my husband located a pen and paper and drew Kitty a map. When he was done and she was confident she could find her way back to Superior Bodies Pittsburgh, the strange origin of which was suddenly not important, at all, she made for the door. Linden and my eyes followed her and then looked past her, settling on two men who were approaching the shop. One was Amos, on whose back was strapped our old girl. The other was: 



“Oh my God,” is said, as if I wasn’t already shocked enough for one day. 



83 



“Stop Kitty,” Linden said. “Come back here.” 



“But it’s Amos, with…” she began. 



“Come back here now, Kitty.” Linden was so rarely officious that Kitty knew it was important she turn around and come back to the cracked sofa in front of which my husband and I stood, stunned and scared; this, because the fella walking toward the front door of the old forger’s cobbler shop was the guy who, years before, had vandalized Superior Bodies Orlando over a period of months and who we later caught running around our impromptu kiddie-themed haunted house, naked. 



“What’s his name?” I whispered to Linden. 



“I don’t know,” he said. “Did we ever know?” Amos and…Brady, opened the cobbler’s door to find Kitty and I standing behind the counter, in front of an old couch, looking at them, terrified, and Linden, standing between us, pointing his Walther PPK at them. 

Amos stopped where he was, suddenly as terrified as I. Brady, however, 

smiled…gratefully, and said: 



“You recognize me. You recognize me!” The man who had spent all that time wreaking all that havoc just so the SB Orlando staff would notice his unremarkable self appeared to have a life-changing moment in that cobbler shop because Linden and I had noticed him, after Stevie caught him carrying on naked, enough to remember him so many years later. 

Linden responded, simply: 



“Put the dog down.” Amos complied and The Whore of Babylon ran over to us, knowing serious when she was in the middle of it. 



“Christian, Linden,” Brady said. “I saw the news. I know you’re in trouble. I’m here to help.” 



“What, are you going to ransack this guy’s shop?” I said, calm enough to be sarcastic. 

Brady blushed and shook his head. 



“I’m sorry about that. I shouldn’t have done it. I didn’t know what I was doing. It was a weird time in my life.” 



“Brady,” I said, flatly, “if you wanted us to notice you, why didn’t you just introduce yourself?” The manager of the unsanctioned Pittsburgh Superior Bodies smiled very sadly, looked at the floor and said: 



“I did. A dozen times.” That gave me pause. Ditto Linden and ditto Kitty, who was able to figure it all out. Linden said: 
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“We know you now. Even from outside the store. We know you.” This cheered Brady up. 

He savored the moment for just a moment, then took a set of keys out of his pocket and took one off the ring. 



“I’ve got a Toyota Tundra outside. It’s black.” We saw it. “It’s yours.” He threw me the key. To his credit, Amos just watched our exchange, quietly. “I’ll report it missing in a couple of days. That should give you time enough to…” a beat, “No, don’t tell me where you’re going.” He held his hands up, palms forward and shook his head. “You go and be safe. I know you took that baby because she wasn’t safe.” This made Amos’ eyes widen, but he still said nothing. 



“Thank you, Brady,” I said, and then noticed the old cobbler had returned from the bank with our cash. Linden put his gun away as he walked in and I said, “These are friends.” 

The cobbler looked at them with suspicion and then nodded once. He approached me and, with his body blocking the hand off from Amos and Brady, gave me an envelope thick with cash. I stuck it in my pants and the cobbler took four steps to his counter, bent over and pulled a shoe box from under it. He held it to Kitty and said: 



“Here are your pumps, as good as new.” My cousin approached him and took the box from him. 



“Thank you so much,” she said, not opening it. 



“Come back again,” was the cobbler’s way of telling us to vamoose. Before we did Brady said to me: 



“Can I take a picture with you and Linden?” What next! 



“Of course,” I said, and looked behind me at the blank wall that would be our unremarkable background. The cobbler also determined his shop couldn’t be identified by a photo taken there and nodded, nearly imperceptibly, his permission. Brady handed his sophisticated phone to his employee and stood between Linden and me. Kitty took several steps toward Amos, turned around and said: 



“Say cashew-based cheese.” This made Linden and me, both of whom were extremely stressed, alarmed and not in the mood to smile, laugh. Brady, did, too, though he was already smiling sincerely. 



“Thank you,” Brady said, and hugged me and then Linden. We both returned his 

embrace, just to be nice and, well, cause he gave us his car. 



“Thank you,” I said to the very strange man, which is significant, coming from me. “And thank you for running Superior Bodies Pittsburg so nicely. I’m impressed with the way you converted the building and touched by how kind you are to the city’s homeless population.” Brady glowed, brightly, for the moment it took the cobbler to say: 85 

“Everyone out. I’ve got work to do.” Outside the shop Linden and Kitty said final thank-yous to Brady and Amos and got in the tundra. I held The Whore of Babylon up to the her newest boyfriend, and he bent over to offer her his scalp. She licked it for a few moments and then I took her away and licked it too. This made Amos, Brady and me laugh very hard. 



“Thank you again, gentlemen. That baby was in danger but now she’s safe.” Brady nodded, glowing even brighter. Amos just sort of smiled, acknowledging the strange, but confident it was all good. My old beagle and I gave them one last look and then climbed in the back of the huge, four-door pick up truck. 



Linden started the engine, pulled into traffic and honked twice as we drove away. 
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Chapter 7 

Fugitives 








The three of us drove Brady’s gigantic Toyota Tundra down…oh, I forget, but it was toward Texas, because we were going to visit cool Aunt Bonnie, and make sure she was OK, if we had to go to prison to do it. I was confident the FBI or whoever was after us wouldn’t make that connection. I mean, did they think we were stupid? With all the stuff my erstwhile FBI agent/friend Everett Jones had on me, and as good as I made him look when Linden, the twins and I brought down Vivian Lane’s enterprise, you’d think they’d give us the benefit of the doubt. I don’t suppose it worked that way, though. 



Kitty drove, I rode shotgun and Linden rode in the back with The Whore of Babylon. He said, “There’s a laptop in here.” 



“No way,” I said, looking behind me. “Brady’s.” Linden nodded. 



“And a radio. Like, a walkie talkie radio.” I didn’t recall seeing any of his employees with one but I wasn’t looking very hard. I held my hand out for it and Linden gave it to me. I pressed the button and said: 



“Superior Bodies Pittsburg?” In a moment a voice responded. 



“This is Amos.” 



“Amos, is Brady with you?” A beat. 



“This is Brady. Christian?” 



“Yeah, you left your laptop in the truck.” 



“Oh, that’s OK. I have everything saved on a cloud.” I didn’t know what that meant but had an idea. 



“OK. Well. Do you mind if we use it?” 



“Oh, sure. It’s yours. With the truck. The least I can do since I haven’t paid you royalties.” 



“OK. We’re even, then. What’s the password?” Brady hesitated, and then said: 



“Christian, ampersand, Brady.” 



“You sweet boy. Thank you so much,” I said and turned off the radio before he could respond. Neither Linden nor Kitty responded. Linden typed in the password and the computer was ours. He got online and searched for my name, as it was the most 87 

recognizable. Lots of stuff came up, including articles dating back to the Eleanor van der Walls investigation. The first ten hits, though, concerned Ellie’s kidnapping and included suggestions I was traveling with my cousin, who was on the run for suffocating her mentally ill daughter. “Oh, this is bad,” I said to my companions. “This is very bad.” 



“What?” Kitty said. 



“Your drivers license photo,” I told her. “And a still they pulled from the first episode of 

‘An Elite Force.’” I was pissed. “Why, when there are specific websites for that and 

‘Winter Key,’ and tons of fan sites does…” I can’t remember the name of the site, “have to pull a screen capture of me looking super grubby?” I studied it, increasingly outraged, and said, “I don’t even look like myself!” Linden said: 



“Maybe that’s why they’re using it.” His point was good, still there were plenty of other sites that featured publicity stills from the two shows. Others used a combination of TV 

shots and my two mug shots, and still others screen captures from “Tricky Dicks.” I loved on The Whore of Babylon while Linden let his fingers to the walking. Then, at once, we saw the link to a national story that included an interview with Grayson. 



“Click on that,” I said, as if Linden would have scrolled by it. “Hit play,” I said, as if Linden was more interested in the webpage’s advertisements. “Skip over the ad,” I said, as if Linden was capable of doing so. I opened my mouth to say some other stupid thing, but my husband said: 



“Shut up,” before I could. Then we both watched someone from “Court TV” or 

something like that approach Grayson and Garrett’s house. Noise and activity to the left and right of the camera suggested other reporters sought an interview with my friends/employees/costars. The “Court TV” guy, a Glenn something, got to the door first and knocked. Grayson opened it, holding Lil’ Jacob, who was holding his fake arm and, behind him, Blinka, who was holding Lil’ Samia, who was holding Grayson’s fake leg, with Blinka’s help, cause it was heavier. “They rehearsed this,” Linden said what I was thinking. The presence of our children made the interviewers less aggressive than they would have been, I thought immediately, though Glenn still opened with, “Are you aware your friend Christian Gallagher and his gay lover Linden Midwinter kidnapped Ellie Becket from her father?” He spoke quickly and held his microphone as close to Grayson as he could without shoving it in his mouth. Six other microphones were nearly as close. 

Very slowly and politely, Grayson said: 



“Yes, I am.” 



“Oh,” I said. 



“Is that bad?” Kitty asked. 





88 

“That girl recognized your voice, Christian, and it’s not like we’re there.” I suddenly felt stupid thinking there was something for us to gain by Grayson’s lying for us. Another interviewer, a woman whose image I couldn’t see, shouted: 



“Christian Gallagher has a long history of law breaking that began with the murder of Eleanor van der Walls and includes the cold blooded murders of several Sea Grass Penitentiary inmates. Do you think Ellie is safe? Or has he murdered her, too.” 



“What a mistake that question was,” Kitty said, from the driver’s seat. 



“I guess having the kids there didn’t soften her,” Linden said. Before I could comment, Grayson looked in the woman’s direction and said, slowly but a smidge less politely: 



“Madam, you’re on private property speaking to a permanently disabled Army veteran, and by that I mean I have one arm and one leg missing, am legally blind and nearly deaf. 

And my wife and I are holding young children. Now, do you want to ask that again, nicely?” 



“I apologize, sir,” the woman said, to her credit. “Do you think your friends Mr. 

Gallagher and Mr. Midwinter kidnapped Ellie Becket, and if so, why?” Slowly and politely, Grayson said: 



“I think my friends Christian and Linden, who gave me a job and a place to live when I returned from the Middle East, and who are the two finest people I know, took that baby because she was in danger. They have no other motive. Laurel Becket was clearly trying to escape her husband with their infant daughter when she got into an accident the baby survived. She died trying to protect her from him, so my friends Christian and Linden did what she couldn’t, which was to get Ellie Becket away from Todd Becket.” Another reporter, a woman, said: 



“You don’t expect us to believe that.” Neither Linden nor I heard it as no microphone picked it up. I don’t think Glenn or that other female reporter heard it, either. But Grayson has supersonic, bionic hearing thanks to an implant that’s really hard to see. 



“Who said that? Who said, ‘You don’t expect us to believe that?’” A woman pushed herself forward and but before she could identify herself Grayson said, “Cowabunga!” 

which was Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia’s cue to beat her over the head with his artificial limbs. 



Well, Lil’ Jacob swatted her across her face so hard she fell backward. A reporter from a competing network caught her and, sensing some really good TV, held her arms behind her back so Lil’ Jacob could swat her again. “Bullseye!” Blinka shouted. “Now give your sister a turn.” Grayson hopped a bit to his left giving Blinka an opportunity to line Lil’ 

Samia up so she could hit the woman with Grayson’s leg. With her help, our daughter raised it over the injured, bound and screaming woman and let it drop onto her head. The reporter continued screaming as if her life was in jeopardy, causing Blinka to grab the 89 

nearest microphone, which happened to be Glenn’s from “Court TV” and say into his colleague’s camera, “Oh, please, as many times as Lil’ Samia’s hit me with my husband’s leg…” to the still screaming woman, “Be quiet. It doesn’t hurt.” Blinka then demonstrated this by taking it from Lil’ Samia’s hands, gently and with a thank you to which our daughter said a polite: 



“You’re welcome,” and smacked Glenn with it as hard as she could. The actual very hard impact, coupled with the surprise of the attack, sent him to the ground at Grayson’s feet. 

Before Glenn could recover Blinka helped her husband hop over poor, prone reporter and the both went after the rest of the press, Blinka swinging like a madwoman with one arm while holding a delighted Lil’ Samia in the other while Grayon hopped toward the sound of retreating screaming hordes while our stronger son swung the fake arm at them with both hands. 



The “Court TV” camera guy ran backwards, leaving his still-dazed colleague lying next to the house; this, so their viewers could enjoy the entire attack. Blinka and Grayson only followed the reporters and camera people as far as the street, from which they watched or, in Grayon’s case, heard, the chaos as members of the local and national press ran for their lives. 



When the “Court TV” guy was satisfied he was safe, he zoomed in on Blinka, Grayson, Lil’ Samia and Lil’ Jacob laughing, clapping and high-fiving each other. Then they turned around, saw Glenn, whom they forgot in the attack, was getting to his feet, and began beating him with the arm and leg in a gentle way that looked vicious from across the street, the zoom lens notwithstanding. 



We watched the report a few times, and pulled over so Kitty could enjoy it, too. It had gotten something like two million hits in less than twelve hours. This was OK in that Grayson defended Linden and me, but bad because people who might otherwise not have known who we were or that we were on the run watched the video that was, OK, 

hilarious, and now did. Linden asked, “Is it wise to keep this laptop?” 



“Probably not,” I said. “Let me just Mapquest a roundabout route to Corpus Christie and then we’ll ditch it.” My husband and cousin agreed it was a good idea. I Mapquested the route, copied the directions down with a pen and paper since we had no printer, and then suggested we burn it so no chips or anything could trace it to us or even the place where we dumped it. 



“OK,” Kitty said. “But let’s watch that interview with Grayson and your kids again.” 



“Maybe a few times,” Linden said. And so we did. 







We took turns driving the long distance between Pennsylvania and Texas, listening to the radio primarily for music, though on occasion we found the National Public Radio station 90 

in this or that market and got news of what was now a national manhunt for Christian Gallaher, his lover Linden Midwinter and cousin Kitty Crenshaw. That neither my husband nor I would see Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia for the near future was understood though unarticulated by either of us. It was too heavy and neither of us wanted to deal with it yet. We focused instead on driving within the speed limit and obeying all traffic rules so we wouldn’t get pulled over. 



On occasion we had to pull over to use a bathroom. When we did we didn’t go to a busy rest stop but instead got off the highway altogether. We parked the gigantic four door pickup in a Burger King parking lot and one of us, with his head down and walking in a way that was different than how he usually did, went inside the Wendy’s next door or across the street or the Raceway that shared the parking lot or whatever. We mixed it up, wearing caps and sunglasses we picked up at this or that place and keeping as low a profile as we could. 



That meant I didn’t speak to anyone, since that’s what got Linden and me busted. 



Oh, and my traveling companions finally cut my hair. Linden gathered it into a ponytail and Kitty cut it. Then she sewed it into a baseball cap that they took turns using. 

“Clever,” I said to Linden, whose idea it was. 



On many of the highway exits, especially in cities, there were homeless men and, less frequently, women, begging for money. They looked decrepit and often held a sign that said “Homeless and hungry. God bless.” As Linden and I knew, from knowing Jasper and other homeless, these people were often mentally ill. Some were scammers, for sure, but as we couldn’t tell the bullshitters from the genuinely needy, we were generous to all of them. Especially if they had a dog. To this end my husband and me always kept dog biscuits, canned dog food, water and a paper water bowl in our cars. We could give these to homeless, along with five or ten bucks, so the owner wouldn’t have to spend the money on dog food. We provided these items to everyone who worked at Superior Bodies, both full and part time, and any member or any friend or acquaintance we knew. 



I’m serious. Everyone we knew kept doggie treats, water and cash in his car. Old friends like Dan and Susie Green, new friends like Deacon Ducette and David the trainer. Aki and Sayaka, too, in Japan. Indeed in one of their monthly email messages to Linden and me Aki wrote that she and her sister lured a stray terrier into their car with the treats they still kept. They named him Christian and kept him in the tiny retirement apartment they shared in Osaka. 



As a producer, writer and actor on “Winter Key” and “An Elite Force,” I had P.A.s pick up and package these stray dog supplies to the cast and crew. This meant I had to hear every single story of every stray or homeless-owned dog every cast and crew member fed, but that was OK because it made me happy. Especially when one director or a guest actor or Ross and Barbara told me they also found a stray they fed, took home and kept. 



I touch so many people! Hahahaha! 
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Well, midday on the second day of our casual, roundabout and deliberately slow-going trip to Texas, I pulled off a highway to find an excited old man holding a shockingly dehydrated puppy out to passing cars and asking for money for food for him. “Fuck,” I said to Kitty, Linden and The Whore of Babylon. It was clear the fella was homeless. His weathered face and beard and ratty clothing were too authentic. I didn’t know where he got the puppy, which my husband and I determined was a beagle or beagle mix, but he was using it to obtain funds from the many people I knew wouldn’t give to a bum but would give to a dog. 



“He got that puppy this morning. It’s not his or he wouldn’t have her out in the heat with no water,” Linden, who was driving, said the obvious, because he felt a need to. 



“Thank God we got off at this exit,” I said, because I didn’t know of many who would take the clearly sick puppy from the man; you know, just because it would be a hassle. 

Linden pulled up to him at the red light at the exit rolled down his window and handed the man a one hundred dollar bill Kitty, riding shotgun, gave him. 



“Here’s a hundred. Please give me the puppy.” 



“Ahhhh,” said the guy loudly, displaying four rotten teeth, “she’s not for sale. She’s mine. I paid for her.” 



“You didn’t pay for her,” Linden said calmly, “but I will pay you for her. Two hundred for the puppy.” 



“Ahhhh,” the guy said loudly, “I’ll give her to you for five hundred dollars. It’s what I paid for her.” 



“No you didn’t,” Linden said. “Three hundred for the puppy or nothing and I wrestle her out of your hands.” 



“Ahhhh,” the guy appeared to begin every sentence this way, “you try that and I’ll throw her into traffic.” Linden tried to be nice, we all knew he would fail, and so out came the Walther PPK. He didn’t stick it out of the window because there were cars behind us, honking as we had the green light. Kitty turned on the hazards and we ignored them. 

“Ahhhh, I don’t think you’ll shoot me with that because then she’ll fall down and get hurt and you like her and you want her. You need to pay me back the five hundred dollars I spent on her or I’m going to kill her right in front of you.” Up until then I would have taken the puppy by force and left the guy with a few bucks. He was getting nothing for threatening her life. I lifted The Whore of Babylon off my lap and handed her to Kitty. 



“Use her to distract him,” I said, and then slowly and carefully exited the pickup on the right side, careful not to get hit by angry drivers forced to go around us as we remained stationery at the green lights. Kitty held The Whore of Babylon toward Linden’s window, 92 

though not close enough to the gun to interfere with it should he need to shoot the man. 

She said: 



“Hello there, Sir. Don’t you think my dog looks like yours? I think they have the same coloring. They might even be related. Where did you get yours?” Linden’s gun was small enough for the guy to ignore, especially if his eyesight was poor, and the goop in both his eyes suggested it might be. He took a step toward the truck, but not to look at The Whore of Babylon. Instead it was to say to Kitty: 



“Ahhhh, I wasn’t born yesterday, Madam.” He held the puppy behind him as he 

addressed her; this, so that Linden wouldn’t reach out and snatch her. I squatted and duck walked around the front of the vehicle and prepared to pounce as the guy continued, 

“You have a nice truck and a happy dog. You can have a happy puppy but I need my money I need a thousand dollars. This puppy has papers. Papers!” When he said the second papers I grabbed his left arm, which held the puppy, with my right and covered the baby protectively with my left. Then I bit his sweaty, dirty arm as hard as I had Chaz’ 

seven years before. Yeah, drawing blood. The fella shouted his standard, “Ahhhh,” 

following it with a howl of pain. He raised his right hand to punch me but Linden grabbed it with his left hand and punched him in the nose with his right. Kitty drew The Whore of Babylon back in her lap and watched behind us for witnesses. 



The homeless guy released his grip on the puppy to hold his bleeding nose because Linden continued to hold his right arm. I took the pup, stuck her inside my shirt, and casually walked back around the car to the rear right door and got back inside. I took her out, handed her to Kitty, scooted to the rear left door and opened it. “What are you doing?” she asked. 



“He’s a witness,” I said, for once thinking quicker than my companions. “We assaulted him in broad daylight at a busy exit ramp. If the cops come he’ll describe us and maybe give them our license tag.” My husband agreed with this and we both got out of the car. 



“You poor baby,” I said to the man, patting his right shoulder. 



“You hurt your nose,” Linden said, all soothing. “Let us take you to the hospital.” 



“We have some nice air-conditioning inside. And snacks.” 



“Beer and cigarettes, too,” I added as we guided and then sort of pushed the foul old fuck with the bloody nose and bloody left wrist into the back seat. I smiled and waved at the still-honking cars as the light turned green for the third time since we had pulled over. 

“We’re helping this poor old injured man. We’re going the Lord’s work. Go in peace,” I said to more than one angry driver as Linden shoved the man inside. He shut the door and I ran back around to the right rear door and got in. 



“Ahhhh, you hurt me and I’m calling the police,” the guy said. Linden handed me his gun and Kitty said: 
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“We need to find a vet and get some fluids in this girl.” I held the gun on the man, who alternately held his nose and arm, and moaned about both. Kitty leaned a couple of cold soda cans up against the puppy and poured cold water over her. The Whore of Babylon, normally jealous, sat between Kitty and Linden, watching the sick pup and licking her face and body. “We need to find a vet,” Kitty said as I held the gun to the homeless guy and said: 



“Where is a veterinarian?” as Linden took a right on four lane highway peppered with fast food restaurants, gas stations, two economy hotels and one gigantic “T-Shirts: $5” 

store. 



“Ahhhh, I’m not telling you. Let the dog die.” This pissed me off incredibly, because the dog was dying, so I shot the guy in his right foot. He screamed and tried to punch me. I responded by pistol whipping him until he stopped. Linden said: 



“There’s a sign that says Bloomberg in five miles.” 



“Step on it,” said Kitty, who did her best to pour drops of water in the puppy’s mouth. 



“You better hope there’s a vet in Bloomberg you old fuck, or I’m putting a bullet in your useless dick.” He opend his mouth to say Ahhhh and some other shit and so I hit him again and he either lost consciousness. 



I didn’t know what day of the week it was when we zoomed on whatever road in 

whatever state to whatever city, OK, Bloomberg. I later found out it was a Tuesday. 

Linden found Bloomberg Animal Clinic seconds after we all saw a sign welcoming us to the small city. There were few cars in the lot and I wondered if it was open. As was our habit, Linden parked the truck in an adjacent parking, in that case a low-end strip mall that contained a Big Lots and some other shit. He stopped under shade and then he and Kitty booked next door with the puppy, leaving me and The Whore of Babylon to look after the homeless guy, at Walther PPK-point. 



It turns out the clinic was closed between noon and two p.m. for lunch, however most of the daytime staff was there because it was one-forty p.m. This was extremely good luck because it meant no clients and fewer people had the opportunity to get a good look at Linden and Kitty. 



The front door was locked and no one opened it right away, in spite of Linden and Kitty’s shouts and her waving money at the camera. Then she spotted a tech entering through a side employee-only door and she and Linden booked in there. They marched the puppy through the boarding kennel, break room, office and reception area where Kitty politely said the puppy needed fluids or she would die. A young Arabic vet, who had brought his lunch back to the clinic and was enjoying it while my husband and cousin burst in, went immediately to work on the puppy. He and a tech ran an IV line into her and did whatever else was necessary to save her life. 
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Linden and Kitty expressed their gratitude to the vet and the rest of the staff for helping them and waited patiently in the lobby. They could have left the puppy there to be saved and adopted out—here’s a couple of hundred dollars, thank you and goodbye—but they were both too anxious about her and wouldn’t leave until they knew she was safe. 



That was a mistake. OK, it wasn’t, but it was, though I’m glad they stayed. Still. OK, what happened was Kitty noticed a young blonde teenage receptionist looking at her and Linden strangely and, apparently, dicking around the internet. Kitty communicated her suspicion of them to Linden with a look. Then they watched her pick up the phone and knew they had been found out. Linden had no gun because he had given it to me. That was OK, though, ‘cause Kitty was packin’, a magnum or something. A glock? Something heavy and badass-looking. She pulled it out of somewhere, pointed it at the girl and said, 

“Put the phone down or I’ll put a bullet in your spine that will paralyze you for life,” 

because she thought that was worse than death. The girl did. Keeping the gun trained on the young blonde, Kitty and Linden entered the reception area. Kitty remained there with the gun pointing at the girl’s neck while Linden went through the rest of the building, rounding up employees and locking doors from the inside. He assembled eight people in the waiting room and told them all to turn over their cell phones to him. A second receptionist, two techs, two kennel workers, a part-time bookkeeper and a free-lance vet all obeyed. Actually, only seven obeyed as the bookkeeper claimed he didn’t have his on him. Linden patted him down, found it and smacked the back of his head, like Gibbs did to Tony on his favorite show, “NCIS.” 



Satisfied Kitty had everyone covered, Linden went into the room where the vet and another tech were treating the puppy and explained what was going on. “We’re not going to hurt anyone. My friend and I didn’t do those things they said we did on the TV.” That was a lie, of course, because Linden did steal Ellie and Kitty did kill her daughter Jill. 

“OK,” he corrected himself, “we did do those things, but we had really good reasons.” 

This made the tech, a sixty-ish woman with thick blonde-gray hair and heavy blue eye makeup, chuckle. Linden looked at her and said: 



“I think it’s grand that national fugitives risked getting caught to save a puppy a homeless man was using to solicit donations at the highway exit.” The vet, who was concerned when Linden explained that his friend was holding his staff at gunpoint in the lobby, chuckled, too, and said: 



“I don’t know who you are or what the TV people say you’ve done. I do know that you and your friend saved this puppy’s life by bringing her here. If you would like to take her with you I can pack some bags of saline and other things you’ll need. She just needs to rest in a cool place.” 



“We have a powerful a/c in the car and my friend’s a nurse.” 



“Excellent,” said the vet, whose name, by the way, was Mohammed Ali. Or Ali 

Mohammed. I think Mohammed can be used either as a first or last name. The tech, who 95 

deliberately never left Linden’s sight, put together a goody bag of what we needed for Gladys…yeah, that’s what we call her, because that’s what the tech’s name was(!). 

Gladys made Gladys the mother-of-all care packages, at the doctor’s request. It included special food, special water, shampoo, a comb, vitamins, a couple of fresh towels and some other things. A metal bowl. Two of them, actually. Linden took them from her gratefully, thanking her and Dr. Ali, or Dr. Mohammed. Then Gladys carried the Lil’ 

Gladys to the front where the blonde receptionist who started everything sat in a waiting room chair sobbing while everyone else was just kind of quiet and not all that concerned. 

The doctor said, “Everyone, they’re leaving with the dog. They said if anyone calls the police, they have friends who live in Bloomberg that will kill us and our family with big knives. They will leave and we are to forget they ever came.” Curiously, everyone seemed OK with this. Really, the blonde was the only one who knew we were fugies, or so Linden and Kitty thought. Said she: 



“That’s probably because she spends a lot of time on the internet when she should be doing her work.” Linden and Kitty thanked everyone for saving our puppy and 

apologized for inconveniencing everyone and have a nice day. Then she and Linden booked out the door, across the parking lot and into the truck. Kitty put her gun away and took Gladys from Linden, who started the engine and peeled out the Big Lots lot. Kitty held the bag of fluids carefully with one hand and jacked up the a/c with the other. 



Linden and Kitty didn’t tell me about the vet visit immediately, because we still had the homeless guy in the car. He came in and out of consciousness, saying “Ahhhh,” so many times I thought I would put a bullet in his head to make him stop. 



“How far are we taking him?” I asked as Linden got back onto the highway going the direction we came. Instead of answering he explained: 



“Someone at that clinic is going to call the police and they’re going to be scouring the roads for us. They won’t find us going south.” 



Linden drove in silence, Kitty looked after Gladys in silence, I held the pistol on the homeless guy in silence, The Whore of Babylon slept and our hostage kept saying, 

“Ahhhh,” and, occasionally, some additional things that weren’t words. Oh, and then he threw up, onto himself so we didn’t care. I gave him a bottled water and he drank it, gratefully. We found a rest stop and I said: 



“Let me bring him inside and clean him up.” Linden pulled in, found the cap into which Kitty had sewn my former ponytail and said: 



“You take the wheel. I’ll get rid of him.” Linden and I got the still disoriented man out of the car and he supported the fella down a sidewalk and into the men’s room of a standard highway rest stop. Linden opened a stall, sat the guy on the toilet, put a hundred dollar bill in his pocket and left him there. He casually returned to the truck, head down to avoid cameras, ponytail flapping as if it was his hair and he had always had one. I slowly pulled out of a parking space and out of the rest stop. Kitty continued to administer fluids or 96 

whatever to Gladys, who was more animated, though not jumping around, while poor Linden used wet wipes to clean the blood, urine, feces, vomit and other residues our guest had left in the backseat. 
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Chapter 8 

Bonnie 




Gladys recovered fully and quickly. I don’t know where that homeless guy got her from or how long he had her, but he couldn’t have held her outside at that highway exit long for her to bounce back so fast. Of course, the care she got from the Dr. Ali, his tech Gladys, and the follow up provided by my cousin Kitty, was outstanding. Add love and attention from the suddenly and, surprisingly, motherly The Whore of Babylon and her recovery was guaranteed. 



We drove continuously, taking turns behind the wheel, loving on Gladys in the front seat, and sleeping next to The Whore of Babylon in the back. We had been identified by someone at the Bloomberg Vet Clinic and wouldn’t risk being found out by a motel clerk who would call the FBI while we slept. 



Again, we drove slowly, carefully and in a roundabout way that got us to Corpus Christie in forty-eight long hours. No one at Superior Bodies Pittsburg had turned us in or, if someone did, he didn’t know we were driving Brady’s Tundra. 



Bonnie Gallagher Crenshaw lived in a large white traditional two-story home with four Roman columns in the front and black shutters on every window. A long brick driveway bisected a large front lawn. A separate garage held three cars. There was a patio in the back and there had once been a pool. When Bonnie and her husband began fostering children, most of them disabled, they thought it wise to fill in the pool in case one of them got distracted and one of their children drowned. It seemed kind of drastic and certainly expensive, but I understood when Kitty told Linden and me about it when we were twenty miles away from the city. “She and her husband slept on the second floor. 

There was also a guest room and a ladder that led to an attic they had finished. They also finished the basement, which was large, and where most of the kids slept.” 



“How many does she have with her still?” Linden asked. 



“Two,” I reminded him. “Adults, with Down Syndrome.” 



“A man and woman. I forget their names. They would be in their forties, I think. 

Bonnie’s eighty in August.” A wave of nostalgia came over me and I said: 



“I’m going to visit Dad’s sister. Someone who knew him and grew up with him.” 



“I don’t know about growing up with him,” Kitty said. “They were sixteen years apart.” 



“Yeah, but someone who knew him when he was young.” I was in the back with The Whore of Babylon, having been the last to sleep. “I truly thought all his siblings were dead.” 



“Ahhh, the 12 Cherrywood Gallaghers, noticing few beyond themselves,” Kitty delivered this as if it wasn’t the first time she, or anyone else, had said it. I shook my head, 98 

embarrassed. “Don’t apologize,” Kitty said, looking at me through the rear view mirror. 

“We understand.” I think she meant she and Martha’s children, whom I wouldn’t know if I fell over them. 



Kitty told Linden Bonnie’s address and he programmed it in to the tracking system or whatever. GPS? I was always the last person to understand and use modern technology. 

“Twelve miles,” he said. “Are you nervous?” he asked Kitty. She sighed, shrugged and said: 



“I just don’t want to see her as an invalid. Jimmy’s lost his mind and I couldn’t bear it if she has. She was so vivacious and witty, too. On top of everything. So excited about everything, too. Encouraging. She made Margaret smile. And your father, too. I would hate to see the spirited woman she was deteriorated.” I knew what she meant but didn’t say so. My siblings and I were lucky. When Mother got sick she went fast. And Dad had a fatal heart attack suddenly. Mother looked awful and suffered, but only for a week. Dad didn’t suffer at all. They got off easy and so did we. 



Linden tried calling Kitty from one of our disposable phones. He got an answering machine but left no message. Kitty had tried the number before, but also didn’t leave a message. If law enforcement visited the aunt neither of us had seen since 1977 and about whom I had completely forgotten, we didn’t want them playing messages from us on her answering machine. It was risky enough calling from a burn phone, which could be identified as having been incoming if the FBI was inclined to check. 



We arrived at Dr. Henry and his wife Bonnie Crenshaw’s house on a Friday morning at ten a.m. There was one car in the driveway, an old Datsun that could have sported a classic license plate had it been in decent or halfway decent condition. “I wonder who owns that,” I said as Kitty pulled up behind it. 



“It could be one of her foster kids, visiting. Or a cleaning lady.” Linden said: 



“Why don’t you, two go knock on your aunt’s door while I watch the pups. It’s hot and this car’s black.” I thought it was a good idea. If seventy-eight year-old Bonnie was really losing her mind, seeing Kitty, with whom she corresponded, and her brother William Jr.’s son Christian, would be stressful enough. A gay husband and very old and very young beagle would have caused added drama she didn’t need right away. 



Kitty and I approached the large, red front door and I pushed the doorbell. Then we waited, smiling at each other nervously, our hearts pumping hard, or at least mine was. 

No one answered. Not our aunt or the adult kids who lived with her or the owner of the old piece-of-shit Datsun. I looked from the bell to Kitty and she nodded. I rang it again and again we waited. And waited. And waited. And I said, “This is some shit.” 



“It certainly is,” Kitty said. Then she checked the door to see if it was unlocked. 
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“Are you sure she even lives here still? She may have moved.” It was a silly thing to say but I was getting worried about the old gal and grasping at straws. Then, finally, we heard the front door unlock. My cousin and I composed ourselves, stood up straight and smiled as  a fat, grubby fifty-year old man greeted us. He wore track shorts that were too small, a T-shirt advertising a Texas beer and cowboy boots that should have been thrown out years before. He was bald and had a three or four-day old beard. He was sweaty. He was also chewing something. Food, not gum. A quick glance at his fat face indicated he was not Bonnie’s adult male Down Syndrome kid. He said: 



“Hey.” 



“Hi,” Kitty said. “I’m Kitty Crenshaw. Bonnie’s niece.” 



“Hey,” the guy said, without even feigning interest. 



“I’m Christian. Her nephew.” He nodded at me and kind of sneered, too, I think. Kitty said: 



“Are you a friend of Bonnie’s?” in a friendly way he may have bought, but I didn’t, having come to know her over the last week. 



“I’m Robby. I used to live here when I was a kid. I’m staying here with my wife and her friend.” 



“Oh,” I said, causing Robby to throw me a quick sneer. 



“Is Bonnie here?” Kitty asked. 



“Yeah,” he said. “She’s sleeping, I think. You all want to come back later?” Kitty beat me to saying: 



“We’re just passing through and won’t be staying in town. We just want to have a quick visit and be on our way. Would you wake her up?” Robby neither moved nor 

acknowledged the request. “Or I’ll wake her up. I used to live with her at her mother’s house when I was growing up.” Robby sighed, visibly annoyed. 



“I’ll have Ruby wake her up,” he said. Robby and Ruby, I thought. EEEK! Robby just stood where he was, which made Kitty have to ask: 



“Can we come in?” He nodded and we entered the house. It was a nice place with a huge staircase, expensive, tasteful wallpaper, a living room on the left and dining room on the right. The paintings and furniture were high end. Ditto the floors and rugs. The place was cluttered, though. With stuff. Newspapers, plates, red disposable cups, clothing, soiled probably, dust bunnies, opened and unopened mail. It wasn’t dirty or disgusting, just cluttered and in need of a good once over. 
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“Sorry about the mess,” Robby said. “We didn’t know you were coming.” Then he shouted “RUBY!” From the kitchen, I guessed, through the dining room came a woman, also about fifty, wearing a pink tank top, black nylon bike shorts and a plastic banana clip holding back her brittle blonde hair that was in screaming need of a touch up. Her face was red and weathered, suggesting she both drank and smoked. When she approached I smelled both beer and cigarettes on her. “This is…” 



“Kitty,” she said. 



“Christian,” I said. 



“They’re related to Bonnie,” Robby told his… 



“I’m Ruby, Robby’s wife.” Wife. “It’s nice to meet you.” She shook both our hands and gave us a smile that revealed bright white dentures that were probably too big for her mouth, but through which she had no problem speaking clearly. “Are you here to see Bonnie?” she asked. I wanted to tell her no, that we want to get to know her and Robby, because they seem so nice. I didn’t. I didn’t say a thing. I continued not to say a thing when Ruby’s friend Denise, a short woman as wide as she was tall, waddled down a hallway to the foyer. She wore a couple of sweaty tank tops and cutoff jeans. No shoes. 

None on Ruby, either. Denise’s hair was thin and naturally blonde. Her skin was lovely but her features were dull and her expression, duller. She also was chewing on something. A Dove ice cream bar, half of which she still held in her right hand. 



“Hi,” she said. Ruby: 



“This is my friend Denise. We’re all staying with Bonnie.” Kitty and I both nodded at Denise. Then my cousin asked: 



“How long have you been here?” Prepared, Ruby said: 



“Robby and I have been here a couple of years now, looking after Bonnie, Sawyer and Clarissa,” the adult foster children who still lived with her. “Aunt Bonnie, bless her heart, is getting up in age and the kids are a handful. They’re handicapped, you know. 

Mentality.” She meant mentally but said mentality. I would have laughed but it was clear the three of them were holding our aunt and her mentally disabled children hostage, living in their house, stealing their money and controlling them. I wondered where Bonnie, Sawyer and Clarissa were. I wondered if they were even alive. I was confident Kitty had also figured out what was going on. She confirmed this when she said: 



“Christian’s friend Linden is in the car with our beagle dogs. Is it OK that we get them? 

Does Aunt Bonnie let dogs in the house?” Robby looked at Ruby who looked back at him. Denise looked at Ruby, too. Had I not already figured out she was the leader, I would have then. She said: 
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“Of course, it would be nice to have some dogs in the house. Bonnie never did when you were a kid, did she, Robby?” 



“No,” he said. “She and Henry were always afraid one of their fucked up foster kids would set ‘em on fire.” Ruby smiled with her too big, too white dentures, but her eyes were screaming at her stupid husband. 



“That’s great,” I said. “We’ll be right back.” 



“I’ll go with you,” Ruby said. She knew we suspected something and didn’t want to leave us alone to make a plan. I wondered what she would do, ultimately. Try to kill us in order to preserve the gig she, her husband and friend had? Or have Bonnie convince us it was all good and they were welcome and happy? How long did they expect to live the way they did, keeping Bonnie and the other two hostage? It was over for Ruby, unless she did something to us. As we approached the truck Linden stepped out. I gave him a knowing look that lasted a fraction of a second and then said: 



“This is Ruby. She’s a friend of Bonnie’s. Actually, she’s married to one of her foster sons. They looking after her.” 



“Hi. I’m Linden,” my husband said. He indicated the beagles and said, “These are Maggie and Daisy.” There was no sense further alarming the woman with the odd names we had chosen for our dogs. The Whore of Babylon barked and growled at Ruby through the window. “She always does that with new people,” Linden said, which was, like, the biggest lie ever. Gladys was feeling strong enough to bark and growl, too, and she was so adorable doing it I laughed. 



“We should probably leave them in the car,” I said. Linden agreed and asked: 



“Is there space inside the garage?” Ruby looked like she didn’t know and then said: 



“I don’t know. Let’s take a look.” 



“I just don’t want to leave them outside in this hot car.” Ruby walked to the three door garage and I followed her. I stole a look over my shoulder at Kitty, who stood with Robby and Denise in front of the front door. Ruby opened each of the garage doors. In one was an old Volkwagon bus similar to one my family had when I was little. They’re classics now. Pre-van vehicles for folks with large families. And for hippies. In the second one was an old, but nicely maintained maroon Mercedes. The third door revealed an empty space, and Ruby gestured for Linden to drive the large pickup into it. 



We had to act fast or Ruby and her friends would act fast, either by threatening to kill Bonnie, Sawyer and Clarissa, if indeed they were alive, or killing me, Linden and Kitty and burying our bodies in the filled-in pool. Linden got out of the truck and said, “I should take the dogs out to pee, but I have to go so badly myself. May I?” Ruby said: 102 

“OK. Come inside.” Linden and I followed her back to the others and into the house. I remained on high alert as did Linden and Kitty, though we smiled broadly as Ruby asked us to come inside and pointed out the living room. “Why don’t you all go in there and relax and Robby and Denise here, and I’ll get you some drinks.” Linden, Kitty and I looked at the living room, considered the clutter that covered the couches and chairs and then I asked: 



“Are there just the six of you?” Kitty and Linden nodded, looking at our hosts, who sort of gravitated together. “You and Bonnie and Sawyer and Clarissa.” Robby looked at Ruby, wondering what I was getting at. Given another moment, Ruby would have figured out that I wanted to be sure they had no compatriots holding knives to our aunt, but Denise said: 



“No, there’s just us.” She licked the wooden stick of her finished Dove ice cream bar and then dropped it. Before it hit the polished wooden floor of the house that had become our aunt and her kids’ prison, I shouted: 



“Cowabunga!” which was my husband and cousin’s cue to pull out their respective guns and point them at the three fucks. Ruby said: 



“Fuck,” which caused Kitty to shoot her in the foot, explaining: 



“Bonnie doesn’t permit coarse language in her home, you fucking cunt.” Ruby probably didn’t hear the coarse language Kitty used to describe her because she was screaming in pain, collapsed on the floor and holding her injured foot. Robby tried to run and Linden, who wasn’t interested in wasting bullets, shot him in the back of his head. He fell, dead. 

This caused Kitty and me to look at Linden, who stared casually at his fresh kill, perhaps wondering how best to gut it. Then we looked at each other, a little concerned, but a very little. 



Ruby, on the other hand, watched her husband get killed in cold blood, screamed his name once, and then begged for mercy as she continued to hold her foot. Denise reacted to his execution by urinating and defecating into her bike shorts, throwing up her ice cream bar, and then fainting awkwardly, hitting the ground with a thud and lying in a way that appeared extremely uncomfortable. 



“She’s going to feel that in her neck tomorrow,” I said, making Linden and Kitty chuckle. 

Ruby carried on, alternately screaming in pain, screaming her late husband’s name and screaming that it had all been Denise’s idea and that Bonnie was safe and clean. She shut up to take breaths, sometimes two or three at a time before shrieking for her foot or her husband. During on such break Kitty asked, all Larchmont Ladies Association: 



“Where’s Bonnie?” 
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“In the basement!!!” Ruby hollered. Kitty handed me her gun, which is why I know how heavy it is. Compared to Linden’s slick little pistol, it was an anvil. I held it on Ruby while Linden covered the still unconscious Denise. 



Kitty found the door to the basement next to the kitchen. She went down slowly, dreading what she would find. Ruby had said…screamed that Bonnie was safe and clean, but she probably thought the first floor was clean, too. My cousin was pleasantly surprised to find the finished basement was a bright, happy place with thick carpeting, richly paneled walls, strategic lighting and comfortable furniture, including a thick wooden game table around which she found our tiny old aunt dealing cards to her two adult children. They all were safe, clean and, apparently, happy. Bonnie wore her white hair in her signature bob. 

Her face was lined, but not enormously. Her piano-playing hands were nimble as she quickly dealt the playing cards. She wore bifocals, but she always had worn glasses—

clear ones for fashion when she was young. 



The old lady looked up to find the niece that lived with her from birth but whom she took no credit in raising and said, Kitty told me, “You in?” Then she put down the cards, stood up and said, “Sawyer, Clarissa, this is your cousin Kitty, who I told you about.” She nodded for them to stand and they did, towering over her though they were both of average height. 



Curiously, Sawyer was American Indian and Clarissa was black. 



Kitty moved very slowly toward her aunt, holding back tears of relief, and hugged her gently. Then Sawyer approached and hugged her and Clarissa approached and hugged her. After these greetings Bonnie told her children to go make sure their rooms were tidy so she could give Kitty a tour. When they were alone, our aunt said, “I heard a shot. Is someone dead?” 



“Robby,” Kitty said, gravely. Bonnie sighed with relief and then said, lightly: 



“Good. I never liked him.” Then she explained that he was a former foster child of her and Henry’s. He didn’t cause trouble beyond overeating. He shoplifted a few times from supermarkets. Ding Dongs and stuff. While not clinically mentally disabled, he was stupid enough to think if he ate the food out of the box in the aisle of the grocery store, it wasn’t stealing. “Who told him that?” Bonnie said. When he became a legal adult, Henry got him a job bagging groceries, advising him not to eat any. He found him an apartment with a roommate. Robby made enough to live in a modest place he shared, and 

everything appeared to be OK. Henry checked in on him sometimes, and remained his doctor, giving him annual physicals at no cost. He tried to hook his former foster son with a healthy diet, but the young man continued to eat Ding Dongs and other shit and then one day he left his job and apartment and Bonnie didn’t hear from him again until he showed up at her house three years before, with Ruby. “And what a cunt she is.” I loved hearing my cousin quote a sweet old fairy-looking aunt as having said that word. I loved it more than I can express in writing. 
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Ruby and Robby showed up asking for money. When Bonnie refused to give it to them they produced a gun and threatened her. When she still wouldn’t give it to them, Robby cocked the gun he held to her face. Then Ruby had an idea. She and Robby would live there, enjoying a comfortable lifestyle in a nice, big home while forcing Bonnie, Sawyer and Clarissa to live downstairs, as captives, in the basement. They would sign over their social security and disability checks and they would get to live. Bonnie said, “That’s fine. 

I’ll do it, provided you don’t hurt my children. If you do I won’t cooperate anymore and you’ll have to kill us all.” Ruby determined by the way she had stared down the gun Robby continued to point at his face that she was serious. 



“You’re a tough old bird,” she said. Bonnie didn’t respond because she was too busy staring at Robby’s Ding-Dong’ed jowls. Oh, and it turns out they weren’t fifty, but forty. 

They just looked older because Robby overate and Ruby smoked. Also, they looked in their mid-fifties. I was being kind earlier when I suggested they were both about fifty. 



Robby put down his gun and Bonnie collected some clothing and toiletries and went downstairs, where she spent most of the next three years keeping her children happy and unaware that they were hostages. Ruby let them come up once a day to go outside in the back yard, but it was always with her and she always was armed. If one of them tried to escape she would shoot them, she told Bonnie, and make it look like a criminal intruder did it. As cheeky a monkey as any I’ve known, Bonnie, said, “You mean you’d be telling the truth.” This got her the one beating she endured from her captors but, she said, it was worth it. 



Bonnie said to Kitty, who later said to me and Linden that after the first year Robby got Stockholm Syndrome. “He thought we were family, the moron. He thought I liked having them there because I pretended to when the five of us were in the same room.” They were allowed upstairs for Thanksgiving, Christmas and Easter dinners in the dining room, 

“The only time they were ever cleaned,” Bonnie added. Ruby took pictures and emailed them to Bonnie’s e-mail friends list, which included Kitty, who told us they must have wound up in her junk mail folder, being sent to so many people at once and having attachments. She never checked her junk mail folder and never saw the pics. 



“If I had I would have come sooner,” she said, “if only to rescue you from having trashy friends.” Kitty and Bonnie laughed over this remark. Then my cousin asked our aunt if she ever thought of escaping, or getting a note to someone. Or if she ever saw a doctor. 



“No,” she said. “I wouldn’t risk it. If I got shot or incapacitated, Sawyer and Clarissa would go into a group home. If they got shot or hurt I would take my life over it.” Bonnie explained that her children’s lives wouldn’t be so much different. They didn’t go on the outings they had in the past, to parks and stores, but they had plenty of food, clothing, private rooms, cable TV and a mother who kept them busy, safe and alive. “Robby thought we were a family. Ruby’s friend Denise came to live with us about six months ago. She thinks we’re family, too. I don’t think Ruby brought her into our confidence. 

She’d come down here all bright and cheerful and play with the kids. They like her. I indulged her. She let me enjoy some alone time, too. It’s tiring being a parent and 105 

stressful being a hostage. When Denise played with Sawyer and Clarissa, or watched special movies with them, “Finding Nemo” and “Lilo and Stich” are their favorites, I would go into my room,” also in the basement, “and read or listen to music,” she paused, 

“or pretend to play the piano on the edge of my bed.” 



When Kitty told me that I held my chest. She said she reacted the same way. Bonnie had no piano, no phone and no internet. Ruby brought her a newspaper sometimes, so she could see what was going on. “As these kinds of home kidnapping victims go,” our aunt said, “I got off easy. But for one beating, neither Ruby nor Robby laid a hand on me or the kids. We weren’t tied up or sexually abused. Sawyer and Clarissa never even knew they were under threat.” 



Kitty called my disposable phone from hers when she found our aunt safe. Then she asked us to tie up Ruby and Denise while she spoke to her. She cried when Bonnie told her this story, in pieces because her kids had tidied their rooms and eager to show them off. She indulged them with a tour and then set them up with “Monsters Inc.” so she could finish it. Upstairs Linden and I bound gagged Ruby, mercifully shutting her up, and Denise, who regained consciousness and then vomited, urinated and defecated again. 



Then Linden and I took a shower upstairs. When we were finished returned to the first floor to find that Bonnie had left Kitty in the basement with the kids, and was standing in front of her kidnapper Ruby and Ruby’s dumb, smelly friend Denise. The women begged her through their gags to spare their lives and let them go and we’re sorry and the like. 

Bonnie said nothing, waiting patiently for Linden and I to finish, OK, getting our groove on, so she could use the guns we had took with us upstairs. “Christian, Linden,” she said as we entered the dining room where the women were tied to chairs. 



“Bonnie,” I said. 



“Bonnie,” Linden said. 



“I want to have a warm greeting and nice visit, but I need to take of something first.” 

Linden handed her his pistol. She held it, examined it, weighed it and then held it up to him, the shaft pointing toward her captors. “This is lovely,” she said to my husband. 

“And you look good with it.” 



“Thank you,” he said. “You may have it.” 



“Oh, no, dear,” Bonnie shook her head. “You’re not in the clear yet. You may still need it.” Sadly, she was right. “I’ll pick up something like it at the gun range, later.” 



“Gun range?” I said, in spite of myself. I mean, Bonnie was so slight and delicate. She was raised in the Northeast, albeit by conservatives. She was a musician and intellectual. 

She was a lady. She said: 
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“Welcome to Texas.” Then, without breaking eye contact with me, pointed the pistol at Denise and shot her in the face. My jaw dropped and so did Linden’s. Then we both clapped and howled our appreciation of the execution of the execution. 



Of course, this set Ruby off again, through her gag. Bonnie got close to her, but not too close, because the piece of trash was covered with Denise’s brain tissue among other things. Though her mouth was stuffed with a washcloth and held by duct tape, we were still able to understand her beg for a quick death. Bonnie responded to her hysterical, though muffled request, by saying, “No dear, you’re going out slowly,” and then shot her other foot. As Ruby howled Bonnie said, “Boys, would you mind putting her in a closet? 

I want to enjoy your company can’t with all that blubbering. 



Linden and I dragged the chair with the struggling, bleeding, filthy, trashy woman into a pantry in the kitchen, sort of like we did with Evie in Pennsylvania, though we hadn’t shot her. As we shut the door we heard Bonnie play “Bewitched, Bothered and 

Bewildered,” on the piano in the living room. And she sang it, too, in a deep, full alto that was at odds with her tiny size and build. She got through half of it and then burst into tears. Linden and I sat on opposite sides of her on the piano bench and held her until she stopped. When she did, it was to say, “I’ve got to get back online. I haven’t seen my favorite episode of ‘Tricky Dicks’ in three years!” Linden roared and I gasped and then roared. And then my tiny little old aunt roared, too. 







Kitty hired a town car to drive our aunt and her children around the city for the rest of the day and evening because they hadn’t been in a car or away from their house in three years. They would have a large meal at some restaurant and then go to beach and see the Gulf or do whatever while my cousin, husband and I cleaned their house and threw out everything that had belonged to Ruby, Robby and Denise. It would take more than a day, but we had nothing else to do but, oh yeah, flee to Mexico, and the feds didn’t appear to know about Bonnie or think we were at her house. 



We left Ruby in the pantry while we worked and then hauled her up to the attic before Bonnie and my other cousins returned from their outing. There she remained tied up, thirsty and hungry, covered in Denise’s splattered brain and head tissue, sitting in her own urine and feces, and sporting infected bullet wounds in both feet. 



After it got dark we carried…dragged, really, Robby and Denise’s corpses to the van Bonnie and Henry had used when their house was filled with kids. Robby or someone had used it and kept it in working order, which was good. Ditto the Mercedes, though the three kidnappers had used it less frequently, not wanting to draw attention to their being out in Bonnie’s car instead of or without her. 



Kitty dug the Walther PPK bullets out of Robby’s head and Denise’s head, which really didn’t explode as badly as I claimed earlier. Really, there was only blood as her head more or less remained intact, in spite of the close range. Still, Ruby wore it. Kitty, Linden 107 

and I drove the van to an area of the city Bonnie recommended and dumped them, but not before cracking their jaws and teeth so they couldn’t be identified with the dental records we weren’t confident either had. Before leaving we burned the bodies so neither had fingers intact enough to be printed. “All in a day’s work!” I said as Kitty drove us back to our aunt’s house. 



Sawyer and Clarissa were in bed when we got home. Bonnie waited up for us on the rear patio smoking a cigarette, enjoying a glass of red wine and loving on The Whore of Babylon and Gladys. “I was never a steady smoker,” she said. “I enjoy one on occasion, though.” She then thanked us for the job we had done in the house and for indulging her torture of Ruby, the mastermind of her three year confinement and exploitation. 



“What have you told Sawyer and Clarissa about them?” I asked Bonnie. 



“I told them they had a family emergency and had to leave. They’ll miss Denise, who was kind to them, but not the other two.” I wondered, just for a moment, if we should have spared Denise. Then I pictured her eating that Dove bar in front of us, shitting herself when Robby got shot, her shit eating through the black spandex shorts she wore over her fat ass and wished I had shot her myself. “Let’s make a plan for you,” our aunt said to the three of us. I said: 



“I’d like to go to Superior Bodies Tell Tale,” I said, explaining that since my last visit it had become a combination motel/bed & breakfast/illegal immigrant waystation. “Ramon should have connections who could get us across the border without our having to talk our way through a standard border crossing in…San Diego?” 



“That’s a good idea,” Bonnie said, “but aren’t you concerned the FBI will be staking it out?” 



“Maybe,” I said. “But it would be such an obvious and stupid place for us to visit, they probably aren’t.” Bonnie nodded and Linden said: 



“Whoever Ramon is letting use the place to smuggle illegals is probably paying off law enforcement to avoid it. Are they going to give up that kick back to nail us?” Bonnie nodded and Kitty said: 



“The last place we were spotted was Bloomberg, Kentucky.” Kentucky! “And when we left there Linden made a point of heading north.” Bonnie nodded and said: 



“Alone, the points you make are weak. Together, they’re…less weak.” She smiled and so did we. “I think it’s worth visiting, especially as it is isolated and any stakeouts could be spotted easily.” Linden poured us wine and I lit a cigarette for myself and another for Bonnie. I took a drag and said: 



“May we stay two more days?” I asked. “One to spend enjoying with you and the kids, and the second one to kill Ruby and deposit her body someplace.” 
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“Excellent idea,” Bonnie said. 



“May we take the van?” Linden asked. “We’ve been careful, but we’ve been in Brady’s Tundra for a while and I think we should switch vehicles.” 



“Of course,” Bonnie said. 



“Would play the piano for us?” Kitty asked. “Like you did at Grandma’s house when I was a girl.” 



“Nothing would give me more pleasure,” Bonnie said. 







Saying goodbye to Aunt Bonnie was extremely difficult, because I hardly knew her, wanted to know her, and would never see her again. Even worse was that it was like saying goodbye to my parents again, as they were of the same generation, though sixteen years apart, and the full day we spent was looking at pictures of my father and his family that I had never seen. 



It was as hard for Kitty, and maybe harder because she had so recently lost her husband and daughter, and she and Bonnie had been friends. 



Linden carried us through it, keeping things light and cracking jokes about Ruby, who was still alive and who we would bury alive in the Texas desert someplace, at Bonnie’s request. 



Sawyer and Clarissa were delightful, and made Linden and me think of our kids. They were the same race and sex, and they had mental challenges. Linden, again the comforter, said, “Christian, Grayson and Blinka rehearsed that media visit. They knew we would see it, in spite of our having limited internet access. They knew we would see it, and see the babies happy and looked after. It’s why they did it. Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia are going to be fine and we will see them again if we stay free and out of prison.” He was right. How did I not see it? There was no other reason for them to appear before the hovering press. 

They had nothing to gain. It was their way of communicating with us. 



“You’re right,” I said, feeling miles better. 



We hugged Sawyer, Clarissa and our aunt Bonnie and left, Kitty and I in tears and Linden, behind the wheel, keeping it together for us. My cousin sat shotgun and I wept on the first bench, the beagles on either side of me. There was a second bench behind me that contained our things and a third behind it across which Ruby laid, coming in and out of a thirst, pain and blood infection-caused consciousness. 
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Two hours later the woman who had held our family hostage was dead. Kitty cracked her teeth, again not confident she had any dental records, and I cut off her fingertips with a pruner I had found in Bonnie’s garage. Because Ruby was dead and couldn’t suffer anymore, we didn’t bury her alive and, instead, threw her foul body out of the van in the dark when there were no other cars around. 



Kitty, Linden and I really are lovely bunch. 
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Chapter 9 

The Cassidys 




I told Kitty about Superior Bodies Tell Tale, in greater detail, as we approached it, though I left out the part about Seth What’s-His-Name drugging Jacob and Joshua Kelly and making them perform sex acts on him. She knew of them from other stories of Superior Bodies visits and she saw them as vampire brothers on “Winter Key.” When I was through my cousin said, “God bless those women, Consuela and Concepcion, for putting up with that.” 



“Yes,” I said. “I thought that, too. A lot. They’re such nice women and I hated that they had to witness that weekend stuff and then clean up after it.” Remembering it made me shudder. Linden was driving so it wasn’t a problem, though. 



“And finding those bodies hidden in the walls.” Kitty suddered and then so did The Whore of Babylon and Gladys, who occupied different parts of her lap. It was funny to watch. 



“When I went back to get Seth’s body, to use to nail Vivian Lane, they were already working on the new house. It’s styled roughly like the first one…kind of “Bates Motel” 

in its look, but with aluminum siding and a faux metal weathervane.” 



“Central air?” Linden said, to be cheeky. 



“Yes,” I conceded. 



“Central air is good,” Kitty said, tag team stroking the beagles. 



“And here we are,” said Linden as the house, on a higher level than the motel, appeared in the distance. It was the same color as the wooden house had been. A dull…something. 

It was otherwise, I said out loud: 



“Brand spankin’ new and completely without charm.” 



“And completely without bodies hidden in the walls.” As we got closer to the house and motel I noticed there were only a couple of cars in the lot. 



“Not a busy day at Superior Bodies Tell Tale,” I said. It really just was a bed and breakfast with some additional motel rooms. There was gym equipment in what had been the living room, but it was rarely used, or so Crawford Welch told me…gosh, years ago. 



Linden pulled into the parking lot and stopped the truck right outside the office. In its window the three of us read a sign that said, “Closed Until Further Notice,” and it didn’t look new. “This is odd,” I said and then dialed Welch. He didn’t pick up and so I left a voice mail asking him for how long the Tell Tale club had been closed, and why. Then we got out of the truck. 
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Kitty leashed The Whore of Babylon but not Gladys. Among all the things her namesake had put in the goodie bag she prepared, you would think the vet tech would have included a lead. Even a small one. Still, Gladys wasn’t big enough to go anywhere far, and she never went far from The Whore of Babylon, whom she duly revered. They did their peeps and poops on a small patch of grass at the far end of the row of motel rooms and then Kitty poured them some water, which they lapped up like they wouldn’t be drinking in days. “I’ve got to go, too,” Kitty said and tried the office door to see if someone had accidentally left it open. No one had. 



“This is annoying,” I said, trying it myself. Then I tried each door and found them all locked. “Who owns these cars?” I asked no one in particular. Kitty excused herself and walked down to the far end of the building where the pups had winkied and did so herself. I wasn’t having it and so found a rock and threw it through the office window. I reached in, unlocked the door and then opened it. I expected to be greeted by cool air but the a/c wasn’t running. Worse was that the room smelled like human waste. “What the fuck?” I said, again to no one specific. 



Then I heard voices. People talking, in low tones. In the next room, the one in which Seth had slept and which had contained the huge freezer in which he kept the bodies of the hotties he killed with his sex drug until he was able to transfer them, in body bags, to main house. “Hello?” I said as Linden entered with The Whore of Babylon and Gladys. 

“Hello???” The voices stopped. “Hello?” I said a third time and then asked my husband if he heard anything. He listened and said: 



“No.” 



“There were voices, coming through that room. I think that’s where the smell is coming from, too.” 



“I smelled that,” he said. I banged on the door and said: 



“Is someone in there?” All at once a dozen, or maybe fifty people started yelling and crying on the other side of the door. It was so sudden and startling I jumped back and nearly lost my balance. The Whore of Babylon, who had been interested in the smell of feces and urine, but not concerned about anyone being held against his will, began barking like a wildwoman. Ditto Gladys. Linden said: 



“We need to get those people out of there. Whatever they’re doing.” I agreed and looked around for a key. I looked on the front desk counter and then went behind it and started pulling out drawers. I found nothing. I slammed a final drawer and looked up at my husband to find two Mexican men standing behind him, one holding a gun to my 

husband’s head. Linden saw my face and remained still, knowing someone was behind him. The beagles’ barks turned to bays and the hollering coming from the next room increased in volume. 
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At once, the man who didn’t have a gun to Linden’s head began hollering back at the captive people in Spanish. He banged on the door and shouted stuff I couldn’t understand in an angry and threatening tone. Then he looked at me, and then Linden, and gestured for us to leave the office. We did, both putting our hands up as we did. When we got outside Linden let go of The Whore of Babylon’s leash and shouted, “Run,” to her. The smartest dog that ever lived, she knew Linden wouldn’t say run unless he meant it, and so she did. Gladys began running after her, but because of her size couldn’t keep up. 

Realizing this, The Whore of Babylon turned around, grabbed her by the scruff of her neck, and kept running. Then I saw the guy with the gun move it from the back of Linden’s head to the two beagles and I lunged for him. The other fella tripped me, causing me to fall on my face, however I did jostle the shooter, and the bullet he fired at our dogs missed by several feet. 



The Whore of Babylon and Gladys got away, and so did Kitty, who had to have heard the shot from wherever she was urinating. The dogs were safe and so was Kitty, who would walk the handful of miles to Tell Tale and get help. I found Linden’s eyes and nodded this to him. He looked from me to something over my right shoulder and his expression went dark. I turned around to find a third man, also armed, was leading my cousin toward us. She held her arms up, too. 



When we were assembled, the Mexican guy without the gun said, in decent English, 

“What are you doing here?” 



“I’m Christian Gallagher and I’m a Superior Bodies owner. My friends and I were driving through Texas and I thought I would check out the club.” It was honest and clear. 

Then I added, “Which you have turned into a human trafficking operation.” 



“Yes, I have,” said the guy. “It’s too bad you came here. It’s too bad you didn’t leave when you saw the sign. You shouldn’t have broken in. You shouldn’t have discovered the people.” 



“And you shouldn’t have let my dog go,” I said. 



“Oh, and why is that?” the guy scoffed at the threat I suggested The Whore of Babylon was. 



“Because she’s bionic.” Kitty was terrified but couldn’t help laughing. Linden was terrified, could help laughing and did, though he told me later he thought it was a great line. The three men began talking quickly to each other, trying to understand what bionic meant. The first shooter, who looked about sixty, did an impression of Colonel Steve Austin doing bionic jumping. He even mimicked, albeit so inaccurately, that noise he and Lindsay Wagner made when they did bionic shit. The leader said to me: 



“There’s no such thing as bionic.” 
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“Well,” I was all indignant, “not in the 70s, but they can do all that shit now. You can verify it on the internet.” The guy laughed a bit and then thought maybe I might be right, and then laughed some more. Then told his friends to bring us to the main house and tie us to chairs. I know this is what he said for them to do even though I don’t know Spanish or anything because, you know, it’s what they did. 



Before the two gunmen led us away I asked the head coyote, “What happened to 

Consuela and Concepcion? And Ramon?” The guy laughed harder and said: 



“They’re all dead.” 







We were tied up for hours in a second story Texas bedroom with no water. There was a/c, which was a mercy. Apparently, the bad guys stayed in the house while their inventory shit and pissed themselves in Seth’s former bedroom. 



God, I thought, though I didn’t believe in Him. So far my husband and I had…I stopped before listing all the wacky things we had done, together, on our road trip vacation tour of Superior Bodies clubs. I saw Linden’s face, his eyes, and saw defeat in them. Then I reviewed our trip from my husband’s perspective and determined that it began with him recognizing Kitty’s daughter Jill as suffering the same debilitating mental illness his late father had. Then, in Atlanta he euthanized…mercy killed, Pat Flanagan’s father. Nothing significant happened in Asheville, North Carolina, but after that we kidnapped a baby from her abusive father, a baby whose mother died in a car accident as she tried escaping her violent husband. Then Linden discovered Kitty had mercy killed her daughter and needed our help. The visit to DC brought up sad feelings of Deirdre and Cory, but they were long dead. More alarming was discovering my seventy-nine year-old aunt and her two adult mentally disabled children were being held as slaves for three years…It’s no wonder he shot Robby through his head without even blinking. And now discovering a human trafficking ring. Hideous human suffering. Being caught and facing death. 



And not seeing Lil’ Jacob or Lil’ Samia again, whether we lived or not. 



Yeah, it’s no wonder he didn’t laugh at my bionic dog joke. 



Linden Midwinter is usually a rock, but he has his breaking point. He had a childhood that was both breathtaking in the love he had from his father Jacob Midwinter and foster mother, Margaret Toomey, and harrowing in that he was secured by Lucy Midwinter and later sexually abused by the building’s doorman. He was with his father when he killed himself, and he discovered Margaret Toomey the night she died, perhaps a suicide, too. 

Later he had Gillian Barre syndrome, which paralyzed him. He had been held hostage in a small dog crate by the Jeffcoat family, and now he was being held hostage by coyotes. 



Oh, and he’s married to me. 
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My very long and tiresome point is that while my husband is pretty stalwart under most circumstances. Certainly more so than me. He had an unusual and damaged childhood and has suffered traumas since. He has his limit and as I sat tied to a chair with my cousin and my husband, I got the very real and alarming feeling he was approaching his. 



I had to distract him, as it was the only thing I could do. I searched my repertoire of family and other stories I hadn’t already shared with him and said, out loud, though I only thought I thought it, “The Cassidys.” 



“Christian?” Kitty inquired. 



“Oh,” I found myself. “I was just thinking about the Cassidys. This dreadful family from Rowaneck. Also large, who thought they, and not the Gallaghers, were the coolest family in town.” 



“I don’t think I knew them,” she said. 



“I’m sure you didn’t,” I advised her. “They always lived in the Manor. Walking distance from the Rowaneck Beach and Tennis Club. It’s where they had most of their meals.” 



“Are you kidding?” Linden asked, to my relief. 



“Yup. Mrs. Cassidy didn’t cook, and the family was well off enough to afford to eat, almost entirely, at the club.” 



“Wow,” Kitty said, and then asked, “How do you know this?” 



“It was common knowledge in Rowaneck. Besides, their house was on the paper route we all shared. You get to know people’s habits when you drop a newspaper at their house seven days a week.” 



“Wow,” Linden said. Glad he was engaged I continued: 



“The Gallaghers were the Cassidys nemesis. Nemesises. Nemesi?” 



“It beats me,” Kitty said. 



“We paid less attention to them than we did our own cousins, and that was, like, none. 

Whereas the…Fiona’s kids.” 



“The Hansons?” my cousin offered, raising an eyebrow. 



“Yeah, while they were satisfied and, maybe, glad to be ignored by us, the Cassidys wanted to be acknowledged. Both as existing, which was a tall enough order, and superior, which was clearly out of the question.” 
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“So what did they do to get your attention?” Linden asked. 



“Well,” I began, “the twins, Daniel and Donal, were all about throwing dirt bombs at Thomas when he held the newspaper route.” Yeah, can you imagine anyone lobbing a dirt bomb at my perfect class-President brother? Danny and Donny Cassidy were a year younger than him. Class of ’81, I think. They never bothered William Jr., Colin or Sean when they delivered the Rowneck Register to their house every day. They must have been sufficiently intimidating, each in his own way. Thomas they saw as vulnerable. 

They also knew he was super smart, talented and popular. He wasn’t a physical threat and, well, there were two of them. They hurled dirt bombs at my brother as he walked up the brick path to their three-story brick home, and as he returned to his bicycle to continue his deliveries. He avoided most of them, and those that hit him he brushed off his clothing. To get upset or retaliate would have encouraged the boys, and Thomas was satisfied that in time they would get bored with their harassment. 



It took weeks for Danny and Donny to stop bothering Thomas, and it wasn’t because they got bored with it. Indeed, in spite of, or perhaps because of my brother’s refusal to acknowledge the daily attacks, the Cassidy twins ramped it up. They wrote graffiti on his locker at school, hip-checked him into a wall a couple of times and told other students he was gay, which was true but which my brother neither confirmed nor denied. They also toilet-papered our house once, which was so trite we didn’t even speak of it or the perps as my mother, Matthew and I removed it the next day. 



Neither Mr. nor Mrs. Cassidy was aware their sons were annoying my brother and, on occasion, vandalizing our house with toilet paper and also eggs. He was busy working and she, ordering meals for her family of eight children at the Rowaneck Beach and Tennis club. I don’t know what effort they would have made to stop it, as they were as jealous and resentful of my parents as their twins sons were of Thomas and the rest of us. 



Danny and Donny’s abuse of Thomas stopped when they tripped him down a flight of stairs at Rowneck High. My brother managed to catch a railing on his way down, making what could have been a fatal fall only really bad. He sprained a wrist and got a concussion and had bruises here and there. My parents asked him what happened and he said he tripped over his own shoelace and what was for dinner. I don’t know if they believed him, but they took my brother at his word. Had it continued they would have addressed it, but it was the last thing the Cassidy twins did to Thomas. This was because, while the least intimidating of the Gallagher children, he was the most popular, and his friends, admirers, classmates, teachers, parents of friends and every other person in the community who knew both families and heard about the injury on the stairs let the boys know, either directly or through their kids or the school counselor or by other means, that if they so much as looked at kind, smart, talented Thomas Gallagher again they would be beaten and left for dead on Fort Slocum or one of the abandoned islands in Long Island Sound. To my knowledge neither Danny nor Donny ever bothered Thomas again. 
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“They weren’t the only Cassidy kids to do so.” 



“Who else?” Linden asked. 



“Bridgette.” 



“And whom did she take on?” Kitty asked. 



“Sean.” 



“Sean?” Kitty was incredulous. I nodded and told my cousin and husband that like all of the Cassidys; that is, all of the older Cassidys, Bridgette went to public grammar and middle school and a private Catholic high school in the area. James Cassidy went to a fancy boys private prep school while Maura, Helen and, for three years, Bridgette went to a fancy girls private high school. Then, her junior year, their father lost his job or had some other financial crisis that made it necessary for the kids to transfer to Rownaeck High. Bridgette was sick about it as it was her last year and she was Queen Bee at the girls school. She had no friends at Rowneck High, even though she had gone to Kindergarten through eighth grade with everyone in her class. ’79, I think. 



“Awwww,” Kitty said. 



“Yeah, she was not happy, but too proud to acknowledge it. Sean told me she showed up to the first day of her senior year at the public school with a bright happy face and positive attitude.” 



“How long did she maintain that?” Linden asked. 



“Several months,” I said. Bridgette had been popular at her private Catholic high school and she was determined to be popular at her public high school, too. To that end she identified who was on the A-list and connected with them immediately. Sean was among that group, his being hilarious and so so charming, and so Bridgette paid him special attention in order to secure my brother as a boyfriend. As Bridgette was nice and pretty and he had no beef with her family, Sean found himself her steady boyfriend. By Veterans Day of ’78 and maybe even Columbus Day. Sadly, for Bridgette, they had two different ideas of steady. Hers was that Sean spent every waking moment in her company and his was that he and Bridgette hung out on weekends, either by themselves or in a larger group of friends. 



Bridgette Cassidy wasn’t having it. Sean Gallagher was all hers and she wasted no time in communicating this to his friends, female and male. My brother wasn’t down with that, of course, but didn’t take their romance seriously enough to address it with her directly. 

Instead he quit taking her calls and meeting her at lunch and hanging out after school and all other times. Bridgette Cassidy wasn’t having that, either, and so confronted him in the school parking lot November afternoon. She was all, like, you’re my boyfriend and you’re not showing me enough attention and if you want to go out with me this is how 117 

things have to be and this demand and that ultimatum. Well, Sean Gallagher didn’t take much seriously and his girlfriend’s drama, not at all. Rather than comply or tell her to drop dead, my brother laughed at Bridgette. Hard. Harder the more outraged she became, until she lost it and started hitting him. Sean deflected her blows, returning none, even as he laughed harder. He might finally have had to hit her back had a couple of classmates not pulled her off him. “Fuck you, Sean. Fuck you!” she cried as the other students dragged her away. 



Sean shrugged off his ex-girlfriend’s silly attack and went on with his day, while Bridgette spent the rest of hers plotting a revenge that would be all the worse for him because it contained the anger she felt toward her father for forcing her to switch schools and every other Rowaneck High School student for, you know, existing. 



The first thing Bridgette did was tell people Sean was gay, something people still think, but which is totally untrue. It was a weak attack and fell flat, not the least because if he was gay, people would have found him as cool and funny and not cared, even in 1979. It was Rowaneck and we were more sophisticated than the rest of the world. Then and now. 

Bridgette then told a couple of people she was pregnant by Sean, something else no one believed; this because everyone knew my parents and what would happen to any of their kids who got pregnant or got someone pregnant. The standard reaction to Bridgette’s allegation was that Sean would immolate himself than risk the punishment knocking up a classmate would warrant from William and Joan Gallagher. Strike two for Bridgette, who kind of had become a laughing stock because of her parking lot confrontation and ridiculous accusations. A smart person would have given up and gone about her business, but Bridgette Cassidy thought she and not any single Gallagher, or my family as a whole, was the shit and she would take Sean down if it was the last thing she did. I said, 

“Bridgette’s final effort to “get” Sean for humiliating and dumping her was to visit Rowaneck Police Chief Tony Minnetti.” 



“Uh-oh,” said Linden. 



“I remember him,” said Kitty. 



“Bridgette asked to speak to the chief privately. She told him Sean Gallagher had raped her and she wanted him arrested for it.” 



“God God,” Kitty said, angry and scared for Bridgette. She had reason as Chief Minnetti quickly but calmly asked her for details of the assault. The troubled young woman could provide him with none as she had not prepared a story, thinking he would take her at her word and was a public servant and she was a Cassidy who still lived in a gigantic house and ate most of her meals at the country club even though she went to a public high school. 



“Ms. Cassidy,” Victor van den Bosch told me later the chief said to her, “your story is the least credible I have heard so far in my law enforcement career. Nevertheless, I will arrest 118 

Mr. Gallagher at your word. Before I do I need you to think very hard about whether you want to pursue this.” 



“Of course I want to pursue this. I want you to arrest him right away.” 



“Ms. Cassidy,” Minnetti continued, “You’ve had a tough year. Your father lost his job and you’ve had to transfer schools in your senior year. Sean Gallagher broke up with you, publicly, and you so far have retaliated by accusing him of being a homosexual and of getting you pregnant.” She went red, Minnetti told Victor who told me. “I think neither is true, Ms. Cassidy. Am I right?” In spite of herself, Bridgette shook her head, acknowledging they were false. “Is the rape allegation also untrue, Ms. Cassidy. I ask because if you maintain that it is, I will investigate it. In doing so I will need you to undergo an immediate physical examination to determine if you have engaged in coitus, either by choice or unwillingly. Will you do that, Ms. Cassidy? Right now?” Bridgette replied by starting to cry. “Ms. Cassidy, Sean Gallagher is the least likely person on this planet to assault a woman. I’m sorry that things didn’t work out with you and he, but you’re children, and you will get over this.” Bridgette continued to cry. “You will get over this one day, soon. When you do you will be very glad you made this allegation only to me.” Bridgette pulled herself together, found enough dignity to say: 



“I’m sorry, Chief,” and rose to leave his office. Minnetti rose, too, and said: 



“Ms. Cassidy, if you need to talk to someone, about things…anything, I can find you a counselor.” She said: 



“Thank you, Chief,” nodded, left his office and exited the building. 



“What happened to her?” Kitty asked. 



“She and Sean were friends by Easter,” I said. “Valentine’s Day, even. She got another boyfriend, too, and graduated proudly that spring.” 



“Good for her,” Linden said and Kitty agreed. Both were interested in the Cassidys and so I continued: 



“Bridgette and Sean might not have had sex, but Helen Cassidy and…” Excited, Kitty guessed: 



“Colin,” which was way too obvious. I shook my head and Linden said: 



“William Jr.,” which was correct. To Kitty, he said, “He had sex with his sister, why not a Cassidy,” to which Kitty nodded her head. 



Helen Cassidy was William Jr.’s age. She was also the least attractive of the kids in that family. She was pleasant, though. Kind. And smart. She kept a low profile, so low in fact that if it weren’t for the freckled noses and pale blue eyes she shared with her siblings, 119 

she might have spent her childhood entirely unnoticed. My oldest brother noticed her, though, specifically because of her anonymity, I think. We’re a formidable bunch, we Gallaghers, even those of us, like Deirdre, who make no formal effort to be so. William Jr. was calm and steady and liked calm and steady. He found it in his wife, Susan, whom I still find fun and funny, and he found it in the very calm and unobtrusive Helen Cassidy. 



They knew each other all their lives as Rowaneck was small everyone went to the same grammar school and we lived blocks away. William Jr. and Helen had always known of each other, and they might even have spoken, but it wasn’t until ninth grade when he began delivering Rowaneck Registers to the Cassidy home and she went to the all-girl Catholic High School that they began a romance. 



“A romance?” Kitty asked. 



“I don’t know what else to call it,” I said. “They began hanging out.” She nodded, as I explained that it began with Helen being home in the afternoons when my brother brought their newspaper. She volunteered to pay him for it every Thursday, and always tipped him a full dollar, something to which her parents might have objected if they were around. After a month or six weeks Helen began joining William Jr. on his route, finishing it with him and then walking back to her house with him at five or six p.m. 



This went on, mostly unnoticed, for about six months during which my brother and his pseudo-girlfriend started seeing each other, and being seen with each other, on weekends. 

This got noticed fast, and got back to Mr. and Mrs. Cassidy faster. I paused when I said this, you know, for effect, and Kitty responded by saying: 



“So?” This floored me, something she read in my face. “Did they know their other daughter was dating Sean?” she asked. I didn’t answer and Linden also said nothing. Our silence gave her time to figure it out and she said, softly and sadly, “Oh.” Then Kitty blushed. 



“We all always knew, didn’t we?” I asked her. She nodded with her eyelids and said, as sadly: 



“Yes. We did.” 



“Well, the Cassidys who ate every meal at their country club weren’t going to have their daughter date the mixed-raced product of rape,” I said, “and they sure weren’t going to risk having a grandchild who was half black.” 



“What did they do?” Linden asked. I said: 



“They began by enrolling their daughter in extracurricular activities, both at her school and St. Sebastians. Helen helped teach a fourth grade CCD class on Wednesday 

afternoons. She stage managed a play at her school. She brought meals to parish shut-ins 120 

on weekends. And her mother took her, and her siblings, on weekend and longer trips that spring.” 



“Hmmm,” said Kitty, not surprised by the effort and not liking Mrs. Cassidy a bit. My brother was aware she was trying to occupy her daughter so she wouldn’t have time to see him, but didn’t get worked up about it, at least as far as I knew. He and Helen still found time, at least one day a week, to spend a few hours together. Until that summer. 

’72, I think. Then the Cassidys took a bunch of vacations: a week in Southampton, another in Boston, two weeks in Montreal and other places. Helen sent William Jr. 

postcards that were brief and only friendly. Still, to someone as low key as she was, her simple messages really were passionate. 



My brother and his girlfriend didn’t see much of each other that summer, but it was enough to cause Mr. and Mrs. Cassidy to send their daughter to a high school in Scotland. 

She left after Labor Day. 



“I’m so sorry for her, and him,” Kitty said. 



“Yeah, it sucked, mostly because he knew why.” 



“You think?” Kitty asked. I did, and nodded. 



“We all knew and always did,” I said. “But we were raised in Rowaneck, and so said nothing.” Not out of shame, I didn’t have to tell my cousin and husband, but because it would have been bad manners. “Joan got them a room at a nice hotel in White Plains over the three-day weekend.” 



“Excellent,” Linden said, so happy and loving her. I nodded. 



“She and William Jr. made some excuse to our parents as to where he was spending the holiday weekend.” 



“And what did Helen tell her parents?” Kitty asked. 



“Nothing,” I said. “She knew what they were doing and why, and they knew she knew, and she knew they knew she knew, and she figured, what were they going to do to punish her? Send her abroad to boarding school?” 



“Excellent,” Linden said, so happy and loving her, too. I nodded, again, and said: 



“She never came back, to Rowaneck. She finished school in Scotland and stayed there. I don’t think she’s been back to the US since. Even when her sister died. Helen was that done with her parents.” Of course, that begged the question, which Linden and Kitty both asked. 
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“Which sister died?” I took a breath, ran my dry tongue around my dry mouth, took a deep breath and said: 



“Maura.” I paused again, exploring my dry mouth, wishing badly I had a sip of something, and then continuing, “She was Deirdre’s age.” I exchanged looks with Linden and Kitty. “They became friends, too, though Deidre never delivered newspapers, at least formally.” She did so when she was home and one of us was sick or had plans. My father wasn’t down with her pinch-hitting for William Jr. and also Colin but he got over it. 

Deirdre enjoyed long walks and reading. She enjoyed her best friend, our next door neighbor Sheila Haigney, too. And, she also found herself enjoying Maura Cassidy. 



“What do you mean, enjoying?” Kitty asked, advising me that I had said that word suggestively. I blushed at how crude and inappropriate my tone was and said: 



“Maura liked to walk, too. She was pretty, too. And smart.” I paused, still feeling gross, and then Linden said: 



“And she was a lesbian. A lipstick lesbian.” I nodded. 



“They hooked up,” I said, surprising neither of my companions. I mean, Deirdre had gotten it on with William Jr. Was a lesbian fling such a leap? 



“And she never got over her,” Kitty cut to the chase. 



“Does anyone?” I asked, thinking of her husband Tim, who married again and then divorced. And Bobby O’Day, who fell in love with her when she was his student and later had a baby with a woman who looked just like her. Oh, and her family, country and the entire planet.” 



“No,” Linden didn’t have to say. 



“Did she take her life?” Kitty cut right to that question, too. I nodded. “When?” 



“She was in college. In Vermont, I think. She hanged herself.” 



“Does anyone know why?” Linden asked and I shrugged. 



“It could have been Deirdre, though to my knowledge she made no effort to be with her or even stay in touch after they both went to college.” Linden and Kitty nodded. “It could have been just being gay in the mid-seventies.” 



“In the Cassiday family,” Kitty added. I nodded, sadly, as Linden said: 



“Or a bunch of other things of which we’re unaware.” Kitty and I both nodded and then she asked: 





122 

“Who was your nemesis, Christian?” I smiled and said: 



“You mean, whose nemesis was I.” Kitty smiled back and said: 



“Of course.” 



“Morgan Cassidy,” I said flatly. 



“She sounds terrible,” Kitty teased. 



“She was,” I confirmed. “Though you would never know to look at her. She was a pretty little thing. Light brown hair, the lightest in the family, the signature freckles over the nose and cheekbones, and pale blue eyes. She looked like an angel and carried herself as one. She was the DEVIL, though. A truly wicked little girl. The bad seed. Evil and base. 

Conniving and diabolical. Morgan Cassidy took pleasure in torture, murder and genocide. 

She commanded the nine levels of Hell. She was a destroyer of planets.” Linden laughed at this line, stolen from a sci-fi TV show we once watched. Kitty also found it amusing. 

“OK, not planets, but reputations, and lives. She hurt everyone, strictly for the pleasure of doing it. And no one ever suspected her of anything. No one but me!” I laughed at myself. “OK, she was just a pretty little girl with a mean streak who knew she could pull shit and get away with it because she was pretty and looked innocent.” 



“So basically she was you,” Kitty said with confidence. I knew that was coming and didn’t respond, leading her to ask, “How did you get on? Were you in the same class? 

Did your shared nature make you allies or adversaries?” That last question was a good one, and I said: 



“Adversaries at first.” Kitty nodded. Linden smiled. “We came to an understanding quickly, though.” 



“Oh?” my husband said. 



“Oh, yes. Playing Red Rover one day.” 



“Oh?” Kitty said. 



“Yes. Like me, she had no strength, and so she used manipulation, coercion and intimidation against her opponents.” 



“Oh?” That was Linden again. 



“Oh, yes. She was good. I was good, too. I knew she was good and she knew I was good and I knew she knew I was good, and she knew I knew she knew…” I lost my train of thought and said, “I lost my train of thought.” 



“You were onto each other,” Linden summed it up. 
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“Yes,” I said. “And I would have been glad to work beside her, respecting each other’s space and effort. Not her, though. She was a Cassidy and she had breakfast served to her every morning in the dining room of the Rowaneck Beach and Tennis Club. Like she lived there. Like she was some princess.” 



“Clearly there could only be one princess in your…first grade class?” my husband asked. 



“Oh, we came to blows in Kindergarten,” I advised him and my cousin. Kitty shook her head, still amused. With a look, Linen encouraged me to proceed. “During recess. We were on opposite teams on Red Rover. In spite of our weakness, compared to the other kindergarteners, we remained in the game for a pretty long time. Mostly because no one wanted to come near either of us for fear of enduring some humiliating comment or threat meant to discourage their effort.” 



“Wonderful!” Kitty would have clapped her hands had they not been tied behind her back. 



“Yeah, I think our teacher got a kick out of us. Miss Cohen, I think. She looked like Carolyn Jones, the actress who played Morticia Adams on the TV show.” It wasn’t important but mildly interesting. “So my teammates and I say ‘Red Rover Red Rover let Morgan Cassidy, the evil bad seed come over.’” They ignored that and I continued, “so she does. Morgan comes running over super fast but aims not for the grip I had with the classmates on my left or right. Instead she head right for me, as fast as she can, and takes a flying leap at my little five year-old chest. Terrified, my classmates let go of my hands and I went down, landing flat on my back with that horrible little creature on top of me.” 



“Oh my God!” Kitty was really digging this part. 



“Yeah, so she’s sitting on my little chest and she gets all in my face and she says, ‘I’m in charge here, get it?’” 



“And what did you say???” Linden was digging this part, too. 



“I said,” and then I whispered something too softly for my fellow hostages to hear. 



“What?” they asked in unison. I whispered again, in too low a voice for them to hear. 

“Christian,” Linden was all impatient, so I explained. 



“I purposely talked in a voice made soft by pain from an injury. This was so that she would get her face closer to me. Specifically her right ear.” 



“Oh my God you bit it off!” Kitty cried and then bounced up and down on her chair. You know, as much as she could tied up and everything. 



“Yes,” I said. “I tore flesh. And it bled!” 
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“What did she do?” Linden asked, desperately. 



“She jumped the fuck off me, held her bloody ear in both hands and cried as loud as she could.” Linden and Kitty looked at me and I said, “She wasn’t pretending. She was in serious pain because she was seriously injured.” 



“Fantastic,” my husband said, which was strange as he generally didn’t take pleasure in five year old intrigue and ear-biting. 



“Uh-huh. Everyone was all over her and everything and I just found a swing and got myself going like I didn’t care. ‘Cause I didn’t.” 



“Marvelous!” said Kitty. 



“Did you get in trouble?” my husband asked. 



“No,” I said. “She didn’t either. We both put on our angel faces and the adults determined she veered off course as she came running over and hit me by accident. That, of course, was profoundly stupid. Even stupider was the adults determined I was so shocked by the tackle I naturally bit her ear off, as an involuntary fear response.” 



“Oh, sure,” said Kitty. Linden just laughed. 



“It was easier, and less frightening, for them to address the obvious issue: Miss Cohen had two sociopaths in her Kindergarten class.” 



“That she did,” Kitty said. “Did you speak again? To Morgan?” I nodded. 



“Yeah. The following day she came to school with her ear bandaged.” 



“Who said what to whom?” Linden asked. 



“As soon as we found ourselves out of earshot of students and Miss Cohen I said, ‘Next time I’m going to bite your heart right out of your chest. Got it?’” 



“Oh, Christian!” Kitty laughed and bounced again, a bit. 



“And did she ‘get it?’” Linden asked. I nodded, and then said: 



“She and I exchanged seven or eight words in the next twelve years.” 



“Sweet,” Kitty said. Linden: 



“Yes, sweet.” 
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“Who’s left?” Kitty asked. 



“Colin, and Rose.” 



“Hmmm,” she said, having known my sister when she was born. Kitty and I had spoken little of my late and long-lost sister. We really hadn’t talked about anyone in my family but for shallow, surface information. Catching up and small talk. She could give me some perspective on Rose. What about her infancy and early childhood might have led her to be so ignored and disappear as she had. She could if I asked her, which I wouldn’t, because I was done with that subject, as evidenced by my summing up her drama with James Cassidy as: 



“They both did drama in grammar and middle school. He was the lead and she was the chorus. They had a love/hate relationship in her mind she thought was rich and deep. One that would end in their living happily ever after, together. Though he went to a private boys school, he was so talented a singer and actor he was offered roles in the Rowaneck High musicals. He gave Rose grief over this and that and she gave him grief over this and that. She was plain, he was gay, she had no talent, he had a big ego.” I could tell Linden and Kitty were as interested in hearing about these two as I was telling them. “Senior year they came to blows. James wasn’t big and Rose wasn’t small. As such they were evenly matched. They began fighting, physically, over some insult. Then Rose,” and I blushed with embarrassment as I said it, “started to kiss James really hard, as if years of tension between them was hiding a deep and history-making love. He was appalled and fought her off. She was mortified and claimed he was gay. He had fucked several of the girls in the cast of…“Oklahoma?” and everyone knew it. It was horrible for Rose. As horrible as every other moment of her sad life.” That was it. Linden and Kitty nodded and she said: 



“Colin,” and I said: 



“and Dillon Cassidy.” 



“What was their story?” Linden asked. 



“Well, Colin isn’t tall, even now.” I’m not either and my brother is shorter than I am. 

“Dillon was skinny. Unusually so. Alarmingly so, in spite of a gigantic appetite.” 



“Some people are just built that way,” Kitty said. Dillon Cassidy was first among them. 

He and Colin ate and ate and Dillon remained skinny and my brother, short. Their body types made them targets for bullies as early as fourth grade. Colin didn’t care so much about being teased for being several inches shorter than the other boys in his class, but didn’t like getting pushed around in front of girls, whom he always liked, even when other straight boys claimed they were gross. Ditto Dillon, who was hassled because he was of normal height but skin and bones. Like my brother, the final Cassidy was all about girls, and as frustrated as Colin was with being pushed around in front of them. So, Joan got her ass involved. 
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“Wonderful,” Kitty said. 



“What did she offer?” Linden asked. 



“Joan cut class to visit Rowaneck Grammar School, found our brother and Dillon Cassidy chatting up their female fourth grade classmates while avoiding the larger fourth and, sometimes, third-grade boys, and said, ‘Fire escape. Now.’” 



They followed her there without a word. She made them sit on the steps and listen to her say, “This is what you’re going to do. You’re going to choreograph vicious fistfights between the two of you, but not get hurt, or not get hurt badly. Just enough to convince the other boys that your height,” Colin, “and your waistline,” James, “don’t mean you’re not badasses.” Joan told me they looked at each other, faces bright and excited. “You pretend to be enemies and have a fight a month. No more than that. And make them different. In different locations. Maybe use weapons sometimes.” 



“Christian, you sister was a nut from the day she born,” Kitty said, which made me laugh. 



“Did it work?” Linden asked. 



“Oh, yeah. They were brutal, those two. Their fights were the stuff of legend. And they always had blood. It’s easy to draw with the mildest of scratches, done properly. They mostly did it to themselves, in clever ways that appeared to be inflicted by each other.” 



“Grand.” That was Kitty. 



“Yes. Grand.” That was Linden. 



“That’s funny,” I said to them, “because that’s the word Joan used to describe this thing they developed between them.” The three of us laughed at the scheme and how grand it was and I said, “It worked. James and Colin play fought hard with each other, and often got in trouble for doing it. Neither was ever really injured or badly bruised. They recovered quickly and swaggered around the grammar school like Brad Pitt in “Fight Club.” Like action heroes. Warlords.” 



“Yes!” said Kitty. 



“And no one bothered them,” Linden offered. I shook my head, then smiled and said: 



“No one except the girls, who thought they were very brave and tough.” 



“Grand!” said Kitty. 
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“Grand!” echoed Linden. I opened my mouth to speak when a brick came crashing through the shutters and glass of one of the windows, followed immediately by something small, furry, and pissed off. Instead of saying grand, I said: 



“Honey Bunches of Oats!” a badder ass than Colin Gallagher and James Cassidy 

combined, “We’re saved!” 
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Chapter 10 

LeShawn and Ann 








Jacob and Joshua Kelly freed Kitty, Linden and me, but before I could say hello the former said, “We’ve got the traffickers bound in the office. The three  of them. We gave the women water but some of them are really sick.” Joshua continued: 



“I called an ambulance. And police,” 



“And Feds,” Jacob added. 



“And they’ll all be coming soon. You have to leave right now.”  Jacob handed me our IDs, taken from the coyotes, and a set of car keys, saying: 



“There’s a white PT Cruiser with your name on it outside. It’s got a full tank of gas and a wad of cash in the glove compartment.” He led me down the stairs. Linden was behind me and Joshua led Kitty behind him. I shouted over my shoulder. 



“Kitty, these are Jacob and Joshua Kelly.” Linden chuckled and so did my cousin. “Jacob has the…” Then I stopped abruptly causing my husband, Kitty and Joshua to crash into me. I looked at Jacob next to me and then turned around to look at Joshua. I said to him: 



“You added a beauty mark,” and to his brother, “You added a scar.” They both nodded, and then pushed the three of us out of the house and toward our next car. Jacob: 



“It was Samia’s idea. Now we’re indistinguishable…except to her.” 



“And you,” Joshua noted. 



“The Whore of Babylon and Gladys?” I said. 



“In the car,” Jacob pointed to the PT Cruiser, which was running and whose air was blasting. 



“Where did you find them?” I asked the twins. Joshua: 



“They found us.” And then he blushed. 



“We had pulled over for…” 



“Hah!” cried still slap-happy Linden. Joshua: 



“She led us back to you.” I threw open the back door and hugged her hard. Linden grabbed Gladys in his arms and hugged her. 
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“Good girl,” I said to my old girl. Kitty took the keys from me, said: 



“Thank you,” to the Kellys and got behind the drivers seat. Linden got in beside her and I got in back. she floored the accelerator before I could shut my door. I released my dog, my hero, my darling The Whore of Babylon, in time to wave goodbye to the brothers and then, notice behind them, an ambulance, two Telltale police cars, one state police car and two unmarked sedans. 







I gave Kitty directions to the state college. “We can change clothes and freshen up,” I said. 



“Change into what?” Linden asked. As efficient as Jacob and Joshua had been at rescuing us and getting us on our way, they hadn’t transferred our stuff from…God, what car did we have at the time? Oh yeah, the van. Of course, they had women and children to save. 



“We can go to the bookstore and get sweats and t-shirts,” I said. Linden opened the glove compartment and took out a fat roll of money. He opened and counted it. 



“This will do,” he mused. “This will do…” I was too tired and too busy loving on The Whore of Babylon to think about anything beyond getting clean and enjoying a nap. My husband was enjoying a second wind, mercifully, and was back to his old, rational self. 

Also running on fumes, but focused. Through the rearview mirror I noticed that in spite of the tremendous bags under them, Kitty’s eyes were focused and even bright. As if to confirm her energy she reiterated our plan: 



“We get to the border, I explain to border patrol I forced you to steal a baby to replace the one I murdered,” she scoffed and shook her head. What else could she do? “You handed her off to the first person you can and I drag you to Mexico as hostages. We cross. I throw you out, and the FBI rescues you.” 



“OK,” Linden said. 



“OK,” I said, too. We continued driving in silence. We were wiped out. So much drama had occurred and in spite of my cavalier attitude, it was starting to weigh on me. I also had a niggling fear that things weren’t going to work out for us the way we planned. We had rescued a baby, sure, but we had stolen her. And Kitty had lost her husband and daughter, the worst way possible, in the last four weeks. 



I had known my cousin all my life, though I spent over four decades having forgotten she was alive. Still, I trusted her. She would cover our asses as well as she could. I believed that. It was just such a large thing, you know. I, and Linden, had gotten away with so much so far: thefts, schemes…executions. Our luck was going to run out. I truly thought it would. I didn’t think we would die but I thought we might go to prison. I would be 130 

separated from my husband and our children. I would never see them again. I would never see The Whore of Babylon, whom I hugged as if our lives depended on it. 



“I’ve got a story,” Kitty said, snapping me out of my fear. I looked at her. Linden looked at her, too. She continued to drive, focused on the road that led us from the club…Hah! 

Some club Superior Bodies Telltale had become. Was ever. I continued to hold The Whore of Babylon but leaned forward between the front seats as my cousin, Kitty Gallagher, began, “My mother was a pretty girl, but a stupid one, or so I was told.” 



“Margaret,” I said, glad to be thinking of something besides my inevitable incarceration. 



“Yes,” she smiled, stealing a glance at me through the rearview mirror. “And Mary. And Grandma. But mostly Margaret.” Linden looked at me and then took my free hand in one of his. “She was pretty and stupid and she fell in love with a bad man.” I had heard Kitty’s father was a bad man because when she went into labor and died in childbirth he took off without having seen his daughter. I wonder if he even knew what sex his child was. Kitty said, “Our grandparents were by no means wealthy or even comfortable, Christian, but they were smart and resourceful. They survived the depression better than some who had greater means but less sense and discipline.” 



“I believe that,” I said, as she just described my father, and mother. 



“For that reason they were able to live in a nice house in Rowaneck,” albeit the unincorporated section, I thought but didn’t say. “People thought they were better off than they were. They didn’t pretend, though, or put on airs. They didn’t try to trick anyone into thinking they were wealthy or socially superior. They were private and people came to the conclusions they did.” This was going to be interesting, I told my husband by finding and squeezing his hand. He squeezed back and then found The Whore of Babylon with his other hand, Gladys comfortable on his lap. “Mark Cavanaugh thought our grandparents were wealthy, and so began dating my mother, Rosamund. He and his father went to our church, and that’s how he knew her. His father, Dale, was a cook at the Rowaneck Tavern and Mark bussed tables. It was honest work. They attended ten a.m. mass every Sunday at St. Sebastian’s.” 



“What of Mark’s mother?” Linden asked. 



“Dead, of pneumonia, apparently.” Clearly untrue, by Kitty’s tone. She continued, “Mark and my mother were the same age. They had gone through school together but only got to know each other in high school. They hung out with the same people throughout and then began dating, formally and exclusively, their senior year. It seemed as if they would get married after graduation. There was no money for college and Rosamund wouldn’t have gone anyway. Secretarial school was out of the question because she couldn’t type a keystroke, no matter how hard she tried. She could ring a register if she concentrated very hard. Retail was her destiny. Mark would work at the tavern, as a waiter, and Rosamund would ring groceries or clerk at the post office. They would get married and live happily ever after.” Kitty paused. 
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“What year were you born?” Linden could have done the math but was too tired and Kitty said: 



“1948.” 



“Did…” I almost said “your father” but caught myself, “Mark Cavanaugh fight in the war?” 



“No,” she said. “He was too young. He and my mother graduated high school in ’46, a year after it ended. They got engaged that summer and were married the following year. 

Dale Cavanaugh had horrible arthritis that made it increasingly difficult for him to cook and so he washed dishes at the tavern. Then it got so bad he couldn’t work at all. My mother moved in to their two bedroom apartment in downtown Rowaneck.” I wondered if it was the same one Vincent Van Den Bosch had lived in but didn’t ask as it wasn’t important. Kitty sighed and said, “During their engagement Mark realized our 

grandparents weren’t as wealthy as he thought. My mother was stupid and shallow but she had always known the score, that any wedding she had would be modest and that she would have to work. She assumed Mark knew it, too, and so didn’t explain it to him. He found out, though, when their wedding was a family-only affair in the St. Sebastian’s chapel followed by a simple meal back at the house.” 



“How did he take it?” I asked, holding Linden’s hand tighter. 



“He pretended as if he had always known he was marrying into a family of modest means. He was lovely to Grandma…our grandfather had died by then.” Right. Dad left school to work and then went to war. Got stationed in Mexico…again, what was going on there? “He was charming to everyone. Attentive of his father. Doted on my mother, in front of others.” She paused. 



“Oh, Kitty,” Linden said. 



“They honeymooned in New York City. A long weekend. My mother told Mary it was the best three days of her life.” I thought it was nice that she had that. I was sorry Mark Cavanaugh wasn’t hit by a bus as he crossed Second Avenue, but didn’t say so. “He waited tables at the Tavern and she made change at the Laundromat.” 



“Rowaneck had a Laundromat?” I couldn’t help it. I was stunned. Kitty laughed and so did Linden, glad for the relief before the tragedy. 



“Yes, Christian.” 



“Ewwww,” I said, and laughed again. “Where?” She thought about it and said: 



“Addison and Long.” I pictured the block. 
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“Where the paint store is?” 



“I don’t know,” my cousin said. “I haven’t been there in…” she didn’t finish her sentence. 



“How long was it there?” I asked, still feigning shock. Kitty thought again. 



“At least through the sixties.” 



“You mean when I was born it was still there?” The audacity! 



“Christian, it was in the unincorporated section of town. My side of the tracks, not yours.” 



“Still!” I nearly shouted, and then laughed. Then I got serious and said, “OK, quickly.” 

My cousin nodded to me through the mirror and said: 



“He began hitting her. She thought it would stop. He said it would stop but it didn’t. She appealed to his father, but his arthritis got so bad he became an invalid. He had no control over his son and was afraid Mark would hit him or turn him out if he protested. He told my mother to leave and she did, once.” 



“Really?” Kitty nodded. 



“She went back to Grandma’s house. She didn’t have any bruises and was too ashamed to admit she married a man who hit her. She didn’t want to worry her mother and was afraid of what your father and our aunts would do to Mark if they knew.” I shook my head and my husband and I continued holding hands and holding The Whore of Babylon. “She stayed a couple of nights and then Mark came around to get her. He was apologetic to my mother, adorable to Grandma, humble to everyone else. A real charmer. A real 

bullshitter.” She sighed. It was in the distant past. She was sixty-five and it happened before she was born, but it still affected her, of course. “She went back and they made up and I was conceived.” They made up and Kitty was conceived. That struck me as familiar and, sensing I was struggling with a memory, Kitty paused. 



I was conceived, in 1965, during make up sex my parents had. My mother had told me when I was briefly living at home after college. I asked her if she had ever considered chucking it all and she said yes but then she and my father made up and then I was born. I wanted to cry for the memory of it and for them but pulled myself together as quickly as I could. I wasn’t going to enjoy that when my cousin was describing something similar that ended very differently. “Go on,” I said, softly. Kitty didn’t ask and I didn’t tell and Linden just waited patiently for her to continue: 



“He didn’t hit her during the pregnancy. Just shoved her and ridiculed her for being stupid and then fat. My mother worked for several months into her pregnancy, but it became difficult for her to stand for even short periods of time. Dale Cavanaugh wasn’t 133 

working and she couldn’t work and there was only his income and babies cost money.” 

Kitty paused and then said, “Blah, blah, blah. Mark had only been belligerent at home, but the stress of a pregnant wife, invalid father, no money and a too-small apartment made it too tough for him to be charming in public. He started getting mouthy at work and customers complained. The owner would have fired him but knew he had a kid on the way and so invited him to wash dishes. Mark did. He washed dishes at lunch and at night and didn’t make what he did waiting tables, so he delivered newspapers in the morning.” The morning? “The ‘Rowneck Register’ was a morning paper back then.” Oh. 

“Grandma admired him for working so hard. Most everyone else did, too, except for Mary, who suspected something was going on. She shared her suspicions with Margaret and Martha but they dismissed them. They had their own lives and jobs. It was easier to think things were fine and, really, except for being demoted to dishwasher, something Mark explained by alleging nepotism or something, he was the same old guy everyone liked.” 



At this point in Kitty’s story I was no longer happy for the distraction from my fear of going to jail. As bad as that would have been, no one was going to die, as did her mother, my aunt Rosamund, supposedly of a brain tumor doctors discovered shortly after she delivered my cousin. That was nonsense and she was beaten to death, or at least badly enough that the combination of being pummeled and giving birth killed her. My frustration was apparent on my face, which Kitty saw through the mirror, and so she said, 

“Mark Cavanaugh had a bad day at work and delivering papers. He lit into his father and my mother and she had a bad day and, for the first time, gave it back to him. He clocked her and she didn’t stay down. He beat her face and choked her, avoiding her 

stomach…her uterus.” She choked for a moment and then added, “Me.” 



“Oh, Kitty,” Linden said. My cousin fought tears and shook her head, chuckling. We were approaching the college and she pulled into a gas station. 



“Excuse me,” she said. “I really have to go. I’m OK. I just really have to go.” She left us and went inside to use the ladies room. There was plenty of gas and Linden and I had already relieved ourselves on ourselves and so we just waited, saying nothing but continuing to hold each other and our dogs. 



Kitty came back to the car, gesturing for Linden to roll down his window as she approached. “Do you want anything?” I hadn’t eaten in a while but wasn’t hungry. 

Linden wasn’t, either and so she got back into the car. She pulled back onto the road and said, calmly. “My mother’s water broke. Mark took her to…I forget the hospital. She died in labor and they opened her up to get me.” Kitty didn’t cry, nor was she morose. 

She just communicated the information, easily but not unseriously. “Mary, Margaret and Grandma went to the hospital. A doctor told them their sister and daughter died during labor. They saw me. They hugged and wept for me and my mother. They looked for Mark Cavanaugh but he had left even before my mother had died. There was no hiding the bruises he left on his wife’s face and around her neck. He knew the gig was up and he was busted. He drove back to his apartment to pack a bag, collect what cash was there, and hit the road, abandoning his wife, daughter and father. He would have had a hospital 134 

administrator, whose family knew the Gallaghers, advised our grandmother that her daughter would likely have survived my birth had she not been beaten so badly. 



“Oh, Kitty,” I said and burst into tears. 



“Oh, Christian,” she said, finding the college campus and pulling into it. She parked in the first space she could and shut off the car. She turned around and took my face in her hands. “It’s OK. It is. It happened so long ago.” She moved her left hand from my head to Linden’s and kissed us both. And then she adjusted herself so she could kiss The Whore of Babylon and Gladys, too. She let go of all of us and leaned back on the steering wheel. 

She found a comfortable spot and then scratched her back a bit against it and then continued, “Our grandmother found a phone and called the house. She told your father to wake Bonnie up and meet her at Cavanaugh’s apartment.” 



“Oh, fuck.” I imagined killing Billy’s father, and wondered if they all took turns stabbing him. I did. I wondered that and, like everything else I wondered or thought it was apparent on my face. Kitty said: 



“Grandma didn’t use a knife.” 



“Grandma?” I said. “She told your father that if he got there first just to hold Mark there, and not hurt him.” 



“Oh, fuck,” Linden didn’t usually say fuck and generally let me carry on, but this story was had gone from sad to tragic to super creepy and we had just spent eight hours being tied up by human traffickers. Yeah, Linden said, “Oh, fuck.” 



“William,” Kitty said. It struck me because she had never referred to my father by his first name in front of me. I knew that’s how she addressed him because she called Aunt Mary “Mary” and Aunt Margaret “Margaret.” “William,” she said again, to me, a wink in her voice, “and Bonnie got there first. They held him until Grandma and Margaret arrived.” 



“Your father must have been strong,” Linden said to me. 



“Bonnie brought our grandfather’s revolver,” Kitty said. 



“Fifteen and packing heat.” That was me. 



“Your father, Margaret, Mary and Bonnie held Mark Cavanaugh still. Bonnie was supposed to sit with Dale Cavanaugh in his bedroom, but she refused and sat on his feet. 

Then Rose Canning Gallagher punched the man who beat and killed her daughter. And then she punched him again. And then she continued punching him until he was dead.” 



Linden and I said “Oh, fuck,” at the same time. And then we noticed Kitty look past us to a two unmarked sedans as they entered the Tell Tale State College visitor parking lot and 135 

pull into an empty space on our right and up a curb onto the grass on our left. My cousin said: 



“I thought this might happen, and wanted to tell you before we got busted.” A man and woman got out of each car and surrounded the PT Cruiser. They each pointed a gun at us. 

Kitty snapped, returning our attention to her, and said, “That’s how I came to be raised by Mary, Margaret and Grandma.” 



“What’d they do with Mark Cavanaugh’s body?” I asked. 



“William and Margaret threw it out the window, headfirst. The official story was that he was so despondent over having caused his wife’s death he took his own life.” Rowaneck, 1948. “The police were grateful to my Grandmother for taking out my aunt’s killer, and so neatly.” 



“What did they do with Dale Cavanaugh?” Linden asked. 



“Grandma felt sorry for him, though she was angry he let his son raise a hand to her daughter. I mean, he might not have been able to stop him, but she and her other children could have.” 



“Ain’t that the truth,” I said, even as one of the FBI people advised us to come out with our hands up or something similar. Kitty had the engine on for the air, and so I cracked a window and said, through it, “We’ll be out in a second. We’re unarmed so don’t shoot or you’ll ruin your careers.” This made my cousin and husband chuckle and I kissed The Whore of Babylon, whom I thought I would never see again after that moment. Kitty said: 



“Grandma took Dale Cavanaugh home, too. She set up an apartment for him in the basement. He was grateful. He lived there until I was seven or eight.” 



“What was that like?” I asked. 



“I don’t know. I never went down there and he never came up.” 



“Really?” Linden spoke for both of us. Creepier and creepier. 



“It had a separate entrance. In the back.” I recalled it and nodded. “Grandma got him a dog to keep him company. She went down there occasionally at first and then more often. 

They became friends until he started losing his mind and admitted to having beaten his own wife to death. 



“Oh, fuck,” Linden and I again said, together. 



“This pissed her off so she strangled him to death.” 
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“What happened to the dog?” I asked. 



“Red moved upstairs,” Kitty said, happily. 



“What breed?” Linden asked. 



“Red-nosed pit,” she said with a big smile. 



“Awesome,” Linden spoke for both of us, and The Whore of Babylon, too. Then we were quiet for a moment during which we realized it was time to give ourselves up. I said: 



“I’m sad for Jill, Kitty, but I enjoyed this.” 



“I did, too,” she said, and then got out of the car so Linden and I could have a moment. 

Before we could share it one of the male agents entered the car through the open driver door pointing his gun at us. 



“You gentlemen need to get out of the car now.” Linden and I squeezed each other’s hand again, smiled at each other and then let go. He got out of his door and The Whore of Babylon and I got out also. 



One of the female agents took The Whore of Babylon. She held out her hand to let her sniff it and then smothered her with love and kisses. As the old girl was all about who was new and special, she forgot completely about me and walked away with the woman. 

Kitty, Linden and I leaned against the car and spread our legs so the other female agent and one of the men could search us for weapons. When they were satisfied we had none my cousin said, “Do you have a phone camera or something to record me?” The agents looked at each other and the woman produced one. She pointed it at Kitty, hit record and nodded. “For the record, I first drugged, and when that didn’t work, suffocated my schizophrenic daughter to death, at her request. Then I went berserk, caught up with my cousin, his husband and their dog, obtained their Walther PPK and forced them to steal that baby everyone is so worked up about. In a moment of weakness I let them give the baby to someone…” she looked at me and asked, “Where was it?” 



“Evanston,” I said. “A 7-11 on the southeast corner of the Northwestern University campus. They should have video.” Kitty: 



“I told them if they didn’t take me to Mexico I would implicate them. These men are innocent. I killed my daughter and kidnapped that baby. Please arrest me and let them go.” The agent recording her continued doing so as she said: 



“Mrs. Crenshaw, you joined these men after they kidnapped the baby.” 



Oh, fuck. 
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Campus police arrived at the scene of our arrest and provided crowd control while the captain showed the agents and we three criminals to their offices, which were in a building a short walk past the main admin building in what had been, are you sitting down, the morgue and crematorium. You’d think it would have been in the basement of what had been the main hospital, but because of the heat and there being no air conditioning when the place was built, it was above ground and separate. I thought this was very interesting. 



The female agent who had taken The Whore of Babylon advised me she was being 

looked at by summer school students who were part of an animal rights group; that is, until animal services could get her. “Would you ask the students to look after her until one of my friends comes to get her?” I asked. The woman said she would and I gave her Garrett’s cell phone number. 



The campus police captain, a black woman I would have recognized right away as the LeShawn Martin the twins and I had met years ago had she not glammed up, led us into the building and the three of us into an interview room with four chairs. Kitty, Linden and I were cuffed in the front and so had no problem sitting down comfortably. My husband and I hadn’t showered or changed since we had pissed ourselves when we were last bound, hours before, and we both kinda reeked. One of the male agents stayed in the room with us so LeShawn could play host to the others, showing them the rest of the offices and making what resources they had available to them or whatever. 



Before she shut the door on us, Captain Martin asked the three of us if she could get us something to drink. Kitty and Linden asked for water and I, a Diet Coke. “I’ll have one of my staff bring them as soon as possible. If you need to go to the rest room, let me know and I’ll have a male or female officer take you.” As she said this LeShawn looked at me hard. I thought it was kind of odd but didn’t make the connection because she had gotten hair extensions, wore makeup, had a boob job and was in a uniform. “If you would like to shower I can arrange for that, too,” she said. Linden, Kitty and I thanked her but she didn’t leave. “Can I get you something to eat?” She wouldn’t leave, bless her heart, not until I recognized her. I wasn’t hungry and neither were Kitty or Linden. We thanked her but declined. “Is your dog hungry, do you think?” she asked. My cousin, husband and I exchanged brief looks asking each other what was up with this chick. The agent also looked at her funny. She ignored our looks and said, “You know, I had a dog once. An old Pekingese whom I named Honey, which was short for Honey Bunches of Oats.” Why she didn’t say that first I will never know. I did my best to mask my recognition of her as finding her mentally ill. 



“She sounds lovely,” I said, smiling knowingly. “I would love that Diet Coke now, please.” 



“Coming right up!” she said, nodded to the agent and shut the door. 
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Linden hadn’t met LeShawn but I told him about her. Kitty hadn’t met Honey Bunches of Oats but I had told her about her. None of us said a word about her, LeShawn, the weather or the drinks that never came. We just sat there, quietly. The agent sat quietly, too. We didn’t speak to him. He didn’t speak to us. And time went by. An hour and a half that felt like two weeks and no drinks no shower or change of clothes, and no interrogation. The agent got up once and looked out the door, wondering where his colleagues were, what was happening and what the plan was. Then he sat back down, and continued saying nothing. 



It would have been excruciating had I not realized that we were saved. LeShawn was going to save us. Why else would she have made a fool of herself until I figured out who she was? I mean, she could have identified herself to me or not. It wouldn’t have mattered to the FBI or US attorney. She let me…us know who she was to reassure us. 



Wait, wait, wait, it seemed eons longer than the eight or so hours we were held by the coyotes but I didn’t care a bit. I stopped smelling myself and my husband and actually was kind of comfortable, in spite of the cuffs. 



Finally, the door opened and…God, are you sitting down, retired University of Texas Telltale dean Ann Richards, whose real name was something else but whom I kept calling Dean Richards when I met her years before, walked in holding a Glock to LeShawn’s head. She was wearing a comfortable-looking but still stylish pale green track suit. “Throw the cuffs to him,” she ordered, and the campus police captain tossed a pair of handcuffs to the agent. He caught them and just cuffed himself to his chair rather than waste time waiting for instructions. “Now, release the prisoners.” LeShawn unlocked first Kitty, then Linden then my cuffs. She squeezed my hand as she released me and I squeezed hers back. We said nothing and made no eye contact. “Now, hand Mr. 

Gallagher the key and cuff yourself to a chair.” LeShawn did. “Thank you,” to me, Linden and Kitty, Ann said, “Out.” 



Dean Richards gestured for the three of us to exit the room. When we did she locked it and then holstered her gun in a pocket or someplace. She raised her finger to her lips to keep us quiet. Then she led us down a hall and out a back door to where a white vintage Cadillac waited. I said, “Dean…Ann…” I remembered her name wasn’t Ann but she dismissed my effort to remember her real name and said to Linden and me: 



“You two, in the back. There are clothes and wipes, so you can clean yourselves up.” To Kitty, “I’m Ann.” She used the late governor’s name, just to keep everything simple. 



“Kitty,” she said. “Christian and I are cousins.” 



“My dear, I know,” Ann explained, “it’s been all over the news.” She gestured for the front passenger seat. “Please get in and make yourself comfortable. I have bottled water and snacks.” I considered the dean’s seating arrangement and asked: 
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“Who’s driving?” Ann smiled at me as she walked around the front of the car and opened the driver’s door. “You can’t,” I said. “You’ll get in trouble.” 



“Christian,” she addressed me as she would a young student, or toddler. “You’re exhausted and I’m bored.” She got in and so did the rest of us. “And I am so connected in this state and throughout the southwest, “she started the car, “that you should expect the state police in Texas, New Mexico and Arizona to provide us with an escort.” Linden looked from her to me and I looked at him. We smiled at how lucky we got, escaping the feds and getting a ride in a luxury car. Then we began removing our clothes. 



As Ann pulled away from the building, across and out of the school’s main parking lot, I noticed her adjust her mirrors to get a load of my husband and me. “Forgive me,” she said, “it’s been years since I’ve been this close to naked young men.” Young! I suppose forty-seven is young to the woman I guessed was in her eighties. Linden indicated our old clothes, but before he could ask what he should do with them our driver said, “Toss them out the window. LeShawn will have someone collect them.” We did. Then we used the wet wipes to clean ourselves, and each other, up. This led Kitty to flip down her visor in order to check her appearance. Like Ann, she adjusted it so she could see the show my husband and I were putting on for our old rescuer. 



“Kitty,” Linden noticed her first, “and you, a blood relative.” 



“Oh, and what’s new?” she asked. Ann looked at my cousin, who looked back and then the women high fived. It was terribly sweet and funny. I said: 



“You and LeShawn figured this out pretty quickly.” All business, Ann said: 



“When we learned the two, and then three of you were on the run we thought you might head southwest. So we came up with a plan in case you did.” Linden and I put on U of T 

Telltale sweatpants and t-shirts. Navy blue and gray. Better colors than Boston College’s maroon and gold, though I still had the scarf Ronnie Miller shoplifted for me from the school’s bookstore decades before. Even more serious, Ann looked at Kitty and said, 

“The feds know you didn’t force the boys to kidnap the baby.” None of us said anything, though Kitty nodded her head, slightly. Ann looked from her to the road to my husband and me and continued, “You can’t go back to Orlando. To your children.” It’s something, of course, I had thought of, but it still hit me like a punch in the gut being articulated, and by the woman I had met five years before, briefly, and never thought I would see again. 



I looked at Linden, who said, “We’ll figure something out.” 



“They’ll be watching them, boys…you kids,” she said. “Don’t make any sudden moves.” 



“Do they really think we kidnapped that baby because we wanted her, or wanted a ransom?” It was a dumb question, the answer to which I already knew. 
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“It doesn’t matter,” Ann said, “just as I will never be arrested or prosecuted for helping you now. It’s all about who you know, and that little girl’s father knows people.” 



“He won’t get Ellie back.” Ann looked at me and said, all creepy: 



“I don’t think he cares. He cares that you ‘got’ him. He will make it his life’s work to 

‘get’ you.” I sighed because I agreed and it was so inconvenient. Kitty said: 



“Christian, why don’t you tell Ann about Seth and that drug he was using on those men at the club.” Things were heavy enough and we needed a change of subject. I looked through the mirror at Ann who looked back and said: 



“It was the man who ran your club in Tell Tale. The one who the Lane woman strangled in Bismarck?” I nodded and provided the details over the next half hour during which Kitty distributed the snacks with which Ann and LeShawn had stocked the Caddy. When I was through Ann said, “Thank you for finding him, and stopping him. And stopping Lane.” 



“Oh, I didn’t stop her,” I said, and then indicated The Whore of Babylon, who sat laid comfortably on her back while Linden gave her a sponge bath with the wipes.” I told Ann about Lane and Stefan’s visit to Orlando, Isabel’s clever rescue and the meal The Whore of Babylon, the three other beagles and all of the Superior Mutts fosters made of the two of them. Ann loved this story more than any person has ever loved anything, especially the line where Lane said she learned some things in prison and Isabel told her cunnilingus wasn’t going to help her. 



“She didn’t!” Ann roared with laughter, so hard it shook her body, so hard Kitty had to take the wheel, even as she laughed herself. 
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Epilogue 


The minute we crossed into New Mexico Ann said, “We’re being followed.” Her three passengers looked behind and we noticed a large, dark green SUV behind us, in the front seat of which were a black man and a white man. 



“Are they waving at us?” Linden asked. 



“I think they are,” I said, straining to see if I knew them. 



“Why are they waving and not honking?” Kitty asked. 



“I don’t know and I’m not sticking around to find out,” our driver said, and the old gal floored the accelerator. Behind us our pursuers waved their arms even harder and, also, began honking. They sped up, too, but Ann wasn’t having it. She wove in and out of traffic with the ease of an Nascar driver, a skill that surprised me in no way. The SUV 

didn’t…couldn’t keep up and in several minutes we lost them. 



“Maybe they were fans of ‘Winter Key?’” Kitty suggested. “They wouldn’t be the first person to recognize you with your shorter hair.” 



“Yes, but they didn’t see me up close,” I explained. “And they didn’t hear my voice.” For not the first time I bemoaned my having spoken to Rod Meyer. We could be home, or just dropping Kitty off in Mexico, safe from arrest and years in federal prison. 



“They knew us,” Ann said. “Or you,” she looked from me to Linden in her rearview mirror, though I think she just meant me. At that moment we found ourselves passing a silver Mercedes, whose driver and passenger I recognized. 



They were Philip Gentry and Anne Tentier, former inmate and warden of Sea Grass Penitentiary, and I began waving as madly at them as the white and black fellas in the SUV had at us. Phil, who was driving, saw us first and waved back. Anne also did and we gestured to each other to pull over at the next rest stop. “These people, they’re your friends from the prison, who went to Mexico City?” Ann asked. 



“Yes,” I said. “But how…?” Before Ann or anyone could remind me my husband, cousin and me are public enemies numbers one, two and three, I said, “Sorry.” 



“They came to get us,” Linden said, and then asked, “Why?” 



“That’s a good question,” said Kitty, who noticed a sign for a rest area and add, “one that should be answered soon.” 



Ann pulled in and found a space in an area some distance from other cars. The silver Mercedes pulled in next to us and Phil and Anne got out quickly. Phil threw his arms 142 

around me and said, “Christian, we found you!” Anne threw her arms around both of us and said: 



“You’re safe. You’re fine. You can come with us and we’ll look after you.” I hugged them both and kissed Anne on the cheek. Then I broke the embrace to introduce them to Linden, “Of course, your handsome husband,” said Anne, hugging him. So funny but I didn’t see her as a hugger. I guess living as a fugitive changed her, or maybe she always was one, just not at the prison. 



“And my cousin, Kitty,” Anne and Phil only shook her hand. “And Ann Richards.” 

Again, I used the late governor’s name and no one said or knew otherwise. 



“We’ve been looking for you,” Phil said, “up and down this route. And others.” 



“Sonny and Jaime should join us shortly,” said Anne. 



“They were in the SUV,” Ann said. Anne nodded. 



“We got you IDs,” Phil said. “We had them made when we first heard about the 

kidnapping.” 



“Rescue,” Anne reminded him. I looked from them to Ann Richards, who said: 



“LeShawn took yours from the car. The PT Cruiser. They’re in the glove compartment.” 



“You can never have too many,” Kitty said. 



“Not when you’re in as much trouble as us,” I added. 



“Where have you been staying?” Linden asked. “While you’ve been cruising the 

highway?” Anne looked at Phil, who nodded, and then she said: 



“We have two places. A ranch outside of Mexico City. Terry lives there. So does Grady, his wife and their son,” adorable! “and his parents.” She paused, too long, causing me to ask, anxiously: 



“Where does everyone else live?” Phil said: 



“Anne, Sonny, Jaime and I run a motel in Santa Fe. 



“No way!” I said, super loud. The others bore expressions that asked why they weren’t also south of the border, to which Anne responded: 



“We thought it would be harder to identify us as the folks who busted out of Sea Grass if we split up.” 
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“We also didn’t think anyone would look for us in New Mexico…inside the US, I mean.” 

I thought that made sense and no one said otherwise. Anne saw the SUV approach and asked us, quickly: 



“We can take you to the motel or the ranch. Both are safe. It’s up to you.” Phil: 



“We go back and forth a few times a year, just to mix it up. You won’t have to pick a place and stay there.” I looked from Phil to Linden to Kitty to Anne and then the SUV as it pulled next to the Mercedes. 



Jaime Washington was as happy to see us…OK, me, as Anne and Phil combined. He smiled so hard I was sure it hurt and hugged me so hard he nearly crushed a lung. I was so happy to see him so happy…it’s hard to describe, his transformation and my joy at seeing it. When he finally broke the embrace to meet the others Sonny Finn gave me a handshake that he drew into a brief hug. “It’s very good to see you, Christian,” he said. 

“I’m sorry about the circumstances.” I shrugged and said: 



“The baby’s safe. Mine are safe, too, and being looked after by their legal parents.” I chuckled without humor. “At least I think.” I forced a smile. “There are plenty of people looking out for Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia.” I sobbed saying their names. Sonny stepped past me to say hello to the others while Anne gave me another hug. 



“You’ll see them soon,” she said, and then added, “consider how long Sonny and I waited to be together. It will be a lot sooner than that and you’ll be together and happy like you were never separated.” I sobbed again and then continued to do so. 



We stood around saying nothing important for a few minutes and then I said, “Why don’t we all go to the motel you operate and take a nap.” I spoke for Linden, Kitty and myself, though Ann appeared tired, too. She handed her car keys to Phil, and said: 



“Would you mind driving my car there, young man?” She looked from him to me and Linden and continued, “I am tired of driving, though I hesitate to say so as my traveling companions have been up for two weeks.” Phil took the keys, checked out the old Caddy, and said: 



“I’d be glad to.” He opened the front passenger door for Ann, who got in and put on her seatbelt. Then he walked around the car and got in the drivers side; this, without an explanation, nod or look at the rest of us. Anne invited Kitty to drive with Sonny and her in the Mercedes and Linden and I rode in the SUV with Jaime. 



I didn’t ask as we all stood around the rest stop enjoying seeing each other, and I nearly didn’t ask Jaime, thereby risking his joyous mood, as we drove. “Dwight?” I said. My friend did get grave as he said: 



“Dwight died a couple of months ago.” It’s what I thought when no one mentioned at which location he was living. “He was at the ranch. We think it was some kind of cancer, 144 

though he didn’t…wouldn’t see a doctor.” I believed that. “He just lived until he died,” 

Jaime said, mostly practically, though there was a tiny bit of wistful in there, too. “When it began to hurt Grady gave him morphine. He didn’t like it and so asked for a fatal dose,” 

which he didn’t have to explain Grady gave. 



I was sorry I wouldn’t see Dwight. Then I said: 



“Succulence?” because I couldn’t believe no one had mentioned her, as colorful as she was. 



“She’s in Buenos Aires with some guy…we think he’s a gangster, who is in LOVE with her.” It was all the information I needed and I said: 



“Fabulous.” 







Ann Richards stayed overnight and then drove back to Texas, alone, the following day. 

Phil, Sonny and Jaime offered to drive her and she refused. “As much as I would love to have the company of three such handsome men,” she explained, “I’m afraid you would be discovered when the state police identifies my car and apprehends me.” She was right. 

Linden and I saw her off in the motel parking lot. 



“I’m sorry for the trouble you’re going to get into,” I said. Ann shook her head. 



“Christian, I told you, I’m connected.” She paused. “And I can feign age-related dementia.” There was that. “The worst that can happen is that they’ll take Betty away,” 

she patted the Glock she concealed under her track suit. “I’ve got plenty of others, though.” 



“I’ve never been so sure of anything,” I said. More seriously, Ann said: 



“I’m glad I could help you. I never had a chance to tell you how grateful I am to you and your friends for finding those missing students and the other men.” I nodded with my eyelids. “LeShawn forgave me, for not believing her and not investigating.” 



“That’s because she’s a class act,” I said. “Just like you.” Ann smiled. 



“She’s got a girlfriend, you know.” 



“I’m sure of that, too,” I said. “All supermodeled out and everything.” 



“She is quite beautiful, isn’t she?” Ann said. Linden and I agreed and then Ann said, “I’m glad I saw you again.” She then took a step toward me and drew me into a hug. “You are quite extraordinary, Christian.” She released me, quickly. It was the best a tough Texas non-hugger could do, I figured, and it was enough. 
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“So are you, Ann.” She hugged Linden even quicker and then got in her car and drove away without another word. Because I think if she had said something else she would have sobbed, and that wasn’t what this tough old Texas…something-or-other, was about. 



Grady and Terry arrived later that day, having secured fake passports that allowed them to travel freely between the US and Mexico. I hugged them both, hard, introduced them to Linden and Kitty, and then had a gigantic meal with them and the Santa Fe contingent. 



The next day my cousin Kitty, whom I hardly knew two weeks before but of whom I had grown extremely fond, left with them for Mexico City. It made sense for her to go as she had murdered her daughter, for all intents. Linden and I liked the motel, which we were confident would give us something to do, and being in the US made us feel that much closer to our children. 



Grady and Terry waited in their black Toyota Tundra for me and Linden to say goodbye to Kitty. “It’s like I’m saying goodbye to Mary and Margaret again,” I fought a sob, successfully. 



“And I see your parents in you, Christian,” she said, “and I don’t just mean your eyes and eyebrows.” Being thus compared to William and Joan Gallagher was the highest praise, and I received it with only a smile and nod, because it left me speechless. Kitty looked at my husband and said, “I’m glad to know you, Linden.” 



“I feel the same way, Kitty.” They hugged, which was neat to watch, and then my cousin…my long lost cousin who was two hours away for as many decades, hugged me. 



“Come see us in Mexico City soon,” she said, let me go, and got in the back seat of the four door truck quickly. I took Linden’s hand and began crying, for knowing Kitty such a short time before losing her. For her losing her husband and daughter. And for me losing everyone but Linden. The truck drove away and my husband and I looked at each other. 

He said: 



“We’ll see Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia soon, Christian. Sooner than you think.” I thought we would, too, but I didn’t know how. They were whom I missed most, though I was sad that I would likely never see Isabel Lamb again. Grayson and Garrett, Ron and Susie Green, Keith Pilcher and Jim Weaver I would see again, I was sure. Dondi, Kevin and Siobhan and the rest of the Coven. And Samia. Always Samia. 



And Elio, to whom I could spend pages paying tribute, as he was an important, steadfast and delightful constant in my life for a dozen years, and for whom there will always be a large, horny and wonderful place in my heart. 
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Mr. and Mrs. Cassidy—Douglas and Daphne, I think; hence, at least, the inspiration for Donny and Danny—knew my parents and my parents knew them. We all went to St. 

Sebastians and my family lived closer to them than we did our cousins. Of course my parents would know the parents of the girl, Maura, who used to take long walks with their daughter, Deirdre. Of course they would know the parents of the girl, Helen, who used to their son, William Jr., on his paper route. They likely knew about Bridgette, too, as she had dated Sean enough for them to enjoy a formal break up. The twins they knew egged our house and toilet-papered our trees. Did they know how James Cassidy traded insults with Rose? Probably not. Did they know how Liam Cassidy and Colin manufactured a violent hatred in order to protect themselves from bigger bullies and, more importantly, attract girls? And did they know that I bit Morgan’s face? Yeah, they did, ‘cause I boasted about it that evening at dinner. 



They knew the Cassidy children and knew the Cassidy parents. Mother and Daphne were both active in the church, but were never on the same committees. Mom was a Minister of the Eucharist while Daphne held a seat on the Parish Council. Mother went to Mass every day with her weekday missile while Mrs. Cassidy went on Sundays, but only when she was in the mood. Mother went to the South Bronx to feed the homeless while Daphne wrote donation checks, not all of which cleared. 



My father knew Douglas because he also worked in the banking industry. Dad sold municipal bonds for fifty years, interrupted only by his serving in the Second World War, while Douglas…well, I don’t know what specifically he did on Wall Street but I’m confident he never wore a military uniform. 



Dad was careful and frugal with his money, investing it so that he was able to straighten our teeth and educate us as far as we wanted. Douglas Cassidy paid the Rowaneck Beach and Tennis Club to feed his family because neither he nor his wife liked to shop for groceries or cook, and it was so much nicer to eat at those lovely tables with fresh linens and polished cutlery. 



The Cassidys went broke but managed to hold onto the house in Rowaneck until Morgan graduated high school in 1984. Then they divorced. I don’t know where Douglas Cassidy lived after that but Daphne got an apartment in the same building where my grandmother had lived. She moved in four years after Grandma died, so they never hung out or met in the elevator or anything. If they had I’m certain they would have shared warm, well-mannered hellos and perhaps some very small small talk. It was what my mother shared with Daphne when they ran into each other at church functions. Polite hellos and the smallest of small talk. The weather, only. No inquiries about each others health or husband, and no mention of children at all. At all. 



In 1992 when my mother developed hepatitis, again, she knew it would kill her. Before going into the hospital, where she would die faster than anyone, her doctors first among them, expected, she served as a Minister of the Eucharist one last time, at ten a.m. mass one Sunday at St. Sebastians. I wasn’t at this mass as I lived in Orlando, but I heard about it from Matthew. He lived at home at the time and worked in New York City. As an 147 

adult, my parents didn’t force him to go to church and so he didn’t, even on religious holidays. Matthew went to that mass, though, with my father, because, he later told me, he knew it would be our mother’s last. He wanted to be there for her, and to accept communion from her, because he knew it would mean something to her. \ 



Bless his heart my little brother. Always. 



Mrs. Cassidy was at that mass and saw my mother. Everyone saw my mother because her face was sickly yellow. Some avoided her communion line, I’ll wager, but more went on it, even though she worked a side aisle, than went on the priests. “Christian,” Matthew told me on the phone that evening, “People crossed two aisles to get to her line.” I found that very moving. Everyone in the parish knew Joan Hanson Gallagher personally or knew of her. Everyone knew she was a life-long member of St. Sebastian’s congregation and that she had distributed communion for decades. And everyone at that mass knew it would be her last. Her friends, her children’s friends, acquaintances and those people she only knew by sight, got on her communion line. So  many that it still stretched the length of the building when the presiding priest’s was finished. 



Matthew said Father Something-or-Other left the center aisle when he was done and approached my mother. She saw him in the corner of her eye and was apparently glad of the help he would give her, so she took a few steps to her left. However, instead of administering communion to every other person on her line, he gently took 

her…communion holder? And put the rest of his into it. He returned it to her, kissed her yellow cheek, and returned to the altar for the meditation while the rest of the mass-goers paid tribute to my dying mother. 



Daphne Cassidy was among those who crossed two aisles to share half a moment with Joan Gallagher. Then, a week later and, perhaps, shortly after my mother laughed at the doctor who suggested she, at sixty-eight, get on a liver transplant list, Mrs. Cassidy went to visit her. 



Joan was there at the time and told me about the visit, which lasted more than three hours, which was three hours longer than anyone else’s did who wasn’t family. Though never vain, my mother still wasn’t tickled about people seeing her looking like death. 

Further, as close as she was to dying, she tired easily, making visits difficult. Well, Joan told me something about Daphne Cassidy’s visit gave our mother a second wind, which began blowing the moment the woman swept into the room with flowers and candy and a greeting so warm you would have thought they had been best friends their whole lives. 

And they talked, and they talked, and mother sat up, which she hadn’t done in two days, and they talked, and they talked, and they sang something, too, I think. 



They talked about their children and who was whose age and what which was doing and who was married and where each was living and blah, blah, blah, as if Danny and Donny had never bothered Thomas or it never occurred to Bridgette to accuse Sean of rape, or Mrs. Cassidy was never concerned about Helen getting pregnant by the son Joan Gallagher conceived during a rape. She did, however, say how sad she was that her 148 

daughter Maura took her own life. “Oh, Joan,” my sister told me Daphne said to my mother during one of the few serious moments during the visit, “I wish I could tell her how sorry I was I didn’t recognize her suffering and did nothing to stop it. I think she was a lesbian, though she didn’t fit the stereotype. Neither Douglas nor I advised our children we would love them no matter what, and I fear it’s because at the time our love had conditions.” Before she could continue, or maybe because she couldn’t, my mother said: 



“Daphne, you need to forgive yourself. Maura is in Heaven, where she is with God and no longer in pain. She loves you and if you did something to make her feel badly, and I think you may be exaggerating your role in her suicide, she has forgiven you. Maura loves you and has been your angel since the day she died, and she will continue to be your angel until you pass.” Well, this caused Daphne Cassidy to burst into loud, painful tears and embrace my sick and tiny mother. Joan said my mother returned her embrace and held her for as long as Mrs. Cassidy needed, stroking her hair and patting her shoulders as her friend…the new friend she had known for close to fifty years, sobbed. 



Yeah, this has nothing to do with Kitty or Linden and me or our children. Or Bonnie Gallagher Crenshaw, Superior Bodies or our new lives in Santa Fe, but it’s something I meant to share with my husband and cousin as we sat bound in that second floor bedroom in Tell Tale. And I would have gotten to it then had Jacob and Joshua Kelly not fucked everything up by freeing us so fast. Hah! 



It all comes back to William and Joan Gallagher, doesn’t it? You’d think I would have covered it all by now. 
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