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Chapter 1:  

ACTION PARK 




That the Gallagher children would only be on each others teams was generally true, no more than for me. I spent my childhood enjoying the company of my siblings, myself, and books. As Rowaneck is small and my family large and formidable, everyone knew me, or of me, by my eyebrows and eyes or, OK, my reputation as being an innocent-looking but terribly wicked boy. People identified me as such even over my clear gayness because Thomas was also clearly gay and, really, my cruelty was the stuff of legend. 



I didn’t have friends in school, in spite of Erin Fleming’s assertion that a handful of my class’ smarter kids were part of a clique. Erin was unlikable but wanted friends and so deluded herself into thinking she was part of a group. I was frightening and uninterested in friends and so it all worked out for me, for the first eleven grades, that is. Senior year at Rowaneck High my classmates got all nostalgic about growing up and becoming adults and leaving school and town. This caused many of my peers to take a second look at me. 

I imagined them thinking, yeah he’s a fag, but he’s the Class of ‘84’s fag. Or, more likely, yeah he’s sociopath, but he’s our sociopath. 



Whatever their motivation, the kids with whom I had grown up and gone to school and had adventures but never did anything with outside of school suddenly put me on their invite lists. Immune, at seventeen, to any nostalgia, no one was more surprised than I when I got invited to this party or that barbecue or this trip to Jones Beach or…and this is how it all started, that trip to Action Park in New Jersey. 



Tommy Gilligan and Thomas John (T.J.) Hallinan were best friends and had been all of their lives. Among their friends was Baker Steele, an average looking fella who had a series of girlfriends beginning in fifth grade but who was Tommy and T.J.’s best friend, the three of them, when not going steady with a female classmate. 



For a reason I couldn’t figure out then but did so years later when straight-appearing Tommy came out of the closet, he, T.J. and then-unattached Baker contacted me the last weekend of summer, 1983, and asked me to go to Action Park with them. The 

Wednesday before when we were lifeguarding at Rowaneck’s Manor Beach, Tommy said to me, “We’re going on Saturday. Wanna come?” He asked this as he relieved me on the guard chair from which we oversaw the modest beach on Long Island Sound. 



“Are you kidding me?” I said, truly surprised. 



“No,” he insisted. “I talked to T.J. and Baker and we want you to come.” I didn’t believe him and asked, a second time: 



“Are you kidding me?” 



“No, Christian. I’m not. Baker’s got his mother’s SAAB and we’re leaving at seven a.m. 

Do you want to come or not?” 
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“Tommy, if you’re setting me up, you know what I’ll do to you.” 



“I’ve known you all my life, Christian. I know better than to trick you.” 



“OK, just so we’re clear.” 



“We’ll pick you up at six-forty five?” he asked. The idea of it was so strange. Being invited by my classmates to something social? And going? In spite of Tommy’s assurance I still couldn’t believe it and nearly asked, a third time, if he was kidding me. I said: 



“OK.” 



I didn’t tell anyone in my family to where I had been invited on Saturday and by whom. 

This was because when Tommy, T.J. and Baker didn’t show up, the revenge I would take on them would be all mine. Also, I didn’t think my parents or anyone would believe it. 

Either. 



I was awake at six-thirty, showered and drinking coffee my father had prepared, as he had gotten up before me to sweep and mop the kitchen and breakfastroom floor. You’ll recall he did this every day of the week and on weekends, too. Dad didn’t ask me why I was awake because, like him and my mother, I was an early riser. He did ask who was pulling up our driveway in the silver SAAB. “Baker Steele,” I said. “He and two other guys asked me to go to Action Park in New Jersey with them today.” 



“They did?” my father asked, nearly choking on his coffee. 



“I know,” I said. “What’s that all about?” I said goodbye and left the house with a bag containing my wallet, a towel and change of clothes in case we got a meal someplace after. As I walked down the back porch steps to the driveway my father stepped outside and said: 



“Christian.” 



“What?” I asked, turning around. He gestured for me to come back up the stairs and, because I was a cheeky monkey, always, I sighed and made a big show of kissing him goodbye on his cheek, as if I had forgotten. This made my father, who disdained any public display of affection, especially from his grown sons, shake his head and push me away. He did smile a bit as he dug his wallet out of his pants and pulled a twenty dollar bill out of it. “I have money, Dad,” I said, touched. 



“Just take it, and have a good time.” I wanted to hug and kiss him for real but knew better and so just play punched his left arm and said: 





3 

“Thanks, Daddyo.” I spun around and went back down the stairs to the driveway. Baker had put his car in neutral and he, Tommy and T.J. stepped out of three doors and said, almost at once: 



“Hi, Mr. Gallagher.” My father didn’t know their first names but he recognized them and replied. 



“Hello, boys.” The poor guy was reeling, but managed to add, “You have fun and don’t get into any trouble.” Almost at once, my three companions said: 



“We won’t, Mr. Gallagher.” Baker popped his trunk and I put my bag in it and then opened the remaining door and got in the back next to T.J. My father waved and the four of us waved and Baker honked the horn once as he pulled out of our driveway. 



“How much did your Dad give you, G?” T.J. asked. 



“Twenty bucks,” I said, and then held it toward Baker. “For gas.” He looked at me through the rear view window, kind of strangely. He didn’t take it or respond right away. 

I kept my arm extended toward him while he figured it out and said, finally: 



“It’s good.” Baker shook his head and added, “We’re good.” In those few moments I realized that Baker had been the holdout, that Tommy and T.J., or maybe Tommy alone, thought to ask me to join them and that Baker had initially objected. It was so obvious. 

To everyone. As I withdrew my arm T.J. grabbed the bill, more to lighten the mood than anything, and said: 



“I’ll gas up my car later. Thanks, G.” 



“G.” No one called me “G.” My older siblings’ friends, the male ones, called me and Matthew “Little G” and my brothers “G,” but no one had ever called me anything but Christian…or, you know, “The Devil.” 



“OK,” I said, retrieved the bill from T.J., and added it to the fifty I had in my wallet. We hit the Manor Deli first thing and all went in together. Baker got smokes and a Coke, T.J. 

a bagel, Tommy all kinds of muffins and cupcakes and, me, coffee. We got back in the SAAB in the same seats and hit the road for real. 



The drive to Northwestern Jersey was…I can’t remember and don’t feel like mapquesting it. An hour? Two? We spent it talking about school and colleges and they talked about girls. They talked about schools and colleges, actually, as I just sat quietly and sipped my coffee. As well and for as long as the four of us had known each other, they were friends and I was someone new. I was fine with that and enjoyed their conversation. On occasion, Tommy or T.J. would ask me something, like where I planned to apply to college, and I said, “Boston College. Thomas goes there and seems to like it.” 



“Catholic college,” Tommy remarked. 
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“Yeah,” I added, “that should make Mother happy.” 



“Gonna be a priest?” Baker asked. 



“Not in this lifetime,” I said without hesitation. 



We got to the park quickly, it seemed, and only shortly after it opened. Briefly, Action Park, also called “Traction Park” and “Class Action Park,” was an amusement park in Vernon Valley that operated in the eighties and nineties. It had water and other rides, all extremely dangerous. Most notorious was the Alpine Slide, where you sat on a sled and went zooming down a concrete track using a pitiful hand brake of sorts that was supposed to slow you down for curves, but really was useless. Go too fast and you risk jumping the track and crashing into a haybale or the side of the hill on which it was built. Too slow and the guy in back of you crashes and you both go off the track. Injuries, one or two deaths, lawsuits and citations, the Alpine Slide was the park’s signature ride and the first one we hit. Also a mess was the Tidal Wave Pool, which was always totally crowded and extremely rough. It had something like a dozen lifeguards on duty at once, jumping in, rescuing someone, getting back on the guard chair and jumping in again. Just watching all the saves was worth the price of admission. The Tarzan Jump, Super Speed Water Slide, Roaring Rapids, super fast go carts patrons confused with bumper cars and, at the entrance, The Cannonball Loop, caused nearly as many broken bones and irreversible comas. I had heard about the park but had no desire to die and so never made an attempt to go. Then Tommy invited me. 



We parked, took our sunglasses, wallets and towels and headed for the entrance, getting kind of excited and kind of scared. All of us. My new friends’ sudden silence told me they were having second thoughts about breaking their necks on the underground waterslide’s infamous ninety-degree turn, a slide that dumped you in a pool so crowded it wasn’t uncommon to land on a swimmer and break his neck too. 



As we crossed the lot I noticed three very tall, very nicely built and very handsome college-age guys in bright board shorts and flip flops. I was usually discreet about checking out strangers in public places as, for all my formidability, it was still America in the 80s. Well, that morning I held my gaze a moment too long, imagining the three of them getting their grooves on with each other. One of them, a hottie whose curly brown hair contained natural blond highlights, caught me looking. I saw him see me and turned away quickly, hoping and, EEEK, praying he wouldn’t make a fuss in front of my straight classmates. 



Well, I didn’t pray hard enough because Curly got his friends’ attention, pointed toward me and said, super loud, “Hey, that fag was checkin’ us out. Hey fag, how’s it hanging?” 

The day was ruined. Right then. I looked at the asphalt, too mortified to look at the others and, and this is unusual, too cowed to respond. Curly’s two friends also said “Hey” and 

“Faggot” and “Are you all faggots or just the one with the eyebrows?” Tommy 

whispered: 
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“Ignore them, Christian.” I responded, only loud enough for Baker, T.J. and him to hear: 



“I’m sorry.” Baker, who drove a SAAB, enjoyed a trust fund so large he didn’t have to go to college and could have spent every day of his life at Action Park, said: 



“Christian, we knew what we were getting into when we asked you to join us. We could give a shit about those fuckers,” he looked at them, “cute as they are.” 



Wow, I though. Wowowowowowow. Someone was as cool as shit. Three young men 

were as cool as any that ever lived. They knew that in hanging out with me people might think they were gay, and they didn’t care. Even as the college fucks continued to shout stuff at us, Baker lit up a cigarette and T.J. asked for a bite of Tommy’s Devil Dog and I kept walking, face forward, and feeling very lucky to be hanging out with these fellas. 



Our disinterest caused the college assholes to stop haranguing us, for the time being. We bought our tickets, secured a locker for our stuff, and headed right to the Alpine Slide down which we crashed into hay bales and each other so often that at its bottom, we stood around comparing, and counting, our cuts and scrapes. T.J. had the most. Baker had the fewest. Tommy had a cut on his forehead, though, which trumped all. “Hey Faggots, you gonna lick each other’s wounds?” asked one of Curly’s friends. The four of us watched the three of them sipping beer before noon, as they walked up the hill toward the Alpine Slide entrance. Baker answered them by grabbing Tommy’s head and licking the length of his wound, something I thought was hilarious and, OK, kind of hot and kind of hotter than the earlier fantasy I had of the college guys. T.J. laughed super hard at that. 

The college trio grimaced and said more shit and I laughed, too. 



“Now it’s infected,” Tommy said to Baker, who shot his tongue in and out of his mouth as if he were performing cunnilingus or something. We laughed again and then went to the Super Speed Water Slide. 



It was our goal to hit each ride at the park, no matter the level of danger or the number of injuries we sustained at each. “Does that include The Cannonball Loop?” T.J. asked of the pseudo water slide with a 360 degree loop that was only open for, conveniently, the month during which we visited before being shut down by the state or some amusement park commission or something. 



“Oh, yeah,” Baker said. “Unless you want to walk home.” Go Baker. 



The water slide was a good time, though scarier than I thought because when you first launch you were basically free falling for several seconds. The rapids was boring and irritating because there were so many people on them. Ditto the wave pool. Still, we did them because none of us wanted to hitchhike back to Rowaneck. After those two we got something to eat somewhere, then relaxed in the sunshine somewhere else, and then headed toward the go-carts. The line was so long Baker said, “I could walk home before we got to the front,” and then, “Tarzan Swing.” He was clearly the leader of our group, 6 

and it made me wonder who, between Tommy and T.J., was dominant when Baker was hanging out with his many girlfriends. 



There was a line at the swing but it wasn’t as long and it moved faster. Also, it was fun watching people ahead of you jumping off it into the murky, fetid, pool below. People did wacky jumps, deliberate belly or back flops and even dropped their shorts as they swung out or in midair. Well, wouldn’t you know it, those college fucks got on line about ten people behind us. We realized this when one super skinny kid swung out and tore off his shorts, dropped them, and then jumped into the water after them. Curly saw him, saw me, and said, “Hey Eyebrows, did that turn you on?” I didn’t acknowledge him and none of us had wounds fresh enough for Baker to lick. We stood patiently waiting for each person in front of us to jump. No one dropped his shorts after the skinny kid, or immediately after him. Not, that is, until Curly decided it was his turn. He cut in line, bullying himself past everyone, purposely knocking each of the four of us as he went by, and finding himself at the front. “Hey Eyebrows, check this out!” he hollered at me. Then, even before grabbing the swing, he removed his shorts, threw them in the water, let out a Tarzan yell and, naked, swung out and over the water. More concerned with 

embarrassing me than letting go of the swing so as to ensure he hit the water in the gentlest way, Curly just winged it and wound up landing flat on his back. When he surfaced, though, really, he never actually went underwater, it was to derisive laughter and applause by everyone on line, including his two friends, but me and mine. This pissed him off tremendously, so much that he smacked the surface of the water a couple of times with his open right hand, you know, just in rage. His back hurt, he was being laughed at and he couldn’t find his shorts. He looked and looked even as other people swung after him. Well, it turns out the skinny kid who had dropped his shorts before, had snuck back into the water and taken them while everyone was looking at the angry college fuck. From the edge of the pool he held them up: 



“You looking for these, asshole?” the kid shouted. 



“Oh, boy,” Tommy said. 



“Uh-huh,” said T.J. 



“Right on,” Baker said. I didn’t say anything, out loud, though I was shouting inside. 

Curly’s stunt had backfired and now he was ten times madder at those faggots who were to blame. 



Curly’s friends left the Tarzan line and ran toward the skinny kid, who saw them coming and dropped Curly’s shorts on the ground and then rubbed them into the dirt with his right foot before taking off. One of the guys picked them up and threw them into the water. While they did this Baker said, “Let’s do this last,” and the four of us disappeared. 



We did a couple of other things, always on the lookout for the college assholes. We even went back to the Tarzan Swing, and T.J. dropped his shorts and Tommy did and then I did, but, you know, only after the other two. In only doing it after my…companions, I 7 

wasn’t rubbing in the trouble I had inadvertently caused when checking out the Curly and his pals in the lot that morning. You know? 



After the swing we had two more places to hit: a thirty-foot cliff dive and The Cannonball Loop. Baker, a smoker, had run out of steam and Tommy was tired, too. T.J. 

did track and I swam, so we were good to go. We arrived at the cliff, on the top of which other park-goers stared into the water so very far below, deciding if it was really worth spending the rest of their lives in a wheelchair for the thrill. Bruised and bloody from every other ride at the park, the dive didn’t seem to me to be that much more dangerous or painful, so I marched right up to the edge, my friends right behind me. As I prepared to dive headfirst off the manufactured cliff, I heard Curly shout, “Hey Eyebrows, I saw your Tarzan jump!” Fuck, I thought for a split second…less than that, actually. Fuck, fuck, fuck. There was no escaping the college fucks, whom I had checked out and, thus, provoked in the parking lot and whose increasing belligerence caused even A-personality Baker to suggest we leave the Tarzan Swing right after Curly’s naked back-flop. Fuck, fuck, fuck. We had enjoyed a pleasant respite from the college dicks, but we were tired and battered, which wouldn’t have bothered us except for our Curly’s continued harassment. 



I thought of my classmates and maybe my friends and how their big trip to Action Park, the one in which they had chosen to include me out of nostalgia or pity or, maybe, genuine friendly interest, had been, partially, ruined by Curly’s meanness. The thought of that, their kindness and, especially, Baker’s having told me they expected it when they asked me and it was all right with them, though really it wasn’t and shouldn’t have been, caused such a wave of rage to consume me that I spun around, and bear in mind it look a millisecond for all of this to occur to me and for me to respond, in a drag queen drawl, “I know,” I pointed to the Velcro fly of his board shorts, “you’ve still got the boner it gave you.” At once, Curly and his friends’ jaws dropped. At the same time, Baker said: 



“Whoa!” in a tone so proud I’m confident he would have hugged me had Curly not come after me. Before my other two friends had an opportunity to respond, or take a breath, freshly enraged Curly ran the three or four steps between us and tackled me, sending us both over the cliff. I don’t think it was his intention to send us flying. I think he was just drunk and so colossally pissed off he could think of nothing beyond beating the fuck out of me for my amazing comeback. 



As we sailed over the cliff in our hostile embrace, I remembered how Curly landed, on his back, in the Tarzan pool and turned us around. This caused him to do a thirty-foot back flop that I hoped would snap his spine. Sadly, he was still able to move after we hit the water. I knew this because he rained punches on me that really didn’t hurt because the drag the water caused prevented them from having any power. When he realized he hadn’t broken my jaw, Curly began choking me. This caused me to remember that part of my lifeguard training where, if a victim panics and grabs you in a way that would cause both of you to drown, dive deep underwater. This will make the victim let go and try to get to the surface. I did this and Curly let go. Then I swam, underwater, as far from him as I could. 
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When I surfaced I looked around to find Tommy and T.J. had jumped off the cliff after us and were pounding on Curly. I looked from them to the top of the cliff where Baker stood watching them, the two other college assholes on his left and right. Baker saw me watching him, nodded, smiled, grabbed Curly’s friends’ right and left hands and jumped, taking them over the cliff with him. “Oh my God!” I shouted. Baker and his two new buddies landed less than a foot from Curly, Tommy and T.J. Any closer and they all would have been injured or dead. The six of them carried on a bit until my friends did surface dives and also swam away, coming up next to me. Before Baker, or any of us, could suggest anything, a handful of teenagers, boys and girls, shouted and waved for us to get out of the pool. They did. They all saw…everyone saw what had gone on and some had been aware of the drama since at least the Tarzan Swing. This group beckoned us toward them and we swam their way. They helped us out of the pool and advised us to run for our lives. We did, as much because they told us to as we heard death threats coming from all three college fucks behind us. 



We ran and, bless their hearts, that group of teens, and others, did their best to slow down our enemies by milling about behind us and in front of them. And not just the kids at the cliff-diving pool. Throughout the park; that is, between the cliff and the parking lot, people, mostly kids, deliberately got between the four totally cool, one of them gay, high-schoolers and the three drunken college bullies. Their effort would have given us the time we needed to get to Baker’s SAAB and make a clean getaway. The thing was, we hadn’t done The Cannonball Loop yet. As we approached it, running for our lives and everything, Baker shouted, “The Loop!” We changed direction immediately and ran toward it. The very few kids who were climbing the stairs saw us and got out of our way. 

We booked up the stairs and jumped headfirst into the hole at the top of the most dangerous ride at the dangerous park so fast we each missed the sign that advised us we had to go feet first or risk serious injury. T.J., me, Tommy and Baker threw ourselves into the hole, flew down the tunnel, did a three-sixty, and got shat out its end into a pool so shallow it wound up containing more of our blood than water. We each lay in it, complaining of neck, shoulder and back injuries until we heard Curly shout, “I’m going to kill you Eyebrows, and your faggot friends, too!!!” Suddenly cured, we got to our feet and ran out of the park. 



We shouldn’t have stopped for The Cannonball Loop. We would have made it, I and my friends thought as the college guys gained on us. We shouldn’t have done the Loop, T.J., Tommy and I shouldn’t have imitated Curly’s naked back flop and I shouldn’t have suggested his having watched me do it gave him an erection. 



Awww, fuck it, I thought as they gained on Baker, running barefoot. We were all barefoot. Where did our flip flips and sneakers go? 



Barefoot! I thought and searched the parking lot for glass, I found two beer bottles, picked them up, turned around and smashed them on the asphalt right behind Tommy and Baker. And then I stood there, arms folded, leaning on one hip and smiling my Cheshire 9 

Cat smile as the college fucks, whose speed prevented them from stopping instantly, ran barefoot over the freshly broken glass. 



Behind me, my three friends stopped, turned around and approached me. At once all three of them said, slowly, “Oh. My. God.” It was time enough for us all to appreciate the shouts of pain as our enemies’ six feet slammed down on the sharp shards of glass. “Let’s go,” Baker said, and we did. 



We passed the totally injured college fucks as Baker drove us out of the parking lot. 

Curly and one of them were sitting on the ground pulling glass out of the soles of their feet while the third was vomiting. They were in such pain they didn’t respond to the honks Baker gave them. 



We left the park and found the highway and zoomed back to New York and Rowaneck, laughing and reliving every single moment of our day, the drama with the college guys and also the rides and the injuries they caused. We laughed, shouted, imitated Curly, played music, pulled over to buy snacks, and, to me, had as much or more fun reviewing our amazing day as we had enjoying it. 



Over and over Tommy, T.J. and Baker took turns imitating my, “I know, you’ve still got the boner it gave you.” Each time their impression got more drag-queeny and I didn’t mind a bit. “The bottles, Christian,” Baker said. “The bottles. The glass…” 



“It was genius,” T.J. said. 



“How did you think of it?” asked Tommy. They all waited for my response. I thought about it and said, just: 



“How long have you known me? All our lives???” 



“Yup, you’re right,” Tommy said. 



“Well done, G,” said Baker. 



“I’m never crossing you,” T.J. offered, and then added, “Though I wouldn’t have before this trip, either.” There was another silence and then Tommy said: 



“You’re not so scary.” Baker: 



“So long as you’re on our side.” T.J.: 



“Amen.” 



And so I was on their side. Then, and throughout senior year. At parties, my three new friends whom I had known since we were five, would begin telling some group about our day at the park, inevitably finding me and asking me to take over the story. Indeed, 10 

Baker, Tommy and T.J. brought it up at one party to which I had not been invited. Some chick, Michelle or Millicent or something…I forget the host and why I had been excluded. Baker called me from her house and told me to get over there because the three of them had begun the tale, but, “None of us can do that line about you giving Curly a boner better than you.” 



Oh, I almost forgot, my father was awake when Baker dropped me off, though it was close to ten p.m., I think. My mother had gone to bed but Dad was up, waiting for the wicked son who had no friends outside of his family return from a visit to some park he had never heard of in the company of boys with whom I had never hung out. Ever. 



Baker pulled in the driveway of 12 Cherrywood and I opened the front passenger seat. 

Yeah, he asked me to sit up front next to him after we got snacks at a Jersey convenience store. “Thank you,” I said to him, Tommy and T.J. “Thanks for indulging me. And being patient.” 



“Christian,” Baker said, “this wasn’t a pity invite. We all wanted you to come.” That was a lie, but I forgave Baker, who had been the holdout. 



“We have for years,” Tommy said. “We were just afraid.” I smiled, climbed out of the car, stuck my head back in and said, in a tone as soft as it was menacing: 



“There’s nothing to be afraid of.” Then I shut the door. They laughed, Baker honked and my friends drove away. 



I came inside the back door to find my father sitting at the breakfastroom table enjoying a beer and the day’s “Rowneck Register.” He looked at my face, arms and legs and said: 



“Were you in an accident?” 



“No, Dad,” I said, “I went to Action Park, in Vernon Valley, Jew Jersey, with my three friends.” I mussed my father’s hair playfully, which both surprised and irritated him, and said, “Good night.” 







Thirty years later, Baker Steele obtained my cell phone number, somehow, and called me. “Christian, it’s Baker,” he said. Even if I didn’t recognize his voice, I knew only one Baker. I was at the pool when he called, with Linden and the pups, watching Cufe, Cheole and Violet horse around in the water. 



“What’s up, dog?” I said, as if we talked all the time. He said: 



“V-Bosch was attacked in his home. He’s in a coma. He probably won’t come out of it.” 



“Oh, no,” I said, and grabbed my chest, which suddenly hurt. 
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“You need to come here,” my old friend said. Before I could ask why and what I could do for him he explained, “He had a living will and you’re his power of attorney.” 
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Chapter 2 

Saturday 




I left Linden in Santa Fe, though I didn’t want to. Anne and Sonny had taken Ephraim and Jay on a cross-country trip in an RV for the summer, visiting historical places up the California coast and into the Pacific Northwest. That left Linden, who continued to work for the city investigating animal abuse, and Phil, who continued to work at the health club. Shannon got a job with an event company in Albuquerque and moved there with Ty and the rotty he saved from Donna Marsh’s house. Violet stayed at Homefires, though, because she liked her school. Shannon was reluctant to let her. “Christian will look after me,” she said, tongue-in-cheek. 



“Exactly,” her mother replied. Linden, Anne and Sonny assured Shannon they’d watch her, and Violet would spend weekends with her mother and Ty in the house they secured in Albuquerque. 



This, of course, left me in charge of the motel, though Violet did give me a hand most days after school. “I can’t do this,” I whined to Anne and Sonny. “I’ve been shot!” That made them laugh and me mad. Then I laughed, too. 



It wouldn’t have been so hard running Homefires a year before, but we had painted it, Marcus and his wife had refurnished and themed most of the rooms, and we hung original art from local and regional artists on the walls. This and some additional marketing made Homefires a wacky fun place to stay. “Had I known…” I said more than once. 



“I’ll be fine by myself for a week,” Linden said, anticipating my visit to Rowaneck would be no longer than that. I sighed and said: 



“Each time I go there I think it’s my last, and I get all nostalgic. I wish I didn’t have to go again.” Linden looked at me, considered, and said: 



“I kind of think there will always be a reason for you to visit Rowaneck.” I considered and agreed, though I didn’t say so. 



“Felda and Angela will help me, too.” Felda Vogel, our toothless old chain-smoking psychic resident, was always glad to help when she wasn’t seeing clients. She was pleasant and hard-working, but the best thing was that she could anticipate trouble from a potential guest. Nearly a dozen times since she and her whore daughter moved in she called Anne, Sonny or whomever was watching the front office and said: 



“Put the No Vacancy sign on,” and then added stuff like, “These men just robbed a bank,” or, “they carjacked a couple,” or, “that woman has Ebola.” The first time Anne ignored her and then police showed up and there was a hostage stand off. Former prison warden Ann Tentier and former Miami-Dade police detective Sonny Finn resolved it quickly, only having to kill two of the three bank robbers, bless their hearts. 
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“Angela’s got syphilis, again?” I asked Linden as innocently as I could. I found Angela Vogel terribly crass and kind of annoying, in spite of having saved me from a knife-wielding assassin Todd Beckett hired. She was generally too busy entertaining her own clients to irritate me. On those occasions she caught an illness from one of her johns, she was assisting the housekeepers and Anne. 



“You know she does,” Linden said. I blushed and we both laughed. When I realized I would, alone, be in charge of motel operations, I went to the free clinic and paid some guy with a raging genital infection to hire Angela, and I’m not kidding. Her combination Chlamydia, gonorrhea and crabs manifested itself right away, which made her available to help me right away. 



Linden drove me to Albuquerque on a Saturday night in July. The nineteenth, I think. We had dinner with Shannon, Violet and Ty and then he drove back and I stayed over. Ty took me to the airport the following morning. 



Baker Steele met me at LaGuardia Airport in New York. I had last seen him at Bobby and Claire O’Day’s house at my nephew’s funeral, but only just shook his and his current wife’s hand and thanked them for coming. Never a looker, My forty-eight year-old friend was paunchy and balding. Still, there was something attractive about him, and by that I mean he attracted people. Women, among them. Lots of women. Baker Steele was always in charge. Always kind, but always powerful. Charming, too. He could have been a cult leader. He should have been. As we shook hands and then he drew me into a hug I determined I would suggest it to him. 



“Thanks for meeting me,” I said. 



“Thanks for coming.” 



“What’s the prognosis?” I asked. 



“He’s not coming out of it,” Baker said of his client and our friend. “The doctors aren’t ready to say so, yet, though I think it’s more their wanting to exhaust Victor’s insurance company, and Medicaid, before recommending we pull the plug.” I didn’t doubt it. 



“What are you driving?” I didn’t feel like mourning yet. 



“A Wrangler. With four doors.” 



“I’ve seen some with four doors,” I said. “Can we take the top down?” I asked, as if I didn’t have a convertible car of my own. 



“Too hot,” Baker said shaking his head. I scoffed: 



“I’m from Santa Fe via Florida. I don’t think a New York summer is too hot.” 
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Before we even pulled out of the parking lot I whined, “I’m sweating, Baker. Can you put up the top?” He stopped the car, we got out and he made me do it, giving me instructions about flaps and zippers. By the time I was done I was super sweaty.  As we pulled out of the lot I said: 



“So what else is new?” My old friend looked grave and even sighed. “What?” I asked. 

Baker hesitated, not wanting to go somewhere. “What?” I asked again. He took a breath and said: 



“London died.” I didn’t say anything, right away, because I didn’t know who London was. Baker realized this right away and maybe even before he said it. “Catherine and Tommy’s daughter.” 



“Oh,” I said. “I’m sorry.” 



“You didn’t know they had a daughter?” Baker asked, not unkindly. 



“I didn’t know they were married,” I said, and then asked, “Were they married?” 



“Yes,” Baker replied, amused. “Do you know who Catherine is?” I shook my head, flinching. “Catherine Killian Ross,” he said. “From high school.” 



“Oh, I remember her.” A blue-blood. Pretty and nice enough, but generally 

unremarkable. “Didn’t you date her?” Baker nodded. 



“She and Tommy got married after college. They had London and then Tommy came out and they divorced.” I absorbed that and then asked: 



“How did London die?” 



“A stroke,” Baker said. “She was at a bridal shower and Beach and Yacht,” the club in Rowaneck. “She was sitting around laughing and having a good time and then she was dead.” 



“That’s so young,” I stated the obvious. Baker nodded. 



“It happens.” We were silent for a moment and then I asked: 



“How are Catherine and Tommy?” 



“Catherine was living in Rye, by herself. She was…she was devastated and, I don’t think, safe, so I invited her to move back in.” 



“Back in?” I asked. 



“She was my fourth wife.” 
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“Oh,” I said, not surprised that the teenager I remember having girlfriend after girlfriend should have wife after wife. 



“And Tommy?” 



“He and his lover live in Manhattan. He’s handling it better, but he’s seeing a grief counselor, which is good.” I agreed it was. 



“Whose bridal shower was it?” I asked and then regretted it as I thought it would be someone else I should know but didn’t. 



“Amy Pickett-Phillips and Peter Simon-Gregg.” 



“Good grief. Their son is going to be Peter Simon-Gregg-Pickett-Phillips, plus whatever middle name they give him.” Baker laughed. “Christian Gallagher are my only names, and they’re enough.” 



“My parents didn’t give me a middle name, either,” Baker Steele said. 



“Middle names are to please people after whom you should name your children but can’t bring yourself to.” I just thought of that then, an original idea. 



“Did you just think of that?” Baker asked. 



“Yes!” I fairly cried. “Aren’t I amazing?” Baker looked at me, longer than someone who was driving up 95 in the middle of the day should have, and said: 



“Yes, just Christian Gallagher. You are.” 



As we entered Westchester County on 95 I decided I wasn’t ready to see Victor. “I’m hungry. Can we stop somewhere and eat before we hit the hospital?” 



“There’s a vegan café in the lobby,” he said. That interested me, somewhat. 



“Who’s there right now? Mr. van den Bosch?” Baker nodded. 



“Johnson,” was Victor’s dad’s name,” and Billie,” his stepmother, “are there with Catherine and Bethany.” I opened my mouth to ask who Bethany was and then shut it. 

Then I smiled. “Were we all so hard to keep track of?” Baker asked as we sped north on the highway. “Our graduating class wasn’t big, you know. Less than a hundred.” I just continued to smile so my friend continued, “Bethany and Catherine were best friends from grammar school. Bethany Hall.” Didn’t ring a bell. “She was best girl dancer in…sixth grade, I think, at Lillian Langford’s.” Still nothing. Then Baker sighed heavily. 



“What?” I asked. 
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“Bethany’s parents died in the car accident they had with Catherine in the summer of 

’84.” 



“They did?” 



“Chester and Boots Hall.” I shook my head, not so playfully, because Baker had gotten grave. “Christian, I was in Greece and I heard about it. Where were you?” I considered pretending I remembered but then dismissed it. Then I said: 



“I just considered pretending I remembered, so you wouldn’t be mad, but then I dismissed it.” Baker shook his head and smiled. 



“I’m not mad. I’m just…surprised.” 



“What was Catherine doing driving with Bethany’s parents?” I asked. “I mean, where was she?” Baker shook his head again and smiled, but not happily. 



“Catherine wasn’t in the car with them. She caused the accident. They were both driving to Connecticut, for different things. The Halls were…I don’t know, I think it was a family event. Catherine was visiting Yale, where she went to school. Not 

orientation…something else.” I remembered and said, before Baker could continue: 



“The Halls got on 684…I don’t know, before Catherine. She got on at the Weaver Street entrance.” 



“Right!” Baker said, a Hallelujah. 



“I remember that. There’s no merge lanes getting of 684, at least there. There’s a stop sign and then you get on. It was Catherine’s fault?” Baker sighed again and sort of shrugged. 



“Shared liability. Catherine misjudged how far away the Halls were before getting on the highway and then she didn’t accelerate fast enough. Mr. Hall was probably speeding and he should have gotten over. It’s not the first time they had driven on that road.” I remember finding getting on 684 harrowing on the few occasions I drove to Boston. “He swerved to the left, sideswiped a car, swerved back too quickly, spun out and flipped the car.” 



“And they would have survived had they worn seatbelts,” I remembered reading that in the “Rowaneck Register.” 



“And if he had been driving slower and anticipated traffic.” Baker paused. “And if Catherine had entered more carefully.” My eyes went to the dash where I noticed Baker was going eighty. I recalled how much more likely Wranglers were to flip and, so, tested my seatbelt. Then I asked: 
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“What happened to Bethany? And Catherine?” 



“They remained friends. They even got closer. Catherine was destroyed. She drank  She didn’t start at Yale. She wouldn’t leave the house. Bethany forgave her right away. She didn’t go to school, either. Wellesley. She stayed in Rowaneck and took classes at Iona,” 

in New Rochelle. “The Halls were loaded. The house was paid for. Bethany could have done anything she wanted. Gone anywhere.” 



“But she stayed to look after Catherine.” I thought that was extremely good of her. 



“She knew it was an accident. She knew her father wasn’t a careful driver.” 



“And she’s still in her parent’s house?” Baker nodded. “On Rowaneck and Woodbine. 

With the porch like your parents’ house had. But screened in.” I thought about it and asked: 



“The creepy old job, with all the shade and…burnt orange?” I recall it looking like 12 

Cherrywood but for the color and it being surrounded by so many oak trees the exterior never saw light. Baker smiled. 



“It’s white now. And the trees have been pruned. One or two have come down in twenty years. One was sick and another blew over during a hurricane. It actually looks a lot like yours.” I would believe it when I saw it, I thought, and then noticed we were approaching the Rowaneck exit. 



“Can we get off here?” I asked. “I’m not ready to see Mr…Johnson.” 



“OK,” Baker said, slowing down and getting into the right lane. 



“I could take Victor alone,” I said without confidence. “Or with Catherine 

and…Bethany,” I was proud to have remembered her name before Baker had to repeat it. 

“I just can’t see his father. I can’t see his grief right now.” 



“I can take you to my house.” Like Bethany, I supposed, Baker was an only child who still lived in the house he grew up in, his parents having passed in the last few years from illness and age. 



“Bobby invited me to stay with him and Claire and Aunt Francy.” I had called the teacher on whom I had a crush, the fella Erin tricked into having sex with a prostitute who looked like Deirdre so she would get pregnant and then give the baby to her to raise. “I haven’t spent any time with them since Claire discovered her mother was a doppelganger of my sister.” 



“That was shit, huh, G,” Baker said. 
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“That is was,” I agreed. “Bobby wanted us to hang at Billy’s funeral. I think it’s part of the reason he had the memorial at his house instead of St. Sebastian’s, though at the time he said it was so that lonely old women in the parish who went to funerals as entertainment couldn’t go. Oh, and that none of us was a practicing Catholic anymore.” 



“I could understand that,” Baker said, exiting 95. 



“It didn’t happen. Everyone knew Claire and Bobby’s story, but it trumped Billy’s suicide. I’m going to give them some family time, I guess.” 



“I think it’s a good idea. I’ll drop you off there and take you to the hospital later, or they can. Whatever you want to do.” We drove through the unincorporated section of town, close to the house that Victor lived in with Tony Minnetti. 



“Let’s check out Victor’s house.” 



“Really?” Baker asked. 



“Yeah. He was murdered in it.” I asked myself if I just said that, and then, out loud, asked, “Did I just say that?” Baker drove slowly through Victor’s neighborhood. 



“Yes. It’s because that’s what happened.” I took a deep breath and held my chest, not ready to acknowledge it in spite of my slip. I continued, quickly: 



“Yes. Yeah. We need to see it. We need to examine it for clues.” 



“Christian?” 



“I solved Erin Fleming’s husband’s murder…whatever his name was.” I couldn’t even make a mental image of him, which was OK with me. “And a few others,” I added, though I couldn’t think of another I solved, just murderers I had, you know, murdered. 

Baker just said: 



“OK, let’s do it.” 



Victor’s home, the one he had shared for years with his lover, former Rowaneck Police Chief Tony Minnetti and the lesbian Minnetti married for cover, was a one story two bedroom two bath. It was white with red shutters and a red door. The roof was gray metal. There were some azaleas in the yard. Red, I think. The lawn was small and nicely maintained. The back yard had a patio and brick grille. It also had grass that was nicely maintained. There was a dining room, painted blue, that contained an unremarkable dining room set. The living room, which was more a man cave, had a big sectional couch and big TV and a big computer. The walls were decorated with images of sports celebrities. There was a couple of shelves that contained trophies, plaques and images related to Rowaneck Police and the community sports teams in which it participated. 
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The master bedroom had a nautical theme, which I found odd. I wondered if Minnetti’s wife, whose name I can’t remember and, as always, am too lazy to look up, chose it. It wasn’t severe. It was blue and had paintings of ships and the queen sized bed had some nautical rope running the length of the head and foot. The guest room had a beach theme, which was also tolerable until I recognized one of the paintings. “Is that one of the Highwaymen pieces?” I asked Baker. The Highwaymen were a group of black male painters from the Ft. Pierce area of Florida, about two hours south of Orlando, who sold their landscapes of the state in the mid twentieth century. They were famous in the state and their work and lives had become so well known I think someone was developing a feature film about them. 



“I think so,” said Baker, whom I knew would know who they were as his house had so much original art. My initial look at the house over, I asked: 



“Where was he found?” Baker indicated the narrow hallway between the living room and kitchen and said: 



“Here, face down. Two blows to the back of his head. One to disable him and one to, unsuccessfully, kill him.” 



“No forced entry?” 



“It was someone he knew.” 



“Prints?” 



“His, some unknown and some of men who told us they hooked up with him for one-nighters.” 



“You think it was a pickup?” I asked. 



“Motive?” I couldn’t think of why some one-night stand would go to a police officer’s house and try to kill him. 



I stared at the wood floor where Victor’s housekeeper discovered him the morning after he was attacked and ran through all the motives of every perp on every episode of 

“NCIS,” “Cagney & Lacey,” and that Raymond Burr TV show...not “Ironside.” OK, 

“Ironside,” but also that famous one whose name I can’t think of right now. 



I could think of no reason why anyone would kill perfectly nice Victor van den Bosch, the police chief of small and wealthy Rowaneck. I said, weakly, “Some lover’s thing?” 

Baker just shrugged as he examined some of the shots of RPD’s softball and other teams. 



“He and Tony really had me fooled,” he said. “Though they could have come out. This is Rowaneck, not Montgomery.” I agreed with a nod. Then, suddenly, I wanted to leave. 
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“God, I feel like I’m invading his house. Like I’m disrespecting it, poking around.” 



“We’re not ‘dissing it, Christian. We’re looking for clues to the identity of the person who attacked our friend. He’s the one who disrespected this house.” I agreed with another nod. 



“I don’t know,” I said. “I guess it feels strange, and so sad, that the first time I visit adult Victor’s home it’s to examine that spot where he got struck over the head.” 



“He had friends, G. He was happy.” A beat. “Let’s go see him.” 



“OK,” I said, ready to. 







We hit the hospital in…I forget what city in Westchester. It was one that had a superior neurological program. It took forty-five minutes to get there. Baker drove, of course, and I was so anxious over seeing my friend in an irreversible coma I didn’t pay attention to how we got to where we were going. 



Baker attempted to make conversation, about the perp who hit Vincent, and then about how often he saw Bobby O’Day and Claire out shopping, eating or going to the movies. 

“Aunt Francy is always with them, Christian. They’re a family. An odd one for sure. 

They’re so natural with each other, as if they had always been like that.” I nodded, to be polite. “That’s because of you, G.” It was, though it probably would have happened anyway. Victor would have figured out Erin coshed her husband of only a few hours on the head. It wasn’t rocket science. I didn’t think Vincent’s murder would be so easy to solve. I knew I was going to, though, or die trying. Baker brought me to Rowaneck to pull our friend’s plug, but also to catch his attacker…his killer. 



We arrived at the hospital. Baker parked and we crossed the lot and lobby silently. In an elevator I said, “When I saw my mother in coma, before she died, she was yellow and ninety pounds.” Baker nodded and said: 



“Victor doesn’t look that bad. His head is bandaged and he’s got tubes attaching him to machines, but he looks like he’s sleeping.” He sighed, then added, “He looks so normal you expect him to just wake up, like anyone would. The blows were to the back of his head,” which I knew, “so is face is fine. It’s perfect.” It was hard on Baker, too. They had both lived in Rowaneck for decades together, and while they didn’t watch “Valley of the Dolls” and have sex, they were closer than I was with either of them. 



We approached Victor’s single room out of whose open door we heard several voices, happy chatter and laughter. “Good,” I caught myself saying out loud. I shot an embarrassed look at Baker, who looked back at me with patience and love. Baker stopped at the door, looking inside and said: 
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“Is this an open house or do you have to have an invitation?” I heard Johnson van den Bosch say: 



“You can come in only if you brought Christian with you.” Baker shook his head. 



“Christian couldn’t make it. He’s on the run, though, for kidnapping that baby. I did scrape this fella off the sidewalk, though.” He grabbed my shoulders and yanked me in front of him. “Will he do?” I saw Johnson, in his seventies but looking the same as he had the afternoon Victor and I got it on, a woman, also in her seventies, whom I determined was his wife, Billie. I recognized Catherine right away and Bethany after a few seconds. 

They all had tumblers of…some alcoholic beverage. Everyone put his drink down and approached me, Bethany first. 



“Hi Christian,” she said. “I’m so glad to see you. Look at how short your hair is! And how tan you are.” 



“Hi Bethany,” I said. “You look great.” We hugged and she found her drink. Catherine, fighting tears, drew me into a hug and said: 



“I’m so glad you’re here. Thank you. So much.” I returned her hug and said: 



“Of course.” I considered giving her my condolences, about London, but thought it would be better to wait for a more appropriate time. Catherine let me go, wiped tears from her eyes and stood back next to Bethany. 



“Christian,” Johnson said, shaking my hand firmly and slapping my shoulder with he free hand. “You look good. You haven’t aged a day since…1980, at least. 



“Neither have you, Mr. van den Bosch.” I did notice some gray hairs and crows feet, but they were insignificant. He had work done to his teeth, I was sure, which added to his youthful appearance. 



“Call me Johnson, young fella. We’re all adults now, though you barely look it.” 



“Or act it,” Baker snapped behind me. We all laughed a bit and then Johnson presented his wife. “This is Billie.” She had a steel gray bob, more lines than her husband, but teeth as pretty. I extended my hand to her, saying: 



“I’m glad to meet you, Billie.” 



“I am, too,” she said, ignoring my offer to shake and drawing me into a hug. “I’ve heard so much about you. And seen you, too. Victor told us so much about you and your father.” Baker, the ladies and Johnson van den Bosch laughed, each in his own way as Billie released me. 



“He was a character,” I acknowledged with a broad smile. 
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“And so are you, my dear,” Billie said. “And so are those wonderful men you play on television.” 



“Thank you,” I said, sincerely. 



“And saving that baby girl. Risking your life. Your life in Florida…” She held her chest. 

“I could go on.” 



“Please don’t,” Baker snapped, earning more mild laughter. 



Then no one said anything, because he was watching me look, finally, at Victor. He was breathing and his color was good but he was dead, just not completely. My friend was dead and I burst into tears and grabbed Johnson because I lost my balance, my knees having gone limp. He led me to a chair on Victor’s left and lowered me onto it. I leaned over, held Victor’s face and continued crying. Then I put my head down next to his and sobbed for a long time. 
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Chapter 3: 

Saturday, con’t 


Johnson van den Bosch dropped me and my stuff off at the O’Day house. I say that for two reasons: Erin Fleming was no longer its legal owner, and Claire, now seventeen, had changed her last name from Fleming to O’Day. They greeted me on the porch and invited me inside. “Aunt Francy is so excited to see you,” Claire said. 



“And I’m excited to see her,” I replied, sincerely. 



I didn’t ask about Erin and neither of my hosts offered any information about her. 



Bobby took one of my bags and we went inside. Old, Ukrainian Aunt Francy met me in the foyer and gave me a big hug and spoke to me in…Ukrainian, I guess. I hugged her back and told her, in English, how I looked forward to enjoying her food. She and Claire went to the kitchen to finish preparing what meal the housekeeper had begun while Bobby showed me to one of the second floor guest rooms. “May I stay on the third floor?” I asked. “I lived in a one-story in Orlando and the second floor of a motel in Santa Fe.” 



“Of course,” Bobby said, leading me to a narrow staircase that led to the large, finished third floor. As at 12 Cherrywood, there were three rooms and one complete bathroom. 

The view, through a partially stained-glass window of the room I chose, was of the sound and, beyond it, Long Island. 



“Yeah,” I said, taking it in, “Linden, the pups and I will be moving in here.” I continued to stare out the window while Bobby took a seat in a wing chair. 



“How are your children?” he asked. I grimaced, sadly, and said: 



“They’re being looked after by Grayson and Blinka.” I then told them who they were on 

“Winter Key” and he said: 



“I remember that fight scene. Wow!” 



“The cleverest fight scene on television, ever,” I said. 



“I agree,” said my former teacher. “Isn’t it ‘most clever?’” I shook my head. 



“Cleverest,” I confirmed. He put up his hands in submission. 



“And that’s why I wasn’t an English teacher.” I threw myself down on the room’s full size bed and told Bobby about Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia’s visit to Santa Fe for the teen transgender pageant. He nodded and said, “I saw that.” 



“You did?” 



“I wouldn’t miss one of your projects,” Bobby said. 
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“How did you know it was one of mine?” I asked, suddenly really nervous. 



“It was front page on the ‘Rowaneck Register.’” Had I not been lying down I would have fainted. “Your brother was a hoot as the old Orlando drag queen. And the girl who sang 

‘Defying Gravity’ was amazing.” I agreed that Sean was awesome and that Rose had become quite a showstopper in the afterlife, though I just said: 



“That clairvoyant teenage transvestite really stopped the show with the number.” 



“They’re doing ‘Wicked’ at RHS this year.” 



“I didn’t think they could, yet,” I said. 



“It’s Rowaneck,” Bobby reminded me. “They do what they want.” 



Claire called us on an ancient but still operational intercom and said, “Dinner’s ready.” 

We went downstairs to find Aunt Francy had prepared an Asian buffet featuring a meat substitute among noodles, snowpeas, water chestnuts and the like. It was super good. 

What made it even better was that she enjoyed the meal with us. What, I thought, would Erin think if she saw the housekeeper she and, I imagined, her parents had treated so badly? I mean, there’s having a servant and then there’s not inviting the housekeeper who raised you to your wedding. 



That led me to think of Vincent Van Den Bosch, who also was not invited to Erin’s wedding and whose injury was the reason I was there. My friends noticed my face fall and knew why. Bobby said, “Christian, tell us something about Deirdre.” 



“Oh…her,” I said, feigning frustration. “She was such a bitch. Selfish and ugly. A total horror.” I laughed and then they did, including Aunt Francy. Claire said: 



“I’ve heard stories about her from Bobby,” whom she clearly didn’t call ‘Dad,’ “and other people. Tell me something I haven’t heard.” I thought of Deirdre’s greatest hits and dismissed all that included her TV appearances, her death and Aunt Fiona’s subsequent TV appearances with Luke and Cory’s biological mother and the dreadful, long-lost attorney Bianca Allgood. I said: 



“Getting her haircut at the Port Authority Bus Terminal?” 



“Heard it,” said Claire. 



“Foiling Sheila Haigney’s attempt to have her twirl her baton in that parade?” 



“Heard it,” said Bobby. 



“Her appearance at the D.C. library fundraiser I also attended?” 
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“Heard it,” Aunt Francy said. At least I think. It was Ukrainian, but the delivery was so similar to the other two responses, you know? Then I wondered how, of all people, Aunt Francy had heard about that event, Deirdre’s standing in for Laura Bush and then singing 

“Climb Every Mountain” over everyone. 



I considered very seriously telling my friends about Isaac Goldfarb, his mother’s obsession with Deirdre, his attempted revenge on me and Blinka killing him and everything. Hah! That would have been a riot, I thought, but chose to save it for later in the visit. Instead I said told them about the stories my siblings, Aunt Fiona and I shared about her, some that were new to me then, as we waited for Darien Davis in the fifth floor apartment in Baltimore. 



I didn’t mention it earlier because, well, it was dull compared to all of us ambushing and killing Deirdre’s killer, you know. It was William Jr. who told us that in early fall of seventh grade, my late sister attended the first Friday night ballroom dancing class at the Lillian Langford School, held in the auditorium of St. John’s Episcopal Church, located across the street from our house on Cherrywood Ave. The sixth grade class, which included William Jr., who was less than a year younger than our sister, began at seven p.m. and the seventh grade class, which she attended, started at eight-fifteen. 



Deirdre showed up early to what was William Jr.’s first class and snuck up to the balcony so she could watch him. I thought this was a lovely thing. She looked out for him. For all of us, in subtle ways. They shared a bond, too, that went beyond experimenting with sex. 

They were friends and maybe even soulmates, if they could be so with both their spouses and each other. I’ve been over this, but it bears repeating since, the last dance of William Jr.’s class was the fox trot. Lillian Langford, aware that Deirdre was in the balcony, which was generally off limits to spectators, announced that the girls had to ask a boy partner for a final fox trot. She then made eye contact with my sister and gestured for her to come down and ask her brother to dance, as if she wasn’t already on her way. 



So funny that was in retrospect, considering Ms. Langford was a passionate racist. I mean, everyone in Rowaneck and beyond knew William Jr. was mixed-race, at least subconsciously. 



Deirdre booked downstairs before anyone could ask her little brother first. She wasn’t fast enough, though. The girl who asked William Jr. to dance, saw Deirdre, figured it out and said, “Excuse me, I’ll find another partner.” My siblings thanked her and my brother held his arms in the traditional dance position he had just learned, and my sister stepped into them. 



Oooooo, this gives me a chill, a good one, imagining it. 



William Jr. and Deirdre did the simple dance never taking their eyes off each other. It seems every other person in the auditorium couldn’t take their eyes off of them, either, including the two sets of parents who were chaperones, the two musicians, and Miss 26 

Langford. The result of their attention were lots of missed steps and missed notes. No one noticed, or cared, as they were too focused on the strange and beautiful Gallagher couple. 



When the dance ended, my brother and sister got in the receiving line in front of one of the chaperones which, are you sitting down, happened to be Mr. and Mrs. Aiello, my erstwhile attorney and his wife, whose Florida condo my brother and Susan bought because they moved to Honey Bunches of Oats with a “You Can’t Take It With You” 

assortment of other friends and family, living and dead. Yeah, their daughter Romona was in William Jr.’s class. How ‘bout that! 



After the class my brother led my sister to one of the chairs that lined the perimeter of the room. She sat down, he said, “See you at home,” kissed her on the cheek and left. Deirdre sat patiently watching the rest of her brother’s class leave and the rest of hers enter. Her female classmates sat on her side of the room while the boys sat on the other side. It generally took ten or fifteen minutes for everyone to arrive and find a seat. Longer if it was winter and they had to put their coats in an adjacent room. Deirdre sat patiently, saying hi to those kids she knew. When her best friend and our next door neighbor Sheila Haigney arrived, she indicated the chair she had saved for her, and told her about having danced with William Jr. “Dammit,” Sheila said, having enjoyed a crush on William Jr., Colin and Sean all at once and for years, “why didn’t you get me!” 



Among the girls in Deirdre’s class was Cindy Pierson, who lived with her mother in a studio apartment above the Rowaneck Barber Shop. An only child, Cindy’s father was in the military and died doing some exercise at some fort where he was stationed when his daughter was six. North Carolina or Indiana or something. Mrs. Pierson had been raised in Rowaneck, albeit in the most modest part of the unincorporated section. Her parents, whose means had been limited, had moved to Sarasota where her mother worked as a cashier part time and her father worked as a security guard part time. Mrs. Pierson had a military widow’s income but it wasn’t a lot. She still had to work and she did so at the Rowaneck Playhouse, a single movie movie-theater on Palmer Avenue, just a block away from their tiny apartment. 



Because she lived in incorporated Rowaneck, Cindy was invited to attend Lillian Langford’s School of Ballroom Dancing when she was in sixth grade. Sadly, her mother didn’t have the money to send her at the time. Mrs. Pierson, however, saved enough during her daughter’s sixth school year to enroll her in seventh grade. Cindy didn’t want to go to ballroom dancing and only did because her mother had gone to great lengths to save the money Ms. Langford charged. Cindy didn’t want to go to school or to church or to the grocery store or movies because she was unattractive. She had tight curly black hair neither she nor her mother knew what to do with. Her teeth were crooked and what part of her face wasn’t covered in freckles was covered in pimples. On top of this, her clothing came from second hand stores. They included the stained gray satin party dress and dingy white gloves her mother presented to her with so much excitement, the evening of her first ballroom dancing lesson. 
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Cindy was one of the last students to arrive that Friday evening in September of…1969. 

This was because she was so mortified by her hair, teeth, face, dress and gloves, she actually hid out in the bushes surrounding the church, fully expecting to stay there during the whole lesson. Someone found her. Other kids or their parents or both, and encouraged her to go inside, unaware, in the dark, of how bad she looked. 



Sheila Haigney told William Jr., Colin and Sean, I think, that just as Lillian Langford was about to welcome the seventh grade class, Cindy walked into the auditorium looking horrible and so terrified she shook. Well, kids can be mean, and not just me, because no sooner did everyone in the class get a look at the ugly girl in her ill-fitting, stained second hand dress and dirty white gloves than half of them bust out laughing. Cindy burst into tears, which caused Miss Langford, who was mostly a bitch and snob and was likely disgusted by her appearance and clothing, to approach her, take her aside, and give her what comfort she was able. To their credit, some of the students, tried to stop others from laughing. Their success was limited. Cindy continued crying and made to leave. Miss Langford refused to let her, as she was responsible for her for the next hour and if the girl got murdered or hung herself when she should have been in class it would have affected the school’s reputation and insurance rates. 



The class continued to laugh and do mean impressions of Cindy. Cindy continued to cry. 

Miss Langford continued to hold the dirty girl so she couldn’t run away. The musicians yawned because they were old, had seen it all and didn’t care and the two adult couples who chaperoned that class sat in their designated chairs, stupid and without character. 



Well, after a few minutes of this, or maybe one, or maybe only thirty seconds, my beautiful, outside and in, sister Deirdre said to Sheila, “Give me your gloves,” because she refused to wear them herself, stood up and approached Miss Langford and Cindy. 

Without a word to the woman, she gestured for the girl to follow her across the dance floor and through a door that led to a unisex bathroom. Cindy went with my sister, who had taken her forearm, gently, and walked slowly, looking straight ahead while Cindy looked at the floor. Miss Langford, Sheila told William Jr., who told us, was relieved to be done with the girl and began the class as she did any other. She welcomed the students, introduced the chaperones, and invited the kids to form two lines in front of the adult couples. Receiving lines. The students shook hands with the chaperones and then went, in little seventh grade couples, to seats, the girl sitting on the boy’s right. 



Deirdre and Cindy returned to the auditorium as the receiving lines wound up, Cindy wearing the dark brown velvet number Joan had made for Deirdre and my sister in the suddenly attractive, because it was on her, gray satin job Mrs. Pierson had bought for her daughter. Deirdre led her classmate to the end of the receiving line. She stood behind the last boy while Cindy stood behind the last girl. When they got to the front, Deirdre gestured for Cindy, who wore Sheila’s gloves, to shake the woman’s hand and then the man’s hand, after which she shook the woman’s hand and her husband’s. Apparently, and this is my favorite part of a really good story, both adults, neither of whom had made any attempt to control the kids, their son or daughter among them, from laughing at Cindy, 28 

and pretty much remained in their seats, mortified and impotent, when they should have been chaperoning, had the gall to compliment both girls on their pretty dresses! 



Well, Deirdre Gallagher flew into a rage she was able to control, because at twelve years old, she was ten times the lady that useless woman was. Nevertheless, she said to the two buffoons, “Don’t you dare patronize us. Don’t you dare.” The couple blushed so brightly they raised the temperature in the room. The girls found seats and the chaperones took theirs. 



OK, well, after that the fun was mostly over, but not entirely. During the class, after the lesson, Miss Langford and the four parents led the class in two elimination games at the end of which the boy and girl winners each got a dollar. They were simple and fast. 

When I got to sixth grade and attended the class, then run by Dolores Smart, we only did one elimination game, because Mrs. Smart couldn’t stand teaching and couldn’t wait to get us in and out of there so she could smoke, drink and, on occasion, get banged by Colin. 



The class ended with a second receiving line. Had she not been a Gallagher, Deirdre would have led Cindy to the one in front of the other parents, the ones who hadn’t complimented them on their dresses like oafs. Instead she got right back on the same one. 

When she got to the front she shook both the woman’s and man’s hand as if she hadn’t chastised them an hour before. Blushing, sweating and shaking they were so terrified of my sister, they nodded, tried to smile, and stumbled over goodnights. 



After that Deirdre told Cindy to stand where she was, while she sought out the four classmates who won the elimination games. She said to each, “Give me your dollars.” As terrified of her as the loser chaperones, each winner did. Deirdre then found Mrs. 

Langford and told her to give her ten dollars, which she did. My sister gave Cindy the money and said, “Tell your mother I was so enamored of your dress I convinced you to sell it to me, you know, provided I throw in the gloves.” 



“I’ll never forget this,” Cindy said. And she didn’t, because apparently she spoke at my sister’s Rowaneck memorial. She told the same story, though I was confident not as well as William Jr., I was sure. My oldest brother told a really good story, I was pleased to learn. He was no Sean, of course, but his narrative was very detailed and was nicely paced. Aunt Fiona was the one who said: 



“Cindy was there. She spoke.” We all looked at our aunt, who was also devastated by Deirdre’s murder, but was still able to focus while the rest of us were numb with grief and anger. 



“How did she look?” I asked, and Fiona replied. 



“Good, Christian.” She looked at all of us. “Cindy Pierson found her look.” We nodded with different degrees of interest, and our aunt added, “And the brown velvet dress she wore was lovely.” 
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It was a decent story and appeared to satisfy my hosts. Still, I had another to share, told to me by Sean when he, Deirdre and Thomas returned from Aunt Mary’s funeral fourteen years before. 



My father died in the fall of 2000. A heart attack. Instantly. Aunt Margaret died a few months later. Between Thanksgiving and Christmas, I think. Cancer. She went into hospice. She lingered and whined excessively, so I hear. I was in Orlando and didn’t see her. When she finally went our Aunt Mary, who lived in the same retirement community as her sister, arranged a small funeral mass for her and advised us not to go if it meant traveling long distance. “You’ve just come to see you father’s funeral and you saw Margaret then, while she was alive,” she said to more than one of my siblings on the phone, who then communicated it to me. “No sense in making the trip to see her now.” I agreed and stayed put. Deirdre, William Jr., Colin, Thomas and Matthew, against his will, went because they lived in the area. 



“Mary said we didn’t have to go,” he complained to the others. 



“Not to travel,” William Jr. corrected him. “That means Joan, Sean and Christian. You need to go.” Matthew was, like, no way, until Deirdre called him and said, simply: 



“What time should Tim and I pick you up?” 



Mary seemed glad those who came were there. Apparently it was a poorly attended funeral mass. We all got a charge out of Margaret because she was a big gossip and delightfully negative. She didn’t have many friends, though. Or maybe she had but, in her late eighties, she had survived most of them, as she had her siblings William, Rosamund, John and little Patrick, Bonnie was in Corpus Christie looking after her disabled children and Jimmy the priest had already lost his marbles in…South Dakota? 



Our cousin Kitty was there, though she kept a low profile and no one mentioned her in his description of the event. 



After the mass, Mary said to Deirdre and my brothers, “When I go, I’m going to be cremated right away. I’ll have a memorial in the chapel,” of the Catholic church she and Margaret attended in Connecticut. “That’s it. No traveling.” She looked at Matthew, “not even from New York.” My brother had the decency to blush. “I’ll hug you all now, and if it’s the last time I see you, how lovely a goodbye we’ll have.” 



Mary hugged Deidre, William Jr., Colin, Thomas and Matthew. Then she died the second week in January. A stroke, I think. Or heart attack. I don’t know. She went instantly. One of her friends arranged the memorial and advised Thomas when it would be. He let the rest of us know. William Jr., Colin and Matthew didn’t go. Thomas did. Deirdre did, too, alone and by plane. Sean, who happened to be visiting New York City to recruit actors for Portland Rose’s summer season, also went. 
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Deirdre, Sean and Thomas. But for Sean, whom my sister and brother, could control, what could go wrong? It was a memorial ceremony. A live mike and a gathering of two dozen old people, only half of whom knew my aunt personally. The others just went, as many old people do, for entertainment. 



Apparently, my brothers and sister arrived the evening before and got a hotel room in…Southbury? The memorial was early and they didn’t want to fly or drive or whatever in the morning and be tired and aggravated. There was snow. It would have been a hassle. 

The three of them got one motel room, which would have raised eyebrows among the staff had all of ours not been so similarly thick, indicating we were siblings and not a strange three-way. Of course, if the staff knew my family at all they should have expected something as kinky. Hah! 



My siblings had dinner someplace, rented a movie and went back to the motel room to watch it. They wound up ignoring… “The Way We Were,” I think, and instead talked about Aunt Mary. Mourning the woman who was a big part of our lives. The aunt we liked. The woman who was our mother’s best friend throughout their lives and who we all agreed was in love with her. I guess Sean and Thomas got drunk and cried and Deirdre didn’t but was still sad and annoyed that Mary hadn’t grown up in a culture where she could be a lesbian safely. 



The following morning the three of them put on their Sunday best and returned to the church where Deirdre and Thomas had mourned Margaret a few months before. The chapel was hard to find, I guess, and there was snow or whatever and they were late. 



Some solemn music played over the sound system. There was a podium and microphone, but it wasn’t really necessary the chapel was so small. One of Mary’s friends was talking about her when my siblings entered. The old lady interrupted what she was saying to introduce the latecomers. “Deirdre,” my sister said. 



“Thomas.” 



“Sean.” 



The youngest folks in the room, they also looked like models. Well, Deirdre did, and my brothers looked like her, so they did, too. Everyone stared until my sister gestured, for the friend to continue her remembrances. 



All twelve of the people who knew Mary spoke about her. Eight single old women, several widows among them, and two old couples. Some said just a few things while others went on and on. Each one of them, however, mentioned how pious Mary was. 

How devoted to her church and faithful to Jesus and Catholicism she was. “Mary was a saint,” “Mary never missed mass and was never without her rosary,” “Mary devotion to Jesus and God was an inspiration,” “Mary was a saint,” again, “No better example of Christian charity and religious passion ever lived,” “Mary put her religion first in her life,” “Mary was a saint,” so tiresome, “Mary led a life in the service of God,” and on and 31 

on. My siblings found all of this really annoying because no one said how intelligent, funny, generous or kind she was, though the reference to Christian charity came close. 

Nothing about her wit, her loyalty or how well she played tennis. No one said anything funny, and Mary was funny, especially when she could be coaxed into telling us what she thought of Margaret, which wasn’t much. It was all Jesus, Jesus, Jesus, which is fine, but that was only part of her story. 



Yeah, this aggravated Deirdre, Sean and Thomas, but not enough to say anything. Then one woman, who didn’t know Mary that well, or knew her but wasn’t close, or 

something, made what she thought was a subtle reference to her sexuality. “Mary lived according to Catholic teachings which, for her, meant living alone. God tested her, and she succeeded.” Well, imagine hearing that. Imagine! Then imagine being Sean and hearing that. As the woman excused herself from the podium my brother took several angry steps toward it, or maybe her, you know, to hit her. Neither Deirdre nor Thomas knew and so they both grabbed him to stop him. “You can’t, Sean,” my sister said. 



“This is not the place,” said Thomas. 



“It doesn’t matter what they think.” 



“Mary wouldn’t want you to beat her up.” 



“We’ll just go.” 



“You wail on her and she wins.” 



They talked Sean back into their pew, though their effort caused everyone to look at them. And mumble. And, in the case of the most recent speaker, say, loud enough for everyone to hear, “Her gay nephews…” Well, that pissed off usually in-total-control Thomas, who made to leave the pew in order to kill the woman. This I knew because he said, to Deirdre and Sean: 



“I’m going to kill her.” This made Sean laugh. He grabbed Thomas and said: 



“No fair. I got pissed off first, and I’m the straight one she called gay.” Deirdre, grabbing both of their collars, laughed as Sean added, “I get to kill her first.” Thomas tried struggling out of Sean and Deirdre’s grips, insisting he would only just say something at the podium. 



“I’m just going to remember something interesting about her and share it with everyone.” 



“Tell me and I’ll tell them,” said Deidre, who at that moment didn’t trust Thomas, either. 



“I’m going to tell everyone she and my mother had wild sex all their lives,” Sean said, 

“and that she even fathered a few of us.” That made Thomas roar with laughter and trip 32 

into the center aisle. Deirdre and Sean let him fall as they, too, were guffawing. Sean tried to step over him but Thomas grabbed his leg and forced him to the ground. 



“I’m gonna say it,” he said. 



“It’s my line!” Sean tried to kick himself free. My brothers struggled and scrambled on the chapel floor in their attempt to get to the lectern first. Their display was a scandal that set all tongues wagging and caused several attendees to take pictures with their instamatic cameras. 



Truly afraid her annoyed and wacky brothers would actually tell Mary’s friends and the others that she fathered the two of them and maybe her, too, Deirdre dived on top of them, grabbed each by the hair, and smacked their heads together hard enough to cause pain but not unconsciousness. As Sean and Thomas grabbed their heads our sister climbed over them and booked to the small altar. She began by explaining their wrestling match. “Aunt Mary used to wrestle all of us when we were children. It’s one of our fondest memories of her.” Again, supposedly under her breath but deliberately loud enough to be heard by Deirdre, Sean and Thomas, that awful old homophobe said: 



“I don’t doubt that,” in a way that referenced her masculinity. Well, this caused Sean and Thomas to forget their matching concussions, however before they could pound the old bitch Deirdre said to them: 



“Just give me a minute.” They did. They stood in the aisle, disheveled, and listened to their disheveled sister say, slowly and calmly, “It’s hard for me to be here, in this chapel at this church listening to all of your describe my aunt in strictly religious terms. This is because Mary Gallagher was a lesbian.” No one said anything, even to gasp, including the old bitch. “Yes it was obvious, to all of us, always. My brothers and sisters and I always knew there was no Santa and babies came out of vaginas and Aunt Mary liked women. We never spoke about it, to each other, our parents, or her. It was known and it was the way it was, because Mary was a strict Catholic and, as such, had to live a celibate life because loving another woman was a sin for which she would be condemned to Hell where she would burn for eternity.” She said it seriously, made no attempt at sarcasm, and then added, “It sounds silly doesn’t it. To love someone. To be in love with someone and express it physically, and to burn in Hell for eternity for doing so. It sounds silly, as an idea. To see it, to see Mary, always alone, show up for family holidays alone, go to sleep alone and wake up alone, isn’t silly, it’s enraging. To deny herself what many of you have enjoyed with your husbands and wives, which my brother Sean enjoys with his wife,” she looked right at the old bitch and said, “yeah, he’s straight,” she blushed, “and my gay brothers Thomas with his husband and Christian…well, with a lot of people.” 

Sean and Thomas laughed, they told me that long hot day in Baltimore. “To live without the joy that comes with being loved and being in love because a book detailing the history and literature of an ancient Middle Eastern tribe says so…” she shook her head, 

“it’s just enraging.” Deirdre’s referencing the Bible as she did inspired the old bitch to open her mouth, however before she could speak my sister said, “If you were Mary’s friend, you wouldn’t be belittling her and my brothers’ sexualities as you have today. 
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Since you’re not, you don’t get to speak at her memorial. If you do…if you say another word, I will tear your face off.” Well, the old bitch…no, old cunt, didn’t think Deirdre was serious and, so, opened her mouth. In an instant my sister left the altar and began climbing over pews to get to her. The old folks around her booked out of their pews and she only survived, you know, with an intact face because Sean and Thomas got to Deirdre first. 



As all this drama occurred, another old lady, who had entered even after my siblings, approached the lectern and said into its microphone, “You’re wrong, Deirdre.” Everyone stopped where he was, which, for my sister, meant standing on the third or fourth pew over my brothers and, behind them, the duly frightened old lady. “You’re wrong about Mary always being alone.” 



Yeah. 



Uh-huh. 



The woman continued, “My name is Celeste. I knew your aunt for many years. My lover…the late love of my life, Angela, and I knew her. We knew that like us, Mary was a lesbian. And we knew that your mother was the love of her life.” No one moved, including my sister, and no one spoke. “We didn’t talk about it. We didn’t have to. 

Neither Angie nor I followed a faith. We followed the golden rule, as well as we could, and that was enough for us. When your mother died Mary was devastated. She grieved terribly. As terribly as I did, several years later, when I lost my soul mate.” Celeste hesitated, holding back tears as she recalled it. “Later, more than a year after that, Mary and I found comfort in each other,” was how Celeste described her relationship with our aunt. “She wasn’t alone. Not always. She didn’t always go to sleep alone and she didn’t always wake up alone. She never knew the joy of physically expressing the love she had for your mother, the great love of her life, as I did the great love of mine, but she knew something of it, with me.” 



Deirdre burst into tears. Ditto Thomas. Sean kept it together, as he was not a crier, and put his arms around our sister and brother. The old bitch ran for her life and others left, too, in disgust. About ten people, half of them Mary’s friends and half strangers who enjoyed the heightened drama, stuck around. Celeste left the altar and Deirdre climbed down and Sean and Thomas approached our aunt’s friend and…well, friend I guess is enough. Everyone hugged. Then my siblings looked around at the remaining attendees and decided they needed to go someplace where they could mourn privately. And the four of them left, together. 



“So basically,” I said to Bobby and Claire, “Mary got laid after all and, grander, Deirdre Gallagher charged a miserable old homophobe and nearly tore off her face.” 



“That’s the best part,” Claire said. 
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“Why did they wait to until you were in Baltimore to tell you this?” Bobby asked. I wondered that, too, and figured: 



“So I wouldn’t charge up to Connecticut and kill the old twat.” 



“Is she still alive?” asked Claire. 



“I don’t know,” I said, and then smiled because Claire had revenge all over her face. She said: 



“Let’s get her!” 
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Chapter 4 

Sunday 


Baker picked me up Sunday morning in a red, four door Mini Cooper. It was adorable. I always thought that if I didn’t have a Miata I would have a Mini, only two doors and a convertible…like a Miata. And red was a good color for that car. I can’t say why except whenever I hear someone has one I always imagine it’s red. 



I got in the backseat and we hit the road. We stopped, as so many Rowaneck folks did, to get coffee and breakfast at the Manor Deli. Thus hooked up, we drove the, I don’t know, thirty minutes to the hospital. It required getting on 95, which was not busy it being a weekend morning and, you know, Sunday. “Where are Johnson and Billie staying?” I asked, not having seen any signs of them at Victor’s house. 



“A hotel near the hospital,” Catherine said. “I don’t think they were prepared to be among his things. I think it would have been too much.” Having lost her daughter so recently, she would know. “Billie told me she found a church and she and Johnson would be going this morning.” 



“What are they?” I asked, just to make conversation. 



“Episcopalian,” Catherine said. 



“They could have gone to St. John’s,” diagonally across from 12 Cherrywood. “I might have gone with them, for the nostalgia.” 



“When were you ever in the actual church at St. John’s?” Catherine asked her ex-husband and life-long friend in a tone I found charming. 



“Oh,” was Baker’s second thought. “I can’t think of St. John’s without thinking of ballroom dancing.” 



“You’re not alone, I’m sure,” I said. 



“I have been in the church, though,” he said specifically to his ex-wife and life-long friend. “For Heidi’s funeral.” She was a live in housekeeper the Steele’s had for years. 

She passed away before Baker and I became friends, but I recall someone, maybe a girlfriend he had, or even Catherine, telling me every Sunday when he was a small boy he walked the old Swiss or Swedish lady four blocks to St. John’s church for eleven o’clock mass, wait for her on a bench on the grounds during the service, sometimes with a book, and then walk her back home after. I mentioned it then and Baker said, “I stopped doing that in junior high. I thought I was cool. For two years. And then in ninth grade I asked her if I could do it again and that I was sorry to have made her walk alone all that time.” 



“Oh, Baker…” I said, only, because it was too sweet for words, and I mean it. He smiled remembering it. Catherine looked at him with a smile of her own, and then touched his hair and face with her hand. He shot her an affectionate look that made me think there would always be something between them and I thought I had seen something very nice. 
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Baker looked from Catherine to me with the same affection, which I also thought was nice. Then he looked back at the road as if finding himself and said, “Speaking of ballroom dancing, or not, guess who was at the thirty-year reunion?” 



“The what?” I asked. 



“Our thirty-year high school reunion, G.” 



“Oh, fuck, has it been that long?” I asked, genuinely alarmed. Then I said, “Wait, why was it in the spring? Don’t we usually have it in the fall, around Thanksgiving.” 



“Christian, you haven’t been to one, have you?” Catherine said. I hadn’t. I didn’t have the interest and after the receiving line of old classmates I endured at Erin Fleming’s bachelorette party four years before, I never, ever would. 



“You don’t know what you missed, G.” Baker and Catherine looked at each other, this time wearing shit-eating grins. She nodded and he said: 



“Doohickey.” 



“NO!” I said louder than I planned. Struck by my own volume I covered my mouth. It would have been bizarre enough for him to come since he was a loser we all always picked on, but his family moved to…who knows, after junior high and he never actually graduated with us. Oh, yeah, then there was the whole Murder on the Orient Express thing at the Graham house in second grade, but I wasn’t bring that up. Not then. 



Anxious to cover for my unusually profound shock I said, as calmly as I could, “How did he look?” 



“Ugly,” Baker said, flatly. “Balding, tummy,” Baker described himself but neither Catherine nor I said so. “Bad skin.” That made me laugh. “Bad teeth.” 



“I don’t remember his having bad teeth,” Catherine said. 



“How close did you get to him?” Baker asked. She conceded the point. “He ran right up to me and shook hands and even tried to hug me like we were old friends.” 



“EEEK!” I said. 



“He did that to a lot of us. Most of us fended him off but that didn’t discourage him.” 



“Horrible!” I said, though not in all caps. 



“He was annoying everyone, G,” he continued. “Mostly the guys. Like we were all close. 

Like he hung out with all of us, in all our groups or cliques. It was disturbing.” 
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“The Cum Shots and I played the Doohickey song and he cried and left.” Sadly for Baker and Catherine, I was taking a sip of my coffee as he said this and I laughed so hard I spat it so far and wide I splashed the back of both their heads. Catherine busted out laughing and Baker said: 



“Hey, G. Not cool!” Then he laughed, too. Catherine said: 



“We’re going to have to explain to the van den Bosches why we have coffee on the back of our heads.” 



“Coffee and G’s saliva.” 



“Hah!” I said. “You can tell me about the reunion then, too, in greater detail, so they can also enjoy it.” 



“You’ll have to tell them the origin of the song, Christian,” Catherine said, and I did, in delicious beginning with a quick explanation of the Lillian Langford School of Ballroom Dancing under Ms. Langford and then Mrs. Smart. This I did for Victor’s stepmother as she knew nothing about the class. Though brief, my background info was sufficient for Billie to appreciate it when I said, “If getting struck by a car jaywalking on Rowaneck Avenue and, you know, getting dragged several blocks hadn’t killed Lillian Langford, tiny, disabled Gail Garaballo arriving at the St. John’s Episcopal Church auditorium one Friday evening in September, 1977 for the first sixth grade ballroom dance lesson in the arms of Mickey Bridges, a colored boy, would have.” Miss Langford’s successor, Dolores Smart, thought it was lovely and approached them when they entered. 



“Thank you for coming!” she said. “Welcome Gail, Mickey.” 



“Hi Mrs. Smart,” Gail said, offering her tiny hand, covered in a doll’s white glove. Mrs. 

Smart took it gently and was surprised by how hard a grip her new student returned. “I’ve been working out,” the girl said. Mickey transferred his friend to his left arm and shook Dolores’ with his right. 



“Thank you for having us,” he said, not specifically referencing her disability and his race, though maybe a little. 



“Of course,” said the middle-aged mother of several delinquent children. “I’m thrilled you’re both here. Now, please find a seat.” She looked behind her at how the boys were sitting on the chairs along one side of the room and the girls were sitting on chairs along the other side of the room. “Just sit anywhere you like.” Dolores Smart was a good lady and truly happy Gail and Mickey were there. “And let me know if I can get you anything.” She didn’t know what, I was certain, but she wanted them both to feel welcome and Gail to be safe and comfortable. Mickey sat next to me. Marshall 

“Doohicky” Dooley, whose betrayal the night he, Mickey, Gail, Cassie Frankel, Sabrina Landon and I broke into our second grade teacher’s house in order to stab her abusive 38 

husband to death only Gail could recall, tried to sit with us. As cruel as I was, I didn’t mind because Doohickey was a fun target. Mickey was OK with him, too. Gail wasn’t having him and years later, when I finally remembered that night at the Graham house and how Mrs. Graham and I nearly died, I understood why. 



“Come on, Gail, let me sit here,” Doohickey whined. 



“No,” she said. Gail didn’t call him Marshall, or Dooley, or Doohickey, which had become somewhat of a term of endearment. She wouldn’t look at him, in the eye or any other place, nor would she say his name. It’s because when Mrs. Graham woke up to find Cassie, Sabrina and Doohickey in her bedroom he told her our plan to murder her husband was all my idea, which of  course it was, and that he forced me to come, which was the biggest lie ever told in world history. 



Doohickey sat elsewhere. 



Sabrina and Cassie were also there for that first lesson, as were Tommy Gilligan, T.J. 

Hallinan and Baker Steele. I wasn’t yet friends with any of them. I wasn’t friends with Erin Fleming, who was also there, and never would be. Gil Smith and P.J. O’Neill were there, too. Victor Van Den Bosch, with whom I would lose my virginity a few years later in his Dad’s apartment after watching “Valley of the Dolls” on the 4:30 movie, was not there. It didn’t occur to his father to send him and he didn’t want to go anyway, or so he once told me. 



I often say I had no friends, beside my family, as a kid. I did, though. Mickey and Gail. In spite of all fun we had with each other and Mrs. Graham for the entire second grade year having been wiped from our memories, Mickey and I remained friends, thanks mostly, I think, to Gail, whose memory Mrs. Graham let remain provided she said nothing about our attempted murder and my near death to the rest of us. 



I was familiar with the ballroom dance class as my older siblings went through it and, as high schoolers, Sean and Thomas helped first Miss Langford and Mrs. Smart teach the sixth and seventh-grade students. Having watched my older brothers and sisters exhibit their ballroom dancing skills at family and other events, I knew all of them before my first lesson and, really, before I could walk. This left me free to help Mickey, who picked them up quickly, and Gail, whom we took turns holding. 



Gail watched the rest of us, boys and girls, learn the fox trot, waltz and rumba, from a chair. When Dolores was confident we had the steps down, she invited us to find partners and had the two musicians, one on the accordion and the other on a single drum and cymbal, and occasionally a trumpet, play something appropriate and we would dance around the room. The tiny band usually played “Anything Goes,” for a fox trot, which everyone always learns the first day of the first sixth grade class. Mickey chose Gail to be his partner and just carried her around the floor while he did the steps, perfectly, in perfect rhythm. I generally danced with Sabrina, with whom I used to walk to school, or Cassie, because she danced well and was a good time. 
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Cassie Frankel of the lantern jaw, tiny eyes, fun personality and great voice. Her early vocal performances included the one she used to distract 1974 fall festival-goers at the grammar school so Mickey and I could tie up and threaten Mr. Shore so we could steal his ponies, Maxine and Laverne. God, what a year to forget! Less exciting, but still a panic, was that first sixth grade lesson. Cassie and I did two fox trot loops around the auditorium floor when she found herself getting an urge. “Excuse me,” she said, letting me go and stepping up to the band. They had no microphone or amplifier as the space wasn’t large enough to warrant one. That was OK, though, because Cassie’s voice didn’t require them. She nodded to both men, who were older, experienced and happy to accompany a talented vocalist. Mrs. Smart was a little concerned, until, that is, Cassie belted, “In olden days a glimpse of stocking…” So good was this unattractive eleven year-old in a short beaded black dress that wasn’t unlike something Liza Minnelli would wear, she burst out laughing, covered her mouth and then hugged herself while she smiled and listened. 



No student had ever left the floor to sing along with the band when Lillian Langford was in charge. No “colored” or “crippled” student had ever attended, either. In one evening, less than one hour, the future Rowaneck High Class of 1984 had broken three taboos, and then, not to be left out, I broke a fourth by finding Mickey and Gail, reaching across her tiny shoulders to put my arms on his, and fox-trotted backwards like the rest of the girls. 



Lillian Langford would never have let anyone sing, though of the offenses that occurred it was the least. I mean, a black boy holding a cripple dancing with an effeminate boy. 

She would have died, risen and died six more times it was that awful. Dolores Smart, however, thought the whole thing grand. 



Dolores Smart owned the Lillian Langford School of dance when the old girl got run down, and it was the best thing that happened to her. Her adult life had been spent enduring a cheating, verbally abusive husband, taxiing her children from the police station to several Westchester County reform schools to court where she often had to pay restitution to the victims of their adolescent crimes, and then suffering the condescension and, sometimes, outright cruelty of Lillian Langford. Thursday night adult tap, Friday night ballroom and Saturday morning ballet. “Dolores, you must wear thicker stockings over those legs, those ropy veins…,” “Dolores, I don’t recall that dress being so tight, what are you eating?” “Dolores, if the girls feared you they wouldn’t laugh at you so hard behind your back.” Yeah, Dolores Smart didn’t shed a tear for her, and for once, she had a place to go, the St. John’s Episcopal Church auditorium three times a week, where she could be happy, dancing and teaching. She was away from her kids, Langford was gone, and she got to hang out with some combination of Gallaghers. 



Dolores loved our family. She loved it that Joan made herself a full length dress when she was eleven. The girls were supposed to wear party dresses and Joan wore a gown and though she didn’t approve, Langford let her wear it and all the other gowns my oldest sister sewed for herself. Someone with balls that big, you know? ou just didn’t challenge them, not even that old barracuda. Ditto Deirdre when she didn’t wear gloves and who 40 

could have shaken her down for fifty bucks for Cindy Pierson if she wanted to. Dolores was fond of my brothers and me. Langford, and then she, hired William Jr. and, later, Colin, to pour supermarket brand soda for both classes, a refreshment to which couples helped themselves after being eliminated from the games played after the lesson. Both women asked Sean, Thomas, Matthew and me to attend both classes when we were students in one or the other; this, to dance with the extra girls the school often had. In exchange for this, and because we were good dancers, reliable, and a good time, they didn’t charge our parents tuition for us. In eighth through twelfth grades, and during vacations from college, we would continue to teach and earn a bit of spending money. 



William Jr. and Colin were mediocre dancers. My oldest brother didn’t care for ballroom dancing but went to classes without complaint to please my parents. Colin couldn’t wait to go as he was all about girls, always. Neither of them won Best Boy Dancer in sixth or seventh grade. The rest of us: Sean, Thomas, Matthew and I earned both titles. We were just really good and still are. 



Dolores found William Jr. reliable and a hard worker, Colin a sweet and generous lover, Sean hilarious, Thomas so estimable and Matthew a pistol for advising her that he would have to do better than not charging my parents his ballroom tuition if, when he was in sixth grade, she wanted him to stick around to dance with the seventh grade wallflowers. 

She liked, me, too, though I think her experience with her own criminally insane children made her recognize my potential. I didn’t demonstrate my sociopathy—is that a word?—

during classes. They were held across the street from my house, my brothers Sean and Thomas helped teach them and I was the best dancer both years. And, with Mickey Bridges, I had Gail Garaballo to look after. Yeah, Dolores had nothing to fear from me. 



She didn’t, and really, if I was going to engage in any mischief, the ballroom dancing class was chock full of opportunities. I mean, the stuff I could pull, on individuals or the whole class or the two chaperone couples or Mrs. Smart herself…endless possibilities for cruel pranks and tricks. The thing was, I had no motive. Again, I was in my element at class. I had no cause or enemy. Had Lillian Langford still been around she would have sent Mickey home and then I would have stabbed her and told Rowaneck Police Chief Tony Minnetti I slipped. Nope, someone had already taken care of her, leaving me with nothing to do on Friday nights but dance. 



Then, one day in April between the sixth and seventh grade classes Mrs. Smart gestured me over to the two musicians. “Hi,” I said, approaching them. 



“Christian, you know Cal and Spike.” Spike played the accordion and Cal played the drum and cymbal, and occasional trumpet. 



“Of course. Hello fellas.” They both nodded to me. 



“Christian, Marshall asked me if the band could play his special song next week for his birthday.” I looked at her, waiting for more information. She looked at me, waiting for acknowledgment. I said, not for the first time: 
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“Who’s Marshall?” 



“Marshall Dooley…” she said and then added, “Doohickey.” 



“Oh!” I said, and then realized what he was asking and said, “OOOOOH!” 



“OOOOOH, what?” asked Mrs. Smart. 



“The Doohickey song,” I told her, Cal and Spike, kind of gravely. 



“Christian, what is the Doohickey song?” she asked, as gravely. 



The Doohickey song was something I made up in fourth grade to sing to Marshall in Mr. 

Robinson’s class, just to be mean to him. It went—and it’s tough because, as I’m not an actual composer, I don’t know how to write measures and music—but it went: 





Doohickey, Doohickey, Doo-hickey-hickey-ay-ay-ay-ay, 

Doohickey, Doohickey, Doo-hickey-hickey-ay! 



The short melody was sing-songy. The first line ended on a low note and the second line ended on a high one. And that was it. That was the song. I forget what caused me to come up with it…there were always so many reasons with Doohickey. I do recall, even on that first day, singing it over and over, in different arrangements: straight (the original sing-songy), rock, folk, country, Starland Vocal Band’s “Afternoon Delight” with harmony provided by Cassie Frankel, and, even, torch-songy, like Barbra Streisand’s “Happy Days Are Here Again.” 



I would spend entire school days coming up with different ways to sing the Doohickey song, each time getting Doohickey’s attention and performing it for him. Each time he would say, “Stop it! Stop it!!! You hate me! You hate me!!!” Twenty minutes later, as Frank Sinatra, I’d sing it again! 



After a couple of days of hearing his song something like forty or fifty times in as many ways, Doohickey complained to Mr. Robinson, who had actually heard every note and thought it was hilarious. He was a good guy, a flower child who played his guitar on Friday afternoons. Still, a part of him thought my falsetto Mozart’s “Queen of the Night”-

inspired arrangement of the Doohickey song was the funniest thing he had ever heard. I know this because after I did it the first time he fell off his chair laughing. 



In spite of his admiration, Mr. Robinson was a teacher and he had to tell me to stop. “But it’s a tribute to Doohickey!” I said, not even trying to sound sincere. 



“Oh,” Doohickey responded, having been present at my admonishment. “Why didn’t you say so?” This caused me and our teacher to share a look of confusion. “Hey Mr. 

Robinson, could you learn the song for Friday afternoon?” 
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“Of course,” he said, still confused and, I think, scared for Doohickey’s mental health, and weren’t we all… 



“Thank you. My birthday’s coming up. I can bring in cream puffs.” Those cream puffs again! 



“Doohickey’s birthday isn’t until July,” I told Dolores, Cal and Spike. “When school is out. He’s spent the last six years telling six different teachers it’s some month, always different, but always during the school year, so he can have a party and bring in cream puffs.” The three of them grimaced when I said cream puffs, likely because my expression was especially sour as I said it. The seventh grade class had assembled and Dolores, ‘cause I prefer calling her Dolores and so I will henceforth, asked me if I could stay a few minutes after class to help her get it down. 



I danced with the extra girls in the second class and then approached Dolores and the band when it ended. My brothers Thomas and Sean, both of whom were in high school and helped teach the class, joined us. I sang the basic Doohickey song for the five of them, just once. It was enough for Thomas and Spike to determine the notes. In less than a minute, Spike was playing it accurately on his accordion. Sean said, a plan already determined, “What ballroom dance can you do to that?” None of us answered right away. 

“Then,” he continued, smiling he was so excited, “We’re going to have to come up with choreography.” 



Dolores Smart found my brothers, especially Sean, so great and wonderful she would have followed him to Hell because he would have made it a good time. She looked at the band, both of whom nodded their interest in the Doohickey tribute song and, now, dance. 

Thirty minutes later, Sean, Thomas, Dolores and I had it done. There would be eight rounds of “Doohickey.” The first I would sing myself, alone, in the middle of the floor. 

Slowly and a cappella. In the second and third my classmates, would get up from their seats and join me, not unlike a flash mob, or the opening number in the film version of 

“Godspell,” Sean observed. The fourth chorus would be Cassie, alone, because she was so awesome, the fifth, Mickey, imitating Louis Armstrong, because I heard him do it once. The sixth would be Sabrina, with whom I walked to school every morning. Though she couldn’t sing a note, she would speak it, all vampy. Then the final two choruses would build to a big finish with a kick line. 



Yes, all of this happened. We figured all of this out that evening: Dolores Smart, Cal & Spike, Sean & Thomas and I. And we laughed and laughed and laughed at the total silliness of it. What made it funnier, Sean said to me, was how I seemed to have the whole thing already written in my head. That Cassie would sing everyone understood. 

Assigning choruses to Mickey and Sabrina surprised the others, but I was so eager and confident, they agreed right away. In retrospect, it appears that I had not forgotten second grade entirely, and the adventures the five of us and Gail had. In some way I was recreating some bit of it. Paying tribute to it. It all worked, we all agreed that night, and I told my brothers and the adults…the adults who were doing this Doohickey production 43 

number(!), that I would teach everything to the entire sixth grade of Rowaneck’s grammar school. 



Well, Monday morning came around and I recognized a problem: Not everyone in the sixth grade was a student at Lillian Langford. This was challenging, because I couldn’t just approach everyone and advise him or her to stay after school in the cafeteria and learn the Doohickey number. I would have to remember who was in the ballroom class and approach each student personally. It would be time consuming and a challenge in that there were four sixth grade classes in the school and though I should have known everyone after six years, seven with half-day kindergarten, I didn’t. 



I thought for a while, OK, just thirty seconds, about the hurt feelings just announcing rehearsals to each class would cause and then said, out loud, “Fuck it,” and told Mrs. 

Tesser, my sixth grade teacher, I had information I need to share with the class. The poor thing feared me. I didn’t know why at the time cause I had never done anything to her. 

Now I figure it was because she remembered when Mickey, Gail, Sabrina, Cassie and I drugged and kidnapped Mrs. Graham, even though I didn’t. She said: 



“Sure. OK, yeah,” and might have added “Just don’t drug me,” though probably not because I would have remembered that. I said: 



“Those of you who attend ballroom on Friday, we’re going to do a song-and-dance number to the Doohickey song,” everyone knew it, ‘cause I had sung it for two years. 

“It’s very simple. Rehearsal is after school today in the cafeteria. If you can’t make it, we’ll also be rehearsing Wednesday, Thursday and Friday.” I had already told Sabrina about her bit as we walked to school Monday morning. She was totally into it, which surprised me at the time but, now knowing how into killing Mr. Graham she had been, I understand. 



When I was done I excused myself and went to Mrs. Gerone and Miss Cavanaugh’s classes and told their students about the number and rehearsal. Cassie was in Cavanaugh’s and, to her, I added, “You’re going to sing a chorus of it as a solo, so it’s especially important that you’re there today.” She busted out laughing and agreed immediately. After that I knocked on Mr. Egan’s door. He answered and I said, “Mrs. 

Tolliver,” the assistant principal, “needs to see Doohickey.” A macho man and bully, generally, Mr. Egan feared I’d lead a gang of classmates to drug and kidnap him, too, and just shouted, to Doohickey: 



“Doohicky. Office. Now.” Poor Doohickey burst into tears, not knowing why everyone hated him and Miss Tolliver hated him and blubber, blubber, blubber. When he was gone I entered the class, told them about the number and rehearsal and then thanked Mr. Egan for his cooperation. 



“What should I tell Doohickey when he gets back and asks why I sent him to the office when he wasn’t supposed to go?” He was so pathetic. All bullies are closet cowards except me. 
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“How about, ‘Shut up and sit down Doohickey?’” 



Everything was going according to plan until that afternoon when a couple of students who didn’t take ballroom for whatever reason showed up for rehearsal. “What are you doing here Lori?” I asked one girl, who also lived in an apartment over some downtown Rowaneck store. 



“I want to be in the show,” she said. As sweet as I was bloodthirsty, I thought about how I could work her in even though she wasn’t a dance student. I said to her and another girl who attended. “Let me teach these others the dance, and then I’ll figure out what role you two can play.” This satisfied Lori and Anabelle, who watched patiently as I taught everyone the opening, their positions and gestures for the solos, and then the final kick line. 



After running through the number a couple of times, I was feeling really good and really confident about its success. That changed, but only for a moment, when, outside the cafeteria I saw PJ and V-Bosch pick up a couple of chunks of dirt from the ground and hurl them at the windows. Smack, smack, both hit hard and got everyone’s attention. 

Smack, smack, the boys threw two more. As I watched them pick up two more dirt bombs I looked from them to Lori and Annabelle and had an idea, the best of my life, so far. Smack, smack, hit the fifth and sixth dirt bombs. “Great work everyone, we’ll see you again tomorrow.” My classmates put on their jackets and collected their books. 

Mickey picked up Gail, who couldn’t dance but who sang and would sing and do gestures as he held her. They, Sabrina and Cassie, watched me approach Lori and Anabelle and tell them not to go anyplace. They watched me approach the window, get PJ and V-Bosch’s attention, and wave them to come inside. And they watched me gather the four of them and say, “This is what I need you to do Friday night.” 



“Christian…” Mickey said. I turned around to see he, Gail, Sabrina and Cassie were still there. 



“Oh, OK,” I shrugged and addressed everyone. “I need non-ballroom dance students to be prepared with,” I considered dirt bombs but then said, “water balloons,” which were less likely to ruin clothing. “When we finish the dance and the last note, I need you to storm the St. John’s Episcopal School auditorium wearing masks so you can’t be identified, and bomb the place with water balloons.” 



“Christian…” Sabrina said, warily, “…why?” What a question! 



“Just for the drama!” I nearly snapped I was so annoyed. I thought it would be obvious. 



Well, in the half-second that followed my explanation, I determined no one but PJ and V-Bosch thought it was a good idea. Indeed, Lori and Anabelle positively shrank from me. 

Cassie and Sabrina even exchanged a look in which they asked each other how they could get out of the water balloon attack and the production number, too. I had blown it, I 45 

thought. I had gone too far, in an effort to include the non-students and also enjoy an adventure beyond the Doohickey song. My mind spent the second half-second following my explanation scrambling to rescue the entire event and failed. That was OK, though, because it took Gail that full second to find the breath to bust out laughing. 



“‘Just for the drama!’” she quoted me and continued laughing. “That’s great, Christian! I can’t wait!” Everyone looked at our friend, who was also eleven but wasn’t expected to make it to ten, but who would likely not hit her teens. We all looked at how tiny, weak, close to death and EXCITED she was and everyone said, each in his own way: 



“I’m in.” I put my hands out to Gail, palms up and she slapped me five. Then she said: 



“Do I have to be in the number? I really want to throw a water balloon at Doohickey!” I looked from her to Mickey and said: 



“We’ll arrange it.” And we did. We spent another half hour coming up with a plan for the post musical number attack. As initially hesitant as Lori and Anabelle were about it, by the time we were through they were as jazzed as PJ. “No one hits Mrs. Smart or the musicians,” I said, and everyone agreed. 



“How about the high school helpers?” V-Bosch asked. I thought of Sean, Thomas and the handful of other Lillian Langford alumni and said, “Sean would be totally pissed if you didn’t hit him, so he’s fair game. Thomas, too.” I imagined it. “He’ll scream about it, but later will find it funny.” I thought of the others, all of whom would know I was behind it, and said, “Just my brothers.” Then I added, to V-Bosch, “Bring a couple of water balloons for Sean to throw.” 



“You got it,” he said. 



Everyone went home, Gail in the front basket of Mickey’s bicycle. As I crossed the parking lot of Rowaneck Grammar School I ran into Baker Steele, who lived in my direction. He generally had a ride to school and back from his father or mother, and always in a super fancy car. He and his friends Tommy and T.J. had stayed for the Doohickey dance rehearsal as they all thought it was hilarious. That my super rich classmate was still at school was strange. That he said, “Can I walk home with you Christian?” was really strange. I asked: 



“Why?” 



“Because I want to know what else you have planned for the ballroom class this Friday.” 

I loved when people got right to the point. I told him about Lori and Anabelle showing up for the production number. “I noticed,” he said. “It was awkward.” 



“I had to give them a role. And then PJ and V-Bosch threw dirt bombs at the window.” 

Baker stopped, causing me to stop. 
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“I want to throw dirt bombs, too,” he said. 



“Water balloons,” I said. He nodded. 



“I wanna do it, and the dance.” I thought about whether there would be time, considered the applause and how closely Baker could conceal a change of clothes and a dozen water balloons. “Tommy and T.J., too,” he said. “We’re in.” 



“OK,” I said. “Good.” And then I said to him what I told the others before we left the cafeteria. “Neither Doohickey nor anyone besides us can know that I arranged the attack. 

If anyone or his parents or my siblings or parents find out, I’m dead. And that means that the person who squealed is also dead.” Baker was rich, popular and formidable, and I couldn’t have cared less. 



“I got your back,” he said, knowing that his wealth, popularity or formidability would not protect him from me if he crossed me. Then he said, spotting a payphone on Rowaneck Ave., “Want me to call my mom to pick us up?” I thought about it, the hassle of waiting for her and then making small talk with her, all to save a ten or fifteen minutes. 



“I’m good,” I said, “but thanks for the offer.” As we passed the payphone Baker stopped, thought about it and then said, “Wait up, Christian.” 



Friday night everyone in the sixth grade ballroom dance class showed up thirty minutes early to rehearse the Doohickey number with Cal and Spike. Mrs. Smart, my brothers and Evelyn Dunne, a lovely girl in Sean’s class on whom I would have had a raging crush if I hadn’t been a screaming queen, found the whole number so hysterical she learned the choreography on the spot and joined the chorus line, of course. 



As proud as I was of myself for having put the number together, the evening would belong to the musicians. Cal and Spike, who I imagined got tired of playing the same songs for the same dances year after year, were so tickled by this Doohickey project they put together complex arrangements for each of the choruses. It’s hard for me to describe the work they put into the standard ditty, Cassie’s show-stopping solo, Mickey’s Louis Armstrong impression, to which Cal added a trumpet solo that made us all jump for joy it was so thrilling, and the drumbrush with which Spike accompanied Sabrina’s spoken part. Every chorus we had to stop what we were doing to appreciate the two old ballroom icons, neither of whom anyone knew personally. We learned throughout that very fast thirty minutes how truly talented both men were. Talented, funny and totally wasted accompanying us in the St. John’s Episcopal Church auditorium every Friday night. No greater evidence were the last two choruses, which built into the kick line and sounded, musically, as if they were an orchestra of thirty instead of a band of two. Honestly, what they had done was so thrilling it gives me goose pimples to remember. 



We could have run through the Doohickey number several more times, or all night, but our lookout…some kid shouted, “He’s here!” We all ran to our seats or wherever as Doohickey and his mother entered the auditorium laden with trays and trays of those 47 

cream puffs with which he tried to poison me year after year starting in second grade. 

They took them to the kitchen area, where the supermarket brand cola was poured and served. Then they came into the auditorium. 



Mrs. Dooley wore a nice flowered dress, not entirely appropriate for a ballroom setting, but good enough. Doohickey introduced her to Mrs. Smart, Sean, Thomas, lovely Evelyn and the other high school-age helpers, and then ignored the musicians which had worked so hard on his tribute anthem. HAH! As if either man cared a lick for him! 



Mrs. Dooley had volunteered to chaperone that evening. Her husband, she said, was ill and couldn’t make it. I have an idea the man knew the evening would be a ridiculous and savage humiliation of his loser son and deliberately drank water that contained bubonic bacteria or something. Sean volunteered to stand with her for one of the two receiving lines. The other parents were, curiously, Baker’s. When Dolores introduced “Mr. and Mrs. Steele” I looked from them to their son, who winked at me so obviously I found myself saying…shouting, that is, out loud: 



“Hah!” Everyone looked at me, wondering what that was all about. I immediately covered my nose, as if I had just sneezed, and Baker said: 



“Bless yooooooou!!!” so obviously I shouted: 



“Hah!” again. 



The receiving lines began and ended, the lesson—a ballroom version of “The Hustle,” 

and I’m not kidding—began and ended, and then the elimination dance began and ended. 

The difference in the classes, so far, had been that we only did one elimination game and the couples helped themselves those GODDAMN cream puffs alone with their 

supermarket brand cola. 



Tommy and Sabrina won the elimination dance that evening. They claimed their winning dollar bills from Dolores and then found their seats, as neither was interested in the bad soda or white puffs of poop. 



Then…Cal nodded to me. I stood up, walked to the middle of the room and sang, softly, 

“Doohickey, Doohickey, Doo-hickey-hickey-ay-ay-ay-ay, Doohickey, Doohickey, Doohickey-hickey-ay.” The other students joined me for two more choruses, then Cassie did her solo, then Mickey, then Sabrina. Then Dolores, Sean, Thomas, Evelyn and Mr. and Mrs. Steele, whose son had taught them the final bit, joined us, too, and that was the funniest thing EVER. Mr. and Mrs. Steele…who didn’t love them??? As funny, or maybe funnier, was that there were so many kids, and adults, in the final kick line we had to do it in three rows, as we faced the musicians and Mrs. Doohley, who sat in one of the four chaperone chairs. Doohickey, who was the subject of the song and inspiration for the number, sat on one of the chairs on the left side of the room as you faced the band, totally ignored by all the dancers and everyone. It was Cal and Spike whom we all watched as we sang the last chorus and, all of us, kicked our legs as high as the most flexible Radio 48 

City Rockette. It was at each other we stole glances at, nudged and held hands with for that big finale, and it was for ourselves, including and especially musicians that we clapped, cheered and jumped up and down and into each other’s arms. 



Truly, Marshall Doohickey Dooley, and his mother, too, could have been at home, or Antarctica for all the attention anyone paid them. Even when, after realizing he wasn’t the center of attention even though we had all just sung a song that contained his nickname, at his request, he approached me and Sabrina and Thomas, Dolores and others, you know, to thank us and everything, we all looked at him annoyed, as if he was ruining something, because, you know, he was. 



Cal and Spike nodded their thanks to us and acknowledged Mrs. Dooley, because they were polite and they really didn’t want her to think the whole thing was a ridicule-fest of her son. She approached them and shook both their hands, complimenting them on their talent and thanking them for the effort they made. It was all so gracious. Sean and Thomas, approached her, too, out of kindness, because she seemed like a nice lady and it wasn’t her fault she gave birth to a colossal loser. 



Dolores invited everyone to form the two receiving lines with which the class would end, but before anyone could move, five masked intruders entered the auditorium from the main entrance, behind the stage, kitchen, hallway leading to the bathroom and, beyond it, the church, and the balcony. Each carried a gigantic shopping bag full of water balloons which they promptly threw at the students, with the exception of Gail, and my brothers. 



A gigantic shout of fear exploded from the St. John’s auditorium, one that was ten times louder than what the water balloon threat warranted, and that just made me as thrilled as I’ve ever been. I added me own, “Hah!” to the cry and then booked over to Cal and Spike. “Cover your instruments,” I said because, though they weren’t targets, some water could splash their way. As I did this, Evelyn grabbed Dolores and led her onto the stage and behind its curtain. On the way Dolores gestured for Mrs. Dooley to follow them, which she did. Everyone else either ran out of the building, stood soaking and laughing at what was truly the finale, or, like most of the girls, were so livid at having the dresses and hairdos fucked with, went after the perps. 



Among those who got hit and thought it was a riot were Baker’s parents, who laughed at themselves and then each other. They identified which masked assassin was their son and chased him around the room, even as he threw water balloons at them over his left and right shoulders. Tommy approached my brothers and told them there were more in cloak room at the entrance and in the balcony. Sean got the bag out of the cloak room, and went berserk, targeting the intruders, while Thomas booked up to the balcony and lobbed water balloons at me, Doohickey, Cassie and some of the high school helpers with whom he was friends. Recognizing that he had allies in Mr. and Mrs. Steele, Sean offered them some of his balloons so they could fire back at their son. Then he jumped onto the stage and went behind the curtain, offering the rest of his ammunition to Dolores, Evelyn and Mrs. Dooley. “Rolling in her grave,” he told me Dolores said, of Lillian Langford. Then 49 

she hurled a water balloon right at me as I jitterbugged with Cassie. Evelyn threw one the length of the auditorium and into the balcony, missing Thomas, but not by much. 



Finally, Mrs. Dooley helped herself to a water balloon. She stepped onto the stage, preparing to target the balcony, too, and saw, among the dozen or so soaked sixth grade dancers that remained on the floor, her son, who was crying. “You hate me! You all hate me!!!” he said, then sobbed then wailed. Over and over, “You hate me!!!” She sighed, gave Sean, Dolores and Evelyn a frustrated look, stepped off the stage and approached her crybaby son. He went to hug his mother for comfort, but instead found her offering him her water balloon, the last one by the way. 



Everyone stopped what he was doing. A few people who had fled the building returned when they heard the attack was over. Cassie and I stopped dancing, and everyone in the auditorium looked at Doohickey, to see what he was going to do with his water balloon. 

“Where are they? Where are the attackers?” he asked, loudly. Everyone looked around, in vain, as none of the five boys were still there. Then Doohickey took four steps toward me and threw his water balloon right at my face—always my face!!!—where it exploded. He was close to me and he threw it hard. So hard it caused me to lose my balance and fall into Cassie. 



“Marshall!” his mother said, shocked and appalled by the viciousness of it. 



“He was behind it!” he shouted to her and everyone else. “Christian did it. He made them come and spoil my party. He hates me. He always has!!!” I found my feet and then looked at Marshall. I said nothing. “He hates me! You all hate me!!!” Mrs. Dooley was mortified. So angry. Angrier than I thought a person could be. 



“Go to the car, Marshall,” she said. 



“But…” 



“Go to the car!” she said, louder, and with a controlled ferocity that made me shiver. 

Doohickey stomped across the floor toward the exit, slipped in a puddle and shouted: 



“You hate me! You did that on purpose. You all hate me!!!” 



“I’m so sorry,” Mrs. Dooley said to me. “The number. It was wonderful. So kind.” I said: 



“The guys…they’re not in the class. They heard about…” I was going to suggest they acted on their own and not at my direction, but she said: 



“I understand. It could all have been great fun.” She looked from me toward the stage. 

Dolores crossed it and then descended its stairs. 



“Mrs. Dooley,” she said. 
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“Mrs. Smart, I’m so sorry. Excuse me.” She gathered up Doohickey, who wailed throughout these brief exchanges, and led him out of the building. Dolores approached me and said: 



“That was the funniest thing that ever happened.” She took my arm and we followed the birthday boy and his mother out of the building and what we saw made us laugh all over again. 



It seems, while some of us were finishing up the water balloon hijinks inside, the sixth grade girls who were not happy having their dresses ruined chased down each of the perps, stripped them to their underwear and tied them to a bicycle rack. PJ, V-Bosch, Tommy, TJ and, even, Baker, sat bound in their tightie white BVDs as the angriest of the girls pelted them with dirt bombs. To their credit, all five of them were laughing, as were the entire seventh grade class and Mr. and Mrs. Steele. 



When he saw the attackers, humiliated and helpless, Doohickey ran toward them, his arms flailing like a crazy person. “Marshall!” his mother shouted for him to stop. 

Everyone knew he was a loser and that, if he reached the five boys they would be physically harmed so, and this makes me laugh out loud as I write, the same dozen girls who had caught and bound the attackers with their hair ribbons and tights made a Red Rover line between them  and Marshall. Doohickey tried to bust through it three of four times before his mother caught him by the neck of his jacket and pulled him away. “You hate me! You all hate me!!!” he continued to cry and shout as his poor, poor mother dragged him to their car and drove away. 



Once they were gone, the girls released the boys and let them get dressed. Dolores looked around the parking lot, did the math and said, “The seventh grade class will be out here.” 

Calh and Spike, who had the same idea, had already moved their instruments outside. 

The two seventh grade parent couples scheduled to chaperone that lesson took places next to Dolores. “Seventh graders, and any sixth grader who wants to stay, please assemble for your receiving lines.” And they did. Seventh graders, most of the sixth graders including all five of the now-clothed attackers, Cassie, Sabrina, Mickey and Gail, and Mr. and Mrs. Steele. 



The lesson included the ballroom version of The Hustle, There was only one elimination game. No sodas, cause no one felt like going back inside where the wreckage was. Oh, and then we did the Doohickey number again. Twice actually. Between them I said to Baker, “Lori and Anabelle didn’t come.” 



“No,” he said. “They missed a good time. Kind of like Doohickey.” I didn’t disagree. 
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Chapter 5: 

Monday 




I spent Sunday evening with Bobby, Claire and Aunt Francy. We rented movies, hung out on their back yard beach and ate yummy vegan dishes they prepared together. 

Though not related by blood to me, I felt like Claire was a niece, Bobby was a cousin and Aunt Francy was an aunt. They identified so much more with Deirdre, though only Bobby had known her, than they had the hooker Erin hired to bed him and produce a child for her. They identified with Erin Fleming in no way. Privately, Bobby advised me how Baker was doing every legal thing he could to transfer as much of the Fleming assets to him and his daughter. “There’s not a judge in the county who doesn’t know how Erin arranged to obtain Claire.” 



“I imagine they’re all disgusted by it.” Bobby nodded. “Add the second degree murder and its cover up…” 



“And when she gets out of prison?” I asked. 



“She may never,” Bobby said. “I understand from the grapevine she’s having a good time organizing clubs and committees. She’s in charge of all of them.” 



“Duh.” 



I told Johnson and Billie, only about my relatives the O’Days on Monday. It seemed an appropriate time as neither Baker, Catherine nor Bethany was able to visit with us that day. They already knew Erin’s story in its entirety and likely would be uninterested in hearing about her. 



I told the van den Bosches about the freak show wedding. Victor had told them about it during his first visit to Myrtle Beach, but not in great detail. I provided all of that and shared the brief update about her coordinating activities and seminars for her fellow prisoners. “I’m confident she’s teaching those who can’t, to read, advising her new friends legally and perhaps even representing them at parole hearings.” 



“Would she be allowed?” Billie asked. “Wouldn’t she have been disbarred?” 



“She’d find a way to get involved. As an advisor or something. She was all into everything in high school.” That led me to remember a club she formed that Baker, Tommy, T.J. and I found ourselves…not joining, but participating in. I told Johnson and Billie that among the clubs the future husband-murderer ran in high school was Future Women Leaders or something. It was for girls to meet and set education and career goals, encourage each other to be good students and independent, arrange visits and internships for classmates with local successful women, and to invite role models to visit the school and address the club. It was actually a decent club, or the idea of it was. That Erin was in charge turned it into an irritating joke for everyone but my deluded classmate. She ran the group in such a way as to promote herself and she kinda didn’t care about any of the 52 

other girls. She was all about self-advancement, only, thought she wouldn’t admit to it and might not even have been aware of it. 



The group had luncheons with local female attorneys, an ice cream socials with female judges, school board and city council members, volunteered for female candidates in local regional and state elections, all good things except for Erin being present at each. 

One event she arranged was a visit by New York politician Bella Abzug, of whom I had heard but didn’t know much. Late middle aged, at the time, I think, she was Jewish, I think, and very far to the left. I think. I could look her up online but I’m too lazy. She was short, heavy and icky looking, too. Ugly to the point where you thought she might be of a different species, like from a Tolkein novel. Her signature was the hats she always wore. 

They were as dumpy as she was, or maybe they were nice but she just made them look bad. Shallow jobs with fake flowers along the brims. Not Jackie O. but not Minnie Pearl, either. 



Erin Fleming invited Bella Abzug to speak to the Future Women Leaders club at Rowaneck High School the fall of our senior year. Late October. A Friday night. Erin was proud of herself for having landed such a big name, her biggest since she formed the group, at the beginning of our junior year. Or maybe that’s when she joined. Or maybe that’s when she took over. Really, I tried to avoid her in school and know as little about her as possible, something that was often tough as we found ourselves in so many of the same classes. In a rare moment of kindness…OK, weakness, I congratulated my 

classmate on her coup. “Thank you, Christian!” she said, super loud and excited. Her enthusiasm made me regret having complimented her and I said nothing more, though I couldn’t have because Erin carried on about her effort and the number of unreturned calls she made to Abzug’s agent/manager and raising enough to cover the speaking fee. 

Though I couldn’t get a word in my face asked, loudly: 



“Speaking fee?” 



“Oh, yes. Everyone requires a speaking fee. My parents covered it, though. They’re so proud of me. Too.” She looked at me warmly. She thought we shared a warm moment. I wanted to be anywhere but in her company, including Hell, Siberia or a Starland Vocal Band reunion concert. “Still, there’s a ten dollar fee to attend.” I was speechless, or would have been if I had to opportunity to speak. Erin ploughed on, “It’s for the budget for the club. We’re going to go to Albany to attend a meeting of the New York State Assembly and then meet some of the state senators and representatives after. The female ones.” It was a good idea, though with my limited knowledge of Bella Abzug, I didn’t think she would be a ten dollar draw, even in monied Rowaneck. “I hope you’ll come. I think you could learn a lot from Bella,” a beat, “she asked me to call her Bella.” EEEK! 

“I think she’s going to be really inspiring.” I nodded, noncommittally, though who knows how my lunatic classmate took anything. “The whole group is going.” I assumed she meant the club. Years later, after inviting me to her wedding and to be in her wedding party I realized she meant Cassie Frankel, Sabrina Landon, Jonathan Tanner and me. 

“You need to get  your ticket fast because we’ll probably sell out the auditorium.” My face screamed: 
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“The school auditorium???” 



“Oh, yes. It’s Bella Abzug! Bella Abzug!!!” Yikes. I didn’t think Margaret Thatcher could fill the Rowaneck high school auditorium. I would have said this to Erin had she not had to wallpaper the school grounds with images of the hedgehog her parents paid five thousand dollars, a hotel stay, limousine and food stipend to speak to four people the last Friday in October, 1983. It’s what I said to myself as I stared at her retreating figure and what I said to the actual group to which I found myself belonging senior year. 



That weekend Baker Steele, Tommy Gilligan, T.J. Hallinan, Baker’s then girlfriend Melissa something and a couple of other boys who were nice enough to me but still getting used to the idea that criminally insane Christian Gallagher, on the gigantic third floor of the Steele’s Spanish-style home, which, while not on Long Island Sound, was separated from it by narrow, two-lane Park Avenue and a narrow piece of Manor Park. 

An only child, Baker’s bedroom was the entire floor. One room contained his bed and clothing: another, a desk which he rarely used; a third, a gym which he used even less; a fifth, a full kitchen stocked with snacks and alcohol and the sixth, a conservatory with electric keyboards, electric and acoustic guitars, a bass…not guitar but an actual bass, drums, an amp and accessories, all state of the art stuff for 1984. 



Baker played the piano, really well. In grammar school he expressed an interest in starting a band, so his parents bought all kinds of instruments and equipment. The bass and drums went unused, but Baker learned the guitar, too. Acoustic, mostly. Flamenco, actually. He enjoyed Spanish music and even grew out his fingernails because playing it traditionally required them. Lifelong friends, T.J. hung out in the conservatory often enough to learn the drums, which his parents forbid him from having in their home because they didn’t want to hear them. Tommy tried picking up the bass and lost interest, tried picking up the acoustic and electric guitar and lost interest, and tried picking up the keyboard and lost interest. It was all good because he could sing really well, and his attempts to play Baker’s instruments taught him enough about music theory for him to be a truly effective vocalist. 



I had heard about Baker’s digs and his pseudo band. Seeing them in person, the first or second weekend after we nearly died in so many ways, at Action Park, was exciting. As exciting was telling my folks, “I’m going to hang out at Baker Steele’s,” the Saturday afternoon of my visit. They were on our front porch, she sipping iced tea and he sipping a beer, relaxing on an unusually hot September afternoon. 



“You are?” asked my father, who still couldn’t believe I had friends. 



“Yes, Dad.” 



“You are?” asked my mother, who was not convinced, either, and actually spent the week after I came back from the infamous New Jersey park with cuts and bruises verifying it actually existed and that I didn’t cause some kind of car accident to avenge myself on 54 

Baker, Tommy and T.J. for something one or all of them did to me earlier in the summer or at any other point in my seventeen-year life. 



“Yes, Mom.” She opened her mouth and shut it. “We went to Action Park and had a fun time, Mother,” I told her for the second, third or, maybe, fiftieth time. She nodded, still unconvinced, and then came out and said: 



“You’re not going to damage the house…?” That made me screech with laughter and earned her a kiss on the cheek, which I think she liked. Then I walked five blocks to the Steele’s. 



When I arrived, the others were hanging out on couches and a couple of bean bag chairs or lying on the carpet in the conservatory listening to something and passing around a joint. I wasn’t doing the marijuana thing at that time, but I did help myself to Baker’s cigarettes. And, OK, I enjoyed a contact high. 



As I was last to arrive that late afternoon, my friend had gotten a head start on the getting high. That left them kind of mellow and not really talkative. The cigarettes and, OK, excitement that my friendship with the three fellas I had known since kindergarten but had never spoken to socially, wasn’t just an Action Park anomaly, made me chatty. And I told them and the others about Erin Fleming’s parents paying Bella Abzug five thousand dollars to speak to what she was certain would be a full house. 



“Who?” asked T.J., who had never heard of her. 



“Speaking in Rowaneck?” asked Tommy, who had heard of her but didn’t think there was sufficient interest in the community to warrant a visit. 



“Ten dollars?” asked Baker, for whom money wasn’t an object but who, by his tone, wouldn’t pay that or a nickel to see her. I responded by imitating Erin, not well, but well enough, saying: 



“It’s Bella Abzug! Bella Abzug!!!” 



“Bella who?” asked T.J. 



“Five thousand?” asked Tommy. 



“Are you sure it’s not Bela Lugosi?” asked Baker. Over the laughter his silly question generated from Melissa and the two other guys hanging out with us, I said: 



“It’s Bella Abzug! Bella Abzug!!!” And then, the second hand pot smoke affecting me, I said…no, sang, to the tune of 80’s one-hit-wonder Taco’s “Amadeus,” “Bella Abzug, Bella Abzug, Rock me Bella Abzug.” That got even more laughter, so I continued, 

“Bella, Bella do you rock me, Bella, Bella do you rock me…” and other lines from the then Top-40 hit. Tommy joined me first, doing a high-pitched: 
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“Ooooo, rock me Bella Abzug…” and then others sang, too. And then Baker stood up and approached his electronic keyboard and figured out the melody, in seconds. We continued laughing and singing the “Amadeus” song we rewrote, with piano 

accompaniment, and then, because T.J. found himself similarly inspired, drums. Baker nodded to Melissa, who took over keyboards so he could fire up his electric guitar and, less than sixty seconds after I first sang, “Bella Abzug, Bella Abzug, Rock me Bella Abzug,” we were jamming an anthem to the woman. 



A couple of verses and Baker did a guitar solo which, while no Eddie Van Halen, was still very good and exciting. When he was through he nodded to T.J., who did a drum solo that was as exciting and fun. He nodded back to Baker, who shouted, “Let’s bring it home, boys!” And we finished with a sloppy, silly and totally hilarious finish. 



We bowed and clapped for ourselves and each other. Some combination of us high-fived, I think…did people high five in 1983? Then I said, completely high and kind of hungry, though I would have suggested it sober: 



“We need to give those four attendees their money’s worth.” 



And we formally formed a band that Baker insisted we call “The Facial Cum Shots,” and I’m not kidding. 



“We can’t do that,” Melissa said. 



“I don’t know, Bake,” is what Tommy, only, sometimes called him. 



“My instruments, my house, my name,” he said only half kidding. As I had no problem with it I said: 



“We’re gonna need a bass player.” Everyone agreed and T.J. asked: 



“How quickly can you pick it up, Christian?” 



“Hah!” I replied. 



“Isn’t there someone in the,” Rowaneck High School, “orchestra who could do it?” asked one of the two fellas who also hung out with us, neither of whose names I can remember, though I was sure I knew then. We all thought about the last time we saw the band play. 

Baker said: 



“Arthur Jefferson.” 



“No, it’s Arthur Washington,” Tommy corrected him. 
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“I know him,” T.J. said. “It’s Arthur, but his last name is Jackson.” It was actually Lincoln, though my friends were lucid enough to recall Arthur having the last name of a U.S. president. 



“He’ll never do it,” one of the other guys said. “He’s a fag anyway, who wants him.” At once, Baker, Tommy and T.J. shot looks at their friend that advised him not to use that word again. He blushed and stammered a general apology, but we all knew it was for me. 

I expressed my forgiveness by letting him live and said: 



“We could go on without it, but I want it to be good, you know? Not just a gag, you know? I want those four audience members, and Bella herself, to think we’re actually serious and are seriously honoring her. You know?” They all did. Baker said: 



“I’ll get my parents to hire a studio musician.” 



“A professional,” the no-name friend who hadn’t called Arthur Lincoln a fag said. 



“Where are they going to find one who will agree to play a song mocking Bella Abzug with a band called ‘The Facial Cumshots?’” Melissa asked. It was a reasonable question. 

Baker’s response, which was terrific, was: 



“For five thousand dollars…” It was awesome and the subject should have rested, except no-name “fag” user felt compelled to say: 



“Yeah, for 5K, that bass player better take all our facial cumshots on his face.” He then started laughing really hard. No one else did, not even to be polite. He was never invited back. 







Three weeks later FCS, which included me singing, in falsetto, “Ooooo, Rock me Bella Abzug,” Jyoti something-or-other, a thirty year-old bassist from White Plains who performed in the Westchester Symphony Orchestra and other places, and four female dancers I recruited from Rowaneck High’s Dance Ensemble, joined fourteen paying guests in the auditorium to hear Bella Abzug speak. 



As excruciating as Erin Fleming is to see, hear and know exists, her greeting and introduction were far more interesting than Abzug’s long, tedious speech. Though she didn’t know it, Erin made us all laugh and probably embarrassed her guest by pumping her up to be the reigning queen of England or Second Coming of Christ. So great was her need to be important and to have arranged something important. That there were fewer than thirty people in the audience, and FCS came in through the wings and therefore didn’t pay, seemed lost on her. Maybe because Erin was satisfied with being 

acknowledged by Abzug and therefore not in need of a crowd. I don’t know. Nothing got our girl down, for long. 
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Abzug entered from the wings to polite applause. She wore a suit, thick stockings, sensible shoes and a hat. She smiled, I think, because on her face it was hard to tell a smile from a sneer. She thanked Erin, opened with what she thought was a charming explanation of her hats, and then talked for seventy-five excruciating minutes during which four paying attendees, two female students and their mothers, I think, and one of our dancers, left. The dancers ran the risk of pissing me off by hitting the road and still one did and I didn’t blame her. They had no beef with Erin or Abzug and, unlike Jyoti, wasn’t getting paid five thousand dollars. IT was no problem, really, because even though I was just supposed to do only the “Ooooo, Rock me Bella Abzug,” I knew the dance, which was choreographed by one of the girls who stayed, and so filled in. 



I remember two things about Bella Abzug’s speech that evening. Three actually. The first was her intro about the hats, second was that, though unnecessarily miked, she shouted as if she wasn’t and was addressing a stadium full of listeners and, finally and most terribly, she suggested federal election law be changed so that one female and one male senator had to be elected from each of the U.S. states. I thought that was silly then and, considering for how long Susan Collins and Olympia Snow represented Maine in Congress’ upper chamber, how much sillier it seems now. 



When, after an hour and fifteen minutes, Abzug signaled that her speech was nearly over, FCS got out of our seats and, as discreetly as we could, found our way behind the curtain in front of which the visiting politician had spent what seemed like three hours droning on. 



Well, no sooner did she thank the audience and the remaining ten attendees clapped for Bella, than I raised the curtain, T.J. tapped his drumsticks, and we were off. “Bella Abzug, Bella Abzug, Bella Abzug Bella Abzug, Bella Abzug, Bella Abzug, Bella Abzug, Bella Abzug, Bella Abzug, Rock me Bella Abzug,” me: “Ooooo, Rock me Bella Abzug!” 

We all wore jeans, t-shirts and the kind of low-end straw hats with fake flowers you’d pick up at Korvettes, which is, OK, where we got them. The female dancers wore dull house dresses over leotards and hats that deliberately didn’t match. 



And Tommy sang, and me and the girls danced, and Melissa and Jyoti did solid work on the keyboards and bass. It was all going swimmingly, our performances flawless, our regard for the work serious and respectful. Truly, in a half dozen rehearsals the number went from silly mockery to serious and perfect. Honestly, it was really good. I guess, somewhere in the few weeks between having the idea and the big show, our rewrite of Taco’s “Amadeus” went from humiliation to homage. We respected the work and 

executed it flawlessly. 



In front of us, still on the stage, Bella Abzug turned around to watch and listen. Her face was expressionless, or what I thought for Abzug was expressionless. It’s so hard to tell with animals, and she looked, to me, like a zoo animal dressed up for Halloween. Erin, at first, was mortified and, behind her guest, signaled for us to stop. Then, when Abzug didn’t immediately blow a gasket, she determined the woman appreciated the musical 58 

surprise. The ten attendees really liked us and joined us onstage, bumping, grinding and grooving. 



Then, as Baker’s guitar solo was about to begin, Bella Abzug threw up her hands and shouted, “WHAT THE FUCK IS GOING ON HERE!!” This clear expression of 

disapproval would have caused any other band to stop. We kept going, though, even as the old gully dwarf stormed past Erin, off the stage and out of the building. Erin watched her guest, her hero, her coup, stomp away but didn’t follow her. Instead she looked at us and began screaming at us for ruining everything, or so we determined from how her lips were moving because no one could hear her over Baker’s wild guitar solo and, then, T.J.’s wild drum solo. 



Frustrated her rage affected us in no way, Erin also stormed out of the auditorium. This left us free to finish our number, which our ten-person audience really enjoyed, in peace. 

Or it would have except Mr. Decker, the theater teacher who had missed the agonizing speech but showed up to shut down the place, shut the juice to our amp. 



We all stopped, even though we had only one or two measures to go, turned around and joined the mortified audience members staring at the angry drama teacher. A short paunchy queen in his mid-fifties with thick steel gray hair he wore in a bowl cut, and I am not kidding, Decker was an angry acting failure. Add our use of space he considered his, without his permission, and to make fun of a visitor. Yeah, Decker was an angry old queen. 



In spite of being red with rage, Mr. Decker didn’t shout at us, as had Abzug and Erin. 

Instead he seethed, through gritted teeth, “Take your shit and leave now,” and we didn’t need to be told twice. 



We packed up our mikes and instruments and Baker made a big show of giving Jyoti her second payment of $2,500.00 for her work. His making sure Decker saw the transaction made me want to laugh, and I would have if I weren’t sure the sad, lonely man would break my neck. 



The dancers were gone in an instant we would have booked, with Baker’s instruments, right after them, but we had to wait for Jyoti, for whom the show was just a gig. It would have been rude to leave her for Decker to question or chastise, though I think he figured out she was a neutral party and wouldn’t have bothered her. 



We all left and Decker closed the shop, I guess. Abzug’s speech and our rewritten cover of “Amadeus,” were all over Rowaneck in ten minutes, and this was before the internet! 

My parents didn’t know quite what to make of it, and because neither cared for Abzug, they didn’t address my part in the performance at all. Similarly, Baker, Tommy and T.J. 

suffered no fallout or punishment. Melissa’s parents gave her some grief and made her stop seeing Baker, which broke her heart but was fine with him. 
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Yeah, but for Melissa, everything was good. Better when I noticed Erin didn’t look at me and wouldn’t talk to me in any of our classes. Yeah, it was very good. 



And it got better when, the Wednesday before Thanksgiving Erin Fleming approached me to say that one of Bella Abzug’s “people,” and really, how many could she have, called her and asked for a recording of the song. I told her we didn’t have one but that we’d be glad to record one on videotape in the high school auditorium if she would get permission from Mr. Decker. 



She asked and he refused, and Erin didn’t approach me about the song again. 



“That is so bizarre,” Billie said, laughing. “Like the Doohickey song from yesterday.” 



“You really do keep yourself amused, Christian,” Johnson said, accurately. I didn’t disagree and so continued: 



“Someone else approached me about the song, though. One of the audience members. 

Natalie…” I later remembered it was Natalie Rousseau, who was a year behind me and the Cassie Frankel of her year, found me in the hall one day in November and told me Mr. Decker had chosen “Chicago” as the RHS musical for that year. I had heard of it, heard it was a little ribald, and asked Natalie if she was sure. She said, “Oh, yes. He’s already offered me,” one of the two female leads. “And Cassie’s going to play,” the other female lead. 



“So what’s left for me?” I snorted. Natalie smiled, getting it, and said: 



“There’s a role for a man in drag. It’s called “Little Mary Sunshine,” and she’s a writer for a Chicago paper. The audience thinks she’s a woman throughout the play, and she even sings a song. Then, later, she reveals herself to be a man.” 



“Will I have to show my penis,” I said, pretending to be excited about it. Natalie laughed again and said: 



“No. You do have to sing a song, and you have a really good falsetto.” She then imitated that part of the Bella Abzug song I sang in my head voice. “Auditions are in January.” 



“OK,” I said. “Thanks.” I thought about it and then got the Broadway cast album from the library. I played the entire record, both sides, on the turntable in our den when my folks were out. I didn’t want them hearing the lyrics, being all horrified by the vulgarity, and forbid me to be in the play. “Chicago” was OK. The story, set in the Jazz Age and about a murderess or something, wasn’t really my thing though few musicals really excited me. The Mary Sunshine song, “A Little Bit of Good,” was within my abilities. I thought it’d be fun to play the drag queen. My parents wouldn’t like it and probably wouldn’t see it, but Rowaneck turned out for its high school’s musicals, and William and Joan wouldn’t make a fuss. 
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So, January rolled around, and Decker posted auditions for “Chicago.” They were open to juniors and seniors only. Though they knew they were cast in the leads, and everyone knew they were cast in the leads, Cassie Frankel and Natalie went the audition motions. I did, too. I wasn’t as sure as they were about landing the role I wanted, but I knew no other boy in the junior or senior class who was interested in it. 



Well, auditions occurred in the auditorium over two afternoons. Those interested in being in the play hung out in the hallway outside the theater and were brought inside in groups of six. We each had to sing, with an accompanist, a couple of verses of “My Favorite Things.” It was the standard musical audition Decker gave every year. I had practiced with Baker, Tommy, T.J. and Cassie, at his house, until I could sing the entire song in a pitch perfect falsetto. “You’re gonna get this role, Christian,” Cassie said. The fellas agreed. Still, Baker said: 



“Do you need me to slip Decker a few bucks, just to be sure.” 



“No, thank you, Baker,” I said. Bless his heart, he paid $5K, or thereabouts, for a bassist for six rehearsals and one performance. Five hundred to the drama teacher would probably have been enough to secure the role for me. Still, I wanted to get it on merit, and with my head voice being so much better than my baritone, I was confident I would. 



Some January afternoon in 1984 I entered the theater with five students I knew but not well. Four of them sang “My Favorite Things” with different levels of success. One kid, Brian something, who was the Best Boy Ballroom Dancer of the class behind me, advised Decker and the woman the school board hired to choreograph the show, that he couldn’t sing but wanted to be in the chorus and dance. Madeline, the professional choreographer who had done the shows for as long as Gallaghers went to RHS, said, “Show me what you got.” Brian looked from her to me and then asked the accompanist if he could play a lindy. I joined the boy onstage and we went to town. Madeline was tickled. Decker wasn’t, having recognized me from the Bella Abzug thing and knowing and not 

completely liking the formidable Gallagher family. When we were through, Brian thanked me and left the stage. I remained, figuring I would be next. Then Decker, just to be a baby, told me to wait and that the other remaining auditioner was next. Some chick who massacred my favorite things but thought if she added gestures she could pull it off. 

EEEK! A terrible job she did but, like the fella before her, she could dance. 



Finally it was my turn. I re-ascended the stage and stood next to the pianist. I whispered that I’d be singing in falsetto and advised him of the key. Annoyed I was giving the man, who was hired only for auditions, instructions, Decker said, “Mr. Gallagher, what are you talking about?” 



“I’m just giving the accompanist the key.” 



“Well thank you, Mr. Gallagher.” He was sarcastic, unnecessarily and sans wit. A total loser and baby. The pianist began and I wailed on the song so well the five other kids opened the auditorium doors and invited everyone else inside to hear me. I saw it from 61 

the stage, saw Decker see it and get annoyed, and saw Madeline lay her hands on him gently, suggesting he relax and just listen. 



Decker generally only let students sing a verse or a verse and chorus at try-outs. He let me sing the entire song, because Madeline insisted, I was sure. The reason I was sure was because after that she joined the other student in hearty applause. Then she said: 



“Can you sing something else?” 



“Sure,” I said. “What do you want to hear?” 



“Anything,” Madeline said, her eyes sparkling. I thought of what songs I knew in their entirety and remembered “With a Song in my Heart,” from a movie featuring Susan Hayward as singer Jane Froman. I had seen it on TV and bought an album that contained it. I nodded to the pianist, who appeared as excited as the choreographer. He began the intro and I began the song. And I sang as beautifully and flawlessly as if I had practiced it and not the other song, with Baker and the others for two weeks. 



Really, I wailed on it. It built and the notes got higher and I hit every one clearly and powerfully. I had the role, I was sure, though after having wow’ed Madeline, the piano player and my classmates, I kind of didn’t want to do it. I mean, what’s “A Little Bit of Good” next to Rogers & Hart’s “With a Song in my Heart?” Some goofy gender-bending filler next to that lovely song I did flawlessly. Word would get out that I sang the entire 

“My Favorite Things” and that I did an encore. Rowaneck would find out and that would satisfy me. I wouldn’t have to endure boring rehearsals and irritating Decker when I could be hanging out on Baker’s third floor smoking dope and baking cookies we would then inhale when the munchies kicked in. 



Yeah, I had had my fun. I had made audition history, at least, and that was fine. When I was through and everyone was through clapping including, reluctantly, Mr. Decker, the drama teacher said, “I understand you dance, Christian.” I nodded. “We’re going to need dancers, so if you want the part of Little Mary Sunshine, it’s yours, provided you also appear, as a man, in the chorus.” I pretended to weigh the offer, only wasting fifteen or twenty seconds of everyone’s time. Then I said: 



“Thank you, Mr. Decker. I only want to play Mary Sunshine and that’s it. That role and the chorus would be too much, especially with my job.” Mercifully he didn’t ask me what job because then I didn’t have to say as life guard at Rowaneck’s Manor Beach, which I only had during the summers. “Thank you again,” I said respectfully to the director and added, to the choreographer, “Thank you Madeline.” She smiled sadly and nodded. 

Decker looked angry, though not as much as when he discovered the Facial Cum Shots singing the Bella Abzug song. 



I excused myself and left the auditorium. Curiously, as I did, the other students began to clap again. I wasn’t sure, at first, if it was for me and so I turned around. Madeline had 62 

joined this second round of applause and even stood up. Ditto the pianist. I nodded, smiled humbly, and left the theater. 



I didn’t take the role as Mary Sunshine and no other student who auditioned could do it, so Decker hired a young actor from New York City. The guy only played the character and wasn’t in the chorus, which I thought was rich. I saw the show because Cassie Frankel was in it and she wailed on the role later played in movie by Catherine Zeta-Jones. Natalie, the junior who turned me onto the Mary Sunshine role, was also really good, in the other female lead role. Curiously, the fella Decker hired for Mary Sunshine got cast in a movie and blew off the performance. Instead of asking me to play the role, only, like I said and like the actor was supposed to do, he played it himself. His voice was good and his performance was effective. He seemed to enjoy himself, too. More curious, was that the review my friend Tommy Gilligan wrote and that ran in the school newspaper detailed all the drama about my being offered the role only if I sang and danced in the chorus, the role going to a paid actor, “allegedly,” and finally being done by the director himself. Tommy suggested Decker always meant to do it himself, having never been cast in anything but community theater roles before giving up acting to teach. 

Hahahahaha! I have no idea how he reacted to the article as he wasn’t among my teachers. Go Tommy, exposing Decker’s crybaby-ness and loser-ness! 



Oh, and I looked up Bella Abzug (1920-1998). Like my father, she died before 9-11. It was the first thing I thought when I read about her online. She was an attorney and she served in the US House of Representatives in the seventies. She was an early supporter of gay rights legislation, which I admire. 



“‘Exposing Decker’s crybaby-ness and loser-ness.’” Johnson van den Bosch quoted me. 



“Oh, yeah,” I said, not slowing down. I told Victor’s parents Rowaneck High School does four plays a year. One is a musical and is usually the final one, though my senior year it was third. One is always student directed. That year one of my classmates did “The Miracle Worker.” Standard stuff competently executed. Decent performances but nothing extraordinary. That was number two. Number one was a drawing room mystery called 

“Murder Among Friends,” directed by Decker. I didn’t see it, though I heard the murdered guy is a man who had an affair with a wife and her husband. Hah! 1983 and at no high school but Rowaneck were plays produced that featured cross-dressing and a bisexual murder victim! 



The final play, also directed by Decker, was Eugene O’Neil’s “Long Day’s Journey Into Night,” the movie of which I saw featuring Ralph Richardson as James Tyrone and Katharine Hepburn as his morphine addicted wife, Mary. A long play, it was O’Neil’s best work, I think. Engaging and rich. Angry and creepy. And raw. So good. Such a good play. The movie was interesting enough to make me read the play, which was even better. 

Love it. Love “Long Day’s Journey…” Love the title! 



I considered auditioning for Edmund Tyrone, one of the two sons, but didn’t think Decker would consider me after being behind the Bella Abzug musical tribute and, later, 63 

turning down the role he eventually took and got slammed in print for doing so. “G, you need to play Edmund,” Baker Steele said to me one day while some combination of us hung out on his third floor balcony watching the sun rise over Long Island. I explained to Baker why I wasn’t going to try out and then asked: 



“Why are you so hot for me to do it?” 



“‘Cause I’m going to play Tyrone.” 



“Really?” I was surprised. Stunned even. 



“I know. I’ve never done a play. Consider what’s been produced. ‘The Miracle Worker?’ 

Nothing for me in that. Or in that murder mystery.” 



“I heard the script was weak,” I said, because I hadn’t seen it. 



“It closed on Broadway in two nights ten years ago.” It was more than I knew. Baker Steele was a musician and now an actor. 



“How do you know you’re going to get Tyrone?” I asked, and then blushed at how obvious the answer was. Baker smiled, leaned over and pinched my cheek, as if my inquiry was so cute. 



Baker got James Tyrone. Another senior, Diane something-or-other, got Mary. A junior I didn’t know got the older brother, Jamie, and a freshman got Edmund. Generally, freshmen and sophomores were discouraged from doing the shows, unless they took drama classes and were especially good. It was a paying-your-dues thing or something. I don’t know. Decker made the rules. The kid was super good as Edmund, a character who appears to have tuberculosis. The boy was skinny to the point of anorexia, which added to his effectiveness. Diane, as Mary, was also unwell. A nice enough girl with whom I shared teachers and classes off and on from first to twelfth grade, she had some mental health issues as a young woman that led to a voluntary commitment to an area psychiatric hospital. 



Baker, Diane and the two sons were all really well cast and the play was going to be tremendous. I knew this because Tommy, T.J. and I snuck into what were supposed to be closed rehearsals. We watched early run-throughs from the balcony and looked at each other with mouths open in wonder at our friend whom we didn’t recognize he so transformed into Tyrone. Different combinations of the three of us and the two or three girls Baker dated during the six-week rehearsal period watched as many rehearsals as we could because the four actors were so good and had such awesome chemistry. They understood, respected and loved the characters and story. Decker’s casting was awesome. 

His direction was OK. He made some good decisions and poor ones. The latter the cast usually ignored and, appreciating their judgment and the talent that had stumbled onto his stage, he let their better choices prevail. 
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Well, wouldn’t you know it, the weekend before the show Diane had a nervous 

breakdown and not only dropped out, but left…ran away, actually, from Rowaneck. 

Baker walked the five blocks to my house, which he never did as hanging out at his place was more fun since we could smoke and get high and play what we thought were really cool complicated games on his primitive computer. That Saturday morning Matthew and I were doing yard work; my mother, gardening and my father, cleaning the gutters. 

“Hello Mr. and Mrs. Gallagher.” 



“Hello, Baker,” my mother said. 



“Baker,” said Dad from the roof over the porch. 



“Uh-oh,” I said, knowing if my friend had come to see me, early on a weekend morning, it was serious. I dropped my rake and he led me to the other side of my father’s precious holly bush and told me about Diane. 



“There’s no understudy,” he said. Then he pulled a script out of his pocket and said, “I’ve already highlighted Mary’s lines for you.” I nodded, taking it from him and flipping through its pages. “My office is yours for the weekend,” Baker said, “Get busy.” Then, without waiting for my response he picked up my rake and said to Matthew, “Show me how to use this.” That would have made me laugh had I not been so focused. In front of Baker, because I knew they would be less likely to object, I said to my parents, and Matthew: 



“The woman who played Mary…the Kate Hepburn role, dropped out. I’m going to 

Baker’s to learn her lines so the show will go on.” I smiled at Mom and Dad, nodded to Baker, who began raking furiously, and headed toward his house, memorizing lines even as I walked. Matthew told me they watched my retreating figure, shared a look and shrug, and got back to what they were doing. 



I spent the day, evening, night and next day at Baker’s house, alone and undisturbed on the third floor. I had everything down by four o’clock Sunday afternoon. Matthew told me Baker spent the day at 12 Cherrywood, finishing raking and then joining my father on the roof to sweep it and the gutters. At sixty-six, he really shouldn’t have been out there at all, but there was no talking him out of it. Joining him was a brilliant idea that earned points for Baker and, indirectly, points for my taking the female role. 



After the yard work was done Baker took Walter’s Hot Dog orders from my parents and Matthew. Another brilliant idea. Though Baker’s family could buy and sell mine, their house was larger than ours and they had a few more in Los Angeles, New Orleans and Switzerland, my father insisted on paying for the meal. Baker took his money and asked Matthew to walk back to his house so they could drive to the hot dog stand in his parents’ 

antique Ford. They didn’t see or acknowledge me or even enter the house. Baker already had the keys…he already had the whole day planned, and drove the perfectly maintained beautiful old car not downtown but back to 12 Cherrywood. He pulled into the driveway and honked. My parents, who were enjoying an iced tea and beer in the breakfast room, 65 

came out onto the back porch to see what was up. Baker rolled down his window and said, “How about we get our hot dogs and have a picnic on the school grounds.” My parents were generally not spontaneous, however they agreed immediately. 



“I just need to change,” my mother said, as she was still in the house dress she wore to garden. Ditto my father. They washed up, changed clothes and hurried back outside. 



Baker had turned off the engine and he and Matthew leaned against the car chatting while they waited. As my parents approached the kind of car in which they had driven as kids and perhaps learned to drive on, Baker held out the keys. “Who wants to go first?” My father was grateful for the offer but shook his head. My mother said: 



“We couldn’t.” Baker replied: 



“My parents have more insurance on this car…” Nope. “I’m a teenager, you know what statistics say about our driving…” Nope. “Mr. and Mrs. Gallagher, if my parents find out that you didn’t enjoy the opportunity to drive this, a car that sees so little time on the road, they are going to be very hurt.” 



“OK,” said Dad, fairly snatching the keys out of Baker’s hand. My friend opened the door for my mother, because my father was too excited to demonstrate good manners. 

Baker and Matthew got in the back seat as Dad started the engine and backed out of the driveway. 



It was a grand day of driving through Rowaneck, enjoying a lovely Walter’s Hot Dog picnic on the beautifully landscaped RHS grounds, and then driving some more. Dad drove to the stand and the school. After lunch Mother drove down Rowaneck Ave. and along Park Ave., which bordered Manor Park. From the back seat Baker said, “Why don’t you show me the houses you grew up in.” Matthew, who was beaming nearly as brightly as my excited parents, laughed at Baker’s indulgence and manipulation, and gave him such an elbow to the ribs. 



Monday Mr. Decker found Baker and the two other actors and asked them to meet him in the auditorium at three p.m. Baker then found the two other actors and asked them to meet him and me in the auditorium at two-thirty p.m., even if it meant skipping the last class of the day. They did. “Jamie” and “Edmund” showed up to find Baker and me running lines. We stopped for as long as it took him to introduce me to both boys, who knew me from Lillian Langford ballroom dancing classes. Then we got back to work. 



Decker entered the theater to find the four of us sitting on the edge of the stage, so focused on a scene that included the four characters we didn’t notice him. I think that bothered him. I think Baker setting him up to find us running lines bothered him and I think my having learned the part in two days, which is a feat no one cannot admire, really bothered him. Add Mary Sunshine and Bella Abzug and we fully expected to Decker to say, “No. No, no, no. We’re looking for Diane. She’ll be back.” 
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“No, she won’t,” Baker said. “She’s on the seventh floor of Boston General. I found out today.” She had actually fled to a cousin’s house in Bridgeport, but it was moot. She wasn’t going to rally from whatever was going on with her to do Decker’s play. 



“I won’t have it.” 



“Why not?” Baker said, just ‘cause. The fact was, the show was going on with me regardless of what the teacher said. Baker was giving him an opportunity to save the face he lost over “Chicago.” 



“I won’t belittle the O’Neil’s work by turning it into a drag show.” Edmond opened his mouth to say something and Decker shut him up with a look. 



“Edmund, you were going to say?” said Baker, whose gig this all was. 



“Christian’s awesome, Mr. Decker. He knows the part and he…” 



“He gets it,” said Jamie. 



“No. No!” said the director. “No, he’s not going to be in this show. He ruined ‘Chicago,’” 

which wasn’t true, “and he humiliated a guest speaker. Ms. Abzug.” 



“Except that she later asked us to record the song for her,” Baker reminded him, because Erin had already told him. 



“No!” he said, turning nearly as red as he had that Friday night in October when he shut off the Facial Cum Shot’s power. “No!!! NO!!!” He turned around, stomped toward the door, turned back around and said, “No, YOU leave. All four of you. LEAVE! The play is canceled. It’s canceled. Leave the theater now!” Without a word, we left. 



Friday night the four of us performed “Long Day’s Journey Into Night” on a portable stage Baker’s parents arranged to have built in a section of Manor Park that lent itself to an amphitheater. People showed up with blankets and lawn chairs and watched us, in awe at how good we were, how good we were together, and how quickly people forgot we were teenagers and I was a boy. Saturday night it rained and more people showed up than on Friday, in raincoats and holding umbrellas. The stage was covered and so were the lights, so Baker, Jamie, Edmund and I remained dry. We worked the weather into the script and it actually made the story richer. Some lines were lost when the rain came down particularly hard. We raised our voices when necessary. We talked over each other, some, too, but, Thomas told me later, “It was like we were watching this family. Like we were voyeurs. Christian, it was amazing.” 



It was. I was. The junior and freshman who played Jamie and Edmund were, too. It was Baker’s show, though. Yeah, I learned the entire script in two days, but he cast me, and arranged for the theater in the park, and, most of all, gave my parents such a day of fun joy riding around in his old car. Truly, while I was finishing up learning Act 1, eating 67 

snacks in Baker’s third-floor kitchen, Matthew said Mom and Dad were on the front porch, rocking and enjoying an iced tea and beer, and reviewing the excellent day they had zooming around Rowaneck in the car and enjoying the picnic at the high school they both had attended and seeing their old houses and blah, blah, blah. “Christian”, Matthew said to me when I got home Monday after my first rehearsal with the cast, “I think they had sex that night!” 



So funny, but I think of Mr. Decker now, having described his reactions to the Bella Abzug tribute and “Chicago” audition, but I didn’t think of him then, not after he ordered Baker, me and the other fellas out of the auditorium that Monday after school. I didn’t think of him, and no one mentioned him at either of the only two performances we gave, or any time after. 



“‘Exposing Decker’s crybaby-ness and loser-ness.’” Johnson van den Bosch quoted me again. And then said it a third time. 



“What?” I said. 



“Nothing,” he replied. “Just enjoying the stories, and the way you put things. 



“Let’s get something to eat,” I said to Johnson and Billie, “and I’ll tell you about all the bodies I’ve moved since moving to Santa Fe. 



“Oh, my,” Billie said, as she and her husband shot to their feet. “Let’s go, quick.” 
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Chapter 6: 

Tuesday 




Bethany was back on Tuesday but Catherine said she would stop in later with Baker when he returned from the courthouse in White Plains where he was doing some work related to Bobby and Claire claim to Erin’s house, money and other stuff. 



“What’s it going to be today,” Johnson asked when I arrived and the Scotch was poured. 

Bethany arrived before I did and got downloaded on the senior year adventures I shared with the van den Bosches. She said: 



“Christian, tell them about the AFS trip to Whitman-Hanson.” She looked from Johnson to Billie and added, “Erin’s in this one, too. A little.” 



“How do you know about that?” I asked my former classmate, then covered my mouth and blushed. 



“I was there, Christian Gallagher. I was there!” She only pretended to be annoyed. 

Really, she was a good sport. 



I told the three of them, plus Victor, plus any stray Rowaneck residents who came to see him and support us that my parents spent my childhood encouraging me to make friends, as if you could force something like that, or you could force me to do anything. Still, to indulge them, I joined whatever club or went on whatever school trip. I even learned to sail the Haigney’s bluejay (NOT!). That I played Freddy Eynsord-Hill in sixth grade didn’t satisfy them, not the least because I didn’t attend the cast party after the final performance. It was late but my parents said I could stay out to go, even though I was just eleven. “No thanks,” I said. “I’m tired of everyone. Let’s go home.” 



In junior year of high school some parent or teacher told my mother about AFS, American Field Service, I think it was called. Something where two high schools in different states did a short term exchange; this is, a handful of students went to Bala Cynwyd and spent a week in the homes of AFS club members and, later, Bala Cynwyd High students spent a week staying with families in Rowaneck. “They’re doing an exchange with a school near Boston this year,” said my mother as I helped her with the dinner dishes early that spring. 



“So?” I said. 



“So, wouldn’t you like to go? They’ll probably go into the city. It’s beautiful, Boston.” 



“Doesn’t that mean one of the Boston students has to stay here for a week?” I reminded her. 



“Yes. That would be fun.” I didn’t think it would and said: 
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“I wouldn’t put a kid through that.” Then I laughed really hard and my mother splashed me with the dishwater, causing me to laugh harder. 



The following day at school I discovered Erin Fleming was in charge of Rowneck High’s AFS club. I sighed heavily, approached her in advanced math and said I wanted to go with them to Boston. “That’s great!” she said, nearly jumping for joy. 



“Just let me know when it is,” I said and took a seat as far away from her as I could. 



Two weeks later Erin, a dozen other Rowaneck High students and I boarded a bus to Whitman, Massachusetts. “You’ll pay for this,” I said to my mother when she dropped me off in front of the school. That made her laugh as hard as I had over the kitchen sink, earlier. Sadly, there was no dishwater for me to hurl at her. I thought briefly of pulling her hair or poking her eyes out but I wasn’t ready to die yet and, instead, said, “Bye now!” and slammed the van door on her goodbye. 



Erin sat in the front of what wasn’t a school bus, but a smaller, more comfortable one the club hired to drive us the four or so hours. I mean, we were from Rowaneck, you know. 

We just couldn’t show up in…Whitman, or whatever in a standard yellow job. No way. I sat in the back, and gave withering looks to anyone tried to sit next to me. I spent the trip reading Daniel Dafoe’s “Moll Flanders” and laughed the whole way while Erin tried to get everyone to sing and go around the bus and introduce ourselves and other stupid stuff. 

At one point she succeeded in tearing my attention away from my book by reminding us of the gifts of Russell Stover chocolate we all were supposed to get for our host families. 

She approached each student, checking to make sure he had bought a box. When she got to me I pulled a bottle of single malt Scotch Sean had bought for me out of my duffle bag and said, “This OK?” 



“Christian,” she whined, “you’re not supposed to bring them alcohol. The instruction flyer said candy. 



“I’ll get some M&Ms at a rest stop,” I assured her and returned to Daniel and Moll. 



We arrived in the parking lot of Whitman-Hanson High School in Whitman, or maybe it was Hanson, Massachusetts on the Sunday afternoon of Rowaneck High’s spring break week. The exchange was arranged, I discovered but would have known right away had I read Erin Fleming’s instruction flyer, that we went to see them on our spring break so we wouldn’t miss school and they would come to see us on their spring break so they wouldn’t miss school.  Yeah, whatever. 



Erin assigned me to stay with the Garcia family. They were from Puerto Rico or Cuba or something. They, and twelve or thirteen other families greeted our bus in the school parking lot. Juan Garcia, a tall, quiet, super skinny kid, approached me and said, in a low voice, “Are you Christian?” 
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“Yes,” I said, and offered me hand. Juan extended his long, skinny arm and shook my hand with his long, skinny hand and smiled a little. 



“My family’s over here.” He looked over his shoulder at a huge old white pickup truck next to which Mr. and Mrs. Garcia and several three Garcia siblings stood wearing freshly ironed slacks, collared shirts and dresses, and big smiles. They all looked liked Juan, though none were as tall or skinny. 



“Great,” I said. “Let’s get out of here.” Juan led me to his family and introduced me to each one. I shook all of their hands and found myself smiling as broadly as each of them because I thought it was hilarious how excited they were to see me. Mr. and Mrs. Garcia had very heavy accents and very rough hands. Apparently he was a gardener and she, a maid. Katia, Pedro, Lissett and Sonia spoke English perfectly and shook my hand heartily. “Thank you very much for having me in your home,” I said. 



“You are welcome,” said Mr. and Mrs. Garcia, at once. Juan indicated for me to sit in the front cab of the truck with his parents as the others climbed into the bed. 



“No way,” I said, “I’m riding in the back,” and climbed in before anyone could respond. 

Lissett and Sonia, both of whom thought I was dreamy, insisted I sit between them. I did as Juan climbed in after me. Mr. and Mrs. Garcia were tickled that I was in the back with the kids. 



“Hang on,” Juan said as his father started the engine and pulled out of his parking spot. I didn’t listen and so found myself falling into Lissett, or Sonia, causing everyone to laugh. 

My host family and I were the first to leave. We passed the rest of the group on our way out of the parking lot. As we did I pulled the Scotch out of my bag and held it up for Erin and the others to see. I could see her blush, as far away as she was, and it made me roar. 

The rest of the Garcia’s also laughed, including Juan, who I determined was generally shy. 



 When I was growing up I was under the impression my family was poor. We never went on long, expensive vacations, we always bought no-name products, and my parents economized in every way. Their efforts led me to believe we had no money. 



I was a junior in high school when I realized not everyone lived in beautiful, expensive Rowaneck, New York. Not everyone had three-story homes with finished basements and not every kid got braces or went to college. I realized this as we pulled into the driveway of the Garcia’s one-story home in a modest neighborhood of Whitman, Massachusetts. A ranch, it was freshly painted blue and had a neat, full front lawn. But it was a ranch, and not a big one, into which they squeezed two adults and five children. 



As surprised as I was by how small the Garcia’s house was, I was raised right and therefore hid my reaction by asking everyone how old he was. Juan was also sixteen; Katia, fifteen; Pedro, thirteen; Lissett, ten and Sonia, seven. Sonia said, “Pablo would have been,” she thought, “eleven but he died.” 
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“I’m so sorry,” I said to her. 



“It’s all right. He was a baby.” She was very sad and sweet saying this, so much that I forgot for a moment that Gallaghers didn’t hug. I put my arms around her and gave her a little squeeze. Sonia seemed to like it and said: 



“Thank you.” Lissett said: 



“Can I have a hug, too?” 



“Of course.” I gave her one as Mr. Garcia parked his truck in their driveway. 



“Thank you,” said Lissett. 



“You’re welcome.” 



OK, so, this is the thing about the house. The seven Garcias lived in what was, essentially, a two bedroom, one bath. We entered through the side door into the kitchen. 

Beyond that was a living/dining room that appeared not to be much used. On the other side a narrow corridor led to, on the left, a full bath, and, on the right, two tiny bedrooms that clearly had once been one. At the end of the hall was the parents’ room. 



Juan led me into one of the tiny rooms, which was his. “You’ll stay here,” he said. 



“And you?” I asked. 



“Downstairs, with Pedro.” I put my things down and he gestured me to follow him. Off the kitchen, was a door that appeared to lead to a pantry. Instead it went downstairs to a finished basement, not unlike my Aunt Bonnie’s. It was carpeted and contained a large TV and a couple of sofas. There was a door on either side of the television. One led into Pedro’s room. The other was a room Lissett and Sonia shared. 



Mrs. Garcia invited me to relax in the basement while she heated up a meal of rice, beans and pork she had made earlier. Pedro invited me to check out his room, which had just enough room for a single bed and dresser. I wondered where very tall Juan would sleep and then noticed a neatly folded pile of bedding on the floor behind the door. Lissett and Sonia insisted on showing me theirs, too. I ooo’ed and ahh’ed over both, and can’t remember a single thing about them except the very narrow, very high windows that led into their back yard. I stared at both, wondering if they were large enough for the kids to escape through in case of a fire. Juan said, “Yes, we can get through them.” I blushed, having been discovered examining his family’s house so carefully. 



I watched TV with Juan, Pedro, Lissett and Sonia while Katia helped her mother make dinner. Mr. Garcia was also upstairs. When our meal was ready we all washed our hands and went upstairs. We took seats around the small dining room table. It was old and 72 

scratched but clean and polished. Ditto the seats. It was a tight fit with me, and without me, but the family seemed used to it and we all ate comfortably. 



I complimented Mrs. Garcia on the meal. After it was over I thanked her and offered to help her with the dishes. She refused my offer, but was bright eyed I had made it. I went to Juan’s room, pulled the Scotch out of my bag, and gave it to her and her husband. 

They both thanked me heartily; indeed, Mr. Garcia shook my hand all over again, really hard. Then we went downstairs and watched more TV until it was bedtime. 



I spent the night reading as I couldn’t get to sleep in the unfamiliar bedroom. The last thing I recall was noticing it was two a.m. Still, I was up at six. I made the bed and dressed. Juan gave me a bath towel and invited me to shower first. I did so, quickly. The entire family had breakfast and then the kids went to school and the parents went to work. 



Whitman-Hanson High School was as modest as the Garcia home. A two-storey building built in the thirties, I think, the student body had grown over the years. Sadly, there wasn’t sufficient property tax or other revenue to add to it. Instead, they community bought trailers. A lot of them. Some were old and some were new. All appeared to be well maintained and some, I was sure, were being used years after their guaranteed expiration date. The original red brick high school contained fewer classrooms than the total of trailers. It made me sad, though none of the students seemed bothered by it. It’s the way it was in that poor community. 



I attended each of Juan’s classes and hung out with him and other AFS people, from his and my schools, at a large outdoor table as the weather was nice. Erin Fleming, whose house was larger than mine, even though she was an only child, and on the sound, too, made some inquiries about the trailers and school budget. “Do all the schools have trailers?” she wanted to know. 



“Erin, shut up, please,” I said. 



“What?” she pretended she wasn’t comparing her public school to theirs. I considering telling her what, and maybe kicking her in her cooch. I came very close to reminding her she didn’t attend one of the very exclusive and expensive private girl’s high schools in Westchester County. Instead I said to Juan: 



“I’m going to meet my brother Thomas when we got to Boston tomorrow. Do you want to hang out with us?” Before my host could answer, Erin said: 



“We are all going to Boston together. It’s all planned. We’re going to walk the Freedom Trail and then hang out in Fanueil Hall in the afternoon.” I ignored her and raised my eyebrows at Juan, waiting for an answer. 



“OK,” he said. 
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“Jose,” Erin was such a tool, “you’re not allowed to go anywhere without the group. It’s in the American Field Service rule book.” I responded: 



“My brother has a test in the morning, so we’ll be with you then. Then we’re going to meet him at Copley Plaza and have a late lunch on Newbury Street.” 



“We’re having lunch at Fanueil Hall,” Erin insisted. 



“Look, I’m not asking you, Erin. I’m telling you, and only as a courtesy. We’ll be back by six p.m.” Erin was pissed. She didn’t know what else to say or argue as there was no chaperone. She stood up in a huff and said to her hostess, a pretty girl named Judy who seemed completely uninterested in going to Boston or anyone’s plans or anything: 



“Let’s go.” 



“Where?” Judy asked, as there were fifteen more minutes until the next period. 



“I don’t know,” she said. Judy looked from Erin, to me, to Juan, sighed and got up. To her guest, but loud enough for everyone to hear: 



“I gotta change a pad. Let’s go to the girl’s room inside,” she meant the original building, 

“cause it’s cleaner.” I smiled a bit, thinking she was funny to be so candid. I looked from her to Juan to see if he was amused. He wasn’t smiling, but he was looking at Judy, and as she walked away and into the building, his eyes followed her. 



The next morning we all took a commuter bus into Boston. I forget where the Freedom Trail begins…Downtown Crossing? I recall being cranky and not-talkative. Juan was his usual quiet self. Erin was all lively and chatty, trying to engage Judy, who seemed more interested in throwing herself under a bus than hanging out with her or any of us. The other two dozen kids leaned toward cranky. 



I told Juan we would have to endure the morning and then meet Thomas at Copley Square at twelve-thirty. He nodded and said, “OK.” Erin led all of us down some street and told us about Boston’s history, shouting over the morning commuters in whose way the large group of us were. Finally, finding it difficult to keep us all together and close enough for her to be heard by everyone, she suggested we duck into a small graveyard I recall was on our route. 



“We’ll just duck in here for a half hour or so and wait until everyone gets to work. It’ll be easier to enjoy the Trail. We can concentrate on it better, then.” No one objected, though I did hear Judy say, under her breath: 



“Good grief.” We all stepped into the graveyard, which wasn’t more than a city block, and, actually, a lot smaller than that. Maybe the size of a lot. It contained hundreds of years-old gravestones in various stages of disrepair. A historical site, because the real 74 

estate would have made it valuable to a developer, it wasn’t maintained all that well. Said Erin, surveying the weeds and crumbling stones with distaste: 



“Terrible, the neglect.” We all stood around, many with our arms folded, and killed time. 

Erin: 



“As long as we’re here, I think we should examine these stones and imagine their history and who the people were.” No one responded which, to Erin, meant no one said no. She chose a corner of the lot and approached the first gravestone on the sidewalk side. She read it, carefully and seriously. Then she nodded and took a step to her right, and read its neighbor. I looked at the other students, both Rowaneck and Boston. Most, including Juan, were disinterested or hadn’t heard her. Judy, however, watched her carefully and said, under her breath: 



“Oh my God.” She, too, looked around to see if anyone was as horrified by her as she was. We made brief eye contact during which we acknowledge our disgust with loser Erin. Judy looked from me to Erin to me to Juan, who looked from me to her and then at the ground. Then Judy nodded a silent, “watch this” to me, regarded the headstone closest to her and gasped, loud enough for everyone to hear. Erin and the two students she had recruited to read each headstone in order with her, looked behind them at Judy. We all looked at Judy as she brought her hands to her face, covered her mouth, and then removed them so she could better wail, “Jebediah!” 



“Hah!” I cried, almost as loud. Judy dropped to her knees, reached out to grab the headstone and shouted: 



“No! Noooo!” and then cried the best fake tears anyone ever has. Cried and wailed, that is. She screwed up her face in grief and alternately read and re-read the name, apparently of her lost love or whatever, on the stone. Jebediah, and then arched her back, wailing toward the sky. “Nooooo!!! Not you, Jere-,” she looked back at the stone to confirm, 

“Jebediah!!!” 



“Hah!” I said again, loving that she was grieving, violently, over someone whose name she had to double check. Crying, wailing, gnashing her teeth, beating the stone and pulling her hair, Judy carried on about the man who died in, like, 1817, as if they had been soulmates for decades and his death was a surprise and his grave, fresh. I looked from her to the other kids and found most of them were watching her, smiling. That they weren’t cackling was beyond me as Judy was being so hilarious. Juan cracked a smile which, I had learned, was the equivalent, for him, of hard laughter. I looked from him to Erin and the two other students who were reading all the graves in order. Our leader was not happy. She stood watching Judy’s passionate mourning with her arms folded, right toe tapping and head shaking. She, followed by her two acolytes, turned back around to continue reading headstones, but found they couldn’t concentrate with Judy’s louder and louder cries of grief. 
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Without interrupting her performance, Judy watched the three of them return to their reading and then looked at me. She waved me over as if she needed comforting, and no one was happier than I to give it to her, except maybe Juan, but that would have been asking too much of our shy friend. I hurried to Judy, got down on my knees beside her and put my right arm around her shoulders. “I never told him I loved him,” she said to me, and then sobbed on my shoulder. 



“There, there, dear,” I said to her. “He knew. He knew…” Another fifteen seconds of crying and Judy looked at the grave next to Jebediah’s, and gasped again. “What?” I said. 



“No,” Judy replied. “Don’t look.” She put herself between me and the other gravestone, looking very grave, herself. 



“What?” I said, with increasing alarm. 



“No, no. Don’t.” She shook her head. 



“Step away from the gravestone,” I said, very seriously. Judy hesitated, and then moved to reveal the grave of Nathaniel something-or-other. I gasped as she had when she discovered Jebediah’s grave, and then followed it with a wail twice as loud as her loudest. That caused her to break character and laugh extremely hard, morphing it into tears, cries and shrieks, ultimately matching my volume. “Why, Nathaniel, 

WHYYYYYY!!!!!” I pushed past Judy and collapsed onto his grave, beating it with my fists and then my head. Judy continued to laugh/cry/laugh as I shook the stone, and then screeched when I pulled a crumbling section of it off in my right hand. I laughed, too, and then tossed it aside. Then I had an awesome idea and said, “I don’t believe he’s dead. He can’t be. I’m going to dig him up to prove it!” Judy laughed again as I began clawing at the dirt and weeds under which Nathaniel’s one hundred seventy-five-or-so-year-old corpse lay buried. 



“No, baby, don’t,” Judy begged me, taking my arms. 



“Let me go!” I shouted, gently shoving her off and continuing to dig. 



“Baby, remember him as he was…” She grabbed me again and then began singing, 

“Somewhere” from “West Side Story,” and I shrieked with laughter, and then joined her.” 



And that’s when two Boston Police officers approached us and one of them said, “You kids done?” Snapping instantly back into 1983, Judy stood up quickly and said, all Larchmont Ladies Association: 



“Yes. Thank you, officer. Bye,” and began walking away quickly. The other cop held up his arm to stop her. I looked up at both and said: 



“Did you find my husband Nathaniel?” That made Judy laugh all over again. 
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“OK, OK,” said the second officer. “You kids have had your fun. I think its time for you to leave.” I held my arm up to the first one for him to help me up. Judy laughed again and the officer made a big show of not taking it. She did, and I got to my feet. 



“You know, on second thought I’m not sorry he’s dead,” I said to Judy and the cops. “He really was a bastard, you know.” Judy laughed again, and then noticed Erin behind the policemen. She pointed straight at her guest and said: 



“It was her idea. Her name is Erin Fleming of Rowaneck, New York.” The men turned around to find my classmate, instantly red, sweaty, shocked and angry. 



“It’s not my fault. I just wanted to come in here to look at the gravestones!” Judy shook her head and said: 



“She put us up to it. She made a contest, whoever cries better gets a free Paul Revere hat.” 



“I did NOT put you up to this!” Erin insisted, so angry. 



“She’s lying,” Judy said so dramatically I wanted to screech all over again. I didn’t, though, as it would have ruined her credibility. 



“You…!” Erin put her arms up and went after Judy, as if to attack her, and, recalling it, is exactly what she did after her pitiful wedding years later, the maniac. Judy screamed in fear and hid behind the second officer, who stopped Erin from tearing Judy’s face off. 



“I am so sorry, officers,” Judy said to both. “We’ll be on our way now.” She looked from me to Juan and jerked her head toward the entrance. “I’m so sorry you had to deal with this. We’re so embarrassed.” 



“I’m mortified,” I said. As Juan didn’t understand Judy’s signal, she took his left arm and my right arm and led us past Erin, to whom she said: 



“Your stuff will be on the street tonight.” Again, it took all my strength to keep from screaming with laughter, especially as angry Erin made another attempt on her. Judy looked at her with disgust, and then at the officer. “So embarrassed.” She shook her head, turned to the entrance, and led Juan and me toward it. 



On the street Judy released us and said to me, “What’s this I hear about you meeting your brother?” 



We met Thomas and a friend of his, Alex or Alan, I think. A boyfriend, I realize in retrospect, but we weren’t candid with our sexuality back then. They were glad to meet Juan and Judy. I wanted Juan to be a little more bubbly and so, to draw him out, I asked him to tell Thomas and…Alex about how Judy and I discovered our two hundred year-77 

old husbands were dead. He did a good job telling the story. Not as good as I, but sufficient for the visit. Judy, bless her heart, could have taken over the telling, or at least interrupted to make is richer. She didn’t, though. She was too busy looking at…even examining, Juan to add anything. It was as if she had never seen him before, though later in the conversation I learned they had gone through grade school together. 



I learned that Judy was the only child of a single mother who worked in a factory. That they rented rooms in a large house owned by a widow who couldn’t afford to stay in it without boarders. Her father had taken off when she was a baby. Juan brought up her status as the smartest girl in their class and she shook her head, dismissing it. Alex asked, 

“Are you really going to put her stuff at the curb?” Judy shook her head and said: 



“No. I think she’ll get back before we do. Annabelle,” the widow landlady, “seemed to like her so she’ll stay.” 



“That’s too bad,” said Thomas. 



“It is,” Judy agreed. “We share a room.” 



“EEEK!” said Alex. 



After lunch we went shopping along Newbury Street. Thomas found a scarf he thought would look awesome on Judy and bought it for her. He also noticed Juan checking out a necklace with a crucifix and bought it for him. They both objected, but my brother insisted. I identified a wicked-looking sky blue suit in a shop window and said, “I’d like that, please.” 



“You’re getting a cab ride back to Whitman,” Thomas said. 



“That’s awfully nice of you,” I told him. Though not as overtly greedy as Matthew, Thomas always seemed to have money, though the jobs he held as an adolescent and young man were unremarkable. Decades later I asked him if he tricked in high school and college. He said: 



“Not in the formal sense.” HAH! “Let’s say I had friends…mentors.” While Deirdre and I had the looks in the family, Thomas was pretty enough, especially when he was young, to make friends with older men of means. 



The five of us enjoyed a lovely afternoon and Juan, Judy and I were sorry to say goodbye to Thomas and his friend. Judy and I gave them both hugs and Juan shook both of their hands. Then we got into the back of a Boston cab whose drive my brother paid a generous sum to take us to Judy’s boarding house and the Garcia’s house. 



That ride was great fun as the three of us reviewed the day’s events: the miserable commute into the city, the cemetery incident, our high-end lunch in the hotel, which 78 

Thomas paid for, and the shopping. “Is Alex your brother’s boyfriend?” Judy asked, as if was the most normal question every. 



“Yes,” I said. “I think so.” It was the first time I had ever spoken of his being gay. It was really cool and it made me like her all the more. 



Juan and I got out of the cab with Judy so I could give her a hug. I was very when Juan and Judy hugged, too. “See you tomorrow,” he said to her. She nodded, smiling. He and I got back in the cab and drove away. To me, my host, the tall, shy skinny Juan Garcia said, “That was a lot of fun, Christian. Your brother’s cool. Thank you for inviting me. 

And also inviting Judy.” It was the most he had spoken in the three days I had known him. I nodded, smiled and said: 



“You’re welcome.” 



Wednesday was another day of classes at Whitman-Hanson High. I went to Judy’s classes as I had already enjoy Juan’s on Monday and, well, Erin had found another student to follow that day. “How are you and Erin doing?” I asked during first period. 



“She complained to Annbelle about me and she found another room for her to stay in,” 

Judy explained. 



“So it worked out,” I said. She nodded. 



Juan and Judy had social studies together so we spent that period and lunch together. We also hung out after school at a mall that had an arcade. Juan asked Judy to come to his house for dinner and she agreed. Mr. and Mrs. Garcia were over the moon having both me and Judy, their shy son’s new friends, in their home at one time. So funny, I thought watching us all eat around the tighter table: I had eight siblings, Juan had four and Judy had none. But for the shifts in which my brothers and sisters and I used to eat, the dinner at the Garcia’s that evening was small. For Judy it was quite large, more so because it include two parents. She seemed to have a good time. Also, like me, she offered to help with the dishes. Mrs. Garcia refused her kind offer and suggested Katia take her to her room and listen to music. And she did. 



Juan and I went downstairs with Pedro and the girls and watched TV. Judy and Katia joined us later. We hung out for another thirty or forty-five minutes and then Judy rose to go. Mr. Garcia drove her home and Juan went with them. When they left I found myself with Mrs. Garcia and Katia in the kitchen. They were all excited, like Juan might have a girlfriend. I fed their speculation shamelessly. Then I opened the bottle of Scotch and poured shots for the three of us. Mrs. Garcia seemed concerned about her daughter drinking, until I said, “Just one,” and then, “Just us girls.” That made both of them laugh and we all enjoyed a yummy drink. 



When Juan and his father returned, Lissett and Sonia teased him about having a girlfriend. He blushed, of course, but also smiled. Even better, his eyes sparkled. I 79 

wondered if this was the same kid who met me in the high school parking lot on Sunday. 

He seemed so different. 



The next day I attended Juan’s morning classes and then, at lunch, suggested he, Judy and I blow off the afternoon. “It’s my last day, and we have to get ready for the party tonight.” One of the AFS families was hosting the club and its New York visitors. It would be an early night because the following day, a Friday, was a school day for the Whitman folks, and also the day the rest of us returned to Rowaneck. The three of us wandered around downtown Whitman, which was forgettable except that the company was so good. We hung out on train tracks and then got something in an International House of Pancakes and then poked around a couple of antique stores. Nothing major, we were just glad to be with each other. 



Juan and I left Judy at her place, or Annabelle’s house. We said hello to the old lady and I was at the height of my nice-young-man-from-Rowaneck charming. Juan was chatty, too. 

Annabelle asked about Erin and I said, “Well, I don’t like to say anything, but it’s common knowledge back home that her parents are ex-KGB agents and remain 

connected to the Russian mafia.” Annabelle went nuts with glee over this speculation and I gave her more of it. After close to an hour of visiting with the old landlady, Juan and I left and walked back to his house, which was a little over a mile away. Judy advised us she would get a ride to the Garcia’s after she had dinner with Annabelle and her mother, if she got off work on time, and then the three of us would go to the party together. 



Mrs. Garcia made a gigantic feast of Spanish foods that, the last night of my visit. It was tremendous and so yummy. She snuck me and Juan shots of Scotch, which made 

everything even yummier. So large was the meal we were still eating when we heard Judy’s mother pull up in their old Toyota. I said to Juan’s parents, “Why don’t you invite Judy’s mom in? I’m sure she would love this food.” Well, you’ve never seen anyone run so fast as Mrs. Garcia out the door to the road to do just that. It took her a while and her husband went out and helped, but finally she succeeding in convincing Judy’s mother Abby to stay. 



Abby was pushing forty and looking rough. A former smoker, Judy said, her two decade two pack-a-day habit had already aged her. She had dark hair like her daughter, graying, and would have been a pretty fifty year-old. Tired, she was. Tired from the day’s work and from life. Still, the energy at the Garcia’s house, plus the feast, plus the Scotch, a couple of shots of which Abby had, gave her a second wind. 



The evening was warm with a steady breeze and someone, maybe I, suggested we hang out outside. Lissett and Sonia busted out their jump rope and engaged Pedro to hold one end for them as they took turns skipping. The rest of us watched and had coffee and ice cream. After Lissett, Sonia and even Pedro took a turn skipping rope, I got up and said, 

“My turn!” This made the kids, and everyone else, laugh. They weren’t laughing when I demonstrated a jump roping skill that was superior to the combined talents of everyone there. The girls sang a jump rope song that I learned quickly and then altered with my own lyrics. I regret I can’t recall either the original or my rewritten version, but I do 80 

remember them laughing so hard it screwed up their rhythm and caused me to trip, which I did so dramatically they winkied themselves laughing so hard. 



While the girls changed their clothes Pedro and I held the rope for Judy and then She and Juan held the rope for Katia. Then Mr. Garcia put on some salsa music on the turntable in the living room and put the speakers at the windows. It was perfect for the meringue, which I had learned at the Helen Adams School of Ballroom Dancing years before, and helped her teach in the church auditorium on Friday nights. I had a third shot of Scotch and asked Mrs. Garcia to dance. Overweight and wearing a housecoat, she shook her head at first. Her husband daughter encouraged her and finally, she joined me, in the middle of the front lawn. And we meringue’d up such a storm. She had awesome rhythm and some dance training from her youth in Puerto Rico. Ballet specifically. She killed it, Mrs. Garcia did. She was on fire and having a ball. Her husband eventually cut in, which meant I could ask Abby to dance. She was harder to convince, so I rallied everyone to help me. 



Ultimately the jump rope was put away and everyone paired up. Mr. and Mrs. Garcia, Abby and I, Katia and Pedro, Lissett on Sonia and…Juan and Judy! Everyone watched me and the Garcia parents and figured the dance out quickly. It was great fun and totally hilarious. After a bit of that Abby asked me what other dances I knew. I listed the waltz, rumba, cha-cha… “I wanna do the cha-cha!” shouted Pedro, thinking it was a fun name for a dance. Abby and Mrs. Garcia went inside to find music to which we could while I taught everyone a basic cha-cha step, again, on the front lawn. We all switched partners, except for Juan and Judy, and we cha-cha’d our little toes off. Lissett, Sonia and, even, Katia fought over who got to dance with the handsome guest. I have them all equal time. 



Our final dance of the evening, because it totally exhausted us, was the polka. Everyone picked that up quickly and soon we were tearing up the lawn. Our dancing attracted the attention of neighbors, some of whom joined us. I danced with a retired widow who lived on the block who was extremely good and so grateful to join us. She survived, unlike the old woman at the nursing home I killed years later when the Superior Bodies staff visited and she spun around, tripped and hit her head. Hah! An early murder. 



When we were too tired to dance anymore Mr. Garcia put on something soft and we all sat around drinking Scotch…that is, me and the adults, and laughing at ourselves. Judy approached me and said, privately, “Thank you.” 



“For what?” I asked. 



“Coming to Whitman. Introducing me to Juan. I was always aware of him but I didn’t know he was so…nice.” 



“He is,” I said. “And so are you.” 



“I’m not,” Judy said. “I’m angry. I’m so angry.” I said nothing and she continued, “I’m angry my father left. I’m angry my mother works so hard. I’m angry we don’t have a 81 

house like this one. I’m angry I go to school in trailers that are freezing in winter and boiling in summer.” Judy had a lot to be angry about. I didn’t tell her otherwise. Instead I looked around and saw her mother, Katia and Mrs. Garcia laughing about something together, Lissett and Sonia playing some paddy-cake game with the old neighbor. Juan, Pedro and a couple of neighborhood boys playing hackysack under a streetlamp in the road, and Mr. Garcia watching them and chatting with some of the other neighborhood parents. I looked at them and, with a gesture, advised Judy to look at everyone, too. “Are you angry now?” Judy looked around, her eyes resting first on her mother, getting her chat on with Katia and Mrs. Garcia, and then on Juan, kicking the little sack with his little brother and some other boys. 



“No, Christian. I’m not.” 



I returned to Rowaneck on the high-end bus the next afternoon. Everyone, including Abby and the Garcia’s old neighbor, saw me off at the Whitman-Hanson parking lot. 

Mrs. Garica packed food for me and everyone else, and it was super yummy. Lissett and Sonia cried they were so sorry to see me go. “Please come back,” said the former. 



“I want to marry you,” said the latter, hugging me around the waist. I asked Juan and Judy: 



“Are you coming to Rowaneck next week?” They shook their heads and he said: 



“No. We were going to, but we’re going to do stuff here. Together.” He put his arm around Judy and I said: 



“Good.” Hugs, tears and an invitation to return whenever I wanted, and I left. 



I never saw or heard from the Garcias, Judy or the old lady again, which was OK, because my work was done, and there were plenty of other folks with whose lives I needed to interfere. A lifetime’s worth. 
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Chapter 7: 

Wednesday 




Baker finished what business he had on Tuesday and so was free to go to the hospital with me and on Wednesday. As I had power of attorney over Victor the doctors gave me progress reports Monday, Tuesday and again that morning. They annoyed me with complicated medical language, describing their efforts and expectations, talking and talking and talking. The whole time I wanted to say, “The super-duper gold standard health insurance Chief van den Bosch enjoyed as a Rowaneck employee was discovered not to be in compliance with Obamacare and so won’t be paying any of his bills, and if you think Medicaid is going to cover any of this, let me escort you to the seventh floor,” 

which is generally the mental health floor in hospitals. I’m serious. 



I was polite to every doctor who approached me. I nodded to and “yes’ed” all of them. 

Then I summarized what they told me to Mr. van den Bosch, “Victor isn’t going to recover but we won’t suggest shutting off his life support until we milk his health insurance for every penny we can.” I put it just that way, and Johnson and his wife appreciated it. 



Recognizing, and sharing, my anger at the money-grubbing medical staff, Billie van den Bosch said, “Tell us another story, Christian,” and didn’t my mood to an immediate one-eighty! Baker looked from her to me and smiled. She added, to him, “Christian told us a wonderful story about an…” 



“AFS. American Field Service,” Bethany explained. 



“A trip he made to Massachusetts when he was in high school.” 



“Crying at the gravestones.” Baker asked. 



“You weren’t there,” I said, surprised. 



“I heard about it then, and Catherine repeated it to me last night.” I was touched she found it entertaining enough to share. “She had me laughing out loud,” he continued, “so I can imagine how it was coming from the source.” 



“Tell it again,” Johnson suggested. Billie nodded but I shook my head, recalling how the hospital staff descended on the room as I screamed: 



“Jebediah!!!” as if Victor was the one who had died and I was calling him by a nickname or something. 



“Tell them about Maryland,” Bethany said. I looked at her, wondering if she had gone on that exchange, too. Before I remembered every thought I had could be read in every expression, and so looked away or covered my face, my former classmate said, “Yes, I went on that trip, too.” Anxious to put that awkward moment in the past I began that story really fast. 



84 



I had such a good time visiting Whitman, Massachusetts, in my junior year of high school I signed up for the short-term exchange the Rowaneck High American Field Service club arranged for senior year. We were going to McDonough High School, in a wealthy suburb of Baltimore. 



McDonough couldn’t have been more different than Whitman-Hanson High School. It was a private school with dorms for boarding students. It had beautiful and ancient stone and brick buildings and land, land, land. Trees, forests, hills, McDonough was the size of a small county, or maybe a medium-sized one. 



I was assigned to stay with a fella named Donald. He was also a senior, a burnout stoner who played Bohemian Rhapsody in a loop on his Walkman, zoomed around in an old Chevrolet sedan his wealthy parents bought him and which he deliberately scratched and tore up so that he wouldn’t appear so rich, and took an instant dislike to me. Donald was in charge of the school’s stoner clique. He was smart and powerful. He recognized intelligence and power in me, the kind that called people out for weathering and aging the pristine classic cars their parents bought them, and spent as little time with me as possible. 



I didn’t go to classes with Donald, like the other Rowaneck High students did with their hosts. It would have been tough, anyway, as he generally skipped them to get high with his friends/acolytes and zoom around. It turned out good because it gave me the opportunity to explore the school and take advantage of its amenities. The library was gigantic and had state of the art equipment, albeit for 1984. The gym included several buildings and a giant soccer field, a giant football field, a giant lacrosse field, a giant field hockey field and more tennis courts than I had hairs on my head. It also had an Olympic sized pool, of course, whose roof was portable, or collapsible, making it an indoor/outdoor pool depending on the weather and temperature. I obtained goggles and a suit and swam when I wasn’t in the library or the high-end cafeteria enjoying rich cuisine. 



McDonough High School was a resort, one Donald Something-or-Other left me free to enjoy as I wished. As it also boarded students, each in a large single bedroom, I was able to hook up with some gay guys, including this couple from England with whom I had a three-way. I slept overnight in one guy’s room after enjoying an afternoon of fun, getting dinner at the four-star restaurant adjacent to the four-star cafeteria, and then returning to his room for more action. So funny that neither Donald nor his parents were concerned about the where their seventeen year-old guest was. It made me wonder why they opened their house, which was also huge and had a pool and wet bar in every room, at all. 

Perhaps, like my parents, they wanted their son to be in a club. Something to put on a college application. A lame reason, for sure, but the only one I could think of. 



Another thing that distinguished McDonough from Whitman-Hanson, and Rowaneck High, was that it had no lockers, in its halls, in its gym changing rooms or on the doors in its dorms. This is because the school had an honor system. No one stole. No one cheated. 

No one lied. This code was its signature. It appeared on all of its literature and was 85 

carved into walls and on plaques all over the campus. Students picked up tests in their classrooms and took them there or in the library, at home or wherever, and whenever, was comfortable. Teachers never took attendance because it was assumed students attended every class of every course they took, and if they missed it it was for a very good reason. If you missed gym it was because you were sick, and no parent or doctor’s note was required. If you missed school because of a death in the family, no administrator checked the obituaries. McDonough was about its Honor Code. It was about honor. 



Well, Donald took full advantage of the honor code, breaking it every chance he got to miss class, get high and, I finally realized why he was in the AFS club, to bang the visiting female students, Erin Fleming first among them. It seems none of the female students who went to McDonough would have him. Donald’s family was wealthy, but every student’s family was wealthy. He was a burnout and loser who would graduate and go nowhere for having not taken his SATs or having learned a thing in four years. He put on proletariat airs while taking gas, insurance and dope money from his parents. And he was only mildly attractive. I learned on the bus home that he was only able to hook up with girls who didn’t know him: freshman, recent transfers, and visiting students, like Erin and the other dull, dumpy girls in Rowaneck’s AFS club. He hooked up with them in his bedroom, on school grounds, or in a motel on the highway. Then, like Erin, they left or, like the permanent students, they realized he had nothing going on and dumped him for boys that did. 



EEEK, I can’t believe how much attention I’ve given him. 



Fair more interesting than Donald, the loser and poser, was another student who broke the honor code. It seems there was a kleptomaniac enrolled at McDonough, stealing clothing, books, jewelry if it was also lying around, food, Walkmans (Walkmen?) and any other thing her classmates left in the open cubbies that lined the hallways, doorless lockers in the gym’s changing room, and any other surface on the gazillion-acre campus. One of the librarians told me about The Klepto, advising me to watch my wallet, sweatshirt and other belongings. “Keep them close,” the grizzled old male librarian in charge of the audio-visual section said. “We get a klepto every five years or so.” 



“That infrequently?” I asked, insulting him. 



“Our students honor the Honor Code,” he said, huffily, as he assigned me one of the three small theaters the library contained. I spent one whole day, the day the rest of the group, except for Donald, I was sure, went into Baltimore, enjoying a Vivien Leigh marathon: 

“Gone With The Wind,” “Waterloo Bridge,” “Ship of Fools” and “The Roman Spring of Mrs. Stone.” 



“Well, thank you for the advice,” I said, politely. 



The Vivien Leigh film festival went from nine a.m. to six p.m., because I broke for a yummy lunch of pumpkin seed penne pasta, asparagus, red bliss potatoes, a spinach salad and a carrot/red velvet/German chocolate and six other cake-sampler. And it cost me 86 

nothing because meals were included in tuition. I had something lighter for dinner and then learned, from conversation I overhead at an adjacent table, that there was a dress rehearsal that night for “Look Homeward Angel,” a play based on the super-long novel written by…it’ll come to me. I took a brief nap in one of the dorm’s guests suites and then borrowed a golf cart, available everywhere for student use to the school’s theater. 



I expected the auditorium to be huge and seat thousands. It wasn’t and didn’t. 

McDonough only seven hundred students, I think. Less than a thousand, I was sure. Half of them lived on campus. No play or show ever produced at the school would fill an arena-sized theater, and so McDonough’s seated, in extreme comfort, only three hundred. 

That said, like everything else on the campus, it’s equipment—light, sound, structure—

were all the best money could buy. The “Look Homeward Angel” set was so elaborate I thought I had been transported to Asheville, North Carolina. So impressive it was, that is, until the show started. 



I was watching a dress rehearsal, so I was prepared to endure mistakes. What I didn’t expect, but should have as money couldn’t buy talent, and the school had a limited population to draw from for its actors, was how poorly acted, with a few exceptions, the play was. I hadn’t read the book, so it wasn’t like I had an idea of how “Look Homeward, Angel,” was supposed to be. Still, I expected the show to be somewhat interesting. The pacing was slow, the actors either wooden or over-the-top, the lighting, scenery changes, music and costumes unduly complicated and, OK, the story was just boring. 



I endured an hour of “Look Homeward, Angel” that felt like a week in a North Carolina prison…Thomas Wolfe! That’s the author. Whatever, I left. I left the theater and the theater arts building. The library was open late so I thought I’d pick up a book and then a snack at the all-night bistro, and I’m not kidding, and then find some gay student in the dorms to do all night. Hah! What a trip I was enjoying! 



All the buildings were unlocked. All the classrooms were unlocked. The Honor Code. 

Yeah, it made finding the library in the dark tougher because the vast old buildings were similar and the campus was huge. I found myself entering the Science Building by accident. I walked around looking for the library, gave up and left. I entered another one, determined it, too, didn’t contain the library, and made to leave, too. On my way down a hall, however, I heard footsteps. It was dark and I was alone and weaponless in a strange school in a different city and state. OK, I was scared, for a moment, and then figured there was a janitor in the building. Then why wouldn’t he have the lights on so he could work, I thought, and then got scared again. I tiptoed down a dark hall in the direction, I thought, of the exit, and rounded a hall to find someone small, standing on a portable desk lifting the ceiling tiles in the middle of a hallway. 



My eyes had already adjusted as much as they would to the dark and, so, the only way of getting a better look at who it was and what he was doing was to get closer. A slight figure in an empty building accessing the ceiling…it had to be a student and student had to be up to something…like, hiding stolen goods. “The Klepto,” I said softly, and then approached, silently, to see if I could determine if he was among the few students to 87 

whom I had been introduced or, you know, fucked that week. Closer and closer I got to the klepto, whom I determined was female and had long, blonde hair. I didn’t think she was armed as it wasn’t like she was robbing Fort Knox. She stole clothing, books and accessories. Gloves. A scarf. Pencils. Who needs to protect that with firearms. 



While I was still ten feet away I decided to reveal myself by bumping into something, specifically, a water fountain. This caused the klepto to lose her focus and balance, release the ceiling tile and fall off the desk. Because I was quick and because she was light, I got to her in time to catch her before her head hit the floor. She recognized me before I did her. I figured this out when she looked up at me and said, “Christian?” I opened my mouth to say the name of the girl in charge of the McDonough American Field Service club, but I couldn’t remember it and said, instead: 



“You’re the girl in charge of the McDonough Field Service Club.” Hah! 



“Naomi,” she said. 



“Yes. Naomi. I’m sorry.” I was so embarrassed for having forgotten her name. OK, I wasn’t. I lifted he to her feet and added, “And you’re the kleptomaniac.” Naomi straightened her clothing and then gave me a confused look. 



“Excuse me?” she said as if she had no idea there was even a kepto or maybe didn’t know what the word meant or something. 



“Relax, Naomi, I’m not going to bust you.” 



“Bust me?” she asked, shaking her head in more feigned confusion, her wide eyes wider. 



“You’re being irritating,” I told her, and then climbed on the portable table. She grabbed my legs to stop me. 



“Relax, I’m not going to take your stuff, either. I just want to see what you have.” She sighed, released my legs and said: 



“OK. OK. I confess.” I lifted a tile and saw nothing. With my head still in the ceiling I gestured toward her with my free hand and said: 



“Flashlight.” She handed me one and I turned it on. I stuck I ran the light over the contents of the space between the tiles and actual ceiling and gasped at the loot. “Wow!” 

I said. “This is awesome.” It was. So much stuff. Jackets, purses, briefcases, a whole set of luggage, electronics, microscopes, a kiln…OK, I’m just kidding about the kiln. Lots of other stuff, too. A couple of huge boomboxes. And shoes. Lots of shoes. Men’s and women’s. Oh, and a stroller, too. “Where’s the baby who was in the stroller?” I asked, pretending to look harder. This made Naomi laugh and she said: 
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“He starved. And then decomposed.” I thought my inquiry and effort was funny. I didn’t think her answer was. Still, I gave her a courtesy laugh. Then I said: 



“You could open a department store with this stuff.” She agreed. Then I gave her back her flashlight and climbed off the desk. “Well done,” I said. 



“Do you want any of the stuff?” she asked, generously. I thought about it and said: 



“Would the clothing or shoes be recognized by their owners if I wore them on campus today?” She ran thought her inventory in her head and said: 



“There’s a jean jacket I got two years ago.” She turned on the flashlight and ran it over the ceiling tiles, stopping on one. “It’s up there. And a pair of Chuck Taylors. Size ten.” I shook my head and said: 



“I’m a size eight, though I’d like to try on the jean jacket.” Together we moved the desk and then I helped her up so she could retrieve the item. She handed it down to me, I helped her off the desk and then I put it on. 



“It fits perfectly,” she said, and she was right. I gestured for the flashlight, which she gave me, and ran it over the jacket. Then I took it off and ran it over the entire piece, inside and out, looking for something that would distinguish it. Like a patch or a name written inside a sleeve or something. Satisfied it couldn’t be identified by its owner, who likely replaced within days of having lost it, I said: 



“Right on,” and put it back on. “Thank you, Naomi.” 



“Oh, you’re welcome.” She then indicated the desk and I helped her move it into the nearest classroom, from where it came. “If you want anything else, a car stereo, skis, a tuba…just let me know.” 



“I appreciate it,” I said. Then she asked: 



“What brings you here anyway?” 



“I started to watch the dress rehearsal for ‘Look Homeward.’ Then I got bored and thought I’d hit the library and then the bistro. I just entered the wrong building.” 



“Well,” Naomi said, all cheerful, “you gave me a scare, for sure, but I’m glad you did.” 

She examined the jacket again and said, “I’m glad to find someone who appreciates my effort.” 



“Oh, I do,” I said, thinking she was a complete lunatic, though I’m not one to talk, having learned to shoplift three years later at the Boston College Bookstore. Yikes, was this where my interest began? Or was it years before when I noticed my sister shoplifting perfume from Batman’s? Does it matter??? 
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“Let’s get something at the bistro together,” Naomi suggested. I agreed and we went Now, Naomi was a junior and totally popular and in every club and a majorette and she had a 3.9 average, thought that may be because she steals and cheats, too. She had all kinds of guys after her because she was totally pretty. She boarded at McDonough, even though her parents lived within driving distance…hmmm, the source of her 

kleptomania??? She was pleasant enough company, though she thought herself more charming and funny than she was. I was glad to hang out with her, but less because she was a good time and more because she was creepy interesting. 



My date and I secured a table in the bistro, which was huge and modeled, I was sure, after something in Paris. An overweight lesbian was playing guitar, very well, and singing covers, I realized after a half hour, of Joan Baez and Janis Ian songs. She joined us during a break and I said, “You’ve made those songs your own.” Her name was Kaley and she was thrilled with my compliment. “That last one was ‘At Seventeen.’” She nodded. “What a great arrangement. And on just a guitar.” 



“It was really good,” Naomi said, “Why don’t you go sing some more.” I was stunned by her dismissal. It was so rude and I really wanted to visit with her more. Kaley was so jazzed by my sincere praise that she booked right back to small stage and began her version of “Blowin’ in the Wind.” I looked from her to Naomi, who was becoming less and less interesting, and said: 



“That was totally rude.” 



“I know,” she said. “She had her nerve, trying to muscle in on my date.” OMG, Naomi didn’t understand that I was calling her rude, not Kaley. She thought I was appalled that Kaley was, like, making moves on me, when I was her date for the evening. Oh, my God, Naomi was totally nuts. I wanted to explain that Kaley was a lesbian and I did three male students the day before. Instead I ordered another coffee, and listened focused on the stage. 



After a second coffee and three more songs I was ready to go, back to the guest suite in the dorms. I offered to walk Naomi to hers and she said, “I hope so,” she said as she took my arm, “if we’re going to sleep together.” Yikes, what a mistake I had made hooking up with her. 



“I’m sorry Naomi,” I said as we left the bistro and the building. “I was born without a functional penis.” She released my arm so that she could look at me directly. 



“Oh, Christian, really?” I nodded sadly and said: 



“Yes.” She took my arm again and leaned her head on my shoulder as we walked. 



“I’m so sorry. Can you pee?” 
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“Yes,” I said, “but that’s it. And I have no testicles.” 



“Oh, no,” she said, releasing me so she could look at me again. 



“Well, I do, but they’re malformed and they haven’t dropped. Like, they’re internal.” 



“Oh, Christian,” she threw her arms around me in apparently sympathy. She held me longer than was necessary to comfort me and then started rubbing her body against mine.” I took her arms away and said: 



“I can’t have you do that. When I get aroused, I bleed through my urethra.” How I came up with that, and so quickly, I will never know. One of the nine muses must have slipped me that line because, clever as I am… 



“I’m so sorry,” Naomi said, taking my arm again. “I just get so horny when people talk about sex.” Yikes, I thought. She’s aroused by a description of malformed testes? I had to get away from this chick. 



“I think I’m bleeding,” I said. “I have to go. I’ll see you later.” I turned around to go back into the cafeteria building. Instead of being concerned she said: 



“Oooooo, I turn you on.” I pretended to be embarrassed and said, playfully: 



“Oh, yes.” 



“Cool,” she said. 



“Goodnight,” I said to my date. 



“Oh, yeah. Goodnight.” 



“Thanks for the jacket.” 



“You’re welcome.” I headed back inside the building and Naomi said: 



“Hey, Christian?” Would I ever be rid of her? 



“Yeah?” 



“What are you doing Saturday?” It was our last full day at McDonough. 



“I don’t know,” I said. 



“The marching band’s performing at a local college. They’re celebrating their centennial, or something. Why don’t you come?” I thought about it. 
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“I’ll be leading it,” Naomi added and then twirled an imaginary baton. 



“OK, sure,” I said. “It sounds fun.” 



“Great! Meet me in the band room at eight. A bus’ll take us to the college. It’s in the next county.” 



“OK,” I said. “Bye, Naomi.” I turned around and booked inside the building before she could say or suggest anything else. 



The next day I spent in the library enjoying a Ginger Rogers marathon. Naomi hunted me down and found me, which was easy in a school as small as McDonough. She insisted on going to lunch with me. I went, reluctantly. Pretty and popular, her table was full. 

Further, as people finished their lunch and left, others took their place. Even further, people who couldn’t get a seat at Naomi’s table still came by to play court to her. Wildly popular, few if any of her admirers, male or female, had determined what I would have even if I hadn’t caught her stealing for no reason: Naomi Meadows, was her last name, was THE WORST. 



“Just how long is lunch?” I asked her after ninety minutes of being introduced to all the beautiful and popular kids at McDonough, as if I were her boyfriend and not a screaming queen whom she was told, and believed, to be incapable of having sexual relations. She didn’t care. I would be gone soon but I was there and pretty. And I knew her secret and, apparently, admired her for her years of successful kleptomania. Yeah, Naomi was all about me that day. 



“I have to go to my journalism class,” she said. “Would you come with me?” 



“No, thanks. I need to nap. I’m going back to the theater to watch the opening night of 

‘Look Homeward, Angel.’” It was the biggest lie I had told, even bigger than her rubbing against me got me aroused, causing my disabled penis to bleed. I was soooooo not going to the play. 



“I’ll go with you,” she said. “It’ll be fun.” No it wouldn’t. Rather than committing I said: 



“I’m going to the guest suite,” which was understood by Donald, the AFS club and the McDonough administration as mine until Sunday. “I need to take a nap.” 



“OK,” Naomi said. “I’ll see you later, for dinner. Then we can go to the play.” 



“OK,” I said. On my way to my on-campus room I recognized someone who was in the play. “Do you know Naomi?” I asked him. 



“Sure,” he said. “Not well enough, though.” Perv. 
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“My name’s Christian. Would you tell her thinking of her made my penis bleed so badly I had to go to the hospital until Saturday morning?” 



“What’d she do to you, man?” he asked, truly concerned. 



“Let me put it this way, bruthah: Be careful what you wish for with that one.” 



“Oh,” he said, imagining what she had done to me. 



“You’ll tell her?” 



“Sure,” he said. “Yeah. Hey, good luck.” 



“Thank you,” I said, and walked slowly and with an unusually wide stance until he was out of sight. 



I found the British couple and suggested we hit some gay bars in Baltimore. They were all about it and we hit the road in their Rolls Royce, and I’m not kidding. We drank and got high on the drive into the city. Then they parked it someplace and we went bar-hopping. Their accents were adorable and they were nice enough looking, and I was the finest slice of chicken the city had ever seen. We pretended to be in a three way marriage and…well, we did some things that would just make your eyes and ears bleed and maybe cause an aneurysm to imagine. 



We, Wallace and Evan wound up getting a hotel room in the city. The next day they returned but I stuck around to see the sights. I did that quickly and then returned to the school. I took a nap, woke up, did laps in the gigantic pool, went back to the bistro to listen to Kaley and another girl, her lover but maybe not, sing more uniquely arranged classic folk songs. I went back to Kaley’s room with her and her friend and we got high and then I went back to my guest suite. 



Saturday morning Naomi woke me up at six-thirty a.m. “How is your penis?” she asked when I opened the door. 



“Better,” I said. “The hospital let me go yesterday, provided I go right to sleep, which I did.” 



“Good,” she said. “I’m glad. I was going to visit you but I wound up fucking this gay Harley. Have you met him?” I reviewed the folks to whom my crazy friend introduced me two days before and I don’t recall a Harley. 



“No, I don’t remember him.” 



“He’s here on a scholarship. A townie.” What town? McDonough owned land as far as they eye could see in all directions. “Total white trash but really smart. My white trash fantasy.” She giggled. “He treated me like a barnyard animal.” She giggled again. 
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“My penis,” I said, warning her if I got worked up it would bleed again. 



“Oh, I’m sorry!” She really was. Then she said, “Get dressed and meet me in the band room.” 



“Why?” I asked, having forgotten about the parade; this, in spite of her wearing a white and red majorette costume and holding a baton. 



“The anniversary parade of the loser college. I think it’s a community college. I’m tempted not to go. Consider the quality of the people…” I shuddered, just to be nice. She smiled, happy that I agreed. Then she bopped me on the forehead with her baton, too hard to be cute, and said, “Hurry over.” Then Naomi left. 



I showered, dressed in jeans, a polo shirt and my jean jacket, and walked to the band building. Inside the McDonough marching band was suiting up. Naomi found me right away and said, “Thank God you’re here. We need you. Badly.” EEEEK, that didn’t sound good. Naomi hurried me over to the band director, whom I recognized as the music director of the play from Wednesday night. He was short, exasperated and full of himself. 

“This is Christian,” Naomi said. 



“Excellent,” he said. “Brad Williams,” he offered me his hand. I shook it firmly and said: 



“Nice to meet you, Mr. Williams.” 



“Please call me Brad. All the kids do.” I nodded, but didn’t say anything. Instead, I waited for him to tell me what he needed. A mild argument between a trombone and trumpet player behind him took Brad’s attention from me. “Derek, Clayton, please stop. 

We have guests from Rowaneck. I don’t want them thinking we’re common.” That was a great line, I thought, and smiled. To me Brad said, “Nicholas, our cymbal player, called in sick. Would you take his place?” Naomi: 



“Oh please, Christian. We really need you. We can’t go one without you.” God, she was irritating. 



“I don’t know. What do I have to do?” I asked. 



“Oh,” Naomi began before Brad could, “you hold cymbals in both hands and march between the drummers. They drum on their drums” She demonstrated, “And then they both turn toward you and drum on the cymbals you hold out to your sides.” She demonstrated that, too. I looked behind and between Brad and Naomi to where two cymbals rested on a table. I excused myself and approached them. Then I picked them up. 

I held them out on either side and said: 



“No way. These are heavy. I can’t hold them out like that the length of the parade.” 
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“Sure you can!” Naomi said. 



“You actually could hold them to your side and then the drummers could cue you to lift them up for them.” I considered this, seriously, and said: 



“Do I get to crash them together at any point during the parade?” 



“Yes!” Naomi said at the same time Brad, the guy in charge, said: 



“No.” 



“I regret I can’t help you,” I said. I nodded an excuse me to Brad and Naomi and turned around to leave the building. 



“CHRISTIAN!” the majorette shouted loud enough for everyone in the band room to hear. I stopped, turned around smiled and said, as politely as I could. 



“I don’t want to hold the cymbals in your parade.” 



“But you have to! YOU HAVE TO!!!” God, Naomi was all kinds of crazy and all kinds of ways. 



“No,” I said. 



“We can’t go on without you. We’ll have to cancel the show.” I didn’t think that was true but didn’t say so. “It’s easy to hold them. It’s fun. You’ll be in a parade!” 



“Then you hold them, Naomi.” She gasped. 



“Me? ME???” 



“Yes,” I said, calmly. 



“But who will twirl my baton?” she said. “I’m a majorette. I’m the ONLY majorette. 

They can’t spare me to hold cymbals like some loser.” Was she listening to herself? 



“I can twirl a baton,” I said, for two reasons: to be combative and because I could. Yeah, you don’t think when my high school sister Deirdre was teaching herself how to do it her little brother wasn’t looking, and then practicing when she wasn’t around? I could twirl a baton as good as anyone, and would have tried out for the Rowaneck marching band if we had one. 



I’m serious. Rowaneck High had an orchestra and a jazz band, but not a marching band. 

It was too…how did Brad Williams put it? Common. 



“You can’t twirl a baton,” Naomi said. 
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“Can too,” I replied, the height of maturity. 



“Can not,” she shot back. 



“Can too.” 



“Can not.” 



“Can too.” 



“Then show me.” She held out her baton. I took off my new jean jacket, which still had all kinds of dust and smelled like asbestos. Then I took Naomi’s baton. And then I twirled it. Passing it over my hand, to my other hand, behind my back, in the air. Simple stuff, but that I was doing it at all shocked Naomi, surprised the band leader and tickled Derek, Clayton and the rest of the band. 



Brad approached us and said to Naomi, “Will you hold the cymbals?” 



“You hold the cymbals, asshole,” she said, something I figured the guy would wind up doing. I ignored them, twirling Naomi’s baton as if I had grown up with it. I flung it up in the air, she pushed me out of the way and caught it. “You stay away from my baton. You freak. You and your bloody penis.” If I hadn’t already enjoyed the attention of everyone in the room, that would have secured it. “I don’t even believe you have no testicles. I think you have them and you have a penis and everything and you’re just a fag.” It was completely true but I didn’t confirm it. “You’re a fag and that’s why you wouldn’t touch me. And you didn’t go to the hospital, either. I heard you and those English fags went into Baltimore and fucked everyone.” 



“Naomi, I think we should focus on the parade.” 



“Shut up, fag,” she said to the band leader, though I thought he was straight. 



“Christian.” Brad appealed to me to leave. I stood were I was, listening to Naomi continue her profane harangue. 



“You suck. You’re a liar and a fraud. And a cocksucker. I hate you cocksuckers. Fags. 

You lead girls on so people won’t think you’re queer. But I knew right away. I knew you were a fag and that fat ass Kaley’s a dyke. Fags and dykes. I’m surrounded by them.” She looked around, looking at every other band member, accusing each of being gay with a glare that cowed everyone but me. “And this is how you twirl a baton,” she said, and then began hitting me with it. I put up my arms to ward off the blows, thought she did nail me in the face, twice. MY FACE! Brad and the other students immediately grabbed crazy Naomi Meadows and Derek took the baton from her. “We have to go on!” she screamed at me as four male students dragged her away from me. “My parents said they might come. They weren’t sure but they said they might. The parade has to be perfect. They 96 

said they might come!!!” I nodded at Naomi’s retreating figure and then I said to Clayton, and the rest of the McDonough marching band: 



“I need you all to follow me.” My impressive baton performance, the gracious way I endured Naomi’s insults and the restraint I demonstrated when she attacked me, gave me the credibility I need to lead the three dozen or so students out of the band room, past two buildings and into the one I thought contained the library but in reality contained stuff Naomi had stolen for three years. 



When everyone was inside the building and I was confident I had his attention, I pointed to the ceiling tiles above the length of the hallway and said, “Naomi stole all the stuff that’s hidden up there.” There was some mumbling and some head shaking until I said, 

“Who wants a boost,” and held my hands for someone to step on them. Clayton 

volunteered, stepped into them and let me lift him, to the extent that I could. It was enough for him to move a ceiling tile, the effort to which caused several items, including an expensive set of stereo speakers, to fall to the ground. There was more mumbling, some outrage, and then all out shouting as the band members secured chairs and desks from the classrooms along the hall, climbed onto them, and removed three dozen ceiling tiles. 



I stood back and watched everyone discover Naomi’s loot, wondering how each person would respond. I was sickened, though not surprised, when every single kid claimed whatever he found as his own. 



“Disgusting,” I said, and then left the building and the campus, returning, after four days, to Donald’s house in a cab. I entered through the kitchen to find Mrs…whatever, Donald’s mother preparing a meal. “Hi,” I said to her. 



“Hi there. Are you a friend of Donald’s?” 



“Yes,” I said, stretching the truth. “I’m Christian. From Rowaneck. I’ve been staying here this week.” Now that was a pure lie. Still, Donald’s mom, who asked me to call her Caroline, said: 



“Of course. I’m so glad you’re here.” She offered me a soda and said, “Is Donald with you?” Then she listened and heard “Queen” coming from the basement of their ultra-modern and very expensive home. “No,” she laughed. “He’s downstairs with some of his friends. And one of your classmates. Erin?” 



“Yeah. I just came from the school. I hung out with the marching band. The performed in this parade at the community college.” 



“How nice,” Caroline said. “Well, don’t stay up here with boring ‘ol me. Please join the others downstairs.” She indicated the way, which was good, because I hadn’t spent enough time in the house to know. 
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“Thank you Caroline. For having me. You have a lovely home.” Another lie, but I liked her so I was glad to say it. 



“Aren’t you sweet,” she said. 



I went downstairs, wondering what Erin was going to say to me, having been AWOL for every single AFS activity. I wondered what Donald would do or say, my having blown him and his family off, too. And his friends…other stoners. I wondered what they had heard and how they would react to my joining them. 



Well, imagine my surprise when, halfway Donald, three other boys, Erin and some other chick from my school who was totally forgettable, began chanting, “Christian, Christian, Christian…” 



I stopped on the bottom steps of a beautifully done and super large and stocked game room and said, “What?” Donald: 



“Dude, you found the klepto. You discovered her. You busted Naomi Meadows.” Others nodded and agreed. Two of the fellas approached me and shook my hand. Donald made room between him and Erin so I could sit down. Ordinarily this would have pissed off Erin, but she had been laid several times and so everything was OK with her. “Dude, is that a bruise on your face?” It had apparently just developed. 



“I heard Naomi beat you with her baton after you showed her up,” said one of the boys. 



“Yeah, everyone said you’re much better than her, and she got all pissed off from jealousy,” said another. 



“I didn’t know you could twirl a baton, Christian,” said my forgettable classmate. 



“Would you do it for us?” Erin asked. 



“Sure,” I said, “right after I get high listening to ‘Knights in White Satin.’” This pleased Donald and his pals and they produced the pipe they had hidden when they heard me descend, likely thinking it was his mother. 



“All aboard,” said Donald, my host, handing me a freshly packed pipe and lighting it up for me. 
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Chapter 8:  

Thursday 




Thursday morning Baker and I went to the hospital together. Bethany was there, as usual, as were Johnson and Billie. We picked up enough vegan pizzas on the way there from some place in…Scarsdale? Ardsley? to feed ourselves and every doctor, nurse and patient on the floor. That sort of thoughtfulness made it easier for us to break rules like enjoy cocktails and extended visiting hours, though at least Baker and I would have done what we wanted anyway. 



The pizza I secured for myself, “and no one touches it,” I warned everyone, including Victor, had fresh garlic, black olives and artichoke hearts. It was so big and so good that when Bethany asked: 



“What story are you going to tell today, Christian?” I deliberately exaggerated the amount of food I had in my mouth. I replied 



“Sorry I’m busy,” unintelligibly, though everyone got the point and Bethany said: 



“Baker?” The four of us looked at him and he swallowed, wiped his mouth and said: 



“Let me think…” He took a sip of Scotch and looked at me. “Did you tell them about Action Park?” I nodded, took an enormous bite of pizza and said: 



“Tuesday, when you had business.” 



“Rats,” he said, took another sip, and then added, “You covered every other fun thing we did senior year?” I considered his question, cleared a little space in my mouth and said: 



“I don’t think so.” I took another humungous bite. 



“Bella Abzug?” 



“Yes,” said Billie. 



“‘Long Day’s Journey?’” 



“Yes,” said Johnson. 



“Gay bar?” 



“No,” said Bethany, mischievously. 



“Not that,” I said, deliberately spitting out some of the chewed dough, soy cheese and masticated veggies. 



“Ewwww,” Bethany said, playfully. Billie laughed, asked: 



99 



“Am I laughing at that?” and then laughed harder. Johnson shook his head, raised his glass to me and said: 



“If your parents could see you now, Christian.” My parents, disapproving of my manners, made me think of something else that occurred senior year that I hadn’t covered. I swallowed as much of the contents of my mouth as I could without gagging, chewed a bit more and swallowed a second time, and then opened my mostly empty mouth. I tried to speak but couldn’t, ‘cause there was still so much food going on in my throat. Baker said: 



“You are so bizarre,” and handed me his drink. I finished it and said, just: 



“Prom.” 



“Oooooo,” Baker said. 



“Go nuts,” I told my friend. 



“You’d do a better job.” He was right of course, but I wanted to hear how he remembered it. I looked at my totally huge pizza and said: 



“Unless you want to describe our prom with my mouth full, spitting all kinds of gunk, throughout, you better get started.” 



“Please, Baker, tell us,” said Bethany, who was there for the event, but missed the drama that occurred before. 



“Yes, Baker,” Johnson agreed, good-naturedly. “Please.” The four of us looked at him and he gave a version that was good but, as he said, mine would have been better, and would have begun with my advising the others just how much of my senior year I spent at the Steele’s house. Truly, when I think of my senior year of high school I think of hanging out with Baker, Tommy, T.J., and whatever girl Baker was seeing on the third floor of his house. Playing music, watching VHS tapes, drinking beer or other liquor, and smoking the occasional bong. How my life had transformed after that Action Park adventure. Everyone in my graduating class and, indeed, in my small hometown knew me, but I had no friends among them. Even, and especially, Victor Van Den Bosch, with whom I fooled around in junior high, avoided me. Like everyone else, he was afraid of pissing me off and enduring a punishment far worse than the worst trespass. 



Victor… 



Baker, and also Tommy and T.J., plucked me from my isolation and put me next to them on the A-List. The transition was strange and scary, but nice and, ultimately, comfortable. 

I just fit right in, as if I had been friends with the three of them, and others, all my life, instead of just knowing them. 
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My parents, who had always been concerned I would be an arsonist or serial killer, I’m sure, were so thrilled and relieved I had a healthy social life, they didn’t care that the As and A-minuses I had earned for twelve years became Bs and Cs. I had done well enough my first three years of high school to get into Boston College. That I applied early decision also helped because the admissions staff at the school was unaware of what an academic nose dive I took my senior year. 



I think I spent more time on the third floor of the Steele house than I did my own room. 

So late did Baker’s friends and admirers stay at his salon, we often slept over, his girlfriend(s) in his bed and the rest of us on chairs, sofas or the floor. My folks always knew where I was. I didn’t fail anything and I never got arrested, so it was all good with Christian. I was popular and not feared, and William and Joan Gallagher enjoyed a great relief. 



Our visits often turned into jam sessions that, nearly as often, began with some guest asking us to reprise the “Bella Abzug” song. Baker would hit the guitar, T.J. the drums and Tommy sang lead. We didn’t always have keyboards or bass. I could have learned one or both but, like Tommy, wasn’t sufficiently interested. Too, there seemed always to be someone, one of my friends’ girlfriends or another visitor, who at least played piano and could jump in. I provided the falsetto “Oooooo, rock me Bella Abzug,” only, enjoying the memory of our infamous performance. 



One evening, Jonathan Tanner asked Baker if he knew any Bob Dylan. He and what combination of musicians were present did, and were happy to do a set. Among the songs they played was one I recognized as having spent my early childhood enjoying. It’s the song, “I Shall Be Released,” but not as performed by Dylan. When I was a little boy, one, or all three of my sisters bought a Bette Midler album that contained a version of the song. The arrangement was different, but not so much that I didn’t recognize it after Tommy sang the first few lyrics. 



How concerned he, Baker, Jonathan and everyone else was for my mental health when, after “They say everything can be replaced,” I shrieked: 



“Oh my God, I know this song!!!” I wasn’t exaggerating, either. So many times had Joan, and Rose, and Deirdre, and Thomas played it and the whole album I knew every word of every song, and though I hadn’t heard it in several years, I began singing along with a confidence that moved every other person in the room. 



Tommy, bless his heart, found my excitement so amusing he stopped singing right away. 

The first and first half of the second verses were awkward as I knew only The Divine Miss M’s arrangement and only knew Bob Dylan as some total uggo with a whiny, intolerable voice. I was so steadfast in my replicating Midler’s cover Baker and the other Cum Shots had to adjust themselves to accommodate me. As amused by my passion for the song and takeover of the performance, they did, with smiles and laughter. I ignored both as I had gone into a six year-old old Christian zone, sitting on Joan’s lap or dancing with/being carried by her, Rose or Deirdre. It was something, so Baker, Jonathan and 101 

every other person there said. “You were mesmerized,” Tommy said first after I wailed a big finish, copying every note Midler cried-shouted-shrieked. Then he clapped for me, and so did everyone else. And then Jonathan stood up and so did the half dozen other audience members. 



And I came to my senses, smiling and curtsying through a blush so intense it left second degree burns on my cheeks. “You’ve been holding out on us, G,” Baker said. 



“What else do you know?” T.J. asked. I smiled nervously and shook my head. 



“You’re kind, but I’m not a soloist.” 



“I beg to differ,” said Baker. “We all saw you in sixth grade.” Freddy Eynsford-Hill in 

“My Fair Lady” singing “On the Street Where You Live.” I said: 



“People clapped because I was so damned pretty and not because I had any kind of voice.” Jonathan hadn’t lived in Rowaneck then and looked from me to the others. 



“You pulled it off,” said Tommy. 



“Everyone paled next to Cassie’s Eliza Doolittle.” Everyone but Jonathan recalled and agreed. I was feeling uncomfortable with the attention and so said, “Give me ten minutes.” No one knew for what, but everyone did. 



I left the room and the house, returned to mine and dug out one of the albums containing Midler’s “I Shall Be Released” from a cabinet under the stereo system in the den at 12 

Cherrywood. My mother heard me enter the house, approached me and said: 



“Excuse me, who are you and what are you doing in my house?” Cheeky monkey. 



I returned to the Steeles’ so quickly, our houses being so close, a few of his other guests didn’t realize I had left. Of course, that had as much to do with the high-end liquor they were enjoying, I was sure. I handed the album to Baker, who was familiar with Better Midler, but mostly because of the Janice Joplin-like character she played in “The Rose” 

years before. He examined the list of songs on the back cover and said, “Interesting.” He took the record out and put it on the turntable. Then he dropped the needle on “I Shall Be Released” and we all listened. 



Baker picked up his guitar and began playing along, copying the arrangement. Then T.J. 

Then Melissa, I think, though she and Baker weren’t still seeing each other. Someone played bass. Someone always did and it was always someone different. Tommy sang along with Bette and invited me to, also. 



Our performance went much smoother than it had earlier, when I busted out and forced everyone else to follow me, though Jonathan said years later, perhaps recalling it over morning coffee in Erin Fleming’s back yard the week of her wedding, that there was a 102 

magic about my number he was certain everyone present recalled whenever they heard the song, anywhere, thereafter. 



When we finished the second time Tommy, T.J. and Melissa all observed, at once, how accurately I matched Midler the first time. Note for note, tone for tone, her passion, her oversinging…every element. I thought it was likely why I did so well, being able to carry a tune, only. I was doing an impression of Ms. Midler, and an effective one it seemed. 

Rather than making humble excuses for my performance I shook my head, draining the blood from a second hot blush from my face, and said: 



“Let’s hear the rest of the album.” 



And Baker played it. 



Baker Steele kind of was my best friend senior year, though I never said it to anyone and communicated it for the first time now. So popular was he and so sought after were invites to his third floor soirees, I never presumed. That he was a friend at all was sufficiently astounding, to jump from that to “best friend” status was somewhere I couldn’t go. 



Still, Baker paid me a lot of attention: agreeing to let me join him, Tommy and T.J. at Action Park, indulging my Bette Midler homage and, later, casting me as Mary Tyrone in 

“Long Day’s Journey.” Though Tommy had suggested asking me to join them at Action Park, an invite that had to do with his being gay and in the closet and reaching out to an obvious gay classmate, I got closer to Baker. He picked me up on our way to school, those days that he went, took me out to lunch on those same days, and made sure I called my folks to tell them everywhere we went. 



And we went everywhere, always with some combination of Tommy, T.J. or his current girlfriend. New York City was a frequent destination, though we hit Jones Beach on Long Island, or whatever Long Island harbor we crashed sailing the Steele’s large boat. We went to concerts, parks and museums throughout the tri-state area. We drove to Boston to see my brother Thomas and Princeton to see the school to which Baker would go. We spent one weekend at the Baker’s house on Breezy Point in the Rockaways, another at the Baker’s cabin in the Adirondacks and an entire week between their houses on Nantucket and Martha’s Vineyard. 



It was fantastic. All the trips and all the fun. My parents gave me cash when they could to spend at these places, and I spent paper route and life guard money I had saved, but Baker generally paid for everything. Gas, food, admission tickets, the bribe that got us entrance into the torch at the Statue of Liberty, and I’m not kidding. “Christian, your parents have eleven kids. Mine have one. Let them pay,” was something Baker said once, and then repeated, adding, “I’m not going to say this again.” 



OK! 
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Those weekends Baker did something exclusively with a girlfriend I spent catching up on schoolwork, though I would also take the train into New York City to visit gay strip clubs and peep shows in Time Square. “Baker and I are having lunch at Windows on the World,” I told my folks, who should have wondered, and maybe did, why my friend didn’t pick me up and why, when I left the house, I went left on Cherrywood toward downtown Rowaneck and the commuter train rather than right to the Steele’s house. 



That ended one Saturday night in late April, 1984, when Baker told me and the eight other people hanging out in his conservatory, “I just ordered a limo. We’re going to Hank’s in White Plains.” It was a gay bar of which we had all heard, one Jonathan Tanner used to suggest I frequented when he first moved to Rowaneck and teased me, you know, before being warned off by my five brothers. Jonathan looked from Baker to me and said: 



“Well, yay!” I laughed my forgiveness of that unspoken reference to the grief he gave me three years before. 



“I don’t have a fake I.D.,” I said to Baker. He shook his head at me, so disappointed. 



“G, I got us into the torch. Getting us into Hank’s is kids stuff, especially with that pretty face of yours. I mention your Bette Midler impression and they’ll put you right on stage.” 

I laughed again, and stared at Baker, wondering what I had done to deserve such a friend. 

Two beats of that and Migdalia, his girlfriend du jour, said to me, or him…us: 



“Don’t get any ideas.” Baker and I shared a look that wondered to whom she was speaking. Then we got ready to go. 



A forty-five minute limo ride later, eight of us approached the entrance to Hank’s, a cowboy themed dive bar with bad lighting, dull darts and a pool table that seen a lot of use, albeit not for pool. Tommy said, “You can get blown in the parking lot if you want.” 



“How would you know?” T.J. asked, tongue-in-cheek. 



“Ummmm,” Tommy answered, slowly, “the sign.” He drew all our attention to a 

cardboard sign that said, in crayon, “You can get blown in the parking lot if you want.” 



“You take us to the nicest places,” Jonathan said to Baker. 



Hank’s had no cover or bouncer, however a skinny old bartender with more piercings than I have hairs on my head saw how young the eight of us were and said, “Sorry boys, you can’t come in here.” Migdalia looked around at the dingy walls, broken tiled floor, torn barstools and, you know, stained pool table and said: 



“Shucks,” however, before she could turn around to leave Baker threw a roll of bills at the old fella and said: 
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“Everyone drinks for the rest of the night on me.” Two dozen men, most of them middle aged and older, cheered for Baker Steele, founder of the feast. The bartender had his doubts until he examined the cash. 



“Welcome to Hank’s gentlemen.” He noticed Migdalia and two other girls, and added, 

“Ladies.” Baker nodded to him, turned to a young troll feeding quarters into a juke box and said: 



“Caga-Goo-Goo. Now.” 



We spent two hours at Hank’s, drinking slowly, dancing to 80s hits that included 

“Holiday,” “Gloria,” and “Walking on Sunshine,” and fending off offers of fellatio, some so aggressive Baker finally pulled the plug on the juke box and shouted: 



“The next person who approaches my friends and me for sex is cut off.” No one bothered us after that. 



Shortly before midnight, or one a.m. maybe, tipsy Baker asked tipsy me to slow dance to Spandau Ballet’s “True.” We just held each other and shuffled slowly around the sticky floor. I said, “This is fun, Baker. Thank you for taking us here.” 



“The pleasure is all mine, G.” G. What a charge I found that nickname. A few beats and he said, “Do you want to go with the prom with me?” 



“Hah!” I barked. “Sure. I’d love to get beat up outside the high school gym.” 



“G, this is Rowaneck. Nobody beats anyone up.” He was right, of course. Still thinking he was kidding I said: 



“Aren’t you going with Migdalia?” She was a fun girl and very pretty. She had no illusions about Baker and how long they would date, too, which made me think they might be together longer. Baker showed clingy, serious girls the door quickly, I learned. 

Migdalia was smarter and more independent. She was just enjoying the ride and, I noticed, enjoying slow dancing with the two other girls in our party. “Lesbian three-way at three o’clock,” I announced. Baker glanced at the girls and laughed. 



“See how forward thinking our class is?” Rowaneck class of ’84. 



“Sure, Baker. Yeah. You forget about my parents. They know, obviously, but I don’t want to rub their noses in it.” 



“Are they chaperoning?” he asked. I chuckled and said: 



“It’s a small town. They’ve been patient with me, and Thomas. More than you would expect from staunch Catholics.” 
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“Christian,” Baker said as the “True” ended and something up tempo began, “This is Rowaneck. Your folks have been onto you since you were a baby. And I recall their both enjoying our play. A lot.” We had done “Long Day’s Journey” the weekend before in Manor Park for Rowaneck’s elite. Around us our friends and Hank’s regulars danced to the Go-Go’s “We Got the Beat,” as my partner and I continued shuffling. 



“I just want to be respectful,” I said. “While I’m in their house. Thomas and I have gotten off easy. I don’t want to flaunt it.” Baker didn’t answer right away. Then he said: 



“OK,” and stepped away, turning his, and my, attention toward our three female friends. 

At once, he and I began boogying with them. A final dance, a final drink, which Baker made a toast to Hank, its staff and patrons, and the limo took us home. 







I didn’t ask anyone to the prom which, in Rowaneck, was held the night we graduated, not weeks before like in other communities. I wouldn’t scandalize my parents by asking a boy, but I wasn’t going to indulge them by asking a girl. I just planned to go alone and no one at 12 Cherrywood said a word about it. 



I had my own tuxedo, if you can believe it. It was left by the former occupant of the New York City apartment Joan and recently deceased husband Stan occupied. It fit me perfectly. I mean, really perfectly, like it had been tailored to my slight, skinny body. I had to get my own bow tie and cummerbund, which was not big deal. I found a green paisley which looked awesome in its box and even better on me. I put it on and posed for pictures in front of the fireplace in the living room, alone and then with the handful of siblings who were present. They included Matthew, Thomas, Sean and Joan, who was still recovering from finding her husband in their apartment Easter morning, dead from a self-inflicted gunshot. 



I made plans to share a limousine with Tommy and T.J. as Baker advised us he and his date, whom he would not identify would be arriving in a 1932 Rolls Royce Phantom his father had recently acquired. I waited for it to show up. And waited. And waited. And called Tommy and then called T.J. and then finally the front doorbell rang. Sean opened it and shouted, louder than he has ever said anything, “HI BAKER STEELE!” In the living room I grabbed my chest, which suddenly hurt. I looked at Thomas and Joan, who had waited with me, and said nothing, because I was speechless. They both gave me playful looks of extreme curiosity. Matthew came barreling down the front stairs which, of course, was forbidden, but he was too excited. Behind him was a school friend who was visiting at the time. Behind the friend came my parents, slowly and quietly. 



From the foyer I heard Baker ask, “Is Christian ready?” 



My two parents, four of my siblings plus that friend of Matthew’s assembled in the foyer where Baker stood in a higher-end tux with a white rose boutonniere. He held a box containing a matching one for me. 
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And no one said a word for the longest, most awkward moment of my life. 



Having quickly determined he couldn’t win my parents over this time, the Phantom notwithstanding, Baker zoomed in on Sean and said, “You know, we could use a chauffeur. Are you busy?” Before my brother could respond, my mother said: 



“Baker…” 



“The job comes with a paid dinner for two at Le Coq Au Vin,” an expensive French restaurant my parents had been to only once. Sean looked at Joan, who appeared interested in being his date, however before either of them could speak, my father said: 



“Baker…” 



“My parents set that up. Take it up with them. Though they’re on a cruise in the Aegean Sea, so good luck reaching them.” Thomas said: 



“They didn’t go to your graduation?” Baker laughed and said: 



“Did you see me there?” We all looked at each other and he continued, “We don’t do graduations. I mean, really, how tough is it to graduate high school?” It was an interesting aside, but my parents remained focused in their disapproval. Before either of them could say Baker’s name again, you know, ominously, Joan said: 



“I better get dressed if I’m going to Le Coq Au Vin.” She looked at my parents and added, “You also should, because Baker’s increasing the reservation to four.” 



“I wanna go,” said Matthew, who indicated his male friend and said, “And so does my date.” 



“I’m going, too,” Thomas added. 



The handful of Gallagher children present were at the height of their game, but the circumstances of my going to the prom with another boy, albeit Baker Steele, was something they had never faced and, well, as formidable as we were, our parents had nines times our nerve. My mother took my father’s arm and said to all of us, calmly: 



“I don’t think any of this is a good idea.” My father said: 



“You’re a nice young man, Baker, and my wife and I are very fond of you. Christian is going to the prom with a group of his friends.” Hah, nine months after Action Park that still sounded strange. Baker didn’t reply, but he didn’t give up and leave, either. He stood where he was, looking from my father to my mother, respectfully. Sean took two steps and stood next to him, faced our parents, and also looked directly at them. Matthew took three steps and stood on the other side of Baker. Thomas stood next to him. Joan stood 107 

next to Sean. Matthew’s friend tiptoed away and left the house through the back door. 

Sean and Matthew took Baker’s hands and Joan and Thomas took Sean and Matthew’s. 



No one said a word for a good thirty seconds during which my parents looked at four of their children, then Baker, then me, then each other. At no time in our lives at 12 

Cherrywood had we ever had a standoff with our parents. Generally they told us what to do and we yes’ed them and then did what we wanted. We could have done the same thing here. Baker could have left and I could have caught up with him and danced with him as we had at Hank’s. I could have worn his boutonnière and taken a picture with him. We could have been crowned homecoming King and homecoming Queen if Rowaneck High did that sort of thing and it all would have been fine and my parents would have found out and shrugged. 



Not so that night. It was us versus them and as much as we loved and respected our parents, we weren’t deferring to them or even humoring them on this one. Mom and Dad realized this as they looked at the five of us, and what moved them to give up, I was certain, was that four of their children went to bat for another, against them. Never had anyone challenged them like Joan, Sean, Thomas and Matthew did. My parents’ oldest and youngest, and my mother’s favorites, Joan and Thomas, quietly said, “Let us tell you how it’s going to be, William and Joan.” It was something. I held my stomach ‘cuz I had butterflies. My arms had goose pimples and my heart raced. 



My mother broke first, though we’re confident my father was waiting for her to make a decision that he would support. Her eyes welled up, so moved was she by the 

demonstration of loyalty. She opened her mouth to speak, cleared her throat, and then said, “Well, it would be rude to disappoint Bill and Ann Steele after they arranged such a nice dinner for all of us.” My father squeezed her hand, happy with her decision. 

“William, I think we should change while Joan and Sean take pictures and then see Christian and his friend to their event.” It was the best she could do, and it was more than enough.” To Baker, she said, “Would you excuse us?” My friend…my date, was 

speechless and could only, barely, nod. My parents turned around and ascended the front steps. 



When they were out of sight and earshot, five of us sighed heavily. Baker then looked at everyone quickly and said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t know that would…I didn’t want to…I…” 

I had never seen my confident friend so humbled, or humbled at all. Sean said: 



“Are you kidding? Thank was outrageous. Wow! Wait ‘til I tell everyone else.” 



“It was a grand thing, your coming here tonight,” Joan said. “An opportunity for growth. 

For them and for us.” Whatever, I thought but didn’t say ‘cuz my sister was still so recently a widow. Thomas: 



“Pictures, quickly, then we have to change and go.” Baker pinned the rose to my lapel and we took a few quick pictures. We all wanted to laugh and carry on about them, but didn’t want to rub it in to my parents, whose bedroom was right above the living room. 
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Sean put on chinos and a sports shirt and Joan put on the black dress she had bought for her husband’s funeral. Matthew did the khakis and oxford while Thomas threw on a suit. 

While they dressed and my parents continued to dress, Baker called the restaurant and advised them there would be six instead of two and to bill the Steele’s, who were regulars and knew the owner personally. 



“Your best wines, Leonard. Spare no expense,” he said and then we went outside. I examined the Phantom, which was in perfect condition and even had that new car smell. 



“Did this just roll off the assembly line?” I asked. Not a clever question but I wanted to break the tension Baker appeared to still feel. 



“I’m sorry, Christian.” I smiled at him and said: 



“I’m not.” A beat and I continued, “You gave us an opportunity to demonstrate how fiercely devoted we are to each other. That trumps everything, Baker.” Again, he just nodded. Then Joan and Sean came outside and down the front steps. 



“Let’s go,” he said. “Mom, Dad, Thomas and Matthew are going to meet us at the restaurant.” Baker handed the Sean the keys and opened the front passenger door for Joan. Then he joined me in the back seat. I was quiet and he was quiet, which was OK 

because Sean and Joan were admiring the car, our tuxedos and Bill and Ann Steele’s taste in restaurants and vacation destinations.” Baker remained quiet until Sean said: 



“Everything is OK, Baker.” Joan turned around in her seat and said: 



“It is.” A beat, and then another, and then my prom date said: 



“OK.” 



The moment Baker stepped out of the car onto the sidewalk in front of Rowaneck High School he was himself again, and what a relief that was. We entered the building and headed to the gym, where our high school’s proms were held. Not at any country club or high-end location. Our school, right down to the gym, was as beautiful and well-equipped as the nicest venue. There was no reason to hold any prom, dance or event any other place. The idea was insulting. 



Baker and I found Tommy and T.J. My date didn’t mention the drama at my house. I did, but later, when Baker was dancing with Melissa or Migdalia or someone. It was a great story and I found myself repeating it several times to different combinations of people. 



We danced, drank alcohol, took pictures, both formal and candid and just sort of visited with people. Cassie Frankel sang a couple of numbers with the top 40 band. Erin Fleming asked me to dance and I refused. Barb Barreto and I laughed about her having saw me collecting grain alcohol in the ruins of Valerie Shaw’s porch and thinking I had been trapped down there. It was a good time, though certainly not as exciting as the drama that 109 

had occurred at 12 Cherrywood…that is, until the band took one of their breaks and Baker, T.J., Melissa on keyboards and the top 40 band’s bass player on bass took the stage. 



I thought they were going to play the Bella Abzug tribute but lead singer Tommy was among the crowd and no one had invited me to sing back up. Then Baker strummed an intro, but it wasn’t to Bette Midler’s version of Bob Dylan’s “I Shall Be Released,” 

which was my second thought. It was to a song just as familiar, though one I hadn’t sung with the Cum Shots. It was to “Friends,” the song that was the first and last track on the same Midler album. Baker found me in the audience and nodded for me to join him, and he didn’t have to ask twice. 



I fairly leaped onstage, and might have flown I was so excited. I took the mike as if it were my own and, as confidently as I had done anything else in my life I sang, “Oh you got to have friends…” exactly the way Midler had. The Cum Shot’s arrangement was identical to Midler’s and the background vocals, which Bette provided for herself, were also exactly the same thanks to Baker and Melissa. 



I did my own singing and was dressed as a man as I lived every drag queen’s fantasy, one I thought was one song but turned out to be a medley, as Baker signaled a transition to Midler’s version of “Delta Dawn.” I would have wept, fainted or jumped for joy for the surprise number Baker arranged for me, but I was too focused on my singing. I was untrained and at times rough, but my passion made up for both. Or so my sister Joan said, 

‘cuz she, Sean, Thomas and Matthew had sent our parents home from Le Coq Au Vin in the Steele’s Phantom so they could crash my prom, and I’m not kidding. 



Sean told me they entered the gym as if they owned it and were only stopped and asked for tickets because two of them were dressed so casually. Joan took Thomas’ arm, nodded toward Sean and Matthew and whispered to the faculty chaperone manning the front desk, “They’re from the special education department,” as if that explained their wearing only khakis and sport shirts and having no prom tickets. 



“Oh, OK,” the fella said. “Well, have a good time.” 



“Delta Dawn” turned into “Higher and Higher,” which Tommy advised me was supposed to be the third of four songs in the medley, the finale being “I Shall Be Released,” 

however it was so rousing, and the four conga lines my siblings created so long and fantastic, there would be no topping it. 



My friends and family left the prom even as the rest of my class, the top 40 band members and the guy at the door continued to clap and howl for the Cum Shots. My sister and brothers drove home in our van while my Action Park pals, Melissa and a couple of other girls took the limo Tommy and T.J. had arranged into New York City. We went to a jazz club, then the Palladium, then determined neither was as fun or exciting as performing the number we had done earlier in gym, so we went back to Rowaneck where we watched the sun rise over Long Island and its sound from the Steele’s roof. 
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I thanked Baker, Melissa, T.J. for the Bette Midler medley. “I’ll never forget it.” 



“No one will ever forget it, G,” Baker said. Though not a hugger, I gave everyone, Tommy, T.J., Melissa and the other girls who had left the prom with us, a big one. Baker was last. It was a hard one to give because he explained he would be leaving the following day to join his parents in Greece, where they would spend the summer with relatives. 



“I’ll learn the language. Maybe be the ambassador after Princeton.” My visits to the Steele house were over. Baker’s salon was closed. No more jam sessions or getting high. 

No more performing with the Facial Cum Shots or performing with Baker in “Long Day’s Journey Into Night” in Manor Park with only a week’s notice. No more hanging out with Baker, Tommy and T.J. OK, I did hang out with Tommy a couple of times during the summer, and we actually got it on, though he advised me he was mostly straight and intended to get married and have kids and that was fine with me. I never did anything with T.J. just the two of us. We liked each other, but we didn’t have the chemistry Baker and I did or Tommy and I did. 



Alone, Baker walked me downstairs and out the rear door of his house. On the driveway from which, in the winter when there were no leaves, you could see 12 Cherrywood, I said, “Thank you for making me your project, Baker.” He looked at me, confused and unsure of how to respond. I added, “You changed my life.” Then I kissed him on the cheek, turned around without looking at him again, and walked home. 



I entered 12 Cherrywood, still in the tuxedo I wore to the prom, though the white rose Baker had brought me was gone, somewhere. My parents were enjoying coffee on opposite ends of the breakfast room table that fit eight. “Good morning, Christian,” said my father. 



“Good morning, or good night?” my mother asked, and smiled. 



“Hey,” I said, suddenly very tired. I poured myself coffee, refreshed my father’s, and sat on one side of the table in the middle seat. I sipped the cheap coffee my father bought and enjoyed, enjoying it as well. My taste in coffee, alcohol and food in general was pretty low. Anything satisfied me. I was very picky about the company I kept, but I ate and drank anything that was put in front of me. 



My parents read different parts of “The New York Times,” which my father had picked up at the Manor Deli even earlier that morning. Two silent minutes after I sat down my mother got my father’s attention and they both put down their sections of the paper. My mother said, “We love you, Christian. You know that.” It was lovely. The best ending to a tremendous night. The best ending to a strange but wonderful eighteen-year childhood. 

I looked from my mother to my father and said: 



“I know.” I smiled…no, beamed, and then added, “I always have.” 
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I spent the summer lifeguarding at Manor Beach and then I went to Boston College and I didn’t see Baker again until my mother’s funeral, and then my father’s, and then Deirdre’s, I think, and then Erin Fleming’s wedding, and then Billy’s funeral. He introduced me to a different wife each time I saw him, even when one of his wives was my cousin whom I should have recognized, having known her since birth. Catherine, his fourth, I knew from school, of course. We made small talk and Baker told me he was an attorney and that his parents were retired to Costa Rica and that he lived in the house and there was nothing remarkable about these brief visits. 



And then someone bashed Victor’s skull. 
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Chapter 9 

Friday  






Johnson van den Bosch and his wife spent the day with Victor and I was going to spend the night. His last. 



I’d be alone with Victor, which is something I hadn’t been since I arrived. Someone was always there with me: his parents, friends and colleagues on the force, though I understand they had done most of their visiting the week before and came less frequently as it became evident their chief had no chance of recovery. 



I would be alone and would have to feel the full weight of Victor’s loss. The tragedy of it. 

Grief, anger, hopelessness, depression. It would also remind me of my mother, and how the last time I saw her she was yellow, ninety pounds and, mercifully, in a coma. I didn’t see Deirdre, thank God, but I saw Rhoda waste away, finally unable to talk, and then also comatose. 



This was not how I planned to spend my week. I should have been checking people in and out of Homefires. I should have been enduring Angela Vogel’s description of how her most recent STDs, which I arranged for her to get, were affecting her vagina. I should have been keeping an eye on Violet, whom I determined stuck around Santa Fe so, like Logan, she could lure and kill pedophiles. 



Oh yeah, I bring it up now because I need a distraction from dwelling on sad deaths. The 

…executions Logan, Cufe, Cheole and, now, Violet conducted were happy deaths and I was all about them. Violet had seen the kiddie porn images at some point since Logan and the twins began their crusade. Shannon and Ty’s move to Albuquerque gave her the opportunity to avenge the girls whose images she saw. Honestly, it seemed natural for Logan and the twins to murder pervs. They had all suffered horribly, and that gives you strength. Violet hadn’t suffered to my knowledge. I admired her for finding the courage to join Logan’s effort. Vigilantism takes character, which I always thought Violet had, and strength, which I’m glad to find she also has. Always be careful of those lonely bookworms. You never know what’s going inside their little heads. 



Hah, I just described my childhood self! 



If Shannon ever finds out…Lord help all of us. 



Over breakfast Friday morning I told Bobby, Claire and Aunt Francy I had errands to run in the morning and could I borrow a car and could I borrow a computer to take with me to the hospital. My friends said yes to both. Then I asked Claire if she could set her laptop up to stream “Valley of the Dolls” for me and Victor to watch that night. I explained that we had watched it years ago at his Dad’s apartment. “It’s this total camp fest of Hollywood actresses backstabbing each other and taking drugs.” Aunt Francy, who understood English but only spoke Ukrainian, I think, expressed her disapproval of the movie. Bobby found us both hilarious and Claire said: 
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“I’m going to watch it tonight, too.” Poor Aunt Francy shook her head. 



I took someone’s car to the hospital. A Lexus, I think. It was blue. An automatic, which I hated. Oh well. I drove a lot of different people’s cars that week. All were super nice. 

Bobby had a convertible BMW two-seater, like the Miatas I always had but nicer. That was pretty fun. I felt bad enjoying all the features, though: GPS, Sirius Radio, other stuff. 

I felt like I was betraying my little car that had only a radio and CD player. Hahahahaha. 

Yeah, that was stupid. God, anything to avoid describing my friend’s death. 



OK, I got to the hospital and I saw Johnson and Billie. They greeted me with hugs, as they did during the week. I advised them I’d be spending the night watching “Valley of the Dolls.” “I loved that movie,” Billie said. “I was a teenager when it came out. My mother didn’t want me to see it because it was about how sinful Hollywood is. I saw it with some girlfriends and we all loved it.” She smiled and shook her head, remembering. 

“Later, we took roles. My friend Corrine was Barbara Parkins, Alice was Patty Duke and I was Sharon Tate.” 



“Of course you were,” I said, loving her, Corrine and Alice. “She was the most beautiful one!” Billie blushed, laughed and covered her face. I laughed, too. When we were done Johnson gave her a nod and then said to me: 



“I want to thank you, Christian,” he began. 



“Oh,” I said, wanting not to get heavy. Avoid, avoid, avoid. “I didn’t have a choice, having power of attorney and all.” I then regretted saying it, afraid Victor’s father would think I was lording it over him. He understood and said: 



“Victor knew I couldn’t…pull the plug.” It was hard to say. An ugly term when actually faced with it. “He said so during one of our visits. It came up.” I nodded. We were silent for a moment and then Johnson continued, “I’m glad Baker found you, Christian. I’ve wanted to contact you over the last four years but I was so shy, and then…” 



“Then I went on the run,” I chuckled. 



“You and…” he didn’t know Linden’s name and said, before I could provide it, “your man saved that girl. And you had to leave your own family.” His reference to Linden and my leaving Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia affected me more that I could have predicted. Like a blow to the gut. My face must have said so as Johnson said, “I’m sorry.” 



“No, Johnson. It’s OK. We’ll see them again. They visited once. The place where we live. It’s a long story.” 



“I’m glad, Christian. I’m so glad they did. I’m so glad Victor came to see me,” he reached for his wife’s hand and she took it, tearing up. “After your visit. The wedding, four years ago. He came right away. He called me the night you left and he flew to 114 

Myrtle Beach two days later.” Victor told me he had, in an email, though he didn’t say his trip was so immediate. I was glad it was. He and his father had wasted too much time. 

“He said you told him to go. That we didn’t leave Rowaneck to get away from him. That I was serious I wanted him to come.” Billie nodded because she couldn’t agree verbally, she was too choked up. “I love Victor. I’ve always loved Victor. I looked after him as well as I could after his mother left. He had friends, I guess, but I think he was lonely. I don’t know.” Johnson shook his head. “We always called each other on birthdays and Christmas. That was it. I wanted more. I didn’t think he did. He didn’t think I did.” He shook his head again. Billie was crying steadily. Johnson was feeling bad, remembering two wasted decades. And I didn’t think I’d be spending my week in a Westchester County hospital. I didn’t think hearing about our kids would affect me so. I said: 



“How ‘bout Victor and Tony Minnetti? What was up with that?” I then burst out laughing and Johnson did and Billie did, too. “I mean…” I didn’t know what I meant. I was just happy to change the subject. Johnson van den Bosch thanked me for reuniting them. Or just uniting them, as it were. 



“I didn’t mind that he was gay,” Johnson said. “I wanted him to be happy. And he was. 

When he talked about Tony, he was very happy.” Billie nodded. “I didn’t mind their difference in age, either, though it meant their time together was less.” Billie patted her husband’s hand with her free one and said: 



“It’s not the length of time,” she looked from her husband to me, as the remark concerned our kids, too, “It’s the quality,” a beat, “These last four years knowing Victor have been such a joy…for me,” another beat while she got choked up again. She controlled it as she finished, “I didn’t have children of my own, but I was very happy to have Victor as my stepson.” She cried again and Johnson hugged her and I wanted them to get out of there because I wasn’t going to spend the night being morose and sobbing. No way. 



“What time will you be here tomorrow?” I asked after a reasonable amount of time. 



“I asked the doctor…one of them, if it could be seven-thirty,” Johnson said. “Is that too early?” I shook my head. “OK, then we’ll see you here then.” Brief hugs and then Johnson leaned over his son. He took one of his hands and stroked his hair with the other. 

“Goodbye son. I love you.” He kissed Victor on the forehead and then held his cheek again his son’s. He kissed him again, squeezed his hand and then left the room. Billie did the same and followed her husband, cutting over to me for a moment to squeeze my hand quickly. 



When they left the room I took four steps to the door, shut it, spun around and burst into Patty Duke’s “It’s Impossible,” from the telethon scene in the movie. Hah! As I sang I set up Claire’s laptop on the tray table, arranged a chair, adjusted Victor’s blanket and, without realizing it, hit the nurse alert button. In seconds an older lady opened the door, though I didn’t realize it until she said, “Is that the song from “Valley of the Dolls?” 

Unconcerned at having been caught and having summoned her without a proper reason I said, playfully: 
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“DUH!” She laughed and asked: 



“Are you playing it on your computer?” 



“Uh-huh. Do you want to watch it, too?” I wouldn’t be alone with Victor, I thought right away. Then I thought what a betrayal it was, what a coward I was, how “Valley of the Dolls” was our movie, but it was too late. 



“I can put it on this screen,” the woman said, indicating a gigantic flat screen monitor attached to the wall opposite Victor’s bed. As huge as it was and as much time as I had spent in the room that week I just noticed it. 



“That’s really big,” I said. “No hospital room I was ever in had a TV like that.” The nurse said, conspiratorially: 



“It’s a wealthy area.” 



Twenty minutes later I scooted Victor over and sat up in bed next to him. This was because one of the three nurses, one orderly and five mobile patients needed my chair. 

Yeah, eleven of us assembled around the gigantic monitor as the opening credits rolled. 

So excited was I, I bounced up and down on the bed. “Yay!” I said, happily. “Three cheers for Jacqueline Susann!!!” 



And so went the next few hours. We stopped twice: once for refreshments and once for a potty break. Victor had a catheter so he was good. So funny, but for an occasional youtube clip or facebook post, I hadn’t seen “Valley of the Dolls” in its entirely in years and probably since that afternoon in Victor’s apartment. It al came back to me, though. 

The movie and the afternoon. Indeed, more than once I found myself nudging him and saying, “Oh my God, do you remember this part?” Everyone had a ball, especially the super-campy parts, Patty Duke flushing Susan Hayward’s wig down the toilet in the ladies room first among them. We rewound that four or five times and shrieked with laughter. 



And I thought, but didn’t say, if this doesn’t bring you out of your coma, Victor, nothing will. Then I kissed his cheek and looked back at the monitor. 



When the movie ended the patients, nurses and orderly, some big black guy who thought white people were crazy before watching the movie and was even more sure of it when it was over, thanked me profusely. I thanked them all for joining me and Victor and making the evening grand. 



When they were gone I got out of the bed and pulled a book out of a bag I brought. I put on my readers, ‘cause at forty-eight years-old I needed them, at least 1.5, to read anything. I opened my book, the latest in an urban fantasy series I had enjoyed for years. 



116 

It featured a couple of supernatural creature-ass-kicking brothers in New York City, not unlike Sam and Dean Winchester on “Supernatural,” a guilty pleasure. 



Reading at night always put me to sleep. I was ready to but thought it wouldn’t come as there were so many things on my mind, including Victor’s attacker. I cuddled with my old friend and first fuck and opened the bookmark to where I had last finished, however, before I could read a full page I heard and saw Baker enter. “Hey,” he said. 



“Hay,” I said, closing the book and sitting up. 



“Am I interrupting something?” he asked. 



“Just some nonsense reading,” I told him. “You missed the real fun, though.” 



“I heard, outside. This big guy, a janitor, I think, was talking about ‘Valley of the Dolls’ 

with the nurses at the desk.” 



“Hah. Roland. What a sweetheart he was.” 



“He was saying,” and here he imitated him, “‘What kind ‘o shit was that? What’s up with that nasty ol’ lady talkin’ some 60s smack and getting’ her weave torn off. Them’s some crazy mother-fuckin’ bitches. That Neeley…holy shit, she’s one whacked out ‘ho!’” We laughed and Victor continued, as Roland, as Neeley, “‘“Neeley O’Hara! Neeley O’Haraaaaaaaaa!!!”’” I roared and so did Baker. 



“We had some patients in here, too,” I said. “One of them came in in a wheelchair and left walking. I’m serious!” We laughed again. 



“If any movie’s going to cure somebody, it’s this one!” Baker said, confidently. Then we stopped laughing, considered Victor, whom “Valley of the Dolls” cured, and I sighed. I sighed a second time, regarded myself lying next to him with my sci-fi paperback, took a frustrated breath and said: 



“What am I doing here?” I made to get up and Baker said: 



“No, stay there.” He approached me, and Victor, and sat in the closest chair, his hands out as if to prevent me from moving. 



“He’s brain dead, Baker. He was brain dead after the second blow, and maybe the first.” I made to get up again and Baker put his hands up again. 



“You’re here for him, Christian. And for you,” he said. Then, before I could give him a look that asked him if he was kidding he blushed and asked, “Did I really just say that?” 



“You did,” I said. “Can I get up now?” 
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“No,” Baker said, though his hands remained at his side. “Well, yes, but first tell me if you believe in the afterlife.” 



“Fuck no,” I said, firmly. 



“No?” 



“No.” 



“I don’t mean Heaven. I mean any afterlife. Spirits, ghosts, souls…?” 



“Nothing,” I said. Then Baker smiled at me and said: 



“So, your sister communicating with that drag queen, and you other sister, Deirdre, and Lorraine LeMieux causing all that chaos at Honey Bunches of Oats and Abigail Adams breaking your brother’s arm in that séance…” I was speechless. So busted. “And I haven’t even gotten to Aunt Fiona.” 



“OK, OK!” I said, blushing harder than he had a minute before. 



“So, while Victor’s brain may be dead, his spirit is very probably hovering somewhere above us, also wondering what’s up with that nasty ol’ lady talkin’ some 60s smack and getting’ her weave torn off.” I laughed and Baker said, “So just sit there and tell us another story.” I thought about them, the stories I had told him, Bethany, Catherine and Victor’s parents, and I asked: 



“Have I really told so many?” Baker nodded, smiling indulgently. “I only thought I shared a few.” He shook his head, though his eyes were as bright. “I told you about Eleanor van der Walls and Abigail Adams’ murder and…” I gasped. “Did I tell you what we did with Chris Grace?” 



“Bricking him up in the outhouse, and then dropping in food and water so he’d stay alive, and suffer, longer?” Baker said, cheekily. 



“Oh, shit.” I was appalled at myself, my verbal gluttony and terrible judgment. “I’m so sorry. You should have stopped me.” Baker smiled brighter, shook his head and said: 



“No way, we were all enjoying…everything.” Though I knew Baker was sincere I was still mortified. I asked: 



“Did I tell Johnson and Billie about my appearance on Tricky Dicks?” 



“No,” Baker said. I was extremely relieved, until he added, “I did, when you weren’t here. I even brought up your scene on my tablet.” I gasped, dropping my book as one hand went to my heart and one covered my mouth. “I only showed them the part where 118 

you coined the Beamer and its owner chased you around the block, what, ten times?” I dropped my hands, but only mildly relieved. Then I said: 



“That was pretty funny.” 



“I’ll say,” he said. I laughed again, just a little, and then Baker fired up his tablet, clicked on his “favorites” and brought up the scene. We enjoyed the beginning, where I’m lured into the van and I tell the director and others that I need to check in with my parole officer. Then he skipped to the end where my dick is tricked into leaving the van, which takes off as I’m picking up change I had dropped stepping out of it. And the chase. Yeah, we saw that a few times. And then Baker invited Roland and two nurses to come in and see both. 



“That’s some fucked up shit!” he said, when he wasn’t guffawing so loud I thought he would split his sides. Both nurses, one of them the old bird who recognized the Patty Duke tune I sang earlier that evening, asked Baker to email them the link, ‘cuz they wanted to see the whole scene…the dirty old girls! 



They left and Baker put his tablet away and we sat there quietly, he in the chair and me, still next to Victor. “I don’t think I can sleep,” I said. 



“Read your book,” Baker said. 



“Not in front of you,” I said. “That would be rude.” 



“I’ll go,” he said. 



“No. Don’t leave.” 



“It’s OK.” 



“It’s not. I want you to stay. And so does Victor. He’s hovering around, you know and he told me, in my head, he wants you to tell us a story.” 



“Me?” Baker asked. 



“Yup.” I rolled my eyes into my head and shook a bit. As Victor, possessing me, I said, 

“‘This is Victor, possessing Christian. Now tell us a story.’” 



“Well, only because you asked, Victor.” Baker said. Then he made a big show of considering what story to tell. I suggested, as myself again, “I wanna hear about your divorces! Which one was the most vicious?” 



“You suck, G,” Baker said. Then he made like he thought of one. 



Baker began, “Once upon a time there was a boy named Christian Gallagher.” 
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“Oh, dear,” I said. Baker smiled and continued: 



“He went to Rowaneck High School. It’s a small school in a community so rich it was equal to or better than exclusive private schools in the area and, well, world.” It’s how I would have described it. “Houses were expensive and property taxes were high in order to pay for, among other things, the school’s annual budget.” I knew where he was going and I wasn’t looking forward to it. “Most Rowaneck residents approved of the school budget and annual property tax increases. Not everyone. Many retirees or childless couples didn’t want to pay high taxes for the luxuries students enjoyed and generous salaries teachers and administrators enjoyed.” 



“Someone put me in a coma, please,” I said, you know, just out loud. 



“There was one resident, a leader, and a Leo, I think.” My father was born on July 25th, 1917, “who had nine kids and he didn’t want to pay high property or any taxes to pay for the fancy school and the lazy, tenured, crybaby teachers that had all these holidays off and whole summers and winter and spring vacations, too. And they never put in a full day of work.” 



“And unions are ruining this country,” I added. 



“Amen to that, brother!” Baker testified. In a normal voice he went on, “There was a psychics teacher named Mr. Brody who was a real leftie. A mediocre mind, he probably wanted to work for NASA or own a large engineering company. He couldn’t cut it and saw he taught. Not very well, either. He was arrogant, mean-spirited and often profane. 

He liked to pick fights. He liked to be important. He let things get to him when he should have been above it. Mr. Brody talked about physics for most of his class times. He also talked about how underpaid he was, how Reagan was going to start World War III and how he was preparing for the coming ice age.” I shook my head and groaned. “In his junior year at RHS, Christian got Mr. Brody for physics. As he was the only physics teacher after a younger, smarter part-timer got hired to design electric cars for a Korean Company and left.” 



“I remember how he railed against Mr….Farmer?” Baker nodded. “I only remember his name because he was a cutie,” I admitted. 



“And because Mr. Brody railed about what an asshole he was.” 



“Using that very word, I recall.” 



“He didn’t use it to describe your father, G.” 



“No, it is one of the few swear words he didn’t use.” 
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“And you said nothing,” Baker remembered. “You had his number before you walked in that class.” William Jr. said nothing in his junior year, which was Mr. Brody’s first at the high school. It’s clearly because though no one ever said it out loud, everyone knew by oldest brother wasn’t my father’s biological son. Colin would have gotten it but he didn’t take Physics. Neither did Sean. Thomas did, and Mr. Brody unleashed on him several times during the first few weeks of the year. My brother didn’t respond to the angry teacher’s criticisms of his money-grubbing, Nixon-loving, nuclear winter-mongering father who had the nerve to campaign against a school budget when he had more children in the school system than most taxpayers, all of whom were subsidizing their educations and blah, blah, blah!” My father was outspoken and a leader who supported lower taxes and responsible spending. More liberal spenders opposed him for his values and effort. 

His annual crusade against the school and villages budgets made him friends and made him enemies, though people who opposed him generally admired him for speaking his mind at school board meetings, village meetings and elsewhere. Mr. Brody was just his enemy. 



Thomas ignored Mr. Brody and he eventually let up on my brother, who was an excellent student, brilliant artist, amazing musician and the best-liked Gallagher except maybe for Sean. Maybe they were tied. No, Thomas was best-liked, because sometimes Sean made fun of other people or played tricks on them and that got him some enemies, but only a few. 



Mr. Brody quit bullying Thomas. Then Reagan beat Carter and spent two years ruining the country and William Gallagher continued railing against waste, fraud and abuse in local government, citing specific instances of it and causing one village trustee to resign for mishandling of funds and the school superintendent to be suspended and later fired for mishandling of funds. Yeah, Daddy didn’t just whine and vote and whine and vote. He did research, built cases and got rid of wrongdoers. He should have been a public prosecutor. He really should have. 



“Then Christian walked into Mr. Brody’s classroom and took a seat in the back row where he could doodle, read novels and write letters to siblings who were away at college.” It was true. I picked the material up quickly and spent most class periods killing time while Mr. Brody explained the lesson more than once for those who didn’t understand it. Baker continued, “Everyone knew Mr. Brody was going to bitch about Mr. 

Gallagher to Christian. Everyone knew Christian was a wicked schemer who took no shit and took even less shit aimed at his family members. The other kids in the class, which included the charming lady-killer Baker Steele spent the first two weeks of marking period one on the edge of their seats, wondering when the show would begin.” 



“You weren’t really,” I said without confidence. 



“Oh yes we were,” Baker assured me. “We were hoping you’d go at it the first day, and then the second, and every day since. Two weeks Brody made us wait, and then three years of Reagan fucking things up nationally and your father fucking things up locally and you reading Jackie Collins while he was trying to explain…something to…me was as 121 

much as he could take.” It was. Mr. Brody began class one Monday morning in 

September, 1982, asking me what number Gallagher I was. Rather than reply, simply: 



“Eight,” I asked, “Does that include the son that died in utero that my mother still had to carry to term because that’s the way they did it then?” This opened the door for Mr. 

Brody to suggest my parents were pro-life, which they were, and wanted to control all women’s bodies and the like, which they didn’t. He didn’t go there, though. Instead he pretended to count to himself and said: 



“Eight. You’re the eighth student to go through the Rowaneck school system.” I didn’t respond. I didn’t look away, though, nor did I return to the Jackie Colllin’s novel that rested below the desk on my lap. I just looked at the teacher. I looked at him directly and listened to him, cite figures like the amount the village spent on each student per year and multiplied that by nine and estimated the amount of taxes my father paid a year based on the value of his house, something that was public knowledge, and then announced how much extra every other property owner had to pay for me; this, as my father fought every single budget and every single teacher salary increase. At home my father explained to us, even though no one asked: 



“More people can teach than there are teaching jobs available. That depresses salaries. 

Every teacher earns a living wage. If teaching were harder or the market for teachers was smaller, they would earn more. It’s simple economics.” We listened to him and could have defended him to others, had any one of our classmates dogged him to us, but as none did, we didn’t need this argument. 



I could have used it on Mr. Brody, but he would have dismissed it, or used it to suggest capitalism was responsible for third world hunger and disease and rage, rage, rage. There was no winning with him. Engaging him didn’t interest me. Physics didn’t interest me but there were only languages to take and they interested me less. 



“No response, Christian?” Um, clearly none, Mr. Brody. “You have nothing to say. No defense of your father.” Nope. “Does this mean you agree with me?” Nope. “You’re not saying I’m wrong, you know.” What a baby this guy was… 



“We were all waiting for it, Christian,” Baker said. “Waiting for some zinger, at least. 

Then, when you didn’t respond to him we figured you were going to cut his brakes or plant a bomb in his car that detonated when he fired it up.” 



“Oh, Baker, you knew me better than that,” I said as I spooned Victor and thought of a way I could steer our visit away from Mr. Brody, and my eventual response. 



“When I think of what he and other teachers got away with back then. He couldn’t raz a student like that today. As litigious as everyone is. Everything being recorded and broadcast to millions seconds later. Nope, he wouldn’t have pulled that shit today.” My friend continued thinking about it to himself. Then he said, “He should have been satisfied saying you agreed with him because you didn’t disagree with him out loud.” 
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“That would have been lame,” I said. “Even saying that was so, so lame.” 



“A kiddie suggestion for sure. He should have let it rest.” He couldn’t, though. Mr. Brody was a bully who knew my family well enough to know that I fought back, in ways clever and cruel. It’s what he wanted. He wanted to provoke me into responding, somehow. 

That I didn’t told him I wasn’t interested in him. My silences and inaction told him he wasn’t worthy of my revenge, or even the effort it took to say, “Nope.” His combative nature, combined with my continued indifference to him and his lessons caused him to pump up the volume and frequencies of his attacks against my father. And, for weeks, I continued not to respond to them, in any way. 



Disappointed with there being no show or, more specifically, that I wasn’t playing my part as Christian Gallagher, several of my classmates, both in and out of the specific physics class, encouraged me to say mean retorts to Mr. Brody. “He’s not well-liked among the faculty,” said one dumbass. “He’s got that paunch, and his hairline has receded a lot since we were freshman,” said a total lameass. “I think he’s queer,” said a stupid bitch who then remembered to whom she was speaking and said, “I’m sorry,” like, forty times. I let it go because she interested me even less than Brody. 



Then one day Mr. Brody was sick and Mrs. Heupper, who appeared to be one hundred-twenty years old but was probably ninety, which was still ancient, substituted. She was Mr. Graham’s former teacher who confirmed to Mrs. Haigney that he was a prick and then Mrs. Haigney told Sean and Sean told me and then I stabbed him in the penis in the hallway outside his second floor bedroom. Hah! Remember??? 



Mrs. Heupper made us take turns reading aloud from our physics textbook. When she got to me I, instead, read a sex scene from Judith Kranz’ “Princess Daisy” and the class busted out laughing. “Oooo, sorry Mrs. Heupper.” The old gal must have decided she liked me after my second grade friends and I kidnapped Mrs. Graham and brought her the house where we took those ponies, because she also laughed. Then the old girl said: 



“That’s not even the worst of it,” to which I said: 



“Don’t you mean the best?” More laughter. Then someone forgettable said: 



“Christian, why don’t you stand up for yourself when Mr. Brody says stuff against your father?” I responded to that inquiry to same way I responded to the teacher’s: with silence. 



“Gives you a hard time, does he?” Heupper asked. I gave her nod. I wouldn’t have acknowledged it to any other sub, teacher or classmate, but Heupper earned it with her funny remark about “Princess Daisy.” She nodded back and said: 



“I’m not surprised.” Then she called on the next person to read from the textbook, and I went back to my novel. A short time later the bell rang. As the class filed out of the room 123 

Mrs. Heupper gestured for me to approach her. When I did, she said, in a low voice, 

“You know his father’s serving a life sentence upstate.” 



“Ooooo,” I said, suddenly very interested in Mr. Brody. 



“Manslaughter, but that’s after being incarcerated a lot. Battery, fraud, drugs, breaking & entering…all kinds of shit.” I loved hearing one hundred twenty-year old-looking women swear! “He’s got a lot of anger, that one. Daddy stuff. It’s probably why he gives you so much shit,” there she went again! “about yours.” Well, wasn’t that interesting. 



“Thank you, Mrs. Heupper.” I said and left the room. In the hospital, Baker said: 



“I didn’t realize she told you that, G. I thought you looked it up.” He thought about what it would have taken for me to research Mr. Brody, Sr.’s criminal record and then asked me. I said: 



“I don’t know, and I wouldn’t spend three keystrokes looking it up today.” I wouldn’t have. His ragging on my father affected me not at all. 



“Someone overheard her say that to you, G,” Baker said. “Because they told everyone else. It was all over the school,” a beat, “What I mean is, we didn’t hear it first, from you, then.” 



“You didn’t hear it from me at all, Baker,” I said, wondering how he remembered that final…I don’t know how to describe it, as Mr. Brody and I had never had a fight or a conversation or a dialogue beyond my advising him I was my parent’s eighth child. I then explained to my friend that the second or third Monday in October, 1982, Mr. Brody was in an unusually bad mood. I knew I was gonna get it that day and so chose to sing the entire score of “Godspell” in my head as I looked at Mr. Brody and Mr. Brody said a bunch of shit about my Capitalist father who wanted inner-city black people to starve, third world slaves to bury our nuclear waste next to their shanties and every teacher in the Rowaneck school system to subsist on crackers and Velveeta. 



“What do you have to say, Christian?” he asked, again. “Huh? What do you think of your father who wants us teachers to starve?” I looked from Mr. Brody’s eyes to his tummy, just long enough to remind him he was in no danger of that. “You little bitch,” he said to me. A direct attack. His harshest. I just continued to stare, right into his eyes, while singing “Turn Back, Oh Man,” to myself. “You and your brothers and your sisters are all bitches. All of you. Born with silver spoons in your mouths,” something that was totally false as my parents’ house was their single luxury, “Rich kids taking advantage of the poor. Exploiting them. Exploiting teachers and other public workers in this rich town. 

Taking and taking while you spend money on clothes and trips,” again, so incorrect, 

“This whole town holds its wealth over the rest of us. I don’t care so long as I get a raise and a bonus. You would deny me that, though, Christian. You and your father and your mother and your eight brothers and sisters and even the brat who died!” 
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“Yeah,” I said to Baker, as if he ever would have forgotten, as if anyone hadn’t heard and didn’t remember, thirty years later. Mr. Brody attacked my father. Whatever. He called me a bitch, whatever. He claimed we were loaded which we weren’t. Whatever to that, too. Then he called the brother who died in his third-trimester, the one my mother had to carry until her body released him naturally, because that’s what they did then, he called the son my mother had to pretend was alive for two months and then deliver a brat.” 



“I’ll never forget his face, Christian,” Baker said. And the entire school and village never forgot that when, then, I finally responded to that coward and bully, it was to say: 



“You know why you’re so mad at me, Mr. Brody?” He didn’t say. He crossed a line, a very generous one, when you consider how far he had so far gone with the abuse, and he was silent with fear. “It’s because I got to have William Gallagher as a father and you got stuck with that freak who’s spending the rest of his life upstate.” 



Oh, yeah. 



Brody absorbed that for a few moments, then grabbed my hair and smashed my face into the desk, breaking my nose. Then he left the room and the school, drove himself to the Rowaneck Police Station and surrendered to Tony Minnetti. 



I said that out loud, to Baker and to Victor, whom I gave a little shake because his late husband had a role in the story. Then I realized my friend…Baker’s and my friend Victor van den Bosch, was dead. I looked from his face, which seemed even more still than it had been that week, to the monitors, the volume on which I had turned down during the movie. Victor had flat lined at some point during the story. But where were the nurses, who would have known from the equipment at their station. I found two of them standing at the door, having chosen not to interrupt the story, because what was the point. 



I looked from the door to Baker, whose face expressed the profound sadness I felt, and then burst into tears. I looked back at Victor, touched his face and stroked his hair, and then spooned hunkered down next to him, my arms holding him tightly, and I cried and cried and cried. Baker stood up and took a seat on the other side. He took my right hand in his left and stroked Victor’s still, peaceful face with his right. 



We remained that way for the time it took Johnson and Billie to get there. As they entered the room I kissed Victor, on the lips, once and whispered, “I love you, too.” Then I got up and left the room. 







I left the hospital, alone. I should have stayed at least to see where Baker was and what he was doing. I don’t know. I had planned to stay over alone and so drove there alone. I had to get a pack of cigarettes. I considered calling him but my cell was in my car and the convenience store across the street was closer than that part of the lot where I parked. I 125 

crossed the street, entered the store and bought cigs and a lighter. I opened them and smoked one, completely, standing next to a long-busted payphone. 



When I was done I returned to the hospital and Victor’s room. I stood in the door and watched Johnson and Billie weep over their son. Baker came up behind me, put his arms around me and rested his forehead on my left shoulder. It was comforting. I leaned my head to the left and rubbed my temple against my friend’s nearly bald head. “I’m going back to Bobby’s.” Referring to Erin Fleming’s house as our former teacher’s still felt odd, and probably always would. 



“Are you OK to drive?” Baker asked. 



“Yeah, are you?” He said: 



“Yeah, but would you drive me home anyway?” It was an odd but sweet request from an alpha. 



“Of course.” A beat. “Do you want to go now?” I asked. Another beat and my friend said: 



“Can we just stand like this for another minute?” It was another odd but sweet request from the alpha. 



“Of course.” 



We stood there for another two or three minutes, Baker with his eyes closed and me watching Vincent’s parents grieve over his body. 



Baker released me and stood up. Silently, we turned around, and then he took my right hand in his left. It was odd and sweet but less odd and more sweet. Natural, it felt. We Gallaghers weren’t huggers or touchers. There was something to be said for both. 



We crossed the floor to the elevators and stood in front of the one that was coming up to our floor. It stopped and opened and I saw an older woman exit. As she passed me on my left I raised my left foot and slammed it into her left knee as hard as I could while gripping Baker’s left hand to maintain my balance. Then I dragged him into the elevator so as to prevent him from giving aid to the woman I recognized as Victor’s cunt mother. I turned around as the door closed to see Mrs. van den Bosch rolling on her back, both arms holding her busted knee. A moment before they shut we made eye contact and I nodded once. 



Baker figured out everything immediately, grabbed my face and gave me the hardest, most platonic kiss on the mouth I have ever enjoyed. He broke it as the doors opened on the ground floor and said, “Sorry G, but there aren’t words to express how much I love you for sparing Johnson his ex-wife.” I understood completely. 
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Chapter 10 

Saturday 




To review: Bethany Hall’s parents died in a car accident that was sort of caused by Catherine Killian Ross, Tommy’s first spouse and Baker’s fourth, the summer of 1984. 

They were on 684 headed to Connecticut and so was she. They were going faster than they should have and she should have accelerated faster from the complete stop at the highway entrance. Mr. Hall swerved into the left lane in order not to hit Catherine, sideswiped another car, and then swerved to the right too fast and flipped his Cadillac. 



Monty and Boots Hall would have survived if they had worn their seatbelts. They were going too fast. They could have rear-ended the pale blue Toyota Catherine Killian Ross’s parents had bought for her and survived. Monty didn’t want to mar the Caddy of which he took such great care, though, so he swerved, swerved back, flipped and died. Bethany apparently forgave Catherine, her best friend, and they remained best friends for the next three decades. 



The women went to Amy Pickett-Phillips’ bridal shower, which was also attended by Catherine and Tommy’s daughter, London. There, Bethany Hall poisoned London in order to get revenge on her mother for entering Route 684 too slowly, thereby causing her father to crash and her parents to die. London was too young to have a stroke. I know people have them in their twenties but it’s rare. I could buy author Bina Dunkle’s having a stroke that morning at Superior Bodies. I, and everybody else, could buy human trafficker Elena Dietrich having a stroke poolside at Homefires. Young, healthy London at the Rowaneck Beach and Yacht Club…no way. 



I visited the county coroner that week. He was a young Indian man…like, from India. 

Not Cherokee or Iriquois or anything. I showed up to his office in White Plains, interrupted an autopsy and asked him to check London Gilligan’s body for the drug Nicole Alexander had used on Bina and Anne Tentier and I had used on Elena. 



So intrigued was the doctor he did so as I stood there; this, for two reasons. The first was that the inquiry fascinated him. The second was my celebrity. The fella should have called the FBI before he ran the test, and the Rowaneck Police after. Instead, he confirmed my theory and nodded when I told him I would take care of it. 



London’s murder established, determining it was Bethany Hall was ridiculously easy. I suspected her right away, even before I knew for sure about the poison. Few other people would suspect her, but few other people appreciated thirty-year grudges. I didn’t have any myself, though I held onto my hatred of, and desire to kill, Buck for what felt like an eon. I found suspicious all the time she spent at Victor’s side, not the least because they were both on facebook and not friends. Why the devotion, except that she was afraid he would wake up and identify her as his attacker? What confirmed it for me was when I showed her a photo I had taken with my phone of the Highwaymen painting I took when I was at Victor’s house. We were in the hospital cafeteria and I pretended to get a text from Linden. I said, “He bought a painting he thinks is one of the Highwaymen’s.” The Highwaymen are a group of black artists from the Fort Pierce area of Florida who drew 128 

landscapes in the mid-20th century. They’re really good and became famous. Their work is identifiable and now very valuable. Someone’s making a movie about them, too, I think. I showed Bethany the painting and she asked: 



“Why does that look familiar?” Because it was in Victor’s house. She had never been there. Never been inside. But she had, when she murdered him because he thought London’s death was a murder. 



A friend devoted enough to spend every moment by Victor’s side would have been close enough to visit his home and be online buddies. Whatever. Bethany smashed Victor’s head with…something, and thought he was dead. And really, he was. He had been from that moment. 



I couldn’t sleep Friday night and, so, read, watched TV and smoked on the beach in Bobby’s back yard. At seven a.m. I called Bethany and she picked up. Isaid, “I’m sorry to call so early. I wanted you to know Victor died last night.” She sighed heavily and said: 



“I’m so sorry,” which was revealing because, as little as he and I saw and spoke to each other, at least until recently, we were still clearly closer. She sighed again with what seemed to be relief, or maybe I was reading into it. I wondered if she knew I was onto her by then. I don’t know. I don’t have a lot of time for her. I asked her if she wanted to come over for coffee. 



“We can walk through Manor Park and I can tell you about last night.” 



“Was it awful?” was a strange question. 



“It was awful losing him, but worse was ‘Valley of the Dolls,’ an old movie Victor and I liked that I played for him and some other patients and staff.” 



“Christian Gallagher…” she said. “You are something else.” I bit my tongue to stop myself from telling Bethany Hall that today was the last day of her life. “I’m going to get ready. I’ll be there at eight.” 



I saw Bobby, Claire and Aunt Francy the night before when I got home. They had all been asleep but they all got up when I entered the house at…I don’t know what time. I told them all about Victor and then we shared a toast of some totally rad Scotch. After the first drink I explained that Victor’s estranged mother somehow found out he died, maybe from a nurse or someone. She hadn’t been to see him, to my knowledge, but he was in the hospital a full week before I even got there so there’s every chance he did. “You took out her knee?” Bobby believed it the first time I had said it, because he knew me. He just wanted to hear me say it again and so I did. “I love you,” he put down his drink so he could hug me. Claire and Aunt Francy joined the hug and I thought, what a thing to warrant the most passionate expression of affection, you know? 
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“I wasn’t having her intruding on Johnson’s grief,” I managed to say, though with us all squeezing on each other it was hard to talk and, you know, breathe. “I wasn’t having it.” 



We had another drink and my hosts went back to bed. Shortly after my call to Bethany they joined me in the kitchen. I told them she coming over and we were going for a walk through Manor Park. I attempted to put it lightly but, as ever, my face revealed my plans. 

When we heard a car pull up in their driveway, Bobby, Claire and Aunt Francy beat it without a word. 



I greeted my former classmate at the side door. “Hay,” I said, inviting in the woman who murdered Tommy and Catherine’s daughter and Baker’s step-daughter, and then my friend Victor, whose father loved him and whom I loved and everyone also loved. 



“Hay,” she said back to me. I indicated all the mugs and glasses and everything Bobby had and asked which one we should take with us. “Something big,” Bethany said. “And solid.” I wondered if she planned to hit me over the head. She had to know I was onto her. I was Christian Gallagher, after all. I chose a couple of large plastic cups with lids on them and filled them with hot fresh coffee. She put some sugar in hers and then we left the house, took a few steps, and entered Manor Park. 



Bethany wore a short-sleeved cotton shirt and pink cotton shorts. I wore a t-shirt, the sleeves of which I had cut off, and camouflage cargo shorts that were Bobby’s. I needed the pockets to carry Victor’s nine millimeter. I kind of also liked them and would take them home with me, as was my way. 



We made small talk for the first ten minutes of our walk. A weekend morning, there were plenty of people already enjoying the ten-acre park on Long Island Sound. Walkers and joggers and people just there. Bethany and I said hi to people we knew and hi to people we didn’t know just to be nice and because we were in Rowaneck. If anyone recognized me as a fugitive he didn’t say anything, again because we were in Rowaneck. “How was it?” Bethany asked in a concerned way. I didn’t answer, but instead said: 



“Let’s find my father’s bench,” We did so quickly and sat on the large, thick stone, Bethany on my right. We sipped our still warm coffee staring at the sound and the island beyond it. Again, she asked: 



“How was it?” in a tone that was less concerned and more eager. I took a big fat sip of coffee, put the cup on the ground, took a deep breath and asked: 



“Why do you care, when you and Victor weren’t friends.” I saw Bethany flinch in my peripheral vision. No, flinch is too strong a word. She reacted. Took a double take? 

Something milder than both. 



“Christian, I’ve been with him almost every day,” she said, concerned again. 
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“You’re not friends on facebook, yet you’ve lived in the same town for fifty years. 

You’ve never been to his house.” I regretted saying both. Minutiae, it was. I didn’t have to explain how I determined she murdered London and Victor. I wasn’t Hercule Poirot in a snowbound railway car with a dozen murderers. I said, “You poisoned London because her mother caused an accident that killed your parents thirty years ago. When you heard Victor…V-Bosch, thought it was murder and that he was investigating it, you snuck into his house and hit him over the head with, what, a candlestick? A lead pipe? 



“A tire iron,” Bethany said, as casually as if she were telling me what she had for dinner the night before. I nodded, strangely calm. 



“Is this your first kill?” I asked her. She was clearly a sociopath because no one is driven to murder the adult child of someone who contributed to a collision that killed her parents thirty years before. It’s just not sufficient reason. 



“Yes and no,” she said. “I’ve had seven abortions.” Some would classify that as murder, though I didn’t think it counted in this circumstance. Of course, the number was quite high. “I always waited until I was about to give birth. Then I went to this doctor in Brooklyn and he did one of those partial birth abortions, I guess. I asked him to pull the baby out just the head, so I could hear it cry, and then to do it…suck out the brains, I guess. But only after we both heard it cry.” My knees would have failed me had I been standing. I felt a tingling in both hands and wondered if that information were causing me to have a stroke. “After, he pulled the rest of the body out and I would ask if it was a boy or girl. And he would tell me.” I gagged in my mouth. “Five boys and two girls.” I vomited, and Bethany didn’t seem to notice. “I would have done it more, but it would have been strange having eight or ten or fourteen late term miscarriages.” 



“I would think seven would be tough to explain,” I said, spitting the taste of coffee and stomach acid out of my mouth. 



“Oh, but after the first three I wore a girdle so people wouldn’t know I was pregnant.” I vomited again. “It worked for a few months, but each time I stopped wearing it and found some reason to leave town. I didn’t want to miscarry before I delivered. All that effort and no fun.” She wouldn’t survive the day. “Each time I came back to Brooklyn, to Doctor…” she hesitated to tell me his name, lest I kill him, too. 



“What’s his name, Bethany?” I asked, looking at her, though it made me heave into my mouth again. She gave me a coy look and said: 



“I can’t tell you, Christian. He has other patients who need him.” 



“For the same reason you did?” I asked. She nodded. I withdrew Victor’s gun, which was in the left side pocket of my…Bobby’s…well, my shorts. I transferred it to my right hand and shot her right kneecap. She screamed so loud everyone in the park and on Long Island could hear her. 
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Bethany grabbed her kneecap and fell off my father’s stone, which saved me the trouble of pushing her. She continued to scream until I leaned the gun against her left kneecap. 

“Dr. Bruner!!!” she hollered, and I fired anyway. She screamed again and held one shattered knee in each hand, rolling around on the ground. I threw the gun in the water, squatted over the woman, hysterical with pain, and managed to pick her up, albeit so unsteadily I dropped her a couple of times, and finally throw her over my shoulder in a fireman’s carry. “Let go of me you little faggot!” she cried, beating my back with her bloody fists. 



“Shut up, Bethany.” 



“Why don’t you just kill me already? You’re going to.” 



“I’m not, actually. I’m turning you over to Tommy and Catherine and they’re going to kill you.” 



“Hah!” she scoffed in between continued screams of pain over her knees. “Those assholes. I always hated them, even before she killed my parents.” 



“Whatever,” I said, instead of reminding her of their greater liability. 



“That Tommy’s a faggot, too,” she spat, again between screams, especially when her legs bounced against my stomach. 



“No kidding.” 



“I hated them and I hated London,” a scream, “London, what kind of name is that?” I didn’t answer, though I would have said I thought it was cool. “I wanted to kill her for years. As a baby and whenever Catherine asked me to babysit. I came close so many times. Breaking her neck or throwing her out of window. I even suffocated her a couple of times but I always took the pillow away while her arms were still flailing.” There was nothing left in my stomach and carrying Bethany left me no energy to vomit again. “I thought I would have my own baby and kill it. That’s the only reason London lived as long as she did. I killed seven of my own.” 



“OK, I’ve heard enough. Thank you, Bethany.” This signaled her not just to continue, but to describe Victor’s attack. “V-Bosch…what the fuck is that?” I didn’t answer, though I never called him that. “He let me in his house. I had the tire iron in my hand. I told him I broke down a few blocks away. When he turned his head to get his car keys I hit him. He was still conscious and he saw me. He saw me hit him!” Her cries of pain turned into laughter as she recalled this. They turned back into cries of pain when I smashed my right fist into the mass of tissue where her knees had been. 



And we passed people, in the park. Some of the same people we greeted earlier, as we had to go back to get to Baker’s house, where Catherine lived and to where we could summon Tommy from his condo in Pelham. 
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On we walked. Bethany was surprisingly light, in spite of all of her caterwauling and scattered punches to my lower back. My decades of swimming hadn’t made me huge, but I had enough muscles to carry her comfortably. Or maybe my rage had given me additional strength. 



Ten minutes of Bethany’s shrieking, punching and further details of her twenty-four year desire to murder London Gilligan. I saw Baker’s house, through leaves of thick old oaks, across Park Avenue. Eeeek, I thought, I was bring this woman into the Steele’s lovely home, where I had enjoyed so many good times. A house in which London had a room I when her mother married Baker. 



As I approached the narrow road separating the park from the house a Rowaneck Police car pulled up with its lights on, only. “Fuck,” I said out loud. 



“Fuck you!” Bethany spat at me. “You won’t be killing me today, fag asshole Christian.” 

I punched her wounds again and she shrieked louder than she had until then, her extra effort for the officer’s benefit, of course. 



A young man who looked like Sam Jones from the 1980 movie “Flash Gordon,” got out of the car and approached me. He sort of took his time, which reassured me. I mean, if he was concerned about Bethany having been the victim of an assault, wouldn’t he be pointing his gun at me and calling for backup. “We’ll see, bitch.” 



“Mr. Gallagher,” the officer said politely. 



“Yes, Officer…Caine,” was on his name tag. 



“Someone in the park called 911.” I rolled my eyes and said: 



“Nouveau riche.” Caine got it, and so did Bethany, who began yelling: 



“Save me God damn you. Save me from this asshole. He fucking SHOT me and he’s going to kill me now.” Caine waited for her to take a breath and asked: 



“She kill the Chief?” I nodded. 



“And London Gilligan.” 



“I did not you fucking assholes. Arrest this asshole. He fucking shot my knees. Call an ambulance!” She actually was screaming shit throughout and Caine and I mostly read each other’s lips. Beyond him I saw Baker’s front door open. He and Catherine came out slowly and walked down the front path. Caine looked at me looking at them, recognized all the players, knew exactly what we were up to and held traffic so I could cross Park Avenue safely. 
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When Bethany realized Caine wasn’t going to rescue her from me she panicked and tried to wriggle off me. She had lost blood, though, and had exhausted herself punching me and yelling. That and the extreme pain of losing both her kneecaps caused her to begin losing consciousness. Afraid she would be out entirely by the time I the office bid us a good day, I said, “Officer Caine, would you like to punch her while she can still feel it?” 

I turned around, facing Baker and Catherine, offering Bethany’s head to the young man. I watched my friends watch him approach my burden and spit on her. Baker looked from him to me, indicating he was done. Then, over my shoulder I heard him say: 



“That didn’t satisfy me,” and he clubbed her with his baton. I hoped it hadn’t killed her because I wanted to save that for London’s parents. I turned around, quickly, afraid Caine might lose it and finish Bethany off. 



“Thank you officer.” He nodded a thank you to me. “If you want to see the chief a final time, go today.” Officer Caine…Martin Caine, looked so sad when I said this I thought he would cry. 



“Thank you Mr…” 



“Christian,” I said. He tried to say my name but choked up. He nodded to me, Baker and Catherine and returned to his car. 



I turned back around to Baker and Catherine, crossed the sidewalk, entered the front yard, and let Bethany’s unconscious but, mercifully, still living body slide off my left shoulder onto the ground. I looked from it to Baker, whose expression was steady, to Catherine, whose face was filled with so much pain I had to look away. “I’m sorry,” I said, for being unable to look at her. London’s mother took a few steps toward me and hugged me even though, I realized then, I was covered in Bethany’s blood and some cartilage, too. 



“Thank you,” Catherine said and then let me go. 



“She’s all yours,” I said to her and Baker. Then I turned around to walk back to the O’Days house. 



“Do you want to change, G?” I stopped, considered my clothing, and then looked up at the beautiful body of water in front of me. The equivalent of a couple of blocks to my right was Manor Beach, where I had spent my summers swimming, occasionally 

competing, and lifeguarding. Baker saw where I was looking and indicated the grass, trees and rocks bordering the sound. “Or you could just jump in there.” I turned back around and said to them: 



“You’re right.” I pulled off my shirt. “Some asshole already called the cops on me. Why attract more attention.” Baker: 



“Someone called the cops on you?” 
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“I know,” I said, livid. “I thought this was Rowaneck!” I enjoyed my outrage. 



“Why would anyone do that?” Catherine asked, tongue-in-cheek, as she also needed relief from discovering her best friend of three decades was a crazy person who murdered her daughter. “It’s not like you shot someone…” 



“Twice,” Baker added. 



“And carried her bloody body through a public park.” 



“I know!” I said, and then began to laugh, genuinely, but with a bit of hysteria that I found so funny it made me laugh harder. Baker laughed, too. “The cheek of it!” I managed to say and then grabbed my completely empty stomach because the 

combination of throwing up, supporting Bethany’s weight and enduring sudden wild laughter made it hurt. 



“Nouveau riche,” Baker said, shaking his head. I choked on a guffaw and said: 



“That’s just what I told the kid!” We all laughed as I took off my jeans and sneakers. We all stopped laughing. I smiled sadly at my friends because I didn’t think they, Catherine specifically, would enjoy Bethany’s company as much as I had. 



I, and Baker, too, were built for vengeance. Catherine… Well, I was glad I didn’t have to be with her that afternoon. 



I crossed Park Ave. in my boxer briefs, crossed the perfect Manor Park grass and crossed the rocks that separated it from the sound. To my right was busy Manor Beach. 

Swimmers, life guards and sun bathers. I was glad Baker suggested I not enter the water through it. The nostalgia of the old place was extra drama I didn’t need. I waded into the water from the park, which no one ever did because it wasn’t allowed and also because it was tacky, and dove underwater. Then I swam, to the left, back to the end of the park and the O’Day’s beach. 







I was done with Bethany Hall. What Baker and Catherine did to her was their business. I was finished with her and I didn’t even want to know how she died or how they disposed of her. I was sad for Catherine and Tommy, but I couldn’t take on their sadness. I had too much of my own. 



Aunt Francy met me in the O’Day’s back yard as if she were expecting me. She must be clairvoyant, as able as she was to accommodate Linden and me over Erin’s wedding and during my current visit. Bobby and Claire invited me onto the back porch to enjoy a light brunch. “How is your stomach?” he asked. 



“How do you know I threw up?” I asked. 
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“It’s all over town,” said Claire. I guessed how long it took me to visit with, confront, shoot and carry Bethany, and then swim the Long Island Sound distance between the Steele and O’Day houses. I said, just: 



“Wow.” 



“The Harpers posted it on facebook,” Claire said. 



“Nouveau riche,” said Bobby. 



“It’s down,” said Claire. “Pics and video.” 



“The feds have seen it,” I said and my friends, including Aunt Francy, who joined us but said nothing, nodded their agreement. “I have to leave tomorrow.” A beat. “I should leave right now but I have to let Victor go.” 



“When?” Bobby asked. 



“Tomorrow morning. His father is with him today. I’ll spend the night.” My three hosts looked at me, surprised but not weirded out. I said, “Victor and I were each other’s firsts, in junior high.” I told them about the science project and watching “Valley of the Dolls” 

on the 4:30 movie and hooking up and hooking up and hooking up. I didn’t tell them he told me he loved me and I didn’t respond that I loved him. I finished explaining that we never spent the night together. “And tonight we will.” Claire burst into tears and so did Aunt Francy. Bobby just smiled and said: 



“I think that is very nice, Christian.” 



The girls pulled themselves together and then I said, because of the morning’s drama and that night’s drama and the following morning’s drama, “Let’s buy ourselves crazy expensive new clothes.” 



“Good idea,” said Bobby. 



“It’s all right with me,” said Claire. Aunt Francy began clearing dishes. I took her arm and said: 



“You’re coming, too, and not to carry our packages.” 



Saturday evening, July twenty-sixth and the day before I turned forty-eight years-old, Bobby O’Day, Claire O’Day, Aunt Francy and I crashed Amy Picket-Phillips and Peter Simon Greggs’ wedding, and we were the best dressed people there. 



Generally I wouldn’t consider attending a social affair, especially a wedding, especially in Rowaneck, to which I was not invited. It’s just bad manners. I felt OK doing it, though 136 

our attending would take attention away from the bride and groom. I discovered, the prior afternoon, that my brother Thomas and the stripper half his age, and my brother Matthew and his wife Rosalie, were going, Thomas having graduated high school with Amy’s parents and Matthew having graduated with Peter’s. Their presence and my having discovered and punished the woman who killed one of Amy’s bridesmaids at her bridal shower let me imagine not only had I a right to go, but that I should be celebrated in some grand way during the event. 



Bobby knew the bride and groom’s parents as students, which I convinced him was enough for his just showing up. “Claire’s your date and Aunt Francy is mine.” 



“Really, Christian?” the retired teacher asked me as we waited outside the dressing room where Claire and Aunt Francy tried on gowns. 



“How many people are on the invite list? Two hundred-fifty? Three hundred? Will anyone even notice us?” No sooner had I asked those questions than Claire exited the dressing room wearing a brilliant red gown with spaghetti straps and a skirt that went on for days. 



“Yeah,” her father said, “I think people will notice us.” No sooner had he said that than Aunt Francy exit the dressing room wearing some off white number that’s hard to describe except that it made her look like Angela Lansbury in “Mame.” 



“Yes,” I said, getting a load of her, “I think you’re right.” A beat. “She’d look even more awesome with diamond earrings, a tiara, gloves and a scepter.” 



“We got everything but the scepter back at the house,” Bobby said, referring to Erin Fleming’s mother’s jewelry. “We can pick up one of those on the way home.” 



Bobby bought a red plaid suit with a dark red shirt and black boots at a shop whose market was primarily black men. The pants were tight at the waist but otherwise loose and too long. The jacket nearly went down to his knees. “Cool,” I said, looking around the shop. “What made you think of this place?”  Bobby looked around, said: 



“Something different,” and then added, “I already have the tux from Erin’s wedding.” 



“Oh, yeah,” I recalled. Then I saw a similar suit in green plaid and said, “Mine.” 



Aunt Francy’s gown needed some alterations, which took her five minutes. Bobby and my pants were meant to be worn too long, I think, but neither of us wanted to trip over them so she fixed them, too. We had a light dinner together and then showered and got dressed. The wedding was at St. John’s Episcopal. “Do you want to go to the ceremony?” 

Claire asked her father and me. Bobby let me decide. 



“Generally I wouldn’t,” I said, “but I want to see as much of my brothers as I can.” To that end the four of us arrived at the church, by limousine at five-thirty for the six o’clock 137 

ceremony. We mingled outside, saying hi to people as they arrived. Baker and Catherine came, looking awesome and happy. I excused myself from whomever I was talking to and approached them. I drew them into a three-way hug and whispered, “What did you do to her?” Catherine answered: 



“She’s tied in the basement. We’re going to starve her to death.” 



“Excellent.” Before we broke I said, “Tell her ‘Hay’ for me.” This made them laugh. I was glad we all could enjoy Bethany’s long, painful death. I released them and saw, on my left and right, Thomas and Matthew. I kept my arms out and drew my brothers into a similar hug. 



“Who killed Victor?” Matthew asked. 



“Bethany Hall,” I said. 



“Is she dead?” Thomas asked. 



“She will be in a week,” I said. I released them and saw, on my left and right, Thomas’ 

stripper boyfriend Chip, and my sister-in-law Rosalie. I kept my arms out and drew them into a similar hug. 



“It’s so nice to meet you, Christian,” said Chip. 



“It’s so nice to meet you, too,” I told him. 



“What brings you to Rowaneck?” Rosalie asked. 



“What a question,” I said. “Revenge!” She and I laughed and Chip smiled politely. They all looked awesome, but not as good as the O’Day party, of whom Aunt Francy looked the best. Indeed, those folks who didn’t recognize her—and considering how Erin kept her under wraps for decades, that was nearly everyone—thought she was Eastern European royalty. I said to Claire, “Was I right about Mrs. Flemings jewels?” 



“You sure were,” she said. “And they’re Aunt Francy’s jewels now.” I released Victor, God bless him, from his mortal coil, shot Bethany in the knees and turned Aunt Francy into a Czarina. My work was done. 



Bobby entered the church with his daughter on one arm and their aunt on the other. The other guests also went inside, except for me, my brothers, Rosalie and Chip. We snuck around the side of the building and smoked cigarettes, as was our way. 
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Epilogue 


Amy and Peter’s reception was at…Rowaneck Beach and Yacht Club! I had last been there four years before for pitiful Erin Fleming’s circus of a wedding. How large a gamut between that freak show and the Pickett-Phillips-Simon-Gregg event. For one, the bride wasn’t a loser and the groom wasn’t a loser, either. Second, the bride didn’t have a daughter she paid a hooker who looked like my sister to conceive with a former teacher on which she had a crush. Third, while Amy and Peter had as many guests, and maybe more, the attendees were there because they liked the couple and not to witness a the car-accident that was Erin’s pitiful life. 



The second best part of the reception, ‘cause there were a lot of really good parts, was that Aunt Francy, whom neither Amy nor Peter knew and their parents didn’t know either except, I think, for Mr. Pickett-Philips, who visited the Fleming House for a student government meeting his freshman or sophomore year, or so he told someone who told me…blah, blah, blah…Aunt Francy was so regal and divine in her fantastic gown and crown jewels, Mr. and Mrs. Pickett-Phillips arranged for an additional place at the wedding party’s table for her, and that’s only because the club’s manager couldn’t find a throne. This made me laugh and clap my hands like I hadn’t done in years. 



Bobby, Claire and I sat with Thomas, Chip, Matthew and Rosalie. The Pickett-Phillipses and the Simon-Greggs, who knew I solved Erin Fleming’s husband’s murder and knew I solved London and Victors’ murders, and heard I shot Bethany’s knees out in Manor Park that morning, appeared as glad to have me and the O’Days as if we had been on top of the guest list. 



There were a few other people at our table, but they figured out quickly the Gallagher children would only be on each others teams, and so found places elsewhere so my brothers, our guests and I could visit without having to make courtesy conversation with them. That’s class. 



I learned quickly that Chip was short for Charles. “My parents tried Charlie and Chuck with me, but neither worked.” 



“Tell me about it,” I said, dryly. Apparently Chip was a grad student at New York University where he studied art history. Thomas, who had gobs of money, offered to pay his tuition while he earned his masters and doctorate. Chip agreed to live, room and board free, with my brother, his May-December lover, but drew the line at financing his education. He told me later, in the men’s room: 



“A doctorate in art history will get me, what, a teaching job someplace? It’s useless, but I love it. I won’t let Thomas waste his money on my useless education.” I nodded, understanding. Chip added, “I kind of like stripping, too.” 



“Do you trick?” I asked, because he knew I had been a Madam and had done so and appeared on that Tricky Dicks site, so we were just talking business. 
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“I used to,” Chip said, shaking and zipping up. “It wasn’t as fun. I stopped when I met Thomas, at a Guggenheim reception.” He didn’t have to explain that my brother wasn’t one of his clients. Thomas would no more pay someone than I would. I mean, for us it would be so gauche. 



We returned to the dining room to discover, through the large dining room windows, the bride and groom, their wedding party and their extended families were on the front lawn taking pictures before the sun went down. Oh, and Aunt Francy was among them. Indeed, she appeared in wedding party pics, Picket-Phillips family pics, Simon-Gregg family pics, a pic featuring the combined family, and one grand close-up in which Amy and Peter kissed her on either cheek. I watched all of it with my nose pressed up against a window, roaring so loudly I thought it would break. 



When it was over I returned to my table to find Baker, Tommy Giligan, who had flown in early from Johannesburg to see me and, you know, watch his daughter’s kneeless murderer starve to death, and T.J. Hallinan. I gave my other two Action Park pals hugs. 

We caught up without mentioning London, Victor or Bethany. Then, pictures over, dinner was served and Baker excused himself to return to the table to which he and Catherine had been assigned. Tommy, who had come directly from the airport and came alone, stayed with us. T.J. did, too, as he was another last-minute guest who, like Baker, was between marriages and, like Tommy, dateless. 



We ate. We drank. We danced. There was a toast. We took pics. I can’t remember the order. It was all standard stuff and, really, I was paying little attention to anything beyond the friends and family at our table. At one point T.J. and Claire excused themselves. It was at the same time the band took a break. I should have realized what was going on but I had a couple of drinks and was hanging a comfortable buzz that made me stupid. 



Well, imagine my joy when I heard the piano organ intro to the Bette Midler’s arrangement of “Higher and Higher” and looked at the stage to find Claire O’Day at the keyboards. Baker was on guitar, T.J. drums and someone Baker later confirmed was the same musician he hired for the Bella Abzug tribute thirty years before was on bass. I looked from the band to Tommy to Bobby to my brothers and then said, “Excuse me.” 



I fairly leapt onstage in my green plaid zoot suit, grabbed the closest mike and began singing, as I had done in Baker’s third floor conservatory and at our prom. I looked at Thomas and Matthew, who were as familiar with Bette Midler’s early work as I, having listened to our older sisters play it as many times as I. After the first verse I pointed at the two of them and invited them to join me. Initially reluctant, Chip and Rosalie encouraged them until they acquiesced, stood up, and approached the stage. However, as they crossed the dance floor they noticed two strange young men in dark suits also approaching me from dining room entrances on either side of the stage. I realized instantly they were F.B.I. agents there to take me into custody for kidnapping Ellie Beckett and, I was sure, tons of other things. 
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Thomas and Matthew veered right and left, busted into short but powerful runs, and tackled both men, even as they knew the younger, trained agents could clean their clocks. 

As that occurred, over a dozen other agents, men and women, in bullet proof vests and holding guns, most of which were pointed at me, swarmed the dining room. 



Any sane fugitive would have dropped the microphone and run for his life. I, however, was confident there was enough old money among the hundreds of guests to make it unnecessary. And I was right. Indeed, while as my brothers were being subdued, the wedding party, at once, stood up, turned over their table, and leapt over it, Aunt Francy among them. Ditto Rosalie, Chip and Bobby. Catherine, Mr. and Mrs. Pickett-Phillips, Mr. and Mrs. Simon-Gregg…every single guest shot to his feet, identified the agent closest to him, and attacked. 



Bless their hearts, not one of the close to twenty F.B.I. agents fired his gun. Of course, while I didn’t see everything from the stage, where the Facial Cum Shots and I continued to perform and didn’t miss a beat or note, none appeared able to thanks to Aunt Francy and others biting their hands and otherwise disarming them. As grand was that, at the very moment the Rowaneck Beach and Yacht Club dining room burst into chaos, the song transitioned from gospel to samba, or whatever, and the Cum Shots and I kicked it up like we were playing for our lives. 



Out of respect to the newlyweds, their families and everyone else in the room, including wait staff who produced rope to bind the federal agents, we wound up the song quickly. 

Baker dropped his guitar and T.J. leapt over the drums. They each grabbed one of my arms and nodded to our left, where Tommy beckoned us, also with a nod, ‘cuz his two hands held three guns. The three of us stepped off the stage, jumped over Matthew, Rosalie and two other people as they tied one of the first agent’s hands and feet, and booked out of the room. 



In the hall Tommy gave a 9mm to Baker and another to T.J. I held out my hand for the third and he laughed at me. He laughed at me and I said, “You’ve been talking to my husband.” We ran down a hall, through the lobby and outside to the driveway that was filled eight or nine dark sedans. My first thought was that there were additional agents on radios or whatever, hanging out with the cars. A quick look past their cars revealed Officer Caine and two other Rowaneck police officers holding three additional feds at gunpoint. “YAY!” I said out loud, and then said to my friends, “Shoot out their tires.” 

Baker, Tommy and T.J. did, slowly and carefully. When they were done I asked Baker what he was driving and he said: 



“A Hyundai.” 



“What?” I said, incredulous. 



“We have to keep a low profile on the way to Santa Fe.” I looked from him to Tommy to T.J., both of whom nodded. 
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“YAAAAAAAAAAAY!!!” I shouted, jumping up and down and clapping like Abigail 

Adams. “Best road trip EVER!!!” We hurried down the club’s long driveway, past Victor’s friends and the five feds they covered, one of whom was—are you sitting down?—Everett Jones. I controlled my surprise and he said nothing to me, though he did wink his approval of our escape. 



My Action Park friends and I ran the length of the driveway, out onto Woodbine Avenue and two blocks toward Rowaneck Ave. at the corner of which Baker’s dull Korean car waited for us. We got in quickly and sped away as fast, even though our friends had any pursuers under wraps. 



And the four of us drove to Santa Fe, New Mexico, hitting every water and amusement park between New York and New Mexico. We bought food and clothes on the way, stayed in both luxury and cheap hotels and played Bette Midler, Bob Dylan and Taco’s 

“Amadeus” along the way. 



Baker checked in with his ex-wife and best friend, Catherine Killian Ross Giligan Steele, to see how the rest of the wedding went. He put her on speaker as she said, “We left them tied up and moved the party to our house.” 



“Oh my God!” I said, “With Bethany in the basement.” 



“She heard it all,” Catherine said, bitterly. Then she brightened as she continued, 

“Christian, your brother’s friend Chip invited the women into the library and gave us quite a show.” I roared with laughter. “Then he spent the rest of the day examining all the art.” 



“Hah!” I said. 



“Baker, do you know how many famous painters’ original work are on the walls of this house?” He laughed and said: 



“No, but I’m sure Chip the Stripper’s done an inventory for us.” We all laughed. 



“No repercussions from the feds?” T.J. asked. 



“Nope,” Catherine said. “No one’s seen or heard from any of them. Not the guests or R.P.D.” 



“They’re too embarrassed,” Tommy said. 



“Too many people recorded our attack on their cell phones,” Baker suggested. 



“Oh, yeah,” Catherine said. “None of it’s online, either.” 



“Old money,” I said, and everyone agreed. 
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“Keep Bethany fed until we get back,” Baker said. “Love you.” 



“Love you,” Tommy said to his ex-wife and the mother of their…of London. 



“Love you,” said T.J., because he did, too, and I said: 



“Love you,” too. 







When I think about the four of us taking off like we did, I wonder why we didn’t include Catherine. She lost her daughter and then just found out her best friend for her whole life was a psycho and killed London. And we…specifically Baker and Tommy, left her alone in the Steele house with her. I haven’t asked Baker and probably won’t. He and Tommy knew Catherine better than I did, of course. They loved her and they would have looked out for her, even if it meant canceling our road trip. I was confident of that. She was OK 

being in the house, I guess, with her daughter’s killer tied up in the basement. Maybe she wanted to be there, either ignoring Bethany or taunting her. Or torturing her? I didn’t ask for details, though if I had to do it again I would have suggested Catherine come with us. 





OK, so it took another week to get to Santa Fe. I called Linden and he said to take my time, that Felda and Angela had stepped up and Violet, too. I was so happy to see him when we arrived, and happy to show him off to my high school friends. They stayed two more days and then took a plane back to New York. “Give the car to someone who needs it,” Baker, the trust-funder and attorney who didn’t have to work and generally didn’t. 



Linden and I drove my friends to the airport in Albuquerque. Their plane was delayed and so we had a drink at the bar of one of the restaurants. Baker excused myself from the others and asked me to join him at a table at the far end of the restaurant. I agreed, thinking he was going to thank me for coming to Rowaneck and shooting Bethany or something. Instead, after we settled at a two person table and ordered more drinks he said, “You weren’t my senior year project.” I didn’t recall my having thanked him for making me his senior year project the morning after prom, initially. He reminded me of it and I said: 



“Oh. Yeah.” He was kind to me. He became my friend and, through him, I got others. 

Sure, Tommy was the one who suggested I join the three of them at Action Park, but Baker was in charge of that small clique and he could have said no and my final year of high school would have been very different. 



“You weren’t my senior year project, Christian,” he said. I looked at him and was struck by how passionately he did so, and how pained his expression was. 



“Baker?” I said. 
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“You weren’t,” he said again. “I…” 



“Baker?” I said again, because he hesitated, for several long moments. Baker Steele wasn’t one to hesitate. He wasn’t one to say things passionately or exhibit pained expressions. “What is it?” I asked, firmly. 



“You weren’t my project, Christian Gallagher. I was in love with you. And I still am. 

And I have been for thirty years. And the reason I had so many girlfriends senior year, and four wives, one your cousin,” I had forgotten that, though I wouldn’t again, “was because I kept looking for a woman who made me feel like you do.” I was stunned, and speechless. Stunned like at no other time in my life. “You make my heart race, Christian. 

I think of you when you’re not around. I’m happy when you are. So happy I can’t put it into words. I’ve felt this way since we ran away from those college kids and you picked up the bottles, turned around and smashed them on the ground in front of them.” He was talking quickly. He spoke as though he could do nothing else. I stopped breathing I was so shocked. He continued, “I can imagine kissing you, Christian, but nothing else. I’m a ladies man and a horn dog. I like pussy. I can’t help it.” I still couldn’t breathe. “No man has ever wanted to be gay as much as I have, and do, and will as long as I live.” Still, no breathing. “I’ve followed everything you’ve done, in the news and on television. I Google you once a month, just to see what you’ve been up to. I hired a private investigator to locate you, in Santa Fe, just so I would know where you are.” I was turning blue by then. I knew this because Baker said, “You’re turning blue. Please breathe.” I did. Hard. I panted. I did. I breathed hard and heavy until a enough oxygen returned to my brain so I could, you know, survive, and respond. I said: 



“Baker, I had no idea.” He laughed. Chuckled. Good-naturedly. He had no illusions. 



“I know you’re happy and I would never come between you and Linden, even if I had the opportunity. You’re soul mates. You are. I love that you’re together.” He paused and chuckled again, ironically. “I love even that about you. That you’re happy, even with someone else.” He stopped speaking and I didn’t say anything, though I did breathe, you know, which was important. After a few moments I said: 



“I don’t know what to say,” which was something I don’t recall ever saying before. 



“Oh, you don’t have to say anything,” said Baker. “You’re good. I’m good. I just had to get it off my chest. I don’t mean to embarrass you.” 



“You haven’t,” I said, and then took his hand. “I love you, too. Baker. I love you for doing that Bella Abzug thing and casting me as Mary Tyrone and taking me to prom. I love you for agreeing to take me with you to Action Park. I know I’ve said it,” I was confused, “I think I have, but it changed my life. I didn’t have to rely on my family, exclusively, for friendship any more.” Baker took the hand that had taken his and said: 144 

“I wish I had done it years before. I wish I had approached you. I was scared, though. I was.” 



“You?” I didn’t believe it. 



“Are you kidding? That Red Rover shit you pulled. Blackmailing the other team? You were, like, five! My balls didn’t drop until high school, but you dragged yours out the birth canal.” 



“Hah!” I said, imagining it. And then I looked to my left to find, at a polite distance, several servers watching and listening to us. A man and two women, all of whom were in tears. “Hah!” I said again, not minding at all. Baker ignored them and said: 



“Be my friend always. Be in my life, Christian, always.” 



“I will, old friend.” 



“And always do grand things.” 
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