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Chapter 1 

When the high school friends who had driven me to Santa Fe from Rowaneck left Linden 

said, as we drifted off to sleep in the Homefires motel room in which we had lived for a 

year said, “Do you ever want to go back to Rowaneck, permanently?” 



“It’s never occurred to me,” I said, sincerely. “Do you ever want to go back to 

Larchmont?” Linden took several moments to answer. Then he said: 



“I only ever want to be where you are, Christian.” I was so moved I couldn’t speak, and 

so responded by finding my husband’s hand under the covers. After a minute I asked: 



“In what city have you been happiest?” 



“Orlando,” he answered right away, and in a tone that advised me more was coming. My 

husband took a deep breath and continued, “I’m always happy with you and whatever 

combination of dogs we have, and wherever we are, but I’ve never been happier than 

when…” he stopped for a second, found himself and then said, “than when Lil’ Jacob and 

Lil’ Samia cleaned the house and made a special dinner for when you came home from a 

week in Miami.” 



I busted into tears. 



“We may have only had them for a few years,” Linden went on, “but they were awesome. 

The best of my life.” 



“Should we get more kids?” I asked, and then flushed red. “Did that sound like they’re 

something we can pick up at a convenience store?” Linden squeezed my hand to say he 

understood. 



“I think we’re too effective a set of parents not to rescue at least one kid from being 

raised in foster care or a group home.” 



“Cufe and Cheole?” I suggested. Linden considered it, but only briefly. 



“They have each other. We couldn’t do any more for them.” 



“Logan?” I asked, though I knew the answer. Linden spoke for both of us when he said: 



“That boy is a force unto himself. As formidable as either of us.” A beat. “More so.” My 

silence advised him I agreed. I confirmed this when I added: 



“And who would look after Marjorie?” We both smiled. “So, should we find a boy or girl 

who needs us?” I knew he hadn’t looked alone, as much as he agonized over having 

sprung Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia on me when I spent months in denial over how 

profoundly losing them had affected me. Before Linden could reply my cell phone rang. I 
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found it strange someone would call me so late and determined it must be important. “It’s 

Felda,” I said and answered. Over my “Hello,” she said: 



“There’s a bomb under your bed. Get out of that room now.” Had it been anyone else I 

might have hesitated, but Felda’s clairvoyance had already saved me from a knife-

wielding assassin Todd Becket had hired to kill me. I said to Linden: 



“Get up.” As no other dogs were on our bed, I didn’t have to throw them off before lifting 

the mattress and then, with Linden’s help, the box spring. A small device the size of a cell 

phone, with wires and a timer, was duct taped to the bottom of the box spring. It read 

sixty seconds. Linden took the words out of my mouth when he said: 



“She couldn’t have given us a longer warning?” We could have scooped up the pups and 

ran but there were other people in the motel who didn’t need dying and, also, my nephew 

Marcus and his wife had done such an awesome job redecorating so many of the rooms I 

couldn’t have his work ruined. I peeled off the tape while Linden gestured for awake and 

excited Gladys, Harley and Asa not to move while he opened the door. I booked out of 

the room onto the second story balcony, saw that the tiny pool at which I spent so much 

time before and after getting shot (“I’ve been shot!”) was empty, and threw the bomb into 

it with a strength and accuracy I didn’t think I had. 



Linden stood next to me against the railing and we waited to see if the chlorinated water 

shorted out the bomb. We waited for what I was sure was more than a minute and then I 

said, “Phew, this means we don’t have to come up with a story for the police.” As Linden 

nodded the bomb exploded, sending a geyser of water into the air four stories high. 

“Wow!” I said, ‘cause it was really cool. 



“Uh-huh,” Linden agreed. The water landed, soaking the patio and surrounding parking 

spaces. An unfamiliar car started suddenly, causing Linden to reveal the Walther PP 

Super I didn’t see him pick up, too intent was I in removing the bomb from the box 

spring without setting it off. He aimed and shot out one tire as Phil, Latrice, Anne, Sonny 

and a handful of guests came outside to see what the gigantic splash was all about. The 

second assassin Todd Becket hired to take me out opened the driver’s door and booked 

out of the car, toward and through the breezeway separating the two halves of the motel. 



“Stop him!” I shouted to Phil and Latrice, though they were already on his ass. Linden 

and I went back into our room and looked out the rear window to find our friends tackle 

the fucker and punch the stuffing out of him. 



“Cool,” Linden said. Then we saw Anne and Sonny approach and join the beat down. 

Anne produced a wire I later learned she yanked out of a lamp to his hands behind his 

back. As she did the man went limp. Linden and I looked at each other and said, at the 

same time, “Cyanide.” Actually, I said “Cyanide pill” and Linden just said “Cyanide.” I 

think. He did, however, beat me to, “That’s one body we at least don’t have to move.” I 

laughed and hugged him. Then we leashed up the pups so we could give our friends a 

hand burying the most recent body. 

3 





I later learned Felda was in the middle of a reading when she saw the image of the fella 

breaking into our room while Linden was grocery shopping and the pups and I were 

poolside. “It was very inconvenient,” she said the following morning as we all enjoyed 

coffee on the still-wet patio. “I like to give my clients my full attention, you know.” 



“Hah!” I said, and then clinked coffee cups with her. Always the more practical one, 

Linden asked, in front of Felda, Angela, Anne, Sonny, Phil, Latrice and Violet: 



“Do we need to move?” Everyone looked at me with wide, concerned eyes. 



“No,” I said, “We need to get William Bishop to arrange a hit on Becket.” I explained 

who the former gangster was to those who didn’t know. Sonny said, kind of harsh: 



“You mean you haven’t?” I had no response so I just gave him a hostile moan. Violet 

said: 



“I’ll ask Krystal to arrange a call.” I nodded, satisfied. Linden looked at me, unsatisfied, 

causing Latrice to say, all perky: 



“As long as Felda’s looking out for you, you’ll be OK.” I looked from her to Felda, who 

nodded with confidence, to Linden, who didn’t. I told him, with my eyes, we would 

figure it out later. He responded, with his, OK. Then we continued to enjoy visiting with 

our friends. 







Our call to William Bishop was postponed when, that evening, the pedophile sting I was 

correct that Violet was also doing went very, very wrong. No sooner had Linden and I 

gone to bed, both of us reading books the names of which I forget and it really doesn’t 

matter, than someone knocked on our door. “It’s another assassin,” I said. 



“Felda would have called us,” Linden replied. 



“You’re right.” I put my book down, got out of bed and answered the door. It was Logan. 

“What?” I said, knowing from his expression, and that he was there at all, something was 

wrong. Really wrong. 



“Hi Christian,” he stuck his head in, “Linden.” My husband said nothing, waiting for the 

bad news. “Would you help us bury a body?” 



“Oh,” I said, looking from Logan to Linden, “is that all?” Linden nodded and also got out 

of bed. 



“Ummm,” said our guest. 
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“What?” Linden and I asked at once. 



“Well, you’re going to have to help us kill him, first.” We looked at each other, nodded, 

looked at Logan and said, again at the same time: 



“OK.” I gestured for the boy to lead the way. 



“Ummm,” he said, again. 



“WHAT?” I shouted. 



“He says he’s a journalist. That he went undercover to bust a child porn ring and get a 

Pulitzer.” 



“Whatever,” I said, not believing it and not caring even if it was true. “Fuck up 

‘Operation Justice,’” I just named it, “and you get your ass killed is what’s up.” Linden 

didn’t have a problem with it, either. We left our room and shut the door. 



“Are you serious?” Logan asked. 



“You’re the one who suggested burying his body,” I began. 



“After we kill him,” Linden finished. 



“Let’s do it.” 



“Christian…” I looked from Logan to Linden and said: 



“Look who’s getting all moral on us.” To Logan, “He’s a threat to us. He busts us in ‘The 

New York Times’ or some blog or whatever and we’re through. All of us. You go to 

reform school…” 



“Or an asylum,” Linden offered. I nodded and continued: 



“And my husband and I get sent to different prisons in the state.” 



“Or Florida.” I nodded. 



“High security. Misery, rape and bad food.” 



“With meat,” Linden was having fun, which tickled me. Logan: 



“I don’t know. I don’t think we should kill him.” 



“Then why did you bother us?” I asked. “Just let him go.” 
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“Or kill him yourself,” Linden turned around to go back to our room. 



“Yeah, Cufe and Cheole suddenly can’t kill someone?” I asked, shaking my head. Linden 

shook his, too, and we returned to our room. The pups were up and confused by the going 

and coming. 



“Now you’ve woken up the pups,” Linden feigned annoyance. “Now we’re going to have 

to walk them or they’ll pee everywhere.” 



“Yeah,” I said to poor, confused Logan, “that’s on you.” Linden found leashes and gave 

me one. We put them on the babies and then stood up to leave the room again. Frustrated 

and seriously alarmed, Logan blocked our way. 



“What?” I said, appalled. 



“WE DON’T KNOW WHAT TO DO!!!” he shouted. “HE HAS A FAMILY!” Logan 

shouted again. 



“ALL RIGHT!” I shouted back. “You don’t have to shout,” I added, at a lower volume. 



“What should we do?” Logan asked, apparently relieved that we finally “got it” when 

Linden and I had actually gotten it right away and just wanted to fuck with him. 



“And do you think he’s really a reporter?” I asked. Logan nodded. 



“Why do you think that?” asked Linden, genuinely curious. Suddenly confident, Logan 

said: 



“He doesn’t give off the vibe.” I nodded and Linden did, too. Though neither of us were 

able to recognize the vibe, we both acknowledged later, we were confident our young 

friend did, after years of exploitation. “Don’t get me wrong,” Logan continued, “he’s a 

total dick. Very ambitious. Thinks this’ll set him up as King-Journalism-Shit.” 



“Does he know you’re killing pedophiles?” my husband asked, “Reducing the market? 

Saving innocent lives?” 



“He doesn’t care,” Logan said. “He said so. He wants fame. Even more now that he 

knows we’re knocking off pervs.” 



“Does he know about us?” I asked. 



“He thinks there’s an adult behind it.” I looked at Linden and said: 



“Maybe we shouldn’t go down there. Maybe we should just shoot him and solve all our 

problems.” Linden considered this, but not for very long, and then said: 
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“Let’s go talk to him.” Logan sighed with relief. “We need to walk the pups first.” 



“Yeah,” I said. “We’ll meet you downstairs in ten.” 







Linden gave the pups a longer walk than we had planned. Neither of us was anxious to 

hassle with this guy, the reporter who claimed he wasn’t a child molester but instead 

wanted to blow the lid off the kiddie porn operation he discovered was located at 

Homefires. “What do we do with a reporter who thinks Logan and Violet’s efforts are 

part of a child hooker ring?” my husband asked. When I didn’t answer he said, “Bring 

him into our confidence? He probably won’t approve.” 



“We can’t do that,” I said. “We can’t kill him and we can’t let him go.” 



“We can call Samia and have her Shanghai him to…” I said: 



“Shanghai?” Linden smiled. 



“It’s far enough away.” I thought about it and it was a good idea. I didn’t have a way to 

reach Samia when I wasn’t a fugitive. My former students and her current globe-trotting 

do-good partners Jacob and Joshua Kelly had followed, found and rescued me, Linden 

and Kitty in Texas, but there’s no telling where they were, either. I explained this to 

Linden and said: 



“We hang onto him, somewhere, until Samia’s next visit.” Linden nodded and then 

asked, dully: 



“One of the rooms?” 



“No,” I said right away. “We need to give Sonny and Anne deniability.” Linden nodded 

again and then I said, “We’ll rent a house someplace, as Charlie and Chuck. We’ll keep 

him there until we can get him out of the country. That’ll show him.” Linden smiled and 

said: 



“It will.” 







“What took you so long?” Logan asked when Linden and I entered Violet’s work room. 

She, Cufe and Cheole sat next to each other on the carpet opposite the queen-sized bed 

and to the right of the television. On the bed lay a short man of about thirty. He had a 

round face, receding hairline, glasses and a gag. I ignored Logan’s questions and said to 

the prisoner: 



“You must be…” I looked back at Logan, who said: 
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“Razor Dunne.” 



“Razor?” Linden asked. 



“I didn’t ask if it was the name on his birth certificate,” Logan said. “I didn’t think it was 

germane.” I loved people who used the word “germane” instead of “important” or 

“necessary.” I asked: 



“Did I teach you that word?” Logan smiled and said: 



“Yes.” 



“That makes me so glad,” I looked from him to Linden, who matched my smile and 

glow. Then the three of us regarded Razor. “Would you take his gag off?” Logan did so, 

giving our guest the opportunity to say: 



“Christian Gallagher,” in a nasally voice that reminded me of that one guy who co-owned 

Superior Bodies Orlando for a couple of years with me. James? 



“This is a bigger problem,” Linden said. 



“But with the same solution,” was my response. 



“What are you going to do with him?” Violet asked. I looked at her, hard. I hadn’t seen 

much of her since I returned from Rowaneck. I wanted to hug her and tell her how brave 

she was…not to take on the pervs but to do something for which her mother, Shannon, 

would kill her. Instead, I considered how tall and mature she looked for her age and 

asked: 



“How do you get them here? Violet understood what I meant and said: 



“I post…well, Krystal posts a younger picture of me.” I nodded. I should have guessed. 

Maybe I was just postponing addressing “Razor.” I looked at Linden and asked: 



“Do you want to take this?”  He nodded and I sat on the carpet in front of Violet and the 

twins. Logan sat in a non-descript chair next to the room’s non-descript table—it was not 

one of the rooms Marcus had redecorated. Linden said: 



“We don’t know if you’re an actual journalist or if you’re truly a child molester. We 

don’t want to kill you if you’re intent was to go ‘undercover’ and expose what you think 

is a kiddie hooker operation. We can’t let you go, either, because you could stop us from 

the noble cause of killing people who would fuck children for money.” My husband 

looked from Razor to Violet and said, “I apologize for my language.” She smiled and so 

did everyone but the guy tied to the bed. Linden continued, “We’re going to rent a house 

and keep you there; albeit more comfortably, until our friends…” He didn’t know how to 

8 



describe Samia and the Kellys and, so, didn’t. “Until our friends visit and take you out of 

the country, settling you in Burma or French Guyana. Someplace where you’ll be too 

concerned with your own survival that you won’t bother us.” It was excellent. Linden 

was brief, clear and polite. Razor said: 



“If you let me go I won’t publish anything.” Linden shook his head, firmly. 



“We can’t risk it. If you do we will kill you, which none of us would mind, as frequently 

as we do it, our crime-fighting effort would be exposed.” A beat. “You understand.” To 

his credit, Razor didn’t say anything else that was as stupid as “If you let me go I won’t 

publish anything.” Instead he sighed and nodded. “Good,” Linden finished. I stood up 

and added: 



“If you’re pleasant and cooperative, we will provide you with good food, a comfortable 

room, books and television. If you’re not we’ll cut off your fingers, tattoo ‘I am gay’ on 

your forehead and parachute you into Syria.” Razor nodded again. Linden and I looked at 

each other, at our friends and then each other again. 



“This went really well,” my husband said to me. 



“I agree,” I said to him and then looked at Logan, Cheole, Violet and Cufe to see what 

they thought. Each nodded his agreement. To Razor I said: 



“We’re going to bed now. We’ll move you tomorrow.” I gave the rest of the room’s 

occupants the peace sign and then reached for the door. I opened and closed it quickly to 

see if Razor was going to scream for help, his gag still off. Linden said: 



“Didn’t even try.” 



“Excellent.” 



“Have a good evening,” Linden said to our teenaged friends. To Razor he said, “It was a 

pleasure meeting you. Good night.” Razor nodded and Linden and I left. 







The following day I arranged a house rental in a piece of shit neighborhood of Santa Fe. 

That night Logan, Violet, Cufe and Cheole brought Razor there. I was confident after a 

couple of weeks the “undercover journalist,” whose work amounted to a poorly read, but 

well written, blog would be released, go home and continue doing tech support for 

several local attorneys and accountants. Bless his heart for wanting to take down a 

pedophile ring. It made me wonder if someone hurt him or someone he knew. That night 

in bed Linden said, “Are we sure he’s not a perv?” 
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“Logan said he didn’t get that from him. Violet said he told her he could help her get 

away. He wanted to profile her, anonymously, for a story he would sell to ‘The New 

York Times Magazine.’” Linden wasn’t convinced. 



“He could have lost his nerve or suspected a trap.” 



“There’s no telling how anyone busted for soliciting a minor is going to react,” I said 

with more confidence than I had. Linden’s expression called me out. “I’m going with 

Logan.” My husband nodded and said: 



“I’m going to see a social worker tomorrow about get a foster care application.” 



“Excellent,” I said. I found his hand and squeezed it. “We’ll fill it out together.” We gave 

each other a final kiss goodnight and then heard a knock. 



“Do you suppose it’s another assassin?” I asked Linden. 



“Or another blogger?” Linden asked me. I got up and approached the door in a t-shirt and 

boxer briefs, because it was my home and whoever had the nerve to annoy us so late 

could just see me in them. I opened it to find a young black girl, probably in her teens. 

Short, slightly overweight, wearing bright blue shorts, sandals and a jean jacket and 

sporting a weave that made me think of Veronica Lake as it was long and covered one 

extremely made up eye. 



“I’m Chaquel,” said, you know, Chaquel. 



“Hi,” I said pleasantly. “What can I do for you, Chaquel?” 



“You’re my uncle. I’m Colin’s daughter.” Colin and Deborah were fostering three sisters. 

They were difficult is all I knew about them. 



“It’s nice to know you,” I said, as pleasantly. “Let’s visit tomorrow.” I nodded a 

goodnight and made to close the door. She put her hand on the door to stop me and said: 



“I just got here. I need a place to sleep. I need you to get me a room.” 



“I don’t need to do a thing, my dear,” I said. “I wasn’t expecting you and I am not your 

parent.” A beat. “And is Colin your legal father? I thought he and Deborah were just 

fostering.” 



“Whatever,” Chaquel dismissed the question, “he’s legally responsible for me until I’m 

eighteen. That’s in a year and two months.” The pups, who were down for the night and 

not happy to be bothered, especially by someone belligerent, approached the door to 

check out the visitor. Linden had trained them not to bark at or jump on guests and so 

Gladys, Harley and Asa stood behind me, looking at Chaquel warily. “Eeewww,” she 

said, turning my instant dislike for her to instant hate. 
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“Tell me why you’re here, quickly,” I said to Chaquel. 



“Your brother is mean and won’t let me have independence,” she said firmly. “I couldn’t 

live there.” I wanted to ask her how she found me, how she knew where I was, but it 

would have been rude, and moot. I sighed and said, only: 



“Teenage rebellion.” 



“Rebellion, nothing,” Chaquel fairly snapped. “I’m not some dumb bitch looking for 

attention. I need to trick and he won’t let me.” 



“You need to what?” Linden said getting out of bed and standing beside me. 



“I need to trick. I need to hook. I need to shake my money-maker.” Neither of us knew 

what to say. “I’ve been selling my pussy and my ass since I was thirteen years old. I took 

care of my sisters and we were fine. Then the state takes us out of our house and puts us 

in your brother’s house and he won’t let me trick and I have to go to school and there’s 

rules and all kinds of shit.” I didn’t want to have this conversation with Chaquel. I didn’t 

want her to be standing outside our motel room door in Santa Fe. I didn’t want to know 

why the state assumed responsibility for her and her sisters. She wasn’t family, she 

wasn’t nice and everything about her screamed trouble. 



My cell phone rang. It was on the table next to my side of the bed. Linden saw it as an 

excuse to leave the conversation he didn’t want to have, either, and so excused himself to 

answer it. “Hello,” he said. “Oh, yeah. Give me a second.” To the pups he said, “Come,” 

and led all three into the bathroom where he took the call. 



“I can’t help you, Chaquel. You need to go back to New Jersey or to a youth shelter.” I 

didn’t know of one in Santa Fe. “I can call you a cab and buy you a bus ticket.” 



“You can pimp my fat ass out is what you can do,” she said, nearly stunning me. “You 

did that in Orlando at that gym. I came here all the way so you could hook me up with 

some clients. I need to build a clientele so I can take care of my sisters the way I was 

doing.” She looked at me intensely with the one eye I could see. As I had no response and 

no solution I studied it. She had silver sparkly eye shadow, black eyeliner and large false 

eyelashes that had matching silver sparkly stuff in them. She gave an exaggerated sigh 

and shifted her weight from one hip to another. I looked from her eye down the length of 

her. “Yeah, you see me,” she said. “You see what all I got.” She turned around slowly, 

opening her jacket to better shake the two large breasts under a white cotton t-shirt. She 

shook her two large buttocks, too. “You see it. You’re doing the math. Uh-huh. We’re 

going to make some big money, huh?” 



“No, we’re not,” I said. “I’m going to close the door now go to bed. Please don’t be here 

tomorrow.” I took the doorknob and shut the door halfway when she smacked it, hard. 
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“You set me up here, Uncle Christian, or I call the FBI and let them know where to pick 

you up?” Before I could attack her and push her over the second floor railing Linden 

stepped out of the bathroom and said: 



“Honey, phone for you.” I didn’t know why he was telling me this. What could be more 

important than being threatened by this piece of shit girl? I didn’t respond or look at him 

or do anything but stare defiantly at my brother’s foster kid. “Please take it,” Linden said 

drawing me away from the door and handing me my cell. “I’ll get Chaquel a room.” 

Before I could respond he led me to the bathroom, whispering, “It’s Colin. Chaquel’s 

trouble. We need to indulge her until we get a plan.” Linden gently pushed me into the 

bathroom, where the pups were happy to be away from icky Chaquel, and shut the door. I 

raised the phone to my face and asked: 



“What is going on?” Colin began by apologizing for Chaquel’s knowing where I lived 

and that I had been a madam in Orlando. “It’s OK,” I told him, sincerely. “These kids are 

cunning. They need to be to survive.” My brother said: 



“We chose to foster Chaquel, Denise and Maybelline,” I’m not kidding, the youngest 

sister was named after the makeup company, “because their circumstance was similar to 

Billy and his brothers’.” Matthew and Rosalie’s sons. “Except Chaquel’s not nice, like 

Billy,” who took his life, leaving our youngest brother and his wife to raise Chris and 

John, Billy’s unlikable younger brothers. 



Billy, Chris and John had different mothers but the late, thanks to my siblings and me, 

Ray Hollander as a father. Chaquel, Denise and Maybelline had the same mother, whose 

name was Tarsha, but different fathers. Five years older than Denise and seven years 

older than Maybelline, Chaquel was molested by both their fathers, I think, and other 

men, with their mother’s knowledge and approval. Tarsha…whatever her last name 

was…Griffin, I think, let her other daughters’ fathers fuck her oldest, in exchange for 

money. “Though not until she had her first period,” Colin explained, “because she wasn’t 

physically ready for sex before then.” 



“How considerate of her to wait until her daughter was old enough to be sold to her 

stepfathers and other men.” I shuddered. “Is the mother dead?” I asked my brother. 



“No,” Colin said in a tone that meant not yet. He continued, “We got all three of the girls. 

Denise and Maybelline had no social skills but hadn’t been molested and so were 

easy…relatively, to handle. Chaquel was…is…impossible.” Colin’s tone, and what I 

knew about his perpetual cheerfulness and fortitude, advised me he didn’t say it lightly. 

“She’s a lost cause, Christian. I’m glad she’s not here. Her sisters are, too, I think.” He 

paused. “I hate to say it.” Another beat. “I hate myself for saying it.” 



“Don’t,” I said. “If you can’t fix her she’s beyond fixing.” My brother and I were silent 

for a moment during which he continued to hate himself, I knew, and I wondered how the 

girl’s being in Santa Fe was going to affect me, Linden, and our fugitive friends. “Does 

she know about the folks breaking out of Sea Grass?” 
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“Deborah and I have never had a conversation about that in this house.” 



“Good,” I said, but with only mild relief. “What about Kitty?” Our cousin who helped her 

long-suffering schizophrenic daughter commit suicide after her father died. 

“She knows nothing.” 



“So it’s just Linden and I who are in danger of exposure,” I said, to confirm. 



“Yes.” I took a deep breath and asked: 



“How do you recommend Linden and I handle her?” Colin took a deep breath, too. And 

then a second one. Then he said: 



“Run.” 







Linden took his time getting Chaquel settled in a vacant room as far away from ours as 

possible. “I was very gracious. No Larchmont Ladies Association member could have 

done better.” 



“I don’t doubt it,” I said t as we leashed the pups, too worked up to go back to bed right 

away, and took them across the street in the rear of the building. Linden surveyed the area 

where we had buried so many bodies and said: 



“Should I have brought the shovel?” 



“I don’t know,” I said, and then explained, in even greater detail than I have here, my 

conversation with Colin.” 



“Run, huh?” he said, shaking his head. 



“I’m sorry,” I said. 



“It’s not your fault, or Colin’s,” Linden assured me. 



“She found out, somehow, from Colin or Deborah,” I said, just a statement of fact. 



“She probably snooped through every drawer, folder and piece of paper in the house.” 



“And eavesdropped on every conversation,” I suggested. 



“How long have they had the girls?” Linden asked. I didn’t know and said so. My 

husband considered, threw up the arm that wasn’t holding Asa’s leash and said, “It was 

inevitable we would move.” I grimaced but said nothing. “That we’ve lasted this 
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long…after the Hairdos and the trans-beauty pageant. Your getting shot…” I grimaced 

harder, remembering it and my flight from the Albuquerque hospital. “Todd Becket 

found us,” was really all he had to say. 



“Yes, he did.” 



“We should have left after he sent that woman to stab you,” Linden said, correctly. 



“What do we do?” I asked. “How soon do we go? And to where?” 



“I don’t know,” Linden said. “We’ll string Chaquel along until we go.” It was so 

depressing, as I liked Anne and Sonny, Phil and Latrice, and all the kids. And Marjorie. 

And the Sea Grass Book Club South: Kitty, Terry, Grady, his mother and brother. The 

elder Dr. Mann died. I forget when. I only remember it now. 



“I’m sorry, Linden.” 



“I’m not, Christian,” my husband said. “I’m leaving with you.” He stepped up to me and 

kissed me, causing the three leashes to get tangled. As we undid them Felda Vogel 

approached and said: 



“I’ve got a suggestion.” 
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Chapter 2 

Felda’s suggestion was that Linden and I go back to—are you sitting down?—Florida! 

Specifically, Wysteria, a neighborhood of Talbot, Florida, where psychics live and work. 

Most exciting of all, though, is that it’s only thirty minutes from Orlando. 



“Why Wysteria?” Linden asked our near-toothless, chain-smoking friend as we sat by the 

completely undamaged pool. 



“I can put a spell on you to prevent people from doubting your identities.” Bless Linden’s 

heart, he said nothing when I’m sure he wanted doubt Felda’s sanity, verbally, and 

loudly. His face was expressionless as she continued, “I can do it here,” I wanted to ask 

her why she hadn’t yet, but didn’t, “but so many people already know about you, here 

and elsewhere.” Todd Becket, Agent Jones, everyone in my family including foster 

nieces I’ve never met… “It would be worthless to cast the spell now. If you moved I 

could do it and you could take it with you. If you took it to Wysteria, or any other place 

where there are legitimate psychics, you could have it reinforced and even strengthened.” 

She made a good case for it, and she saved my life twice, and Linden and the pups’ lives 

that second time. I wanted to remind Linden of this there, but I didn’t want Felda to think 

he needed convincing. Instead I lightened the conversation by asking: 



“Can you make Chaquel not a bitch?” Felda lit one cig from another and said: 



“She’s going through a process, Christian. I can’t say if she will come out happy or sad. 

It’s not something we can interfere with.” I didn’t respond and neither did Linden. Felda 

continued, “I’ll have Angela introduce her to the local industry. She can work until she 

decides where she wants to go with her life. We’ll keep an eye on her.” Felda took a drag 

and exhaled. Then she smiled at me. I smiled back and said: 



“I appreciate that. And Colin will, too.” The wrinkled old German medium nodded her 

head. 



It was late and I was very tired. Too tired to move, and so I fell asleep on my chaise. 

Linden fell asleep on his and Felda went back to her room. The following morning I 

woke up first. As Linden was still asleep I left the patio as quietly as I could so I could 

get coffee and go winkie. As I carefully stepped over the low metal fence Linden said, 

“I’m going to cancel my appointment with the social worker.” I don’t think he said it in a 

way to make me feel bad. He was just advising me that, as we were leaving soon, it 

wasn’t the right time to foster a child. On the other side of the fence I turned around and 

said to him: 



“I’m sorry.” 



“It’s not your fault,” said my husband. “There are kids everywhere who need us.” I 

nodded and turned around. 
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“I’ll make a pot and then get the babies.” 



“Thank you, Christian,” said Linden. As I walked toward the steps to our room he said, “I 

love you, you know.” I stopped, turned around and said: 



“I know.” 



I brought the pups and the pot of hot coffee to the patio. Within minutes Anne, Sonny and 

Phil joined us, the former two with coffee they had made, Phil with an empty mug I was 

happy to fill. It was convenient for them to join us then as it gave Linden and me the 

opportunity to advise them we were leaving soon. Our three friends met the news with 

sadness but no one was surprised. Anne asked: 



“Where are you going?” Neither Linden nor I wanted to hurt her feelings by telling her 

we weren’t telling. She let us off the hook by saying, “No, don’t tell me.” Phil said: 



“Latrice and I are getting married. Would you stay for the wedding?” 



“When will it be?” I asked. 



“How soon do you need to go?” he asked. I looked past my young friend to Chaquel’s 

approaching figure and my chest hurt. 



“Next week,” I said, and then looked at Linden, who also saw Chaquel and said: 



“Twenty minutes.” 



“Hey,” my foster niece said, entering the patio through the gate. I took a deep breath, 

stood up and introduced her to the others. 



“Chaquel is a friend of the family,” I told Anne, Sonny and Phil. They all stood to shake 

her hand. She didn’t smile but her handshake appeared firm and she did call each of them 

by his name. “Chaquel’s going to be hooking while she’s here. Felda said Angela’s going 

to give her an orientation today, and then go shopping,” I looked from my husband and 

Sea Grass friends to the girl and said, “on me.” Chaquel looked surprised and confused. 

She opened her mouth to speak but I said, before she could, “If you’re going to get work 

you’re going to need appropriate clothing. I don’t know what you brought, but Angela 

knows the local market.” Anne said: 



“Yes, she does.” Sonny: 



“She’ll get you set up.” Phil: 



“As many men who hit on Latrice…” Linden: 
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“This isn’t some truck stop, you know.” That made me laugh. That my husband 

maintained a serious expression made me laugh harder. He continued, “We have 

expensive pieces of furniture and real art in these rooms…some of them.” I laughed 

harder and Anne and Sonny did, too. 



“This is a classy place,” Phil said, not realizing Linden was being all tongue-in-cheek. 

Obtuse to the very end, was our boy. I calmed down enough to add: 



“I don’t know what you were used to back in Jersey, but Santa Fe is a historical city, with 

culture and breeding.” That set me off—my own remark—and I roared. Behind me I 

heard Angela ask: 



“What’s so funny?” I pulled myself together and said of the confused and a little alarmed 

teenage girl beside me: 



“This is Chaquel, one of your new colleagues.” Angela looked very excited, entered the 

patio and held out her hand. 



“My mother told me about you. I’m so glad you’re here.” They shook hands as I 

explained the shopping spree I was funding. To Angela I said, in a low voice that only 

Chaquel could also hear: 



“I’m going to get my credit card. Don’t spend more than a thousand each.” Angela 

smiled, surprised, and then nodded, all serious. 



“Of course. Yes. Thank you. We won’t.” I then said, ‘cause I had paid for her to do my 

bidding: 



“Why don’t you show Chaquel around the place…the rooms. Your work room.” 



“Yes, of course,” she said. “Chaquel?” My foster niece looked from her to me and back 

to Angela, several times, wondering if she had gone down the rabbit hole or was tripping 

on something else. 



“Chaquel,” I said in as friendly a way as I have ever said anything, “Please go with 

Angela. She’ll be your mentor while you get to know the city and develop a clientele.” 

Chaquel found herself and said to me: 



“Are you for real?” 



“Fuck yeah!” I said, and then let out as high a peal of laughter as I could generate. It was 

an insane noise and made everyone laugh but the completely frightened girl. 



“Let’s get out of here,” suggested Angela, who took Chaquel’s arm and led her past me. 

“He’s crazy, but he won’t hurt you,” she added, in a low voice that I could still hear. As I 
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watched them leave the patio and head toward Angela’s room I had a thought. I turned 

around and expressed it to everyone thus: 



“I used to fuckin’ hate Angela. Now I really like her!” That made my husband and our 

friends, who were still chuckling over my gracious shopping spree offer and shrill 

laughter, bust into fresh laughter of their own. 







Neither Linden nor I left the patio that day, which was usual for me but unusual for him. 

People came and went including Ephraim and Jay, Cufe and Cheole, and Logan and 

Violet. “Are you ‘seeing’ each other?” I asked the boy and older-by-a-few-years girl? 



“Yes,” they said, together. Then Violet added: 



“I don’t want my mother to know, though.” 



“Hmmm,” I replied nodding. Linden said: 



“There are lots of things Shannon doesn’t need to know.” 



“Or Ty,” Logan added with a playful shudder. 



“Amen,” I said, imagining the former gangster bodyguard picking little Logan up by two 

fingers and hurling him over the motel so high and hard that the impact on the grounds of 

our carefully disguised cemetery created a grave deep enough for him to rest comfortably 

for eternity. 



“I’m sorry you’re leaving,” Violet said to Linden and me. 



“We are, too,” I said. Linden nodded and then asked: 



“How long will you continue setting up pedophiles?” 



“You know, and murdering them?” I added, playfully. Logan smiled and looked at 

Violet, who shrugged. 



“We don’t know,” he said. “Until life takes us someplace else.” I smiled and looked at 

Linden, who also liked the response. 



“Until life takes us someplace else,” I said, and then the four of us saw a taxi pull into the 

lot. Out of it stepped a young woman, no more than twenty-five but probably closer to 

twenty, who was enormously pregnant. She paid the driver and gave him a friendly 

goodbye, and then saw us watching her. She smiled, waved, and carefully walked toward 

us. 
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“Do we know that woman?” I asked the others in a stage whisper. 



“I don’t,” said Logan. 



“Nope,” said Violet. 



“I think I do,” said Linden, who looked at the young pervert killing lovebirds and asked: 

“Would you excuse us?” They agreed with brief nods and left, but not before holding the 

patio gate open for our visitor. Logan helped her into a chair and then followed Violet 

back to her room. 



“Hello,” the woman said to me and my husband. “Hello,” she said to Gladys, Harley and 

Asa as they approached her, tails wagging. I looked at Linden and we agreed she had to 

be a good person or the pups would have ignored her, as they did Chaquel. 



“Hello,” I said, getting up, and approaching her. “My name is Charlie, and this is my 

husband, Chuck.” The woman remained seated as we approached her and shook her 

hand. 



“I’m Meg,” she said, and then we sat down. A pretty girl, she had bright green eyes and 

long, apparently soft light brown hair that fell in loose but, apparently again, natural 

spiral curls. “And I know that you’re Christian Gallagher and Linden Midwinter.” 



“OK,” I said, with a big smile. Meg held up her hands. 



“Don’t be concerned,” she said. To Linden, “I was going to meet you at the social 

services office downtown.” 



“Oh!” Linden said, louder and more surprised than I have ever heard him say anything. I 

loved the very infrequent times he lost his standard cool. 



“Yes,” she said. She mentioned the name of the social worker, and I can’t remember it, 

but apparently the woman who going to introduce Linden to Meg and suggest he, and I, 

adopt the baby she was carrying. 



“Oh!” Linden said, again, nearly causing me to laugh. I wouldn’t embarrass him, though, 

and just enjoyed his adorable reactions quietly. 



“I’m a surrogate,” Meg said. “I carry babies for couples…for women who can’t carry 

their own babies, for medical reasons.” 



“Oh!” I couldn’t help imitating my husband, and then immediately felt bad. He didn’t 

notice it or didn’t say so. 



“I’ve been doing it since I was seventeen and got pregnant with my then boyfriend.” I 

just nodded and, in my peripheral vision saw Linden did, too. “We gave the baby up for 
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adoption to a wonderful couple in Salt Lake City. They were so happy and grateful that I 

considered become a surrogate. I did some research and spoke to a couple of doctors. 

Then I found an agency that arranged surrogate pregnancies. They’re in Kansas City but 

with everything online now they cover the whole country.” I had an idea where Meg was 

going but said nothing. She continued, “This is my sixth pregnancy. Everything about it 

is OK except that the baby…the boy, is disabled.” 



“The parents don’t want him,” I said and then regretted having interrupted. Meg shook 

her head. 



“No, they don’t. It’s very disappointing. I thought they were better people.” 



“What is his disability?” Linden asked. In the moment it took for Meg to take a breath I 

considered a range of them: Down syndrome, blindness, webbed fingers and toes, cleft 

palate…yeah, serious and not serious. One thing I didn’t think of was: 



“He has no limbs.” Together Linden and I said: 



“Oh,” very seriously. Meg took another breath…a sigh, really, and said: 



“It happens. It’s rare. There’s no brain injury, nothing to indicate the baby’s mentally 

challenged. He just has no arms or legs.” 



“So they don’t want him,” I said. Meg shook her head. 



“The really don’t want him.” Her face became so grave it made me grip the arms of my 

chaise. “They offered to double my fee if I aborted him.” And she said no, I thought. 

“And I said no,” she said. “This baby’s beautiful.” She put her hands on her belly. “Every 

baby I’ve carried is. Every baby everywhere is.” I didn’t disagree and Linden also said 

nothing. “I could raise him. It would be difficult because of his disability and because I’m 

a single mother. I would have to get a steady job, though. I couldn’t keep carrying babies 

for others and look after him. It would be too much.” I understood and appreciated the 

explanation as it meant I didn’t have to ask her why she wouldn’t raise the baby. Linden 

confirmed later he was thinking the same thing. He said: 



“You would like us to take him.” It wasn’t a question. He said it flatly, emotionlessly. 



“Yes,” Meg said, matching his tone. 



“Why?” my husband and I said together. 



“Because you risked going to prison to save Ellie Becket. You lost your home and your 

lives in Florida to save her from her father. You were raising two children with fetal-

alcohol syndrome, which isn’t easy. You have resources.” 



“We’re wanted by the FBI,” I said. 
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“And Todd Becket’s tried to kill Christian, twice,” Linden added. Meg didn’t respond to 

either protest. Instead she just smiled and let us realize the feds would never get us and 

Becket would never kill us. It occurred to me then how alarmed I should be that this 

stranger should know so much about us. Then I remembered I had appeared on television, 

both as an actor and, over a decade before, the man who ran the whorehouse and who 

might have killed an old transvestite. Add the promos Bentley created and aired… 



“Linden and I are moving,” I said to Meg. “It’s why he canceled his appointment.” She 

said: 



“That’s what Mrs. Ellison told me.” She was the social worker. Not important. “That’s 

OK.” 



“When are you due?” my husband asked. 



“A week or two, but if you have to go right away I can arrange a cesarean.” 



“We need to think about it,” I said. Meg nodded. 



“Of course. It’s a big thing to spring on you.” Meg got herself to her feet and Linden and 

I stood up, too. “Please don’t feel pressure to take him. I will make sure the baby finds a 

good family, no matter how long it takes. I knew about you from the Ellie Becket rescue 

and recognized you at the movie theater last year.” 



“When I was shot?” I asked, calmly. Meg nodded. 



“I would have gone after those women but I was as big as I am now.” She patted her 

belly. “Your friends took care of them, though. Didn’t they?” Linden and I both nodded. 

“I was in the studio audience for the teen transgender pageant, too.” Yikes, did Meg also 

know the psychic contestant channeled my sister in her act? If she did she didn’t say so. 

Instead she said, “You’re ideal. On the run you’re still ideal.” We were? Linden and I 

both thought and communicated with our expressions. “Yes,” she looked from one of us 

to the other, several times. “This boy needs to have a life exciting enough that he won’t 

mind not being able to run and throw a ball. Who better to give it to him than people who 

started a baseball team called the Hairdos because one of the players was horribly burned 

and too shy to reveal his face?” I nodded, silently. “And who taught the boys who took 

out those bitch assassins to shoot?” That was Sonny, of course, but we still understood 

what she meant. “And who took in that boy who hosted the pageant when he ran away 

from his parents?” Yikes, did Meg also know Logan and the others were luring child 

molesters to the motel and killing them, and would she credit us for that, too? “That’s all 

I need to know about you to know this baby couldn’t have better parents.” Phew. 



Then something occurred to me and I said, “I’m forty-eight and Linden’s forty-five. 

Who’s going to take care of him when we die?” Meg smiled and let us realize we would 

figure it out. 
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“We need to think about it,” I said. 



“Thank you,” Meg said, graciously. She pulled a card out of her maternity dress and 

handed it to me. “Please call me when you decide. Either way.” I nodded and took it. 



“Can we give you a ride home?” Linden asked. 



“Thank you, no,” said our guest. “I asked the cab driver to come back about…” She 

looked at the road and so did we to find the taxi pulling back into the parking lot. “Now.” 

Linden opened the patio gate and Meg took both of our arms. We led her to the cab, 

whose driver opened the rear door for her. “Thank you,” she said again. “Call me if you 

need any more information. Medical stuff…whatever you need to help you decide.” 



“Thank you for thinking of us,” I said. It sounded silly and I laughed. Meg understood 

and laughed, too. Linden only smiled, which was the equivalent. 



My husband and I watched the taxi take this interesting young lady away and then we 

looked at each other. We didn’t even have to ask each other if we wanted to take the boy, 

though Linden said, “How can we take him and not go back and get Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ 

Samia?” I answered quickly and with confidence: 



“We could raise the boy on the road if we had to. We couldn’t raise the babies like that.” 

Linden nodded, satisfied. 



“When should we tell her we’re taking him?” he asked. 



“Tomorrow,” I said. My husband nodded again and then put his arms around me. I put 

mine around him and we stood there until Logan and Violet returned and he said: 



“So, when is she delivering your baby?” 







With only a few weeks left in Santa Fe, Linden and I chose to visit area attractions, 

because we hadn’t, so concerned were we about living on the down-low. There were lots 

of cool things we hadn’t seen and, we discovered, the kids we had come to know also 

hadn’t seen. We made an itinerary and posted it on the office door. It listed the different 

places we were going to visit and the day of the week. We did our best to keep it to 

weekends and afternoons because the kids had school. The few times we took Ephraim, 

Jay, Violet, Logan, Cufe, Cheole, Stephen, Krystal and Majel out of school we made sure 

it was to take them to someplace educational. Members of our adult posse often came, 

including and especially Marjorie. I was glad to have her, having decided I liked her after 

the fantastic and very moving patience and love she demonstrated when we rescued the 

hoarded dogs from Donna Marsh. She also brought Aiden and Lowell, two foster kids she 

took in when Anne and Sonny adopted Ephraim and Jay. 
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Different combinations of the Homefires crew visited Cerrillos Hills State Park, El 

Rancho de las Golondrinas, Kash-Katuwe Ten Rocks National Monument, Harrell House 

of Natural Oddities (not as wacky as it sounds), Nedra Matteucci Galleries (we went 

through that quickly), Palace of the Governors (also fast), Cathedral Basiclica of Saint 

Francis of Assisi (fast, fast, fast) and Loretto Chapel. And other places. Oh, and the 

Bataan Memorial Military Museum and Library. We took the kids out of school for that. 

No one had been. It wasn’t fun, focused as it was on the Bataan Death March. Apparently 

most of New Mexico’s national guard, all of whom fought in the Pacific theater during 

the Second World War, were among the seventy thousand U.S. and Filipino soldiers 

captured in ’42 and held as prisoners of war. Only half survived, many dying on that 

infamous march. 



Not everyone liked every attraction we visited. No one liked the Bataan Museum, though 

everyone respected it. Phil did ask me, in a private moment at the museum, why I chose 

to bring our young friends to it. I said, stupidly, “It’s good for them to know and 

understand the extent to which humans can be cruel.” He looked from me to all the kids 

and said: 



“I think they know already.” Idiot-savant Phil strikes again. 



Every day trip included lunch. When we visited the parks Anne, Felda and Angela made 

picnic lunches, and one time they even got Chaquel to come. When we were downtown 

we found someplace independently owned in the Santa Fe Plaza or elsewhere. No 

Denny’s for us. Our young friends can eat fast food any time they want. Linden and I 

took them to cool places and cooler restaurants. Chaquel came to one of those outings, 

too. 



At the Bandelier National Monument, which we did on a weekend, Logan and I found 

ourselves together. I took the opportunity to say to him, “You know Linden and I would 

take you with us, adopt you, if you want.” Though my husband and I had determined he 

had Violet and he had his mission and he was a control freak whose kindergarten class 

included the twins, Marjorie’s new kids, and Marjorie herself, I still put out the offer, so 

he didn’t think we didn’t love him like a son. He said: 



“You and Linden are the finest two people I have ever known.” His remark was so 

unexpected. It truly caught me off guard. I grabbed my chest and stifled a sob. He 

continued, “Marjorie is, too.” That made me smile. Logan indicated a bench and we both 

approached it and sat down. I said nothing because I knew he had something more to tell 

me. It was, “When the state finally rescued me from my parents I was a little heathen. I 

wouldn’t speak and wouldn’t let anyone touch me. I wouldn’t make physical contact with 

anyone. Not to hold a hand or accept a pat on the back or head. When people handed me 

stuff—clothes, food, bedding—I was careful my hand wouldn’t touch theirs, whoever it 

was. I slept in a shelter and went to a group home. I didn’t speak to the other kids or the 

workers. I wouldn’t talk to the therapists or the state prosecutors. I would tolerate doctors 

because I didn’t have a choice. They examined me for damage.” I know Logan sounds 



23 



like me, here, but this is, nearly verbatim, what he said to me, and how he said it. Mature, 

educated and serious. I was in awe of him. “I answered questions put by the doctors who 

saw me with nods or head shakes. I didn’t speak to them or anyone for six months. 



“I wasn’t learning. I wasn’t growing. I barely ate but slept a lot. I took three showers a 

day and would have taken more if the counselors let me. I was as quiet and stand-offish 

in January of ‘09, as I had been when I was rescued in the prior June.” He paused, looked 

up and found Marjorie annoying Latrice with some information about her life. He smiled 

and said, “Then one of the therapists told me I was going to go to a house with a woman 

who had just gotten her foster parent license. ‘She lives in Santa Fe,’ he said smiling. I 

didn’t know where Santa Fe was or anything about it. I can’t tell you what city I was in at 

the time. I was so withdrawn. I was inside my head looking out at everything. I felt 

nothing for anyone, or myself.” I folded my arms across my chest, bracing myself for the 

rest. “The staff at the group home packed my things and one of the counselors waited 

with me in the lobby. A car pulled up and Marjorie stepped out of it. She was smiling. 

She was so excited. As she approached the building she checked her appearance in the 

glass door, then she saw me through it and…beamed. She threw open the door, hurried 

over to me and said, ‘You’re Logan.’ I didn’t know what to make of her, except that 

whatever it was it was good. I deigned to nod, something I had only done for the doctors, 

months before. I nodded and she threw her arms around me and cried she was so happy. I 

didn’t protest and try to get out of her hug. I didn’t return it but I let her hold me as long 

as she wanted. After…I don’t know, a minute, I rested my chin on her shoulder and 

smelled her perfume. It smelled nice. It was Jean Nate.” 



“Oh my God,” I said, “do they still make that?” I wasn’t super interested. I just had to say 

something light to keep me from crying. Logan said: 



“She was the first person to touch me who didn’t want to fuck me.” I burst into tears. 

This attracted some attention and a couple of people started to approach us. Logan held 

one hand up to indicate that he had it under control. The other he put around my shoulder. 

“I’ll never leave her, Christian. I’ll be with her always, either in her house or, when I’m 

older, next door. She’s my mother. I will always look out for her. When she’s old and 

infirm, I will take care of her.” I sobbed and sobbed and sobbed, and then laughed as the 

boy who had been so abused he wouldn’t speak or touch anyone put both arms around me 

and held me as long, I thought, as Marjorie had held him. 



When I finally pulled myself together Logan said, “You know what else?” 



“Oh, no,” I said, “I don’t think I can take any more.” 



“You’ll like this,” Logan promised. I wiped my face on the sleeve of my t-shirt and said: 



“OK.” Logan stood up and stretched and then began: 



“One of the men who paid my parents to fuck me was so obsessed with me that even after 

they were arrested and murdered in prison…” Did I know that? I can’t remember. “He 
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still found me, in a different state, in Marjorie’s house, under a different name…” That I 

didn’t know, though it made sense. I wondered who chose Logan but didn’t ask. “He 

showed up at her house. It was still just her and me. Cufe and Cheole hadn’t come to live 

with us yet. I was playing video games while she made dinner. He rang the bell and she 

answered it. He offered her ten thousand dollars in cash to spend the evening with me. 

She told him to wait at the door but not to go. He thought she was going to call the cops 

and followed her inside. ‘Wait in the foyer,’ she said, and he did. She told me to go 

upstairs and then asked him to come into the kitchen. He was all excited, thinking she 

was up for it. When he joined her in the kitchen she picked up the knife she was cutting 

mushrooms with and buried it in his neck.” I gasped and grabbed my chest. My heart 

skipped several beats. I found myself panting. This also attracted attention and Logan 

said to Sonny, Felda and Marjorie herself, “Stay back, I got this.” Then he looked at me 

and laughed. I pulled myself together, shook my head and said: 



“That’s where you got the idea to lure the fuckers to the motel and kill them.” 



“Oh, yeah,” he said. The best part of his story over, he sat next to me and continued, “As 

he was bleeding out, she called me back downstairs. I came right away and looked at the 

guy lying on the ground holding his neck. ‘Remember him?’ she asked.” That made me 

laugh and Logan laughed, too. “She wanted me to see him dying. She thought it would be 

good for me.” I laughed harder and said: 



“I agree.” 



“She handed me a knife while his eyes were still open and said, ‘Stab him a few times.’” 

I kept laughing. “I did, but I don’t think he was conscious or knew it was me.” 



“That’s OK, it’s the thought that counts,” I said and laughed at how funny and stupid my 

remark was. 



“She was very thoughtful,” Logan said in a silly way. “Always making my favorite foods 

and buying me cool videogames and letting me stab one of my former clients.” We both 

laughed together until I asked: 



“What did you do with the body?” I asked. 



“We buried it in the yard, and she drove his car to Albuquerque and set it on fire. We did 

that together and then took a bus home.” 



“Excellent,” I said, though the word didn’t begin to do Marjorie Rawlings’ effort justice. 

“Excellent,” I said again, and might have said fifty more times had the woman herself not 

appeared. 



“OK, what’s going on over here?” she asked, concerned. I responded by shooting to my 

feet and throwing my arms around her, as she had done Logan and Logan had done me. 

Marjorie hugged me back and said: 
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“Logan told you about the guy we stabbed?” I replied: 



“This is for that and every other great thing you are.” Logan stood and joined our 

embrace. 
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Chapter 3 

The plan was for Linden and me to stay at Homefires until Meg gave birth to…well, it 

wasn’t her baby as both egg and sperm were donated by the couple who wanted her to 

kill him because he was disabled. Of all the reasons… I honestly looked forward to 

loving the boy and the challenge of making his life happy and exciting. And fulfilling. 

Linden and I would do it. What a tremendous pity his foul parents didn’t love him 

enough even to try. 



The plan would have gone fine had I not spent those three weeks visiting all of Santa Fe’s 

tourist spots and more in Albuquerque, shopped in all of the city’s tourist shops and ate in 

all of both cities’ best restaurants. The only thing I didn’t do was stay in its best hotels, 

though Linden and I did consider spending a weekend at the High Feather Ranch Bed and 

Breakfast in Cerrillos. They had fireplaces. I hadn’t had a fireplace since 12 Cherrywood. 

Though it was summer in the southwest I suggested securing a room, cranking the A/C, 

and lighting a fire in front of which we could fall asleep. 



My husband and I didn’t get a chance to visit High Feather Ranch or wait for Meg to give 

birth naturally. This is because our FBI pal, Special Agent Everett Jones, called me from 

a burner phone. “Christian,” he said while Linden and I were walking the pups in the 

cemetery. 



“It’s Jones,” I told my husband and put my phone on speaker. 



“You and your buddy have been out and about the last couple of weeks.” Oh sugar. 



“Yes, we have. We…” 



“The regional office has been flooded with reports of Christian Gallagher sightings. 

Agents have made inquiries and they’re closing in on the motel.” 



“Fuck,” I said, and was surprised to find Linden had also said it, at the same time. He 

rarely swore. 



“What were you thinking?” Jones asked. 



“We’re thinking of leaving the city and there were some things we hadn’t seen yet.” I 

sounded like a loser and, so, added, “There’s this spa that’s famous for its all natural 

facelifts…” 



“Oh. OK,” the agent said, his tone sarcastic. “Did you see everything you wanted? How 

about that Saint Francis cathedral? St. Patrick’s,” the huge one in Manhattan, “has 

nothing on that, huh?” 



“You ain’t kidding, brother,” I agreed. 
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“OK,” Linden said. “Thank you. Point made.” 



“We were spending time with our friends before hitting the road,” I said. “We’re leaving 

in another week or so. Is that enough time?” 



“No,” Jones said, flatly. “You’re leaving tomorrow. Morning.” 



“Fuck,” I said, by myself. 



“Why are you leaving, anyway?” Jones asked. Linden and I looked at each other. He 

said: 



“Becket hired another assassin. He planted a bomb under our bed. We…took care of it. 

No one was hurt.” He didn’t mention the fella who killed himself when Phil and the 

others tackled him. 



“And the assassin? Is he in your cemetery, too?” My husband and I looked at each other 

and then at our feet. We both smiled. Linden nodded to me and I said: 



“We’re actually standing on his grave.” 



“Oh boy,” I could see Jones shaking his head. “Where are you going?” We shared 

another look and agreed to tell him. I nodded and Linden said: 



“Florida. Not home, but close.” 



“Good thinking. We won’t look for you there.” A beat, during which neither of us 

replied. “We’re looking for you, though. After that wedding thing.” Jones shook his head 

again, I knew it. “It was brilliant. Your friends…your monied, country club, blue blood 

friends attacking us. It’ll go down in FBI history as an epic failure, but oh what a story.” 



“And what were you doing there, by the way?” I asked, because I found it curious. 



“Trying to warn you. I got there too late.” 



“No, Everett,” I hadn’t called him that before, but I thought we were there, you know? 

“You got there just in time.” 



“I did,” he said. “To enjoy the drama and not be at all responsible.” 



“You’re the man.” Another beat and Jones said, very seriously: 



“The bureau was losing interest in you before that, Christian, Linden. Everyone knows 

Becket’s a slime and his daughter’s better off. Even the agents who would have still 

nailed you, for the attention and to further their careers, began to focus their efforts 

elsewhere.” He stopped and I said nothing. Linden: 
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“But then Aunt Francy bit the gun out of your colleague’s hand.” 



“Was she the grande dame of Rowaneck? The one in all the jewels?” 



“Yup, she’s our dowager empress,” I confirmed, giving my husband a wink that advised 

him I would someday tell Erin Fleming the housekeeper she treated with such disdain 

was, according to the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Queen Shit of Rowaneck. 



“Yeah guys, they’re all about you. Everyone’s about getting the two fugies whose friends 

beat their asses and recorded it.” 



“That’s what you get for fucking with Aunt Francy,” Linden said, which made me laugh 

because it came from him. Jones signaled the close of our conversation with a sigh. 



“Tomorrow, guys.” 



“Are the Sea Grass people safe?” Linden asked. 



“Everyone’s safe,” Jones began with sudden passion. “Everyone. Mass murderers, 

arsonists, serial rapists, interstate kidnappers…everyone is safe but the two fugitives 

whose yacht club friends kicked FBI ass and have two dozen different video files to 

prove it.” Linden was unaffected by Jones’ little rant and also asked: 



“Will they look for us in Mexico City?” referencing the book club south. 



“They’ll…we’ll make inquiries, ask local authorities, send bounty hunters…you should 

let them know.” 



“Thank you,” Linden said and I gave him a look that told him I would take care of 

alerting my cousin Kitty, Grady and his family and Terry Carmichael, whose husband, I 

regret to say, stole a bunch of money from him and disappeared. 



“Thank you, Everett,” I said, sincerely. “For this, and everything.” 



“Thank you, Christian, Linden,” he replied. One more beat and he continued, “This is a 

tough job, guys, dealing with mass murderers, arsonists, rapists and all that other shit. It’s 

horrible, the victims, the perps and their stories. All of it sad and terrible. You make it 

fun, though. You’re a grand distraction and I…and others, appreciate it.” 



“Thank you,” Linden and I said together. 



“Godspeed,” Jones said and disconnected. 



Linden walked Gladys, Harley and Asa for another twenty minutes during which we 

came up with another plan. 
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We tried to sleep that night but couldn’t, so I stuck in Showtime’s “Penny Dreadful” and 

we watched all nine or ten episodes during which we each nodded off a bit. In the 

morning I woke Meg up and said, “Something’s come up and we have to leave this 

morning.” 



“Then I have to come with you,” she said, saving us the trouble of convincing her to. 

“What time will you be here?” she asked. I told her eleven a.m. as there were still things 

we had to do. It was late morning, but we would be out of the motel earlier than that. 



My husband and I showered and took the pups out. During their walk we roused our 

friends Anne, Sonny, Ephraim, Jay, Phil, Latrice, Violet, and Felda. Angela and Chaquel 

were already up, walking and feeding the rescued dogs. Angela had often volunteered 

with them, especially when she was nursing one or six venereal diseases, but Chaquel had 

shown no interest, until then. 



We told everyone to report to the patio and to bring coffee. Ten minutes later I said, 

“Linden and I have to go this morning. We’re getting Meg and taking her with us. When 

she gives birth she’ll come back.” Anne started crying and so did Violet. Ephraim picked 

up Jay, approached us and initiated a four-way hug.   sighed sadly and lit one cig from 

another. Angela looked at Chaquel, who said nothing but looked sad. Sonny said: 



“I’m sorry you’re leaving. I’m going to miss you boys.” Boys…We were pushing fifty. 

Me, harder. Latrice looked at Phil. They communicated something and then smiled. She 

said: 



“You’re going to miss our wedding,” and then threw her arms around her husband-to-be. 

Both beamed like klieg lights. Anne pulled herself together and said: 



“They don’t have to.” Everyone looked at her. “I’m a notary and you’ve already got the 

license?” They nodded. 



“Well? We’re all here,” Sonny said, had a second thought and added, “except for Grady 

and the gang,” in Mexico City. 



“So you have a bigger ceremony later,” Anne said. Our young friends looked around, 

smiling, looked at each other, smiled harder, and nodded their heads furiously. 



Phil asked Sonny to be his best man and Latrice asked me to be her matron of honor. 

Ephraim and Jay were ushers. Violet and Chaquel were bridesmaids. I got the pups, you 

know, to be witnesses. Felda and Angela sang this German song they knew, in harmony. 

It was a traditional love or marriage song, I think. They did a really good job. Anne 

winged a ceremony and was also tremendous. She toasted Phil, whom she said she 

regarded as a son, detailing virtues that included kindness, good humor, integrity, 

compassion and bravery. And she didn’t once mention his incarceration. She was so 

sincere and so accurate she brought me and everyone, including Sonny, to tears. Phil 
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blushed, hugged her and said, “Would you say that all again when the Book Club South 

is here for the bigger wedding?” 



“Of course,” Anne assured him, returning his hug. Latrice regarded her bridesmaids and 

said: 



“I know how to pick ‘em, huh.” Violet gave her a thumbs up and Chaquel looked at her, 

and the rest of us, stunned silent. 



Anne pronounced the groom and bride husband and wife and we all sang, “I Had the 

Time of My Life,” from that “Dirty Dancing” movie. None of us knew all the lyrics all 

the way through, so we helped each other out, dancing around the pool not unlike another 

set of friends and family, that also included Linden, dancing around the Superior Bodies 

Orlando pool after we buried Eleanor van der Walls. 



When we were done Linden and I hugged everyone but Chaquel goodbye. I could go on 

about how much we all cried but won’t. I will mention that Sonny gave me a bear hug, 

broke it but only to hold my face and kiss my cheek and said, “And you’re like a son to 

me, Christian.” I responded with a tighter hug and said: 



“There’s a big place in my heart for you, Sonny Finn.” 



OK, and Phil said…whispered, “You saved me that day, in the infirmary, when you came 

and told me how you unplugged the bounce house.” 



OK, and Anne said, “I couldn’t have busted us out alone.” 



OK, and Ephraim, holding Jay, said, “Thanks for letting us swim in your pool.” 



OK, Angela said, “I know you set those men up to give me Chlamydia. I’d kill you if I 

didn’t think it was so funny.” 



Everyone disappeared but Chaquel, whom I asked to stay. Linden walked the pups back 

to our room to pack some stuff and get the keys to his car. When Chaquel and I were 

alone I pulled the title of my current Miata out of my pocket and said, “I’m signing my 

car over to you.” 



“What?” she said. “Why?” 



“Because you need one and Linden and I aren’t going to drive separate cars to our new 

home. It’s too long a trip and I can get another when we get there.” Chaquel Griffin, from 

whom Colin told me to run, whom I had known less than a month and with whom I had 

spent a limited amount of time began to cry herself. “What?” I asked. 



“I don’t deserve it,” she said. 
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“Sure you do,” I told her. “It’s not a big deal.” She cried too much to speak and just 

shook her head. “Why don’t you deserve it?” I thought I knew but also thought three 

weeks was too soon for her to come around. 



“I’m a piece of shit,” Chaquel said when she could. “I’m so mean. I was so mean to your 

brother and his wife.” She sobbed and couldn’t continue. 



“You were scared and you were in pain,” I said. She shook her head, but not to disagree. 

She just shook it. Then she said: 



“I was so mean to them and my sisters kept telling me to be nice. They said Mr. Colin 

and Miss Deborah were nice and we were lucky to be there but I couldn’t believe it. I 

couldn’t believe it and whenever I went to bed I kept wondering when he was going to 

come in and have me.” I burst into tears then. I did. I had more or less held myself 

together the whole morning, but the idea of this frightened seventeen year-old girl who 

had been abused and who had endured additional abuse to protect her sisters…the idea 

that she would be afraid of Colin, my kind, charming and wonderful brother…it was too 

much. I cried and hugged this new person in my life. This new niece who I might not 

ever see again, and said: 



“Colin Gallagher would never, ever hurt you or anyone else. He’s such a good guy.” I 

thought of all the moments we shared during our childhood, starting with his holding my 

head and cleaning me up after I got sick on beer for the first time, to his killing Boyd 

Graham a second before the man could kill me. “He is an extraordinary man. Superior in 

every way.” I sobbed, and then added, “He loved you and your sisters the minFelda you 

entered his house.” Chaquel cried so more and so did I. Then we stopped and she said, 

flatly: 



“I’m a prostitute.” 



“So?” I replied. “The only thing that bothers me about that…OK, two things: One, that 

you’re still underage and could be putting Anne and Sonny in a tough position if this 

place gets busted. Two: that you’re doing it to hurt yourself rather than to provide a 

service for which you charge a fee.” Chaquel looked stunned again, and said: 



“Damn you’re good.” I smiled, feigned modesty and said: 



“It comes with age.” A beat. “OK, I was always ‘good.’” We hugged and she said: 



“I should call them. Your brother and my sisters.” 



“You should call them Colin and Deborah. Not Mr. Colin and Miss Deborah. You’re not 

his servants.” 



“That’s what they said.” 
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“I think you should call them, after we leave and after you’ve zoomed around in your 

car.” Chaquel smiled, excited for it. “And you should invite them and Denise and 

Maybelline to Santa Fe for a visit.” Chaquel beamed as brightly as the newlyweds had an 

hour earlier. 



“Yes, I should,” she said. “Yes!” 



“Yes!” I said and we hugged again. I looked past her to see Linden holding a couple of 

bags and three leashes at the end of which were our three dogs and I said, “I gotta go.” 

We released each other and I opened the patio gate for her. As she walked through and 

headed, not back to the foster dog and cat rooms where Angela was cleaning and 

spreading love, but directly to my…her, that is, car, I asked, “Do you know how to 

drive?” 



“Hell no,” she said, all saucy. 



“That’s what I thought,” I said and then added, ‘cause I’m a bitch, “Sonny said he’d be 

glad to teach you.” She looked at me, brows knitted and asked: 



“Really?” 



“Uh-huh,” I said. I looked behind me to the motel office and saw him through the 

window shuffling papers or something. “Go tell him  you need a lesson now,” I said. 



“OK. Then Chaquel approached me, kissed me on my cheek and said, “Thank you, Uncle 

Christian.” 



“Hah!” I said as she crossed the parking lot to the office. To Linden I said, “We gotta 

go!” 



“FBI?” he asked, looking around for agents. 



“No, I volunteered Sonny to teach Chaquel how to drive.” He looked from me to Chaquel 

as she entered the office and said: 



“Move it!” 



As we pulled out of the parking lot we passed a car pulling in. It was a black BMW 

sedan, too expensive a car for agents. Still, my husband and I were unable to resist taking 

a good look at the driver and passenger. “Christian,” Linden said, as it also dawned on 

me the men looked…kind of like us. 



“Oh my God,” I said. “Whose idea was this?” The men looked as hard at us. Riding 

shotgun, I rolled down my window. Fake Linden, who rode shotgun in the other car, 

rolled down his. The four of us began talking at once, making inquiries and introductions. 
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We all stopped talking at once and then Fake Linden said, “We go to the gym where Phil 

and Latrice work. They asked us to spend a couple of weeks in your room.” 



“Brilliant,” I said. “And thank you.” 



“Are you kidding?” said Fake Christian, “This is going to be fun, standing in for real 

fugitives. Good luck to you both!” 



“Thank you,” I said. 



“Thank you,” said Linden. Then he rolled up his window and we left. 



My husband and I drove to a half finished housing development on the east…or south, 

side of the city. Some company had begun building it years before, lost their financing in 

’08, and left a bunch of mostly incomplete houses abandoned. Only the model house, a 

two story 3/2, was completely done, and that’s what we rented for Razor, the journalist 

who was going to expose what he thought was a pedophile ring operating out of 

Homefires, but discovered was a pedophile sting. Stephen Fairwind and his pregnant 

girlfriend Krystal met us there. We found them waiting for us in a car in front of the 

home. We parked and the four of us got out of our cars. Stephen said, “You’re going to 

let him go, huh?” 



“Logan’s satisfied he’s not a perv and he’s no longer a threat to us,” I indicated Linden. 



“But Logan and Violet’s…operation?” Krystal asked. Linden said: 



“I printed images of the men and women,” there were two, “they and the twins have 

killed. We’re going to threaten to kill him similarly if he prints anything.” I checked the 

time on my phone, did the math and determined we would be late to get Meg, and then 

meet Felda at the Harrell House of Natural Oddities, a place my friends and I hadn’t 

visited during our tourist binge. Krystal said: 



“We can just take care of it if you want.” Stephen nodded and added. 



“You have enough to do, still.” Linden and looked at each other, agreed and I said: 



“Thank you, yes.” Linden handed a folder containing the images to the former child 

transvestite beauty queen and the mother of his child. She opened it, examined the pics of 

all the corpses, and said to her boyfriend: 



“I think we should let him spend a couple of days enjoying these. Maybe cut off his cable 

so he has nothing else to do?” Stephen took the folder from her, flipped through them and 

nodded again. To me and Linden Krystal continued, “I can deactivate his ankle bracelet 

tomorrow or the next day. That’ll give you a head start.” We looked at each other and I 

said: 
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“Thank you, yes.” 



“I guess this is goodbye, then,” Stephen said. He approached us and hugged me. “Thanks 

for taking me in when I wasn’t really in danger.” He hugged Linden and then Krystal 

hugged us both. Before we got in Linden’s car she said: 



“Oh, wait,” she pulled a long, narrow box out of her purse and opened it, revealing a 

syringe. “I’m going to inject Razor with a chip, so we always know where he is.” 



“Like a dog,” Linden said, smiling. 



“Exactly!” Krystal said. “That way if he does turn out to be a perv…” 



“Or if he does blow open the operation, we’ll know where to find him.” 



“Well done,” I said. “Thank you. And please keep an eye on Logan, Violet and the twins. 

I can’t have them getting overconfident.” 



“Are you going to see them before you leave?” Stephen asked. 



“He, Marjorie and the twins are meeting us downtown. We’re picking up Meg now.” We 

waved final goodbyes and then drove off. I looked behind me at Stephen and Krystal 

walking up the driveway to the house and smiled as I thought of the reporter…blogger, 

“Razor” and our fun and silly confinement of him. “People need to learn not to mess with 

us,” I said to myself, my husband and our dogs. 



“Do you think he’ll cause trouble?” Linden asked, not as confident about our brief kidnap 

teaching the guy a lesson. 



“I don’t. I also think Anne, Sonny, the kids and everybody can take care of him if he 

does.” 



“I agree,” Linden said. 



The next stop was Meg’s apartment, which was over an antique shop near downtown. I 

called ahead and she met us on the street. She had a small suitcase on wheels, like flight 

attendants. I put it in the trunk next to the few things Linden packed for us, and then 

helped her into the front passenger seat. The pups, who had settled themselves in the back 

of the car had to move to accommodate me. Gladys sat on the seat next to me, Harley on 

the floor in front of her and Asa on my lap. Linden said, “Christian and I have to run an 

errand. It’ll take about thirty minutes. Would you mind watching the dogs in the car?” 



“Of course,” she said. She didn’t ask the nature of the errand, though we would tell her, 

especially as we would be driving together for what we all thought would be several 

days, at least. I said: 
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“After that we’re going to hit the plaza for lunch with our friend Marjorie and her foster 

kids, and then we’ll hit the road.” 



“Some of the Hairdos?” she asked. 



“Yes,” I said. “Three of them.” Linden drove us to—are you sitting down?—a Dairy 

Queen and I’m not kidding. Felda was waiting for us in the parking lot. We gave the pups 

a brief walk and left them with Meg in a shady spot. The three of us entered the shop and 

our old German psychic friend said hello to the chubby seventeen year-old boy behind 

the counter. He said: 



“Hi everyone,” and then shouted, “Mom!!” A chubby forty year-old woman appeared 

from the back and said hello to us, too. Felda then formally introduced us, as Christian 

and Linden, to Beverly and her son Brad, proprietors of Santa Fe’s only Dairy Queen. 

The boy invited us into the back and his mother said: 



“Take your time, now.” 



“I’m sorry for the short notice,” Felda said. 



“Oh, I understand,” Brad replied, indicating four folding chairs set up in the tight space 

between those big metal soda things and a large industrial sink. We sat Brad, me, Felda 

and Linden. We sat, took hands, shut our eyes and listened to the fat young ice cream 

clerk cast a spell that would protect my husband and me from being recognized by 

anyone on the planet except those who already knew us or those to whom we identified 

ourselves. 



When Brad was finished we all stood up and Linden and I thanked him and Felda. I asked 

him how much his work cost and he said, “Nothing.” 



“Please, let me give you something,” I said. 



“No thanks,” Brad began. “I get a lot of money from crooks and murderers and also dads 

that don’t want to pay child support. It’s good to do something for nice people for once.” 

Far from being touched by his generosity, I was appalled that he would help murderers 

and deadbeat dads. I was so instantly disgusted by the totally gross kid I nearly didn’t 

take his hand when he offered it to me by way of saying goodbye. Linden shook it first, 

and then I did. Later, we agreed it was best to play nice with him so he wouldn’t 

withdraw the spell. Hah! Listen to me, believing in magic that could cloak Linden and me 

from being recognized by people who saw me on TV or us on the news. “Make sure you 

don’t do anymore TV. The spell doesn’t work in pictures or on video.” 



“Thank you,” Linden said. We returned to the front of the shop to find Beverly had 

brought three cups of soft ice cream out to the car and, with Meg, was spoon feeding it to 

the pups. A customer entered as Felda, Linden and I left. This prevented Brad from 
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joining the brief visit we enjoyed with his mother as she and Meg finished feeding the 

babies. 



We thanked Beverly as kindly as we did her son and then hugged Felda goodbye. “Thank 

you for saving my life, twice,” I said. 



“I was glad to, Christian.” 



“And please keep an eye on Chaquel.” The wrinkled, nearly toothless old girl kissed me 

on my cheek and said: 



“She’ll be back in New Jersey with your brother and her family by Thanksgiving.” 



“That’s a great relief,” I said, thanked and hugged her again, and then drove out of the 

parking lot and to our fourth and final stop. I don’t recall the name of the restaurant 

where we enjoyed a final meal with Marjorie, Logan, Cufe, Cheole, Aiden and Lowell. It 

had a patio that accommodated dogs, though. The food was forgettable but the company 

was good. We weren’t all morose or anything. I was actually a twinge hurt Marjorie and 

the boys weren’t more upset by our leaving. I mentioned it to Linden, privately, later. He 

said: 



“They’re bound to each other: Marjorie, Logan and the twins.” I agreed and found it 

comforting. 



After lunch we all hugged and said goodbye. Compared to the hug after Logan told me 

about how Marjorie brought him out of his quiet and traumatized state, and then later 

invited him to stab the fuck that found him, it was not such a big deal. The twins thanked 

Linden and me for the creating the Hairdos and Cufe said, “Thanks for making me feel 

better.” I replied by holding his scarred cheeks in my hands, kissing his scarred forehead, 

and saying: 



“You’re going to break some hearts, Cufe.” His smile indicated he believed me. “Until 

then,” I added, “keep murdering pedophiles.” 



“I will,” he said, and Linden, our pups, Meg and I left our friends and the city of Santa 

Fe. 
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Chapter 4 

Linden drove Meg, the pups and me in his Saturn. I think it was a Saturn. Or a Toyota or 

Chevette. They all seem the same to me. He said, “Should we visit our friends on the 

way?” 



“Yes,” I said. I asked Meg, “Do you mind if we make some stops on the way to Florida?” 



“Not at all,” she said. Belted in the backseat as she was, she had room on her big belly for 

Asa, the old Pom. On the seat beside her was Gladys and on the floor in front of Gladys, 

Harley. 



LeShawn Martin, campus police captain at Telltale, Texas, would be the first friend we 

would see. Linden and I told Meg all about her and all about Ann and all about 

everything that occurred at Superior Bodies Telltale, including my garroting that horrible 

gnome Seth while humming “On the Street Where You Live” with my eyes closed. “She 

didn’t give up on her friends,” Meg observed. 



“No, she didn’t,” I said. 



“She’ll recognize you, in spite of the spell, because she knows you already?” Meg asked. 



“That’s what’s supposed to happen,” said Linden. 



“But no one else on the campus should. Even if they saw you on the news or in person 

when they arrested you.” Linden and I looked at each other and then looked at Meg, my 

husband through the rear view mirror. We both sort of shrugged. 



“I think we’ll be safe,” I said. “We’ll call her and meet her someplace off campus.” Meg 

nodded. 



Having exhausted myself telling her about our Telltale adventures…OK, that’s a lie 

because I could talk for days about everything given the opportunity. The thing was Meg 

knew everything about us and Linden and I knew no more about her than that she was a 

surrogate who also donated eggs to fertility clinics. “What’s your story?” I asked her as 

we pulled out of a rest stop on…some highway. 



Meg, whose last name was Smith, which is uninteresting, was generally uninteresting. 

She was nice and all. Pleasant. She offered us gas and toll money all the time and we 

refused all the time. We bought all of her meals and she only ate vegan, out of courtesy to 

us. I have no complaints about her except that she was kind of boring and I was anxious 

for her to give birth so Linden and I could play with our son while she took a plane back 

to Santa Fe. 



OK, Meg did offer some interesting information. It seems she came from a long line of 

single women who looked after children and gave birth to a single girl. This began with 
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her great great grandmother. She was an American nurse who served in England and 

France after the US entered World War I. After the war she worked at a children’s 

hospital. She had a romance with a doctor whom she never married and they had a 

daughter. Great great grandmother died of some fever that, today, isn’t a threat, leaving 

great grandmother with the doctor, who went into research and experimented on orphans 

in California, Oregon and Washington State. When great grandma was an adult, her 

father went to the Philippines during the Second World War to treat US soldiers, like in 

MASH. Great Grandmother was aware of what her father did to orphans, including 

sometimes crippling or killing then and, so, spent the rest of her ninety years as 

administrator to several orphanages in Northern California, protecting kids and writing 

articles and books advocating for their rights. She had a daughter by someone she 

wouldn’t reveal and gave birth to Meg’s Grandma June, a hippie and midwife whose 

skills weren’t great and who killed babies because she didn’t have enough sense to send 

women in crisis pregnancies to a hospital. “She was a dope,” Meg said. 



“Where is she now?” I asked. 



“Homeless in Oakland,” Meg said. “She did a lot of drugs and they messed with her 

mind. 



“When did your,” Linden thought, “great grandmother, June’s mother, die?” 



“Last year.” I was driving at the time and stole a glance at our passenger. She looked very 

sad. “She was active and her mind was sharp right until the end. I miss her.” I would have 

to find her books and articles. “Grandma June had my mother who became a pediatrician. 

She probably did so to make up for June’s stupidity. You know, like Nancy,” the great 

grandmother who just died at ninety,” made up for her father’s cruelty. 



“Where is she now?” Linden asked. “Your mother?” 



“Omaha,” Meg said. “She does transplant surgery, almost exclusively in children.” And 

Meg was a surrogate. I admired her for doing what she wanted, which was carrying 

babies for women who can’t. She also told us she sold her eggs. Again, she did what she 

wanted and probably thought what she did was noble. I couldn’t help but think of all the 

orphans in the US foster care system, some of them babies, and how all of them needed 

those parents who couldn’t conceive. 



So strange and interesting the profound influence my father’s raising William Jr., had on 

me and my siblings. The more for no one having ever discussed it at 12 Cherrywood. 

Ever. 



So there was the only interesting information Meg Smith provided. We learned it before 

we hit Tell Tale and LeShawn. I wondered how our traveling companion would handle 

our visit with our old friend, especially as the conversation would reveal so much. I 

mean, Linden and I weren’t going to talk to her about the weather. We would review our 

escape, with Kitty, from the campus jail, ask what happened to the house and motel that 



39 



had been Superior Bodies Tell Tale, and tell her how we faked Ann Richards’ death and 

left her with my Aunt Bonnie in Corpus Christie. 



Imagine my surprise when LeShawn showed up at the restaurant where we met to have 

our visit sporting a belly the size of Meg’s. “I went to a sperm bank,” she said, “but only 

because I couldn’t find you.” I was touched. She and Meg talked pregnancy for a while 

and then we got to the good stuff. I told her about Homefires and surviving two 

assassination attempts. I told her we would see Ann at Aunt Bonnie’s next. I asked her 

what became of the motel. “Some guru bought it and turned it into a retreat.” I hoped 

Matthew got a good price for it. 



Our visit took longer than we expected, which was fine because we had no schedule. We 

enjoyed catching up with LeShawn, hearing when and how she glammed up, and about 

her lover Gracie. LeShawn brought us back to their house for dinner and more visiting. It 

was too small to accommodate three adult guests and three pups. Meg stayed in their 

guestroom while Gracie drove us to campus where Linden, Gladys, Harley, Asa and I 

stayed in guest housing. We returned to LeShawn’s house early the next morning, had a 

quick lunch and then hit the road. “Next stop is Bonnie and Ann’s house in Corpus 

Christie.” 



“Tell Ann hi for me,” said LeShawn, who didn’t think she would ever see the old lady 

again and was probably right. “Tell her I think about her a lot and I will always be 

grateful to her.” 



“I will,” I said. 



“And I’ll always think of you, too.” 







We drove by what had been Superior Bodies Tell Tale, not because we were curious 

about its new purpose, but to pay tribute to? Nah, that’s too dramatic. To think about 

Ramon, Consuela and Concepcion. Linden explained to Meg, because remembering them 

was so painful I couldn’t speak, that they had operated the Tell Tale club until human 

traffickers decided it would make a good way station. “They murdered the three of them 

and a handful of guests.” 



“I’m so sorry,” Meg said. We pulled into the parking lot of what had been a run of the 

mill motel and house but had become a glamorous resort, fully remodeled, refurbished 

and re-landscaped into a tropical oasis in the middle of the desert. Grass, bushes, palms, 

orchids, a larger pool, waterfalls, more orchids, additional rooms, tennis, a burning man 

thingy that I guess was lit often, more orchids, and a Victorian house that had been rebuilt 

after Ramon, his aunts and I burned it down and had been remodeled to look as if it was 

the main house on a banana plantation. And more orchids. 
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We stayed just long enough to have a drink at the bar beside the newly built pool. A 

concierge approached us, a woman who looked like Lauren Tewes as Julie McCoy in 

“The Love Boat,” but acted like she was Queen Shit of Rowaneck, sans the Russian 

jewels. “We have the board of,” some company whose name I can’t remember, or maybe 

she didn’t say, “staying here now, but we have a free room if you need a place to stay 

overnight.” Before we could thank her and refuse she took a glance at our car and added, 

“I need to advise you, our rates are very high.” 



“We knew the coyotes who kept sex slaves from Mexico here. We just came to see where 

they died, poor guys.” Julie McCoy went white and nearly dropped her clipboard. She 

found herself and said, “Your drinks are free and I’ll throw in complimentary resort 

towels and bathrobes if you leave now. 



“It’s a deal,” Linden said, sucking down his strawberry daiquiri. We were back on the 

road in less than ten minutes. The pups enjoyed snuggling on the three new fluffy cotton 

bathrobes that sported the retreat’s logo. I couldn’t figure out what it was and said so. 



“It’s the guru’s profile,” Meg said. “I think.” 



“It doesn’t work embroidered on the left chest,” Linden remarked. “The material is too 

thick.” I said: 



“We should have held out for polos, caps and keychains,” and no one disagreed. 







I had called LeShawn, at the University of Texas Tell Tale campus police station to 

arrange our visit. I did this from a burner phone, you know, to be careful. I didn’t know if 

Felda and that kid from Dairy Queen’s spell was worth anything and, thanks to Aunt 

Francy, the true Queen Shit of Rowaneck, and every other Yacht Club wedding guest, the 

FBI was after us like no one else. I didn’t call Aunt Bonnie to advise us we were on our 

way to see her, Ann and my cousins because I didn’t have her number and even if I did 

the feds could be monitoring her calls. She was my last relative of her generation living 

in a state adjacent to the one where Linden and I had been sighted several times. We 

would just drop in. As we drove from Dallas to Corpus Christie I said, “I wonder how the 

couple Phil arranged to impersonate us did when the FBI descended on Homefires.” Meg 

pulled the internet up on her phone and searched for information on a raid in Santa Fe 

and found nothing. 



“Not that it would have made news,” she suggested. Before I left I warned Kitty to be on 

the lookout for bounty hunters in Mexico City looking for Linden and me. I called her 

from my burner to see if anyone had. 



“No one has bothered us,” my cousin said during a break from seeing patients in that part 

of the chateau outside Mexico City where she and Grady treated area residents, their pets 

and stray animals. “We do have some competition, though.” 
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“What do you mean?” I asked, putting her on speaker. 



“There’s a doctor and nurse from a group…a Doctor’s Without Borders kind of thing, 

inoculating children, and adults, in a clinic they set up downtown.” Linden, who was 

driving, and I looked at each other. I said: 



“Do they look like…” and described Alan Alexander and Nicole Alexander. 



“Yes, Dr. Hendricks and his sister Ursula,” Kitty said. “Do you know them?” I couldn’t 

think of a response. I didn’t want to bring her and the rest of the Book Club South into 

my confidence and, in doing so, put them in danger. From Nicole/Ursula specifically. 

Linden said: 



“Yes. They worked out of Central Florida for a couple of years. They’re amazing. Great 

people. Devoted to the poor.” Kitty was no idiot and said: 



“Bullshit.” 



“Just ignore them while they’re there,” I said. “When they go we’ll tell you about them.” 

Kitty was satisfied with that and we said our goodbyes. Meg didn’t ask about Hendricks 

or his sister, bless her heart. She learned quite a bit more about Linden and me and our 

adventures during our trip but she asked for no explanations or additional details. She 

expressed neither shock nor any misgivings about having offered the baby she was 

carrying to us. I asked Linden in a rest stop mens room if he thought she regretted it and 

was just afraid to say so…afraid we would hurt her or kidnap her in order to keep the 

baby. 



“I don’t think so,” he said. “I think she might actually be more confident in her choice.” I 

thought about it and agreed. 







We hit Aunt Bonnie’s house next. We pulled up the long driveway and even before I 

stopped the car the front door opened and out ran my cousins Sawyer and Clarissa. 

Linden and I got out of the car quickly and welcomed their hugs. They said hello to both 

of us by name. “We’re glad you’re back,” said Sawyer. 



“Yeah, we’re so glad,” Clarissa agreed. It was our third visit so I think they really 

remembered us. Also, neither Bonnie nor Ann was around to have coached them. It was 

nice being remembered. I introduced my cousins to Meg. She gave them careful, but 

warm hugs. 



“Are you pregnant?” Sawyer asked. 
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“You’re not supposed to say that,” his sister admonished him. “What if she’s just fat?” 

Bless her heart. 



“I’m sorry,” Sawyer said. 



“It’s OK,” Meg said. “I am pregnant.” 



“Are you married to Christian or Linden?” Sawyer asked. Again, Clarissa corrected him: 



“Christian and Linden are gay. They’re married.” 



“Well,” I said. “Not in Texas,” to which, from the door frame, Ann replied: 



“Not yet.” She and Bonnie came out to greet us and meet Meg. Right away my aunt 

looked from Meg to me and said: 



“What’s the story?” I nodded to Meg, who explained. Ann and Bonnie listened and then 

Ann asked: 



“You on the run from Santa Fe?” 



“Yes,” I said. “I’ll explain later.” As Meg, Linden and I had to go to the bathroom, we 

left our hosts to walk the pups. Inside Bonnie and Ann offered us refreshments and then 

suggested we order something for dinner and have it delivered. While Ann took care of 

that, Bonnie and her kids showed Meg the house and back yard while Linden and I 

relaxed in the living room with glasses of Scotch and water. In the short time we had 

been there—less than thirty minutes—we both agreed that Ann and Bonnie carried on 

like they had been married for fifty years instead of knowing each other only one. 



“It’s nice,” my husband said. I agreed that it was. 



After a dinner of pizza, both vegan and non-vegan, Sawyer and Clarissa took Meg 

downstairs to show her their favorite videos. Ann, Bonnie, Linden and I had coffee and, 

OK, more Scotch, on the back patio. It was there I explained about the assassination 

attempt. I might also have mentioned the first one. I don’t recall if it was before or after 

we dropped Ann off. She said, “Someone’s got to take out that…” 



“Todd Becket,” I said. She nodded. 



“Someone needs to take him out.” 



“Well, we don’t think he knows where we are,” I began and then Linden said: 



“And we do have a anonymity spell protecting us.” Explaining that, which I left to my 

cheeky husband, made the old ladies howl. When the calmed down Ann asked: 
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“Do you still have the Walthers?” Linden nodded. 



“And you?” she asked me. 



“I have his Walthers,” I said. Ann shook her head. 



“You need something of your own.” Linden said nothing, verbal or non. 



“It’s really not necessary,” I told Ann, but she wasn’t having it. 



“You don’t have Felda,” she pronounced her name correctly which I admired, “to alert 

you when you’re about to be killed.” I could have reminded her that she was laughing 

about Felda’s powers a moment ago but didn’t. “You need a gun of your own. I’ve got a 

.38. Smith & Wesson. I bought it second hand at a gun show and rarely use it.” 



“You use others?” Linden’s cheek returned. Ann smiled at him and said, slowly: 



“At the gun range.” They toasted each other and sipped their Scotch. I said: 



“How many firearms do you have now?” Bonnie smiled while Ann counted in her head 

and then said: 



“Eleven.” I howled and Linden chuckled, which was his equivalent. Bonnie smiled and 

then explained: 



“They’re in strategic places in the house, all locked.” The women held up their left arms 

and showed us bracelets with three or four small keys on each. “No one is going to hijack 

my house again.” I thought of the years she spent living in the basement with her 

children, keeping them safe and not explaining to them that they were captives in their 

own house. I nodded and Linden said: 



“He’ll take it,” referring to the .38. 



After some more conversation that included an update on LeShawn and her condition, we 

went downstairs to watch “Maleficent,” Sawyer and Clarissa’s current favorite movie. 

When it was over we all went to bed. 



Then, in the middle of the night…OK, specifically two a.m. because Billy’s birthday is 

September 24, 2014, and not September 23, 2014, Linden and I woke up to find 

something lying between us, moving around and crying loudly. We woke up at the same 

time to discover Meg had given birth, in my aunt’s house, in the guest room she 

occupied. She later explained that she felt contractions as she slept but she thought she 

was just dreaming them and, so, didn’t wake up. I found that remarkable but not out of 

the realm of possibility. I mean, what did I know about being in labor? By the time she 

was awake and aware of that she was about to give birth, Ann and Bonnie were up and 

hurrying toward her room. Ann had never had children or delivered a baby, so left it to 
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Bonnie to decide that it was too late to go to a hospital. “You’re having him here. Now,” 

she said to her guest. Meg figured that, too, and so the old ladies helped the young one 

give birth to Linden and my son. He arrived within thirty minutes of Meg waking up. 

Bonnie cut the umbilical cord and tied it off while Ann siphoned gunk out of the baby’s 

nose. Then she handed him to Meg and he rested on her chest. Billy continued to cry as 

Bonnie put a towel over him and Meg patted his head and welcomed him to the world. 



Ann couldn’t help herself and remarked about Billy’s having no arms or legs. Bonnie 

said, Meg later told us, “And he will have the best life because he’s got Christian and 

Linden for parents.” It was lovely to hear and I get choked up even as I write it. 



Meg lay with Billy on top of her for another half hour and then asked her hostesses to 

bring him to see us. They cleaned him up a bit, wrapped him in a fresh towel, and placed 

him between us. Linden and I sat up in bed, our son lying between us, and we laughed 

and cried at how beautiful he was. We watched him for as long as Ann and Bonnie could 

resist coming into the room…about twenty minutes, I think. Maybe less. One of them 

turned on a light and the four of us looked at William Midwinter Gallagher, named after 

my father, brother and nephew. “That’s lovely, Christian,” Bonnie said. “I wish your 

parents could have known him.” I did too. “I wish your parents could see how happy and 

fine you are.” She looked from me to Linden and added, “How fine you both are.” It was 

the nicest thing anyone had ever said to me and I bawled and then laughed. At the same 

time, actually. 



Meg went to sleep and Ann and Bonnie went downstairs to make coffee. Linden and I 

brought Gladys, then Harley, then Asa on the bed and introduced them to their baby 

brother. None of them touched or licked him. It was too soon for any physical contact and 

Asa’s nails needed clipping badly. Billy’s eyes were open but he was still recovering 

from having been thrust into the world, albeit quickly. Usually ornery, Harley was the 

best behaved boy he had ever been that night. He knew this new little puppy was special 

and fragile and so he kept a safe distance and just stared at him, first on all fours, on the 

bed, then sitting, then lying down. “That’s a good boy,” Linden and I took turns saying. 

He, Asa and Gladys were all good babies. 



We had formula with us and Linden, who took care of Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, who I 

also wish were there, prepared some at some point. It was his thing and that was fine. He 

was more precise and I was generally scatterbrained and impulsive. When he said it was 

time to feed the babies in Orlando or to do this or that I just said yes. Ditto with the pups 

at Superior Mutts and ditto with the fosters at Homefires. 



The next morning…or, later that morning, we introduced Sawyer and Clarissa to Billy. 

He said, “Where are his arms and legs?” and, of course, Clarissa said: 



“You know he doesn’t have any. Mommy told us not to say anything.” 



“OK,” said Sawyer. “I remember.” Later he asked, “How’s he going to walk?” and his 

sister was all over him again. It was like a comedy routine. 
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Meg joined us at nine o’clock or so. She was glad to have caffeinated coffee and thanked 

Bonnie for making her a fresh pot. “He’s a beaut, isn’t he?” she said. Everyone agreed. 

“His biological parents,” whom she hadn’t described except that they were assholes who 

offered her money to abort him, “are Scotch/Irish. He may keep those blue eyes. Their 

hair is dark and hers is curly. His eyes are blue.” It was the last we heard about the fucks 

who bailed on their beautiful boy. 



We spent two more days at Bonnie’s house letting her, Ann and my cousins coo over 

Billy while Meg and Linden presented to the nearest hospital to have the baby checked 

out and to arrange for a birth certificate on which their names would appear. Saturday 

morning, for Billy was born on a Wednesday, Meg advised us she had booked a flight to 

Santa Fe that left that afternoon. 



She was lactating but didn’t breast feed Billy, by the way. I don’t think that’s anything 

against her, except that she’s made a business out of having other people’s babies. EEEK, 

I shouldn’t be this way. It’s just all the children of all ages in foster care who will age out 

of the system without ever having parents. 



Linden offered to drive her to the airport but she refused, insisting on taking a cab. That 

was classy of her, I thought, even though we were covering her expenses. She hadn’t 

bonded with any of us, least of all Billy—there I go again. I’m sorry—so her departure 

wasn’t devastating for her, us or the baby. The pups had enjoyed her company in the back 

seat during the trip, but they’d forget her as quickly as I would. 



I’m sorry. I need to stop. I will. Meg hugged us all, took some money from Linden to 

cover the cab and plane fare and her time, and hit the road. We neither saw nor heard 

from or about her again. 



Sunday we had a big meal and Monday we left. We said our goodbyes on the driveway. 

Sawyer and Clarissa coo’ed over Billy in a car seat Linden bought on the way back from 

the hospital. Ann dug a stroller out of somewhere and Bonnie gave it to us to use. Linden 

and I hugged my cousins and then they played with the pups while we said our goodbyes 

to Bonnie and Ann, whom I knew I would never see again. “You’re a ballbuster, 

Christian,” my aunt said. “Just like your parents. I’m so glad we had these visits.” 



“I am, too, Bonnie.” I hugged Ann, who received it awkwardly as she wasn’t a hugger. 

“Speaking of ballbusters,” I said. She smiled and handed me her .38, in a holster wrapped 

in a paper bag. 



“It’s loaded, so be careful.” 



“I have no doubt it is.” I kissed her on the cheek and said, “Take care of my father’s little 

sister.” 
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“I will,” Ann said, tears welling up. She turned her attention quickly to Linden and gave 

him a less awkward hug goodbye. Linden put the pups in the car and got in the back next 

to Billy. I started his car and drove out of the driveway honking and waving. The four of 

them waved back and continued waving, I noticed in my rear and side mirrors, until we 

were out of sight. 







Linden, Billy, the pups and I went next to Wayward to see Wesley and Stephen and to 

verify that Karl Lewis, the Donald Trump of that area of the Mississippi, had really 

become nice after our “Video Killed the Radio Star” flash mob. I took the fellas at their 

word when they emailed me what a “Christmas Carol” moment it was for the guy. Still, it 

would be nice to see it in person. 



Be careful what you wish for. 



Karl Lewis apparently didn’t get the memo that Linden and I were wanted men. He only 

knew that my husband and I were responsible for the Wayward Homeless Shelter’s early 

survival and continued funding and his hotel’s survival. He remained ignorant, 

mercifully, of our having arranged for Sylvia St. Germaine to cause a scene in his lobby 

to distract his security guards so card-counting Richard and Kendall Polaski could clean 

out his casino. 



I called Wesley from the back seat of the car where I looked after and sometimes fed 

Billy. Asa sat on my lap while Harley remained on the floor below the baby’s car seat. 

Gladys kept Linden company riding shotgun. He and Stephen knew what day I would be 

arriving and the call gave them an approximate time. And what a mistake that was. 



Bless Karl Lewis’ heart, he had transformed into a big-hearted philanthropist, helping 

members of his staff, the shelter and the growing Wayward community in ways small and 

large. He paid his employees well, gave even part-timers healthcare and paid sick leave, 

and encouraged training and education both on the job and in the area’s community 

college. He bought abandoned lots on either side of what was once the Wayward police 

station, then became Superior Bodies Wayward and then Wayward’s homeless shelter. 

He built a medical and dental clinic on one and library annex on the other. Karl Lewis 

encouraged area health care professionals to donate their time and knowledge to shelter 

residents and the area’s working poor. He found volunteers, many among his hotel staff, 

to operate the library, which had state of the art computer equipment, and train shelter 

residents on computers. 



Lewis’ hotel did well, area tourism increased, and other hotel chains and developers 

partnered with him to build additional properties and restore Wayward’s downtown. 



“He’s the real deal,” Wesley wrote in an untraceable email correspondence Krystal 

arranged for him. “Everyone loves him, including me and Stephen. He’s the patron saint 
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of Wayward. He’s lost weight, doesn’t drink or smoke. He looks great. Who would have 

thought?” 



Who would have thought that Karl Lewis could become nice? And who would have 

thought that he would greet Christian, Linden, Billy and the pups with—are you sitting 

down?—a parade. I mean it. I am not kidding. He had such influence in the city and 

among its council members and schools and, well, everyone, that he could arrange a full-

on Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade with two days notice. I’m talking floats, balloons, 

marching bands, Rockette-like dancers, and a final float that, OK, had a holiday theme 

cause it usually featured Santa in the Wayward Christmas parade, but was redesigned to 

accommodate me, Linden, Billy and our three pups. 



Yeah. 



Yup. 



Imagine, if you can, our surprise, shock and horror to pull into the city, approach the 

shelter and discover it was the starting point for the parade. Imagine our concern when 

we read a banner, strung high across Main Street, that said, “Welcome Christian, Linden 

and Billy.” Yeah. Normally steady and always a cautious driver, Linden Midwinter 

nearly crashed the car he was so shocked. Only the quick-thinking that caused me to 

jump over the seat and take the wheel prevented us all from running into a half dozen stilt 

walkers. My husband hit the brakes nearly sending me through the windshield and 

attracting the attention of a large crowd, a dozen of whom approached us to see if we 

were OK. 



Well, you would have thought that the people marching in the parade would know what 

Linden and I looked like and, well, they probably did. The thing is, you see, none of them 

recognized us as we collected ourselves and apologized. Not a one. Not the clowns, not 

the musicians and not anyone in security. Linden and I got out of the car assuring 

everyone we were fine and our baby was fine and they asked what his name was and I 

said Charles Jr. and introduced my husband and me as Chuck and Charlie and our dogs as 

Moe, Larry and Curly. AND EVERYONE BELIEVED US BECAUSE FELDA 

VOGEL’S SPELL WORKED. 



I’ve never put anything in all caps like that. I did it because it’s really significant, you 

know? 



Linden and I shared a look. Wide-eyed. Wild-eyed. I took immediate comic advantage of 

the assembled group’s inability to identify us by asking, “What’s the parade all about?” A 

pretty young lady whose face I remember from when Jacob and Joshua and I visited the 

city six years ago said: 



“It’s for Christian and Linden Midwinter-Gallagher.” I looked from her face to her 

sequined gown and the sash she wore over it that said “Miss Wayward 2014.” Later I 

asked Linden if he would want his daughter to be crowned Miss Wayward and we both 
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had laugh. At the time I was more concerned that, having met us before, Miss Wayward 

would recognize and bust us. She read my expression and winked conspiratorially. 



“Who are they?” my husband asked, taking Billy out of his car seat. The rest of the 

parade participants let the beauty queen continue: 



“They’re these guys who rescued the local homeless shelter when it was going under. I 

met Christian when he came through with these twins who were his students. They 

thought the old police station was their gym, and it was, but Wes & Stephen were letting 

people live there. I was one of them.” Her friends were very serious. I felt bad teasing 

them, but still asked: 



“Did they get in trouble?” 



“That’s just it,” she said, “they didn’t. We tried to hide that we were there so they 

wouldn’t, but when he found out, Christian Gallagher, he chased us into the woods where 

we were hiding and told us to come right back. Then he bought all this food and we had a 

big party. He let us stay there and everything turned out OK.” She was beaming and tears 

welled up, preventing her from continuing. A majorette from an area high school 

marching band—I don’t think Wayward High had yet reopened—said: 



“A couple of years later he and his boyfriend came back and they had this choreographer 

from the artist colony make up this dance to this 80s song and we did a flashmob outside 

Karl Lewis’ hotel. He was mean before then and then he became nice after.” So plainly 

put, I wanted to hug her. Instead I saw a majorette among the listeners and said: 



“I’ll make a five hundred dollar donation to the homeless shelter if you give me that 

baton and let me lead your band.” 



“You’re on!” the girl said, handing it to me. I took it in my right hand and took Billy 

from Linden in my left so he could get the cash out of the car. To a stilt walker I said: 



“I’ll give you fifty for the mask.” He took off a black mask he wore across his eyes, 

leaned over and put it over mine. “Thank you,” I said as Linden distributed the money. I 

kissed Billy, handed him back to his father and said to the girl, “Chuck’s going to need 

some help walking The Three Stooges. I’ll see you both after the parade.” She nodded 

and got in the car as Linden put Billy back in his car seat. Before getting back behind the 

wheel of the car he nearly crashed ten minutes before, Linden marched over to me, 

planted the most passionate kiss he ever had on my lips, said: 



“I love you,” and drove away. 



Miss Wayward led me to the front of the wrong high school band. Its majorette thought it 

was so hilarious I was there she excused herself and said she would lead the right one. 

“No, no,” I said to her as she walked away, laughing. 
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“It’s good,” she said between guffaws. “My parents are going to roar when they see you 

in my place and me with the Dragons.” 



“Who are the Dragons?” I asked, making her and every high schooler in earshot howl. I 

ignored them as I warmed up my arms and wrists. I practiced a few twirls and executed 

them so badly I hit a cymbal player and nearly decapitated Wesley and Stephen as they 

approached me. 



“You’re here!” Wesley said and he and Stephen hugged me. 



“My name’s Charlie,” I told them. “‘Chuck’ is in the audience with the Dragons’ 

majorette.” 



“Excellent,” Stephen said. 



“We found look-alikes to stand in for you, and one of the shelter residents loaned us her 

baby.” 



“Perfect!” I said, and thought it was very convenient Linden and I had doppelgangers in 

every city. I saw them later and determined Santa Fe had a better Linden and Wayward 

had a better Christian. “Let’s get started. I’m starving and have to go to the bathroom.” 

My friends wished me luck and disappeared. 



The parade began and took forever. It was also hot and muggy being southern Mississippi 

and everything. That didn’t seem to bother anyone but me, though. Suddenly a band 

leader appeared and said, “Catfish ready?” I turned to the flag waver on my left, my 

expression asking her who were the Catfish. She replied: 



“That’s us, honey.” The musicians behind me began playing Peter Gabriel’s 

“Sledgehammer,” a choice I didn’t get but was able to ignore I was concentrating so hard 

on my rusty baton-twirling skills. Fortunately it all came back to me and while I still 

wasn’t as good as Deirdre, because no one was as good at anything as she, I acquitted 

myself. OK, that is until my cell phone rang causing me to miss a catch and the baton to 

hit me in the head. That made my fellow Catfish laugh again, and miss notes. That made 

me laugh until I answered my phone and heard Everett Jones shout: 



“WHAT THE FUCK???” so loudly the Catfish missed additional notes. 



“I can’t talk to you now I’m in the middle of a big parade!” I said into the phone I held in 

my left hand while my right hand got back to twirling. 



“That’s it Christian…!” 



“CHARLIE!” I shouted back. “And I’m not on the final float. They’re stand-ins, so take a 

second look and don’t call me again while I’m doing a big show.” As I was unable to 

slam the receiver down on Everett Jones’ face, I dropped the burner with him still 



50 



caterwauling and stepped on it. This caused me to miss another catch, sending the baton 

into Rochelle’s face. She was the flag waver who advised me I was marching with the 

Catfish and everything. The baton hit her in the nose and so she struck me on the back of 

the head with her flag. That made me laugh. The band kept marching, this time fucking 

up “Louie Louie” as the brass section stepped over my baton. Over the music I shouted 

“STOP!” and they did. Marching, only, however. I searched for and found my baton, 

getting hit in the face—MY FACE AGAIN!—with one trombone and then another. I 

avoided a third and said, out loud as I returned to the front of the band, “How many do 

they need???” 



The rest of the parade went smoothly. My twirling improved as I got no more phone 

calls. The band murdered a “The Music Man” medley, which was OK with me. Had they 

attempted “Wicked” I would have had to taken them all out, Rochelle first and the 

trombones second, third and fourth. 



When we were done I found Linden, Billy in a stroller and the pups being held by three 

kids wearing volunteer shirts. Linden was laughing harder than he ever had in his life. 

Indeed, when I asked him where the Dragons’ majorette was he said, inarticulately, “She 

was laughing so hard she started bleeding from her eyes and they had to take her away in 

an ambulance.” 



“Are you serious?” I asked. Laughing so much harder he couldn’t respond verbally, 

which had never happened to my husband, ever, he nodded. I looked from him to the 

baton and said, “Mine.” 



Wesley and Stephen found us and took Gladys, Harley and Asa’s leashes from the 

volunteers. I said to them, “Make sure that chick with the bleeding eyes gives you five 

hundred dollars or I’m going to make the rest of her bleed.” This made my husband 

collapse in hysterics, causing me to say, “Then get another ambulance. I’d call 911 

myself but I stomped on my phone.” Linden rolled around on the street, clutching his 

stomach. “It was Everett Jones. Who thought he would be keeping such an eye on us. 

Was this streaming live?” I asked our friends. Wesley said: 



“On all the networks, TMZ, E!, Comedy Central…” 



“And your friend Bentley Howard’s site.” 



“Hah!” I said, and then thought about him and got all sad. I dropped my baton on my 

husband and unhooked Billy from the stroller. “I’m beat,” I said. “Let’s go to your place. 

Billy and I need to take a nap.” I looked at my husband, “And he needs a drug test.” 

Linden got up, kissed me on the cheek and said: 



“I’m sorry. The missed catches…hitting that girl…the trombones…” He lost it again. 



“Taking the call while you were workin’ the baton,” Wesley said, joining Linden. 
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“As many times as we warned everyone else not to check their phones…” said Stephen, 

busting out himself. 



“You mean they would? They do?? It’s a problem???” I was stunned. Laughing too hard 

to speak, our friends both nodded. “Good grief,” I said, and then added, “You know, back 

when I was punishment fucking that annoying twink on the cum-stained carpet of that 

foul Tricky-Dicks van we knew something about professionalism.” Linden, Wesley and 

Stephen collapsed, giving me a clear view, a block away, of Karl Lewis presenting fake 

Christian and fake Linden with a Key to the City. I very nearly collapsed in laughter 

myself, but I was holding our son, and instead I gave him a squeeze and said, “Don’t 

worry, Billy. I got you.” 







Linden and I skipped Sultan Springs as John had died, Joe married a man and had moved 

in with him, and Ray had lost his mind and was in a nursing home. Yancy married, too. A 

woman he met online. They moved to Tallahassee when he took a job with the Scott 

Administration advising the governor on matters concerning the elderly. 



Linden and I took turns driving from Wayward to Lady Lake, where we saw Kevin and 

Siobhan. Both of them cried when we pulled in, completely unannounced. “Sorry,” I said 

stepping out of the car, “after that nonsense in Wayward I was afraid…well, I was 

afraid.” Kevin said: 



“The guys they got to be you were great.” Siobhan: 



“We figured you arranged it to lure the feds to Mississippi while you fled into Canada.” 



“Canada?” I said. “No way. Too cold. Never Canada.” Linden released the hounds who 

besieged our friends. Even old Asa. Behind them Linden approached holding Billy. He 

stood next to me saying nothing while Kevin and Siobhan gave the beagles and Pom their 

full attention. Then Billy cried out, once, loudly. He did so not because he was hungry, 

uncomfortable or unhappy, but just because it felt good. Kevin looked up at Linden and 

then our son. He nudged Siobhan, who did so, too. At once the two of them began crying 

again. Linden and I smiled and I laughed at how moved they were to see us and meet our 

son. 



“Can I hold him?” Siobhan asked. 



“Of course,” Linden said, handing him to her. As Kevin and Siobhan coo’ed over Billy, 

who coo’ed back at them, I noticed over the barn door behind them, a sign that said, “The 

Rhoda Rage Memorial Barn” and, beneath it, a mural of our old friend screaming into a 

telephone. 



At the same time I laughed and cried, and did so for five whole minutes. 
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Chapter 5 

Linden, Billy, Gladys, Harley, Asa spent two weeks in Lady Lake. We stayed in the 

house that those hillbilly freaks whose names I can’t remember. Oh, wait, yes I can. The 

Jeffcoats. We stayed in their house in a room Kevin and Siobhan added. They remodeled 

the house so thoroughly Mr. Jeffcoat and his freak sons would likely not have recognized 

it if they rose from the graves we buried them in after Sayaka (or Aki?) and I killed them. 

“Why don’t you just live here?” Kevin suggested. I discussed it privately with Linden, 

who said: 



“It can always be our back up,” and, “I was excited about staying in Wysteria.” I was, 

too. I had been there for a reading twice since I moved to Orlando. The first time was in 

the first year. The first month, actually. I was staying in a weekly rental apartment and 

had just gotten a temp job…somewhere. Someone there told me about this place, this 

neighborhood of ritzy Talbot, Florida, where there was a big Old Florida hotel out of 

which psychics gave readings. 



“There’s a bookstore and meeting hall, too,” she said. “A small grocery store has its own 

post office inside. All around the hotel are one and two-story cottages all decorated like 

gingerbread houses.” I was very interested “Most of them have psychics who live in them 

and they put out a shingle. They call themselves ‘Reverend,’ some of them.” I thought 

that was very curious. The coworker told me it used to be bigger in the “olden days.” 

There was a big temple and a larger meeting hall. It was established around the turn of 

the last century by rich New Yorkers who were into hocus pocus. Some moved there and 

some came just in the winter. This additional information I got from brochures in the 

bookstore and hotel lobby when, that weekend, I drove the forty-five minutes from 

Orlando to Wysteria. 



I got a forty dollar reading from an old queen who told me nothing about myself I didn’t 

already know and nothing about my future I couldn’t predict. If he had any real talent he 

would have said, “You’re going to kill a lot of people. All justifiably.” Maybe he knew 

and was just, wisely, holding back. 



I went back with Samia years later. She thought the place was awesome. Neither of us got 

readings. Instead we had a meal in the hotel dining room, browsed the bookstore and then 

walked the streets surrounding the hotel, which was kind of a bigger version of the 

hospital where Dary Beaumont stayed in Clearwater. Like if Dary’s hospital had a 

mother, it would be the Wysteria Hotel. EEEK, that was an irritating description, 

completely unworthy of me. Large, two-story, though I heard it once was three, pink 

stucco, wraparound porch. Creaky wood floors, overstuffed Victorian lobby furniture, 

gorgeous old carpets. Its walls were painted in odd colors. The silver and flatware in the 

dining room were all deliberately mismatched. It was all adorable. The houses in the area 

also were painted strange colors. Their architecture was complicated and creepy. Odd 

windows, many stained glass, reminded me of Bobby and Claire O’Days house in 

Rowaneck. 
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Blah, blah, blah, it was a cool place and my husband and I wanted to live there. “Do you 

believe in that stuff?” Siobhan asked one evening as we had drinks on the porch. Linden 

responded by telling her about the spell Felda Vogel and the kid from Dairy Queen put on 

us. Then he asked, “Do your volunteers,” to whom our friends had introduced us as 

Charlie and Chuck, and baby Charles, “know who Christian Gallagher and his notorious 

husband Linden are?” Kevin and Siobhan nodded, Linden smiled and I asked: 



“Have any of them recognized us?” 



“Well, no,” said Kevin. 



“But you look different,” Siobhan said. “Your hair isn’t long anymore.” It sounded lame 

and she said so. Kevin asked: 



“If all that is true, won’t the psychics there know?” It’s something Linden had asked 

during the trip. I didn’t have an answer. Meg, who was still with us, said: 



“Maybe they won’t. Or maybe there’s a code among psychics. That you respect another 

psychic’s spell.” Linden and I agreed it was an interesting idea. Linden shared it with our 

friends and they thought she had a point. 



“Billy’s going to draw a lot of attention to you,” said Siobhan, who was holding him at 

the time. 



“Any newcomer is. A gay couple with a newborn, who has no limbs…” offered Kevin, 

gravely. “That better be a strong spell.” Linden and I looked at each other and agreed, 

silently, that we would still give it a try. Kevin understood our exchange and added, “If 

you get busted just come back here. Stay as long as you like.” 



“A week or forever,” Siobhan said. I was strangely moved by the offer. I had missed our 

friends and missed Rhoda, whose memorial barn I could see from the porch. Feeling 

nostalgic for them and the other friends we had to leave because Todd Becket’s girlfriend 

recognized my voice. Feeling nostalgic for Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, who were always 

so glad to see me when I came home from Miami, the club or just getting the 

mail…Olivier and Grayson…Bentley…Elio. 



I burst into tears and then laughed at how loved Linden and I were. 



The following day, which was October, 2014, I guess. Linden and I packed his Saturn 

with what few things we brought, put our son and our other babies in the car, too, and 

hugged Kevin and Siobhan goodbye. 



As Linden drove us out of the property we looked at the tree where Abigail Adams and 

Bosco were found hanging. We always looked at that tree when we entered or left the 

Lady Lake Doggie Rescue property, even when we arrived, after dark, two weeks before. 

Kevin had asked me if he should cut it down. I said, “No, the tree is innocent. And 
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beautiful.” He agreed it was. “It will make us think of our friends.” And it did. After the 

initial, horrific image, I always thought of Abigail at the party following the Christmas 

pageant, dancing with Peter Polaski and whipping off her old lady costume to reveal a 

sexy miniskirt. That memory always trumped her naked corpse. Indeed, so joyous and 

powerful was it…is it, that it makes me do the Abigail clap. 



Linden pulled off the interstate at the Talbot exit and took it until we saw the green sign 

whose white letters said “WYSTERIA” pointing left. A long, narrow, winding, two-lane 

road began as a numbered route and became Lester Avenue as it entered the Wysteria 

neighborhood of Talbot. Lester somebody, or somebody whose last name was Lester, 

founded the place an eon before and the main drag bears his name. Linden and I knew 

when we were approaching the hotel because the houses went from grubby ranches with 

broken tractors on overgrown front yards to unique cottages with white fences, gorgeous 

flowers and signs bearing the name or names of practicing psychics, mediums and 

spiritual counselors. “This is cool,” I said from the backseat where Asa, Harley and I 

looked after Billy. 



“I agree,” Linden said to us when he saw the hotel. It was my husband’s first visit and he 

was visibly excited, which for anyone else would be bouncing up and down EXCITED. 



“What should we do first?” I asked. “Get a room? Get lunch? Get a reading?” He asked 

me what time it was and I told him. 



“We should think about putting Billy down for a nap.” Almost on cue Billy farted and 

then pooped. 



“As soon as I change him,” I said. He pulled into a diagonal parking space in front of the 

front entrance to the hotel and said: 



“If you do that I’ll walk the pups. Then we can get a suite, if they have them.” Securing a 

couple of rooms had occurred to me, too. I could just about stand to make love to my 

husband with the pups in the room, and The Whore of Babylon would refuse to her place 

between out pillows when we got our groove on, so we didn’t have a choice. We never 

did anything but kiss chastely in front of Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia and the same would 

apply to our son. 



I changed Billy quickly and put him in his stroller. Linden said, “Maybe I should stay 

here with everyone until you see if they accept dogs.” After over a year at Homefires it 

didn’t occur to me a hotel wouldn’t accept dogs. 



“Oh,” I said. “Right.” Then, “As much money as we have…they’ll accept a cow if I can 

get one delivered.” Linden didn’t disagree, though he might not have been paying 

attention as he was looking at the surrounding homes. 



“There are some for rent signs.” 
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“I noticed them, too.” 



“Let’s do the hotel, first. If they’ll have us,” I suggested. “At least until we find out if 

we’re busted.” Linden nodded and put the pups back in the car and cracked the window. 

He took the car seat from me and laid it on the hotel’s front lawn. I left him rocking Billy 

in it, smiling until I thought my face would split I was so happy. 



There were visitors on the porch, or hotel guests, enjoying cocktails and reading 

brochures. I went inside, crossed a large lobby painted a dark orange. It had a creeky old 

wooden floor, frayed but still glorious carpet and ornate couches and chairs. The front 

desk was next to the staircase to the second floor. There was no elevator. Behind the desk 

was a man who looked a little like Yancy Butler, though younger. Maybe twenty-five. He 

had a long narrow face, high forehead and long straight brown hair in a ponytail. He 

greeted me with a smile that revealed large, white, Osmond family teeth. I said: 



“Hi,” and he said: 



“Hello…Christian Gallagher.” My knees went weak and I stumbled to the nearest wing 

chair. “Oh…I see now. I’m sorry. I apologize,” the young man said. I sat down and took 

a couple of deep breaths. We would have to go, I said to myself. We would have to go 

back to Lady Lake. 



“That’s fine,” I said. “It’s OK.” We were welcome there. We could hide there forever. 



“I’m sorry,” the attendant said, approaching me on crutches. I looked at him and saw that 

he was tall, which I expected, or would be tall if he had legs. I stared at one right leg and 

the space where a missing left leg would have been. Just for a second, though, but a 

second too long for someone as well bred as I. 



“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to stare.” 



“I’m sorry,” he said again. “And that’s OK, everyone does it.” We were both silent for an 

awkward moment. I stood back up and still couldn’t think of anything to say. “You’re 

under an anonymity spell. I can see through them. I usually respect them…I always 

respect them. It’s just that I recognized you before I realized you were under the spell, so 

I said something before I should have.” 



“Oh,” I responded. I wanted to say something else, but I didn’t know what. It was so odd 

for me to be speechless. The man continued: 



“I’m probably the only one here powerful enough to see through it, so you’ll be safe if 

you stay here.” 



“Oh,” I said again. And nothing more. 
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“We respect spells in the community. We respect people’s privacy. All good mediums 

do, and you have to be good if you want to practice here. The Association’s very strict.” 



“Oh,” I kept saying. Then I thought of the Larchmont Ladies Assocation, but I didn’t 

think he meant a women’s group. 



“The Wysteria Psychic Association has a very strict policy of protecting people’s 

privacy. We don’t share information we discover in readings or through casual contact. 

And we respect anonymity spells, unless the person under it is a threat.” 



“We’re not a threat,” I said. The fella looked past me out the front door and asked: 



“Linden Midwinter is with you?” That inquiry made me go back to saying: 



“Oh,” and I sunk into the chair. 



“You’re safe…” the guy paused, “Charlie?” That made me laugh and ask: 



“And guess what his name is.” The attendant looked back through the front door, focused 

and then shook his head. 



“I can’t tell from here.” 



“I said guess.” He guessed: 



“Charlie, also?” 



“Chuck,” I corrected him, with a smile. 



“And is that your baby?” the guy asked. I nodded and said: 



“Billy,” because I thought it was safe to call him by the name on his birth cerficate. I 

stood up and asked: 



“What’s your name?” 



“Brandon,” Brandon said. He secured the crutch under his right armpit and held out his 

hand. 



“Charlie Cash,” I said. 



“Brandon Hernandez.” We shook and I said: 



“Does your hotel take dogs?” He smiled and nodded: 



“With a deposit.” 
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“Excellent.” I looked from Brandon to the desk where someone waited for service. 



“Excuse me,” said the powerful psychic. He turned around and went back to the desk, 

moving on and maneuvering the crutches faster than I thought a person could. I went 

back outside and advised Linden it was OK to bring in the pups. I took Gladys and 

Harley from him. He took Asa and Billy’s carrier and I led him inside. A visitor was kind 

enough to hold the door for us and we both thanked her. She looked at Billy and gasped. 

Then she blushed red and stammered an apology. 



“It’s OK,” Linden said, graciously. 



“He’s beautiful,” the woman said and we both replied: 



“Thank you.” 



Inside Linden asked, “Did he recognize you?” Brandon finished with the woman who 

interrupted us and looked at us. 



“I’ll explain later,” I said. Brandon looked at Linden and said: 



“Welcome to the Wysteria Hotel.” We both thanked him and then watched him look from 

us to the pups to Billy. To watch the young man’s expression transform from a standard 

pleasant welcome to a full on realization that, like him, Billy was disabled, was 

something amazing. Brandon’s face lit up like I didn’t often see. He smiled so hard I 

thought his lips would split. He said, “And hello, little man!” Linden said: 



“Say hello, Billy.” Billy just sort of gurgled and looked around, unaware of the 

impression he made on the guy whose only leg stopped at the knee. Brandon admired our 

son for several more moments, found himself and said: 



“You’re going to want a suite, I think.” 



“Yes, thank you,” I said. 



“First floor or second?” Linden and I looked at each other and he said: 



“Second.” 



“Good choice,” Brandon said. “The stairs are a hassle but there’s a lot of activity on the 

first floor.” He checked his computer. “How long will you be staying?” I said: 



“Indefinitely.” Brandon smiled again and snuck a look at the baby. 



“OK, then.” He found us a couple of rooms, took Linden’s “Charles Murray” credit card 

and gave us two keys. “Top of the stairs and you’re there. 
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“Thank you, Brandon,” I said. 



“I regret we don’t have anyone who can help you with your luggage,” he said. 



“We don’t have much,” Linden told him and then also thanked him. We took our dogs 

and our son up the stairs. 



“There’s a phone in the room. Dial zero to get the desk. Let me know if you need 

anything.” We thanked him again as we reached the landing halfway up the stairs. As we 

climbed the rest I wondered if “anything” meant babysitting. 



Our rooms were right at the top of the stairs and, so, overlooked the hotel’s front yard 

and, across a street whose name I didn’t know, the grocery store/post office. Inside there 

was a large bed, modest bureau on which sat a television, and two stuffed chairs. To the 

left was a bathroom and to the right was a door that led into our other room. The walls 

were four different shades of purple and a carpet over the wooden floor had a purple and 

green design. “This is cool,” Linden said. I agreed. He put Billy on the bed and we undid 

the pups’ leashes. I got them water from the bathroom, which had green paisley 

wallpaper, while Linden went into the next room. It was similar in size but blue and 

orange. It had no bathroom, which made me wonder if, when the hotel was built, the less 

expensive rooms required guests to share a common bathroom in the hall. I examined the 

door and frame connecting the rooms, determined it was installed after the hotel was 

built, and answered my own question. 



“I think we need to take a nap,” I said. 



“I think so, too,” Linden agreed. I removed the spread from the brass bed and put it on 

the floor for the pups while Linden lifted Billy out of his carrier. We took off our pants 

and shoes and got in the bed, our son between us as if he were The Whore of Babylon. I 

could have stood to get my groove on with my husband, but put it out of my mind. Still, I 

said: 



“We need to get a crib.” Linden sighed, suggesting he too wished we had one. 



“And an ironing board.” Bless the heart of the only person I knew who ironed his jeans. 

We looked at each other over our son and I said: 



“I’m glad we’re here,” and he said: 



“I’m glad I’m anywhere with you.” 







When we woke up I walked the pups while Linden bathed Billy and prepared a bottle for 

him, heating it in the microwave we picked up at a Target in Lady Lake. We both took 
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quick showers, changed into clean clothes and took our son to the hotel’s dining room. It 

was actually an independently owned café called “A Moment in Time,” and it was run by 

a woman of about thirty or thirty-five who greeted and sat us. “I’m Angela Hickey,” she 

said. Linden and I introduced ourselves and our son. She brought us to a table that had a 

lace table cloth covered in glass, linen napkins and non-matching silverware. Angela 

wore an off white apparently vintage dress of linen and lace. I recognized the theme from 

“Somewhere in Time,” the romantic eighties movie starring Jane Seymour and 

Christopher Reeve playing over the stereo system and it all made sense. 



It was about three o’clock so we were the only diners. Linden held Billy and gave him his 

bottle while Angela put a menu in front of him and handed one to me. Before I opened it 

I said, “We’re vegan. Is there something on here for us?” The woman’s face lit up almost 

as brightly as Brandon’s had when he saw Billy. 



“Of course!” Angela cried. Then she realized how loud she was, looked around to make 

sure we were alone and laughed at herself. “I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s just lovely when 

someone asks. Everything on the menu can be made with a meat substitute. Today we’re 

having beef stroganoff. The sauce is already made with milk but the chef can defrost 

some soy beef tips. It’ll be a few extra minutes, but I’m sure you’ll enjoy it.” Linden and 

I assured her we would. “Can I get you something to drink?” 



“I’d love a Scotch, and water, too,” I said. 



“The same for me, please,” said my husband. 



“Everything comes with a side salad. Most of our dressings are vegan, too. Angela 

excused herself to put in our order while I examined the menu. It was all huge and 

featured a font and language popular during the turn of the last century. Each day of the 

week featured one main dish, but there were standard alternatives including a hamburger, 

hot dog, peanut butter & jelly and spaghetti on a kids menu. All easy enough to prepare. 

The prices were high, but that was natural considering what I imaged was a limited 

market and high overhead. I mean, I’m not a connoisseur of fine dining, but everything 

from the drapes to the wood polish appeared to be quality. Angela returned with our 

drinks. “The chef is excited about your order,” she said. “He’s not vegan but he enjoys 

special orders. Our menu isn’t broad and he spent thirty years in fine dining restaurants in 

Jacksonville and also Washington D.C.” 



“Semi-retired?” Linden asked. Angela nodded. 



“Such a nice man. A wealth of stories. My husband’s a writer and he’s helping him with 

a biography of his experiences in the food industry. I didn’t know a chef could have such 

a colorful life. Everyone does, really. Everyone has a story.” 



“You can say that again,” I said. I looked at Linden, who winked and then nodded. 

“Would you sit with us?” I asked our host. She beamed even brighter and said: 





60 



“Yes!” also kind of loudly. She looked around again, blushed and laughed at herself. 

Then she sat down. “We have one server come in on weekday evenings. I usually serve 

weekday lunches myself. We have a larger staff on weekends and special occasions.” The 

chef, an older black man in the traditional uniform up to and including his Chef-Boy-Ar-

Dee hat, arrived with our salads. His name was Ernest and Angela introduced the three of 

us to him. No sooner had we shaken hands and he made faces at Billy a dozen people 

entered the dining room. 



“Uh-oh, you have a rush,” I said. Angela looked from the group to us and said: 



“Oh, it’s the Wysteria Psychic Association. And some people from Talbot. Next year is 

the one hundred twenty-fifth anniversary of Wysteria and they’re planning a celebration 

for the spring.” 



“Excuse me,” Ernest said, “I should move some tables.” 



“Oh, Seth and the others can handle it,” Angela said. 



“Then I’ll check on your meal,” said the chef. “It was nice meeting you and your boy.” 

Linden and I said the same to him and he returned to the kitchen while another man, from 

the group, approached us. Slight and boyish, but was probably around forty, he kissed 

Angela and said to us: 



“Hi, I’m Seth Hickey.” Seth…Seth…oh, yeah, I thought, the last Seth I knew I murdered 

and then framed Vivian Lane for it weeks after. I shook Seth’s hand. “I’m Charlie Cash 

and this is my husband, Chuck Murray and our son, Billy.” After greetings Angela said: 



“My husband is helping Chef Ernest with his book. He’s written three.” I considered the 

name Seth Hickey and didn’t recognize it. Linden did, however, and said: 



“‘Somewhere in Time.’” I considered the movie, did the math and said: 



“I think he was too young to write that.” Angela said: 



“Yes!” very loudly, looked around, said, “Ooooo, there’s people here now,” blushed and 

laughed at herself. 



“My wife gets excited when people know my work.” A beat. “She gets excited about lots 

of things.” I thought she did and thought it was charming. 



“I read it,” Linden said. “‘Somewhere in Time.’” I didn’t remember him reading it or 

telling me about it, though it could have been while I was in Miami or Rowaneck or 

doing a tour of Superior Bodies clubs. “It was excellent.” 



“Thank you,” Seth said, also blushing. 
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“I want to read it now,” I said. “Can I get a copy in the bookstore?” 



“Yes,” Angela said, making an obvious effort to control her volume. 



“I’ll pick it up after lunch and bring it back for you to sign,” I told its author. Seth 

continued blushing and said: 



“I would be glad to.” On the far end of the dining room the anniversary planning meeting 

began and Seth Hickey excused himself. When he was gone Angela said: 



“Thank you for that.” Linden said: 



“I wasn’t indulging him. I thought it was a very good book.” To me, “You’re going to 

enjoy it.” 



“When did you read it?” I asked. 



“When you were in Atlanta, the first time. Patsy and Bertice read it to me when I was in 

the hospital.” 



“Oh,” Angela said smiling and clapping her hands together once. “To have a story read to 

you…it’s…” 



“It’s very nice,” my husband said. 



“Well, maybe you can read it to me and Billy,” I suggested. 



“You’re on.” 



Angela served our meal and then joined the meeting. Linden and I ate in silence so we 

could listen to the meeting. Several of the attendees were Wysteria residents when they 

celebrated its hundred year anniversary. That celebration occurred in the late summer. 

Everyone agreed it was a good time but too hot and that a more temperature-friendly 

spring event might draw a greater crowd. There would be an art fair, carnival, speakers, 

appearances by celebrity psychics, a band and a black tie party in the hotel’s never-used 

ballroom. “It sounds like fun,” I said to Linden as we finished our meals. “I wonder if 

Felda knows about it.” 



“Let’s get the book while the meeting’s still going on,” he said. I agreed, got up and 

approached Angela. I handed her a credit card and whispered: 



“It was delicious.” She stage whispered a super loud: 



“Thank you!” and got up to run the card. 
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I picked up Billy, just to get him out of the carrier, and led Linden, who carried it, out of 

the dining room and through the lobby to a side entrance along Lester Avenue. We 

passed Brandon, who was apparently in a shift change with a young lady who could have 

been in high school or maybe college. He introduced us to her and then asked how the 

meal was. “Excellent,” Linden said. 



“Yes,” I agreed. “We’re going to buy Seth Hickey’s book so he can autograph it for us.” 



“It’s a good one. So are his other two. One is a history of Wysteria which he cowrote 

with Van Cadenhead,” Brandon indicated the meeting, which apparently included 

Cadenhead, “and another fictional story. ‘Somewhere in Time’ is the best, though.” He 

looked from us to Billy and said, “If I weren’t leaving I’d offer to watch your boy while 

you shopped.” 



“Thank you,” Linden said and then we said our goodbyes. Outside, as we crossed Lester 

Avenue I said: 



“Is Brandon a potential babysitter?” Linden: 



“You should have your friend Patterson do a background check on him.” I agreed and 

would find a way to contact Jack Patterson, the private detective who had helped me in 

the past. 



The bookstore was part of a large one-story wooden pavilion, the other being a large 

meeting room with a stage. Linden and I peeked into it and he said, “This could be 

dressed up or down depending on the event.” It had a grand old red velvet curtain and the 

floors were quality wood and well maintained. Two swinging doors on the left side of the 

staged appeared to lead into a kitchen. We entered the bookstore and found it to be 

everything you’d expect of a shop in a spiritual community. Books, of course, DVDs, 

greeting cards, crystal jewelry, hanging mobiles and Indian dream catchers, exotic 

clothing, candles, herbs, incense and the like. A fraction of the size of the meeting room, 

the store was well stocked and very busy for a late Wednesday afternoon in early 

October. I said so to Linden and he suggested: 



“Halloween?” It was approaching, but still three weeks away. 



“I wonder what that’s like here?” I asked. Instead of answering my husband indicated a 

Seth Hickey display on the far side of the room. It featured his three books, a brochure 

describing him and his work, and a couple of benches where shoppers could browse 

through his titles. Apparently ‘Somewhere in Time’ won a few awards, but it was the 

Wysteria history he co-wrote that the store pushed. “Let’s get both,” I said. “We can have 

Seth and the other guy…” I looked at the book, “Van Cadenhead, sign it.” Linden nodded 

and we paid for both. 



We entered the hotel to find the meeting had finished and the group breaking up. While it 

would have been nice to have Seth’s signature in his books, my interest in his autograph 
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was more to court a new friend. Linden said, “I don’t know how many more people I 

want to meet today.” I felt similarly and said:  



“Some TV and another nap sound good.” He nodded, however before we could book up 

the stairs, Angela saw us and waved us over. My husband and I put smiles on our faces 

and approached the committee. She began: 



“Everyone, this is Charles and Chuck and their boy Billy.” We nodded and Billy, who 

was also done with people, began to cry. I put down the bag of books and lifted him out 

of his carrier. One of the committee members, I don’t know who, gasped when she, I 

think, saw that our son had no limbs. I felt bad for her because I thought she was 

probably mortified. I would have told her it was OK, as Linden and I did the woman who 

held the hotel door open for us, but I never figured out who she was. “Charles, Chuck, 

Billy, you know my husband and this is…” She began with Van Cadenhead, his apparent 

lover, a few psychics, a couple of Talbot City Council members, a Volusia County 

deputy and some other folks. Linden and I greeted them all by name and I proceeded to 

forget every one of them but the other author’s. We made a bit of small talk and Linden 

and I advised them we were from Pittsburgh, as per the identities that cobbler made for us 

and blah, blah, blah and everyone left but Angela, Seth, Van, a bald, paunchy queen in 

his mid-fifties and his lover Daniel, who was rail thin, had short thin mousy hair, stooped 

shoulders and teeth that needed straightening. I thought he could be anywhere from 

thirty-five to fifty-five but found out, fairly quickly, he was fifty. 



Linden put down the carrier, picked up the bag and took the books out of them. Seth said, 

“I’m always so reluctant to sign anything. Like I’m a big celebrity. I can’t get used to it.” 



“I can,” said Van, making a joke. He found a pen, found the dedication page of his book, 

and wrote, above the “To Marilyn,” bless her heart, “To Charlie, Chuck and Billy, 

welcome to Wysteria, Sincerely, Van.” Seth wrote the same thing below. He then 

autographed his novel “Thank you for reading,” or something. It was nice and we were 

grateful and I was ready to go. I said: 



“We’re beat.” Linden agreed with a nod. “We’re going to let the pups out and then take a 

nap, I think.” Angela, Seth and Van said they were glad we were here and they looked 

forward to seeing more of us and that kind of thing while Daniel said nothing and looked 

at the ground or ceiling. We said goodbye, Linden took the books and Billy’s carrier and 

we went upstairs. 



It was time for another diaper change, however as I opened my mouth to suggest my 

husband do it while I walked the pups I saw a strange expression on his face. He looked 

as if he had just seen a ghost, and I mean it. “What?” I asked immediately, and then 

looked around the room, thinking it was as haunted as some of the literature in the 

bookstore suggested. 



“I know Daniel,” Linden said. I sighed, thinking for the second time that day we would 

have to leave. “No, it’s all right. He doesn’t know me.” 
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“Oh?” 



“Yes.” A beat. “He’s from Larchmont.” 



“Oh?” 



“Yes.” Another beat. “I knew of him when I was a kid.” 



“Oh?” 



“Yes.” A third beat. “He murdered his mother.” 
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Chapter 6 

That evening after we were all settled Linden and I climbed into bed with Billy between 

us and I said, “OK, tell me about your friend who killed his mother.” My husband opened 

his mouth, apparently to begin his story. Then he closed it. Then he looked at Billy and 

back at me. “What?” I said, a little concerned. 



“What are we going to do when he hits puberty?” he asked. 



“Huh?” I was so obtuse. That it hadn’t occurred to me at all is further evidence of that. 



“Billy doesn’t even have…appendages. No half formed hands or feet. No fingers, toes or 

even stubs of one.” He didn’t. Just smooth skin at his shoulders and hips. Not a partial 

limb or foot or toe. I said, more to get a reaction: 



“We’ll just jack him off.” Linden should have been used to my saying outrageous things. 

This issue was too important for him to dismiss with a wry smile. 



“We can’t. That’s illegal.” That we couldn’t is correct. Because it was illegal was a silly 

reason, and Linden, who was rarely wrong and never silly, and never embarrassed, 

blushed. “I can’t do it,” he said. 



“I can’t either.” I thought about it, examining our son, who wore a tiny tank and tiny 

diaper. “What do you think?” I asked him. He just gurgled and squirmed, trying to get 

comfortable between us. “We’ll just rig something up.” Linden looked from me to Billy 

to me. 



“Like with ropes and pulleys?” I nodded. “How?” 



“I don’t know but we have thirteen years to figure it out.” Linden blushed again. It was so 

unusual. He had fallen into the role of primary caregiver for Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia so 

easily and with such confidence. He seemed to know the answer to everything about 

them: what to feed them and when, what different kinds of crying meant they needed, 

how many layers of clothing they needed for what temperature, when and for how long 

they needed to nap. I never had to think of anything or research anything. Maybe Linden 

did while I was in Montverde or Miami. He had no opportunity to research raising a 

limbless boy. Or maybe he had from his sophisticated phone while I was driving or 

sleeping. He found no answer. 



I loved Linden’s concern. It was so sweet and endearing. I loved everything about my 

husband, I thought then and all the time. I looked from him to Billy to the pups and 

around the room and thought how much I loved my life, then and every moment since 

Linden walked into the Superior Bodies lounge for his interview. I leaned over our son 

and kissed on the forehead, nose and mouth. Then I got comfy again on my side of the 

bed and said, “Talk.” 
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Linden began by advising me Daniel…that is, Timmy Nealon, is four years older than he 

is. “We went to Chatsworth Avenue School together, I guess, but we didn’t go to middle 

school or high school together, though.” I could have done the math and determined that. 

“My point is, I don’t think he ever saw me or knew who I was.” I got it. “He and his 

parents lived across Chatsworth Avenue from Margaret and me in Washington Arms 

apartments. His father was a Larchmont police officer. His mother fancied herself a 

socialite.” 



“Was she in the Larchmont Ladies Association?” I asked. Linden smiled and said: 



“Ultimately…” and then explained that Sandra Nealon was from Mamaroneck. 

Larchmont is a village in the Town of Mamaroneck, which is in Westchester County. 



“Oh,” I said. 



“Sandra was pretty and could have been beautiful had her features been softer. She had 

dark hair and blue eyes but hard, square cheekbones and harder chin, my husband said. 

“She had pretty, straight teeth, but they were small and she didn’t smile a lot.” 



“That’s some specific info.” 



“I got most of it from the newspaper after the police chief arrested her husband.” 



“Her husband the cop?” Linden nodded. 



Apparently, Sandra was from Mamaroneck but had social aspirations. As a young high 

school graduate with no money for college she got a job at the Grand Union, a grocery 

store in downtown Larchmont. Everyone went there and she figured she could maybe 

find a husband. After years of some dates and hook ups but mostly rejections and zero 

relationships and no engagement ring, she settled for Bruce Nealon. “He was a 

Larchmont police officer and lived in Washington Arms, but at least he had a Larchmont 

address and his job seemed steady. He expressed an interest in her and made overtures for 

years before she gave up on trying to find someone better. She figured he was someone 

she could control, at least.” 



“Was that in the newspaper, too?” I asked. Linden smiled and said: 



“I just heard it from people.” I wondered who, as Linden seemed to have been a loner as 

a kid. He continued, “Margaret’s younger cousin Janice also taught at Mamaroneck High 

School. She lived in Washington Arms and would often visit for cocktails. Timmy was a 

student of hers. Language Arts. She knew a lot about the family and it was all she talked 

about after Timmy choked Sandra to death.” 



“Ooooo,” I said. Well, according to Janice, they married in the chapel at Sts. John and 

Paul Church, in the unincorporated section of Larchmont. Sandra wanted to do St. 

Augustine’s, which was near the Grand Union and across the street from the combination 
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Larchmont fire station/police station/city all. They weren’t parishioners and neither was 

Catholic. St. Augustine’s had standards and was also expensive. Getting married in Sts. 

John and Paul’s chapel was no small expense, but they could afford it and the pastor 

didn’t care that Sandra was…not Catholic and Bruce was raised Jewish. “Sandra’s 

parents weren’t in the scene?” 



“Janice never mentioned them.” 



“Hmmm.” Janice did say that Sandra gave up her job and moved into Bruce’s one 

bedroom apartment. She tried joining all kinds of committees and clubs. Some welcomed 

her. Others didn’t. She researched joining the Larchmont Shore Club and the Larchmont 

Yacht Club. She knew no members who would sponsor her and Bruce, and they couldn’t 

afford the dues if they got accepted. 



“They became members of the Larchmont Beach Club, which was a poor man’s country 

club that had a locker room and a small beach on Long Island Sound. Membership was 

generally limited to people in the incorporated section of Larchmont, but the board 

thought refusing a police officer was not a good idea.” 



“That was wise,” I said. 



“Yes, especially since Bruce was a bully.” 



“Oh. Did Janice have first hand knowledge? What did he arrest her for?” 



“It was common knowledge,” said Linden. “Margaret raised me to obey the law not 

because she was concerned about my morals or judgment, but because Officer Bruce 

Nealon was a ‘bastard.’” 



“What did she get arrested for?” I asked. 



“Nothing,” Linden said. “She just knew from living in Larchmont and teaching kids, 

some of whom were arrested by him for drinking and mischief.” Mischief. I love that 

word. I loved it more coming out of Linden’s mouth. 



“Did he beat up Sandra?” Linden smiled, with mischief. Mischievously. 



“That’s just it,” he said. “Sandra beat him up.” 



“Really?” My husband nodded. 



“She would get worked up at him for not making enough money and refusing to get a 

second job so she could afford nice clothing and expensive restaurants. She would rage at 

him, grab him by the shoulders, shake him and then slap him hard on the face.” 



“Really?” He nodded again. 
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“Janice said she could hear them through the walls or down the hall,” a beat, “or maybe 

through a vent.” 



“Yes…” 



“Sandra would call him a lazy coward. She told him to shake people down when he 

pulled them over.” 



“Oh my God.” 



“She said to take their pot and coke and sell it do junkies in the Bronx.” 



“Oh my God.” 



“She told him to get some dirt on the police chief and blackmail him into giving him a 

raise or promotion.” 



“Wow, what a piece of work. Why didn’t he leave her?” 



“She controlled him,” Linden said. “And they had a baby. Timmy.” 



“Please tell me he murdered her when he was a toddler.” It was a flippant remark, but I 

dreaded hearing about all he endured before taking her out. 



“When they had him they didn’t move into a two bedroom.” 



“Oh…” That was already enough. 



“They could have afforded it but that would have meant giving up the beach club or 

something else. Or Sandra would have had to get a job, which she wouldn’t do because 

society ladies didn’t work.” 



“Good grief.” Linden explained that Timmy slept in a crib in the living room and then in 

a fold out couch in the living room for his entire childhood and most of his adolescence. 

He was extremely timid, likely from watching his mother rage at, shake and slap his 

father. He was short and slight. Stooped shoulders, always looked at the ground, held his 

arms around his stomach, never smiled, wore the same clothes every day. Timmy had no 

friends. He was scared of everyone and no one bothered with him, even to tease him. He 

was just too easy a target, especially as he always read “Anne of the Green Gables,” 

“Nancy Drew” and everything by Judy Blume. 



“Sandra wanted him to play sports and be in clubs. She signed him up for after school 

activities. Art classes. Music. She even took a job so she could afford to send him to 

summer camp on Cape Cod, or in Maine.” 
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“Where did she work?” I asked. 



“A ‘no-tell’ motel in New Rochelle. Housekeeping.” A different town. A place she likely 

wouldn’t run into anyone she knew. “But she did,” Linden continued. “Pillars of 

Larchmont society having affairs with other pillars of Larchmont society.” 



“Ca-ching,” I suggested. Linden shook his head and Billy farted, which made us both 

laugh. 



“She didn’t blackmail them for money,” he said. “She did it for…” he invited me to 

answer: 



“Party invitations.” He nodded. 



“She was never more popular. She went to cocktail parties, fundraisers, weddings. She 

spent more time at the Yacht Club and Shore Club than actual members. She worked the 

morning shift at the motel, went home to change into some Ann Taylor outfit, and then 

met her ‘friends’ at the club.” I groaned at the hideousness of it. I groaned harder when 

Linden said, “Then she came home drunk, shook and slapped her husband for being such 

a nothing and shook and slapped her son for being such a pansy.” I wanted to go find 

Timmy or Daniel or whatever his name was and hug him and tell him he was safe and his 

mother was dead. Then I reminded myself he already knew that because he killed her. 

Linden said: 



“One summer Sandra sent Bruce to pick up Timmy at summer camp. When he got there 

he couldn’t find him. It turns out Timmy stowed away in another’s family van so he 

wouldn’t have to go back to Larchmont.” 



“Oh,” I said, because that was the most heartbreaking thing I had so far heard. 



“He made friends with a girl at the camp. Many of her siblings also attended. When 

Bruce and Sandra tracked him down the parents claimed they had no idea he was on 

board, though they probably did. Free spirits, they were. They had to give him back, 

though.” 



“Why would Sandra want him back,” was a stupid question I then asked. 



“How would she have explained it to the girls at the club?” my husband asked. “He got 

home and Sandra shook and slapped him and shook and slapped Bruce and raged at them 

both and then went into her bedroom alone and slept in it, alone, for the rest of her life.” 



“You mean Bruce and Timmy…” 



“Shared the sofa bed, henceforth.” 



“How did…Janice?” Linden nodded. “How did she know this?” He shrugged and said: 
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“I don’t know.” I looked from him to Billy and said: 



“Should we be talking about this in front of him?” Linden gave me a strange look. “I 

know he can’t understand, but the energy of it.” We looked at our son, who was sleeping 

and Linden said: 



“It doesn’t seem to be bothering him.” I felt foolish and said: 



“This man that Sandra banished to the sofa bed was a bully cop?” Linden nodded. 



“He pulled Janice over more than once. Broken tail light. Expired plate. He made her 

walk a line and count backward from one hundred, just for fun.” 



“Did he shake her and slap her like his wife did to him?” 



“No. He just liked to fuck with people, especially the rich, wealthy dames whose 

approval his wife needed so badly.” 



“Hmmm,” I said, and then asked, “How did he get away with it?” Linden said: 



“The chief got complaints all the time. He apologized and fixed tickets for people. It gave 

him the opportunity to be the good guy.” 



“Still…” 



“I know,” Linden said. “Janice thought Sandra had something on him, though if she did 

she would have used it to advance her husband, which never happened. It might have 

been enough that the chief…I don’t remember his name, knew what she was really like 

and feared her.” I agreed that was probably the case. “Bruce also prevented a couple of 

burglaries. He scared away a couple of intruders trying to rob a wealthy family. Mom and 

Dad were surgeons. They had a huge house on the water. Lots of art. An original 

Vermeer. Authentic Grecian urns. A couple of Mary Cassatts.  Another time he actually 

caught two guys from the Bronx who broke into another house. The parents were away 

but the teenage daughter was home with her boyfriend. Bruce got the call from her, 

entered the house and shot both of them.” 



“Dead?” I asked, hopefully. 



“No. They survived. He prevented them from raping her. They had beaten up her 

boyfriend pretty badly.” 



“Bruce was a hero,” I said. “Sandra must have loved that.” 
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“Oh, she did. I remember when it happened. I was in sixth grade, which meant Timmy 

was a sophomore. It was all over the news, locally and in the New York market. It was a 

big deal and the chief, and Sandra, conspired to make it an even bigger deal.” 



“Him to warn thieves away from Larchmont.” Linden nodded and said: 



“And her to score points with the Ladies Association.” 



“Bruce kept a low profile, though I think it was because Sandra didn’t trust him to milk 

the incident for all he could. She gave interviews and arranged for family pictures and 

videotape. She didn’t let Bruce or Timmy take questions, though. It was all her and the 

chief.” I thought of Angela Lansbury cashing in on her son’s military success in “The 

Manchurian Candidate” and shuddered. No creepier character ever existed than that one. 

I wondered if Sandra had a poster of her hanging from her bedroom. 



“Hah!” I said out loud three days later when I realized both women were murdered by 

their sons. Again, so obtuse sometimes. “What drove him to strangle her?” I asked 

Linden. “I mean, what was the last straw?” 



“I don’t know. Janice didn’t know. A routine shake and slap? Something worse? No one 

knew.” 



“How do you know it was him?” 



“Bruce was on duty. Who else?” 



“One of the wealthy Larchmont elite she was blackmailing?” Linden scoffed, and then 

apologized. Then he asked: 



“Would one of the wealthy Rowaneck elite have strangled, or arranged to strangle, a 

social-climbing…insect like Sandra Nealon? She didn’t take money from anyone. Just 

drinks and committee memberships. Would anyone have bothered?” 



“No.” 



“How many of these society ladies like their own friends? Would being forced to hang 

out with Sandra be so much worse?” 



“No,” I said. 



“Killing her would have meant they cared about her. Or that she was a true threat.” 



“OK,” I said, which made Linden ask Billy: 



“Can you believe Daddy’s question?” Our son replied with yawn and continued sleeping. 

He looked at the pups, “Anyone?” They didn’t answer, either. I said: 
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“Finish.” 



“It couldn’t have been Bruce because people saw him in the village when the medical 

examiner said the murder occurred.” I considered suggesting he could have made a brief 

visit home to kill her and then leave, but I was afraid to after my husband had just 

shamed me in front of Billy, Gladys, Harley and Asa. He read my mind and said: 



“You’re not alone. Everyone thought he did it. Larchmont, the New York market and 

some national media agreed Bruce murdered his wife and son but only had time to hide 

his body properly before being busted by the village’s Chief of Police.” 



“That opportunist.” 



“Yes,” Linden said. 



“What did Bruce say, in his defense?” 



“Nothing. He didn’t say he did it or he didn’t do it. He said nothing during the trial or at 

any time after discovering Sandra’s body. Not even to his attorney.” I wasn’t surprised. 

“Janice and Margaret were sure the chief, the judge and the prosecutor knew Timmy 

killed Sandra and fled. We agreed that they let Bruce go down for it because he was easy 

to blame and prosecute. He might also have thought Bruce deserved it for not standing up 

to his wife and protecting his son.” I nodded and then offered: 



“Matricide would not have been good for Larchmont.” 



“No way,” my husband agreed. “Timmy was gone and would probably not return. 

Bruce’s having murdered them both was tidy. Justice would be swift and Larchmont 

would again be safe.” 



“And the society ladies could get back to having only to endure their friends,” I said. 



“And it was safe to take boyfriends and prostitutes back to that New Rochelle motel,” 

Linden said. We were quiet for a few moments and then I said: 



“Is it strange that I’m all horned up?” I asked. Linden smiled and said: 



“No,” and then, “it’s been a couple of days.” This reminder of how amorous we still were 

at forty-five and forty-eight made me think again of Billy at thirteen. Linden read my 

face, again, as always, and said: 



“We’ve got thirteen years to figure it out. Now, let’s hit the other room.” He took my 

hand and led the way. 
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Linden and I got our groove on and then returned to the bed we shared with Billy. I went 

to sleep thinking, as I often do, of how lucky I was to have been born to William and 

Joan Gallagher. I leaned my head against Billy’s hip and whispered to him, “I wish you 

could have known them.” Then I went to sleep. 



The following morning Linden and I woke up to find someone had left a crib in the hall 

outside our rooms. “Cool,” I said checking it out. From halfway down the stairs Brandon 

said: 



“We had it in the attic,” and then, “well, it’s more like a storage room, at the end of the 

hall. The hotel used to have three stories, but that was a long time ago.” 



“Thank you for letting us use it,” Linden said. It was old and heavy. It had an old 

mattress that was in decent shape, and linens folded neatly on it. 



“You’re welcome. You can use it as long as you’re here. We have a laundry service for 

personal clothing if you want to use it. There’s also a Laundromat in Talbot.” 



“There is?” I asked, feigning shock. Brandon smiled. 



“Yes!” he played along. “The scandal.” To me Linden said: 



“I suppose we’re going to need some clothes to get dirty, then.” Brandon apparently had 

a customer and excused himself. Linden and I both thanked him again and then left the 

crib as walking the pups was more urgent. As would be our routine, one of us carried 

Billy while the other played musical leashes with Gladys, Harley and Asa. We went out 

the side door onto Lester Avenue since there was generally less traffic. 



Linden and I nodded to faces, some familiar, some not, and exchanged greetings with 

folks we supposed were resident psychics or worked out of hotel rooms. It was warm for 

October and so we dressed lightly. Billy wore a fresh diaper and t-shirt. Everyone who 

saw us told us how handsome he was and how adorable our dogs were. No one said 

anything about our son’s disability, which was nice and encouraging. I said this to Linden 

as I bent to pick up someone’s poop. He said, “This is Wysteria. Everyone’s odd and 

different. You have to be a certain kind of person to live, work or visit here. The kind of 

person who wouldn’t say, ‘What happened to your kid?’” He was right. If we had landed 

in Orlando or a less sophisticated city we would have gotten remarks. I considered the 

clothes shopping we were going to do and asked: 



“What can we expect from Talbot?” though I already knew the answer. It was, Linden 

said: 



“Money doesn’t always mean class.” 



We returned the pups to the room, fed them and gave them water. Though we had three 

and two were beagles, they were trained to be quiet, having lived in a motel already. 
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Linden prepared a bottle for Billy and we took him, in his carrier, for breakfast in the 

Somewhere in Time Café. Angela Hickey was there, again dressed as Jane Seymour’s 

character from the movie. Though the dining room had air conditioning and fans, it still 

seemed too hot for a long sleeved, full length dress, especially as she was always moving, 

going into and out of the kitchen with plates of hot food. In a later visit she advised me 

the costumes were custom made of very light material and were completely comfortable. 

“And I can put them in the washing machine!” she said getting all excited, looking back 

and forth to see who had heard her get so excited, and blushing. 



Angela greeted us with a standard baby seat the restaurant had. We thanked her but 

advised her Billy was not big enough for it. “Well, it’s here,” she said. “We can alter it 

for him if we need to. One of the mediums is a handyman. He would be glad for the 

opportunity to shore it up for him.” 



“That’s very kind of you,” Linden said. 



“Please let us know if he’s around so we can meet him and he can get an idea of what 

we’ll need.” Bless their hearts, it would be months before Billy could sit up, and when he 

did who knew if he could maintain it? I suppose that was the point of altering the high 

chair. When Angela left to get coffee for us, we agreed enlisting the guy’s help was a 

good way of making friends. People like to do what they’re good at and people like to 

help. Wanna make a friend? Ask someone to show off his work for you and then admire 

it. 



After breakfast we let out the pups again and then Linden went clothes shopping, but only 

for himself. We each needed some alone time and I looked forward to hanging out on the 

hotel’s long side porch reading and holding Billy on my lap. I found a chaise lounge and 

tried the lying on my chest thing with him but without legs or arms he was tough to 

anchor like that. “Oh well,” I said out loud, sitting up. “We’ll just find some other comfy 

position for you.” I sat up, cross-legged and put Billy on my lap. He was happy there and 

I cracked open whatever book I had going on at the time. 



Well, back at Superior Bodies, even on the most crowded days, and as big a celebrity, 

relative to the city, as I was, people didn’t bother me while I was with Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ 

Samia and especially when I was reading. As well mannered as the folks in Wysteria so 

far had been with me, my husband and our son, being on that porch, albeit the far end of 

it, facing the road and concentrating on a big fat novel was code for please approach me 

and start a gigantic conversation. One after another people said, “Hi” and “Isn’t he cute” 

and “You’re new here” and “What are you reading?” I remember now it was “The 

Mangle Street Murders” featuring a Sherlock Holmes-type detective investigating 

London murders in the late nineteenth century. No one really cared about the book. He, 

or she, or they just wanted to visit with the handsome newcomer and his cute newborn. 



I spent two hours indulging three psychics, two elderly couples visiting for the day, a 

couple of high schoolers cutting class to smoke and drink in creepy Wysteria, a clerk 

from the bookstore, the lesbian couple that ran the grocery store/post office, Angela, Chef 
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Ernest and, finally Diane Jastro, a hotel regular and friend of Brandon’s who told me she 

enjoyed a mid-morning coffee after getting her foster kids to school. “Can I get you a 

fresh cup?” she asked after introducing herself and saying hello to Billy. 



“Yes, please.” Diane was pushing sixty, had straight, jet black hair down to her shoulder 

blades and wore heavy black eye makeup. She was like an eighties rock star. Joan Jett or 

one of the Heart sisters. A little overweight, she had a flowy blouse she could have ripped 

off one of Angela Hickey’s dresses, tight designer jeans and vintage lace up black boots 

she also could have stolen from Angela. “She’s gonna be fun,” I said to Billy. I just had a 

feeling. Well, no sooner did she return with two steaming cups of fresh black coffee than 

she sat down on the wicker chair next to us and said, almost in one breath: 



“Brandon was my first foster. I got him as a baby right when I got out of prison. They 

gave him to me even though I was on parole for selling drugs to a minor. I was set up by 

my asshole husband Tom, who is Brandon’s biological father. I went to jail for him while 

he stayed here giving readings and selling pot and other shit to Talbot debutants and 

fucking them. He also wrote porn fiction and sold it to ‘Juggs’ and ‘Fat Chicks’ and other 

places. He’s a prick and a sonofabitch, but he writes well and his stuff gets me off, but 

don’t tell him I said so.” OK, I think she took a breath here. “One of the little Talbot sluts 

he sold to was Melanie Adams Pruitt. She came to the hotel to fuck her boyfriend and his 

friends and buy pot from Tom. When she didn’t have money she paid with her pussy, 

though mostly her ass from what I heard. She liked getting it in there while she fucked 

her pussy with a dildo. I know it’s what she liked ‘cuz Tom wrote about it in a story. He 

called her Marjorie Alan Prentiss in the story but I knew it was Melanie Adams Pruitt 

‘cuz the initials are the same. That’s what authors do.” I had to remember to breathe here. 

“Tom fucked her in her pussy at least once ‘cuz that’s how she got pregnant with 

Brandon. Tom got busted for everything and went to jail, asshole fucker. Hah! He makes 

it with guys in there, which is OK with me, you know.” So forward thinking was my new 

friend. “Melanie the Slut’s father paid her to get an abortion. She’s a mercenary little 

whore, though, and she put it off month after month, holding out for more shit. He gave 

her five hundred thousand dollars in her own account at three months, a trip to Europe at 

four, new wardrobe at five, a condo in Aspen at six and her own house in New Port 

Richey at seven.” 



“No car?” I couldn’t help asking. 



“Oh, that foul cunt already had a Challenger. She gave it to her boyfriend, though, and 

made her father get her a Mercedes SUV at eight months.” I said, completely seriously: 



“The girl had a third-trimester abortion so she could get all this stuff from her father.” 

Diane nodded, as seriously. 



“She kept saying ‘Oh, but it’s a sin,’ and then got the condo. Then ‘Oh, but he has nerve 

endings that can feel pain,’ and got the SUV. Then ‘Oh, but he can live on his own 

outside the womb,’ and got…I don’t know, some other shit.” Melanie Adams Pruitt 

would be my next kill. She would. I would tell Linden and he would agree. I was 
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confident. Diane said, “Her Dad had to fly in a doctor from Chicago ‘cuz he couldn’t find 

anyone in Florida who would do it. They did find a clinic in Miami that let them use one 

of their rooms. It was a third world piece of shit office in Little Haiti. The doctor got one 

of the women on staff to assist. Brandon was breach so the guy went inside and carved up 

his legs first to get him out. You know, piece by piece.” I threw my coffee up in my 

mouth and then spit it over the railing. Then I held my hands over Billy’s ears. It was 

instinct and emotion. Diane nodded at the effort and continued, “The little cunt was all 

dilated and so loose anyway ‘cuz of all the dicks and dildos Brandon slid out after that. 

The doctor was gonna suffocate him but the woman, the nurse wouldn’t let him and 

threw some kind of acid or other shit in his face to distract him and she ran off with the 

baby.” 



“Holy shit!” It was the most shocking story I had ever heard. The fastest told and entirely 

unsolicited. I was breathing heavily, holding my chest. My heart was racing and hurt and 

my head hurt like I was going to have an aneurism. I wanted to ask Diane why she was 

telling me this. I wanted to ask her if she told other people this story immediately upon 

meeting them. I had never heard anything like it or met anyone like her. 



“I know,” she said, responding to my response. “I know.” 



“What did Adams Pruitt do when he heard the boy survived?” 



“He put out a hit on him.” 



“ON THE BABY?” I shouted, and then covered my mouth, afraid the 

baby…Brandon…inside and likely within shouting distance, had heard. 



“Yeah, but he couldn’t get anyone to take the contract.” 



“I should hope not.” I held Billy against my chest. 



“The Haitian chick brought Brandon to a hospital and he was there for months. Then I 

got out of the slammer and said I would take him ‘cuz I thought he was cute and he was 

kind of related. I got all Tom’s assets ‘cuz we were still married. He has some cash and 

properties I didn’t know about. I sold ‘em and brought that house over there,” she pointed 

to a two-story job with a bunch of gables and a widows walk. Not an enormous house, 

but ornate and beautiful. Pale purple with white trim and dark green accents. A large 

porch and two second floor balconies. I imagined the rooms were tiny and there couldn’t 

have been more than one full bath. So charming. A big doll house. I looked forward to 

seeing the inside. “Adams Pruitt took the half million he gave his daughter if I signed 

something saying I would never bother him for more.” A beat. “I did.” 



“Did Melanie get to keep any of the other stuff?” Diane nodded. 
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“The condo in Denver, provided she moved there and never bother him again. She got the 

Mercedes SUV but daddy made a bonfire of her new clothes in his back yard and danced 

around it all drunk on old Scotch.” I could have used a shot of old Scotch right then. 



“Is he still alive?” Diane shook her head. 



“He died of heart failure seven years ago. He never reconciled with his daughter.” I 

nodded without realizing it until Diane nodded, too. “I wouldn’t have, either. Prolapsed 

cunt.” It was a great thing to call someone. “He left his wife the house and an income and 

gave the rest to the Children’s Home Society and some other kids charities. One of 

them’s in Africa, I think.” 



“Good for him,” I said, briefly forgetting he put a hit on his day-old grandson. Reading 

my thoughts in my expression, as everyone can, even blind people and probably dead 

people, too, Diane said: 



“Yeah, he felt bad about the contract. He never met Brandon but he made sure he was 

taken care of and my other kids were, too.” 



“How many do you have?” I asked. 



“Right now, four. Alex and Mary are brother and sister. They’re in high school. He likes 

to light fires and she murders animals.” 



“Oh.” 



“Yeah, I try to find other ways for them to vent their rage.” I supposed that was good as it 

prevented fires and small animals from suffering. “They go to therapy, but there’s no 

coming back from the shit they’ve suffered. The best thing is to find a way they can live 

safely and as happy as they can be.” I grabbed my chest again, because while Diane 

Jastro was the crudest woman I had ever met and would ever meet, I hope, it was the 

wisest thing anyone has ever said. “You can’t change your past. You just have to live the 

best way you can.” I wanted to hug her. Her revealing all this personal stuff right away to 

a complete stranger was forgiven. “Wally’s ten. And deaf and blind. He was born blind 

but got deaf when he got sick and his parents didn’t get him a doctor. Their religion said 

they should pray and if he didn’t get cured then it was what God wanted.” I felt hot tears 

form in my eyes and wondered if I would actually cry. “He knows sign, like Helen 

Keller. He reads Braille, too. I got him a couple of dogs to look after. He likes that. 

People need to stay busy, even if they’re blind and deaf.” I busted into tears. “Oh, I’m 

sorry,” Diane said and then continued, “Friday’s eight. She’s` got OCD like you can’t 

imagine. She keeps the house all clean, which is awesome. She keeps Wally company, 

too. Everyone does, but she watches TV with him and tells him what’s going on. She can 

sign really fast. We all can but she’s the fastest.” She gestured for me to give me her 

hand. I continued to hold Billy to my chest with my left hand and held my right out to 

her. She took it and began signing/saying, “Their favorite TV show is ‘Winter Key,’” 

There went my heart skipping the third or fourth beat since Diane sat down. “They love 
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the three witches. The sisters? They’re men, by the way. Comedians. From Orlando, you 

know.” I had stopped crying but started hyperventilating then. “She loves the sheriff. 

Remy Whitefire’s his name, which is Native American, but he looks Euro to me.” She 

was signing everything she was saying. Her hand was flying in my grip. It was 

breathtaking to watch and feel. “This is the last season, though, which is kind of 

depressing, but they’re bringing some of the old cast back for the final episode.” I 

couldn’t think of the old cast or anything but that Friday’s hand flying even faster than 

Diane’s while they watched Gerald, Keith and Jim in drag dancing around a cauldron in 

the Miami soundstage where the show was shot. “Have you heard of that show?” she 

asked me and then actually stopped talking and signing as she waited for my response. I 

opened my mouth to speak but couldn’t. It was all I could do to breathe. “Are you OK?” 

Diane asked turning my hand over and checking for a pulse. That would have made me 

laugh under any other circumstances. But I was struggling for air and feeling my face 

going blue. Diane dropped my hand, took Billy out of my left arm and punched me in the 

chest. Hard. That forced me to cough, breathe and throw up some more of my coffee, on 

her lap. Before either of us could do or say anything else, Brandon appeared carrying a 

cordless phone I determined was the house phone. 



“It’s for you,” he said, leaning on one crutch and offering it to me. I looked at him, 

huffing and puffing and in near shock. He looked from me to Diane, sighed and said, 

“Has my mother been telling you about all of us?” I took the phone and held it to my 

face. I took a large breath and squeaked: 



“Hello?” 



“It’s Felda, are you alone?” I rallied and said: 



“No, give me a second.” I stood up quickly, confirmed Billy was safe in Diane’s arms, 

and walked the length of the porch to the steps leading to a side path on Lester Ave. 

“OK.” 



“Someone’s here who wants to speak to you. I’m calling from a burner and placed the 

call so he wouldn’t know where you are. You can tell him if you want. It’s your 

decision.” Go Felda. A moment later Bentley said: 



“Christian?” I started crying. “Christian, are you OK?” 



“I’m fine,” I squeaked, or garbled. He understood and said: 



“Mom and I are here looking for you. Samia and the Kelly twins, too. We’re shooting the 

‘Winter Key’ series finale and wanted to feature Blythe Boudreaux and Connor Ransom. 

I looked at Brandon holding Billy while Diane signed into his tiny right hand and said. 



“I can meet you in Miami in two weeks.” 



“Awesome!” 
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“And Bentley, I’m going to bring a couple of kids I’m going to need you to write into the 

show. One line each. A thirty second bit. Maybe fifteen. I’ll write it myself. Trust me.” 



“There’s no one I trust more than you, Christian. I’ll see you in two weeks. Just show up 

and we’ll arrange everything around you.” 



“Thank you Bentley. Say hay to everyone. Tell them all I love and miss them.” 



“We love and miss you, too, Christian.” He hung up. Linden pulled up in his Saturn and 

saw me on the porch. Even from that distance and inside the car he could tell something 

was up. I dropped the phone, my knees collapsed and I crumbled to the ground. 
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Chapter 7 

Diane left Billy with Brandon and booked over to me, beating Linden. She picked me up, 

because she was very strong, and said to my husband, “I got him.” Linden let her carry 

me to the chaise and lay me gently on it. I hadn’t lost consciousness, but I didn’t have all 

my wits and wouldn’t until I had a glass of: 



“Scotch,” I whispered. 



“I’ll get it,” Diane said. Brandon sensed Linden wanted to speak to me alone and so 

handed Billy to him and excused himself. Diane returned quickly with a big ‘ol tumbler 

of the juice and handed it to me. Also sensing Linden wanted to speak to me alone she 

said, quickly: 



“I’m Diane. I’ll see you guys later.” She didn’t wait for my husband to respond. Instead 

she kissed Billy on the top of his head and returned to her house. I sipped my drink and 

was restored to perfect health instantly. 



“What happened?” Linden asked, patiently. I told him about Diane and her story about 

Brandon. “Wow,” he said. “You got that close to her in two hours?” 



“No,” I said, “I got that close to her in the last twenty minutes!” I laughed and Linden 

smiled. Billy cried and Linden said: 



“I’ll take the pups out.” 



“Bring the diaper bag,” I said, because I left it in the room. Linden returned with the three 

babies on their leashes and the bag over his shoulder. He left it with me and took Gladys, 

Harley and Asa down Lester Avenue past Diane’s house and toward a lake and picnic 

area. I had another sip of Scotch, my last until Linden returned to mind Billy, and 

changed his diaper. 



When the pups were back inside and Linden was next to me holding our sleeping son in 

his lap I told him about Diane’s current fosters, Bentley’s call and my asking him if we 

could work Wally and Friday into the finale. “That would mean taking Diane, and 

Brandon, into our confidence.” 



“I know,” I said. 



“Diane’s a big talker.” As if Linden had to remind me. I shrugged, not knowing the 

answer. “Let’s think about it,” he said, wisely. I agreed and then said: 



“Brandon could be a babysitter.” Linden nodded. 



“I think we should run a background check on him and Diane before we leave Billy with 

either of them.” 
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“Or anybody.” We looked at our sleeping son quietly for a few moments and then I said: 



“I can visit Jack Patterson tomorrow.” Linden absorbed that. “It would mean driving to 

Orlando.” The thought gave me butterflies. Linden didn’t agree or disagree. “I could do it 

over a burner, too.” Linden was quiet a few more moments and then said: 



“He couldn’t get you the information, in person, in one visit.” I nodded. A beat and he 

continued, “We’re going to find ourselves in Orlando at some point. It will be for a good 

reason and we’ll prepare for it, thoroughly, beforehand.” I nodded again. After several 

more moments that involved another sip of Scotch I said: 



“I’d also like to ask him where Bruce Nealon is now.” I said this as steadily as I could, 

and succeeded. Linden smiled. 



“You think he’s out of jail?” he asked. 



“Maybe.” 



“You think he wants to see his son?” he asked. 



“Maybe.” 



“You think his son wants to see him?” he asked. 



“Maybe.” 



“You think it’s wise to get involved in their lives like this?” he asked. 



“Fuck no!” 



“Then why would you do it?” he asked and I said, speaking for both of us: 



“Because that’s what we do.” 





That afternoon I did some clothes shopping at Wal-Mart. I got some dog food and treats 

for the pups, too. Then, together, Linden and I found a pediatrician for Billy. The only 

other doctor our son had seen was at the hospital in Corpus Christie where Linden and 

Meg had taken him. Linden made the appointment and took him while I sat on the side 

porch of the hotel to work on Connor Ransom and Blythe Boudreaux’ appearances on the 

final episode of “Winter Key.” This time I brought Gladys, Harley and Asa. I had always 

taken them, and The Whore of Babylon, with me to the tiny pool area at Homefires and I 

missed not having them at my feet when I hit the porch to read and, sometimes, people 

watch. I kept them all on leashes which I tied to the chair I chose. In spite of the 
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increased traffic on the porch—guests, staff and visitors—they remained calm and 

relaxed. 



As many people sought to approach me as when I had Billy a few days before. I gave 

each every non-verbal signal I could to discourage them from chatting, and nearly 

everyone understood and went on his way. To those that didn’t I said, “I’ve got to finish 

an article for ‘The Orlando Sentinel’ in an hour. Please excuse me.” One lonely and 

unattractive woman who I thought was there to ask a psychic when she would have 

romance in her life interpreted my polite dismissal as an invitation and asked: 



“Oh, what about?” To her I said: 



“I can’t talk to you now. I’m sorry.” She burst into tears and said: 



“It’s because I’m old and ugly,” a line I recall Cloris Leachman’s character in “The Last 

Picture Show” said to a young male actor who had rejected her. Timothy Bottoms? It 

made me wonder if this old, ugly woman had seen the movie or if it was just a 

coincidence that she said the very same thing. 



“Madam, I can’t help you,” I began, gently, “but the fella at the front desk is a powerful 

psychic. He can tell you when you’ll have love in your life.” I thought that would give 

her hope and get her off my back but instead she said, all angry drama:  



“And what if he says I won’t ever have love? What will I do then?” Yes, I was all about 

interfering in people’s lives, but only if they interested me and only when I was in the 

mood. As I opened my mouth to ask the woman to go away Gladys, Harley and the 

generally docile old Asa growled at her in unison. The woman looked from them to me 

and said, “I hate you all.” Then she turned around, ran the length of the porch and inside 

the lobby. 



“Good babies,” I said and gave each of them head scratchies. Then I went back to my 

work. I prepared for it by catching up on the show, which I was able to do as streaming 

episodes were available on Bentley’s production site. Remy Whitefire, as the sheriff, had 

become the main character. He tracked a serial killer, was involved in a love triangle, and 

had drama raising his teenage daughter, played by his real daughter Dagmar. There were 

some wacky supporting characters, most popular the hilarious and incompetent witch 

sisters Belinda, Beatrice and Babette Boudreaux, played by The Three Twins. 



When the pups scared the old and ugly woman away and I was able to concentrate I came 

up with ideas for my appearances very quickly. As Connor, I would be on a 

Mediterranean beach being bitten and “turned” by Jacob Kelly. As he sunk his fangs into 

my neck I would say to the offscreen companion on my left, “He couldn’t have done this 

when I was twenty? Now I’ll live forever, but as a fifty year old…” The camera will 

move to my left, revealing Isobel Lamb getting turned by Joshua Kelly and responding: 





83 



“Oh, cry me a river. I’m going to be eighty-three forever!” I laughed out loud and saved 

that tiny word file. Then, because I’m a genius, I had the camera move to her left, 

revealing Honey Bunches of Oats, sunning herself on a third chaise, completely 

comfortable and happy. 



“Hah!” I said out loud, and then thought about the sweet girl. I got all sad missing her and 

refocused on my work. Elsewhere in the final episode, as Blythe, I would arrive on 

Winter Key in time to save the island from some spell my imbecile sisters had cast. It was 

intended to bring prosperity to the community but wound up causing a dozen different 

kinds of plagues. Frogs and pestilence and that kind of thing. I drive a rental car into the 

town square dodging lightning and twisters, stop, get out, look around angrily, raise my 

arms in the air all “Lena Horne, A Woman and Her Music,” and say some stuff in Latin. 

Instantly, all the disasters cease. Then I wave a hand and my sisters appear. I give them a 

rash of grief and then, as punishment, cast a spell that strips them of their power and turns 

them into men. At first they’re mortified, but then decide they’re less unattractive as men 

and get all happy. Blythe rolls her eyes and then cracks a smile. She says: 



“I need a drink,” and then transports the four of them to what remains of The Breaks.” 

With another sweep of her hand she restores the restaurant and asks Grayson Abel, who 

tends bar with Blinka, for Scotch, a double, straight up. She sips it, surveying the very 

busy restaurant, including, onstage, Garrett Abel and Cassie Frankel. 



As I saved the file again I saw Brandon approach and remembered the woman I had 

encouraged to bother him instead of me. “Thanks for that,” he said taking the seat next to 

me and greeting the pups. 



“Oh, yeah,” I began awkwardly and then added, all lame, “You get paid to deal with 

people like that.” 



“Yeah, I don’t do readings. Though I read her.” 



“Oh, and what did you discover about her romantic future.” My new friend smiled and 

shook his head. 



“That’s between me and her.” I looked at him hard, back and forth from his left to his 

right eye, and I believed him. That gave me the confidence to say: 



“Well, then I’ve got something I want to run by you. Something the might amuse your 

foster brother and sister.” Brandon raised an eyebrow, very interested. I continued by 

reminding him I had appeared, as two separate characters, on “Winter Key.” 



“And you played yourself once, too, I think.” 



“Oh my God,” I said, genuinely surprised and impressed, “I completely forgot about 

that.” 
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“You forgot about the episode where Christian Gallagher kisses Connor Ransom?” 

Brandon asked, incredulous. I laughed and so did he. “As tough as that must have been to 

shoot…” 



“Yeah, that was something,” I said, as I continued to laugh. My face was hot and, I 

imagined, as red as Angela Hickey’s got when she got excited and said things very 

loudly. I felt my cheeks with the backs of my hands. “It was difficult and expensive to 

shoot. My friend Bentley, the producer, did it as a gift, of sorts, to me.” 



“Bentley Howard. One of your students.” Brandon did know who I was. 



“Yes,” I said, wondering if he knew that my students, my “coven,” bricked Chris Grace 

up in Lady Lake. I got my answer when he said: 



“Yes, I do. I’m sorry. I’m just really powerful and you’re just so easy to read.” I was 

stunned. I really was. And so mortified. Above all, I thought it was hilarious and so I 

laughed again. It was Brandon’s turn to blush. He changed the subject quickly, asking: 



“Tell me about including Wally and Friday in the final episode.” 



“Hah!” I said, and then asked him if he had ever heard of a TV show called “St. 

Elsewhere.” “It was broadcast in the eighties.” 



“I have,” he said. “Mark Harmon’s character mentioned it once on ‘NCIS.’” It was 

Linden’s favorite show. I would have to ask him if he remembered the former “St. 

Elsewhere” star winking at the “NCIS” audience that way. I gave Brandon a brief 

description of the sometimes wacky, but more often depressing Boston-based hospital 

drama. Then I said: 



“In the final episode you discover that the whole story was in the imagination of Chad 

Allen’s character, who was autistic. The second to last shot is of the hospital in the snow. 

It pulls back to reveal it’s in a snow globe held by the boy, who sits in his living room 

with his father, who was one of the doctors in his imagination, and his grandfather, who 

was another doctor.” Brandon nodded. “What I’m thinking is the last scene of ‘Winter 

Key’ can be Friday0,” holding a Honey Bunches of Oats lookalike dog on her lap, which 

I would explain later, “sitting on a bed with Wally, finishing up the entire ‘Winter Key’ 

story, you know, signing to him.” Brandon nodded and smiled as I described this other 

five-second scene, and then smiled harder and, actually, beamed as he absorbed it. 



“Christian,” he said, though he generally called me Charlie, in case we were overheard. 

“I…I…” I feigned modesty and said, tongue in cheek: 



“I’m good, aren’t I?” 



“Yes…Charlie. You are.” I smiled, bounced a little in my chaise and clapped my hands. 
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“Yes, I am!” We both laughed and I continued, “Now, we just need to arrange for your 

brother and sister to come with me to Miami to shoot…” 



“…without letting Diane know who you are.” I nodded and then said: 



“Thank God I’m not hot for you, Brandon. That would be truly embarrassing.” 



“I’m insulted that you’re not,” he replied and we both laughed, again. 



“We can fly from Daytona, take a cab to the set, shoot, and then the three of you can fly 

back.” Brandon considered it, smiling: 



“Wally on a plane. His first trip.” He beamed again as he thought of his blind and deaf 

brother enjoying the adventure. “Can he meet the cast? The Boudreaux sisters?” 



“Of course!” I shouted, all Angela Hickey. “They would be thrilled to know him.” I then 

asked, “Does he know they’re men in real life?” Brandon nodded: 



“‘The Three Twins,’” he said. “I remember their Comedy Central Show. I remember you 

were on it.” So funny, but I had forgotten about that, as I had kissing Connor Ransom. I 

considered Brandon’s knowledge of my career and wondered if he really just had an 

interest in television production. I thought about that really hard. I focused, really, hard, 

asking myself DOES BRANDON HAVE AN INTEREST IN TELEVISION 

PRODUCTION. He blinked hard, shook and said: 



“You don’t have to yell!” And I laughed harder than I had in my life. So hard the three 

pups got to their feet and barked at me to ask if I was OK. Brandon and I gave them 

reassuring rubbies and they relaxed. Out loud I asked: 



“Are you going to school, you know, film school?” Brandon shook his head, 

embarrassed. “No money?” It was a cheeky question, but one I felt comfortable saying 

since, you know, we had gotten so close so fast—he being so powerful and me being so 

easy to read and all. “Register,” I said. “I’ll pay your tuition and expenses.” Brandon’s 

jaw dropped. “I recommend Full Sail in Orlando, though University of Central Florida 

also has a program. You don’t need a four year degree to direct or produce or whatever 

you want to do.” Brandon’s mouth remained open in shock. “Full Sail’s hugely 

expensive, but better and faster.” He wasn’t breathing and so I though, hard, BREATHE, 

and then he started to. “I’ll see about getting you an internship on one of Bentley’s 

productions. Or something else.” His shock turned to worry and, because I can be 

perceptive, too, I said, “It doesn’t matter that you’re on crutches. No one edits standing 

up and you won’t have to carry sets or props.” Brandon was breathing but speechless. I 

smiled, loving the opportunity I had to make his brother and sister happy and him happy 

and I asked, “Am I the second best thing that ever happened to you?” because I knew 

Diane Jastro was the first. 



Brandon burst into tears. 
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Linden brought Billy home later. “He’s in perfect health,” he said. “He did recommend 

he see an orthopedic doctor so we could make plans for fitting him with prosthetics.” 



“It’s not too early for that?” I asked. 



“He said it’s not too early. With x-rays and computer models they can predict how he’ll 

grow. They can determine what kinds of artificial limbs they can use on him. They can 

test prototypes…” 



“Wa- wa- wait,” I said. “Testing?” 



“It’s not vivisection, Christian. The technology…” he then continued to describe options 

the doctor said were available to armless and legless people. He brought his laptop to the 

Somewhere in Time Café where the three of us enjoyed a late lunch. He brought up 

websites with videos of kids with artificial arms and legs. 



“Oh my God,” I said a dozen times. “He could be self-sufficient.” Linden was as 

impressed. “Wow, this is a great relief.” 



“He may not pitch for the Yankees, but he can do the wave in the stands.” It was true. 

Billy would be able to do a lot of things we didn’t think he would. I said: 



“I wonder how many people are walking around on bionic legs and we just don’t know 

about it.” Linden nodded and gestured to the lobby. 



“Brandon could get hooked up. He wouldn’t have to use crutches.” I agreed and then told 

him about my visit with the young hotel clerk and his interest in film and television 

production. Linden was fine with my offering to pay his film school tuition as we 

wouldn’t even miss the money. Still, he said, “His family should be paying his tuition. 

His mother’s family.” 



“Of course,” I said. “They should be looking after him. They should be in his life. So 

many things should be different.” It was true but trite and so we ordered two club 

sandwiches with zucchini bacon, tofurkey, vegan mayo and, for Linden, cashew-based 

cheese. Our food came quickly as, again, we were the only ones in the café. Angela 

brought it to us and then asked if she could hold Billy while we ate. I handed him and his 

bottle to her and enjoyed a club sandwich for the first time in thirty years. 



“Lenore LaShomb is on her way over,” our friend said. I didn’t recognize the name. 

“She’s the older lady you met when you moved in. She’s on the committee for the 

Wysteria anniversary party.” 



“Oh, yeah,” I said, though I still couldn’t remember. 
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“She, Van and Daniel are having a dinner party this Saturday.” I couldn’t tell you in how 

many days that was because I didn’t know what day of the week it was. It happens when 

you don’t have a work schedule. Or maybe it’s just me. 



“That’s in two days,” Linden said, winking at me. I smiled and took another bite of my 

yummy sandwich. Billy had as much of his bottle as he wanted. Angela threw a linen 

napkin over her shoulder and held him against it, rubbing his back. 



“You’ve burped babies before,” Linden said. 



“Sitting for Diane,” Angela explained. “Seth and I don’t have any children.” She looked a 

little sad. I was tempted to ask why until Linden kicked me under the table. “I would 

have liked one but Seth didn’t want to. I knew it going in to the marriage so it’s all good. 

I just get to enjoy other people’s children.” As if on cue Billy threw up his formula on her 

shoulder. Hard. It ran off the napkin and down the back of her Jane Seymour period 

dress. “It’s all right. I told you these things are wash and wear.” I loved her dress. I loved 

her. 



“Do you know sign language?” I asked, imagining her babysitting for Wally. 



“Oh, yes,” she said. “I’m not very good at it. I don’t do it enough.” 



“Will you teach us?” Angela blushed, embarrassed, but didn’t look around. 



“Oh, no.” She shook her head. “You should ask Brandon. Or Diane. They’re the experts. 

Or Friday. She taught them.” 



“Oh?” Linden said. Angela nodded, determined Billy was done and put him in his carrier. 



“She was the one who insisted Diane foster him. She heard about him online, or through 

her social worker.” 



“How old is she?” I asked. 



“Eight, I think. Third grade? No, fourth. She skipped a grade.” I nodded. “She’s a smart 

girl. Formidable. You would love her.” I loved formidable girls…women…old 

women…anyone. “Wally’s ten. He learned how to talk, of course, before he went deaf 

and he still does. But you have to respond to him in sign. In his hand.” I wiped my right 

hand on my napkin and held it to Angela. 



“Tell me my name?” I said. She blushed again. She blushed a lot. Then she took my hand 

and spelled: 



“C-H-A—” I nearly corrected her…so obtuse. “R-L-I-E.” She went slowly and wasn’t 

confident. I didn’t always notice the change in the letters she formed or the transitions, 
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even though she said them out loud. It was probably more my unfamiliarity, I thought. I 

looked past Angela and saw an old lady I then recalled having met the day we arrived. 



“Hello,” Lenore LaShomb said. Angela turned around and indicated the fourth chair. 



“Please sit down, Lenore. I was just spelling Charlie’s name in sign.” 



“Like Friday showed us all,” Lenore said. Linden and I stood up and shook her hand. “So 

nice to see you boys again. 



“What can I get you, Lenore?” Angela asked. 



“Oh, just an iced tea, thank you,” she said, sitting down. “And then please sit with us.” 

Angela looked around to see if anyone else had come in since we began our meal. 



“I will,” she said. “I’m going to bring myself back some vegan vanilla ice cream.” Linden 

and I looked at her hopefully. “And I’ll bring some for you, too.” She went to the kitchen 

Lenore said: 



“My boys and I are having a dinner party on Saturday and we’d like you to come.” 

Linden hadn’t reacted when Angela brought it up and didn’t react, except to express 

interest, when Lenore mentioned it. I hadn’t asked Angela why she didn’t have any kids, 

but had no problem asking Lenore about “her boys.” “Oh,” she began, “they’re not my 

sons, exactly. I had a son, Devin, who died many years ago. He and Van were half 

brothers…and lovers, too.” I was glad my mouth was full as I would have said: 



“Oooooo…” 



“It’s a long story,” Lenore added, shaking her head. “Devin died of HIV…AIDS. Van 

and I looked after in my house. Van moved in. When my son died Van stayed. Several 

years later he met Daniel. He works at the high school. Secretary to the principal,” a beat, 

“though I think they call it ‘executive assistant,’ now.” I nodded at the highfalutin term. 

“Van does free lance graphic art. Newsletters and websites. All on the computer. He 

works from home.” Dull information, I thought. I wanted to know how the half brothers 

became lovers, and was determined to find out. Lenore continued, “We’ve been anxious 

to have you over since we met after the meeting. Daniel’s shy and terrified of 

entertaining. He’s a lovely man but hard to get to know. We finally convinced him.” 



“We don’t want to make him uncomfortable,” Linden said, glad for the out. 



“Oh, no,” Lenore said. “It’s good for him to get to know people.” She paused. “It’s how 

he got to know Seth and Angela. And Diane and her children. I only mention it so you 

will understand if he’s withdrawn. Once you get to know him, or he gets to know you, 

he’s very sweet and sometimes very funny, though he doesn’t always realize it.” 



“We’re very grateful for the invitation,” I spoke for both of us. “May we bring Billy?” 
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“Of course,” Lenore said. “Though I know Brandon’s been anxious to babysit him.” We 

hadn’t heard from Jack Patterson about Brandon or Diane, or the whereabouts of Bruce 

Nealon. I would call him after when we were finished our lunch. “Brandon has a room 

here at the hotel, but he spends a lot of his free time with Diane and her kids.” 



“Yes,” I said. “She told us about them.” Lenore smiled and nodded a bit. 



“She tells everyone about them.” A beat. “She tells everyone everything, so be careful 

what you share with her.” 



“That occurred to us,” Linden said as Angela returned with Lenore’s iced tea and vanilla 

ice cream for five. 



We returned to our rooms after lunch. I gave Billy a bath while Linden took the babies 

out for a potty break. Then we watched a movie on his computer. No, we watched 

“NCIS,” which he still enjoyed but which I was over. Eight or nine seasons were enough. 

I mean, do the real NCIS people have lives so dramatic? Did anyone…except me, that is. 



After two episodes I took the pups back outside and called Jack Patterson. He confirmed 

that, but for going to prison for selling drugs to minors, Diane Jastro was a model citizen. 

Brandon had no problems with the law at all. “Nealon was released from prison. He’s got 

cancer. He lives in a group home operated by a Catholic parish in Stamford.” Stamford? 

Another connection to Linden. I knew immediately…I knew even before, that my 

husband or I would contact Bruce Nealon and reunite him with Timmy. It’s just what we 

did. I thanked Jack, who told me what his efforts cost. I mailed him cash. It was all good. 



On our way back to our “suite,” Gladys, Harley, Asa and I stopped by the front desk 

where I told Brandon Linden and I had been invited to Lenore’s for a dinner party on 

Saturday night. “Would you mind watching Billy for us?” The young man lit up…he lit 

up a lot…I made him light up a lot, if I say so myself. 



“Of course!” he shouted, kind of like Angela, though he didn’t blush or look around to 

see if anyone had heard. At a lower volume, though not much, he continued, “Why don’t 

you drop him off at Diane’s? It’s where I spend most Saturday nights, so she can get her 

drink on.” Hmmm. “That way you can meet Wally and Friday.” Then he added, “And 

Alex and Mary.” Alex, who starts fires and Mary, who murders animals. Yeah, I would 

have to get to know them at some point. The fires I didn’t mind so much, but I couldn’t 

have Mary killing any more animals. Why couldn’t she carve crosses in her body like a 

normal person, I thought, and would have laughed except that the “normal” person I was 

describing was Joelle. I said: 



“That would be terrific.” 



“You can bring these guys if you want, to. They can all stay over and you and Linden can 

have the night all to yourself.” 
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“Mary won’t murder them?” I asked before I could stop myself. Brandon shook his head 

and said: 



“She’s moved on to carving crosses in her body.” 



“Good,” I said, also before I could stop myself. Bless Brandon’s heart, he took it all in 

stride. 



The party was at seven so I arranged for Linden and me to drop everyone off at six, meet 

Diane’s foster kids, visit a little, and then go, with her, to Lenore’s. I told Linden what 

Jack had reported, about Diane and Brandon, only, and what he had recommended. 

“Mary won’t murder the pups?” he said. 



“She’s moved on to carving crosses in her body.” 



“Good,” he said, and agreed to the plan. Then I told him about Bruce’s status, health and 

location. While he absorbed the information I asked: 



“Should we tell Timmy?” Linden thought about it, shrugged and said: 



“We’re going to, you know.” Including himself in that was kind as what he really meant 

was I was going to, which I was. “Let’s give him an opportunity to tell us who he is first, 

though.” 



“You think he will?” I asked, not thinking he would. 



“I think one of his Wysteria friends will,” my husband said with confidence. “People tell 

us stuff, Christian.” They did. 



“OK,” I said. “I won’t mention it, on Saturday or at all.” Linden looked at me skeptically, 

but with love. Then he said: 



“Date night,” and smiled. 



“Date night,” I said back. 







Date night came quickly, though probably because we kept ourselves busy, mostly 

shopping for things we needed. Outfits for Billy, clothes for me. Nice outfits Linden and I 

could wear to the party, more diapers, baby wipes and formula. Treats for the pups. A 

handful of DVDs from the five dollar bin at Wal-Mart in Lake Helen. We generally took 

turns going out to shop as we didn’t want to expose Billy, who was still less than two 

months old, to measles and the bubonic plague. Traveling from Texas to Florida had been 
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risky enough, but there was nothing we could do but make sure the car and pups were 

sparkling clean and he was always comfortable and safe under a blanket in his carrier. 



I picked up a super high-end bottle of Scotch at a ma & pa liquor store in Talbot. As 

much as I liked it, I wasn’t a connoisseur. Expensive, old, apparently high-quality Scotch 

didn’t satisfy me any more or less than the ABC Liquors brand. Still, I thought it was 

classier to bring the good stuff to the party. We also picked up an assortment of vegan ice 

creams to bring to Diane’s for Brandon and his siblings to enjoy. Chef Ernest was kind 

enough to keep them in the café freezer for us. 



Saturday evening at six p.m. Linden, the pups and I met Brandon in the lobby and he led 

us outside and across the street to Diane’s old mini-Victorian house. It was surrounded by 

a low wrought iron fence with a gate. We could probably have stepped over it, not unlike 

the gate that surrounded the Homefires pool. Brandon said, “We put this in when we got 

Buster and Sally.” Before Linden or I could ask who they were the front door opened and 

two enormous white pits shot out, down the front porch steps and down the short front 

path to the gate. It was no bigger than they were, I thought I only thought but realized I 

said out loud when Brandon replied: 



“Yeah, but they don’t realize that.” I blushed and looked at Linden, who was busy 

watching Gladys, Harley and Asa sniff and lick Buster and Sally through the fence. “We 

got them from some guy who overbred their parents, who were brother and sister. Buster 

and Sally are deaf and mentally challenged. They know some sign language commands. 

We don’t have to use many because mostly they just lie next to whoever’s around.” 



“They’re beautiful,” I said, because they were. Pure white with bright pink ears and 

bellies. 



“They are. And they love Wally. And Friday. They love everyone.” Brandon looked from 

the five dogs to the porch and said, “Hello!” I followed his eyes and saw Wally and 

Friday. He was a ten year-old boy with short light brown hair and cloudy green eyes. 

Next to him was an eight year-old mixed race girl with wild, kinky hair the same shade as 

her brother’s and clear green eyes. Wally was handsome enough in a Mitt Romney way, 

but Friday was…striking. Not beautiful or even pretty, but…striking. I couldn’t take my 

eyes off her face. That is, I wouldn’t have been able to had I not been enthralled at the 

speed and confidence with which she was communicating our arrival to her brother, her 

right hand flying through letters in his left. I watched it until I was staring. Ditto Linden. 

Brandon, who stood between us, found our manners for us by lifting his arms off his 

crutches and laying his hands on our shoulders. 



“It’s something, isn’t it.” 



“Yes,” Linden and I said, together. 



“Let me introduce you to them,” he said, and returned his hands to his crutches. He 

gestured for me to open the gate. 
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“Will Buster and Sally escape?” I asked. 



“No,” he said, “they know who feeds ‘em.” I held three leashes in my left hand and 

opened the low iron gate with my left. I entered slowly, giving the pups additional time to 

greet each other. Brandon went through next and Linden, holding Billy, brought up the 

rear. He closed the gate behind him as Brandon passed me and climbed the front porch 

stairs. He kissed Friday hello on her cheek and handed one crutch to her. She held it with 

one hand and held him steady with her other. He gave Wally his right hand and greeted 

him with just a word, I think, and then kissed him, too. Wally replied to him with another 

word and then, it seemed to me, asked him a question. Brandon replied, in sign and out 

loud, saying, “This is Charlie and this and Chuck. Their baby is Billy. Their dogs are 

Gladys, Harley and Asa.” He gestured for us to approach. I went first, with the pups, who 

pawed at Wally and Friday’s ankles. I attempted to pull them back but Friday said: 



“It’s OK.” She and Wally leaned down and received their licks and kisses. Then the girl 

said, “Hold out your hand like this.” She returned the crutch to her brother and held her 

free hand out, palm open and up. I imitated her, holding it toward Wally. Friday put his 

hand in mine and wrapped mine around her brother’s. Then he spelled out, “Hello,” she 

said, into mine. I nodded and smiled at Wally, which he obviously couldn’t see, and then 

saw Brandon spell “Hi.” Friday manipulated our hands so Wally’s was wrapped around 

mine and I spelled “H” and “I” into the boy’s. He smiled and nodded to me, just as I had 

to him. 



And I burst into tears. 
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Chapter 8 

I broke down meeting Wally. I was so moved by Brandon and Friday’s love for him and 

by the brave way he continued to participate in life in spite of being blind and deaf. I lost 

it. I was grateful he couldn’t tell. Brandon smiled and patted me on the arm. Friday 

squeezed my hand as she withdrew it from Wally’s so Linden could say hello. 



I broke down. Not Linden. Linden was the steady one. He had the better judgment and 

stronger self-control. I was impulsive. He wasn’t. I didn’t have an edit button. He did. We 

were similar in many ways and often held the same opinions and sought the same goals. I 

just did so running blindly forward while he thought things out before acting. But for a 

few instances on the road trip to open Superior Bodies Boston years before, Linden was a 

rock. I mean, he gets Guillian Barre syndrome and I’m the one who falls into a 

depression. 



Then came Lenore LaShomb’s dinner party. Bless his heart, my husband had a stressful 

few weeks. Leaving Santa Fe, becoming a father to a profoundly disabled boy, 

maintaining his fake identity, being less than an hour away from Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ 

Samia, whose father he was for the first five years of their lives and not being able to see 

them. Yeah, I was similarly stressed but I didn’t just discover my new neighbor was an 

old neighbor who murdered his own mother. And I didn’t just learn that the guy’s father 

was living in the same city as my relatives, though that wasn’t really significant. 



Linden and I had no baby or dogs to look after for the night and so he had one more 

Scotch than he normally did, which meant two. The portions were generous, though, 

because I poured them. And then Seth and Angela Hickey brought an awesome wine 

which we enjoyed with our eggplant and pasta. And then Diane served a chocolate liquor 

we enjoyed with coffee after dinner.  And all the time Linden had to answer to Chuck and 

maintain a fictional story about how we met and where Billy came from that is too trite to 

mention. And he had to call Timmy, Daniel. 



And he did it. Right up until the chocolate liquor hit his system. Right up until we said 

our goodbyes and that we would walk Diane home before returning to the hotel. 

“Goodnight, Charlie,” said Van. “Goodnight, Chuck,” said Lenore. “Goodnight Angela,” 

I said. “Goodnight, Seth,” said Linden. And then Timmy looked at Linden and said, just, 

“’Night,” and Linden said, “Goodnight, Timmy.” All goodbyes stopped except for 

Diane’s, because she didn’t catch it or she was too doped up or Timmy kept such a low 

profile that he could very well really be named Timmy and not Daniel and she just didn’t 

know it. 



In the moment that followed Linden’s identifying Timmy properly I discovered that Van, 

Lenore, Angela and Seth also knew his real identity. In the second moment that followed 

Linden’s identifying Timmy properly everyone pretended Linden had said Daniel and we 

left, with Diane, after a final, “Thanks for a lovely evening.” 
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Linden said nothing as we walked the few blocks to Diane’s house. She mentioned the 

great meal, which was vegan, and how she might try it and where did we get our protein 

and I kept her engaged and she remained ignorant of the drama. We each gave her a hug 

goodnight at the low, wrought iron gate in front of her house. “Thank you for watching 

Billy and the pups,” I said. Diane looked around and then back at me and said: 



“I’m not watchin’ ‘em.” This made me laugh and Linden force a smile. “You all go home 

and get your groove on, now,” she said. I assured her we would as we waited for her to 

go inside. When she did Linden and I turned around and began the brief walk to the hotel; 

however, no sooner had we taken two steps than we heard Diane behind us. We turned 

back around to see her waving us to where she was on the porch. Linden and I both 

panicked and took running leaps over the fence and booked up the porch stairs. Diane 

held her finger over her mouth, as much to keep us quiet as to suppress laughter at how 

funny she thought we looked panicking. “It’s OK,” she said, calming us down. Then she 

pointed to one of three front windows. Linden and I looked through to find Brandon 

waving to us from where he lay on a couch. On the floor in front of it, lying a large 

comforter someone spread out, were Wally, Buster or Sally, Billy, Buster or Sally, and 

Friday. 



We thanked Diane for showing us the image of our son and his new friends. As we 

walked back Linden told me it reminded him of when we returned to Deirdre’s house 

after the library fundraiser in Washington DC. On my late sister and brother-in-law’s 

third floor, asleep when I got home, were Monica, Luke and, resting on the green velvet 

jacket I had bought the day before, our late nephew Cory. Drucilla, Herod and The 

Whore of Babylon, also gone, were surrounding him. 



It was too sweet-sad a memory for me, being tipsy myself and having been so recently 

moved by Friday’s devotion to Wally. I had to change the subject and so I brought up 

what was on both our minds. “So,” I began, “everyone but chatty Diane also knows 

Daniel is Timmy.” 



“Oh, Christian,” my husband said, shaking his head. 



“Oh, nothing,” I said, lightly. “You’re fine. Timmy-Daniel’s fine.” I searched my short 

term memory for his reaction and found nothing. This made me ask, “Did he even react?” 

This gave Linden pause, and he said: 



“I don’t know,” and then, “I don’t think so.” We both stopped at the foot of the stone 

steps leading up to the hotel’s side porch. 



“Maybe, I wasn’t looking at him,” I said. 



“I don’t think I was,” said Linden. 



“I was looking at everyone else, to see who ‘got it.’” 
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“I wasn’t looking at anything.” We were silent until I said: 



“So, one more set of friends, albeit extremely new friends, knows who he is. So what?” 

Linden considered that, wasn’t convinced, but indulged me. 



“So what?” He sounded so insincere, is what. 



“Nothing to be done about it now. We’ve got the whole night to ourselves. I don’t want 

to spend it thinking about what Timmy’s going to do now that he knows we know who he 

is.” 



“Or what the others are going to do.” 



Yeah, it’s what we decided. Not to think about it. And then we thought about it. A lot. 

Linden more than me. We got our groove out of the way. It was nice but not memorable. 

Then we watched “Underworld,” with Kate Beckinsale and Scott Speedman. Then we 

watched “Underworld Evolution,” with Kate Beckinsale and Scott Speedman. Then we 

watched “Underworld Awakening,” with just Kate Beckinsale, ‘cuz Scott Speedman’s 

character was frozen in ice the whole movie. We took turns nodding off during the night, 

but neither my husband nor I got much sleep. Finally, at five a.m., we got up and made 

ourselves instant coffee in the microwave we used to warm up Billy’s bottles. We took 

our mugs downstairs, past the empty front desk, and out to the long side porch where we 

sat in rocking chairs watching the sun rise and Wysteria wake up. 



The first person we saw was Brandon, who appeared for work while it was still dark. 

“You start early,” I said when he was in ear shot. 



“I’m glad you’re up,” he said to us. “I have some cool pictures from last night.” He 

indicated his phone, which was in a pouch clipped to his belt. He ascended the stairs, 

with one fake leg and on crutches, with speed and grace. 



“How did everything go?” Linden asked. Brandon smiled…beamed, again, and said: 



“Awesome. We had a great time. We made popcorn and played with all the dogs. Then 

we watched a ‘Winter Key’ marathon.” 



“Oh, my,” I said. 



“Selected episodes. Our favorite ones. Starting with the vampire one.” 



“It’s a good one,” Linden said. 



“It’s Friday’s favorite. And Wally’s. And mine.” Brandon took a seat and produced his 

phone. He clicked to the images and then showed a bunch of the dogs playing, and Friday 

holding Billy, and Wally giving Billy a bottle, and Wally burping Billy while Friday sort 

of hovered, just to make sure everything went OK. 
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“She’s in charge, that one.” 



“Oh, yeah,” Brandon confirmed. “Friday runs the show.” As we continued looking at the 

images he continued, “Her parents neglected her badly. They would leave her alone for 

days and weeks, getting high at other people’s houses or just driving around the state 

visiting friends and getting high. She had to fend for herself as early as…I don’t know. 

Two or three, I guess.” 



“Oh,” I said, sadly. 



“Where are her parents now?” Linden asked. 



“Her mother’s dead. OD’ed. And her father’s in rehab, but he’ll relapse and go back to 

jail. Or OD, too.” I asked: 



“Were Alex and Mary there?” Brandon shook his head. 



“They were at a keg party in the woods in DeLand. Near that parachuting thing. It got 

busted by the sheriff and all the kids were hauled off to jail.” 



“Oh, no,” I said. 



“It’s not the first time Diane had to go bail them out.” 



“What time was this?” I asked. 



“Two-thirty or three.” 



“Friday must have been beside herself,” I said, with a smile. Brandon smiled back and 

said: 



“She was. She was so annoyed. Diane takes that sort of thing in stride but Friday was 

mad. And Alex and Mary were more afraid to face her than Diane.” 



“I’m sure of that,” I said. 



“What punishment did she give them?” Linden asked. 



“Oh, she wouldn’t speak to them when they got in. She made them stay quiet because 

there was a guest.” He imitated his sister saying, “‘We’ll talk about this in the morning.’” 

It made Linden and me laugh. 



“Friday is large and in charge!” I said. 
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“Oh, yes,” said Brandon, getting up. Linden handed him back his camera. “Give me your 

email and I’ll forward them to you.” We said we would. Brandon went inside and as we 

got up to go fetch our son and pups. 





We found Friday on the front porch rocking Billy in her arms and singing him a song. 

I’m telling you, it was like one moving image after another at that house. Gladys, Harley 

and Asa were playing with Buster and Sally in the front yard. When they saw us, Gladys 

jumped the low iron fence, easily, and came barreling toward us. Not to be outdone, 

Harley followed suit. This left Buster and Sally, who were twice their size, wondering 

how they got to the other side of the fence. Asa ran around and among their eight legs 

thinking it a very grand game. 



“Good morning,” I said to Friday. 



“Good morning, Friday,” Linden said. 



“Hello Charlie…Chuck,” she said. We opened the fence, entered and joined her on a 

bench on the porch. 



“Where is everyone else?” I asked. 



“Diane’s still sleeping and Wally’s making coffee. Alex and Mary are too scared to come 

downstairs.” 



“Brandon told us their keg party was busted,” Linden said. Friday sighed, still rocking 

Billy. 



“I’m concerned, of course, but at least it’s normal teenage stuff. Alex didn’t light a fire 

and Mary didn’t murder a badger or a groundhog.” Holy shit! Wally appeared holding a 

couple of mugs of coffee. They couldn’t be for us because he didn’t know we were there. 

That meant they were for him and Friday. Young for coffee, but who am I to say 

anything when I stabbed a grown man when I was seven. Friday handed me Billy, took 

one of the mugs and then signed the need for two more cups into her brother’s free hand. 

He smelled the air, looking for our scent, maybe? He nodded a greeting toward us and 

then went inside. Friday said, “I want to get him to talk but he’s not ready. He used to 

before he lost his hearing. Now he’s embarrassed by how he might sound.” She just got 

better and better, that one! She sipped her coffee, looked at Billy and said, “Wally 

changed his diaper, twice.” Linden and I nodded. “He needs to know how to do stuff and 

stay busy.” A beat. “We all do.” 



“Isn’t that right,” I said. After a moment of silence, Friday sighed heavily and said: 



“OK, I know you’re Christian and Linden, just so we’re on the same page.” 
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“Did Brandon tell you?” I asked. She shook her head which made her curls shake, too. 

They reminded me of Shirley Temple’s curls, though Friday’s didn’t need rollers and 

hairspray. 



“No, no, no. I figured it out while we were watching that Secret Santa episode of ‘Winter 

Key.’ I asked Brandon and he confessed.” 



“Are you also psychic?” Linden asked. “Brandon said that spell was pretty strong.” 



“I’m not and I can’t tell you how I’m able to see through it. I just can. I won’t say 

anything.” 



“Thank you,” I said and then asked, “Did Brandon tell you I’ve made arrangements for 

you and Wally to appear on the final episode?” I wondered if Formidable Friday had ever 

been surprised, or shocked, in her eight-year life. She was then. Her jaw fell open and 

eyes opened wide. She shook her head, and curls, again. She tried to speak but couldn’t. I 

would have to tell Brandon about her reaction. “I thought it would be fun, since you and 

Wally are fans. I’m friends with the producer.” 



“Bentley Howard,” she said, finding herself and then swooning. Oh, this was a day for 

Friday. To be so not in control… 



“He’s a dream boat, isn’t he,” I said. Wally appeared with two more coffees. Friday 

gestured for us all to move down. Linden took the seat on the far left, Friday joined me 

and Billy on the bench, and Wally took her seat. We all sipped our coffee and then Friday 

asked: 



“Can I tell Wally this?” I nodded and Linden and I smiled to each other, looking forward 

to watching his reaction. Friday put her coffee down and then shot me a wary look. 



“You’re not making this up, are you? About appearing on the show?” I understood her 

skepticism. She had just met me and our living anonymously was a red flag. She had 

likely been promised things and betrayed in her life, specifically by her parents. Ditto 

Wally. 



“Bentley Howard was my student. His first project was ‘Lady Lake Doggie Refuge.’ He 

produced it following a raid we made on the property after one of my Superior Bodies 

employees and I killed its owner and his two sons. They’re buried on the property.” 



“Oh,” said Friday, doing her best to be non-plussed by this news. 



“Bentley brought me on as an associate producer and sometime writer, and recurring 

character, on ‘Winter Key’ because it was routine stuff and he wanted it to be wacky and 

significant.” 



“It worked,” Friday said. She took Wally’s hand, shot me another wary look and said: 
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“You know if this doesn’t happen, if I get him all excited about meeting Belinda, 

Beatrice and Babette, I will kill you.” Oh my God, she said it as if she had killed others. 

She was the best! 



“I believe you will.” 



“You can tell him,” Linden said. And she did. Friday spoke out loud so we knew what 

she was saying to her brother. She first explained that we were living as Charlie and 

Chuck so people didn’t know we were celebrities. I thought it was a great synonym for 

FBI-wanted killers. Wally’s face lit up, and I get sick of using that and “beamed,” but it’s 

truly what happened when he learned he was sitting with an actor from his favorite TV 

show. So excited was he, he even said: 



“Connor Ransom,” completely clearly. Friday was equal parts stunned and thrilled, and 

acknowledged it to us with a look. He then tried to say “Blythe,” but didn’t do so 

properly. I imagined he hadn’t heard that name before losing his hearing. Friday held one 

of his hands to her mouth and another to her throat and she said: 



“Blythe,” slowly and carefully. She then signed that it rhymed with…and then she looked 

at us because she didn’t know what it rhymed with. As the three of us were thinking 

Wally said: 



“Blythe,” again. It was better, but not as clear as Connor. 



“We’ll work on it,” Friday signed to him and said out loud. Then she gestured for me to 

come over and shake his hand, which I did. He then asked her to ask me if he could touch 

my face, and I said: 



“Yes.” He then did, and again I was moved. 



Moving moments, tears and beaming faces. Welcome to Wysteria, Florida! 



Diane appeared, looking like she had just fell out of a coffin. She touched Wally on the 

shoulder and he touched her hand. Their “good morning.” Linden followed her inside to 

make another bottle for Billy while Diane got herself coffee. 



When they were gone Friday told Wally not to tell Diane who we were. He nodded, 

knowingly, clearly aware of her big mouth. To me, she said, “I’ll print up some online 

articles about you and Linden and your…adventures. He can read them in Braille.” 



“You have a printer that translates, and prints Braille?” I asked. “Something like that 

exists?” Friday said: 



“Where’ve you been?” and I laughed. 
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On our brief walk back to the hotel...I nearly said home but it wasn’t, really. Yet. Linden 

said, “I wanna see the babies.” 



“I do, too,” I said, carrying Billy in his carrier. 



“How about tomorrow?” he said. 



“I’ll call Grayson.” Linden nodded, untangling Asa’s leash from Harley’s. They were 

generally easy to walk but on occasion the three leashes got tangled. We saw Lenore 

LaShomb on the side porch. I think she might have been waiting for us. I said, “Why 

don’t you stay here and talk to her while I take everyone upstairs.” It was only as I 

suggested this I wondered why I thought it was better for Linden to address his revelation 

by himself. He said: 



“OK.” I handed him Billy and took the pups upstairs. I let them go inside our rooms and 

then returned for Billy, exchanging only brief small talk with Lenore. 



Upstairs I got the pups fresh water and Billy a fresh diaper, then I laid down on our bed 

with him and one of the many burner phones we buy and dialed Superior Bodies. Elio 

picked up. I both hoped and dreaded it being Elio. I missed him, too, and would have 

liked to visit on the phone with him, but it would require so much energy and he would 

explode with “Querido,” and carry on about all the sex he’s had and all the news he’s 

heard about me and he might cry and I had to take things slowly and one at a time. A 

stranger answered: 



“Superior Bodies.” Imitating Rhoda Rage Feinman I said: 



“May I speak to Mr. Grayson Abel about one of your superior mutts I got last week.” 



“Of course. Let me put you through to the kennel.” Put me through to the kennel? Did 

someone install a complicated phone system? Was it necessary? The guy could have 

shouted for him. Instead he transferred the call, I guess, cuz I heard ringing again. 



“Kennel,” said Grayson. 



“It’s Christian,” I said. 



“Hello, what’s going on? And where are you?” Bentley must have told him we left Santa 

Fe. “And aren’t you afraid the feds are tapping this phone?” I said: 



“If, after more than a year, they still want to listen to Elio advise callers that, no, we don’t 

rent cubicles anymore but I will still be glad to fuck you, sight unseen, in the locker 

room, the dog quarantine room or the roof…” 



“I see your point,” Grayson said, chuckling. 
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“Linden and I are driving distance. What are you, Blinka and the kids doing tomorrow?” 



“Nothing we can’t cancel.” 



“Excellent,” I said. “Meet us at Blue Springs. The office. We’ll get a cabin. Plan to spend 

the night. Bring lots of blankets and we’ll have a slumber party.” 



“Should I bring Aunt Prudence?” he asked. 



“Prudence is there?” I was very surprised. 



“She and Linden’s other aunts and uncles have visited…three times? Maybe four, since 

you left.” 



“Why?” I asked. 



“To see their grandniece and nephew,” Grayson said, more gently than he should have 

given my stupidity. “Prudence is here now. Staying with Deacon. 



“That’s nice,” I said. “Did she bring her dog…Jaeda?” 



“Oh, yes. They’re best friends and Deacon loves her. We’ve got to keep her away from 

the others, but it’s good.” 



“Uh-huh.” Something about Grayson’s tone suggested I was missing something else and 

so I asked, “What?” He said: 



“Deacon and Prudence are engaged.” 



“Hah!” I said so loudly I was sure Linden could hear me. 



“She’s going to take him back to Stamford after ‘Mayella and Atticus’ is over and then 

come back after New Years.” 



“Mayella and Atticus are characters in ‘To Kill a Mockingbird.’” I said 



“Blinka and Deacon wrote a play imagining them thirty years after the events in the book. 

Act 1 is an Atticus monologue. Act 2 is Mayella and Act 3 is a final scene with them.” 



“Wow!” I said, knowing it would be excellent material and that the two of them would 

wail on it. 



“Yeah, Blinka loves acting but she loves me and the kids and our house and she doesn’t 

want to move. Or travel.” I was glad. I was glad she loved Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. 

“Christian, it’s Broadway quality. They’ve had offers to produce it…you know, on 

Broadway.” Bless his heart. I knew Deacon could care less where he performs. I was 



102 



tickled that Blinka felt the same way. “Deacon says, ‘If people want to see the show they 

can come to Nine Sisters.’” It was the name of the theater The Three Twins opened. I 

didn’t realize it still existed. Or maybe it reopened. So much to catch up on. “Blinka’s 

going to do a three-week run of it with him in Stamford between Thanksgiving and 

Christmas. We’ll fly up there for Christmas and then the four of us’ll come back.” 



“How many more shows do they have in Orlando?” I asked. 



“They close the first weekend in November.” I would have to see it. I was dying to see it. 

I couldn’t wait to tell Linden about Deacon and Prudence. I couldn’t wait to see Lil’ 

Jacob and Lil’ Samia. I said, “Meet us at the office at Blue Springs Park at eleven a.m. 

tomorrow. There’s an old lady that runs the place, if she’s still around. She’s a good 

time.” 



“We’ll see you tomorrow.” I put the burner away and cuddled with Billy. 



“You’re going to meet your brother and sister, tomorrow,” I said. “You’re going to love 

them.” I then told him about “To Kill A Mockingbird,” a sequel to which I thought was a 

great idea. Of course at the time, October, 2014, no one knew Harper Lee’s own sequel 

would be published the following summer. I wondered what the legal issues were, using 

her characters when they were only fifty years old and probably not in the public domain. 

I was confident that intellectual property rights had occurred to Deacon and Blinka. I was 

as sure that if the show was good enough, an attorney’s letter wouldn’t stop them from 

producing it. And, really, how much were they making at the Casselberry storefront Nine 

Sisters theater? 



I abandoned my retelling of “Mockingbird” as too advanced for Billy at, you know six 

weeks, and so sang to him instead. I started with “On the Street Where You Live,” from 

my sixth grade production of “My Fair Lady” starring me and Cassie Frankel. I couldn’t 

resist mentioning it was a song I played in my head while I strangled that other Seth, 

from Superior Bodies Tell Tale, as if that information was appropriate. I stuck with other 

songs from that show, including “I Could Have Danced All Night,” “The Rain in Spain,” 

and, as Linden walked in “I’ve Grown Accustomed to Her Face,” though I substituted 

“your” instead of “her” and changed other lyrics because I was singing about our son. 



When I was finished I heard Linden breathe and looked at him, a little startled and a little 

embarrassed. The look he gave me was one of such overwhelming love and happiness 

and here we go again with moving moments and tears! I reached an arm out to him and 

he joined us on the bed. “What did Lenore say?” I asked. 



“Everything’s OK,” he began. “She just wanted to know how we knew Timmy and 

would we keep his identity a secret.” The irony! “I told her I grew up in Larchmont in an 

apartment building across from his. I knew of him from his mother’s death.” 



“Does she know he did it?” I asked. Linden nodded. 
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“She pushed him too far. Shook and slapped him one too many times. He had been 

picked on at school for being small and meek, so he had that rage, too.” I sighed, too 

sorry to express. “He actually never ran away. He never left Washington Arms.” 



“You’re kidding.” Linden shook his head. 



“He went to Mr. Alfred’s apartment. He was a typing teacher at the high school. Typing 

and business. He taught the mostly girls who were going to be secretaries. He was gay. 

He was nice. He hid Timmy for two years.” 



“Oh my God,” I had to stage whisper in order to avoid screaming it. 



“Yeah,” Linden said. The first two years I was in high school Mr. Alfred was harboring 

Timmy Nealon. He never touched him. He never asked for anything but Timmy kept the 

place clean and cooked whatever Alfred brought home. He watched TV and read books. 

He sometimes took walks at night. They went away over long weekends and during 

school breaks. Niagra Falls, Cape Cod, Washington DC. Timmy didn’t work but he 

learned to type and take short hand. Alfred taught him everything about being a secretary. 

Once, on vacation, he was recognized. Mt. Washington, in New Hampshire, I think. They 

had planned to move to Florida at the end of the school year but Alfred didn’t return after 

that spring break. 1988, I think. He bought a van, packed up some belongings and he and 

Timmy moved to Jacksonville. Alfred taught and Timmy got a job with the city. They 

lived together, platonically, until Alfred died in 2004.” 



“What a story!” I said, also a stage whisper. “So Alfred knew Timmy killed his mother 

and he didn’t do anything when Bruce went to prison for it?” 



“I asked Lenore the same thing and she nodded.” 



“Is she OK with that?” I asked. “I mean, I am. And Alfred and Timmy were, but 

Timmy’s dating her son.” 



“Van’s Lenore’s late son’s lover and half brother.” That’s right. Something like that’s 

right. Linden smiled as Billy squirmed, which was his form of exercise. I asked: 



“Did you tell her you know where Bruce is?” 



“Yes.” 



“What did she say?” 



“She asked me to tell her his location.” 



“Did you?” 



“Yes.” 
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“Is she going to tell him?” 



“She’s going to ask him if he wants to know.” 



“And if he does?” 



“Then she’s going to tell him.” 



“What if he wants to see him?” I asked, knowing it was a stupid question the answer to 

which my husband couldn’t know. “OK, sorry.” 



“I told her my family was in Stamford, though I didn’t tell them their names.” I 

remembered the information Grayson gave me and said: 



“You know who else is going to be in Stamford, at least for the holidays?” Linden wasn’t 

in the mood to guess. He said so with his eyes. “Deacon Ducette and Prudence 

Midwinter.” Linden found this surprising, for sure, but still teased me by stage 

whispering: 



“Oh my God!” That made me laugh really loud and that made Billy, who wasn’t a big 

crier, cry really loud. The laughing and crying made Gladys and Harley, whom we taught 

not to bark for any reason but an emergency when we lived in a room at Homefires, bay. 

The laughing crying and baying made Asa, who I thought was deaf but it turns out 

wasn’t, bark a little chirpy, seal-like noise. It’s hard to describe but Linden can do a 

perfect imitation, which he demonstrated at that moment, causing me to laugh harder, 

Billy to cry louder and the beagles to bay so badly I thought the hotel would collapse. 



The house phone rang. I stopped laughing and quieted the dogs. Billy kept crying and 

that was just tough shit. Linden quit his chirp-seal noise and answered, “Hello,” in so 

Larchmont Ladies Association a way that he nearly set me and everyone else, off again. 

Brandon said something to him and he replied: 



“Yes, Brandon, I do think you have to come up here and beat us with your crutches.” I 

busted out laughing, Billy continued crying and the dogs, and Linden went off, again, 

too. 







Lil’ Jacob, whom Grayson and Blinka called L.J., at his request, was a seven year-old, I 

think, handsome American Indian boy. He wore his hair long like the Indians you see in 

the movies, and Blinka wove beads into it. His face was round and sort of flat, and his 

eyes were pale almond and hinted at maybe some Asian blood in there someplace. He 

had white teeth, except for his two front ones. He wore a tie-dyed orange and yellow t-

shirt, cut off jeans and flip flops made of straw. He took my breath away. 
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Lil’ Samia, whom Grayson and Blinka just called Samia, and who can blame them 

because she was the only Samia they knew, was a seven year-old, I think, beautiful black 

girl. She wore her kinky hair in braids. Her skin was very dark, darker than I remember it, 

and her eyes were nearly the same color. Her features were soft, round and feminine. She, 

too, was missing teeth, but those she had were bright white. She wore a sleeveless blue 

checked party dress, black shoes and bright white socks. And a light cotton sweater. She 

was a princess. 



Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia were the same height and they held hands with each other and 

with their parents as they approached Linden, Billy and me in the parking lot of Blue 

Springs Park. Grayson grew his hair longer and it was wavy. He wore a rolled navy blue 

kerchief around his head. He had a black tank top, green camouflage cargo shorts and old 

white tennis shoes. Blinka wore her straight blonde hair in a bun, had a white cotton 

sleeveless shirt with a duck on it, a piece I later learned Lil’ Samia picked out for her 

mother’s last birthday, khaki shorts and white sandals. Linden said, “They’re beautiful, 

aren’t they.” 



“Yes,” I said. “They are.” Then I looked at him and he looked at me. “I’m sorry,” I said. 

Linden stifled a sob, which made me want to bawl. 



“I know. I am, too. But they’re happy and loved.” He pulled it together as they 

approached, sneaking, under his breath, “So long as they remember us.” Less than a 

moment later, indeed, as he was saying the word “us,” and maybe “remember,” Lil’ 

Jacob shouted: 



“Daddy-Daddy,” which is what he said when referring to the two of us for the first five 

years of his life, and Lil’ Samia, who you’ll remember repeats everything until you want 

to bang your head against a wall, said: 



“Daddy Daddy Daddy Daddy Daddy…” until they were both in our arms giving us kisses 

and, ultimately, in a four-way hug. 
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Chapter 9 

Halloween in Wysteria was great fun and a gigantic business opportunity for the hotel, 

bookstore, all of the psychics in the hotel and neighborhood and the seldom used all 

purpose room attached to the bookstore. It wasn’t just Halloween night, which was a 

Friday in 2014, but the weekend before and the entire week. 



Even the very seldom used hotel ballroom was engaged, with wedding after wedding, all 

of which had dark, Satanic, ghost or zombie themes. They began Friday night, October 

24th, at midnight, Brandon told me, and continued day and night for the weekend, and 

then in the evenings through Halloween night. 



The hotel hired additional front desk and housekeeping staff for the week and the 

Somewhere in Time Café redecorated itself from turn-of-the-19th-century tea room into 

Miss Havisham’s dining room, from Charles Dickens’ “Great Expectations.”All cobwebs 

and corrosion. Angela Hickey transformed from Jane Seymour to Madeline Usher, 

sporting a torn and filthy version of her gown, a wig that suggested she stuck her finger in 

an electric socket, and Goth makeup. She and Chef Everet also hired additional kitchen 

and wait staff. 



The all purpose room connected to the bookstore hosted weddings, too, but also séances 

and Devil worship services and at least one orgy a year. Several residents, including 

Brandon, Lenore and Friday, confirmed this. The Psychic Association, which owned the 

building and ran the bookstore, rented the room to Devil worshipers reluctantly and only 

because Talbot, religious and political leaders in surrounding communities and, often, the 

media condemned Wysteria, on Halloween and throughout the year, as Satanists 

regardless of what they did, so why not make the revenue. They forbade the sacrifice of 

any animals or chickens or anything, not even in effigy or symbolically or whatever. 

“One year,” Seth Hickey told us over coffee at his wife’s haunted café the Sunday 

morning prior to Halloween, “there was a rumor some group from Miami was going to 

sacrifice a beagle puppy.” I gasped, Linden stopped breathing and Billy threw up his 

formula over my shoulder. “The Association makes everyone who rents the space sign a 

contract. It’s got a big clause indicating there will be no animal sacrifices. You know, that 

the event is going to be fun and, I don’t know, tongue-in-cheek.” We got it. “There’s 

always rumors of virgins being knifed and their blood ingested…None of it’s ever true.” 

He paused. 



“Go on,” I said to Seth. “Breathe,” I said to Linden. Our friend didn’t realize how his 

story would affect us, though should have because we have two beagles and, well, we’re 

nice. Generally. 



“Van and I kept an eye on the event from the kitchen, just to be sure.” 



“How many people were at this devil thing?” my husband asked. 



“A couple dozen,” Seth said. 
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“Were the two of you enough?” I asked as Seth was shorter than me, though taller than 

Linden and Van Cadenhead was a total wimp. 



“Oh, we had friends on call. They hung out on the benches in front of the bookstore.” He 

smiled. “Enjoying a bong.” 



“Really?” I said, loving it. 



“Diane Jastro was among them.” I was sure she was anywhere someone was hitting a 

bong. “My uncle Erik, too. He’s a big guy. Lives in Boca. Four others. We all had 

baseball bats.” I smiled, Linden laughed, Billy burped and then I put him in his carrier on 

the table. “So all of a sudden someone produces a small pet carrier. It was hidden under 

some black fabric. They all had robes. They always have robes.” 



“Of course.” 



“Someone took the puppy out of the carrier and brought her to the table that was covered 

with more black fabric and a silver bowl, kind of…it was shallow and wider…not a tray, 

but not a bowl…it’s hard to describe.” Seth was screwing with us. He used his hands to 

approximate the shape and dimensions of the silver thing. He took his time. I thought it 

was hilarious but Linden wasn’t having it. 



“What happened???” he said, loudly. I laughed and Billy farted. Seth said: 



“The woman held the puppy down while everyone gathered around. We couldn’t see so 

well through the kitchen door window so we cracked the door and poked our heads out. 

Even then it was dark but for a few candles and everyone was in black. Robes. Did I 

mention that?” He was a smart ass, our Seth. “Their bodies, heads and faces.” Linden 

pounded the table with his fist, forgetting Billy’s carrier was resting on it. The noise and 

jolt set our baby off and he began crying. Linden swooped him up into his arms and held 

him against his chest, whispering baby talk and humming a lullaby. “I’m sorry,” Seth 

said, sincerely. 



“It’s not your fault,” I told him. “You were just having a bit of fun. I was enjoying the 

story.” Linden stopped his soothing noises to say: 



“I’m sorry, go on,” and then went back to his goo-goo talk. He nodded to further assure 

and encourage Seth and I also said: 



“Go on.” Seth nodded, then took a deep breath, smiled and said: 



“The leader raised a knife in the air and Van and I burst into the room screaming at them 

to stop.” 



“Oh my God!” I couldn’t help saying, albeit softly. 
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“Van went for the closest…I don’t know, supplicant?” It worked for me. Linden said 

nothing. “Participant,” Seth chose, “while I went for the guy with the knife. The plan was 

to go for kneecaps and ankles because we didn’t want to kill anyone and get sued by their 

survivors.” 



“As if there was a court in the land that wouldn’t acquit you for killing a Satanic puppy 

killer,” Linden suggested. 



“Amen,” I said. 



“I swung my bat at the hand with the knife and missed. I had so much momentum I spun 

around and swung again, this time hitting his face.” 



“YAY!” Linden and I said together, loudly. As our tone was one of happiness, it didn’t 

upset Billy, who seemed very happy and comfortable being held against his father’s 

cotton shirt through which he felt his heart. 



“Yeah, he had to get surgery at Mid-Florida General.” 



“Yes!” I said. 



“Our stoned friends heard us and busted in through the front doors. They went to town on 

the rest of the group, cracking knees, shins and feet. Some people tried to get away and 

Van and the others went after them while I stood over the leader. He turned out to be a 

deacon of a Baptist church in Pembroke Pines, I think. A real family man. He was 

ruined.” 



“Was everyone from his church?” I asked. Seth shook his head. 



“They were from Pembroke Pines and surrounding cities, though one guy came from 

Louisiana. Someone’s relative. We broke something on everyone. They were screaming. 

All two dozen of them. Erik, my uncle, called the cops and an ambulance. Van and 

someone else took all the bats and left before the sheriff came.” 



“And the puppy?” Linden asked, steadily. 



“Oh, she was terrified. She fell off the table and ran into the kitchen, whose door we left 

swinging when we busted in. Diane found her and carried her out the back door. She took 

her back to the bench outside and waited for the press to come. She told everyone—cops, 

paramedics, firefighters, visitors and residents…she told everyone what happened while 

the rest of us just sort of watched the first responders carry all the freaks out crying and 

begging for painkillers.” Before Linden could ask Seth said, “Erik took the puppy back to 

Boca.” 



“Excellent,” he said. 
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“Excellent,” I also said. 



“Yup,” Seth agreed. Then I went back over the story and asked for additional details, 

particularly about Diane Jastro, whom I found to be such a fun character. The three of us 

had a high old time reviewing her role in the adventure. Seth had us roaring as he went 

over the story over and over again, giving the fantastic old groupie a larger and larger 

role, until she was an action hero, taking everyone out even as she stroked and cuddled 

the puppy. A good time was our friend. 



A good time was Wysteria, Florida. 







Bentley agreed to include Wally and Friday at the end of the last episode of the final 

season of “Winter Key.” He recommended we shoot on Miami Beach, that the whole 

series could be Friday signing the story into her brother’s hand as they hung out with 

their grandparents on the beach. Friday finishes by describing Blythe saving the day and 

restoring Winter Key. “The End,” she says, and signs. Wally spells: 



“More,” and his sister replies: 



“I’ll start another story, tomorrow.” Lettie and Hal approach, as their grandparents, and 

advise them it’s time to go. The four of them pack up their beach supplies and head 

toward a parking lot. As they cross the beach they pass every actor who was a regular, 

recurring character, or made a significant impact in an episode. Not everyone would be 

available that weekend to shoot. Still, as Friday, her brother and their grandparents passed 

every person Friday would make eye contact and they would acknowledge each other. 



The Three Twins would be homeless, whino beach regulars. They were there that 

weekend as I would have to shoot my scene as their sister Blythe. I asked Bentley if he 

would have someone teach them to greet Wally in sign and he said, “I already told them.” 

Then he said, “Since a photograph or autographed video isn’t going to mean anything to 

the boy, how about you bring back Belinda, Beatrice and Babette’s wigs for him to 

have.” This offer was so thoughtful and amazing I didn’t know what to say. “Christian?” 

Bentley said. 



“Yes. Yes. Yes!!!” I replied, so excited. “I think it’s a great idea since he loves them so 

much.” 



“That’s what you said so I’ll have them packaged up for you to take back. We have more 

than one set so if we have to reshoot anything we’ll be OK.” 



“Thank you, Bentley,” I said and, then, “thank you,” again. 



“Anything, Christian,” he said and, then, “anything,” again. 
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Brandon told Diane I had gushed about Blue Springs when Linden, Billy and I returned 

and suggested he go with Wally and Friday. “Christian’s going to come, too, just so it’ll 

be easier.” 



“I wanna go, too,” Brandon told me Diane said. 



“Who’s going to look after Alex and Mary?” he asked. 



“Well,” Diane said, confused and hurt, “no one if Friday’s not going to be here.” That 

made Brandon laugh then and me laugh when he repeated it to me. 



Linden stayed at the hotel with Billy and the pups. 



Bentley offered to have a limousine pick us up in Wysteria and drive us the whole way. I 

suggested we fly from Daytona to Miami and take a limo from the airport to the sound 

stage. “That way Wally can enjoy his first flight.” 



“Perfect,” my friend and former student—my son, I’m tempted to say—said. 



The four of us took a cab to the airport and boarded a plane. Brandon reminded Wally he 

couldn’t tell Diane they were going to Miami to shoot a scene for “Winter Key.” “It’s 

going to be a surprise,” he said and spelled. Wally nodded that he wouldn’t say anything. 



We landed in Miami almost as soon as we took off. Wally enjoyed the flight but admitted 

he was scared. “I was, too, my first time,” I signed to him, because Linden and I learned 

how to do it. Then I asked, “Did that make sense.” Wally signed back: 



“Yes,” and I glowed. I think. I felt like I glowed though I couldn’t see myself. 



I carried Wally on my back through the airport. It was very crowded and I didn’t want 

anyone knocking into him. Though on crutches, Brandon moved swiftly and it was 

actually a challenge to keep up with him. We took a down escalator at some point. At its 

bottom I noticed a driver I recognized from the crew. He held a sign that said “Charlie 

Cash.” I approached him and shook his hand. “It’s nice to see you again, Charlie,” said 

the fella, who I remember was a retired Brooklyn police detective. 



“I remember you,” I said, putting Wally down, “but not your name. I’m sorry.” 



“Mike,” he said with a big smile. I introduced him to Brandon, Friday and Wally. He said 

hello to Brandon and Friday and then said to me, “I learned how to say hi. Can I say hi to 

Wally?” I was thrilled and so was Mike. I looked from him to Friday and said, “It’s up to 

her. She’s the boss.” The eight year-old said: 



“That was nice of you,” and then put wrapped her brother’s hand around the Mike’s. It 

was lovely. He said: 
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“Hello, Wally. I am Mike,” and Wally said: 



“Hello Mike.” Mike seemed very happy and excited about the greeting. He gestured for 

us to follow him. I lifted Wally back up and we did. At the limo Mike took our 

knapsacks, which contained a change of clothing, and put them in the trunk. Then he 

helped Wally, Friday and Brandon in the back. I rode in the front with him so we could 

chat. As we pulled into traffic Mike said: 



“Everyone’s at the beach.” 



“Uh-huh,” I said. “I’m looking forward to seeing The Twins.” 



“No, Chris…I mean, Charlie, EVERYONE is at the beach.” 



“Who’s everyone?” I asked and Mike said: 



“When Bentley told the cast, you know, current and past, that your young friends here 

were going to appear, everyone made arrangements to come.” I said: 



“That’s awesome,” still not knowing or appreciating who “everyone” was. Mike dropped 

it, assured, I guess, that I would find out soon enough. 



And I did. And he was right. EVERYONE was there, including Jacob and Joshua Kelly, 

with one of the endless supply of stuffed Honey Bunches of Oatses they were never 

without. 



Everyone was at the beach, in costume, as a beach regular Friday apparently used as 

models for the “Winter Key” characters who appeared in the seven-season story she told 

her brother. Lettie and Hal, again, were their grandparents and The Three Twins were the 

homeless guys. Randall, Veronica, Bettina and Garrett were two couples playing 

volleyball. Mort Jennings, Barbara Lamb, Joseph Lamb, Remy Whitefire, Cassie Frankel 

and an actress who played Remy’s love interest in the last season, enjoyed drinks and 

snacks at a picnic table. Grayson and Blinka tanned themselves on a large army blanket. 

Isobel and the actor who played her gardener and love interest sat in beach chairs and 

took a selfie. Magda Whitefire sold ice cream cones out of a food truck. 



Among the other characters were two I remembered from the vampire episode. One was 

the ugly vampire who said he was a hottie compared to what he was before being turned. 

Another was the vamp with the fake Transylvanian accent who turns out to be from 

Queens or whatever. 



Anyway, Mike drove us into the parking lot of the area of Miami Beach or South Beach 

or somewhere the production company had secured for the shoot. The crew, the 

aforementioned actors and more whose faces I recognized from the episodes in which I 

had appeared as well as those in latter seasons, stood in a large crowd waiting for us. 
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“Wow,” I said, saw Bentley and Rona, and said, “Wow,” again, exaggerating my mouth 

so they could read my lips. 



“I told you. Everyone,” Mike said as he stopped the car. He got out and opened the back 

door on his side. I got out quickly to applause and some cheering. I shot over to Bentley 

and Rona and embraced them both, hard and tight. 



“I’m glad to see you, Christian,” my son said. 



“You look good with the short hair,” said his mother. 



“It’s been that long?” I said, releasing them just enough to look at their faces. 



“It’s seems like ten years,” Bentley said. We hugged again, long and hard, until Mike 

approached with Brandon, Friday and Wally. I introduced them to each other and then 

everyone sort of formed a receiving line that began with the Howards and ended with The 

Three Twins. I hugged Isobel, Joseph, Barbara and her husband Ross 

Blanco…Lettie…Garrett and Grayson and Blinka…Bettina, who was a civil rights 

lawyer, bless her heart…Mort, who was so nice, and Veronica, who was so nice, and 

Randall, who was so nice…Cassie! My Rowneck friend who tried to kill Boyd Graham 

with me!...Hal, who began to tell me about his one-man “Love’s Labor” but I ignored 

him and kept going…the crew, including Jody the director of “Stable Boy” and Jay the 

cameraman from “Stable Boy.” I began crying when I saw them. I had held back, in spite 

of wanting to as I hugged Isobel, but seeing them reminded me also of “The Maitlands of 

Montverde,” and, specifically Rhoda Rage, whose appearance on the episode where she 

throws a brick through a sliding glass door to rescue a dog Jody said still haunts her. 



I hugged James and Keith but shook hands with Gerald because we never like each other. 

We were the Paul McCartney and John Lennon of “No Laughing Matter.” Still, our 

handshake was firm and Gerald smiled genuinely. 



When we were through I looked to my right to see every single person spell “Hello” and 

his or her name in to Wally’s hand. Friday guided everyone’s greetings. Brandon hung 

back with Bentley and Rona, watching them but chatting about his education and interest 

in film and TV production. As Friday and Wally got close to The Three Twins James 

said, “Our wigs!” They booked away from the line to the wardrobe area, grabbed their 

Belinda, Beatrice and Babette wigs and returned to the line. I excused myself and 

approached Brandon, Bentley and Rona. 



Everyone watched, and photographed and videotaped, Wally meet the three witch sisters 

whom he loved so much. They said hello and told him who they were, just like everyone 

else. Then they told him which witch they played, and I would identify them here but 

can’t remember who played which one. Wally was bouncing on the balls of his feet he 

was so excited. Friday asked The Three Twins if he could touch their faces and they all 

agreed. Wally did, slowly, smiling hard and laughing. He said each of their characters’ 

names, not well, but who cares? He touched their faces and hair and engaged in 
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conversation with the three of them. It all went slowly and carefully. The Twins were so 

patient with him. They took direction from Friday so well and so graciously. It was all 

too much and half the company was bawling at how happy Wally was and everything. 



I didn’t think anything could be more wonderful until I felt taps on either shoulder. I 

turned around to see Jacob and Joshua, who drew me into a hug. I closed my eyes as I 

embraced them, even harder, I think than I had Bentley and Rona. As I did someone 

kissed me. I opened my eyes to see who it was and saw Samia. 







Someone called lunch. The Three Twins led Friday and Wally to a table. Brandon joined 

them. Bentley, Rona, Joshua, Jacob, Samia and Isobel ate at another one. Rather than 

stand in line with the rest of the cast and crew, Bentley arranged for our two tables to be 

served. It gave all of us time to visit and catch up. 



The first thing I did was order a Scotch. A double, actually. It came quickly. Then I asked 

Jacob and Joshua what they and Samia had been up to since rescuing me, Linden, Kitty, 

The Whore of Babylon and Gladys from Superior Bodies Tell Tale. Before they could 

respond Samia said, “We want to hear about Santa Fe, and your handsome husband and 

wonderful new baby.” 



I spent the meal telling them everything, including Logan, Cufe, Cheole and Violet’s 

campaign to lure and kill every pedophile on the planet. No one at the table was surprised 

that I would know kids who would do this. 



When I was done I again asked Samia about her adventures with her protégés and she 

said, “Trying to kill Vladimir Putin,” she said, flatly. 



“Well, would you try a little harder,” I said and she replied with a string of Russian 

curses so profane Joshua, the more sensitive of the twins, blushed, cuz they had learned 

the language, too. 



After lunch Jody approached the table and said to me, “We’re going to shoot you painting 

the ocean and nodding at Wednesday.” We laughed as she realized she referred to Friday 

with the name of the Addams Family daughter. Jody shook her head, chuckled a bit and 

then said to the twins and Isobel, “Then we’re going to do your bit turning them.” That 

bit was set in the South of France, but the camera would be tight enough on the Miami 

Beach sand no would know the difference. 



I was glad to find both shots had already been set up. I wondered where the crew had 

time and then realized I had been jabbering with…really, at my old friends for over two 

hours. I sat in front of an easel, lifted a brush and shot a two-second moment where I look 

from the sea to Friday, apparently walking by, and smile at her. We got it in one take. 

Then one of the PAs led me to an area of the beach where the twins, Isobel and I shot the 

bit where Jacob turns Connor as he makes a remark about his age and Joshua turns Isobel 
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as she makes a remark about her age and then Jay moved the camera, suspended above 

us, to an empty chaise where a CGI Honey Bunches of Oats enjoys sunning her vampire 

self. 



At that point, I’m embarrassed to say, it occurred to me we were all vampires lying in the 

sun. Months later, at Diane’s house, when we saw the final episode and Friday and 

Brandon signed into both of Wally’s hands, often at once, I saw that the post production 

team had darkened the shot in such a way as to make it appear we were enjoying 

moonlight instead of sunshine. 



Yes, I can be obtuse. More so here when you consider I wrote the bit myself! 



I stuck around to watch Jody and Jay shoot Jacob and Joshua, as lifeguards, sitting next to 

each other on a guard chair. They looked from the ocean to Friday, walking by off 

camera, and waved to her. When that was done with that I left Brandon, Friday and 

Wally to shoot Friday and Wally’s scenes. Mike drove me, Samia and the twins to a 

Radisson or somewhere. Someone else took Rona to the airport so she could fly to Los 

Angeles for Monday morning meetings. Bentley stayed on location and kept Brandon 

company while Jody directed his brother and sister patiently and with much good humor I 

later heard. 



I hung out, visited and drank with Samia, Jacob and Joshua, listening to them actually tell 

me about the four failed attempts they had made on Putin. “He’s a sly, slippery one, 

Samia said.” Then the three of them began saying all kind of stuff to each other in 

Russian and I’m not kidding. Their accents seemed to be perfect. They were so 

comfortable speaking in this newly-learned language a good fifteen minutes went by 

before they realized they had done so and that I wasn’t understanding anything. It was 

hilarious and so impressive. 



The original cast—Mort, Randall, Bettina and the rest—shot their final beach scenes and 

hit the road. Remy, Magda and Isobel joined me, The Three Twins, Bentley, Brandon, 

Wally, Friday, the Kellys and Samia in a private dining room at the hotel for dinner. It 

was great fun and filled with additional catching up. Keith told me Comedy Central was 

rebooting “The Three Twins” comedy/reality show. “The ‘Winter Key’ gig put us back 

on their radar,” he said. 



“Excellent,” I told them. Remy and Magda were fielding offers from producers to appear 

in a broad range of TV shows. A sitcom about an irresponsible father who finds out he 

has a daughter when her mother dies and she moves in. “Yuk,” I said. A police 

procedural about a detective and his public defender daughter. “Yawn,” I said. 



That night I slept alone in a suite Bentley’s people had arranged for me and the twins. 

Though they had another room they came into mine and said, together, “Can we sleep 

with you?” 
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“Of course,” I said, and they got in on either side of the bed. It was fantastic. It reminded 

me of our cross-country tour of Superior Bodies clubs. Joshua handed me a Honey 

Bunches of Oats to hug as we slept. 



“We’ve got another for Linden,” he said. 



“And another for Billy,” said Jacob. 



Samia slept with Bentley in his room. Apparently she saw a lot of him. Enough so that 

the trades were buzzing about the successful young producer’s mysterious Indian lover 

who never let her face be photographed. 



In another suite Brandon, Wally and Friday had a slumber party with The Three Twins. 



The following day Samia, Jacob and Joshua took a cab to the airport. They didn’t say 

where they were going. It could have been back to Russia to have another try at Vladimir. 

They didn’t tell and I didn’t ask. 



Mike took Brandon, Wally and Friday back to the airport, and helped them all the way 

into the plane, so they could fly back to Daytona. Brandon told me later the three of them 

spent the quick flight coming up with details of their fake trip to Blue Springs. “It was 

hilarious,” he said. “What made it super funny was Friday was letting Wally come up 

with most of the phony story.” 



“Really?” I said. Brandon shrugged. 



“It was his trip. Wally’s big weekend.” 



It sure was. And mine, too. 



I stayed in Miami to shoot the scenes where Blythe returns to seriously fucked up Winter 

Key to undue her incompetent sisters’ spell and then returns everyone to The Breaks. The 

day after that Grayson, Blinka, Isobel and Cassie got into Mike’s limousine. He drove the 

five of us to Orlando. He dropped Gray, Blinka and Isobel off at our houses and Cassie at 

the airport. During the trip Cassie and I told everyone about how Sabrina, Doohickey, 

Mickey and Gail tried to rescue our second grade teacher, Drucilla Graham, and later 

tried to stab her husband to death like the characters in “Murder on the Orient Express.” 

They, and Mike, were enthralled. 



When we arrived in Orlando it was hard to resist going inside to see Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ 

Samia. It would have been too brief a visit and confusing for them so we said our 

goodbyes and left Grayson and Blinka there and went directly to the airport. I spent the 

trip from Orlando to Wysteria again riding shotgun. 



That morning, before we left, I found a private moment with Bentley during which I 

thanked him, over and over, for everything. I was gushing, really. About his kindess to 
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Wally and Friday, his kindness to Brandon, whose education he also offered to fund, and 

his kindness to me. “You flew all the way to Santa Fe to get me!” I said, and began 

blubbering and crying because seeing him and Samia and both sets of twins was so great 

and overwhelming. Finally, Bentley covered my mouth with one hand and drew me into a 

hug with the other. “You’re my Dad,” he said, causing me to cry harder and sort of choke 

a bit because my nostrils were filled with real snot and I couldn’t breathe. “I would do 

anything for you.” He continued holding one hand over my mouth and the other hugging 

me so tight I couldn’t communicate my inability to breathe. He figured it out, though, 

when I finally fainted. I came to quickly and then laughed at how funny his attempted 

murder of me was. “Did Todd Beckett hire you to kill me?” I asked between guffaws. 

Bentley was so sorry and so mortified he carried on, blubbering about how sorry he was I 

had to clamp my hand over his mouth. He responded, right away, by feigning the same 

genuine faint I just had, and we crumpled to the floor together, laughing ourselves, nearly 

and truly, to death. 
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Chapter 10 

So far everything had gone super well. That Linden and I got a new baby was the best of 

all. We made it out of Santa Fe without getting busted. We saw old friends along the way 

to Florida. We made new friends, then we made them super happy by arranging 

appearances on “Winter Key” and a film school education. Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia 

remembered and still loved us. 



Our lives were awesome and we were happy in our hotel rooms with our baby and pups. 



Then Everett Jones called the bat phone I reserved strictly for him. I was bathing the pups 

and Linden was pushing Billy in a carriage down Lester Ave. Brandon had also found it 

in a hotel storage room. Asa and Gladys were done and wrapped in towels on our bed. 

Harley required a muzzle to enjoy a bath and the phone rang as I was securing it. “It’s the 

governor,” I told him. “You’ve got a stay of execution.” I put the muzzle aside and 

answered the phone. 



“It’s Everett,” he said. 



“What’s wrong?” I asked. 



“It’s serious.” His tone was always serious, but never more so. 



“What?” 



“Have you been online today?” It was the 21st century’s version of “Have you seen the 

news?” 



“No,” I said. I found Linden’s laptop and opened it on the bed. Leaning over I put in his 

password and got online. 



“Go to Yahoo, or The Drudge Report,” Everett said. “It’s everywhere.” Instead of asking 

what was everywhere I went to Yahoo and scrolled down its list of current event stories. 

Fourth was, “Wanted Celebrity Christian Gallagher Shot to Death in Mississippi.” I 

figured out right away it was the double who had appeared as me in the parade. 



“Oh, Everett.” My knees went week and I slid down the bed. 



“Gary Olson. Thirty-eight. He lived alone. He was a server at one of the restaurants and 

started a local theater company.” 



“How recently?” I asked, just to talk and not think. 



“About the time Todd Becket’s girlfriend busted you.” Fuck. “He was from St. Louis. He 

went to Tulane for liberal arts. Never finished. He stripped and hooked in that city for 

years and then moved to Wayward a year and a half ago.” 
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“Oh, Everett. What do I? What…?” I didn’t know what to ask. 



“It’s not your fault Christian. Apparently he was a fan of yours, and he looked like you. 

Enough that people believed him during that,” Everett’s tone changed to one of 

astonishment, “parade.” I groaned remembering how much fun I had and, after it was 

over, seeing my doppelganger from a distance. “He might have been OK if he hadn’t 

continued the charade.” The special agent paused there, allowing that to sink in. I said: 



“Huh?” 



“Gary continued to play you, even after the parade was over.” 



“What do you mean, continued to play me?” I thought I knew but didn’t think someone 

could be so stupid. 



“He went about his life as Gary Olson, but implied to everyone that he was really 

Christian Gallagher. He knew enough about your life to tell people details. He brought 

everyone he waited on, performed with or…met in line at the grocery store that he was 

you and, you know, don’t tell anybody.” 



“Oh brother,” I said, feeling less guilty. 



“It made him special.” 



“Yeah, telling people he was ten years older than he was.” 



“Nobody thinks you’re pushing fifty, Christian.” 



“How did he get shot? Where?” 



“Answering the door of his apartment. Right between the eyes.” 



“A professional,” I said, and then asked, “How much money does Todd Becket have that 

he can hire three assassins.” 



“Well, he didn’t have to pay the first two,” Everett said. “At least no more than their 

deposits.” 



“Did he have relatives? Family? A lover?” 



“No one,” said Everett. “Parents dead. A sister in Spain he didn’t have contact with. No 

one else.” A beat. “It made pretending to be you living as a fugitive in Wayward easier.” 



“Except that he wasn’t ‘living as a fugitive.’ He was appearing in a parade. How did he 

explain that?” 
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“I don’t know, Christian. Hiding in plain sight?” I thought of Wesley and Stephen. I 

wondered if they knew him and if they were the ones who had asked him to be in the 

parade Karl Lewis had arranged. 



“Is the fake Linden OK?” I asked. 



“No one’s seen him since Olson was killed.” 



“I hope he left town,” I said. “I hope so.” And then. “I hope Becket was satisfied with just 

killing me.” Neither of us said anything for several moments. Then I asked: 



“How is the FBI going to play this?” 



“Oh, you’re not off the hook, if that’s what you mean.” Fuck. “We’ve got his fingerprints 

and they don’t match yours. That’ll come out eventually.” 



“And I’ll still be a target, for Beckett.” I thought about it. “Unless you can nail him for 

this…” 



“We’ll try. He’s good. We haven’t tied him to the first two attempts on your life because, 

officially, we’re unaware of them. We’ll see about connecting this. And then come get 

you ourselves.” 



“Oh, Everett,” I said again. 



“Just letting you know. I’ve gotta run. Bye, Christian.” He didn’t wait for me to say 

goodbye before ending the call. At that moment Linden returned holding Billy. The 

carriage, while in good shape, was an antique and didn’t fold conveniently. Brandon 

invited us to leave it in the lobby, which we did. It enjoyed a space in the corner and 

seemed part of the décor. Linden saw where Gladys and Asa were clean and Harley was 

not. 



“Did he fight you?” he asked. I shook my head and said: 



“We got interrupted by Everett Jones.” Linden sat down on the bed and laid Billy down 

beside him. 



“Who died?” he asked, and I told him. 



Linden muzzled and bathed Harley while I loved on Billy on the bed. Then he prepared a 

bottle and we went to the café for a late lunch/early dinner, as had become our way. Billy 

liked going to the café and was rarely fussy when he was there. He enjoyed his perch in 

his carrier on the table, watching patrons and servers go by. Returning their looks and 

smiling at them. It was fun for him and we were lucky he never cried; that is, except for 
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when Seth was telling us about the puppy sacrifice and Linden beat his fist on the table in 

concern and frustration. 



We ordered our meal from a server as Angela wasn’t there that day. Either she was sick 

or her husband was sick and she was home with him. The young lady wore black pants 

and a white collared shirt. No vintage costumes for the general wait staff. We ordered a 

vegan version of the chicken parmesan, side salads and water. When she left Linden and I 

were silent. He held the bottle for Billy, who sucked on it with gusto, pausing only to 

smile at the few other patrons there at the time. It must have been a weekend day because 

weekdays we were always the only ones in the café at three or three-thirty p.m. 



Brandon appeared holding the hotel phone toward me. “It’s for you,” he said. Linden and 

I shared a grave look and I took the cordless phone. 



“Thank you,” I said, and left the café before Brandon. I crossed the lobby and went 

outside to the front lawn as I listened to Sonny Finn identify himself. “Hey, Sonny,” I 

said, sitting on the grass. I knew it was going to be bad and figured it was better to be on 

the ground rather than collapse on the ground when I heard whatever news he had. 



“Chaquel left.” 



“Uh-huh.” 



“She and a boyfriend cleaned out the cash register in the lobby, stole the Vermeer and 

Gaughin and got away in your car.” 



“We had a Vermeer?” I asked, stunned. 



“Oh, yeah,” Sonny said. “You didn’t know?” 



“We had a Gaughin?” I asked, stunned. 



“Uh-huh.” 



“How come I didn’t know this?” I asked. “Did Marcus find them?” 



“I didn’t,” he said 



“And he didn’t tell me.” Sonny had no answer and I asked: 



“Did she hurt anyone? Chaquel.” 



“The boyfriend roughed up Ann. Hit her twice with a pistol.” 



“Oh, fuck,” I said, my head and whole body hurting as I thought of it. “Is she OK?” 
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“She a tough old bird,” Sonny said, proudly. “She’s fine.” Then I asked, “Why bother 

taking a couple of hundred dollars, when you’ve got two priceless paintings? 



“Who are they going to find to fence the paintings?” the retired cop asked. 



“Did they hurt anyone else?” 



“No. Stole some jewelry from Felda and Angela. I don’t think it had much value. Robbed 

a couple of clients. One of them complained to me.” Oh, shit. “I told her she had to go.” 



“Oh, Sonny. I’m so sorry.” 



“It’s not your fault, Christian.” It was easy for him to say but I encouraged Chaquel to 

stay and trick. I could have kept my mouth shut and sent her on her way, though I don’t 

think she would have gone quietly. 



“She said she would call the police and tell them about the Homefires Whorehouse.” 

Yikes! I wondered if people called the motel that, you know, a lot. 



“I told her to go ahead, that we paid protection, and to suck my old dick if she could get it 

up.” 



“Sonny!” I couldn’t help laughing, though I was concerned about the extortion. “How 

long have you paid police, and how much?” 



“Since before you came, Christian, so that’s not on you,” my friend said. “It’s the cost of 

business. They kept us from getting raided and we provided a safe environment away 

from nice neighborhoods where working girls could…work.” 



“It’s a win-win,” I said, without enthusiasm. 



“I suppose.” A beat. “Of course, they reduced our rates when Logan and his friends 

started taking out perverts.” And this is why I sat down before we began. Sonny waited as 

I found the breath to reply. 



“How long did you know?” I nearly choked. 



“The whole time,” Sonny said, frankly and not gloating. 



“Why didn’t you or Ann say anything? Why didn’t you stop them?” I asked. 



“Because, as long as the boys, and Violet now, thought they had to keep it from us, the 

more discreet they’d be, and that’s a good thing.” I thought about it, quickly, and it made 

sense. It still made sense when Linden and I discussed it at length later. 



“We should have killed that ‘reporter.’” Sonny said. 
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“What reporter?” I asked, and then remembered, “Razor.” 



“Yeah.” 



“What did he do?” 



“He raped a boy in his neighborhood.” 



“Oh fuck,” I said, feeling it in my head, shoulders and stomach. “Oh fuck. Oh fuck oh 

fuck oh fuck…” 



“The kid’s OK. He fought back and stabbed Razor, or whatever, with something. He’s in 

jail.” 



“Did he bust Homefires?” I asked. 



“He tried to cut a deal. Information on the kiddie porn ring we were operating for a 

reduced sentence.” 



“And did he get it?” 



“Fuck no,” Sonny said. “His information wasn’t news to anyone.” Oh fuck. Oh fuck. 



“Did it make the papers?” 



“Yeah, but it came and went. Felda and Angela spoke to a couple of local reporters. 

Angela stayed up all night before and didn’t wear make up. Didn’t shave her pits, either. 

She said, ‘Do I look like someone would pay for me?’” 



“Hah!” I said. 



“And Felda told reporters she did readings out of her room. She gave a couple of the 

crews a tour of the rooms. She made the place look exotic. Showed off the—” 



“Rembrandt and DaVinci?” Sonny laughed. 



“I was going to say Bottecelli.” OMGGGGGGG!!!!” “She turned it into a promotional 

piece.” 



“Except that she doesn’t have teeth,” I said. 



“Oh, Ann and I got her a set,” Sonny said. 



“Really?” 
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“We’ve offered after she and Angela saved you from that assassin.” I would have offered, 

but it seemed like such a sensitive thing. I didn’t want to insult her. As if reading my 

mind, cause he couldn’t read my always obvious expression, Sonny said, “It’s different 

coming from us. We’re her age. We’ve got the same complaints. Eyesight, arthritis, 

hearing.” 



“I’m glad she’s got proper teeth,” I said. 



“She looks good.” We were silent for a moment during which I thought about Chaquel’s 

boyfriend pistol whipping Ann. 



“Oh, Sonny. Please tell Ann how sorry I am.” 



“It’s not your fault, Christian. These things happen. We try to help people and it doesn’t 

always work out.” A beat. “You didn’t do it.” 



“My brother told me to run. I should have left when she arrived. Or I should have taken 

her out. I should have taken her out and encouraged Cufe and Cheole to take out that 

freak Razor. Instead they hurt people and tried to expose Homefires.” 



“And the people they hurt recovered and we’re still operating.” It was a comfort, though 

not a great one. I said: 



“How are the fellas that pretended to be me and Linden?” I didn’t tell him about Gary 

Olson. Not then. 



“Oh, they’re fine. They moved into your old room. They took care of a couple of the dogs 

while they were here.” 



“The FBI…did they talk to them?” 



“Yeah.” 



“And what happened?” 



“Well, Lee’s the one who pretended to be you. He told the agents he was bi and kept a 

room at the motel where he could bring men. The other guy…the Linden guy…Adam. 

He said he was bi, too and they found each other and had an ongoing thing.” 



“So that was it. No arrests? No drama?” 



“The funny thing was, Christian, they’re both married. And straight, and damn if they 

didn’t look like the two of you.” 



“How long did they stay?” I asked. 
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“A week is all. The full week after you left. We paid them a thousand bucks each. They 

took it and they took a couple of other things, too.” 



“The Matisse and Renoir?” Sonny laughed and said: 



“No Christian, the pits they looked after when they were here. Lee took Oscar the Grouch 

and Adam took Big Mama.” 



“That’s awesome. That’s the best.” We continued chatting until Linden appeared on the 

porch behind me with Billy with a to go box of my faux chicken parmesan. 



“How’s the baby boy?” Sonny asked. 



“Beautiful,” I said. “Happy. He loves everyone. A good baby.” 



“That’s good,” Sonny said. “We miss you and Linden here. Ann and the boys,” Ephraim 

and Jay, “say hey.” A beat during which I think Sonny got choked up. “I gotta scoot. Stay 

out of trouble.” 



“Bye Sonny,” I said. 



“Bye Christian.” We hung up and I said to Linden: 



“Did you know we had a Vermeer and a Botecelli?” My husband said: 



“Duh!” 



Linden carried Billy and my lunch to the grass. He laid out Billy’s spit up blanket as if 

we were having a picnic. Then he produced two bottled waters out of the pockets of his 

crisply ironed khaki shorts. I should have returned Brandon’s phone but I didn’t feel like 

getting up. 



“Thank you,” I said, opening the to go box. 



“What’s the news?” I told him, quickly, about Chaquel, Ann and the stolen paintings and 

jewelry. Then I told him, quickly, about Razor attacking a kid and getting knifed by him. 

“Good,” he said. Then he saw my expression, as I chewed my fake chicken, and asked, 

“What?” I swallowed, wiped my mouth, took a sip of water and said: 



“I should feel worse for Gary Olson than I do.” Linden considered that and nodded. 



“What was he thinking leading everyone to believe he was an FBI fugitive?” 



“He thought it was exciting and glamorous,” I said and then took another bite. 
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“As big a fan as he was, he knew Beckett was after you. He had to have seen Bentley’s 

promos.” I nodded and continued eating. Shifting my food to the side of my mouth I said: 



“I feel worse for Ann. And even Felda and her missing jewelry.” 



“And that kid in Santa Fe,” Linden said. I nodded again, swallowed again and said: 



“We should have killed Razor, or had Cufe and Cheole do it. Or Ann and Sonny.” I then 

told him they knew all along about the sting. 



“I’m not surprised. They’re law enforcement. It was their property.” I ate and he added, 

“They probably took turns backing them up.” 



“Yes!” I said, actually spitting food out. Linden shook his head and took a sip of his 

water. I swallowed properly and said: 



“Logan must be sick about it. And the twins. And Violet.” 



“That kid’ll be OK.” I thought he would, too. I had enough of my meal, leaving enough 

of it for each of the pups to enjoy a generous bite. I drank the rest of my water, sighed 

and said: 



“I just don’t feel that bad for Gary Olson.” Linden drank the rest of his water, sighed and 

said: 



“I feel worse for Vermeer, having his painting stolen by someone so trashy.” That made 

me laugh. Linden smiled at his remark and then said, “I was never like this before I met 

you.” That made me laugh harder and lunge at him. We fell onto the grass and I kissed 

his mouth, quickly, as neither of us was into public displays of affection. I might have 

kissed him again had Brandon not appeared on the front porch. 



“Ummm, when you fellas are done conceiving another baby, would you return the house 

phone?” We looked from him to the Hispanic family of four on one side of him to the 

two old ladies on the other side of him, all of whom heard his remark. I said: 



“Don’t hate because you weren’t born a hermaphrodite,” and Linden added: 



“God only chooses special people to be so gifted.” We maintained completely straight 

faces, even as Brandon shouted: 



“I hate you,” threw one of his crutches at us, aiming far short of Billy, and hopped back 

inside the lobby. 
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When I decide to do something I generally do it right away, rather than waiting around. I 

don’t like brooding or worrying over stuff. I’d rather get it over with and enjoy the rest of 

the day. Like, rather than spend a day nauseous, I make myself throw up, as unpleasant as 

it is, and then enjoy the relief. 



Linden took Billy back to our rooms and I took Gladys, Harley and Asa for a walk, 

directly to Lenore, Van and Timmy’s house. Hmmm, I had to start calling him Danny. I 

didn’t want to mess up like Linden did. It would be rude, and dangerous if I did it in front 

of Diane Jastro. Imagine what she would do with that information! Nothing deliberately 

mean or troublemaking. She truly was a nice woman. She just had a big mouth and no 

judgment. Less, even, than I. 



Lenore was in the garden of her cottage. It was a one-story, painted light blue with dark 

blue trim and white accent, or white trim and dark blue accent. I can never distinguish 

between the two. I think hers is what you call an English garden. Just lots of stuff with 

lots of different colored flowers. It’s similar to the beautiful garden the Walt Disney 

World company maintains in the England area of its Epcot park. Lenore’s even had what 

appeared to be a park bench. Like a genuine municipal one. I wonder if she or someone 

stole it off a street. I would admire her if she had. “Hello, Lenore,” I said. 



“Hello, Charlie,” she said back. Charlie. I would never get over that Pittsburgh cobbler 

naming me Charlie. “Would you like to join me for a lemonade? I made a fresh pitcher 

this morning.” 



“I would, thank you.” I looked at the dogs. “Can they come inside?” Lenore’s front yard 

was surrounded by a white picket fence. 



“If they don’t dig up the place,” she said, opening the gate. “Actually, they can dig up all 

the weeds they like, if they’re inclined.” She laughed a little and I gave her a courtesy 

laugh that was easy because she was gracious. The old woman greeted each of the babies 

and they all wagged their tails and said their hellos back. I unleashed each of them and 

they went sniffing around the garden. And going winkie, too. Lenore took off gardening 

gloves and led me onto her front porch. “Please sit down.” She indicated some wicker 

chairs that were similar to the ones on the hotel’s porch. I wondered if she stole them, 

too. 



What is it about me that assumes everyone else is also a thief? 



Lenore returned with a tray carrying a pitcher of icy lemonade and two cups. She put it 

down on a low wooden table and went back inside for a bowl of water for the babies. 

When she came back I thanked her and brought it into the yard for them to enjoy. When I 

returned to my seat my hostess handed me a glass. We toasted her garden and the 

beautiful day and drank the best lemonade I had ever had. “Wow, Lenore, this is really 

good,” I said. 
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“Thank you,” she said. We both took another sip and then she said, “Now, you and 

Chuck want to know if Timmy wants to meet his father.” 



“Another psychic,” I said. This made her smile wistfully and then shake her head, nearly 

imperceptibly and only once. A story there. 



“No,” she hesitated as if to determine whether to explain the no, and how. When she 

came to a decision she said, “It comes and goes. It sometimes takes a while, too.” She 

seemed satisfied with her answer. Then she said, “You and Chuck are under an 

anonymity spell. I respect that. I could probe it and determine who you are. It would take 

time and effort. I wouldn’t even think of doing it except that you know about Danny. I’m 

curious whether you are a threat to him.” Someone likes getting right to the point! 



“We’re not,” I said quickly, putting my glass down and then not knowing what to do with 

my hands. 



“I don’t think you are,” she said. “I think you want to reconcile Danny and Bruce. I think 

you like helping people.” It was a nice way to put the interest I often took in others. I 

didn’t respond, which gave Lenore the opportunity to add. “You’re sending Brandon to 

the film school in Orlando.” She heard. “Of course I heard. He told Diane. Everyone 

knows.” She indicated tourists walking the neighborhood. “They know!” That made me 

laugh, genuinely. “You’re helping him and you adopted a son who has no limbs. I don’t 

think you’re out to harm or expose Danny. You will forgive me for being concerned.” 



“Of course,” I also said quickly. 



“No one has ever recognized him before. He kept such a low profile as a boy. He was a 

wallflower. It was hard to see him even in his pictures in the newspaper. He always 

looked down or away.” Linden had brought him up online. The pictures were thirty years 

old and copies of school pictures. Poor quality and his looking away from the camera lens 

equaled a hard-to-recognize boy. “Danny, Van and I talked about his contacting his 

father. Their reuniting. He isn’t disinterested in it. He’s just not passionate, about 

anything.” This didn’t surprise me. Some people weren’t. “I think Van is more interested 

in a reunion than Danny. I think he thinks it will make him happy or bring him peace.” A 

beat. “I think Danny is as happy and peaceful as he can be now.” OK, so no trip to 

Stamford for Linden. “I will ask him for you, now that I’ve ‘vetted’ you.” I smiled and 

Lenore covered her mouth, embarrassed. “I’m sorry.” 



“For what?” I asked. 



“For using that term. ‘Vetted.’ It was rude.” 



“No it wasn’t,” I said. “Really. I understand. Believe me.” Lenore smiled gratefully. 
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“I don’t always have the best social skills. I never had.” She lifted her lemonade to take a 

sip and then put it down. “I was a wallflower, too. And Van. Outcasts, I guess. It’s why 

we get along so well.” Bless her heart. Bless their hearts. 



“Are you happy and at peace?” I asked. It didn’t take Lenore long to say: 



“Yes.” I lifted my hands as if to say, that’s all that matters. She copied my gesture and 

then we finished the best lemonade I’ve ever had. 







Linden was on our bed with Billy when I returned. I downloaded him on my conversation 

with Lenore. “So we’re more interested in reconciling them than he is,” my husband 

suggested. 



“So it would seem,” I said, tickling Billy, who looked at me with big blue eyes. “Do you 

think he’s Italian. Or Mediterranean?” I asked. 



“I think,” he hesitated to be sure he was saying the right name, “Danny’s Anglo.” 



“No,” I said, “I meant Billy.” 



“He’s got blue eyes,” Linden reminded me. 



“But that could be Northern Italian. I think.” I heard that once. Somewhere. “And they 

could change to brown, still.” I heard that, too. Linden looked at our son closely and said: 



“I don’t know.” We continued to examine the baby, who looked from one of us to 

another, finding our stares funny because he smiled and wiggled. 



“Should we have asked Meg?” I said. 



“Perhaps,” Linden answered, smiling. 



“What?” He smiled harder, rolled his eyes and said: 



“I suppose his having no limbs made every other thing about him unimportant.” That 

made sense to me. “We could always contact her and ask.” I agreed with a nod. I didn’t 

feel like contacting her and Linden was in no hurry either ‘cuz he said nothing further 

about it. Billy was healthy and happy and he had us, and Gladys, Harley and Asa. We 

were an odd family but a happy one. Ditto Lenore, Van and Danny. Ditto Diane, 

Brandon, Alex, Mary, Wally, Friday, Buster and Sally. 



I then thought about Gary Olson, who had no family and whom no one missed. “What?” 

Linden asked and I told him. “Maybe he had a dog or a cat.” 
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“Maybe,” I said, and then got further depressed. Linden read my mind and said: 



“Which means the dog saw him answer the door and get shot in the head.” 



“Oh, God,” I said. Linden shared a grave look and then he reached for our box of burner 

phones, which was under his side of the bed. I found his laptop and fired it up, looking up 

Wesley’s number under his contacts. I read the number to him and he dialed. Linden 

didn’t offer me the phone and I didn’t take it. It was my doppelganger who died, and 

though I neither recruited him for the parade nor encouraged him to suggest to his 

coworkers he was me, I still felt strangely responsible. 



“Hello, my name’s Chuck and I’m a friend of Wesley and Stephen,” Linden said into the 

phone. Dialing Wesley’s cell was too risky given how recent Gary died and that the FBI 

knew he wasn’t me and that Wesley had arranged for his playing me in the parade. Oh, 

Wesley… “Would you connect me to his cell? It’s an emergency.” It was a risk but I 

needed peace and, it just occurred to me Wesley probably needed it more than I. Linden 

waited, stroking Billy’s hair and rubbing noses with him. Watching them was a sweet 

distraction, but it still took forever for the receptionist at the homeless shelter to find him. 

“Wesley,” Linden said. “It’s Chuck Murray.” Wesley knew who he was. “Did Gary have 

a pet?” I waited. Linden kept stroking Billy’s hair but looked at me, hard. “Could you 

find out?” I knew Wesley would. He would find out quickly. Linden’s grave face got 

graver. “It’s not his fault,” he said, and then mouthed the word “Stephen” to me. It must 

have been his idea to ask Gary to appear as me in the parade. That fucking parade! It was 

Karl what’s-his-face’s idea. The Wayward Scrooge who became nice after our flash mob 

put his floundering hotel on the map. It was done out of kindness, and Stephen was 

protecting us while indulging Karl Lewis. He didn’t think Gary would get murdered. 

Linden gave Wesley what reassurances he could and then I held my hand out for the 

phone. “Hold on, Charlie wants to speak to you.” Linden gave it to me. 



“Wesley.” 



“Charlie,” Wesley was choked up. “It’s killing Stephen.” 



“Wesley, I’m so sorry.” 



“It’s not your fault. It’s not his. I mean, it is but he didn’t think…Neither of us thought 

we were putting him in danger.” 



“I know.” 



“We thought it would be funny and please Karl and the town would get a kick out of it.” 



“I know. It was a good idea. A fun idea.” Wesley sniffled and coughed. “Is the other guy 

safe?” I didn’t say “fake Linden,” though it wouldn’t matter. If someone was listening to 

our conversation he would already have figured out who we all were. 
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“He left the city. He went home to…where he’s from.” 



“That’s a good idea.” I was relieved. Wesley fought tears and then forced himself to snap 

out of it. 



“I’ll find out about a pet. I’ll call you back at this number.” 



“OK. Thank you, Wesley.” 



“I’ll talk to you soon,” he said, and hung up. Linden and I looked at each other. 



“Stephen,” I said, because I could think of nothing else. My husband said nothing. The 

house phone rang. Linden picked it up. It was a front desk clerk. 



“I’ll be right down,” Linden said and then hung up. “It’s Danny. He asked to see me.” 



“It looks like you’re going to Stamford,” I said. 



“So it does.” He looked from me to Billy. “I want to take him, but he’s already traveled 

enough.” 



“I agree,” I said. “Besides, they’ll come here. Prudence, Hiram, Jeffrey and Eve, Patsy 

and Bertice…they’d all come to Wysteria, or Blue Springs, or wherever we arranged, at a 

moments notice to see Billy. “You just focus on Bruce.” Linden kissed Billy, then me, 

then got off the bed. He kissed the three pups, too, so they wouldn’t feel left out. Then he 

left the room. 



For a moment I regretted that it was Linden who got to fly to Stamford and see Bruce 

Nealon. After further thought I was glad it was him and not me. A police officer goes to 

prison for killing his wife and maybe killing his son, while his son continues to live in 

their building, saying nothing. Confessing nothing while letting Daddy take the rap? 

“God, what were we thinking?” I said out loud. Linden answered me forty-five minutes 

later when he returned, excited, especially for him, and said: 



“I think this is going to be a win, Christian.” His enthusiasm and general good judgment 

convinced me it was. 
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Chapter 11 

Linden left for Stamford the following day because he, too, saw no point in not getting 

right to things. He took one change of clothes in a duffle bag, saying, “We’ll all have a 

good time shopping for new clothes for me.” He planned to enjoy a week with his aunts 

and uncles, including Hiram, who would always be part of their family even though he 

and Prudence were no longer together. He also didn’t know his cousins, Jeffrey and Eve’s 

kids, very well and so looked forward to hanging out with them, too. 



I would miss Linden. I wanted to go to Stamford, too. We had already traveled enough 

with Billy when he was a newborn. I was all about him building up his immune system 

and everything, but a plane flight was too much too soon. As much as we trusted our new 

friends in Wysteria, it was too much to ask them to look after him. 



We could have left our son with Grayson and Blinka, or Garrett or Blue or Olivier and 

Kristin or other people in Orlando. Had Linden brought it up I would have gone with 

him. He didn’t, which made me think he maybe wanted this adventure to himself. I got to 

go to Atlanta with Samia when he was sick…yikes, what was that, eight years before? I 

went on two summer Superior Bodies tours: one with Jacob, Joshua and Honey Bunches 

of Oats, the other with Freebird, Sylvia St. Germaine, Jesus Christ and Dahlia. I went 

back to Rowaneck for Erin Fleming’s freak show wedding and, more recently, to see 

Victor van den Bosch and Baker Steele. Linden got to go to Kingdom Come with Lil’ 

Jacob and Lil’ Samia, sure, but that was to escape being collateral damage when a bunch 

of people were trying to kill me that one time. 



Yeah, my husband more than earned a week alone with his family, where they could dote 

on him. I looked forward to missing Linden Midwinter. I looked forward to him coming 

back to me. 



A cab took my husband to the airport in Daytona. No sense in saddling up Billy so I 

could drive him. Also, you never knew who from Orlando, or Rowaneck and Larchmont 

even, might also be in that city or any other place and recognize one of us. 



When Linden was gone Billy and I had an early lunch in the Somewhere in Time Café. 

Billy relaxed in his carrier on the table while I considered getting the vegan version of the 

fish sandwich Chef Ernest was serving everyone else, or if I would just have a salad. I 

chose the salad and water. Angela Hickey served them quickly and sat down to visit 

while I ate. So funny was that no sooner had I filled my mouth with a forkful of spinach, 

artichoke and onion in an orange-ginger dressing than my friend said, “So, I hear Chuck’s 

off to get Danny’s father.” I knew Angela and her husband were close enough to Danny, 

though more Van, I think, to know about Danny, but the casual way she put so heavy a 

thing made me laugh, and choke. I recovered quickly, had a sip of water, and said: 



“Yes, he is.” 
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“I’m so glad,” she said. “Danny’s such a good guy. Seth loves him. We both do. Seth 

couldn’t live without him.” I remembered then that Danny was her husband’s secretary at 

the school. “He’s hard to read, though. He once came in to work with a dislocated 

shoulder. He was in terrible pain but Seth had a deadline for some grant for the school 

and really needed him that day.” 



“A dislocated shoulder, and he went to work?” I said. 



“Oh, yeah. No painkillers. Maybe Tylenol or something. And you would never have 

known.” I remembered Thomas dislocating his shoulder the morning of Sean and 

Brigid’s wedding and what terrible pain he was in. 



“Oh my God!” 



“Seth finally figured it out when he pulled up a chair next to him, to work on some 

document. He said, ‘Danny, did you break your shoulder?’” 



“Oh my God!” 



“He told me Danny said, ‘Yes,’ and then brought up the document with his mouse and 

put his fingers on the home row, ready to type type type!” 



“Oh my God!” 



“So my point is, he could be racked with guilt and shame over his father going to prison 

and who would know it?” Her point was a good one. “I personally think his father should 

be in prison for letting his wife abuse their son. He should have defended him, or left her 

with him if he couldn’t. He was such a pain in the ass to everyone else in the town but 

was a pussy when he got home.” Angela realized her voice was a decibel too high. She 

blushed and looked around to see if anyone had heard her describe Bruce Nealon as a 

pussy. She saw no one, looked at Billy and then me and said, softly but with passion, 

“Whose ass wouldn’t you kick to protect your son?” 



“No one, sister,” I said. “No one.” We both recovered from that little exchange and then 

Angela said: 



“Ice cream for you and the big guy?” I considered that I wasn’t halfway through my 

salad, determined she wanted some but didn’t want to admit it, and said: 



“None for me, but I’m sure Billy would like some. He couldn’t eat a whole serving, of 

course, so maybe you could share one with him.” Angela blushed again and said: 



“Oh, was I that obvious?” That made me laugh and she excused herself to get their treat. 



After lunch I called Diane Jastro’s house and arranged a play date for Billy and the pups. 

Then we took a nap. When we woke up I changed and bathed Billy, made up a couple of 
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bottles I could microwave at Diane’s, and filled his diaper bag. I brought him and bag 

downstairs and left him in the carriage. “I heard you were having a play date,” Brandon 

said from the front desk. 



“Yes,” I said. “Linden’s gone to visit relatives for a week.” Brandon watched Billy in the 

carriage while I returned to the room to leash up the pups. Downstairs I held the leashes 

in one hand and pushed the carriage with the other, slowly and carefully down the ramp 

the hotel had installed in the front. 



“Have fun,” Brandon said. I noticed he was reading material about Full Sail’s Spring 

2015 semester, and I was thrilled. I told him just to sign up, send me the bill and show me 

his report card when he got it. I wasn’t really interested in his marks as much as his work. 

I would have preferred to see the short movie that earned him an A than the report card 

on which the grade appeared. 



I got to Diane’s house in under five minutes and maybe under one. The beagles got all 

excited when they saw Buster and Sally waiting for them in the yard. I let go of their 

leashes so they could take running leaps over the low iron fence into the yard, a feat that 

still mystified their hosts. Friday and Wally were on the front porch playing cats cradle so 

swiftly they appeared to have done it for years. She gathered the string and signed for 

him to open the front gate for us, something he did while, on either side of the front path, 

beagles and pits were wrestling hellos to each other. I let go of Asa’s leash, letting her go 

through first, and then pushed the carriage after him. Wally felt its length with one hand 

and offered his other to sign hello to me in the hand I wrapped around it. I returned the 

greeting and then pulled Billy out of his carriage. Wally held his arms out to take him and 

I handed him over. 



I said hello to Friday and then noticed Alex and Mary peering out the front door. He was 

chubby, had long, thin, greasy hair and bad acne. She was thin except for some 

concentrated belly fat. Her hair was six different shades of something and her teeth were 

profoundly crooked. When I was around Diane’s older fosters were usually not. I thought 

they were scared of, or just not interested in, me, but decided quickly it was Friday they 

feared. “Please get Charlie a soda,” she said to them. 



“Which one?” Alex asked. 



“Diet Coke.” 



“I mean which one of us do you want to get it?” her brother asked. Friday looked at me, 

shaking her head and her big light brown curls in frustration. 



“You, Alex. Mary, I want you to follow him to make sure he does it properly.” 



“OK,” she said, her teeth such a mess they made her sound like she was talking with food 

in her mouth.” I sat down as they left. Wally sat between us. He held Billy on his lap with 
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one hand leaving the other free to communicate with me. I took it, gently, and said to 

both of them: 



“I’ve been thinking, since I arranged for you, two, to be on ‘Winter Key’ and Linden and 

I are paying for Brandon to go to school, I want to do something nice for Alex and 

Mary.” They both grimaced. It was especially telling coming from Wally, who was 

probably not aware he was doing so. “What?” I said. Wally replied: 



“It’s your money,” a response I repeated to his sister. She and I heard them returning with 

my soda and so remained quiet. I said hello to both of them as Alex handed me a can. 

Friday said: 



“No glass? No ice? No coaster?” Alex and Mary looked at each other and then at me. 



“It’s just the way I like it, thank you.” They smiled and Friday said: 



“Go up to your rooms and do your homework.” 



“I’m done with mine,” Mary said. 



“Then bring it down and show it to me,” said her eight year-old sister. 



“But it was reading,” she said. “‘The House of the Seven Gables.’” 



“Do you know it?” Friday asked me. I nodded. 



“Then tell Charlie the plot. Right now, Mary.” She was busted and went upstairs. Alex 

followed her, anxious to get away before Friday nailed him for something, too. Even 

while this exchange was happening I was signing it to Wally, who thought it was 

hilarious. When they were gone I said, to both of them. 



“I can send Alex to a dermatologist to clear up his face. And get Mary braces.” Friday 

tapped her brother’s shoulder, signaling him to hold Billy with his other arm so she could 

speak to both of us. She said: 



“Your offers are kind. If I thought Alex would lose weight and improve his grooming I 

would encourage you to do it. He won’t. There’s no point spending money to improve his 

face when he’ll still be a fat slob.” Wally nodded. “And there’s no point straightening 

Mary’s teeth when she won’t settle on a hair color and she’ll continue to eat those pork 

rinds that settle at her belly.” Wally nodded and Billy began to cry for a bottle. I pulled it 

out of his bag and made to go inside and heat it up. Friday said to Wally, out loud to me, 

“Would you heat up Billy’s bottle?” He nodded, handed Billy to her and took the bottle 

from me. He said: 
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“Excuse me,” out loud, and very clearly, before he left. Friday smiled she was so proud 

of his good manners and willingness to talk. When he was gone she sat closer to me and 

said: 



“There’s something else you can do for Brandon.” 



“Oh?” 



“Yes,” she said, slowly. “I didn’t want to mention it in front of Wally.” Bless her heart. 

“He’s unaware of how Brandon suffers for what his mother did.” Oh God, the botched, 

late term abortion. Was I going to talk about it with this little girl? “I wonder if you and 

Chuck wouldn’t mind going to New Port Richey and convincing her to come to Wysteria. 

To have a reunion with Brandon. You could say he really wants to meet her in person and 

to forgive her for the abortion attempt.” I didn’t think she could surprise me, precocious 

little Friday. As briefly as I knew her, I thought I had her figured out, but my assessment 

didn’t include this. “Then, when she gets here, he could take her out. Strangulation, 

probably. It’s very intimate and the preferred method for matricide.” She put this all 

Larchmont Ladies Association, rocking Billy in her arms so gently he stopped crying. I 

was so stunned I asked a very stupid question, which was: 



“Why do you think I would this?” to which she responded by laughing so hard I held my 

arms under the baby lest she drop him. My effort made her stop and she said: 



“Because you’re me at fifty,” she drawled. “You have the resources and celebrity. You 

visit her, flatter her, promise her a ‘mother-daughter-cancer-movie’ reunion and she’ll be 

grabbing her car keys.” 



“And you are me in second grade,” I said as I recalled having planned Mr. Graham’s 

murder. Friday gasped and said: 



“I’ll have you know I skipped second grade, am in fourth and am reading at a junior high 

school level.” 



“And interning at NASA, too,” I said. Wally returned, making it impossible for us to talk 

about luring Brandon’s birth mother to Wysteria and her death. And I was never so 

relieved. Friday caught my eyes and mouthed: 



“We’ll talk more about this later,” something I found funny because Wally couldn’t have 

heard her if she shouted it. 



Friday returned to her seat, with Billy, and took the bottle from her brother’s hand. He 

again sat between us. I was so anxious to change the subject I nearly grabbed his hand. 

He looked at me in surprise, albeit with eyes that couldn’t see. I signed, and spoke, an 

apology. Then I said, to both of them, “Linden wanted to be here when I brought this up, 

but I’m too anxious to.” Brother and sister looked at me expectantly and I continued, 

“Wally, what kind of doctors or specialists have you seen about your sight and your 
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hearing?” Before he could switch our hands to respond I said, “There aren’t any Linden 

and I can’t afford and we want to send you to whomever can help you, wherever he is.” 

Wally and Friday shared a look, again, though he couldn’t see…he just sort of looked in 

her direction and she looked at him. Friday held the bottle and Billy on her lap with one 

hand and held her free one to her brother. He signed to both of us: 



“I never saw a doctor after I was born. I didn’t see one when I got sick and that’s how I 

lost my hearing. The state sent me to a couple, but they just confirmed I couldn’t see or 

hear. I don’t think the DCF,” the Department of Children and Families, “had the budget 

to send me to any special or expensive doctors.” So far so good. Then he said something 

that stunned me but that I should have expected, as Friday was involved, “After the series 

finale airs I’ll enjoy enough attention that specialists will offer to treat me for the 

publicity.” Of course! “Friday suggested it to Rona when we were in Miami.” I looked at 

her and she nodded casually, as if suggesting it was no big deal and why was my jaw 

hanging open. Friday said to her brother: 



“Do you want to burp Billy?” He nodded. She dug a cloth out of his diaper bag, placed it 

on his right shoulder and handed the baby to him. Then she winked at me, but it wasn’t a 

response to the talk about specialists and Rona. It was a reminder of Friday’s request that 

I persuade Brandon’s birth mother to come to Wysteria, ostensibly to reconcile with her 

son, but to die at his hands. 







I returned to the hotel late that afternoon. As always, I can’t tell you what day of the week 

it was. It was November of 2015, before Thanksgiving. When I got back to our rooms, 

the pups went right to sleep on their blankets and Billy also nodded off in his crib. I stuck 

a movie in the DVD player and began watching…something, when it occurred to me to 

check out our box of burner phones, in case Linden had called. I recognized a number on 

one of them and said, “Bentley,” out loud. I wondered what he needed. I checked for a 

message but he left none. I called him back and it went to his voice mail. I left a message 

for him in as strange an accent as I could. Then I went back to the movie. I watched it and 

a second DVD in their entirety before Bentley called back. I said, “Bentley,” again and he 

said: 



“Oh, Christian,” in a super grim way. 



“What?” 



“Oh, Christian,” he repeated, grimmer. 



“What??” I said again. 



“Ohhhhhh, Christian.” 



“I’m going to hang up if you that that again,” I told him, seriously. 
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“OK, so, when Mother heard the guy who pretended to be you in the Wayward parade 

was murdered, she had our PR folks release the bit we shot of you getting turned, from 

the final episode.” 



“That bitch,” I said. 



“Ohhhhhh, yes.” 



“What happened?” I asked, truly annoyed but not surprised Rona would find a way to 

cash in on that poor guy’s murder. 



“The videotape she deliberately had leaked contained date and time stamping, indicating 

it was shot the day before the man…” 



“Gary Olson.” 



“The day before Olson got shot.” 



“And she just released that. No explanation. And let the online community draw their 

own conclusions.” 



“How well you know my Mother,” Bentley said. 



“Oh, I would have done the same thing,” I said, “if I didn’t have scruples.” It sounded 

funny, my suggesting I had scruples, and I laughed. Bentley did, too, and then said: 



“There’s a problem, though.” 



“What?” I asked. 



“The FBI showed up at our Miami office.” 



“Oh, shit.” 



“Oh, yeah,” Bentley said. “I mean, Ohhhhhh, Christian!” 



“Shut up, what happened?” 



“The agents asked for the footage and everything we had on you since Ellie’s 

kidnapping.” Kidnapping…GRRRR. I didn’t correct my young friend, though. Instead I 

asked: 



“What did you give them?” 
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“The video, including all the takes, from that scene, your painting at the beach and you as 

Blythe.” 



“So, everything I shot.” 



“Yes.” 



“And that’s it?” 



“What else did we have?” Bentley asked. “We don’t have a contract with you. There’s no 

written correspondence. We put money into a Caymen account is all, but that’s too 

complicated for the Feds to trace.” I hoped it was. 



“Did they ask for emails and phone records?” 



“Yes. Our lawyers are stalling, but if we have to turn them over we will. There’s nothing 

there, Christian. We only talk about you in person.” Good, I thought. Bentley Howard 

Productions should be OK, I thought. Then I asked the first question I was sure the Feds 

asked, which was: 



“How did you arrange for Christian Gallagher to appear in these final scenes?” I even 

asked it like I was a cop. 



“Well, Special Agent Marquard, Mr. Gallagher just showed up in our office that weekend 

and said he had been cleared of everything, thanks in large part to the public service 

announcements we created when he went on the lam.” Hah! “And I’ve got an idea for the 

final episode but I don’t have a lot of time and can we shoot right now.” 



“And you said that with a straight face?” I was sure he did but I still asked. 



“Yes. Everyone confirmed it. Jody, Jay, Gloria,” another producer, “Franky,” set design, 

“Jarrod,” hair…Bentley rattled off several more names ending with, “and Mike.” 



“OK. Good,” I said. “Yeah. That’s good.” It wasn’t good and I wasn’t right with it, but 

thought I could talk myself into it being OK. 



“They asked about the kids, Wally and Friday.” That wasn’t good, at all. 



“What did they ask?” My voice was shaking. 



“Where they came from. How we cast them.” Oh shit. Ohhhhhhh, Christian! “‘Were they 

part of Gallagher’s idea?’ that guy Marquard, asked.” 



“And you said…” 
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“No, that they were longtime fans of the show we got to know through Facebook. I gave 

Robin,”  a  writer,  “the  credit  for  coming  up  with  the  ending.”  She  was  always  nice 

enough, though I really liked her for covering for me. 



“They didn’t ask where they lived or to see a release?” I asked. 



“No,” said Bentley. “I shouldn’t have mentioned it. It’ll be OK.” 



“I hope so, Bentley.” I was a wreck. “I really like living here. I do. This is such a cool 

place. And we’ve seen Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia.” 



“Excellent,” my friend said. “How are they?” 



“Beautiful,” I told him. “And big. They grew so much more than I thought they would. 

They have their own styles. They’re their own little people.” 



“Grayson and Blinka email me pics sometimes.” I thought that was lovely. 



“So, what’s the plan now?” I asked. 



“To get someone on the team arrested,” Bentley said matter-of-factly. 



“What?” 



“It’s probably going to be me. ‘Winter Key’ is my baby and, besides, I think they’re too 

afraid of Mother.” 



“No kidding that,” I said. “Isn’t the…I don’t know, investigation enough?” 



“Oh, it’s getting us some press, and some hits, downloads of the second season, and even 

the first, are up.” 



“Excellent!” I said. 



“There’s more we can wring out of this, Christian. Mother and I want to get everything 

we  can  from  it.”  He  paused,  and  then  added,  super  excited,  “Oh,  and  Mother  wants  to 

send Wally to whatever doctor she can to get his eyes and ears checked.” 



“Hah!” I said, and then told him what Friday had suggested. 



“She’s right, of course,” Bentley said. “I said the same thing to her, but she doesn’t want 

to wait. She doesn’t want the boy to spend one more day than he has to without sight and 

hearing  if  either  can  be  fixed.  She’s  got  people  researching  specialists  right  now, 

actually.” Bless Rona Howard’s heart. I wanted to say something but thought my voice 

would crack. “I know,” Bentley said, knowing I couldn’t speak I was so moved. “We’re 

going to leak the final Blythe footage in a couple of weeks.” 
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“Oh?” 



“Just her arrival. All the takes. It’ll be fun. Look for it.” I told him I would. Then I said: 



“Is  all  this  attention  enough  to  warrant  another  season?”  I  asked,  imaging  another 

opportunity for Wally and Friday to appear. 



“It might,” Bentley said, “But we’re already working on a spinoff for Remy and Magda.” 



“Really?” I said, very excited. 



“Yeah. They’ve had offers to do a father-daughter comedy, a father-daughter procedural, 

even a ‘Murder, She Wrote’ father-daughter sleuthing duo.” Now, that would have been 

interesting. “They want to play their characters. Another city, another ensemble cast.” 



“Where?” I asked. 



“I’m thinking Santa Fe,” Bentley said. “They leave Winter Key to run a hotel occupied 

by prison escapees, hookers, psychics, rescued pets…” 



“You’re the shit, Bentley,” I said, wanting very badly to give him a hug. 



“I  get  it  from  my  father,”  he  said,  which  made  me  choke  up  again.  I  couldn’t  speak, 

again,  and  didn’t  have  the  chance  as  my  “son”  said,  suddenly,  “Marquand’s  back  with 

some uniformed officers. They’ve got cuffs. I’m going to be arrested for obstructing their 

search  for  Christian  Gallagher.”  They  were  clearly  in  the  room.  “Bye  Samia,”  he  said. 

“Please don’t make me wait another three months to visit.” I said nothing, only listened 

to him add, finally, “Well then you’ll have to bust me out. Like you’ve never done that 

before?  Bye,  lover.”  Bentley  hung  up  and  I  bounced  up  and  down  on  the  bed  I  was 

jazzed.  By  the  investigation,  by  the  Santa-Fe  spinoff,  by  Bentley’s  arrest  and,  most 

exciting of all, his ongoing romantic relationship with Samia Siva! 



I couldn’t wait for Linden to return to tell him about it. I needed a drink but we had no 

Scotch. I wouldn’t leave the rooms, even for the seconds it would take to get one from 

the café, without Billy, yet I didn’t want to wake him up, either. I called downstairs and 

asked  Brandon  if  he  could  have  Angela  bring  me  up  a  couple  of  ounces.  “Are  you 

kidding me?” he said, playfully. 



“What do I have to do to get room service in this dump?” I asked, in kind. 



“Pay the day clerk’s Full Sail tuition,” he said. “Oh, wait, you have. I’ll be right up with 

your drink.” He hung up and I continued bouncing on the bed and would for the rest of 

the day and night. 



141 






Chapter 12 

The morning Linden returned from Stamford I set Billy and the pups on the hotel porch 

in our regular area. I got us all comfortable—fed, changed and watered—and then began 

brainstorming  for  episode  ideas  for  Bentley  Productions’  Santa  Fe-based  series.  It  was 

early  and  I  had  the  porch  to  myself,  which  was  nice.  So  often  hotel  visitors  and  day 

tourists  wandered  the  length  of  it  and  I  wasn’t  always  successful  at  discouraging  them 

from speaking to me. 



No sooner had I finished an outline of the two-part episode in which the former Winter 

Key sheriff, played by Remy Whitefire, creates a baseball team featuring neighborhood 

misfits than I heard some yelling coming from the first floor room behind me. I saved my 

work and looked around. I concentrated so I could hear what the apparent argument was 

about.  I  recognized  Brandon’s  voice  right  away  but  I  couldn’t  identify  the  other  one. 

Suddenly  the  room’s  window  flew  open  and  an  old  psychic  I  remember  whose  name  I 

knew  was  Reverend  Barclay  and  who  looked  like  a  mean  Santa  Claus  said  to  me, 

“You’re a troublemaker, Christian Gallagher and you’re going to die violently. Brandon 

appeared behind him and dragged him back into the room by his thick white hair. The old 

man threw him off, stuck his head back out the window and said, indicating Billy, “He 

should have died in the womb. A baby like that’s better off dead, but you’ve got to have 

your fun. You and your queer friend.” I scooped Billy, who had begun crying, out of his 

carrier and held him to my chest. In the second it took me to do it, Barclay convulsing 

and his eyes rolled up into his head. Then he collapsed, hitting his chin on the window 

frame  and  falling  back  into  his  room.  Brandon  stuck  his  head  out  the  window,  smiled, 

held up a taser and said, all Talbot Ladies Association: 



“The only reason this man is alive is because I carry this thing and not a gun.” His humor 

put me enough at ease to respond, dryly: 



“I can get you one.” Brandon smiled, genuinely, and shut the window. I held and rocked 

Billy while the pups, confused by the rage, so quickly followed by light humor, pawed at 

me gently, wanting an explanation and concerned about their little brother. I moved from 

the chair to the floor, holding Billy in my lap in a way that gave the pups the opportunity 

to smell and lick every party of him but his face. This generally calmed him down and 

did so then. I was so careful about protecting Billy’s face from what could have been a 

tongue assault, covered in salty tears at is was, I didn’t notice Brandon approach until he 

said: 



“That looks fun. Can I go next?” I looked at him and laughed. Then I asked: 



“What was that?” Brandon sighed, noticed my cup of lukewarm coffee and asked, with a 

look, if he could have a sip. I nodded with my eyelids and he helped himself. Then he 

pulled an envelope out of his jeans pocket and handed it to me. It was a personal-sized 

envelope,  a  cheap  one  a  hundred  of  which  you  could  buy  at  the  dollar  store.  It  said, 

“Christian  ‘Charlie  Cash’  Gallagher,  Wysteria  Hotel…”  There  was  no  return  address, 

though the postcard indicated it was mailed in Wysteria, at the combination grocery store 
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and post office across the street. “Do I want to look inside?” I asked, surprising myself 

with my hesitancy. Brandon took the letter back and said: 



“The same thing Barclay told you, only typed.” I nodded, kissed Gladys, Harley and Asa, 

and returned to my chair. Then I asked: 



“Why?” Brandon shook his head, took a breath and said: 



“Barclay’s always been a trouble maker. And he’s always been mean.” 



“A mean psychic?” I asked. Brandon nodded. 



“Among the Association’s rules is that you can never lie to a client. If you see death in 

his  cards  you  have  to  tell  him.  If  you  don’t,  or  if  you  leave  it  out  of  your  reading,  it’s 

regarded as lying. That can get you kicked out of the Association and the community.” I 

nodded  and  then  I  returned  Billy  to  his  carrier.  I  sipped  my  cold  coffee  as  Brandon 

continued, “Barclay never lied about a client’s bad news. Death, bankruptcy, bad health, 

losing  a  spouse  or  lover…he  told  a  client  exactly  what  he  saw.  He  never  put  it  gently, 

though, which is what most of us do. He never explained that a tragedy he saw could be 

avoided or that ours was an inexact science. If someone was going to get cancer he said, 

‘You’re  going  to  get  cancer.’  If  he  saw  fatal  cancer  he  said,  ‘It’s  fatal.’  Nothing 

conditional. No hope.” 



“So  if  he  saw  someone  dying  violently  he  just  said—or  wrote  and  later  shouted  out  a 

window,  ‘You’re  going  to  die  violently.’”  Brandon  nodded,  sadly.  “How  long  has  he 

been here?” 



“Three years.” 



“How did he last that long? He must have gotten complaints from people who expected 

only good news.” 



“He didn’t break the rules,” Brandon began, and then hesitated. 



“What?” 



“And he was never wrong.” I thought about dying violently and then said: 



“That I haven’t died violently yet is remarkable, so don’t be concerned that what Barclay 

told  me  is  going  to  bother  me.”  Brandon  said  nothing.  Billy  began  to  cry  again,  just 

because.  Brandon  held  his  arms  up,  wanting  to  hold  him.  I  picked  the  baby  up  and 

handed him over. Billy immediately stopped crying and, instead, enjoyed being rocked in 

Brandon’s arms. The pups had pricked up their ears at their brother’s renewed crying, but 

relaxed after determining all was OK. I thought about the envelope the hotel’s front desk 

clerk had handed me and said, “The envelope hadn’t been opened. How did you know…” 

Brandon smiled awkwardly, blushed and said: 
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“When I saw your real name I,” a beat, “read its contents.” I nodded and then asked: 



“What was Barclay thinking, having the letter mailed to the hotel, knowing you collected 

the mail and could identify it?” Brandon smiled more awkwardly, blushed brighter, and 

said: 



“He put a spell on it. A really strong one.” I nodded. “I’m stronger.” Brandon gave Billy 

his  full  attention,  shaking  his  little  hands  and  talking  baby  talk.  I  watched  them  for 

several sweet moments and then asked: 



“How  strong  are  you,  Brandon?”  He  looked  from  Billy  to  me,  smiled  even  more 

awkwardly and blushed even brighter. He took a deep breath and said: 



“To demonstrate I would have to read your mind.” 



“Uh-huh,” I said, and then waited for him to do it. 



“May I?” he asked, bless his heart. 



“Yes,” I said, as I am an open book. Brandon handed Billy back to me and I put him back 

into  his  carrier,  concerned,  silly  as  it  was,  that  whatever  transfer  of  energy  my  young 

psychic friend required could be harmful. In the time it took me to loosely strap our son 

back into his carrier Brandon discovered two things: 



“Your  parents  conceived  you  during  make  up  lovemaking.”  I  gasped.  My  heard  beat 

faster. I held my chest. “And when your father died, his body was cremated before you 

got home, so you spent the night sleeping in his bed, on sheets he had slept on.” I stopped 

breathing, my heart leapt, and I leaned over, holding my stomach. “I’m sorry,” Brandon 

said, causing me to recover immediately. 



“No,” I said. “I asked.” 



“I  know,  but  people  don’t  always  want  to  know  the  answers,  even  when  they  ask.”  I 

thought  of  Barclay,  telling  it  like  it  was.  Flat  and  emotionless.  “You’re  wife  is 

considering  a  divorce,”  “You’re  job  is  going  to  be  eliminated,”  “You’re  going  to  lose 

your  baby.”  Reading  my  troubled  expression,  as  I’m  sure  he  wanted  to  spend  no  more 

time in my head, Brandon asked: 



“When does Linden land, and do you want me to watch Billy so you can pick him up?” I 

recovered, again, smiled and said: 



“Yes, Brandon. I would. Thank you.” 









144 



I met Linden at the airport in Daytona. He had planned to take a cab to Wysteria for the 

same reasons he took one to the airport: So I wouldn’t have to find a babysitter and so we 

wouldn’t risk running into people, however remote the chance, who knew us as Christian 

and Linden. 



Even  before  Brandon  suggested  it  that  morning  I  intended  to  go  to  the  airport  myself. 

This had as much to do with my missing Linden, profoundly, as it was his having advised 

me  he  would  tell  me  about  his  and  Prudence’s  visit  to  the  halfway  house  to  see  Bruce 

Nealon when he got back. I only agreed to wait because they went the day before, the last 

full  day  of  Linden’s  visit  to  Stamford.  He  was  going  to  go  right  away  but  wound  up 

putting  it  off  at  Prudence’s  suggestion.  “What  if  it  goes  badly?”  she  said.  “You  don’t 

want to be thinking about it the whole week.” It was good advice and Linden, so used to 

getting stuff done right away, agreed to put it off. 



I surprised my husband at the gate. We hugged, briefly, as neither of us was into public 

displays of affection. Then he said, “I’m glad you’re here. I brought a lot of stuff back.” 

We went to baggage claim where we spent what seemed like hours collecting his bags. 

“We  went  to  the  Stamford  Mall  when  it  opened  and  were  probably  the  last  people  to 

leave.” 



“What did you buy?” I asked. 



“Clothes. And clothes. And clothes.” 



“For what army?” 



“For you and me and Billy.” 



“Was  it  tough  finding  outfits  with  no  legs  or  sleeves?”  I  asked,  feeling  like  a  sasspot. 

Linden smiled mischievously and said: 



“Everyone picked out an outfit for him.” 



“Who’s everyone?” 



“Prudence, Hiram, Hiram’s boyfriend Sid, Jeffrey, Eve and each of their kids.” 



“No Patsy or Bertice?” 



“Patsy was hungover and didn’t go. And Bertice was volunteering somewhere.” 



“So that’s, what, eight outfits?” Linden nodded. 



“It  should  have  been.  I  think  it’s  more  like  eighteen.  For  different  ages.”  I  engaged  a 

couple of porters and a trolly for the bags, suitcases and boxes. 
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“At least that’ll give us time to alter them,” I said, imagining myself removing the arms 

and legs of a classic sailor suit and sewing up the holes. 



“Already done,” Linden said, and then asked where I was parked. I showed my ticket to 

the porters and they led us to our car. My husband continued, “Prudence had everything 

sent to her tailor and everything arrived at the house two days ago.” 



“How did everything come out?” I asked. 



“Perfect,” he said. 



“How many outfits did you buy me?” Linden thought about it and said: 



“Three.” 



“Only three?” I feigned anger. Linden smiled and nodded. 



“How does Billy get eighteen and I get three?” I demanded. 



“It’s harder to find nice stuff that doesn’t contain wool or silk. Prudence refused to get 

you anything that contained a man-made fiber.” 



“So I have a new linen suit?” Linden nodded and then smiled. “What?” 



“That’s actually your fourth outfit,” he said. I didn’t get it. “Tommy Midwinter wore it 

one night at dinner. It’s very sharp. I knew you would have liked it and it’s your size…” 



“And  you  knew  I  would  have  stolen  it!”  I  shrieked  and  then  howled  with  laughter.  I 

didn’t think the Midwinters knew about my tendency to steal clothing from my family or, 

you know, whoever I visited, and I said so. “Oh, they’ll find out.” 



“But they’ll blame you!” I said, almost as loud.” Linden shook his head, smiled and said: 



“I’ll tell them you told me to return with something stolen or don’t come back at all.” I 

was thrilled and the porters found the theft funny, too. 



“Which box is it in?” I asked. Linden pointed to one and I tore it open. 



“Charlie…” There was no stopping me. “Charlie, these men don’t have time to see you 

try on the suit.” 



“Yeah we do,” said one of them. The other nodded, as I tore off my t-shirt and stepped 

out of my jeans. 
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At home, in our hotel rooms, Linden the baby and the pups and then we went out for a 

walk. “So,” I said, “What happened?” 



“Well,  we  also  bought  clothes  for  Lil’  Jacob  and  Lil’  Samia,  but  they  shipped  them 

directly from Stamford.” Linden was only half teasing. He was hesitant to tell me about 

the visit to Bruce Nealon. I didn’t press. If he wanted to wait, I could wait. For him. After 

some hellos to neighbors and friendly visitors he found a shady bench in front of what 

was once a non-denominational temple. A red brick job that was kept in good repair by 

the Association, but was owned by a bank and difficult to sell. I sat Indian-style in the 

well-maintained grass and put Billy in my lap. I picked a few blades and tickled him with 

them.  Linden  remained  on  the  bench.  The  pups  found  cool  places  in  the  grass  and 

relaxed. “It didn’t go well, Christian,” he finally said. I figured this but still said: 



“Oh?” 



“Prudence went with me. To the shelter…the halfway house. We made no appointment. I 

asked  to  see  Mr.  Nealon.  The  staff  was  reluctant  to  get  him.  I  told  them  I  was  Chuck 

Murray and Prudence was my aunt Phyllis. ‘We’re from Larchmont,’ she told them. ‘We 

have news of Mr. Nealon’s son, Timmy.’” Go Phyllis! “They got him right away.” No 

kidding. 



“How did he look?” I asked. 



“Thin.  A  hundred.  Stooped.  Like  Mr.  Burns  on  ‘The  Simpsons.’”  I  nodded.  “The  staff 

found us a private room to visit in. I introduced us to him and said we know Timmy.” 



“Hold on,” I can’t believe it just occurred to me, “When the murder was in New York, 

why was Nealon released to a halfway house in Connecticut?” 



“Patterson was wrong,” my husband said. “He’s not at a halfway house. He’s in hospice.” 



“I thought you had to be bedridden to be in hospice,” I said. Linden shrugged. “Sorry.” I 

was disappointed the reunion clearly wasn’t going to happen and so I was being irritating. 

Linden didn’t mind. He continued: 



“The  three  of  us  sat  down  around  a  table  in  a  small  room  I  think  was  used  for 

counseling.” 



“What was he wearing? Pajamas and a robe? Jeans?” 



“Pajamas and a robe,” Linden said, patiently. “I told him our aliases and advised him we 

know Timmy. We’re friends in Florida.” 



“How did he respond?” 
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“Calmly at first. He nodded a couple of times and then he asked how he was. I said he 

was happy and in good health. He had a good job at a school and lived with another man, 

happily, in a nice community.” 



“And…?” 



“And he nodded a few more times. Then he said nothing. Prudence said, ‘He would like 

to see you, Mr. Nealon. Is that something you want?’” 



“Wow,” I said, “Prudence was awfully measured.” Linden nodded: 



“She really rose to the occasion. I was glad she was there.” 



“So what did he say?” 



“Nealon said, ‘I want Timmy to come here to the home,’” I forget the name of the place. 

“‘I want him to come here and eat my shit. And eat the shit of every single patient and 

staff member. That’s what I want.’” 



“Did you leave?” I asked, though I doubt I would have. I would have wanted more dish. 

More drama. 



“No, we didn’t,” Linden said. “We didn’t argue with him, though. We just kind of stayed 

there saying nothing.” 



“Waiting for him to say more.” Linden considered this, joining me on the grass to give 

beagle belly rubs. 



“Yes.” 



“And he said…” Linden took a breath and, sort of, got into character. As Nealon he said, 

“‘You know why I want him to eat so much shit? Cuz that’s all I ate for decades. That’s 

what cops who go to prison eat. They eat shit. Not off a plate or even off a floor. Anytime 

anyone had to take a shit the other inmates found me. They put me on the ground on my 

back, forced my mouth open, and some nigger or some other piece of shit would take a 

dump right in my mouth.’” 



“Oh, gosh,” I said. Then Linden continued: 



“‘They  did  everything  in  my  mouth.  Shit,  piss,  cum,’”  EEEK!  “Bleed,  pus,’”  Pus  as  a 

verb? “‘Diarrhea,’” Oh, no, “‘Vomit.’” Diarrhea’s worse. “‘Some spic fag died and they 

collected his juices, and they made me eat that, too.’” 



“His juices?” As Linden: 



“I asked him about that.” 
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“You did?” Linden screwed himself up to continue his impression, decided he was tired 

of it, and just said: 



“The guy was in solitary, where he died, of something. The guards noticed but as none of 

them wanted to haul out his body, they kept leaving it for the next shift.” 



“Oh my God.” Linden nodded. 



“After a week or ten days of decomposing his fluids, or ‘juices,’ formed a puddle around 

him. Some prisoners volunteered to carry the body to the morgue if the guards let them 

sop up his fluids with rags…” 



“To ring out over Nealon’s open mouth.” Linden nodded again, and then smiled. “What a 

species  we  are.”  I  continued  to  imagine  Bruce  Nealon  ingesting  a  dead  prisoner’s 

decomposition  and  even  wondered  how  it  tasted.  I  then  wondered  how  he  could  have 

survived consuming all of the waste. Having read my mind, my husband said: 



“His cancer, is of the esophagus.” Same as Rhoda Rage...neither of us mentioned her by 

name. Instead, I said: 



“So there’s not going to be a reunion, huh?” Linden shook his head. “How did you leave 

it?” 



“Prudence thanked him for this time he said, ‘Tell that useless faggot son if I ever see 

him I’m going to diarrhea in his mouth,’ and then he added, sadly, ‘I put up with her for 

years for his sake. If he just held out until he graduated, we both could have left.’” 



“Oh,” I said. “Wow.” Linden said: 



“‘We could have been friends.’” 



“Oh my God.” It was quite a thing to hear. 



“‘But no,’” Linden, as Nealon, was all rage again, “‘No, he had to go and kill her and run 

away, so all my enemies could pin it on me and all those niggers and spics could spend 

decades shitting in my mouth!’ He continued yelling about all the waste he had to eat as 

we left the room. We could even hear him from outside the building.” 



“What  a  visit,”  was  the  biggest  understatement  I  had  ever  made.  Linden  nodded  and  I 

asked, “What are you going to tell Timmy?” 



“I’m going to tell him his father’s in hospice and in and out of consciousness.” 



“Good idea,” I said. 
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“What  went  on  here?”  my  husband  asked.  Though  we  talked  every  day  he  knew  there 

was something. I told him about the anonymous note the old psychic mailed to me care of 

the hotel and how Brandon determined its contents and threw the guy out. 



“He’s a very powerful psychic,” I said, and then told him Brandon knew I was conceived 

during make up sex and I slept in my father’s bed, in the sheets he had slept in, when I 

went home for his funeral. 



“Wow,”  Linden  said.  “He  just  pulled  that  out  of…the  air?”  I  nodded.  Then  I  told  him 

about Friday suggesting a reunion between Brandon and his mother. Before I even got to 

the  part  where  the  girl  recommended  her  big  brother  strangle  the  mother  who  tried  to 

abort him during the third trimester, Linden shook his head, firmly. 



“Maybe  we  should  let  people  alone…just  for  a  little  while.”  When  I  told  him  about 

Friday recommending strangulation he said, again, “Maybe we should let people alone.” I 

didn’t disagree, but I didn’t agree. “Christian…” 



“Look,” I said, “this attempted reunion between Timmy and his father was not a win.” 



“So?” 



“That guy getting killed in Wayward…not a win.” 



“Yeah, but that’s not your fault.” 



“Chaquel stealing that Titians…” 



“Marcus couldn’t get the Titian. He was outbid.” Yikes! “And you’ve had plenty of wins 

since  we  had  here.”  My  expression  asked  him  to  name  one.  “Wally  and  Friday  on 

‘Winter Key.’” 



“That’s huge,” I said. “And so is Bentley getting arrested.” 



“That was a win, too. For him. Something he, Rona and their PR team arranged. That was 

a huge win. It’s all over the net.” He looked from me to Billy and said: 



“Ahhhhh, win.” Linden smiled. “Big win.” He nodded. “Huge win.” He nodded harder, 

“Win, win, win.” 



“You’re being weird,” I said, ‘cuz he was. “And you’re right.” Getting Billy was the best 

thing of all. Right up there with getting Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. “You’re right,” I said 

again, and then added, “Better than any loss.” 



Any loss… 
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I got three calls in as many days, all routed through Felda Vogel to the Wysteria Hotel’s 

front desk. The first one was from Rona Howard. “Bentley’s out of jail, but he was beat 

up very badly.” 



“What?”  I  was  so  shocked  and  horrified  I  had  to  leave  Linden,  Billy  and  Angel  at  the 

lunch table and head outside to continue the call. 



“Some guards thought he was too pretty and put him in the general population.” 



“Was he raped?” I asked, as direct as she. 



“No. Someone stopped it. Or some people. Aryans, I think. Or gays. Apparently there’s a 

big gay gang in the prison.” 



“He went to prison? How did he end up there? It’s a federal thing.” 



“We pissed off some powerful people, waving you in front of our cameras and playing 

dumb about it. Cashing in on it. They didn’t like how excited Bentley was about getting 

arrested.  They  transferred  him  to  a  federal  prison  before  his  lawyer  could  spring  him. 

They played fast and loose with procedure. They knew he would walk and we’d enjoy a 

cover story in ‘The Hollywood Reporter.’” 



“And they just wanted him to get beat up. Once. It was all the punishment he would get 

and they wanted to be sure it would happen.” 



“Exactly.” 



“It’s my fault you know. Ultimately.” 



“Shut the fuck up.” 



“The feds are pissed off at me for getting away with Ellie and for humiliating them at the 

Rowaneck wedding.” 



“Christian, I’m not going to explain how it’s not your fault. I don’t have time. Believe 

what you want to believe. Bentley wants to see you.” 



“When? 



“When he gets out of the hospital?” 



“Is  there  any  permanent  damage?”  Rona  hesitated  for  the  first  time,  but  only  briefly. 

Then she said, flatly: 



“He lost most of his upper teeth,” another hesitation, “and he’s blind in one eye.” 
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Yeah.  Yup.  My  beautiful  son  lost  an  eyeball  during  the  beating.  It’s  probably  why  he 

didn’t get raped. I mean, fucking someone against his will is one thing. Fucking someone 

unconscious is another. But fucking someone whose useless left eyeball is hanging out of 

its socket takes a special kind of depravity no one in that California federal prison had.” 



“I’m sorry, Rona.” 



“I know you are.” I then asked: 



“Where are you calling from?” 



“His room.” 



“How long has he been there?” 



“Almost a week.” Neither of us spoke until I said, again. 



“I’m so sorry, Rona.” 



“It’ll be OK, Christian.” 



I later found out that Rona had dropped everything and moved into the hospital with her 

son. She made a huge donation and secured the room next to his. She didn’t take a call or 

send  an  email  or  text  from  the  time  she  learned  of  Bentley’s  beating  until  he  left  for 

Florida. He stayed at the hotel through Christmas, for which Rona joined us. 



I could spend days carrying on about how affected I was by Benley’s attack and injuries. 

It would be boring and tedious, though, except that it caused me to approach Brandon, at 

the front desk, when there was no one around, and ask, “Are you interested in reconciling 

with Melanie Adams Pruitt? ‘Cause if you are, I will be glad to approach her for you.” 

Yeah,  after  Linden  and  my  failed  attempt  to  reunite  Timmy  Nealon  with  his  father  I 

suggested  the  same  thing  to  another  person  I  also  didn’t  know  that  well.  Such  was  the 

distress I was in over Bentley I needed something else to focus on. I needed something to 

do. I needed to do something good. And I needed to be in control. I guess… 



I approached Brandon as he was working the front desk of the hotel. He was at work, on 

duty, when I brought up the most delicate subject. No judgment. None. Zero. 



“Did  Friday  put  you  up  to  it?”  he  asked.  Yikes,  I  don’t  know  why  he  asked  anything 

since he knew the answers to everything. I nodded. “She wants me to kill her.” 



“Yes,  she  does,”  I  said,  casually.  A  couple  of  silent  moments  and  I  asked,  “Do  you?” 

Twice as many silent moments and Brandon replied: 
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“Sometimes.” I nodded and a couple of visitors, a young couple, approached the desk to 

arrange  psychic  readings.  I  withdrew  to  a  hard  Victorian  couch  and  played  with  my 

phone while Brandon took care of the tourists. When he was done he gestured for me to 

come back to the desk. I did so, wishing I hadn’t brought it up at all. Too late to take it 

back, I asked: 



“What do you think?” Brandon said: 



“I would like to see her. I would like her to know that I’m happy and I have a family. I’m 

working  and  going  to  school.”  I  nodded,  wondering  if  he  would  add  something. 

Something  angry  or  violent.  I  looked  at  my  friend  and  he  looked  back  and  smiled. 

“That’s  all.”  I’m  not  psychic,  but  I  didn’t  think  that  was  all.  Brandon  acknowledged  it 

wasn’t with a brief nod and added, “OK. I want to know if she regrets it.” 



“That’s reasonable,” I said. Brandon considered and agreed it was reasonable. 



“When will you see her? She’s in New Port Richey.” 



“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll ask Linden.” 



“I’ll watch Billy,” Brandon said, beaming. He truly loved the boy. 



“I’ll find out today and let you know,” I said. Brandon nodded and I let him get back to 

work. 



It  was  Thanksgiving  Day  that  I  asked  Brandon  about  a  meeting  because  that  evening 

Linden,  Billy  and  I  went  to  Lenore’s  house  to  have  a  meal  with  her,  Van  and  Danny. 

There  was  another  couple  there  but  they  were  so  forgettable  I  can  remember  nothing 

about them. 



On the way over I told Linden what I had done. He was fine as I left it up to Brandon and 

didn’t just go find Melanie by myself and spring her on him. He didn’t say this flat out, 

but I could tell. “Do you want to come with me to New Port Richey?” I asked. 



“No  thanks,”  Linden  said.  “You  can  take  care  of  this  one.  I’ll  stay  and  watch  Billy.”  I 

understood. 



I  actually  spent  the  entire  Thanksgiving  dinner  party    thinking  about  Melanie  Pruitt.  I 

imagined what she looked like, how she lived, where and whether she worked, if she had 

married  and  had  other  children.  If  she  had  grown  up.  If  she  regretted  the  late-term 

abortion and not keeping Brandon.  So pre-occupied was I by the woman and my plan to 

see  her  I  didn’t  concentrate  on  the  conversations  in  which  I  was  engaged.  A  couple  of 

times Linden had to nudge me to bring me back to the present. At least twice I had to 

apologize for not paying attention to bs-small talk questions people asked me. 
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I was polite enough to praise the vegan dishes Lenore made specifically for Linden and 

me.  I  went  through  all  the  motions  but  I  wasn’t  there.  The  company  wasn’t  enough  to 

distract me from New Port Richey. 



And I was in New Port Richey, I realize in retrospect, because it kept me out of the jail 

cell  where  my  beautiful  son  lost  his  teeth  and  was  partially  blinded.  I  would  only  get 

peace from that when I could see Bentley in person. Hug him and hold him. 



When we got back to our rooms after dinner I took the pups out while Linden got Billy 

ready for bed. When we hit the sack he said, “You need to see Bentley.” 



“I do,” I said, and then asked, “Was I very rude?” 



“No,” said Linden. “You’re too well bred, and I wouldn’t let you be. You were distracted, 

though. Lenore saw it but no one else, I think.” I was glad I pulled it off. 



“I’m  going  to  see  Melanie  tomorrow.  Hopefully  she’ll  be  home.”  I  would  have  called 

ahead.  Jack  Patterson  got  me  a  phone  number  and  an  address.  I  wasn’t  going  to  call, 

though.  She  might  have  thought  I  was  nuts  and  it  would  be  easier  to  say  no  over  the 

phone. An in person call from a well groomed man dressed in slacks, an oxford and faux 

leather loafers would be hard to dismiss. 



Linden  fell  asleep  before  I  did.  So  anxious  was  I,  I  wound  up  picking  up  Billy  and 

holding him on the bed in the other room. Gladys and Harley remained asleep but Asa 

followed us and I lifted him onto the bed, too. I got my phone and putzed around online  

for a while and finally went to sleep with the two of them. 



My husband woke me up the next morning by climbing onto the bed. “I’ll take them out,” 

he said of the pups, “while you get ready.” He leashed them up while I took Billy into the 

bathroom and got under the shower with him. I was ready to go by eight a.m. 



I hit the road right away NPR is north of Clearwater on the west coast of Florida. I took 

Interstate  4  into  Orlando  and  State  Road  50  west  to  Brookesville.  Then  I  went  south. 

Between two and three hours, I think. I thought of Bentley and Brandon, alternately, the 

whole  way.  I  wanted  to  call  Bentley,  but  he  was  staying  in  his  mother’s  Los  Angeles 

home while he continued to heal. Rona told me he saw a therapist to cope mentally with 

the attack. His opthomologist recommend another therapist to get him used to living with 

only one eye. 



I only talked to Rona as Bentley recovered. I asked her to put him on when he got home. 

She made his apologies and said he was too depressed to talk. “He doesn’t want you to 

see him like this,” she said. 



“I won’t, Rona. I’m on the phone. I can’t see him.” She understood and then explained: 
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“He doesn’t want you to hear him like this.” I understood and advised her that I would be 

available anytime he wanted to speak or visit. 



I arrived at Melanie Pruitt’s home shortly before noon. She lived in a large Tudor house 

on a large, well landscaped lot. I opened the door of Linden’s dull, forgettable sedan and 

suddenly got super nervous. I thought I might and, so, pulled two small vodka bottles out 

of the glove compartment and sucked them down. Then I shoved a mint in my mouth and 

got  out  of  the  car.  I  hadn’t  eaten  that  morning  and  was  concerned  about  how  hard  the 

booze would hit me. That caused me to book up the house’s front walk and knock right 

away, while I was still sober and before my eyes got glassy. 



As  I  waited  for  someone  to  answer  I  noticed  the  super  nice  cards  in  the  driveway.  A 

BMW, a Mercedes, a bright red Prius and a vintage Volkswagon bug. The door opened 

and a college age woman in high-end jeans and a light sweater decorated with tiny pearls 

said, “Hello.” 



“Hello,” I said. “My name’s Charlie Cash. Is Melanie Pruitt here?” Behind her a woman 

who  appeared  to  be  just  a  few  years  younger  than  I  appeared.  Melanie  Pruitt  was  a 

classically beautiful woman with blonde straight hair that fell to her shoulders. She wore 

eye-liner and a bit of lipstick, navy blue slacks, a light blue oxford, and pale brown flats. 



“I’m Melanie Pruitt,” she said, smiling. I introduced myself to her and then asked: 



“May I speak to you privately?” 



“What’s this about?” she asked, mostly friendly, but a bit concerned. I looked from her to 

the  young  woman,  who  I  discovered  was  her  step  daughter.  “Alex,  please  give  us  a 

moment.” Alex left without saying anything. “Now, Mr. Cash, please tell me what brings 

you here?” 



Before I could answer, an old man with white hair and really good posture appeared. It 

was her father, I knew right away. Micah Pruitt. He said, not impolitely: 



“Charlie Cash, you look awfully like Christian Gallagher.” Before my head could spin he 

held out a large, strong hand and said: 



“Micah  Pruitt.  And  I  think  I  know  why  you’re  here.”  It  appears  Brandon  got  his  gifts 

from his father and his paternal grandfather. “Indeed, we knew you, or someone, maybe 

even Brandon himself, would approach us some day.” Melanie: 



“We  wanted  it  to  be  his  decision.  When  he  was  ready.”  I  didn’t  expect  this.  I  didn’t 

expect Melanie, and her father, to expect me. I said: 



“I  need  to  sit  down.”  They  invited  me  into  the  house  and  led  me  to  a  sunporch  in  the 

back.  Everything  was  beautifully  and  expensively  decorated,  I  assumed,  because  I  was 

too whacked to notice anything but the polished wood floor in front of me. 
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The three of us took seats around a glass patio table and Alex appeared with coffee cups. 

There were some other people in the house, I vaguely remember, but they disappeared, 

leaving the three of us to talk. 



Long  story  short,  Melanie  had  been  a  brat  and  horror  as  a  girl  but  turned  out  to  be  a 

lovely woman. Her mother had died of cancer when she was thirteen. She took it badly 

and  became  wild.  Her  father  withdrew  into  his  work,  international  banking,  and  spent 

little  time  at  home  in  Longwood,  I  think.  A  large  job  on  a  gigantic  lake.  Melanie’s 

pregnancy and Brandon’s birth were traumatic for her. She went into a deep depression 

following the abortion her son survived. She tried killing herself twice, though, she said, 

“I really just wanted my father to come home.” 



“And I did,” Micah Pruitt said. “We both went to counseling. A lot of it. Over a lot of 

years.” 



“Family and individual,” his daughter said. “I went to school and got a bachelors in art 

history. Then a Masters, also in art history.” 



“Mel curates several small museums in the area,” her father said proudly. She shook her 

head and said, modestly: 



“It’s volunteer work and I only advise.” Her father shook his head, indicating that she did 

more than that but he wouldn’t pursue it. “I married five years ago. My husband’s name 

is Ken and this is his…our house. His daughter answered the door.” I nodded and then 

looked at Micah. 



“I  understand  my  anonymity  spell  is  very  strong,  which  means  you’re  a  very  strong 

psychic.” Micah blushed and said: 



“I apologize. I need training. I mostly ignore it. I’ve taught myself to ignore my ‘gift,’ but 

it’s not always easy.” A beat while he examined me. “Especially meeting someone with 

as much energy as you.” I opened my mouth to ask him what he meant, but instead asked, 

“When did you realize you were…special?” Micah continued to blush but smiled. 



“In counseling. I kept anticipating what Dr. Brandt was going to say. He finally asked if I 

were psychic and I told him maybe I was.” He sighed and added, “I made figuring things 

out  harder.”  Melanie  patted  her  father’s  hand  and  then  looked  at  me  with  a  very  grave 

expression. 



“Does Brandon want to see me?” she asked, steadily. They knew his name which made 

me think they had kept tabs on him. 



“Yes,” I said. “He does.” 
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“Does  he  want  to  kill  me?”  she  asked,  as  steadily.  I  was  taken  aback  for  a  moment, 

wondering if she was being flippant. Then I realized not only was she serious but that the 

question was completely valid. I said: 



“Sometimes.” This made her smile, sadly, and tear up. She found a napkin and brought it 

to her left eye. After blotting a couple of tears she cleared her throat and said, flatly: 



“I don’t blame him.” Melanie’s father patted her shoulder and she stifled a sob. I said: 



“He’s a fine young man. Very funny. And smart. He’s going to film school.” 



“He is?” Melanie said with great interest. 



“How’s he paying for it?” her father asked, and then blushed a third time. “It’s not my 

business.”  I  didn’t  tell  Micah  that  I  was  paying  Brandon’s  tuition.  I  figured  it  would 

occur to him during our visit and it wasn’t important. 



“When does he want to see me?” Melanie asked, nervously. 



“I’ll ask him when I go back. He’s generally off on Sundays.” Melanie nodded and said 

to her father: 



“I can drive up there after church this weekend.” To me, “Unless that’s too soon.” 



“I’ll ask Brandon what he thinks. There’s a ballroom in the hotel that’s a decent size and 

hardly used. You can have a visit and a meal there or you can meet another place if you 

want.” Melanie looked at her father, who shrugged, and back at me. 



“That sounds good. I would like to see the hotel again. See how it’s changed.” I nodded 

and  asked  for  her  phone  number.  I  gave  her  mind  and  I  also  took  Micah’s,  though  his 

daughter advised both of us she would be going alone to the meeting. He said: 



“Is it wise for you to drive there? And back? It’s going to be a stressful day, Mel. Take 

Ken, or at least hire a town car.” 



“I’ll hire a car,” she said. “It’s something I have to do alone.” Her father was satisfied and 

I took my first sip of the now lukewarm coffee. 



“I better go,” I said. Micah nodded and Melanie said: 



“What a long drive for you to spend so little time here.” 



“It’s what I came for,” I said. “It’s all good.” To Micah, “Please don’t let your family or 

anyone know who I am.” 
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“I won’t, Charlie. You have my word.” I believed he wouldn’t and stood. I looked back at 

the coffee, which I could tell was high-end ‘cause it was super yummy, and said: 



“Maybe I’ll stay for a fresh cup of this?” Melanie smiled brightly and stood. 



“I’ll make a fresh pot,” she said, “and then maybe you could tell us a little more about 

Brandon.” 
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Chapter 13 

Where do I begin? 



Where, or where do I begin? 



This is huge. So huge. So much huger than anything I’ve shared so far. 



… 



OK,  Melanie  hired  someone  to  drive  her  to  Wysteria  the  Sunday  after  Thanksgiving, 

2015. No one but Linden and I knew she was coming, except, you know, for Brandon. He 

arrranged to have a lone table set up in the ballroom where he and his biological mother 

could visit privately but still order lunch, or a snack, or just drinks, from Angela at the 

Somewhere in Time Café. 



Melanie arrived wearing a beige and cream colored short-sleeved dress with a matching 

jacket and shoes. Her nails were freshly French manicured, her hair done that morning, 

probably. She wore gold earrings and a simple gold necklace. And lipstick. 



Linden,  Billy,  the  pups  and  I  greeted  Melanie  Adams  Pruitt,  who  didn’t  take  her 

husband’s last name when they married, in front of the hotel. I generally set up on the 

long side porch, but to greet our guest, we arranged ourselves on the front. 



It rained off and on that morning so we had umbrellas with us. When the town car arrived 

at  eleven-thirty  a.m.  I  opened  both  and  approached  the  vehicle.  The  driver  made  to  let 

Melanie out with an umbrella of his own, but I advised him it wouldn’t be necessary. His 

passenger  told  him  she  would  call  his  cell  when  she  was  ready  to  leave  and  that  it 

wouldn’t be more than two hours. I thought that was reasonable as I led her up the front 

path to the hotel’s front porch. 



I introduced  Melanie to Linden, Billy and the pups. She was charming and excited to see 

them all. I wondered how she could not be shaking and terrified. Maybe she was inside. I 

left the umbrellas with Linden and held the front door open for Melanie. She took one 

step  into  the  hotel  and  looked  directly  at  her  biological  son,  Brandon.  She  hesitated, 

gasped and grabbed her chest with one hand. “Melanie…” I said, putting my right hand 

on her back. 



“I’m  OK,”  she  said.  “I  am.”  She  took  a  breath,  rallied  and  approached  the  front  desk, 

behind which Brandon and another front desk clerk stood. I said: 



“Melanie, this is Brandon and...Tracey.” 



“Maura,”  Tracey  corrected  me.  “Tracey’s  my  sister,  who  also  sometimes  watches  the 

desk, though I do it more.” 
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“I  apologize,  Maura.”  Melanie  and  Brandon  both  stole  knowing  looks  at  Maura  and, 

together,  chose  to  go  through  the  standard  introduction  motions  in  front  of  her.  It  was 

fantastic, easy, deflating of all tension, and arranged specifically by me and Linden. 



“You  got  the  desk,  M,”  Brandon  said,  grabbing  his  crutches  and  maneuvering  past  her 

and stepping into the lobby. Melanie gasped again, and I wrapped my right arm around 

her shoulders. If Brandon noticed her reaction to his disability, he didn’t say so. Instead, 

he smiled at us and said: 



“Follow me. We’ve got a private lunch table in the ballroom.” He led the way, swiftly, 

demonstrating how good he was on his…well, feet, so to speak. Melanie sought my right 

hand with her left and I let her take it. She studied her son’s one partially missing leg and 

the other completely missing leg and shook her head, bringing her right hand to her face 

to help stifle a sob. I squeezed her hand hard and said, to Brandon: 



“What’s Chef Ernest have on the menu today?” Brandon slid one of the ballroom doors 

open for us and said: 



“Sunday brunch, Charlie. How long have you lived here?” Brandon knew Melanie knew 

who I was but Melanie didn’t know Brandon knew, so we thought it best to use my fake 

name, even as we ate by ourselves in the ballroom. 



The  three  of  us  took  the  three  seats  around  the  round  table  and  sat  down.  Angela 

appeared right away, excited for the special guest and location. She introduced herself to 

Melanie and took drink orders. Brandon had water, his mother, iced tea. I had a Scotch. 

When she left Brandon looked at his mother and said: 



“May I call you Melanie?” 



“Of  course,”  she  said  without  hesitating.  I  bet  she  had  rehearsed  all  possible 

conversations with her family. I would have. “You’re such a handsome man, Brandon.” 

She clasped her hands above the table as if to prevent one from straying to his face and 

giving him an unwelcome carress. 



“Well,” he said, stiffly, “I didn’t get them from Tom Jastro, so it must be you.” They both 

flushed bright red upon saying and hearing Brandon’s biological father’s name. 



“Not  entirely,”  I  said,  lightly.  “Tom  Jastro  cleans  up  well.”  They  both  looked  at  me, 

relieved I was there. “When he’s not smoking dope and eating pork rinds and devil’s food 

cake,  he’s  actually  quite  handsome.”  I  had  never  seen  Tom  Jastro  in  my  life.  Not  in 

person, of course, and not in photographs, either. Brandon and Melanie responded to me 

by smiling, genuinely and I couldn’t wait to tell Linden about the quickest, biggest and 

most  effective  lie  I’ve  ever  told  anyone.  I  continued,  “The  pancakes  here  are  fantastic. 

The  chef  makes  vegan  versions  of  everything  on  the  menu,  including  pancake  batter.  I 

think mostly he’s truthful. I just can’t see him whipping up a separate bowl of pancake 



160 



batter for me, though.” I looked at Brandon, feigning embarrassment, and said, “Oh, was 

that wrong of me to say.” 



“Charlie,” Brandon said, “his batter is vegan. I’ve seen him make it with hemp milk.” I 

covered my mouth and forced myself to blush. 



“Oh,  now  I  am  in  trouble,”  I  said.  Before  Brandon  or  Melanie  could  respond,  Angela 

appeared with our drinks. As none of us had picked up the three menus she said: 



“Why don’t I have Chef Ernest put together a sampler and bring it out on a huge tray, 

with individual plates?” 



“That’s a great idea,” Brandon said. Melanie took a quick look at the menu, even as she 

nodded her agreement. 



“Right  on,”  I  said,  handing  her  my  menu.  Brandon  and  Melanie  gave  theirs  up  and 

Angela excused herself. 



The three of us looked at our drinks and said nothing for a few moments. Then Melanie 

said, “Would it be very awkward to have a toast?” Brandon smiled his approval while I 

said: 



“To whom should we toast?” Before either of my brunch companions could reply one of 

the  main  ballroom  doors  slid  open  and  Friday  appeared,  holding  Linden’s  Walther  PP 

Super. She slammed the door behind herself and twisted a lock I then noticed it had. She 

walked swiftly by us, saying: 



“How ‘bout you toast my little friend here,” indicating the gun. Then she locked the door 

Angela used, spun around and said, “The other two are locked also.” Doors on the far end 

of the ballroom that opened onto a concrete patio. Melanie looked from Friday to me and 

said: 



“Charlie?” 



“Bandon, did you invite your sister?” 



“No,” he said, getting to his feet, again so to speak. 



“Sit back down,” Friday told her brother, pointing the gun at him. 



“Are you pointing a gun at me, Friday?” She gave him a look that suggested it should be 

obvious she was. Brandon stood where he was, stunned and unable to think of anything 

else to say. Melanie looked from Friday to me and said: 



“Have I been set up?” 
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“Not by me,” I assured her. 



“Not by me, either,” Brandon said, sitting down. This left Friday free to point the gun at 

Melanie. It was then I noticed the girl had dolled herself in a dress that was very similar 

to one Linden’s family bought Lil’ Samia. 



“Where did you get that dress?” I asked. 



“I shoplifted it from Neiman Marcus, yesterday,” she said, casually. “I got the shoes at 

Saks.” 



“They’re fabulous,” I told her. “Now please give me my husband’s gun back.” I stood up 

to approach her and she responded by shooting a bullet into the floor in front of me. 



“Not another step, Christian.” I also sat back down. 



“Friday, why are you doing this?” her brother asked, annoyed. 



“Because I’m not sure you will.” She looked from him to Melanie and said: 



“Have you noticed my brother’s missing legs, Ms. Pruitt?” Melanie looked from Friday 

to the floor. 



“Friday…” Brandon warned. 



“Be  quiet,  Brandon.  Really,”  his  sister  said.  “Grow  some  balls,  will  you.”  To  Melanie, 

“You were nice enough to leave them for him, or so I noticed passing by the bathroom a 

few years ago.” Melanie began sweating, and shaking. Very quickly. Like, on a dime. I 

held out one of my hands toward her and Friday shot a bullet in to the ground at her feet. 

“Don’t  you  dare,  Christian.  You  of  all  people.”  I  blushed  for  real  this  time.  “You’ve 

killed  people  for  a  lot  less  than  having  a  partial  birth  abortion  in  her  eighth  month.”  I 

found myself unable to breathe for a moment. Nor could I feel my knees or legs. Such 

was the effect Friday had on me, and I wasn’t even a player in this. 



“Friday,” Brandon got up again. As he stuck his crutches under his arms Melanie took the 

arm closest to her and stopped him. 



“No. Let her vent, Brandon. Let her get it out of her system.” 



“Oh, pleeeeeeeeeeeeease!” was Friday’s response to that. “Someone’s gone to therapy!” 

she  added,  playfully,  and  then  laughed  really  really  hard.  “You  think  your  counseling 

absolves you from trying to kill your son days before you would have gone into natural 

labor?  If  you  had  a  C-section  instead  of  an  abortion  he  would  have  survived,  quite 

easily.” Man, she got to it. My arms began tingling. I looked from my hands to Melanie 

and noticed her staring at the floor again. Not shaking anymore, but sobbing silently. “No 

way were you having that kid, though,” my young friend went on. “You got all that stuff 
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and you would have forfeited it if your son was born healthy.” I looked back at my hands, 

afraid to steal a glance at Brandon, whose face I was sure would break my heart. “You 

held out to the very end for the condo or the car or the trip…I can’t remember what order 

you got your shit. Diane mixes it all up every time she tells someone.” Ooooo, sweet! 



“I  am  so  sorry,”  Melanie  whispered,  to  Brandon,  though  she  kept  looking  at  the  floor. 

Over Brandon’s: 



“It’s OK,” Friday asked: 



“Sorry for what? Waiting so long to abort him? Or for shouting ‘Kill it! Kill it!!!’ when 

he slid out of your foul body?” 



And  then  there  was  silence.  And  during  that  silence  I  determined  just  how  powerful  a 

person Brandon was. I say this because no one in that clinic told anyone what Melanie 

said when he son’s living but legless body exited her birth canal. I knew that. I did. I just 

did.  And  knowing  that  meant  Brandon  must  have  heard  it.  Must  have  remembered  it. 

Must have been aware he had been breach and that the doctor Micah Pruitt hired to abort 

his grandson began the procedure by cutting his legs off, first. 



The silence was interrupted by Angela knocking on the door. “Brandon? Charlie?” 



“Give us five minutes!” Friday shouted, pleasantly. 



“Oh, OK,” Angela said through the door. Then, “Friday, is that you?” 



“Yes. Please give us five minutes.” 



“Oh, OK,” Angela said and then, apparently, went away. 



To answer Melanie’s question, because Friday knew I had figured it out, she said to her, 

“Brandon talks in his sleep. He remembers every moment of that botched abortion. He’s 

described it when he’s asleep, probably because acknowledging it while he’s awake is too 

awful.” Melanie looked up at Friday, so shocked I had to tell her to breathe. “He goes 

through it over and over and has for years. Every week, at least. Sometimes more. If I 

don’t hear it Diane does, or someone else in the house. Hell, Wally’s figured it out and he 

can’t see or hear!” Melanie looked from Friday to Brandon and, finally, busted out into 

huge wracking sobs of regret during which she continued to say, over and over: 



“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 



I rallied then, and stood up, my legs and arms back to normal. I took several steps toward 

Friday, who pointed the gun from Melanie to me. Before she could fire I slapped it out of 

her  hand  and  it  went  clattering  to  the  floor.  “Thank  you,  Friday,  for  letting  me  know 

Linden  needs  to  lock  up  his  gun.”  I  took  several  steps  toward  the  Walther,  and  as  I 

squatted to pick it up Friday said, behind me: 
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“That’s not the only firearm you need to lock up.” I shot to my feet and spun around to 

find Friday pointing the .38 Ann Richards had given me at Melanie. “Now, if you fuckers 

aren’t going to take this bitch out, I am.” Friday cocked the gun but before she could fire 

Brandon through his body over his mother’s and shouted: 



“STOP!”  Friday  responded  by  stomping  her  foot  on  the  floor  and  lowering  the  gun.  I 

approached her quickly and gently took the second gun from her. I stood in front of her, 

angry as I have ever been, and began shouting at Friday, saying stuff like: 



“ARE YOU KIDDING ME? YOU STOLE BOTH OUR GUNS? YOU COULD HAVE 

KILLED  ONE  OF  US!  WHO  THE  HELL  DO  YOU  THINK  YOU  ARE???”  and  that 

kind  of  stuff.  Friday  looked  at  me  with  bored  eyes,  and  then  began  jerking  her  head 

toward  where  Brandon  and  Melanie  sat  hugging  each  other  hard  and  crying.  Melanie 

continued  to  say  she  was  sorry  and  Brandon  continued  to  tell  her  it  was  OK.  I  looked 

from them back to Friday, who said, frustrated: 



“Can we go now? I’ve got to review Alex and Mary’s homework and do a dozen other 

things.” 



And I collapsed. I went down straight and would have fallen on my face had Friday not 

caught me. Rather than offer me any kind of comfort, or any apology for not telling me 

her plan, she grabbed my testicles through my clothing and said, “Just making sure you 

had some, you pussy.” 



Friday walked me back to our rooms where Linden fed Billy on our bed and waited for 

me  to  come  back  with  news  of  the  meeting.  I  was  too  traumatized  to  tell  him  what 

happened. Actually, I wasn’t. I pretended to be so Friday would explain it to him instead 

and I could enjoy her version. It included details on how she used her brother’s skeleton 

key to get into our rooms and take our weapons. “Sorry about that. I did clean the .38, 

though.” Imagine that, Linden’s gun was properly cleaned and mine wasn’t. 



Linden  nodded  and  smiled  throughout  Friday’s  story.  Then  he  said,  “Thank  you  for 

bringing my husband home.” 



“You’re welcome,” she said matter-of-factly. “Bye Linden, Christian.” 



“Bye now,” my husband said. Closing the door behind her he said to me, “She’s got the 

combined hutzpah of you, Samia and Logan.” 



“You ain’t kidding,” I said, loving on Billy. 



“So, that was a win?” Linden asked, climbing onto the bed with me and Billy. 



“Yes, it was.” We both looked at Billy, who looked from me to Linden to me to Linden 

and smiled. He wiggled around, which was his form of exercise. Then he farted, which 
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made us laugh. We lay there for a while, with our son, and could have spent the entire 

day, week and year watching every move he made and every expression on his face and 

been fascinated and happy. At the same time, Linden and I said, essentially, “Billy is a 

Win,” though I said it, like, “Billy’s our biggest Win of the year,” and Linden said it, like, 

“There’s no bigger Win than Billy.” And, without discussing it or even mentioning it at 

all  between  us  or  with  him,  my  husband  and  I  began  calling  Billy  Win.  Just  like  that. 

Cold turkey. Win. Billy was fine and the Billys and Williams we knew we loved, but the 

name  was  common  and  our  son  warranted  something  a  little  more  special.  So  Win  he 

became. 







I  would  leave  it  at  that  were  it  not  for  a  visit  Brandon  made  to  me  on  the  hotel’s  side 

porch several days after he met his mother, and forgave her. I had Win with me, in his 

carrier on the floor surrounded by the brothers and sister. Linden was grocery shopping 

or  something.  I  was  surfing  the  internet  on  my  laptop.  Brandon  approached  me  with  a 

glass of Scotch. “Thank you,” I said, taking it from him. My friend indicated the patio 

chair next to me and said: 



“May I?” Bless his heart, I didn’t mind when he visited with me. I just didn’t want to be 

bothered by lonely tourists or people wanting to ogle our differently-abled son. 



Brandon and I hadn’t talked about his mother’s visit, or Friday’s role in it. What needed 

to be said? The girl had set us all up and played it brilliantly. She knew Brandon was too 

good  a  guy  to  tell  Melanie  that  he  was  powerful  enough  to  have  remembered  the 

attempted abortion that included two leg amputations without anesthetic and her having 

screamed “Kill it,” several times. And she knew the woman had to know. Truly, for them 

to  have  any  kind  of  relationship  or  forgiveness  or  whatever,  and  it  was  what  I  knew 

Melanie  and  her  father  wanted,  she  needed  full  disclosure  about  his  clear  and  accurate 

memory of his near death. Friday’s effort was brave, clever and just all-around brilliant. I 

couldn’t wait for Samia to call me so I could tell her all about it and she, too, could be in 

awe of the girl. 



“Thank you for being such a sport about Friday,” Brandon said, and then laughed at how 

casually  he  referenced  her  heavy-handed  approach  to  his  mother’s  meeting.  I  laughed, 

too, and said: 



“I’m just hurt she didn’t bring me in on it.” Brandon nodded, understanding fully. 



“I  know  they  weren’t  nice  people  when  it  all  went  down,”  I  said,  about  Melanie  and 

Micah. “But I think they are now.” 



“I  think  they  are,  too,  Christian.”  I  sipped  my  Scotch,  which  I  generally  didn’t  drink 

when I was in charge, alone, of Win. It was lovely to taste but I wouldn’t finish it. I said: 
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“Did you know you had psychics on both sides of your family?” It sounded stupid saying 

it. So pedestrian. Brandon said: 



“I’m so much more powerful than Tom Jastro.” 



“Remembering your birth and what your mother shouted…yeah, I would say you’re more 

powerful  than  everyone  in  Wysteria,  combined.”  Brandon  smiled  a  bit  for  the  remark, 

and then smiled fully for the happy expression on Win’s face. He said: 



“I  wish  he  had  arms  and  hands,  Christian.  He  wants  to  explore  his  environment  and 

hearing and listening aren’t enough for him. He wants to touch you and Linden, and the 

dogs.” It’s what I thought but never said and, probably, what Linden thought, too. 



“We’ll just have to figure something out,” I said. 



“We will,” Brandon agreed, and rubbed his nose against Win’s. “Eskimo kisses.” 



“Uh-huh,” I said, and wished I had a phone with me so I could take a pic. I would another 

time. 



Brandon raised his head and looked at me directly. I looked back at him and raised an 

eyebrow, wondering what else was on his mind. He said, “If you want to communicate 

with  Andrew...anytime,  for  any  reason…Just  let  me  know.”  I  didn’t  understand  and 

waited for further information. Brandon provided none, instead turning his attention back 

to Win. 



“Who’s Andrew?” I asked. Brandon looked back at me, quickly and said: 



“Andrew,” then asked, “Isn’t that what you call him?” 



“Isn’t  that  what  I  call  whom?”  Brandon  looked  at  me  pleasantly  and  then  a  wave  of 

horror washed over his face and said, choking on the words: 



“You don’t know about Andrew.” It was half a question half a statement. 



“I don’t know anyone named Andrew,” I said, think he had pulled the name from a hotel 

guest’s  psyche.  I  looked  around  wondering  who  was  close  enough  to  be  feeding  him 

information about… “My parents were going to name me Andrew, but Joan and Deirdre 

convinced my parents to name me Christian instead. Which I like.” Brandon continued to 

look at me, his face horrified. He held Win steadily but looked like he had been hit by a 

truck. “What is it?” I continued exmaining Brandon’s expression with one eye while the 

other was on Win. 



“You don’t know?” Brandon asked. 
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“I don’t know what? Or who? Andrew? Are you sure you’re not getting vibes about this 

guy  from  someone  else?”  Brandon’s  ability  was  strong  but  not,  by  his  own  admission, 

always  under  control.  The  way  he  greeted  me  as  Christian  when  we  all  first  arrived, 

without appreciating the anonymity spell Linden and I were under, was proof of that. I 

said, “Brandon, who is Andrew?” 



It really didn’t occur to me then, in spite of my knowledge of Brandon’s power and the 

distress  he  caused  himself  over  the  inquiry.  It  didn’t  occur  to  me  that…  Yikes,  how 

should  I  put  it?  I  didn’t  think  there  was  any  mystery  about  my  family  I  hadn’t  already 

solved or wasn’t already aware of. I mean, William Jr.’s conception was the big drama at 

12  Cherrywood.  There  couldn’t  have  been  more.  I  would  know.  I  was  forty-nine  years 

old and the nosiest fuck on the planet. After half a century on this planet I would have 

figured  out  I  had  a  twin  who  died  in  the  womb.  A  twin  whose  name  was  going  to  be 

Christian to my Andrew but for Joan and Deirdre who convinced my parents to name my 

stillborn brother Andrew and let me be Christian. 



Yeah. 



Yup. 



Uh-huh. 



Suck on that for a bit. 



Gotta run…until next time. 
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