
        
            
                
            
        

    







Book 12 in the 

Impatiens series


The 

Wedding 

Party 

Chris Murphy

THE  

WEDDING  

PARTY 






Book 12 in the Impatiens series

© 2017 Chris Murphy 




All rights reserved. 

No part of this publication may be reproduced without written consent of the author. 







2 










Chapter 1 

Spring, 2010 




Garrett Abel fit into Superior Bodies so well you would have thought he had been born there. You would also never have known he was the troubled young brat who had put on such airs as the star of the short-lived reality series “Stable Boy” in September, 2009. I felt like I had met him for the first time at Rhoda Feinman’s funeral. He was a different person. Or maybe he was always cool inside and just needed a reason to bust out of his frightened, self-absorbed exterior. The severe injuries his brother suffered in Afghanistan over the holiday season gave Garrett Abel that reason. 



Garrett worked with Elio at the front desk of the club, as Rhoda had, and he learned and did the books, as Rhoda also had. Marty Irwin continued to manage the gym area and train a handful of private clients while Linden, mostly, generally managed the place. 



Dondi got back with his on again-off again boyfriend at Montverde. They were on again when Grayson Abel moved from the New York veteran’s hospital where he stayed after coming back from Afghanistan via Germany. This left Linden and my second house available for him and his brother. 



Garrett learned the routine at the club quickly, and his brother did nearly as fast. The additional time it took, I concluded, had more to do with his more complicated duties as kennel manager for Superior Mutts than his disabilities, which amounted to a missing left arm, a missing left leg, and significantly diminished eyesight. All of that, and in a week Gray had the rescue humming as smoothly as it had been when Kevin and Rhoda were running the show together. 



I bought a Braille labeler for the pups’ cages. It’s a handy little machine that prints in English and Braille the names and stats of the dog or dogs in every crate. None of the pups who stayed in the kennel while waiting to be adopted ever wore a collar as they could get caught in the metal rods of their cages. The labels we attached to each one contained the dog’s name, sex, breed or estimated breed, weight, color, age and unusual traits or health issues. This detailed information, which Gray was able to read with his right hand, gave him enough information to identify each dog even when, as sometimes happened, two small pups, or a litter of puppies, occupied the same crate. 



Gray got the lay of the entire club in two days, counting the number of steps between doors, exercise equipment and kennels. He also memorized the names and cage locations of each of the mutts. I think we had close to forty in the main kennel, the large space that had been built as an aerobics room for the women’s gym the club had once been, and was also, formerly, the cubicle area when Superior Bodies Orlando was a bathhouse. The three remaining cubicles, which for years we called rooms one through three and were used by house escorts, were reserved as quarantine areas for new mutts and a private area for dogs we discovered were aggressive. 
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Grayson Abel met every dog on his third day of work, one late winter day in 2010. He held each one in his lap, feeling him or her all around, sniffing him and listening to his bark. He got to know each dog as much by his cage label as by how he felt, smelled and sounded. It was amazing to watch. 



While he memorized the layout of the gym, Gray spent little time in it. His physical therapists in Germany and New York created workout routines for him so he could exercise his right arm/shoulder/back and right leg using equipment built for people who had two arms and two legs. He wasn’t interested in their routines, telling me and Linden, 

“I’ll develop the muscles I need doing the work I need to do with the mutts.” And he did. 

His body had been ravaged by a bomb that killed and wounded his fellow soldiers. 

Though several months had passed between the injury and his arrival in Orlando, Gray’s body was weak. Six weeks later he had developed muscles by walking the dogs using his right leg and by lifting, petting, carrying and washing dogs using his right arm. Between that and the confidence with which he moved around the club, patio, grassy back yard and parking lot, no one would know he was challenged but for the prosthetic limbs he didn’t hide with pants or sleeves. 



“There’s a TV movie of the week here,” I advised Bentley, who said: 



“We could work it into the fourth season of ‘Lady Lake Doggie Rescue,’ which, by the way, I’m going to wrap after it’s over.” I knew it was coming. Reality shows’ shelf lives were shorter than other series’, unless you updated the casts every year. “We could move it to Superior Mutts,” Bentley suggested, “and include the club.” I didn’t feel like it and said so. 



“LLDR, ‘The Maitlands of Montverde,’ ‘Stable Boy’…,” I said to my friend and former student. “I think I’m reality showed out.” 



“I know what you mean, Christian. I’ve cut my teeth on them and now I want to concentrate on ‘Winter Key’ and developing other hour-long dramas.” I understood, and Kevin and Siobhan would, too. Kevin had done a terrific job as manager and supporting host of the doggie show Bentley’s company shot in Lady Lake. He knew it would one day end. He and Siobhan would continue their work there forever. The only difference would be that there would be no TV crew recording them. Bentley said, “Mother and I will still contribute to the rescue fund.” I knew he would, “though I can’t tell you to what extent. The dramas cost much more to produce, and if they fail, that’s a lot of money lost.” 



“Bentley, you and your mother have been so generous over the years.” 



“Not really,” he said. “LLDR and the other shows got shot and edited in two days by two people and uploaded to the net by a third. Ad money was good, and it all went to the fund. What we make on ‘Winter Key’ makes LLDR look like a lemonade stand.” Well, if he put it that way. “Costs are higher than the reality stuff, but still cheaper in Florida than Hollywood. The crew, the writers…everything is so much cheaper. Less than Vancouver 4 



and New Zealand.” This I knew, or at least thought. “And with the economy in the tank, people are working for a song.” 



“Bentley…” my tone warned him not to turn into his mother, Rona, Hollywood 

producing barracuda. 



“Everyone makes a living wage, Christian.” Hmmm, I thought about his taking advantage of the unemployed and desperate. Then I thought of the doggie rescue fund, which contained money made by “Lady Lake Doggie Rescue” and the salary I would have made as producer of the season-long “The Maitlands of Montverde” and the half-season 

“Stable Boy.” The chain of Superior Bodies clubs was saved from the now-bankrupt Hassler Company by William Bishop, but the economy still sucked. Florida-based pet rescue relied on the fund. I would have to find another way to feed it. As if reading my mind, Bentley said: 



“Have you seen Garrett’s spots on ‘WK?’” The former “Stable Boy” star made several appearances as a server who sings at The Breaks, the fictional tropical bar and restaurant that was the setting of the show. 



“No,” I admitted. 



“He does a good job,” Bentley said, “And he’s likable.” 



“You’re describing his performance at Superior Bodies.” 



“He’s good, and if he’s interested, he can join the cast full time next year.” I was glad for Garrett, though doing the show, albeit elsewhere in Florida, would require me to find someone to replace him, at least when he was shooting. It didn’t help with the fund, though. I mean, what Garrett earned acting on the show would be his. Then I had an idea. 



“Bentley…” My young friend said again before I could: 



“We’ll write you in to the finale.” I laughed. 



“How long have you been kicking that idea around?” 



“A while, Christian. You’re a hot property, in your own strange way. You’re notorious, showing up in the national media every few years for something…odd.” 



“I love that you describe my murdering people as ‘odd.’” Bentley laughed. 



“I’m thinking of introducing you as…I’m not sure yet.” 



“Anything you need,” I said. 



“I’ll have my assistant overnight you DVDs of the first twelve episodes, so you can find 5 



out what it’s about. We’ve got the rest of the season written, and several for next season. 



“Cool. And what I make will go to the dogs.” 



“Yes, and if the audience likes you, we’ll have you back in a recurring role.” 



“Excellent,” I said. “Thank you, Bentley.” 



“Anytime, my friend. Anything and anytime.” 



In other news, my nephew Kieran was getting married. I had met his girlfriend when Linden and I adopted Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. I didn’t spend any significant amount of time with her, but was confident someone as cool as my nephew would marry someone cool. 



Maureen, Sean and Brigid’s daughter, told her parents she was a lesbian. Sean got on the horn to all of us right away with the news. To this day I laugh when I think of the speed he spread that information. No father has ever been more excited over learning of his daughter’s homosexuality. 



William Bishop, who now owned Superior Bodies, but who left the string of clubs for Matthew’s investment company to in some way maintain and manage, hired Winston and Marcus to work on some furniture in his home in Miami. They spent a couple of months that spring restoring stuff and advising him on purchases of additional antiques. 



Colin and Deborah’s son Sam got arrested for possession. Whatever. They bailed him out and told him not to get caught again, bless their hearts. 



Finally, Matthew’s son Billy attempted suicide by swallowing pills. I hesitate to mention it as it isn’t funny at all. I do so to demonstrate, again, that things aren’t always wacky fun with the Gallaghers. More important is that after finding him, my brother and his wife took their adopted son to a hospital and stayed with him around the clock for the three or four days he was required by law to be under medical supervision. Colin, Deborah, William Jr. and Susan minded their other two sons while this was happening. I didn’t hear about it until a week after it occurred, when my nephew was home, on medication, and looking forward to outpatient psychotherapy. “Why didn’t you tell me, Matthew?” I asked him, annoyed. 



“I had other things on my mind than giving everyone the news,” he said. 



“But I’m your best friend,” I said, hurt but all about letting him off the hook in spite of everything. 



“I know. You are. I’m sorry.” I asked: 



“What can I do?” and he answered: 
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“Just continue being my best friend.” 







To business: I got Erin Fleming’s wedding invitation in March, 2010, and no one was more surprised than I. “Who’s Erin Fleming?” Linden asked, examining the envelope’s Rowaneck postmark. 



“I went to high school with her,” I began. “I went all through school with her. Grammar, middle and Rowaneck High. She was the valedictorian of our class.” I read the very high-end invite a second time. “She’s marrying Brendan Hickey. I don’t know him.” 



“Will you go?” Linden asked. 



“I doubt it.” I hadn’t kept in touch with Erin, in spite of the efforts she had made over the years, most of them as RHS Class of ‘84 Reunion Coordinator. Every five years. Starting in 1989. I didn’t go to any of them. I was never in Rowaneck when they occurred and I didn’t have desire enough to travel to the events. My father, Matthew and my other siblings kept me abreast of significant things that happened to Rowaneck people. It satisfied me. I did see Erin, and other classmates, at my mother’s funeral in 1992, my father’s funeral in 2000, Deirdre’s in…I forget what year, and Aunt Fiona’s funeral in 2008. I said brief hellos, feigned grief so severe I couldn’t speak further, and left her where she stood each time. I took a final look at the invitation and said, “Forty-four years old and she’s having the dream wedding she always wanted.” Then I put the invite down and examined blueprints of the additional room Linden and I were having built. Lil’ 

Samia and Lil’ Jacob were walking and talking, albeit gobbledygook. They were ready for their own rooms. Linden asked of the three beagles who spent their nights 

“protecting“ our children in the room they shared: 



“How do you think Herod, Romulus and Remus are going to divide their guard duty?” 



“That’s a very good question,” I replied and then noticed my cell phone vibrating. I picked it up and looked at the number. It wasn’t one I recognized, though I noticed the area code was 914. “It’s Erin,” I said. I knew no other person still in Rowaneck, who had a reason to call. My husband watched me ignore the phone. I returned my attention to the drawings that featured a third bedroom and an additional bathroom for Linden and me. I spent the minute it took Erin to leave a voice mail message pretending to study the plans while all the time wondering how desperate her plea for me to come to her wedding would be. When my phone beeped, indicating she had finished her message, I picked it up and looked at Linden, who was nearly as curious. I punched a few numbers, put the phone on speaker, and we listened as Erin said: 



“Hi Christian, and Linden! This is Erin Fleming. Guess what? I’m getting married!” Oh, goodness. “I know. Finally. I held out for the right man. He’s so wonderful. His name’s Brendan, but you probably already know since you got the invitation, I’m sure. I sent one 7 



to Matthew, too.” Hmmm. “He gave me your cell phone number.” He would pay for that. 

“Anyway, the reason I’m calling is because I want you to be one of the groomsmen.” 

What? “Brendan’s brother is his best man and he has no other family. I’ve also asked Jonathan Tanner. Claire’s going to be my maid of honor, of course. Sabrina Landon and Cassie Frankel are going to be my bridesmaids. Ooooo, that’s my other line. I have to run. So much to plan. Please call me so I can get your measurements. I’m paying for everything so don’t worry about the tuxedo rental. I miss you and I can’t wait to meet Linden. Bye!” She hung up. A beat and I said: 



“GRRRR.” Linden smiled, stood up to get us the drinks and said: 



“OK, tell me about those people.” 



“Well,” I began, “Matthew’s my little brother who is going to get an ass kicking for giving her my cell number.” 



“She would have found you anyway,” Linden said, returning with cold sodas. He was right. We moved from our kitchen table to the living room. The babies were napping, protected by three of our four beagles. The fourth, The Whore of Babylon, was among the Superior Mutts fosters, relaxing throughout the house. 



“She would have. She would have called the club or the rescue or the college. She would have flown to Orlando. She would have found me. Erin’s relentless.” Erin Fleming was relentless. And smart. Extremely smart. And the definition of mousy. Barely five feet, she had thin mousy hair and a narrow, pointed mousy face and she even had a mousy moustache…whiskers I used to call them, that she shaved and then waxed and then had removed via electrolysis senior year. “Finally!” I remember telling a bunch of people when she had it removed for good. 



Erin Fleming was the only child of wealthy Russian émigrés Bibi and Nidia Fleming. 

Their last name wasn’t Fleming when they lived in Russia. It was something else, something complicated I heard once and couldn’t pronounce and forgot. Fleming was an Americanized version of it. I recall thinking it was a stretch before deciding I really didn’t care. 



Bibi and Nidia were in their late thirties when they married, in Russia, I think, and moved to the US and Rowaneck. How they got through the iron curtain in the early sixties I never found out, but they brought a lot of money with them, enough to buy a gigantic three-story house overlooking Long Island Sound. It had a gigantic porch, all kinds of gables, two second floor balconies and a widow’s walk. Of course, most houses in Rowaneck, and every house that overlooked the sound, had these features. What distinguished the Fleming’s was its windows. No two were alike. Each was a different shape and size, and half of them were stained glass. It was cool. It was the only cool thing about the Flemings. Bibi and Nidia were a dull sort and Erin was needy and irritating. I wouldn’t have had anything to do with her, ever, had I not also been smart, something that put us in nearly all of the same classes at Rowaneck Middle and Rowaneck High. 
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“What did the Flemings do?” Linden asked. 



“Something illegal, I’m sure,” I said. 



“Spies, living in plain sight,“ Linden suggested and then continued, “pretending to be the still wealthy relatives of Nicholas and Alexandra. Working in ‘import/export.’ Their boring personalities a façade for high-level international intrigue.” I considered this, imagined Mr. and Mrs. Fleming’s forgettable faces and plain wardrobe at myriad school events and shook my head. 



“Their money could have been illegally acquired, but no spies could raise a daughter to be as unattractive, annoying and piteous as Erin Fleming.” My husband took my word for it and I remembered for him the rest of my mousy classmate’s wedding party. 



Jonathan Tanner and his family moved to Rowaneck in seventh grade, middle school. He fit in, distinguishing himself so quickly as handsome, blond, smart, athletic and popular that the rest of our class sometimes forgot he wasn’t with us from kindergarten. He and I got off to a bad start. As effeminate as I was as an adult, not the least as I sported a graying brown mane that fell past my shoulder blades, I was a real girl as a boy. New to the town and probably scared, in spite of all his attributes, he began picking on me right away, calling me sissy, faggot and every other thing. That lasted two weeks as my brothers Matthew, Thomas, Sean, Colin and, having not yet left for college that year, William Jr., found him at the bicycle rack and explained that while I was indeed a sissy, faggot and everything else, I was their sissy, and if he wanted to live past September, 1978, he would not say another word to me unless it was to compliment my gorgeous eyes. Jonathan Tanner agreed right away. “So funny about my brothers’ intervention,” I said to my husband, “something they and everyone else in my class and town knew, was that in protecting me from him they were really…” Linden finished: 



“Protecting him from you. Yes, Christian, I know.” He smiled broadly, gave me a quick kiss on the mouth, and said, “Go on.” 



“Jonathan and I never were friends, mostly because I didn’t have any.”  I didn’t. I had my family and books. I knew everyone and everyone knew me, and were afraid of me. I was happy, or satisfied. Whatever. This wasn’t news to Linden, who hadn’t had any friends either. “Jonathan and I weren’t friends but we shared a mutual respect: me for his good looks, intelligence, athleticism and popularity—him for my good looks, intelligence, athleticism, albeit in the pool only, and…how should I put it?” 



“Meanness,” Linden answered. 



Jonathan had two older siblings: a sister, Sean’s age, whom my brother dated for a month his senior year, and a brother, a couple of years older than us. 



“Erin and Jonathan were friends?” my husband asked, though he was certain they 9 



weren’t. 



“No. No more than she and I were or he and I were. Jonathan was smart, like us, and we were in all the same classes: English, social studies, math, science, even gym. Jonathan was on the swim team. He played lacrosse and baseball, too.” 



“Football?” Linden asked. I shook my head. 



“Rowaneck wasn’t large enough to support its own football team. Or there wasn’t enough interest. We were rich suburban New York. We had other things to do. Those fellas who wanted to play went to…Harrison?” I thought it was an interesting fact. Linden nodded politely. I continued, “He did track, one year. I think. There’s a picture of him running in a uniform in one of my yearbooks.” 



“Sabrina?” Linden prompted me. Sabrina. Sabrina Landon. Also blonde, also good looking and also smart. Average at sports. Would have been more popular had she wanted to be. 



“She was an amazing artist. 2-D. Drawing and painting: portraits, landscapes, abstract. 

Beautiful handwriting, too. Her letters were art. The notes she took in class were just art.” 



“Sabrina and Erin were friends?” 



“No,” I said, again. “No more than she and Jonathan or Jonathan and Erin were.” I hesitated to include myself in these comparisons, which caused Linden to ask: 



“And you?” I didn’t answer immediately, remembering Sabrina, who had lived a block over and two houses down, on Walnut Avenue. 



“She and I used to walk to and from school together. Our parents were friendly with her father and stepmother.” Linden gave me a look that asked for more information. I told him that Sabrina’s mother died, of ovarian cancer I think, when she was a toddler. Mrs. 

Landon…the first Mrs. Landon, had been a very talented artist. Accomplished and successful. Her father had represented her and they fell in love. They had Sabrina and then they had another child, a boy, who was stillborn. I don’t know if it was related to the cancer, though it was discovered shortly after. She died before Sabrina entered kindergarten. 



“She must not have any memories of her,” Linden suggested, sadly. 



“On the contrary,” I said. “She does. Or she claimed to. She sometimes brought her up when we walked together. Not often. Once a month maybe. For years. Through sixth grade. I rode my bike to Rowaneck Middle because it was farther away. Sabrina’s stepmother drove her.” 



“She didn’t drive you?” I shook my head and explained that the second Mrs. Landon was 10 



very possessive of Sabrina. She was in her thirties when she married Mr. Landon. They had no children together. Sabrina was the only daughter, only child, she would ever have, and she laid a big claim on her. 



“Sabrina was breathtaking,” I explained. “Almost as beautiful as Deirdre.” People told her father he should have her model children’s clothes in catalogs and do commercials. 

They said the same thing to my parents about me. Neither Mr. Landon nor my folks pursued it. Still, people used to say stuff to us as we walked to school, the beautiful prepubescent Christian Gallagher and Sabrina Landon. Mrs. Grimms, the sweet old crossing guard at Rowaneck Avenue and the Post Road, used to call us her little blond angels, though my hair was brown. 



“Where are your wings my beautiful angel doves?” she would ask. The poor woman had no idea how truly evil I was. Linden said: 



“All that walking, all those years, and you didn’t consider her your friend?” I thought about his question and realized how odd it seemed. Then I said: 



“No.” We walked more to look out for each other, though we lived in safe Rowaneck. 

We never hung out or chit-chatted in class, in spite of the number we shared. We never played with each other after school or on weekends. We walked, talked sometimes, and I left her at her house every day and walked two more blocks to my own. 



“Did you miss not walking with her, when you went to middle school?” 



“No,” I said. “I had my family and my books.” It was strange looking back on Sabrina and me. The change in our routine should have affected me, but it didn’t. Mrs. 

Landon…Janet, had her hooks in her right away. She convinced her husband to make Sabrina model, and she did. There was plenty of work, as close as Rowaneck is to New York City. She took her out of school all the time for auditions. Sabrina did catalogs, runway I think, and commercials. Shampoo. Breck. She was a Breck girl. I said, “Sabrina endured Janet through middle school, ninth and tenth grade. Then she told her father she wanted to study in Paris and would he send her there. Janet was against it but Sabrina won and she left Rowaneck. I never saw her again.” 



“She didn’t visit?” Linden asked. 



“Maybe,” I said. “She never contacted me.” I was done describing Sabrina and waited for Linden to say: 



“Cassie Frankel.” 



“The ugliest girl in school, but what a voice.” Linden raised his eyebrows. “Oh, yeah,” I said. “Cassie Frankel was hard to look at. Actually, she wasn’t hard to look at. She wasn’t deformed or anything. She just wasn’t pretty, and she was a big girl. The tallest of all the boys and girls in every class she was in. She developed early. A big bust, in sixth grade. 
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She had thick, curly hair, freckles, small eyes, a turned up nose and a lantern jaw. Her teeth were really crooked and she had braces for most of her life.” 



“And she could sing?” Linden asked. 



“She could,” I said, “like the angels Mrs. Grimms suggested Sabrina and I were.” Cassie had a voice, on par with Deirdre’s. Sabrina had Deirdre’s looks and Cassie had her voice. 

A first soprano she was, though her range was broad. She could hit the hi C’s or A’s or whatever, but she could also grind out a saucy alto when the occasion called for it, and the occasion called often. 



Cassie Frankel liked to sing. She was amazing and her voice distracted people from her unfortunate face. Or maybe it drew attention to it because listeners usually looked at her while she was singing. In chorus, at special events, and in school plays, starting with our sixth grade production of “My Fair Lady.” 



“Who was she in that?” Linden asked. 



“Eliza, though not right away,” I said, and then continued, “well, kind of right away, but not really.” Linden expression asked for a quick and clear explanation, and I explained that Rowaneck Grammar School put on a musical every year featuring sixth grade students, only. There were other events and assemblies for everyone to participate in, but only the sixth graders could be in the musical. It was a reward, or finale, to their grammar school careers. My year the school produced “My Fair Lady.” Every sixth grader was supposed to be in it, as an actor or chorus member or crew member. I tried out and landed the role of Freddy Eynsford-Hill. I was pretty, like Freddy needed to be, and my voice, though not amazing, was strong enough to sing “On the Street Where You Live” 

passably. Cassie Frankel’s voice was strong enough to sing, “I Could Have Danced All Night” and every other Eliza Doolittle song amazingly, but she didn’t get the role. 



“But you said?” Linden began. I held my hand up and explained that Sabrina Landon, who was beautiful but couldn’t carry a tune, got the role of Eliza and Cassie got the role of the girl who stood in the wings and sang all of Eliza’s songs, live through a microphone, while Sabrina lip-synched. Linden grimaced and said, “I don’t like that.” 



“I didn’t either,” I said, “but the director thought it was a great idea.” 



“Who was he?” 



“Mr. McMillan,” I said. “A big hairy queen who taught one of the sixth grade classes and whose mother sewed all the costumes.” Linden nodded as I told him Mr. McMillan told everyone in the cast that it wasn’t unusual for actresses not to sing their own songs. 



“Audrey Hepburn didn’t sing in the movie. Someone else did. Marnie Nixon. She also sang Deborah Kerr’s songs in ‘The King and I’ and Natalie Wood’s songs in ‘West Side Story.’” 
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“Did Marnie Nixon ever act in anything?” Cassie asked, sarcasm masking hurt feelings. 

McMillan seemed very glad to have been asked that question, and he responded: 



“Yes, Cassie, she was one of the nuns in ‘The Sound of Music.’” 



“Good for Marnie!” Cassie said with feigned joy. Sabrina didn’t like playing Eliza and having Cassie sing for her backstage where no one could see her tiny eyes and lantern jaw. She told me that walking to school the following day. I heard Cassie’s parents didn’t like it either, and threatened to make a fuss. She convinced them not to, saying that she just wanted to sing the great songs. Lots of people in Rowaneck, including my parents, didn’t like it either and said so. McMillan defended his decision by citing the aforementioned actresses and claiming it gave more students an opportunity to be included. 



“Weak arguments,” Linden said. I didn’t disagree. “How was the play?” 



“Sabrina quit,” I said. Two weeks into rehearsals Sabrina decided she couldn’t do it and quit the play. McMillan was destroyed. 



“But you’re so beautiful,” she told me he told her. It made her feel worse and more firm in her decision. 



“At eleven years-old,” Linden said. “Good for her.” I nodded and he asked, “Did the show go on?” 



“Yes. Cassie took the full role of Eliza, and she wowed them.” She wowed them as Eliza in sixth grade, Marian the librarian in “The Music Man” in seventh grade and Julie Jordan in “Carousel” in eighth grade. It was unusual for a leading female character to be, OK, ugly, and Cassie was, in spite of the heavy make up she wore and her distance from the audience. Audiences forgave her because she was so talented and a fun and, increasingly, profane girl. I said, “In ninth grade Hilary Smythe and her family moved from suburban Chicago to Rowaneck. She was pretty and could sing well enough to get cast in all the female lead musical roles from then on.” 



“How did Cassie take it?” my husband asked. 



“She was OK playing Adelaide in ‘Guys & Dolls’ and Gladys in ‘The Pajama Game.’ 

Then, in eleventh grade the Rowaneck drama teacher, Mrs. Bauer, did ‘Hello Dolly,’” 



“She would have been good as Dolly,” Linden said. 



“She would have.” I shook my head. “Hilary got the role.” 



“How come?” Linden asked, because Dolly didn’t have to be pretty. 
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“She got suspended for mouthing off to Mr. O’Day? The ‘f’ word, among other things. 

The administration made her take three days off and when she got back said she had to apologize or she couldn’t be in the play.” 



“She didn’t apologize?” 



“Nope.” 



“She didn’t do the play?” 



“Nope.” 



“That’s too bad.” 



“Nope.” 



“Nope?” 



“Nope,” I said. “She threw together a cabaret act and put it on at the VFW lodge the same weekend as ‘Hello Dolly.’” 



“Really?” Linden asked, incredulous. 



“She did.” 



“No, I mean, Rowaneck has a VFW lodge?” I laughed and said: 



“It’s on the other side of the tracks. In the unincorporated section of town.” Linden nodded. “People went to ‘Hello Dolly’ one night and ‘Hello Cassie’ another. Many saw her show twice, including me.” 



“Good, huh?” 



“Fantastic.” 



“Good for her,” Linden said. I thought about Cassie, her inevitable work on Broadway and the infrequent roles she landed on TV and in movies. 



“You’ve probably seen her,” I said. “I heard she did spots on ‘New York Undercover’ 

and ‘The Cosby Show.’ A few episodes of ‘Law & Order,’ too.” I went to the computer in our bedroom and pulled up Cassie Frankel’s imdb page. Her list of credits was longer than I thought. “Oh look,” I said to my husband, “She was an agent in ‘NCIS,’” Linden’s favorite TV show. We studied the photo that ran with her profile. It was a black and white close-up of her middle-aged face. Her hair was short and spiked. Her tiny eyes were made up, though no effort had been made by a make-up artist or photographer to hide her lantern jaw. 
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“I’ve seen her,” Linden said. “I remember her. In fact, I think she sang on something. 

‘Bones,’ I think. In a nightclub scene.” 



“I’m sure she did.” We returned to the living room and Linden said: 



“That leaves…” 



“Claire.” I didn’t know who Claire was. 



“You don’t have a yearbook?” Linden asked. 



“Do you?” I asked. Neither of us had our high school yearbooks. “Maybe Matthew knows.” I called him on my cell and put him on speaker. Recognizing my phone number and having expected my call, my brother answered: 



“I’m sorry I gave her your phone number.” I didn’t care and said so. Then I asked who Claire was and he said, “Erin’s daughter.”  Linden and I looked at each other and I said: 



“Explain.” Matthew explained that when Erin hit thirty her parents died in a boating accident while on vacation in the Virgin Islands. 



“It was a hit,” I threw out. “They were spies you know.” 



“That’s what most people think,” my brother said, causing Linden and me to share a knowing look. He told us that Erin, who was a successful corporate attorney in New York, continued to live in the house with Aunt Francy. 



“Who’s she?” Linden asked. 



“The housekeeper,” I said. “Also Russian.” 



“She’s Ukrainian,” said Matthew. Whatever. He explained that Erin wasn’t married or seeing anyone and never had, which surprised my husband and me in no way. “She adopted a girl in the mid-nineties. A private adoption. 



“Claire’s her daughter.” 



“And her maid of honor,” said Matthew, who then asked, “Are you going to the 

wedding? All the best families have been invited.” He had gone to his reunions. Thomas, Sean and Colin were also reunion-goers. I wasn’t. Nor were William Jr., Deirdre or Joan. 



“Yes, I am,” I said. 



“How come?” Matthew asked, wearing an expression I imagined looked similar to the one Linden wore as he also waited for my answer. I thought about it. I thought about it 15 



for several long moments, and then I said: 



“I don’t know,” paused, and said, again, “I don’t know.” 



16 






Chapter 2: 

Thursday 




Linden and I flew to New York City on Thursday, June 3, 2010, which, curiously, would have been my mother’s eighty-sixth birthday. Olivier and Kristen Korstanje moved into the house to stay with Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia for the weekend. It was kind of fitting, considering they were the babies’ legal parents. Garrett Abel and his brother Grayson offered to mind them, and they could have, taking them to Superior Bodies each of the three days we’d be gone, but I knew Oliver and Kristen wanted to do it, not the least because they offered to babysit at least once a month. 



Erin Fleming met us at the gate at LaGuardia. I hadn’t seen her in more than a quarter of a century. But for crows’ feet and laugh lines, she looked the same as she had when she gave the valedictorian address at the Rowaneck High graduation twenty-six years before. 

Mousy. 



“Christian!!!” she cried as we stepped through the gate. 



“Oh my God,” I said to my husband, “Who let her get this far?” Linden cracked a smile and hung back as Erin Fleming, who was never my friend and whom I never expected to see ever again, ran up to me and gave me the hardest, longest hug of my life. Linden moved around us so he could see the expression of horror and disgust on my face. To amuse him further I mouthed: 



“What the fuck?” over her shouts of: 



“I’m so glad to see you! You look amazing! I love your hair!” and the like. 



“You haven’t changed a bit,” I said, calmly. When she finally let me go it was only for a moment, to study my face. 



“You’re still so beautiful. And those eyes!” She embraced me again as I gave Linden a look that asked if it was too late not to fly to New York for her wedding. He just smiled and waited for her to attack him. She held her second hug for a long time, but shorter than the first one, finally releasing me so she could say, “Hello Linden! Hello, hello, hello!” to Linden, whom she then embraced hard and long. To amuse me, my generally non-profane husband mouthed: 



“What the fuck?” over her shouts of: 



“I’m so glad to meet you! You’re so adorable,” and, the real kicker, “I’m so sorry I couldn’t make it to your wedding!” As if she had been invited! 



“I’m glad to meet you, too, Erin,” he said as he gently extricated himself from her. She blushed, laughed and covered her face at her excitement. 



“You have to forgive me,” she said to both of us. “I’ve been so wired this whole week. 
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It’s been the most amazing time of my life. Except for when I had Claire, of course.” 



“I can’t wait to meet her,” I said. “Is she here?” I looked around. 



“Oh, no, she’s at school. Besides, she wanted me to have you all to myself!” I wondered if that was true, or if she actually enjoyed every moment spent away from her mother. 

“She can’t wait to meet you, though. I’ve told her all about you!” Uh-oh, I wondered what that meant. Not the me being a mean little boy, but the various murders I had committed, so many of which I discovered were common knowledge among people I knew and, well, the public generally. “She just loves hearing about all the crazy jokes you used to play when we were kids.” Jokes? That’s what she thought of my having tipped off the CIA to her folks in ninth grade after they canceled their subscription to the 

“Rowaneck Register” and stiffed me for four weeks of papers? I was satisfied with having busted them, but Matthew was not, and he spent an afternoon picketing their house until they coughed up the ten or so dollars they owed me. “Let’s go get your luggage. I hired a driver to take us back so we could catch up.” She took my right arm and Linden’s left and led us to baggage claim, talking the whole way. “You know, you’re the first two people here, and it makes sense, having been best friends in school and everything.” The hardest thing I’ve ever done was resist looking at Linden and saying, out loud, maybe shouting: 



“What the fuck?” 



“I understand we grew apart and everything when I went to Harvard.” She did? “I don’t blame you for not returning my calls to your dorm at BC.” She did? “I know you were going through emotional stuff coming out and you needed to be a whole new person with all new people around you in order to cope.” I did? “It’s why you didn’t come to any of the reunions.” It must have been, ‘cause Erin said so! “The thing is, Christian, we all knew!” I know they did, because everyone in town had eyes and ears and, while often irritating, Rowaneck residents weren’t STUPID. “We all knew,” she said again. “About you and V-Bosch,” I’ll get to him, “and you and that old gay guy in the nursing home,” 

Richard Stanhope, “and your trips to Times Square,” Fuck me! Sensing I was about to take Erin by her thin, dishwater hair and pound her head into the floor, Linden said: 



“Tell us about your fiancé.” 



“Ohhhhh!!!” she actually shouted, stopping, letting go of us to clasp her hands over her modest bosom, “Brendan is so wonderful. The love of my life. I love him dearly and truly. I waited for him for decades and he finally came to me and swept me off my feet.” 

I kept walking as she said all this, eager to get my luggage and more eager to be far away from her. Linden stayed back and then followed her as she got over her reverie and caught up to me. So she wouldn’t carry on any more about how she always knew I was gay, which I know, and knew, and knew then, but didn’t need to hear from her, I asked: 



“How did you meet him?” Taking my and Linden’s arms again she said: 
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“It was very romantic. And so lucky because it might never have happened but it was meant to be…” So irritating. “He was working at a call center,” and he met her when he called to sell her something, “and he called my house because I had bought tickets to a Westchester County-sponsored art exhibition and he wanted to sell me a membership to the county’s art league.” Bingo. “He was so nice on the phone and we talked forever. I bought the membership of course,” of course, “but he was so sweet I didn’t want to get off the phone with him. I really thought we had a connection, you know?” I said nothing because I was afraid of saying something extremely mean. Linden answered for us: 



“I know. I felt the same way when Christian interviewed me for Superior Bodies.” He had never said that to me. I didn’t know if it was true. I looked at him to see his expression. Over Erin’s head, he nodded at me. I thought I was going to cry. Encouraged, Erin said: 



“I fell in love with him during that conversation.” I looked at Linden again and he said to her, looking at me: 



“I did, too.” Erin let go of me to squeeze Linden with both arms and said: 



“You understand!” Linden looked at me, smiling, and Erin Fleming could have been in Fiji for all I thought of her. 



Thirty minutes later our luggage was in the trunk of her luxury SUV. She had hired a neighbor’s kid to drive her to and from the airport so she could hang in the back with us and visit as we drove up 95 to Rowaneck. “So,” she began as we pulled out of the receiving area of the terminal, “I know you want to know how the old gang is.” What old gang? “Jonathan, you know, is fine, and his book is doing well…” 



“Book?” 



“About homeless people or something,” she fairly dismissed it, more anxious to say, 

“He’s having marital problems and he’s staying in a hotel in the city.” 



“Oh?” 



“Oh, yes. It’s all the fallout from Teddy and Connie’s conviction.” My face told Linden, but not Erin, I didn’t know who Teddy and Connie were, so he said: 



“Who are Teddy and Connie?” 



“Oh,” Erin said, all excited, “they’re Jonathan’s brother and sister. They got convicted in that investment scheme. It was national news.” 



“Oh, yeah,” I said. “Of course.” 



“So terrible. She’s in jail but his was a hung jury. He’s going to be retried, but until then 19 



he was staying at Jonathan’s house in Rye, but then Jonathan’s wife couldn’t take it anymore and kicked him out and then he moved into a hotel in New York City, on Jonathan’s dime, and his wife didn’t like that either and told Jonathan to go live with him since he was so devoted to his crook brother who ruined people lives.” This was kind of interesting. “He’ll be here tonight. He’s also staying at my house for the weekend. We’ll get him at the train station at…” she checked her watch, “oh, when he calls, I guess,” she thought for a moment and said, “I think he and Cassie might take it together, actually.” 



“Oh?” 



“Yeah, she’s also staying with us. She’s got a big apartment in the city, of course, being a big Broadway star.” 



“Is she doing a play now?” Linden asked. 



“She’s in rehearsal for something. A tribute to Rogers and Hart, with some other famous voices. I made sure to find out her schedule before I set a date because I didn’t want her to miss a performance to be in my wedding.” Again, I resisted sharing a knowing look with Linden, one that would say she wouldn’t have missed a performance to be in your wedding, Erin. 



“Cassie’s come such a long way,” she said, affectionately. “She’s such a success, in spite of, you know, not being pretty.” Both Erin and I looked at Erin, ‘cause it sounded like she said this as if she weren’t also not pretty. Our non-friend confirmed this by shaking her head and saying, “I don’t know how they do it.” I didn’t know how much more I could take. I found out when she continued, in a delicious whisper, “Oh, you should probably know that if she has crying fits it’s because she has cancer in both breasts and has to get a double mastectomy to live.” I stopped. Linden did, too. Erin also did, a little surprised. “I know, it’s so sad. She didn’t have a pretty face but she had those big breasts, so young, too. And now she won’t even have them.” It was a bomb, so casually communicated. It was too much to absorb. Cassie had cancer. Smack. And it was just juice to Erin. Cassie’s life-threatening illness combined with Erin Fleming’s cavalier attitude about it. I didn’t know how to react, non-violently, that is. Linden saved Erin’s life when he said: 



“And Sabrina?” 



“Oh, she’s driving from Amherst today. She might even be at the house when we get there.” 



“What does she do in Amherst?” my husband continued talking while I continued to process Cassie’s diagnosis. 



“Well,” Erin began, “she teaches art at the university, and she also has her own gallery there. I saw it last summer when I went to see her,” EEEK! That snapped me out of my shock, for the time being. I wondered how Sabrina endured a visit from Erin Fleming. “I was after her for years about coming to the reunions but she never would. I know it’s 20 



because she didn’t actually graduate from RHS, but heck, she went through school with all of us from kindergarten to tenth grade. That was longer than Jonathan, and he’s been to every one.” 



“That’s right,” I said, “he only moved to Rowaneck in…seventh grade?” 



“You’re right,” Erin said, “but I feel as if I’ve known him all my life.” She looked wistful and said, wistfully, “The old gang. We’re back together again, after all these years. I knew we would. We were a team. A force. A force to be reckoned with.” We were none of that. We were nothing, because we didn’t exist as a team or old gang or anything except in Erin’s fevered imagination. Sensing my frustration, Linden said: 



“I know Matthew’s looking forward to coming.” 



“I know, I can’t wait!” Erin said. “So many people, from our class. Almost everyone, I think.” She paused to consider the number and said, “A lot of people. Some of them live locally and others are staying at the Bevan. I asked Matthew if he and Rosalie wanted to stay at my house. There’s plenty of room, even with all of us and Mr. O’Day.” 



“Bobby O’Day?” I asked. He was our high school social studies teacher. I had him three times, once in eighth grade for an advanced American History he taught twice a week at Rowaneck Middle, European History in tenth grade and a special America in the sixties class senior year. 



“Oh, yes,” Erin said, mischievously. “And he’s still so good-looking.” Bobby O’Day was good looking. Dark hair, emerald isle eyes, a broad chest, flat stomach and a tight butt over which he wore faded jeans, I first met him when he visited 12 Cherrywood to apologize for the drama that occurred when Deirdre read “Mein Kempf” for a class assignment, just to see what inspired the Third Reich. My sister didn’t care about her classmates’ concern or the faculty or administration’s concern. My parents did, but not a lot. They were all grateful for Mr. O’Day’s having defended Deirdre’s book choice, but didn’t think it was necessary. Still, William and Joan Gallagher were gracious to him, introducing him to all of the children that were present the evening he came by. I was among them, and didn’t I fall in lust. Bobby O’Day wore a navy blue blazer, crisp white shirt, loafers, and the tight faded jeans I would learn were his signature. If I didn’t realize I was gay by that time, I figured it out then. Yikes. I was six or seven! 



“You’ve kept in touch with him,” I said, a statement, as I knew Erin would if she wanted to. 



“Yes,” she said. “He’s close to seventy now, and he’s still so handsome. His hair’s white but only a little thinner than it was. 



“And does he still pack his hot ass into faded jeans?” I asked before I could stop myself. 

Erin burst out laughing and slapped my arm playfully. 
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“Oh, Christian!” Then she got all serious and said: 



“You know, he was one of the people Teddy and Connie swindled.” 



“Really?” I said, wondering what he lost and how he was faring. I didn’t have to ask as Erin continued, breathlessly: 



“He lost everything, and he’s renting a room from Miss Juniper in Scarsdale.” I couldn’t remember Miss Juniper and wasn’t curious enough about her to ask who she was. I wanted to know about hot, sixty-eight year-old Bobby O’Day. “He taught Teddy, more than one class, I think. I don’t think he knew Connie, but he knew Teddy and Jonathan. A lot of the teachers invested with them. They went after everyone they knew, even teachers they had, stealing their savings and pensions. It’s so sad. I’m so glad Connie’s in jail and I hope Teddy goes, too, but don’t tell Jonathan I said so.” It wouldn’t occur to me to. 



“Mr. O’Day’s in Scarsdale?” I said, just to say his name again. 



“Well,” Erin perked up, “right now he’s at my house!” My eyes brightened. I looked from Erin to Linden, who saw that my eyes had brightened and found it funny. Again grave, Erin said, “I thought it would be nice for him to spend some time here with me, since he’s the one giving me away.” I grabbed my chest. I couldn’t help it. I was that shocked. I said: 



“Are you kidding?” in a tone I instantly regretted. Thankfully, my disdain went over her head and she continued: 



“Oh, yes. It makes sense, really, when you think about it.” I thought about it and didn’t think it made a bit of sense. “We had him for three classes.” I remembered Erin had been in all three of the classes I had with O’Day. “And he was the faculty advisor for the newspaper,” which I never read, “the key club,” for which I never volunteered, “and the chess club,” which I didn’t know existed. I considered all three groups and figured Erin not only was in them, but ran them. “And then he coached swimming, too,” I grabbed my chest again, certain I was hallucinating, ‘cause the universe couldn’t be this cruel, “but you weren’t on the team, were you? And as well as you swam!” I looked at Erin, hard, and said: 



“Mr. O’Day coached the swim team?” She nodded, clarifying: 



“Just that year Mr. Winter went on sabbatical.” I was finding it hard to breathe. I thought I would be sick or faint. I looked at Linden, who was doing his best not to laugh at me. 

Erin said, “I used to hang out near the pool after school to see him in those sexy black Speedos.“ Losing control, I grabbed her shoulders, shook her and shouted: 



“WHY DIDN’T YOU CALL ME???” Linden busted out laughing. Erin did, too, though she looked terrified of me, and with good reason. She said: 
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“I’m sorry. I didn’t know!” 



“Of course, you knew,” I snapped, only slightly less agitated and still shaking her. “You told me at the airport you knew everything.” Linden signaled me to let Erin go and I did, immediately. She composed herself, maintaining an awkward smile as she did, and said: 



“Cassie knew. She told me, but it was years later.” I was past it, imagining hot Mr. 

O’Day in a black bikini. “Do you forgive me?” Erin asked. I looked at her, my anger having been replaced by mourning over not ever having seen 70s hottie Bobby O’Day in a swimsuit. 



“For what?” I asked. Linden, who was still laughing, told me later. 



I said nothing for the rest of the trip, my husband shouldering the conversation so I could continue to brood over O’Day uninterrupted. So wrapped up was I, I didn’t notice any of the familiar streets, stores and houses as the SUV brought us into and through Rowaneck. 

I only spoke again when we pulled up into the long driveway of the three-story Victorian Fleming house whose odd and unique windows looked over Long Island Sound and out of whose back door a slightly balding, slightly chubby, slightly unattractive and, I was to learn in a moment, slightly drunk Brendan Hickey came to greet us. I jumped out of the SUV, caught a strong whiff of whiskey as I passed the groom, and all but ran toward the back door in my desperate and totally embarrassing hunt for O’Day. 



So fast did I book inside the door into the large kitchen, I wound up crashing into the object of my search as he approached it from the inside, intending to greet us. I looked at him for a three long, solid moments, enjoying his lined, but still handsome Irish face, thick white hair and clear, amused emerald isle eyes. “Mr. O’Day!” I shouted, throwing my arms around him and saying, “I’m so glad to see you! You look amazing! I love your hair!” 



“Christian Gallagher,” he said, awkwardly, but also amused. “Wow.” I found myself and released him, but only to stare at his handsome face again. So enthralled was I by it, it took me a moment to realize he was enthralled by mine. I said: 



“Mr. O’Day?” wondering why he was staring so hard. I mean, he was totally straight. It was part of the attraction and all, I suppose. He found himself and said: 



“I’m sorry, Christian, and it’s Bobby.” Bobby it was. “I’m just amazed at how much…how well you’ve aged.” I wasn’t buying it and said: 



“How much what…Bobby?” Busted, he said: 



“I’m just amazed at how much you look like,” he hesitated, “Deirdre.” I was so touched by his mentioning and remembering my sister, though no one could ever forget her. No one had ever compared me with her before, except, of course, when I put on a wig, dress 23 



and heels and pushed Darien Davis off a fire escape to his death. Curiously, and I think I’ve mentioned this before, people think I look most like William Jr., with whom I share only one biological parent. I considered telling Mr. O’Day…Bobby, about my siblings, aunt and me avenging her death. He clearly had it bad for her, that he would bring her up at all. So many people had it bad for Deirdre. I would think about it, and likely tell him. 

Later. So many people seemed to know about everyone I’ve ever killed. Why shouldn’t Bobby enjoy a satisfying and wacky tale of justice. 



Erin, Brendan and Linden entered the house and Bobby and I gave them our attention. I began, “Mr…Bobby, this is my husband, Linden Midwinter.” They shook hands and exchanged sincere greetings. Erin said: 



“Christian, Linden, this is my fiancé, Brendan.” We shook hands and exchanged greetings. Then, without a word, Brendan left the kitchen. Erin looked after him with a face that was supposed to register love. It didn’t, especially compared to Bobby’s expression when he mentioned Deirdre. “He’s so adorable,” She sighed. “I’ve never been happier.” How miserable must her life have been, I thought. The young neighbor who had driven us from the airport entered the kitchen and said: 



“Miss Fleming, do you want me to pick up Claire?” 



“Oh, no, Sid. Thank you, though.” She found her purse and gave him a couple of twenties. 



“Thank you, Miss Fleming.” To us Sid added, “Gentlemen,” before turning around to leave. Erin followed him out, saying: 



“You’re going to have to call me Mrs. Hickey pretty soon, Sid.” She chuckled. I didn’t see how the boy reacted, but he seemed polite and probably gave her a courtesy laugh, or at least a smile. Maybe a nod. I would have ignored the remark completely, but that’s just me. Erin stepped back in the house and said, “You boys enjoy yourselves. I’m going to get Claire at school. I took this week off and also next week, of course, for the honeymoon.” Whatever. “I’ve been spending as much time as I can with Claire,” she looked from me to Linden to Bobby, on whom she settled her gaze. “I want her to share my happiness. I want her to know that she’s not losing a mother, she’s gaining…” she hesitated and none of us finished her sentence for her, because we couldn’t describe Brendan as a father or any other nice thing. Erin didn’t finish it either, though she smiled. 

Then left. I shut the door behind her and said, without even looking to see if Brendan was out of earshot: 



“How miserable must her life have been if she’s the happiest she’s ever been now?” 

Linden cracked a smile and Bobby nodded slightly. I looked at my old teacher, my face demanding verbal agreement. He said: 



“I don’t know…I…” It was enough. Mr. O’Day…Bobby, changed the subject by 

indicating some plates of snacks: crackers, cheese, fruit and iced tea, on the large 24 



kitchen’s large breakfast table. “Aunt Francy put these out.” Aunt Francy…Aunt Francy… 



“Right, Aunt Francy,” I said without confidence. 



“The Fleming’s housekeeper,” Bobby reminded me. Aunt Francy…I tried to make a mental image of her and couldn’t. Though Erin and I had never been friends, at least in everyone’s mind but hers, I had spent enough time at her house doing school projects and such that I should have remembered her housekeeper. Bobby read my expression and said: 



“You can’t remember her face, can you?” I shook my head. “Christian, I’ve been here since Monday and I haven’t seen her.” Yeah… “She makes coffee every morning. Cooks breakfast, prepares lunches, serves dinner, cleans the entire house, makes my bed, washes my clothes and has lived here since Erin’s parents brought her over from the Ukraine as an au pair in 1972. She’s all over the place and I haven’t seen her once.” 



“You know what?” I said, “I don’t think I have either.” Linden said: 



“She keeps a low profile. It was probably how she was trained by the Flemings. We’ll see her at the wedding.” We all figured we would and helped ourselves to the refreshments she had prepared. No sooner had I reached for a grape than Brendan entered the kitchen, plowed through us without excusing himself, and loaded up a plate. It was the height of rude. Linden amused us by asking him, “How long have you and Erin known each 

other?” Brendan grunted: 



“I don’t know,” and took off with a plate so full several cheese cubes fell off it onto the kitchen floor. Linden smiled at us and I said, imitating Erin: 



“’He’s so adorable. I’ve never been happier.’” We finished serving ourselves and Bobby said: 



“Let’s take this out back. The sound is beautiful and there’s a great old stone bench that offers a nice view of it.” I remembered the Fleming house as not only having windows no two of which were alike, but also a back yard whose access to Long Island Sound was the largest of any property along the water. Before Linden and I followed Bobby out, I remembered the pieces of cheese Brendan had left on the floor and thought I’d pick them up lest someone not see them and step on them. When I looked for them I noticed they weren’t there anymore. I searched for them and failed. Over my shoulder Bobby whispered, spookily: 



“Aunt Francy.” 



We enjoyed our snack in the back yard as we watched the sound and the boating activity, most of it coming from the Rowaneck Beach and Yacht Club, whose border was only a little greater than the Fleming property’s. Bobby asked us about our flight and we asked 25 



him about his retirement. He said only that it was OK and he was happy. We made some more small talk and he brought up Deirdre again. “How is her family doing?” 



“Tim’s getting remarried,” I said. “We’re all very glad. None of us expects or wants him to be alone, just because she died.” I looked at Bobby as I said this, and he appeared to age ten years in ten seconds. I know he was enamored of my sister. Everyone was. But to be so affected by my being glad her husband had found another woman to love, that Tim wouldn’t be alone mourning her forever, clearly struck a chord with sexy seventies Bobby O’Day. Could he have carried so large a torch? I didn’t want to know. I didn’t want to think of how tragic and, well, stupid that would be. I said, “When’s the rest of the wedding party getting here?” Bobby didn’t answer right away, as his thoughts were with…Deirdre! “Bobby?” 



“What?” he asked. “I’m sorry. What did you ask?” 



“When are Jonathan and Cassie and Sabrina getting here?” 



“Jonathan and Cassie are getting a train from Manhattan.” He checked his watch. 

“They’re probably on it now. Erin will have to pick them up, I guess.” He began drifting away, so I said: 



“Sabrina?” 



“Oh…right. She’s driving from Massachusetts today. I don’t know when she’ll be here. 

Tonight, I guess.” I nodded. Bobby drifted into thoughts of Deirdre Gallagher Flynn again and I chose to leave him there. I looked at Linden, who had also read Bobby’s mind. Behind us, Erin said: 



“Hey you guys, I want you to meet Claire!” The three of us stood up and turned around and I saw Erin Fleming’s thirteen year-old adopted daughter. She had dark hair, pale skin, hazel eyes and a pretty face. She also dressed rattily in jeans that were too big, dirty white sneakers and layered t-shirts the colors of mud and bile. Her long thick hair was up in a clip out of which it looked like it would fall any second. Claire Fleming smiled at Linden and me politely and held out her hand to me. 



“It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Gallagher.” 



“Christian,” I said, “and I’m glad to meet you, too, Claire. This is my husband, Linden.” 

She shook my hand and his and said: 



“I like the name Linden. Midwinter, right?” He nodded. “That’s a cool name Linden Midwinter.” 



“Thank you, Claire.” Linden Midwinter said. She said to all of us: 



“I’ve got some stuff to do inside.” She nodded all around and took off. Erin watched her 26 



go and said to us: 



“She’s tired.” Hmmm. I didn’t think she was tired at all. I just didn’t think she wanted to be anywhere her mother was. She shook our hands, made eye contact, commented on Linden’s name, sincerely, and excused herself. She had manners, unlike the man her mother was marrying and, OK, unlike her mother. 



“She’s lovely,” Linden said. This made Erin beam, as if they shared even one gene. 



“I bet she’ll be stunning at the wedding.” 



“Oh, I know Claire will be beautiful,” Erin beamed brighter. “She tried on her dress, last week, with me and Cassie. In New York City.” La-dee-dah. “She was in and out of it so quickly, though. She’s kind of a tomboy. I’m sure all made up she’ll be breathtaking.” 

We all agreed she would. Then Bobby said: 



“Shouldn’t you be getting Cassie and Jonathan?” 



“Oh, I called her earlier today and she insisted they’d get a taxi.” Erin appeared disappointed. “She knows how much I have to do, still.” I wondered what that was, but didn’t ask. 



“I’d like to go get them,” I said to everyone. 



“Oh,” Erin said, more disappointed. 



“You go,” Linden said to me, and then he looked at our host. “Would you show me all these unique windows, Erin?” She brightened again and fairly cried: 



“I would love to!” 



“I’ll take Christian to the train station,” Bobby said. Linden offered her his arm. She took it and they crossed the large back yard back to the house. When they were out of earshot, Bobby said: 



“Linden’s taking one for the team.” I laughed. 



“It’s going to be a tough few days.” Bobby nodded and offered me his arm. I took it and we followed my husband and former classmate. 



Twenty minutes later, Bobby drove us into the east parking lot of the Rowaneck commuter train station in his old Japanese car. It was late afternoon or maybe after six, I think. There were other cars with wives and husbands waiting for husbands and wives. 

As glad as I was to see hot ass Bobby O’Day, I was concerned he’d mention Deirdre again. I would have to endure enough painful nostalgia that long weekend, even as I avoided Cherrywood Avenue, house number 12. I didn’t want to turn the visit into a 27 



mourning session for my sister. I had suffered a minor breakdown over her death…her murder. I didn’t want to go there or anywhere near there. Before Bobby could bring her or anything else up I said, “I need to stretch my legs,” and got out of the car. As I did the train pulled in. I smelled the exhaust, the station and recalled all the noises associated with the commuter train. It made me think of all the trips I had taken into New York City when I was young, specifically those whose purpose was to get my teenage groove on in Times Square. Had Cassie Frankel really seen me trolling Seventh and Eighth Avenue at Forty-Second Street? It made sense if she were attending weekend matinees of “Cats” 

and…whatever other shows were hot in the early eighties. Bobby stood next to me and we scanned all the cars and all the people exiting them. Some faces I recognized. Among them were classmates’ parents…fathers actually. Still alive and still working when my father was dead now ten years. So strange it was to see it. Of course, William Gallagher Sr. was forty-nine when I was born, and he was still working on Wall Street at seventy. It made sense that Mr. Adriani, Mr. Hogan and Mr. Bradshaw, all fathers of my 

contemporaries, were still doing the nine to five thing. Painful nostalgia. I shook my head and focused on Cassie and Jonathan. Bobby said: 



“There they are.” Cassandra Frankel and Jonathan Tanner crossed the Rowaneck 

platform laughing over something and with their arms around each other. 



I thought immediately of Cassie’s illness, which didn’t seem apparent as her face was bright, she appeared happy and she walked with energy. She wasn’t depressed at all, like Erin said. Maybe she was exaggerating, or maybe Cassie was treating her breast cancer successfully. I didn’t know. Rhoda was the only person I knew who had cancer, but she was older and had chosen not to treat it. Cassie was twenty years younger and she could survive by having her breasts removed. I didn’t know what to think or say and I decided not to bring it up. 



Cassie looked happy, and she looked the same as she did in high school. Jonathan looked happy, too, though the smart, handsome and popular jock had put on a few pounds around the waist and his thick blond hair was thinner and darker. I studied them before they saw me and said, out loud: 



“Would you look at that.” 



“What?” Bobby asked. 



“I don’t think the two of them ever said a word to each other in high school. As small as ours was. And if they did it probably wasn’t nice. Yet here they are chattering on like old friends.” Bobby was familiar with the phenomenon and said: 



“It’s nice, isn’t it?” I looked from them to him, but before I could answer, and not necessarily in the affirmative, Cassie shouted: 



“Christian! Bobby!” She let go of Jonathan and hurled herself at me as Erin had me and I had Bobby. “You look so amazing. I love your hair!” We all loved each others’ hair. 
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Cassie’s was dark red and looked great. 



“I love yours, too, Cassie,” I said, sincerely, as I returned her embrace. She kissed me on my cheek, stepped back to look at me, kissed me again and hugged me again. I laughed and smiled hard. It was a good greeting. The best. She looked back at Jonathan, said: 



“Your turn,” and threw herself from me to Bobby. I looked from them to Jonathan, who smiled and said: 



“Hi Christian.” 



“Hi Jonathan.” I held out my hand to shake his. He looked from me to Cassie as she mauled Bobby and back at me. Then he opened his arms and threw them around me, not as passionately as Cassie had, but with affection. I held him and said, “I’m glad to see you, big guy. Big man on campus.” Jonathan broke our embrace to pat his stomach. 



“Yeah, getting bigger every year.” Before I could hesitate, I said to the smart, handsome and popular jock who made terrible fun of me for two weeks in seventh grade and who spoke to me a total of never for the next six years and said: 



“I’d still do ya.” Jonathan Tanner didn’t hesitate to reply: 



“And as soon as you get that ‘lil’ operation,’ we’ll get on that.” He mussed my hair, kissed me where Cassie had and then threw his arms around Bobby. Cassie looked at me, at my stunned reaction to Jonathan’s greeting and said: 



“He and I became friends at the five-year reunion, Christian. See what you’ve missed for twenty-five?” She hugged me again, grateful that I’d come around after so many years. 

Then we got into Bobby’s car and pulled out of the busy station. 



“So, Christian,” Cassie asked as we drove down Rowaneck Avenue, “how sick are you of Erin?” 



“Cassie…” Bobby said. She ignored him and I answered: 



“Honestly, I was done with her and her wedding after listening to the message she left on my machine last month.” Cassie laughed and Jonathan did, too. She said: 



“The old girl is lucky we’re so interested in seeing each other, otherwise she wouldn’t have a wedding party.” I wanted to agree, but I wasn’t there to see Erin or anyone else. I was there to do something, but I didn’t know what. Still, I was enjoying myself. I wanted to ask Cassie how she was, but I didn’t want her to think I was suggesting she talk about her health. I wanted to ask Jonathan how he was, but I didn’t want him to think I was suggesting he talk about his siblings’ legal trouble or his marital trouble. Instead, I said: 



“That Claire is a real beauty. Under the t-shirts and jeans.” 
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“She is,” Bobby said. Jonathan agreed. Cassie said: 



“She’s her mother’s daughter.” The rest of us looked at her and she added, “wherever her beautiful mother is!” 



“You’re bad,” Jonathan said. Bobby shook his head. I high-fived her. We made more snarky remarks until Bobby pulled into Erin’s driveway and we noticed another small, old Japanese car. It had a Massachusetts plate. 



“Sabrina’s here,” Bobby said. 



“Your old walking buddy, Christian.” I smiled at the memory as we got out of Bobby’s car. “Do you think she’s aged as well as you?” I conjured up an image of Sabrina Landon in tenth grade, when I last saw her, and said: 



“I think she probably has, Cassie.” Sabrina confirmed this herself when she appeared on the front porch, as blonde and cheekboned as the girl Mrs. Grimms had said was an angel and Mr. McMillan cast as the non-singing Eliza Doolittle and her stepmother had stuck in front of a hundred cameras. “I think she’s taller, though.” 



“Or maybe just skinnier,” Cassie snapped, playfully. 



“She’s also been AWOL at the reunions?” I asked as we shut the car doors. Jonathan looked from Sabrina to me and said: 



“She hasn’t been to one.” 



“And it’s not like she’s been as busy as you, Christian,” Cassie said. I looked at her for more information as Sabrina climbed down the front porch’s side steps toward us. 

Quickly, Cassie said, “I know a drama teacher at Amherst who says she’s a real recluse. 

Like Miss Havisham, but pretty.” I looked from her to Sabrina and said, loudly: 



“Pretty, indeed.” The very beautiful Sabrina Landon, wearing cool looking off-white slacks and a sleeveless cotton oxford and looking like she stepped out of a catalog, blushed and said to me: 



“You are one to talk, my other little angel.” She, too, remembered Mrs. Grimms. Sabrina and I hugged and kissed each other on the cheek. Cassie watched us and said: 



“You would have amazing-looking children.” The middle-aged beauty smiled and I laughed. I looked into her eyes and said: 



“I’m glad to see you, Sabrina.” She looked at me, hard and steady and said: 
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around the reclusive artist and college art professor. Sabrina hugged her back as hard. 

Jonathan hugged her next, as warmly as he had me. Bobby approached her and said: 



“I’m glad to see you Sabrina. I always knew who you were, but you were never in any of my classes.” 



“How about that?” Jonathan remarked. 



“Two such well-known personalities,” Cassie said. 



“I always regretted it, Mr…Bobby.” Sabrina said, so graciously. They opened their arms for each other at the same time and hugged as affectionately as we all had each other. It was sweet. Really sweet. The moment was ruined, however, when Erin came hurrying out to us and fairly jumped into Sabrina’s arms. Blah, blah, blah she screeched about how happy she was and all that. Sabrina played along, indulging Erin so well I thought maybe they were best friends for life. Cassie snapped me out of that, whispering: 



“Our girl may not have much of a voice, but what an actress.” Erin stepped back and observed all of us: Sabrina, me, Cassie, Jonathan and Bobby. She tried to manufacture tears. She screwed up her face hard but they wouldn’t come. No actress she, Erin still said: 



“We’re all here, again. The old gang.” There that term was again. No one seconded her observation, but no one contradicted it, either. She said, “There’s still light, and everyone looks so good and this is such a special moment. Let’s go out back and someone can take our picture. Linden or Claire.” We followed Erin around the house into the back yard. So funny she didn’t mention Brendan taking the picture. I guess she didn’t want him to spoil the old gang reunion by being within eyesight. 



“Or maybe Aunt Francy could take it,” I suggested, looking at Bobby. He shook his head as if to say good luck with that. 



“She’s in the kitchen making dinner,” Erin said. I nearly ran toward and through the back door in order to see her, but Linden came out of it and I asked him, breathless: 



“Is Aunt Francy in there?” He looked behind him, back at me and said: 



“I didn’t see her.” Bobby chuckled. Cassie said to Linden: 



“You must be Christian’s husband,” and gave him the mother-of-all hugs. He smiled and hugged her back, glancing at me over her shoulder. She broke, held his shoulders and examined his face. 



“Someone’s chiseled!” she cried, laughed at herself and hugged him again. Jonathan and Sabrina hugged Linden, too. As they did I noticed an impatient expression on Erin’s face. 
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and not focusing exclusively on her. 



“Who has a camera?” she shouted. No one did. As Linden offered to go inside and get his, Brendan came out, ignored Sabrina and everyone and said: 



“Can we eat soon?” More impatient, Erin said: 



“Yes, dear, as soon as we take a picture of the old gang. Will you get Claire to bring out her camera and take it.” Brendan sighed heavily. “Now, Brendan.” He stomped inside like a hungry ten year-old. Thirty seconds later he returned with Claire, who didn’t look at him and stayed ten feet away from him at all times. It was fabulous to watch. 



Erin arranged the “old gang,” and I’m getting really sick of that expression, along the stone wall that separated her lawn from a long, narrow stretch of beach. We were all very nice about the picture and the eon it took the bride-to-be to arrange us. Bobby, Erin, Christian, Jonathan, Sabrina, Cassie. No, Christian, Bobby, Cassie, Jonathan, Erin, Sabrina. No, girls, then boys. No, alternating sexes. It was maddening. Claire was pissed but said nothing. Brendan was pissed and whined throughout the photo session. Linden watched, expressionless, but with amused eyes. 



The picture taken, we all walked back to the house for dinner. Brendan went first. Ten feet behind him were Claire, Erin, Sabrina and Cassie. Then Jonathan and Bobby. Then me and Linden. “How are we doing?” I asked my husband. 



“So far, so good,” Linden replied. 



So far, so good, I thought later, wryly, when one of us was murdered. 
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Chapter 3: 

Friday 




Linden and I woke up early, in spite of their being no dogs to let out. We showered and dressed: me in jeans and a t-shirt, my husband in chinos and a red polo. “I wish I could wear red,” I said as he followed me down the house’s back stairs to the kitchen. He replied: 



“No one looks better in purple than you, Christian.” 



“Are you joking?” I asked. 



“No. You look so good it’s like the color was made for you to wear.” We arrived in the kitchen to find someone, perhaps Aunty Francy, had made coffee. I imagined my dresser and closet and said: 



“But I don’t have any purple clothing.” 



“You had that one t-shirt you got at Goodwill. Remember?” Linden poured fresh hot coffee into two of a half-dozen mugs he found next to the machine. 



“That was years ago.” Linden nodded. “Why didn’t you tell me? I would have gotten more purple clothing. Why haven’t you bought me any purple shirts?” I was kind of annoyed that I could have been spending the several years since my husband identified the color that had been created for me to wear, wearing it. Linden sipped his coffee, kissed me and said: 



“You’re already the most beautiful man in the world. What does it matter to what degree you look good?” He smiled, crossed the kitchen to the back door and looked out at the dark yard and, beyond it, Long Island Sound. “Let’s go outside,” he said, as if he hadn’t just dropped that purple bomb. 



We took our mugs outside and found a bench swing. We sat on it and rocked gently. I considered the time and asked, “Do you think it’s too early to call Olivier and Kristen?” 

Linden answered in half a moment: 



“The reason we’re up so early is because the pups and the babies have trained us.” He was right. 



“Do you have your phone with you?” Linden nodded, but didn’t give it to me. 



“How busy are we first thing in the morning?” We were very busy first thing in the morning letting pups out, comforting crying babies, changing soiled diapers and the like. 

From behind us we heard Erin shout: 



“Good morning!” As she approached. I said to Linden: 
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“Is it too early to go to Stamford?” 



“I suppose they’ll be up by the time we get there,” said Linden of his uncle Jeffrey, Jeffrey’s wife Eve, his aunt Patsy and her lover Bertice. Before Erin reached us I whispered: 



“Let’s go now.” I stood up and said: 



“Good morning, Erin, I was just going to get us more coffee before Linden and I headed to Stamford.” Even as I said this I noticed our host had brought a mug of her own, and the pot. 



“No need,” she said. 



“Great. You saved me a trip back to the kitchen.” She warmed our mugs, put the pot on the ground and stood in front of us. 



“I’m so glad you’re up. I’m usually the only one awake at this time. Claire likes to sleep late,” or just avoid her mother, “and Aunt Francy…well, she’s so quiet and unobtrusive. I don’t think I’ve had a conversation with her in years,” by Francy’s design, I was sure. 



“We’re just going to finish up and head to Stamford,” I said. 



“Oh, right. To see your family,” Erin said, looking at Linden. Then, to our horror, she added, “I’d love to meet them.” I could feel my mouth open and my eyes widen. Erin wanted to go with us to Stamford. Thinking quicker than me, he said: 



“They would love to meet you, too. I wish you had more time, because then we could all go together.” Erin thought about this, pursed her lips and nodded. 



“I do have a lot to do. And so do you, I should add.” What had we to do? To me, she said, 

“You have to get fitted for your tuxedo.” 



“But I sent you my measurements,” I said. Whined, really. 



“Yes, but you have to be fitted, still. The tailor’s coming over this afternoon. Will you be back in time?” I was so annoyed, but pretended not to be. 



“Of course.” 



“And then,” Erin continued, “you have to go to the bachelor party.” EEEK, I figured there would be one but had done my best not to think about it. “Brendan’s brother Scott is throwing it. It should be great!” 



“Where’s it going to be?” I asked. All excited, she said: 
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“I rented a suite at the Bevan.” 



“Oh,” I said, horrified that Brendan Hickey and his brother would walk the halls of that beautiful old hotel. I imagined the kind of bachelor party Scott would throw and asked, 

“What kind of bachelor party is Scott throwing?” Erin looked mischievous and said: 



“I don’t know. I got the suite and then gave him a check and a list of all the men who are coming to the wedding.” I did the math and said: 



“Is a suite at the Bevan going to be large enough for one hundred-fifty men?” 



“No, silly,” Erin laughed. “Not everyone will go. Robin and Vera Hastings aren’t coming in until tomorrow. And the Grenvilles called last night to say one of their children broke his ankle and they can’t make it either. Sue Croft and her mother also aren’t coming. Mrs. 

Croft has mild dementia and Sue says she’s always squatting in public and peeing. In stores and church. I think it’s good she won’t be there. I don’t want to have her peeing in St. Sebastian’s.” Liars, all of them. 



“That would be awkward,” Linden said, politely. I thought of Brendan and imagined him taking a leak on the altar if he was so inclined. 



“I think only the locals are going to be there. And Brendan’s close friends, of course.” 

EEEK, I wondered what they would be like. Erin finished her first cup of coffee and poured the rest of the pot in her mug. Linden and I finished the contents of ours and made to get up. This panicked our host, who said: 



“No sit.” We sat. “This is so nice, I want to visit a little more before you go. There’re going to be so many people later and tomorrow I want to have some quality time with you.” I thought we had already had quality time, on the trip from the airport. It was as much time as I thought I could stand. I looked at Linden and said: 



“I don’t know, if we’re going to be back in time for the tailor…” 



“Oh, just ten more minutes,” Erin pleaded. It was so terrible to watch and hear. Linden asked: 



“Is there going to be a bachelorette party?” Erin looked mischievous again. 



“Oh yes. I rented Villa Maria,” Rowaneck’s Mexican restaurant. “I love their sangria.” I didn’t. It was hideous. “I got the special events room. It’ll be fun. Just us girls!” In spite of the hideous sangria, and Erin’s attendance, I preferred to go to the bachelorette party, so I said: 



“Can we go to your party instead?” Erin laughed with delight. 
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whom were straight and both of whom, I was sure, would also have found the 

bachelorette party more endurable than the bachelor. Nevertheless, I fairly shrieked: 



“Yes!” Erin shook her head, smiling broadly, and said: 



“Christian, I need you to be at the bachelor party, to make sure it’s a success. I don’t know what Scott’s done with the budget I gave him for it. He won’t return my calls. I haven’t mentioned it to Brendan, ‘cause it’s his party and he shouldn’t have to be in charge of anything.” I hated Erin. I just hated her. “I’m counting on both of you to make sure it’s a success and that Brendan has a really good time.” Why couldn’t she count on someone else? She’s clearly kept in better touch with Jonathan, a straight man who lives nearby and has attended all the reunions. Or Bobby? Also straight and local. Linden jumped a bit in his chair, reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. 



“Excuse me,” he said, standing up and taking a few steps toward the sound. “Hello Aunt Prudence,” he said. “You’re up early…” My husband continued what I knew was a pretend call meant to cut our visit with Erin short. The fake conversation was a quick one. 

In thirty seconds he put his phone back in his pants and said, “Aunt Prudence is joining us, but she’s got an event to go to this afternoon and wants us to get over there as soon as possible.” I stood up. Erin sighed, disappointed, and then suddenly brightened. 



“You know,” she said to Linden. “Since Sue and her mother can’t come tomorrow, you can invite your aunt…Prudence. Then I can meet her.” What? What was that all about? 

Linden responded, before I could say something mean: 



“That’s kind of you, Erin. I’ll ask her. And if she can’t make it, may I invite Jeffrey and Eve?” 



“Yes!” Erin said, happily. “You can invite them all, if you want.” She was so pathetic. 

She was so immeasurably pathetic. It wasn’t enough that she had invited everyone in our graduating class and the oldest and wealthiest families in Rowaneck. She extended, through the husband of the man, me, she thought was her friend, eleventh-hour invitations to the wealthy Midwinters. Imagine getting such an invitation, I thought. Then I imagined the depth of her need and felt sick to my stomach. 



“I will definitely ask all of them,” Linden said as the three of us returned to the house. 



“How are you getting to Stamford?” Erin asked. “You can take the SUV if you want.” 



“Jonathan offered us his car,” I said. Erin looked disappointed. She had to be involved in everything, even through her car. Again, her immeasurable need. 



“Well,” she said as we entered the kitchen through the back door, “Make sure you take some blank invitations with you. They have directions to the church and also the website where we’re registered.” I dropped my mug. Linden threw his arms around me, said: 36 



“What a butterfingers you are!” and planted a big kiss on my mouth, through which he added, to me, “Not a word.” Erin giggled at our display. Linden let me go and bent down to retrieve the broken pieces. 



“Oh, don’t worry about that,” said our host. “Aunt Francy will get that. It’s what I pay her for.” Linden ignored her and picked the large pieces up while I found a broom. “Oh, you, two…” she said, warmly as Linden and I spared Aunt Francy the trouble of cleaning up my mess. On my knees I said, to Linden: 



“We’re going to have to liberate that woman.” My husband kissed me again and we stood.  Erin had stepped into the hallway and returned holding five blank invitations and a pen. She sat down at the breakfast table and said to Linden: 



“I should probably write them out to your family. It would be so tacky just to give someone a blank invite, don’t you think?” At the speed of light, Linden took the broom out of my hands so I wouldn’t impale Erin with it. 



“I think that would be lovely,” he said. 







Ninety minutes later Linden drove us through the front gates of the Midwinter mansion in Jonathan Tanner’s pale gold Lexus. He had left it at a Rowaneck friend’s house when his wife kicked him out and he moved into his brother’s New York hotel room. I had spent the first ten minutes of the trip carrying on about Erin and, playfully, admonishing my husband for taking the broom away from me. Then I relaxed and enjoyed the ride, the familiar sights along I-95 and, finally, the beautiful homes of Stamford, Connecticut. 



Linden no sooner put the Lexus in park in front of the huge old house than Jeffrey and Eve, Patsy and Bertice and Prudence and, are you sitting down, her gay husband Hiram, came out the front door to greet us. Before I opened the door I said to Linden, “Hiram?” 

He had come out, or been outed, I guess, years before when he and Prudence stayed with Linden during his illness. While we heard from Aunt Prudence over the years, she never mentioned him and he was the only Midwinter who didn’t visit us after we got Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. 



“I don’t know,” Linden said and we exited the car. Hugs and kisses later, my husband’s aunts and uncles led us into the Midwinter home, in which Jeffrey, Eve, some 

combination of their kids, Patsy and Bertice lived. Over a generous buffet brunch in the large gazebo of the house’s enormous garden, we discerned Prudence and Hiram had been estranged but remained married and were now great friends. In a private moment, Patsy whispered to us, “They like each other now. Why, they’re really girlfriends!” I was glad to hear it. I had enjoyed watching Prudence lighten up over the years, and she had never seemed happier. Hiram, who was usually so quiet and dull, was fairly animated. 
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was glad to see all of them and asked Linden, in front of everyone, “Should we invite them to Erin’s wedding, too?” Linden cracked a smile and produced three wedding invitations that the bride had made out to “Jeffrey and Eve,” “Patsy and Bertice,” and 

“Prudence,” as if she knew any one of them. 



“She can’t want us to go?” Prudence said to her nephew. Linden looked at me, because he knew my explanation would be more entertaining. I described my old classmate, her fiancé and the whole sad affair. Everyone looked sad but Patsy, who said to Bertice: 



“We are there!” 



“I don’t know, Pats,” she said. 



“It’ll be fun, B. A party, and we can hang out with the boys,“ she referred to us. “It’ll make a good story.” Bertice considered it and agreed. Jeffrey and Eve declined as they had weekend plans with their children. Prudence shook her head, and then looked at her gay husband. 



“Let’s go, Pru,” he said. “It’ll be a party.” Prudence rocked a bit, thinking about it. Hiram added, “We can scope guys,” a remark that made his wife of decades laugh. I wouldn’t have believed it had I not seen it. 



“We’ll go,” she said. Linden handed Patsy and Prudence their invitations and returned Jeffrey’s to his pocket. 



“Make sure you log onto the Pier One website so you can buy Erin and Brendan a gift.” 

Prudence studied the invite, which was lovely but for several website addresses printed on the bottom of its face. She grimaced and said: 



“She’s in her mid-forties and lives in an eight bedroom house on the sound?” I nodded. 



“And she shops at Pier One.” Prudence shuddered, at the store, specifically, though Erin and the whole affair warranted a tsunami of shudders, and said: 



“How common.” 







Linden and I returned to Erin’s house at four-thirty p.m. to find the tailor, an elderly Asian man named Mr. Lee, working on Bobby in his tuxedo in the large living room. 

Watching were Erin, Cassie, Sabrina and, on deck, Jonathan, who wore gym shorts, a white tank and an expression of dread. My old social studies teacher looked extremely handsome in the black tux with gray and black patterned vest and bow tie. He looked more distinguished than sexy in the formal outfit with his thick white hair and bright green eyes. I had to look away or I would have lost myself in his appearance. I said to Erin, “Four of Linden’s relatives are coming tomorrow.” Her face lit up. 
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“Which ones?” she asked, excitedly. Linden said: 



“My aunt Prudence and her husband, Hiram. And my aunt Patsy and her lover, Bertice.” 

Erin looked concerned. 



“Bertice?” she asked about the unusual name. Unusual, that is, for Rowaneck. 



“She’s black,” Linden said matter-of-factly. Erin’s eyebrows rose. Everyone except the tailor noticed it. I said: 



“Yeah, it’s a real fairy tale story. You see, for years Bertice was a servant in the Midwinter house.” I looked around Erin’s living room with an expression that suggested it was small potatoes comparatively. “I mean, mansion, really. There were so many servants. Bertice’s parents had been among them. They’re retired now, though.” Linden, who had so far been a peacemaker, picked up the story. 



“Everyone figured Aunt Patsy was a lesbian,” he began. “No one knew Bertice was. No one knew her, really. My grandmother, whom I never met, never got to know her servants’ names, or so I hear. She was a terrible woman. Controlling, petty and racist. 

Lonely and angry, too.” Everyone looked at Linden, who spoke directly to Erin. 

“Somehow Patsy and Bertice discovered each other and fell in love. Patsy lives in a cottage on the rear of the property. Bertice had a room in the servants’ area of the house, on the far side of the kitchen. She snuck out every night for years and slept with Patsy.” 

Everyone nodded and smiled, including the tailor and including Erin, though I could tell she, alone, wasn’t moved by the story. Linden continued, “It wasn’t until Christian’s sister Deirdre arrived with her husband that Patsy and Bertice had the courage to reveal their love to my uncle Jeffrey and aunt Prudence.” 



“I remember Deirdre,” Erin began to say, both to change the subject and…suggest they were close. It was weird and not appreciated. I discouraged all further references to my late sister saying: 



“Prudence was a total bitch, just like her mother. All concerned with class and race, and sexuality.” Linden nodded. “She’s different now. We used to hate her, but now she’s cool.” Cassie said: 



“I can’t wait to meet them. They sound like a good time.” 



“Oh they are,” I assured her, and then told the group about when Linden was sick and Prudence and Hiram came to Orlando to stay with him and Hiram hung out at Superior Bodies and wound up falling in love with a drag queen. “She was black, too!” I said. 



Bobby was done and, to my profound disappointment, left the room to remove the tuxedo Erin had rented for him. I noticed his pant legs needed to be taken up. He didn’t appear to have shrunk, though I knew old people sometimes did. Bobby O’Day old. I couldn’t see 39 



it, certainly not by looking at him. Jonathan was up. 



“I’m thrilled they’re all coming,” Erin said, in a tone that suggested she wasn‘t. Sabrina and Cassie said they were, too, but I believed them. Buttoning the tuxedo pants, Jonathan said: 



“I think I’ve had a few too many beers the last couple of weeks.” The tailor checked out the waist and said: 



“That’s no problem, I’ll take them out an inch…or two.” Jonathan looked embarrassed. 

He had a bit of a paunch but was otherwise in good shape. I imagined the drinking and/or eating had to do with stress over his troubled marriage, but Cassie said: 



“They need to quit catering those book signings you’ve been going on.” Right, Jonathan wrote a book. The author broke a smile and said: 



“They don’t usually, but there’s always someone who wants to go out for a beer and talk about the lifestyle.” 



“The hobo lifestyle?” Erin asked, rhetorically. There she went again. 



“That’s what the book’s about, Erin,” said Cassie, in no friendly tone. “Haven’t you read it?” Erin blushed, but not a lot. 



“I have a copy,” she said, “but with the wedding and everything, and work, I haven’t had time to read it.” Cassie looked like she wanted to shake her head but didn’t. Sabrina said: 



“I have a copy I brought with me for you to sign, Jonathan.” He smiled and nodded to her. “Only then will I read it,” she added, diffusing a bit of the tension. 



“I haven’t read it, either,” Linden said. “I didn’t know about it. It sounds really interesting, though.” Erin said: 



“Christian, didn’t you tell Linden about Jonathan’s book?” I wasn’t going to insult Jonathan or any of them by pretending I wasn’t also unaware of it before the trip and said: 



“I didn’t know about it either. I’m anxious to read it, though.” Erin looked incredulous and said: 



“But Christian, I mentioned it in the annual RHS Class of ‘84 newsletter.” Before I could stop myself I said: 



“What newsletter?” Erin gasped. Cassie stifled a laugh. Jonathan stood still for Mr. Lee. 

Sabrina changed the subject, asking: 
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“Where’s Brendan? Should he be here trying on his tuxedo, too?” Erin answered her while she glared at me: 



“He got fitted last week.” I looked back at Erin, not caring she was hurt, waiting for her to break our gaze first. Sabrina asked: 



“How about his brother, Scott?” Erin answered her, again still glaring at me: 



“Brendan’s gone to pick him up in Yonkers. He lost his license and can’t drive. He doesn’t have a car, anyway.” This news caused Mr. Lee to say: 



“I can’t stay much longer. I have to work on these pants tonight.” Erin looked from me to the tailor, stood up and found her cell phone. She dialed her husband-to-be and said: 



“Where are you?…What do you mean you stopped for a drink? In Yonkers?…Oh, OK. 

That’s fine. Come back now, though…You can drink tonight. All you want…Come back now, Scott needs to try on his tux.” She hung up and said to Mr. Lee: 



“They should be here in a few minutes. Could you stay?” The old man nodded, likely used to last-minute drama from rich clients. Jonathan was done and removed his pants and jacket. Bobby returned to the living room wearing his trademark faded jeans and a tight pink polo. So sexy, I thought as he gave his tuxedo back to Mr. Lee. I took off my jeans and put on my tuxedo pants before I could get an erection. I also put on the rented shoes, size eight, and the jacket. Everything fit perfectly. 







An hour later Brendan and Scott Hickey stumbled through the back door and nearly into the breakfast table at which all of us, including Mr. Lee, were enjoying a vegan lasagna Aunt Francy had prepared, Bless her heart. I wondered if Erin would have asked the tailor to join us had Linden and I not told her about Patsy and Bertice. “There you are,” 

she said to the brothers, who looked, and smelled, like each other. To Scott she said, 

“Into the living room, now.” She gestured, rather impolitely, to Mr. Lee, and the three of them left the kitchen. 



So funny that none of us had met Scott and neither Brendan nor Erin introduced him to us. 



Brendan got a beer from the refrigerator and took it into the powder room, which was right off the kitchen. He didn’t close the door before unzipping his pants and urinating. It was horrible, but not unexpected. Linden said to Jonathan, “I’d like to take a look at your book before the party,” as much to break the tension caused by the Hickey brothers’ 

arrival than anything. 



“I’ll get a copy for you from my car,” he said. Sabrina stood and said: 
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“Mine’s in my suitcase. I want you to sign it.” Bobby got up, too, and said: 



“Mine’s in my room. Excuse me.” He followed Sabrina upstairs as I looked at Cassie. 



“He signed mine already, at Coliseum Books. I went to a reading. It was a big hit.” 



“It was a big hit because you were there, Cassie,” Jonathan said. 



“Nonsense. You were the star of that show.” He shook his head and said to me and Linden: 



“Cassie mentioned the reading on her website. All her fans showed up and asked her to sing. Most of them didn’t know who I was. Maybe none of them.” Jonathan laughed as he recalled the event. Cassie slapped his leg, playfully. 



“They might not have known you before, but they knew, and loved you, after.” He shook his head. “Everyone stayed and bought copies of your book, didn’t they?” 



“Yes,” Jonathan replied, again to my husband and me, “but only after Cassie promised them a song.” She shook her head. 



“We have the same market, Jonathan. My fans are now yours.” His expression said he wasn’t buying it, but appreciated her effort. He kissed her on her cheek and got up. 



“I’ll be right back with your book,” he said to Linden and left through the back door. A moment later Brendan, who had been urinating the entire time, returned to the kitchen without having washed his hands. Behind him, carrying their copies of “Riding the Rails” 

by Jonathan Tanner, were Sabrina and Bobby. Brendan looked around and said: 



“Where’s golden boy?” Without hesitating, Cassie said: 



“He’s taking a nap before the big bachelor party.” Brendan laughed and said, lewdly: 



“He’s gonna need it. Scott told me what all’s going on tonight at that old hotel.” None of us were interested in knowing what all would be going on. Cassie spoke for all of us when she said: 



“We’re all going to need to nap.” She, Linden and I stood up and followed Sabrina and Bobby back upstairs. On the way she called Jonathan on his cell and said, “Meet us in Christian and Linden’s room.” Five minutes later, author Jonathan Tanner was giving us a private reading from his book, which was inspired by his grandfather, who lived as a tramp shortly after World War II and frequently traveled on railway cars. He began with a passage, written in the first person, where  main character Denny Mann describes meeting a gay couple in a homeless camp in rural Indiana. 



“Cool,” I said, when he finished. 



42 





“They were accepted?” Linden asked. Jonathan nodded and said: 



“My grandfather actually told me about them. I didn’t make that part up.” 



“But it was the mid-West, in the forties,” I said, amazed at how open the gay homeless couple was. Jonathan said: 



“Hobos, tramps…they were society’s outcasts. Mentally ill, drunk, criminals and just people, like my grandfather, who needed to escape from the responsibilities and expectations of the world. Gays were outcasts, too. I’m sure those guys had their problems, but in general, the rail riders looked out for each other. They had to to survive.” 



“That’s so interesting, Jonathan,” said Sabrina. I agreed it was. “I can’t wait to read it.” 



“Neither can I,” I said. “Let’s skip the party and start it tonight,” I suggested to Linden. 

Bobby asked Jonathan to read his favorite part, about Denny and some of the book’s other characters helping a woman and her ten year-old daughter run away from their abusive husband and father. 



“Did that really happen?” Sabrina asked as Jonathan flipped the pages of Linden’s copy. 



“Yes,” he said. “My grandfather told me…” He was cut off by Erin, who threw open the door and said, not pleasantly: 



“You have to get ready for the bachelor party. I checked my cell phone and noticed it was only seven-thirty. Bobby glanced at my phone and said: 



“Erin, it’s still early.” Our friend, our host, the bride, entered the room and slammed the door behind her. We all looked at her, wide-eyed. Controlling her temper, she said, softly: 



“I want them out of here.” Brendan and Scott, of course. “They need to go before I kill them.” 



“What’s wrong?” Jonathan asked innocently. I considered saying something sarcastic about Brendan and Scott being Brendan and Scott, and what more information did he need, when Erin answered, through gritted teeth: 



“That asshole brother-in-law of mine took the money I gave him for the party and paid off his traffic tickets.” I wondered how much she gave him and how much he owed but asked nothing. “He spent the rest on booze, but he left it at his apartment in Yonkers.” 

Ooooo. “How convenient,” Erin said, shaking she was so angry. 



“We better get some over to the hotel,” Bobby said. “Everyone’s going to be expecting 43 



alcohol.” 



“No. They. Won’t,” Erin said in a tone that chilled me. Before anyone could ask why not, she continued, “Scott didn’t contact any of the men coming to the wedding. No one knows about the bachelor party but us.” We all shared glances. Though we had just met Brendan and really just met Scott, we weren’t surprised by anything. Erin’s rage turned to despair and she began crying. “Please, please just get them out of here,” she begged. 

Cassie and Sabrina shot to their feet and flanked her, holding her shoulder and telling her everything would be OK. Linden, Jonathan, Bobby and I also stood. 



“We’ll take them to the Bevan,” I said to Erin. “Bring your book, Jonathan.” 



Thirty minutes later the six male wedding party members were hanging out in a Bevan Hotel suite. Jonathan resumed reading parts of his book to Bobby, Linden and me, while Brendan and Scott passed a bottle of Wild Turkey between them. Thirty minutes into the second part of Jonathan’s reading, Brendan said: 



“Look guys, I don’t want to be rude or anything, but this is my bachelor party and this is really boring.” None of us were affected by his remark. Indeed, we ignored it and Jonathan kept reading the part about Denny’s getting beaten nearly to death by Chicago police, for nothing more serious than vagrancy. The brothers talked to each other and Scott made a call, I think. I was too interested in the narrative to notice what they were doing, that is, until Scott opened the door to a couple of hookers. 



“Fuck,” I said out loud, wanting to hear more of the story. Jonathan was similarly disappointed, as we were so obviously enthralled. I asked Linden the time and he said: 



“A little after nine.” I couldn’t believe how much time went by. Ignoring the women, and the Hickey brothers’ mauling of them, I said to the “Riding the Rails“ author: 



“Jonathan, your book is amazing. I mean it. The stories…the writing. It’s all so good. I really felt like I was listening to your grandfather describe his experiences.” I meant it, and Linden was also sincere when he said: 



“I agree. I really want to read this, and I know some people who will also like it.” He looked at me and said, “Jeffrey? And Patrice, too, I think.” 



“I bet William Jr. would read it,” I said. “And Colin.” 



“Sean, too,” Linden offered. I considered it and agreed. 



“You better have some more copies in your trunk,” said Bobby. 



“What a special period it was in your grandfather’s life,” I said. 
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adopting my father, it was the best time in his life.” Linden and I nodded. “He had nothing and he was so happy,” he said looking from me to Linden to Bobby. His eyes rested on our former teacher, who had nothing thanks to his brother and sister, and our friend stopped breathing. Bobby looked back at him with an expressionless face and eyes behind which I could read nothing. Then he smiled suddenly and said: 



“Like I said, you better have a lot of copies for the wedding tomorrow.” Jonathan took a shallow breath and squeaked: 



“I do. Yes. Thanks.” It was an awkward moment and I admired Bobby for softening it. It was forgotten, however, when Scott said to us: 



“You fellas better come in here,” indicating the suite’s bedroom. “This party has started!” 

We waved all of us through the sitting area into the bedroom where we were repulsed to find the hookers naked but for spiked heels and stockings, doing the scissor grind on the king sized bed while Brendan thrust his disgusting penis into one of their mouths. The other hooker’s face was covered in what I imagined was Scott Hickey’s semen. She licked some of it off her lips and said to the four of us: 



“Who’s next?” No one stepped up, which led Scott to say: 



“Fags,” and then add, “No offense,” to me and Linden. “Brendan told me you guys were que-…I mean, you know. Gay.” None of us was listening. Scott shrugged and 

approached the bed and the hooker. “OK, bitch, you need to fight your girlfriend over my brother’s cock.” 



“Yeah,” Brendan said, “fight over my dick, you fuckin’ bitches.” Before the women could do so, the rest of us returned to the sitting area. 



“And we were having such a good time,” I said. 



“Let’s go to Villa Maria and see what’s up,” Bobby suggested. 



“But Erin’s there,” I said. Bobby shrugged. 



“So are Cassie and Sabrina, and they won’t be fighting over Brendan’s…” he couldn’t bring himself to finish the sentence, for which Linden and I were grateful. We left the suite and took an elevator downstairs where a front desk clerk called us a cab. 



Twenty minutes later the four of us entered Villa Maria, which had been all but taken over by Erin Fleming’s bachelorette party. There had to have been one hundred women, and a dozen men, all gay friends or gay friends of friends. I asked my companions, “Why are there so many people here?” Jonathan answered: 



“It’s another reunion. They’re here to see each other.” He looked at me and added, “and you.” I looked back at him and said, all dense: 
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“But I haven’t been to any of them.” As Jonathan said: 



“Duh!” my former classmate Candace Conrad spotted us and shouted: 



“Look everyone, it’s Christian!!!” I grabbed Linden and turned us around. Neither Jonathan nor Bobby stopped us, though they did clear a path for Candace, Jennifer Rawlings, Shannon Burger, Debbie McGee, Sandra Conrad (no relation to Candace), Darlene Proctor, Darlene Proctor’s sister Robyn and mother Sally, and Andrea…I can’t remember Andrea’s last name, to follow and descend on me. Five long minutes of hugs and kisses and “You haven’t changed a bit,” and “Your husband is so handsome” later, Linden and I were holding court in the front of the special event room. It’s supposed to handle fifty or so, but there were more than twice and close to three times that many partygoers in it shouting questions and cooing over my husband and me. I looked at Erin, who stood happily among the large group, and mouthed: 



“Make this stop.” She responded by shrugging her shoulders, which made me want to grab her and tell her no one was there to see her, least of all me. I didn’t have the opportunity, though, as I was bombarded with questions and comments from Rowaneck folks I had successfully avoided at the four funerals I had attended since moving to Florida. Someone shouted: 



“How come you haven’t come to any of the reunions?” Someone else answered for me when she shouted: 



“I bet I knew you were gay before you did!” Someone else: 



“How do you keep your hair so soft and thick?” Someone else: 



“What was it like being on ‘The View?’” It went on and on like that for what seemed like all night but was probably two minutes. I searched the room for a rescuer and found one in Cassie, who had entered the room wiping tears from her face. She had had a crying spell over her illness. It could only have been that. She saw me in distress, pulled it together and let out a note so loud it nearly blew out the dry wall. Everyone stopped talking and looked at her. 



“Ladies,” she began. “Ladies, ladies…really. It’s Christian, not David Beckham. Calm the fuck down. He’s our old friend and classmate. Christian. Lil’ Christian. Mean Lil’ 

Christian.” The “mean lil’” got laughter, though not from me. Cassie continued, “This is our friend Erin’s big night. Christian’s already married,” she regarded Linden, “to a rather a hot piece of ass if you don’t mind my saying so.” Linden smiled graciously. 

“Look,” she went on, “Christian and Linden are cute and all,” she looked for Jonathan, who stood in the main dining room just outside the private room’s door, “and so is Jonathan Tanner.” No one disagreed. “But the man we really love, the one who we’ve all had crushes on and maybe still do, is Mr. O’Day!” Laughter, nods and clapping, and everyone looked out the door to where Bobby stood next to Jonathan. “Yeah, Mr. O’Day 46 



of the handsome face and sexy jeans. The guy who coached the swim team that one year, the best year of my life, by the way. Mr. Bobby O’Day, whom we all love and continue to lust after, is not only giving our friend Erin away tomorrow, but he’s dancing for us tonight!” She cued Elise Hastings, who stood next to a stereo someone had brought, and nodded. Some eighties dance hit began playing and Cassie started shouting, “Mr. O’Day, Mr. O’Day, Mr. O’Day.” Mr. O’Day responded by running the hell out of the restaurant. 

The same handful of women who had gone after me went after him, though Jonathan stood between them and the restaurant’s front door; this, to give our former teacher an opportunity to get away. Candace, Jennifer, Shannon and the others ultimately muscled past Jonathan, but by that time Bobby had disappeared into the night. Their 

effort…Cassie’s really, took the spotlight off me and Linden, and we found our way to the small table in a corner of Villa Maria’s main dining room and ordered a couple of tequila shots. Linden said: 



“If we’re going to stay you’re going to have to speak to everyone.” I knew I would and said so, adding: 



“The more people I see tonight is the less I have to see tomorrow.” I looked around our corner of the restaurant. “Back here they can only approach me from one direction.” My husband nodded as a line of…admirers? formed. 



Yak, yak, yak, classmates, sisters and mothers of classmates and assorted other people, including a couple of waiters, sought my attention. They all received it. I received and answered all questions and comments. Some had to do with my sexuality, some with my family, others with Eleanor van der Walls and The Coven. I came up with brief, deliberately unsatisfying answers for each. Among them: “Congratulations on having pegged me as gay in kindergarten,” “Sean lives in Oregon with his wife and daughter…I don’t know where Rose is…Colin is married, faithful and no longer in porn,” “After the wrongful death business, I lost touch with Eleanor van der Walls,” “No, I don’t have the pattern for my opera dress.” A few people expressed regret about Deirdre’s death, so many years after it. I received their condolences with grave and grateful nods and looked at the next person in line. 



Some people recalled grammar, middle and high school adventures, all of which involved me doing or saying something mean. I remembered everything, though not as fondly. 

Like when Amy Davenport said, “Remember you convinced me Steffi’s Bridal Shop was doing a model search for a 1984 marketing campaign and I went there and Steffi didn’t know what I was talking about? You were so crazy!” Amy laughed as she remembered my having set her up, as if it were fun and games and she wasn’t so embarrassed she had her mother call mine to complain about me. 



“Christian?” my mother had asked. 



“I started the rumor about the model search,” I admitted, “but that’s because Amy was ragging on Patti Ehlert’s acne.” Patti Ehlert had terrible acne as a teenager, and I could see the scars they left from across the dining room. 
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“Well done,” Mother said. 



Thirteen people, including Darlene Proctor, her sister Robyn and mother Sally, and four gay male classmates, confessed to having had crushes on me. I asked each of them, rhetorically, “Why?” Every time I said it Linden squeezed my hand. 



I had four tequila shots in two hours. I could have had more, and really needed to, but I was concerned it would slow me down the following day. After the Christian Gallagher receiving line was over, Cassie and Sabrina took the two other seats at our corner table. 

The latter asked: 



“Was that so bad?” I replied: 



“Yes, and don’t either of you move. I’m not indulging any other person tonight.” I looked at a young man dressed, strangely, in seventies-ish clothing, walk into the restaurant and added, “except him.” I continued looking at him and then realized who and what he was. 

I looked at Cassie, who confirmed my suspicions with a crafty, satisfied look. He was the evening’s entertainment. A stripper. A young man Cassie had found after an exhaustive search of New York modeling agencies. “He’s Bobby O’Day forty years ago,” I said as the twenty-something model crossed the dining room toward us. He sported thick dark hair, emerald green eyes, a tan corduroy jacket with very wide lapels, a red and white plaid shirt and…tight faded jeans. Cassie stood and greeted him. 



“Thank you for coming Rory.” Rory! I loved his name. “This is Sabrina, Linden and Christian.” We all stood and shook his hand. 



“Where’s Mr. O’Day?” his doppelganger asked. “I want to see what I’m going to look like when I’m…?” 



“Seventy,” I said. “And I think you’ll be very satisfied.” As Cassie led Rory into the special events room to do his number, I dialed Bobby. 



“What’s up?” he said. I explained that he was in the clear and that Cassie had arranged a young version of him to perform. “Thank God,” he responded. 



“Don’t you want to come see him?” I asked. 



“I’ll see the pics,” said Bobby. “I’m rereading parts of ‘Riding the Rails.’” I suddenly wanted to be reading it, too. 



“Hold on,” I said to him. “Are we ready to go?” I asked Linden and Sabrina. “Bobby’s reading Jonathan’s book.” She said: 



“Let’s join him.” Linden told the waiter to bill Erin for the drinks and the three of us booked out of Villa Maria while young Bobby O’Day satisfied the decades-old fantasies 48 



of Erin, Cassie and a hundred other folks. 
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Chapter 4: 

Saturday 




As usual, Linden and I woke up extremely early on Saturday morning. We were glad to enjoy a calm cup of coffee and a bit of peace in the back yard enjoying the sunrise over the sound. We knew the day would be a long and busy one and our attention, at least my attention, would be divided among lots and lots of people. “Why couldn’t she have something simple, like a normal forty-three year old?” I asked, just to whine. Linden didn’t answer because he knew I knew why. Erin Fleming was getting married for the wedding. She wanted a big white dress and a ceremony in beautiful St. Sebastian’s and a reception at the Rowaneck Beach and Yacht Club. She wanted to walk down the aisle on Bobby O’Day’s arm. Actually, I think she would have preferred to be walked down by someone else and actually marry Mr. O’Day. He never would have done it, though. Not for her. He would sooner live in, and die in, Miss Juniper’s rented room than settle for Erin Fleming and all the fantastic views from all the wacky windows in her enormous home. 



Bobby O’Day joined us in the yard. “Good morning, boys,” he said. Linden and I had thrown on jeans and chinos before leaving our bedroom. Bobby appeared to wear the gray cotton shorts and a faded NYC Police Department t-shirt in which he had slept. And the activity in the front of his shorts said he wore nothing underneath. I made a mental note to ask my husband if he planned to be as sexy at sixty-eight. I looked from Bobby’s crotch to my husband’s beautiful face and assured myself that he would. Bobby said, 

“You were right about the stripper looking like me in my prime.” I would have said he was still in his prime, but I was more curious where he saw the dancer and asked. 

“Leaving Cassie’s room a few minutes ago,” he said. “Counting a wad of hundred dollar bills.” Linden and I thought that was grand and Bobby’s face told us he did, too. 



Sabrina arrived in shorts and a tank top. Ditto Jonathan. I said to no one in particular, 

“What’s the plan for the day? I mean, beyond the three p.m. wedding?” To my horror, Erin answered: 



“Well, as soon as you’re done with your coffee, everyone needs to get dressed in your wedding outfit. The photographer’s going to be here at ten.” She had snuck up on us. The morning was ruined. “Then we have to get out of our wedding outfits but into something nice for the rehearsal. That’s going to be at noon at the church. It shouldn’t take long, though.” That’s right, there had been no rehearsal and no rehearsal dinner. I guess time didn’t permit, or something. And, really, were the Hickey parents going to spring for it? 

Did Brendan and Scott even have parents? That there being no rehearsal dinner didn’t occur to me until then demonstrates how completely uninterested in Erin’s wedding I was. Still, she answered my questions, continuing, “Brendan and Scott don’t see their parents. They were very abusive to them.” According to Brendan, I suppose, though I was sure they were trashy. Anyone could have one piece-of-garbage child. To have two you have to be garbage, also. “I thought it was better not to have a formal rehearsal dinner, so their absence wouldn’t be so obvious.” Whatever. It was one less event during which I would have to endure the brothers, and Erin, who began clapping and said, 

“Now, everyone chop, chop. I need you to get dressed and ready.” It was not yet eight, 50 



which meant we had a couple of hours to dress. I stayed where I was. To Sabrina, Erin said, “Would you come help me get ready?” If Sabrina dreaded having to do so, having to spend the next two hours fussing over the mousy, needy and completely irritating bride, her face didn’t reveal it. Indeed, she smiled as she said: 



“Of course.” Before Erin led her back to the house she said to us: 



“One more thing.” UGH.  “The bridesmaids’ dresses are white satin with spaghetti straps.” That’s right, we hadn’t seen them. Again with the disinterest. “I suggested something with sleeves and a high collar, but Cassie insisted on something that showed cleavage.” None of us said anything, though I imagined we were thinking the same thing, that Erin’s wedding would be Cassie’s last opportunity to show off the breasts she had developed so early, and would lose so early. As if reading my thoughts, Erin said, “It’s like she wants to show them off one last time. Well, actually, she said that. She said, ’I want to show them off to everyone once more before getting them cut off.’” Ouch. “She said ‘cut off.’” Erin confirmed. “So no remarks.” Linden took my hand, but I still said, so outraged: 



“You think I’m going to make a crack about her getting a double mastectomy?” Erin looked at me, not knowing how to respond. “I wouldn’t have said something like that thirty years ago.” Erin was still speechless. Jonathan said: 



“That wasn’t fair of you to say to us, Erin.” She opened her mouth but still said nothing. 

Jonathan added, “Though you might want to tell your husband to keep his mouth shut.” 

Erin looked at each of us, determined we were all insulted, and said, finally: 



“I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking.” Two beats, and Sabrina said: 



“You were thinking how nervous you are, and how scared for Cassie you are.” I was both glad and angry Sabrina let her off the hook. “Cassie spent sixth grade getting grief over her breasts. With all of us back here, together…” She had made her point and stopped. 

Erin smiled, grateful. Then, her remark forgotten, she said: 



“Let’s go!” The bride held her arm out to her bridesmaid and turned back to her house. 

As Sabrina took Erin’s arm she gave us all a look of the worst and heaviest dread, followed by a quick smile and wink. It was so unlike her. Of all of us she made the least fun of Erin and her ridiculous wedding. I was glad and relieved to see that in spite of her kindness and diplomacy, she had it in her to make a face. 



When they were out of sight, Bobby said, “Go Sabrina.” I chuckled my agreement. 

Linden smiled and Jonathan said: 



“She’s all that.” As we returned to our coffee and the sound I heard my little brother shout: 



“Hay, bitches!” I turned around and saw him and Rosalie approach. I stood up and said: 51 





“Hay, what are you doing here so early?” I met Matthew halfway and gave him a hug. 

Linden followed and hugged him as I hugged his wife. Bobby and Jonathan did the same, as they also knew my brother, because everyone in Rowaneck knew everyone in 

Rowaneck and, OK, everyone in Rowaneck knew the Gallaghers. 



Matthew introduced Jonathan and Bobby to his wife, who gave them hugs as if she had known them all her life. I loved this about my sister-in-law. Her childhood, raised by a cold aunt and uncle who cut her off when their legal obligation ended, had been so loveless she was determined to enjoy as much of it as an adult as she could. “I’ve heard so much about you, Bobby,” she said to my former social studies teacher. 



“You have?” he asked. 



“Oh, yes,” said Rosalie, “that you’re as talented a teacher as you are…how should I put it…hot.” This made Bobby laugh. “And Jonathan,” she continued to her other new friend, 

“I have a copy of ‘Riding the Rails’ in the car. I hope you’ll sign it for me.” He blushed with pleasure. “We picked it up on the way here, yesterday so I haven’t had a chance to start it.” 



“We were busy last night,” Matthew said, with a hip bump. 



“Yes, we were,” his wife said, bumping him back. As we returned to the bench, on which my brother, his wife and Bobby sat, Matthew said: 



“We left the boys with Colin and Susan and drove up yesterday. We got a room at the Bevan.” 



“Ooooohhh,” I said. “I wish I had known so you could have come to the bachelor party.” 

I described it briefly and my brother and his wife duly grimaced. “We left quickly and went to the bachelorette party.” I described that, too. Specifically the number of attendees and Rory’s being a thirty year-old version of Mr. O‘Day. 



“OK, OK…” said Bobby. 



“I want to see the video,” Rosalie giggled and nudged our embarrassed former teacher, making him smile. 



“So you missed all kinds of action,” said Jonathan. 



“Oh,” Matthew said, his smile naughty. “We saw all kinds of action.” Rosalie smiled, kissed her husband and leaned her head on his shoulder. The two of them were so in love, and found each other so sexy, in spite of their both being over forty. It was lovely to see them so happy. As I looked at my brother and his wife, I bumped Linden, who stood next to me, to tell him I felt the same way about him. He bumped me back, indicating the feeling was mutual. Then I looked from Matthew and Rosalie to hot Bobby O’Day who 52 



had never been married, who was and still could have any woman any age, but who sat alone, slept alone and would go home to Miss Juniper’s house alone. I looked from him to Jonathan who stood on Linden‘s other side. Jonathan Tanner had been the most popular boy in our class, was still handsome in middle age, had published a critically acclaimed book that was inching its way toward the best seller list, but whose wife had asked him to move out because of his allegiance to a brother and sister who had ruined a lot of people. A lot of people they knew. 



Yeah, Matthew and I were lucky. We exchanged a look that communicated this, and then I saw behind him that Claire Fleming was approaching with a fresh, full pot of coffee. 

She wore the white satin dress with the spaghetti straps that her mother, and Cassie, had chosen, and she looked stunning. She looked really stunning. Her hair was down and her face made up, but only a bit. I looked at her with fresh eyes and was stunned by who I saw. “I had to get away,” she said, as casually as if she were still in her jeans and t-shirt, her hair up sloppily. “Erin’s driving me nuts.” Erin! “I don’t know how Sabrina can take it.” Matthew, Rosalie and Bobby stood up and looked at her. I watched them look at her and noticed my brother and sister-in-law do a double take. Matthew even went so far as to look at me. I looked at his expression of odd recognition and then looked back at Claire. Rosalie looked from Claire to Matthew to Bobby, back to Claire and then to me. I looked at Claire, whom my brother, his wife and I watched hand the coffee pot, carefully, to Bobby. Before the three of us could share another look, the girl said, “You must be Christian’s brother. I can see the resemblance.” Resemblance! Matthew shook her hand and said, awkwardly: 



“It’s nice to meet you, Claire.” 



“You look beautiful,” said Rosalie, as she threw her arms around the Erin’s daughter. 

Claire accepted her embrace with surprise, and returned it warmly. “I’m Matthew’s wife, Rosalie.” 



“I’m glad to meet you both.” Bobby warmed all of our coffees and Matthew offered his place on the bench to Claire, who said, “Thank you, but I better not. One spot on this dress and Aunt Francy will have it off me and to the cleaners. She’s obsessive that way.” 

Aunt Francy…I considered getting my tuxedo dirty just so I could see if she’d tear it off of me, thus revealing herself. Jonathan said: 



“Where is she?” 



“Yeah,” said Bobby. “I’ve been here almost a week and I haven’t seen her.” 



“Does she even exist?” I asked. “Or does your mother have a split personality? Is she also Aunt Francy?” Claire laughed and said: 



“She does keep a low profile. I assure you, she exists, though Erin having an alter ego is fun to think about.” That she referred to her mother, when she wasn’t around, by her first name spoke as loudly as Garrett Abel calling his mother Jennifer: They hated their 53 



mothers. As I thought on that, Cassie approached, also in the white satin dress. She hugged Matthew, hard and long and hugged Rosalie hard and long, too, something that thrilled my sister-in-law. When the new BFFs broke, Rosalie said: 



“You are so beautiful,” so sincerely I think Cassie believed her. She took a moment to touch her face, then her breasts, and then run her hands over the bright white satin. Then she said: 



“You’re very kind. I guess this dress is so beautiful even I look good in it.” It made me sad that she would spoil her moment like this. Rosalie rescued it by saying: 



“Nonsense, I’ve seen you on TV and I’ve always admired you.” Cassie beamed at my brother’s warm and wonderful wife and said, simply: 



“Thank you, Rosalie.” The rest of us sipped our coffee, enjoying our friend enjoy her compliment. Then Claire said, to all of us: 



“Brendan and Scott are still at the Bevan, I guess.” I had no doubt they were still asleep, or vomiting onto the carpet. Jonathan looked at Bobby and said: 



“Should we go get them?” 



“I guess,” he agreed, and they excused themselves. Claire excused herself, too, saying: 



“I better go along, to make sure the whores get paid.” We all appreciated her insight. 

Bobby and Jonathan offered their left and right arms to the mature young girl and she took them. The rest of us watched them cross the back yard, but for Cassie, thinking the same thing, I later confirmed. When they entered the house, we continued our visit. 

Linden and I horrified Matthew with additional details about Brendan while Rosalie told Cassie about having seen her in this TV show and on that PBS Broadway special. I caught my sister-in-law saying: 



“I must be boring you, Cassie. You must get tired of ‘fans’ like me.” I didn’t think Cassie minded Rosalie at all, and she confirmed this saying: 



“Are you kidding? I don’t mind at all. But you must tell me about you…” Class acts. The both of them. 







Jonathan and Bobby returned to the house with Brendan and Scott by nine a.m. Claire stayed behind, in the white satin dress she would pose in and later wear in the wedding ceremony, paying the hookers, who stuck around for some morning action. She also negotiated with the hotel owner for the damage the brothers Hickey did, specifically the messes they and the women left on the carpet and couch. Claire told me she personally examined the semen, vomit and, yes, blood stains. Thirteen years-old and she’s cleaning 54 



up after her new stepfather and his brother. And she was so casual about it, taking care of it in her expensive bridesmaids dress as if she were in street clothes. It’s what she thought of the whole affair. 



Claire took Brendan and Scott Hickey in stride. Jonathan and Bobby, however, did not. 

The former told me the two of them dragged the sick, exhausted brothers the four blocks to Erin’s house and threw them in the same shower. “Don’t you get all queer on us,” 

Brendan said to his groomsmen, to which Jonathan told me he replied: 



“Shut the fuck up, you loser.” to which Jonathan told me Brendan replied: 



“Who’re you calling a loser, asshole? I’m not the one whose wife kicked him out. My brother’s not in jail.” 



“Yet,” Bobby said. 



“You’re just fuckin’ pissed off because you’re broke. Well, you may be staying here today, but when Erin and I get married, this house is going to be mine, too, and I don’t want any old freeloaders staying here.” Jonathan told me Bobby also replied: 



“Shut the fuck up, you loser.” My friends got the fellas clean and dressed in time for the photographer, whose brief tardiness gave them the ten minutes they needed to don their own tuxedos. 



“How did you not break their necks?” I asked Jonathan as the photographer posed the wedding party in the back yard. 



“It wasn’t easy, but it’s still early.” Matthew and Rosalie returned to the Bevan when the picture taking began. 



“We’re going to swing by 12 Cherrywood, just to see how it’s holding up,” he said as I walked them through the front door. 



“Say hi to it for me,” I told him, just to say something. Matthew knew I had no interest in seeing the house in which we had grown up, and he respected it. 



To my surprise, the posing and pictures went very smoothly, perhaps because Brendan and Scott were too wiped out to cause trouble and the rest of us figured the more compliant we were the faster it would be over. We posed as a group. Then just the men. 

Then just the women. Then mother and daughter. Then Erin, Brendan, Claire and Scott. 

Then the “old gang.” Then Erin and Bobby, which was creepy. Then Erin, Bobby and Claire, which was the creepiest. 



Though Linden wasn’t in any of the wedding party pictures, he dressed in his suit, just because. He assisted the photographer and got us all water and was helpful. As he had no ego, he didn’t mind not appearing in any of the pics. Cassie did, however, and insisted he 55 



pose with the bride and her bridesmaids, and then just with me. My husband and I were grateful to have a picture together and Cassie later drawled, “Why shouldn’t he have to suffer a picture with Erin?” 



After the Linden pictures, the photographer dismissed everyone but Brendan and Erin, who would have some romantic poses of their own. The rest of us, led by Claire, booked back into the house before Erin could ask Linden, her daughter or anyone to stay and help arrange the final shots. 



We changed from our formal wear into clothes that were casual but nice enough to wear to the rehearsal at the church. We were ready to go by the time Erin and Brendan were finished. She made a fuss about Sabrina and Cassie helping her out of her dress, which by the way was enormous and had an enormous train and an enormous veil…no surprise that. 



The rehearsal went as smoothly as the photo session. Brendan and Scott were required to do no more than stand in front of the altar, which was within their abilities. Sabrina was supposed to walk down the aisle first, but Cassie wouldn’t hear of it. “I’m not following you, my darling,” she said. I would never not be sad at the self-deprecating remarks my old friend made. Cassie and Sabrina walked slowly and reverently down the aisle. Claire walked casually and kind of quickly, though not fast enough to warrant a rebuke. Erin and Bobby took forever, thanks to Erin wanting their entrance to last as long as possible. 

I wondered what parts of her slowness had to do with her enjoying being on Bobby O’Day’s arm and her having no real interest in arriving at Brendan Hickey’s side. 



The rehearsal over, we drove back to Erin’s house, in a combination of cars, and relaxed for a bit before getting dressed again. When Linden and I returned to our room to put back on our tux and suit, we found them in the closet on hangers, and freshly pressed. 

“Go Aunt Francy,” I said, to which Linden added: 



“Wherever you are.” 



A limousine returned the wedding party to St. Sebastian’s a few minutes after two p.m. 

Brendan and the women made themselves scarce, leaving me, Jonathan, Bobby, Scott and Linden to greet guests, some of whom had already arrived. It was Rowaneck and Erin Fleming’s wedding was the event of the year because she paid for it to be so. People came. Large numbers of people. Everyone. And none to see her or Brendan. They came to see me, Cassie, Sabrina, Jonathan, Bobby, the beauty they heard Claire Fleming was, and each other. Hundreds of people. Whole families, whether they were invited to the reception or not. Rowaneck’s wealthiest families: the Rockwells, Harrimans, Jepsons, Leonhardts and a handful of others. Only the Rockwells had someone our age. Nat, short for Nathaniel, also graduated in 1984, but not from Rowaneck High School. In spite of its budget and reputation, RHS was still a public school and therefore unsuitable for a Rockwell. Only one person from any of these families attended the bachelorette party. 

Nina Leonhardt. She was Colin’s age and a real good time, or so my brother and lots of other men said. Had Cassie not taken Rory back to Erin’s with her, I was sure Nina 56 



would have taken him back to the Leonhardt mansion. 



Everyone who had attended the bachelorette party was there, and everyone who had missed the bachelor party and would have avoided it had they been aware of it was there, too. 



I greeted everyone by name, because I knew all of them. They were people with whom I had gone to school and church, people to whom I had delivered the “Rowaneck Register” 

and whom I taught to fox trot and waltz at the Lillian Langford School of Ballroom Dancing in high school. I swam with them or sunbathed next to them at Manor Beach. I read about them in the society pages and police blotter. I knew them through my own experience and because they knew my parents or siblings. Rowaneck was my home and they were my peeps. 



I knew everyone by name. How strange then that it took Linden to recognize two of Fiona’s children when they arrived at two-thirty. I said hello to both of them by the names Linden provided, names I can’t now recall, of course. I seated them both, returning to find Matthew and Rosalie had arrived. I said to my brother, “I hate this.” He responded with a big smile. “Don’t you hate this?” I asked. 



“No,” he said. “I’m in the reunion camp, Christian. I like to see how the house is holding up and hang out with old friends.” He wasn’t smug or judgmental, just stating a fact. Still, I pointed at the two folks whom I had just seated and said: 



“I bet you can’t tell me who they are.” Matthew couldn’t, and therefore determined they were Fiona’s kids. We had a good laugh as Linden and Rosalie found a pew. My brother made to join them and I grabbed his arm. “Stay,” I said. 



“You really don’t like this, do you?” 



“I just hate having to be nice to everyone. To be ‘on.’ To represent Mom and Dad as they would expect me to.” My brother responded to this by laughing harder than he ever had. 

Indeed, so loud did he roar he turned heads throughout the church. “What???” I said, alarmed. 



“Christian,” he calmed down enough to say, “when have you ever been concerned about being ‘nice’ to everyone?” Laughter. “When did you ever feel the need to be ‘on?’” 

Laughter. “And when…tell me when were you ever concerned with ‘representing’ Mom and Dad.” He continued laughing, though less loudly. I stumbled incoherently, saying: 



“I’ve always been…I feel like…I’m aware of…” Matthew leaned over and whispered in my ear. 



“You operate dozens of whorehouses throughout the country, you’ve killed people, and you fucked the stuffing out of that annoying twink on the most downloaded episode of bitchbus.com. How are you concerned with representing Mom and Dad?” He leaned back 57 



so he could study my face. His glowed with amusement and love. Two beats later I said: 



“You’re right.” A beat after, Mrs. Ferriman, with whom my mother had been friendly and who was also a Minister of the Eucharist, approached us and said: 



“Which one of you Gallagher boys would like to show me to my pew?” My immediate response was: 



“I’m sorry Mrs. Ferriman, my brother and I were just about to have a smoke.” Another beat and I asked, “Do you want to come?” Her immediate response was: 



“I’d love to.” She took both of our arms and we led her out a side door and to the rectory’s garage. “You know,” she said conspiratorially, “I always admired you children for skipping mass and lighting up at the duck pond. How I used to want to join you.” 







The ceremony went flawlessly. The place was packed. The music was beautiful. Cassie and Sabrina walked down the aisle as steadily as they had at the rehearsal. Claire copied their pace and succeeded in not looking like she had paid off her stepfather’s hookers and covered the cost of new carpeting and upholstery in the Bevan Hotel room in which he had cheated on her mother the night before. Erin and Bobby walked the aisle slower than Claire but faster than they had earlier. This gave everyone an opportunity to admire the legendarily hot social studies teacher, after whom generations of Rowaneck students and parents had lusted. I was certain Erin thought everyone looking at him was looking at her, and I found it as pitiful as everything else about her and the whole sad affair. 



The ceremony went quickly, too, because there was, mercifully, no mass. No 

communion. A little Mendelssohn, a few words from the priest, “do you take him,” “do you take her,” an awkward kiss that would have been nauseating had it lasted more than half a second, and we were outta there. A thrilled Erin Fleming-Hickey walked back down the aisle on the arm of the husband who likely still had the taste of those whores’ 

pussies on his tongue. I thought this at the time, laughed to myself, and whispered it in Jonathan’s ear as Scott held his arm out for Claire to take. She did so without hesitation, and they walked happily behind his brother and her mother. “That little girl can really turn it on,” Jonathan whispered back to me and then offered his arm to Sabrina. Cassie and I brought up the rear. As we followed our friends I repeated the remark about the taste on Brendan’s tongue and she laughed so hard one of her boobs fell out of her dress. 

She stuck it back in, quickly, and said: 



“That won’t be happening again.” She forced a chuckle, became sullen and smiled without happiness all in less than moment. I smiled without happiness, too, and the two of us held our insincere expressions for the length of St. Sebastian’s long center aisle. 
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I estimated there were between four and five hundred people at Erin Fleming’s wedding, which was between four and five hundred people more than she merited, based on the number of people who wished her a happy birthday every year. I wondered if Claire did. 



Claire… 



About three hundred fifty of those folks that had been at St. Sebastian’s attended the reception. They included Prudence, Hiram, Patsy and Bertice, who got into some bad traffic on 95 and made the last thirty seconds of the ceremony. They took the place of whomever Erin said couldn’t come at the last minute, and so did fifty other people. They crashed for the same reason everyone attended the wedding, which was not to see Erin. 



I had spent very little time as a boy at the Rowaneck Beach & Yacht Club. My mother had belonged when she was a girl. Her father was a drunk, as I’ve mentioned briefly, somewhere, but he was a functioning drunk and had money. My father’s family didn’t, at least by Rowaneck standards, and they made due, as my siblings and I did, with Manor Beach. Erin’s family were members of the club. Ditto Jonathan’s. The Landons weren’t until Sabrina’s father remarried and his second wife insisted. The Frankels were Jews and therefore not welcome, though Cassie had enough member friends that she spent plenty of time at the club as a girl. Bobby O’Day couldn’t afford the membership on what he made teaching, but he was popular enough to warrant frequent invites for dinner, to enjoy the pool, and go boating. 



My siblings spent as much time at Rowaneck B&Y as they liked, being as popular as they all were. My parents were members when Joan, Rose and Deirdre were little girls. 

After William Jr. was born, they gave it up. His birth, and the rape during which he was conceived, had nothing to do with my parents’ leaving the club. No one knew what had happened to my mother but my father and her mother. And if they had, no one in our town would have said a word out of affection, respect or fear of formidable Joan Gallagher. No, my folks knew they were going to have lots more kids and those kids would need straight teeth and college educations. Rowaneck B&Y wasn’t in their budget. 



In the limo from the church to the club, Erin suggested a receiving line. She had attempted to have one outside the church, but couldn’t find any of us. “We need to do it at the club,” she said, firmly. 



“You can’t,” Cassie said. “Everyone’s going to arrive and have cocktails and then the band will announce us. Me and Christian, Sabrina and Jonathan, Claire and…Scott,” she remembered a half second late, “and then Mr. and Mrs. Brendan…” Bobby covered for her, fairly shouting: 



“Mr. and Mrs. Brendan Hickey!!!” We all hollered and clapped, thereby convincing Erin a receiving line wasn’t going to happen. I was grateful I wouldn’t have to hide from it twice. I mean, as many people as I had so far indulged at Villa Maria and the church… 

As much of Erin as I had so far endured…I had represented enough. 
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The limo took the long way to Rowaneck B&Y, giving guests and party-crashers enough time to arrive and order drinks. Cocktails were in the tap room. Dancing and a light buffet dinner were in the dining room and tap room as the former could not accommodate everyone. It was standard operating procedure at the club for weddings and other events to spill over. Members and guests were used to it. All but a few people did squeeze into the ballroom for the wedding party’s entrance, though, not the least to see if Cassie would flash her boob again. Yeah, news of that traveled very quickly. She managed to keep her dress on properly as the bandleader announced, “Christian Gallagher and Cassandra Frankel.” We entered to applause and some music. I swept Cassie under my arm a few times and then dipped her, teasing the crowd with another possible nipple show. It didn’t happen, and we found our way to our table, which was on the far side of the band next to the mother-of-all wedding cakes. 



“Jonathan Tanner and Sabrina Landon” entered next. They were well received, though not as well as Cassie and I. In spite of her beauty, Sabrina hadn’t drawn a lot of attention to herself as a girl, and of course she left town after tenth grade. Though an acclaimed author of a quality book, Jonathan Tanner’s incarcerated sister and soon-to-be incarcerated brother had duped many of the folks in the dining room out of their savings and retirement, perhaps causing some life-long club members to default on their dues. I don’t know what it took for Rowaneck B&Y to actually kick someone out for non-payment. I mean, they were concerned with image, and family and breeding counted for a lot in my town. So long as the club made its revenue goals, they could afford to carry the Harrimans and Jepsons. Fortunes were lost and made and old money would return. 



“Best man Scott Hickey and maid of honor Claire Fleming” were next. Claire had been a sport for most of the day, but while her face beamed, she entered holding Scott’s arm with the tip of her fingers, walking as far away from him as she could and ultimately letting go entirely. She bowed and blew a kiss to cover up the distance she put between herself and her stepfather’s disgusting brother. She was beautiful and graceful, more so than I had realized initially and more so than she had been when she stunned me that morning. She nodded graciously to the hundreds of guests and then found her way, alone, to our table, leaving Scott looking around for direction on the dance floor in front of the band. Cassie rescued him, taking his arm and leading him back to the table with us. 



Yeah, Claire was done with him and, very likely, his brother. 



“For the first time together as husband and wife, Brendan Hickey and Erin Fleming-Hickey.” Erin entered on her husband’s arm beaming twice as brightly as her daughter had, due to a joy that was sincere. Brendan entered looking like he was ready to relax in front of a TV someplace. The same music that played as the rest of us entered played for Erin and her husband, though louder and longer. It succeeded in masking the pitiful applause from the suddenly disinterested guests, at least from Erin. The rest of us were completely aware of it, exchanging looks with each other, Claire included, and, across the dance floor, Linden, Matthew and Rosalie. I said to Cassie: 
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ignored by everyone.” 



“You are so terrible,” she said. “I’ll mention it right after their dance.” 



Their dance. Brendan and Erin Hickey’s dance. It was to “What a Wonderful World,” a song I had always found irritating. And did it go on…or maybe it just seemed to because in spite of the dance lessons Erin insisted they take, they sucked. Badly. He couldn’t lead and wanted to be anywhere but there. She tried to lead but the size and volume of her dress prevented her from doing anything but not tripping over herself. As embarrassing as the whole event had so far been, this was the worst part. I asked Cassie, “How much longer should we give them?” 



“Three seconds,” she said and led me out to the floor where we cut in on them. I took Erin, who seemed very relieved. Cassie took Brendan and nodded to the bandleader for something peppier. He led his colleagues from that “Wonderful World” song into “In the Mood” so smoothly I found his eyes and nodded my appreciation. He nodded his 

appreciation of my appreciation and Erin and I began a flawless lindy, our having learned it thirty years before at Lillian Langford. Aware Brendan Hickey was incapable of doing a lindy, Cassie advised him to stand snapping to the rhythm while she spun and danced around him. Cassie Frankel was a performer, there was no doubt. Not only did she rescue Brendan from dance hell, she made him look good. Indeed, I think he actually enjoyed himself as he snapped and, within a few measures began swinging his hips. 



Jonathan asked Sabrina to join him on the floor, as he had attended Lillian Langford in seventh grade. She declined as she could dance no better than she could sing, something few people could tell in sixth and seventh grade as she was so lovely to look at in her party dress and white gloves at our ballroom lessons. She gestured for Jonathan to ask Claire, who had done Lillian Langford for two years, who seemed to want to dance, and who would sooner have thrown herself in front of a train than touch or speak to Scott Hickey again. 



I entered the dance floor halfway through the first dance and spent most of the next three hours cutting up the rug with most, if not all three hundred-plus reception-goers. 

Following “In the Mood” was a medley of other big band favorites. Following Erin were Linden, Rosalie, Matthew, Mrs. Ferriman, matrons representing the Rockwells, 

Leonhardts and Rowaneck’s other first families, Patsy, Prudence, Hiram, Linden again. 

Matthew again. Everyone from the bachelorette party including Rory, whom Cassie had hired to entertain her through Sunday and who had left that morning to buy a suit because she didn’t like the tan number he brought. Toward the end of the event, after first family patriarchs had gotten sufficiently loaded, I wound up dancing with them, too. Backwards and in heels someone had loaned me. 



The music stopped only twice: once for the toast Scott gave, which had been written carefully by Erin, which he read but still fucked up, and the cutting of the cake, which was also a nightmare because Brendan was so loaded by then he nearly stabbed his wife with the knife, twice. I spent those occasions relieving myself in the men’s room. I ate 61 



nothing and took sips of water and soft drinks Linden and Rosalie brought to me. My partners and I danced to old standards, 50s doo-wop, disco, 80s dance favorites and current pop tunes. We even did, and I’m embarrassed to admit I didn’t run screaming from the dining room, the Chicken Dance and the Electric Slide. 



Toward the end of the event, Matthew cut in for the third time and said, “Have you been enjoying yourself, Christian?” 



“Yes,” I said, in spite of myself. 



“I thought so. You wanna know why?” He was being weird, but I played along. 



“Why?” I asked, all cryptic. 



“Because you’ve been so focused on the music and your partners that you missed the best moment of the day.” I stopped in the middle of the floor, halfway through Madonna’s 

“Into the Groove.” 



“What did I miss???” I said, knowing it had to be big for my brother to build it up so. 

Matthew said: 



“Brendan made a pass at Sabrina.” 



“So?” I said, fully expecting it. 



“When she rebuffed him he made a pass at Cassie.” 



“OK…” 



“Before she could rebuff him, too, he said something like, ‘You need to shake those tits while you got ‘em.” 



“HOLY FUCK!” I shouted, louder than the music. I looked around and saw, in the remaining guests’ expressions, the news that I had just found out was what they had all seen fifteen minutes before. “What did she do to him?” Matthew shook his head and said: 



“Nothing.” Furious, I looked around for Brendan the fuck. My brother continued, “Don’t worry, Claire took care of it.” 



“Claire?” I said, only partially incredulous. 



“She kind of flew across the table and beat his face with her fists. He’s in the kitchen now, holding ice to his eyes and nose and mouth.” 



“Where is she?” I asked. Matthew looked to his left. I followed his eyes to where Claire and Bobby were getting “Into the Groove,” smiling happily as if nothing had happened. 
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No, I’m wrong. They were smiling happily as if Claire had just punched Brendan in the face, multiple times. “Where’s Cassie?” 



“In the ladies’ room, with Sabrina and some other people.” 



“Erin?” 



“In the kitchen, bitching out her husband.” 



“Fantastic,” I said, shaking my head, my good time spoiled by asshole Brendan’s cruel remark. 



“Oh,” my brother added. “Jonathan told me he saw Scott Hickey take off in a cab with one of the women who entertained you all last night.” I continued shaking my head as I left the dance floor and approached the bar. My brother and I ordered waters and I said: 



“And I was really having a good time.” 



“Not so bad being back,” Matthew said. 



“No. Not so.” Matthew saw Rosalie, Linden and the Midwinters through a window strolling across the club’s great lawn. We caught up with them and I said, “So what else did I miss?” 



“Nothing compares to that little girl pummeling her new stepfather,” Patsy said. 



“No, indeed,” agreed Prudence. 



“This has been such a nice event, except for that,” Bertice said. 



“That social studies teacher’s a real hottie,” said Hiram. 



“I think things are winding down,” I said, exhaustion hitting me suddenly and hard. “I know I am.” 



“I don’t expect there’s going to be much more drama,” said Linden, taking my arm and leading me to an Adirondack chair. 



“Not unless someone murders Brendan,” Rosalie suggested. 



“It could happen,” I said, and then told the Midwinters, in detail, about the bachelor party and how Jonathan and Bobby had to drag the brothers back while Claire paid off the hookers and the hotel manager. 



“Terrible!” Prudence fairly cried. Bertice shook her head. Patsy laughed.  Hiram just said: 63 



“Bobby…” I also told them how Brendan insulted Jonathan and Bobby as they cleaned him up. 



“Trash!” Prudence fairly cried. Bertice and Patsy shook their heads. Hiram just said: 



“Bobby…” 



“Yeah,” I said. “Someone’s going to kill Brendan Hickey. Probably tonight.” Everyone, except for lovesick Hiram, looked at me anxiously. Matthew spoke for himself, his wife, Prudence, Patsy and Bertice when he said: 



“Don’t do it, Christian. He’s not worth it. He’s not your problem.” I looked from my brother to everyone else but Hiram and Linden and found their concern so funny I roared. 

Linden laughed, too, and everyone joined us, more relieved than amused, but Hiram, who just said: 



“Bobby…” 







I wasn’t in the mood to say a bunch of goodbyes and neither was Matthew. He and Rosalie said quick ones to me and the Midwinters and then I walked them to their car. I hugged my brother and said, “I love you, you know.” He replied: 



“I love you, too, you know.” I kissed him on his cheek, kissed Rosalie and they left. I found Linden and we followed his family to their SUV. Patsy drove us back to Erin’s house, where we all got out and hugged and kissed. Hiram handed me a card on which he had written his cell phone number. 



“Please give this to Bobby,” he said softly, “and tell him he can name his price.” 



“I will,” I said. As they pulled away I showed the card to Linden, who laughed, shook his head and said: 



“I wonder what price Bobby will name.” 



“You don’t think he’d hook up with Hiram?” I asked. Linden shrugged. 



“He gave Erin away. Could having sex with my uncle be worse?” 



“Good one,” I said to my husband, who generally left the really mean remarks to me. 



We went inside and found Aunt Francy had left out a spread of hummus, blue corn chips, cut fresh vegetables and iced tea. “She must have known you hadn’t eaten anything,” 

Linden said. 
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“She thinks of everything, that Aunt Francy,” whom Erin didn’t invite to her wedding, the cunt. “I hope I get a chance to see her, to thank her for everything.” We showered, put on fresh clothes and then made ourselves plates that we took out back. We went past the bench on which we had enjoyed our morning coffee and sat on a low stone wall that separated the lawn from the tiny beach onto which waves lapped. 



“This is nice,” Linden said as we enjoyed our snack. When we were finished we laid back on the grass and looked at the sky. “Who do you think will join us first?” 



“Sabrina,” I said. As if on cue, Sabrina appeared, also showered and changed and also carrying a plate and glass . We sat up and I asked, “Where’s everyone?” Sabrina washed down her first chip with a sip of tea and said: 



“Cassie and Rory got a room at the Bevan. She didn’t want to come back here after what Brendan said.” 



“I don‘t blame her.” 



“Jonathan’s at a bar with some of his high school buddies.” 



“Good for him.” 



“Claire went to a friend’s house,” 



“Good for her.” 



“Bobby’s…” We looked up to find him approaching with his own plate and glass. 

“Bobby’s here,” Sabrina said. 



“That is until I tell him about his new admirer,” I said, lewdly. I waited for the object of Hiram’s desire to sit down and told them both about his offer. 



“Sweet!” Bobby said, ever the sport. 



“He’s serious,” Linden warned. “He may try and find you.” Bobby smiled and said, sincerely: 



“I led Erin Fleming down the aisle at her wedding. Would making love to your uncle be so bad?” Before Linden and I could look at each other, he added. “Besides, I could use the money, as Brendan reminded me this morning in the shower.” He told Sabrina what he had said to him and Jonathan after they brought him and his brother back from the Bevan. 



“He needs to be careful,” she said. “He’s going to catch someone in the wrong mood, or push him too far, and he’s going to get hurt.” None of us disagreed. Linden and I hung out for a few more minutes and then excused ourselves. 
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“I think we’re going to turn in early, tonight,” I said. Bobby and Sabrina wished us a good night  and we returned to the house. Inside the kitchen we found Erin sitting by herself at the breakfast table, sipping an iced tea and reading the Rowaneck Register. I didn’t know what to say to her and neither did Linden. She saved us the trouble by saying, lightly: 



“I’m sorry for all that, at the club.” Oh my God, she would not, perhaps could not, articulate and thereby acknowledge the full horror of her husband and his behavior. 

Linden and I remained silent and she continued, “Brendan does enjoy a drink. He gets so silly. I’m sorry for Cassie. I should go to the hotel and apologize to her.” 



“You should wait until tomorrow,” I said. Linden nodded and, like me, was prepared to physically restrain her from attempting to communicate with Cassie at all that evening. 



“You’re right.” Erin put down the paper, took a sip of iced tea, and continued, “Claire’s at a friend’s house tonight.” Nothing from Linden or me. “She’s been under so much stress with everything.” With having that freak asshole move in, that is. “She really likes Brendan.” I stifled a laugh while Linden had only to control a disdainful grunt. “I think she’s jealous of Brendan, taking my attention away from her.” Neither of us thought so, at all, but remained silent. “It’ll all work out,” Erin assured us, with total confidence. 

“Brendan’s upstairs resting. He’s going to need his rest, the way I’m feeling,” she finished with a big clumsy wink. 



“Well goodnight,” Linden said. I just nodded and the two of us went up the back stairs, quickly. In our bedroom, Linden said, “I don’t mean to be unkind about your friend, Christian.” 



“What friend?” I asked, knowing exactly about whom he was talking. 



“Christian, I’ve known some strange and…deluded people in my life. But…” 



“I know,” I said. “I know.” 







As usual, Linden and I woke up extremely early on Sunday morning; this, so we could enjoy a calm cup of coffee and a bit of peace in the back yard enjoying the sunrise over the sound. Our day would be busy, enduring Erin and her husband, saying goodbye to my friends, and flying back to Orlando. I got up first and used the bathroom. When I came back to the bed, Linden said, “Give me a few more minutes. I’m still kind of tired from last night,” by which he meant…you know. 



“OK,” I said. “I’ll see you downstairs.” I kissed him lightly on the lips and left the room. 

Downstairs I noticed the fresh pot of coffee the invisible Aunt Francy had made. I poured myself a cup and went out back alone. It was still dark. The temperature was warm but a 66 



strong breeze blew off the sound. I inhaled deeply and took a large sip. “This is nice,” I said out loud, wishing I had prodded Linden out of bed. I knew he would be along soon, though, and walked toward the bench. 



As I came upon it I saw, in darkness lit sufficiently by the moon, a figure lying beside it. I couldn’t identify the person and thought perhaps it was Scott Hickey passed out after being dropped off from…somewhere, in a cab late the night before. I walked quickly to the bench and the person lying next to it and discovered it was Brendan Hickey still in his tux. “Great,” I said to myself. I looked at him hard, trying to decide if he was awake or conscious enough to see me. If he wasn’t I was going to pretend I didn’t see him and go back inside the kitchen and probably back upstairs. If he was I was going to do the same thing. I continued to look at Brendan and determined something was wrong with him, beyond being asleep or unconscious in the back yard. I knelt down beside him and touched his face. It was cold. Then I saw a dark stain on the stone bench. I reached out to touch it but stopped myself. I leaned over to smell it and recognized it immediately as blood. I stood up quickly as I realized, fully, Brendan Hickey, Erin Fleming-Hickey’s husband of less than twenty-four hours, was dead. Out loud, and without a bit of shame, I said, “Cool.” 
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Chapter 5: 

Sunday 




I sat on the bench, on the other end of the part where the blood was and the body was, and sipped my coffee. Isn’t it terrible, but I found myself giggling. I mean, it’s one thing not to care that someone’s dead but something entirely different to giggle upon finding his body. 



I sipped my coffee, giggled, enjoyed the still-dark morning and waited for Linden to join me, saying “So far so good,” to myself several times. 



Ten minutes later my husband arrived, carrying his own cup. From several feet away he said, “Christian, is that a body?” 



“Yes,” I said, kind of glad and a little excited. “It’s Brendan. He’s dead.” 



“He is.” Linden gave Erin’s dead husband a quick once over. “How about that?” I loved that he didn’t ask me if I did it, as I knew everyone else would. Linden knew I would never waste my energy killing someone as worthless as Brendan Hickey, especially when he was so much more entertaining saying stupid stuff, embarrassing his pathetic wife and getting his face punched by her adoptive daughter. I made room on the far side of the bench and Linden sat down. “You’re going to need to stick around, you know.” 



“I was thinking I probably would, having found the body and all.” 



“People are going to think you did it.” 



“People are stupid.” Linden didn’t disagree. 



“It should be fun, though.” 



“For a day, maybe.” I wanted to go home to our babies and pups. “I’ll call Matthew and ask him and Rosalie to take you to the airport on their way back to Jersey.” He nodded. 

We sat in silence, enjoying our coffee. “I wish I had brought the pot out,” I said, finishing my cup. “I don’t want to go back inside. I’d feel like I had to raise the alarm.” Linden nodded again and then checked his chinos. 



“I have my cell.” 



“Do you have Sabrina’s number? You can call her and ask her to bring out the pot.” He shook his head. “Rats.” We sat in silence. Linden took a sip and handed me his cup. I took a sip and handed it back. Sabrina approached us, carrying just her own cup. She stopped several feet away from the two…three of us. She stood there for several long moments, examining all of us. Finally, wary but not scared, she said: 



“Christian, Linden, is that a body?” 
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“Yes,” we said at once. 



“Is it Brendan?” 



“Uh-huh,” I said. 



“Is he dead?” 



“Uh-huh.” 



“Did you…?” She stopped herself. “Sorry.” I didn’t respond. “You’re not mad are you? 

That I was about to ask you if you killed him?” 



“No,” I said, steadily. 



Linden stood up and gestured for her to sit down. “Oh, no thanks. I’ll just stand. There might be evidence.” 



“There’s some blood on the edge of the bench. That’s it.” She considered this and sat down next to me. Then she saw that my coffee cup was empty and she offered me some of hers. 



“It’s got sugar but no milk.” 



“Thanks,” I said and took a sip. We were silent for a few moments and then Sabrina sighed. 



“I won’t be able to leave today.” Linden and I also sighed and shook our heads. “Why couldn’t whoever did this have waited until we were gone? Now the police are going to make us stay and talk to us, and Erin will want our sympathy and not let us leave.” 



“There’s going to be a funeral, too,” I offered. Sabrina rolled her eyes and slapped her thigh. 



“You’re right!” She sipped her coffee, shook her head and said, “So rude to do it right now. People are so inconsiderate.” Linden smiled and I laughed. Then Sabrina laughed, too. “Who am I?” she asked us. “How could I talk this way?” She put a hand over her mouth and giggled, just like I did. I noticed Bobby approach and said: 



“Shhhhh, I wanna see how he reacts. Pretend nothing’s wrong.” Sabrina, Linden and I sat quietly looking at the lightening sky and smelling the salt air. 



“Good morning,” our old teacher said. “What’s lying on the ground?” I pretended to look around and asked: 



“Where?” 
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“Right there, you smart ass.” Bobby stopped a foot away from the body and kind of looked it over. “Is that…Brendan?” 



“Is who Brendan?” Sabrina asked, and then giggled again. “Who am I?” She was more amused than horrified. Then she became more horrified than amused and said to me, 

“This is your fault.” 



“Right,” I said. “You’d be weeping if Linden and I weren’t sitting here not caring.” 



“I guess he won’t be going on the honeymoon,” Bobby said. “A shame, I was kind of looking forward to enjoying this house for another week.” 



“Were they going on a honeymoon?” I asked. Sabrina and Bobby nodded. Linden said: 



“Portugal.” I nodded, though I really didn’t care about that, either. 



“You’re still going to have to stay, Bobby,” Sabrina said. “We’re all suspects. 



“We are?” he asked, incredulous. 



“We all had…what…motive, means and opportunity?” she suggested. 



“Speak for yourself,” Bobby said. “I couldn’t have cared less.” 



“See,” I told my old walking buddy, “you insulted Bobby, too.” 



“I’m sorry,” she said to him, more concerned about that than Brendan’s murder. Linden gestured toward the back door through which Jonathan carried the coffee pot and a cup. I said, quickly: 



“Everyone stand in front of the body and then we’ll surprise him when he gets over here.” Sabrina sprang to her feet and the four of us made a line, facing Jonathan, that hid the corpse. 



“Good morning,” our friend said. “I figured you could all probably use some warming up, and Aunt Francy just brewed a fresh pot.” We all responded with some form of thank you and held our cups out to him. Slowly and carefully he topped off Bobby and Sabrina’s cups and refilled mine and Linden’s. When he was done I stepped out of line toward Sabrina, looked at Brendan and shouted: 



“Oh my God!” My reaction, plus the totally dead body scared the dickens out of Jonathan, who let out a high-pitched cry and dropped the hot pot on his right foot. The four of us, even generally reserved Linden, burst into laughter as Jonathan grabbed his right foot, hopped on his left, and said: 
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“Owww,” in a lower tone. 



“What’s going on?” Erin asked, appearing out of nowhere. We all looked at her at once and began screaming, even Linden. Jonathan screamed, too, his voice again really high and so funny. 



“It’s Brendan!” I shouted. “It’s Brendan, Erin. I think he’s dead!!!” We surrounded the body, jumping and spinning as if we had just arrived at the bench, had just found the body, and were totally shocked by the gruesome and tragic discovery. Erin started screaming and jumping around, too. I didn’t blame her. It was hard not to considering how the five of us were carrying on. 



I caught Linden’s eye, nodded, and the two of us stopped together. Then Bobby did. 

Sabrina screamed a bit more, realized only half of us still were, and then stopped. This left Erin and Jonathan, though Jonathan was more concerned about his bumped and scalded foot than anyone’s death. I grabbed Erin’s shoulders as she continued to shriek. 

Then I raised my right hand to smack her. Linden caught it. I raised my left hand to smack her, and Bobby caught it. I drew my head back to get enough speed to head butt her, but Sabrina caught it, too. Through her hysteria, Erin saw me standing in front of her, my arms and head held by my husband and friends. She stopped and said, “What are you doing?” I answered her by fainting back into Linden, Bobby and Sabrina. Well, the recent bride and more recent widow was not going to be out-grieved by a mere groomsman, and she raised the back of her right hand to her head and collapsed backward. I didn’t see this because I closed my eyes when I pretended to faint, but everyone told me it’s exactly what happened. They also told me that since they were all busy holding me back/catching me, and Jonathan was still whining about his foot, no one was available to catch her. 

Long story short, Erin fainted over the body of her stupid dead husband. When she landed she came to right away, all grossed out by touching it and everything, and scrambled away from him quickly. 



OK, so we all pulled ourselves together and then dead Brendan’s stupid wife said, “Do you think he hit his head?” Though the others had prevented me from slapping Erin with my hands and head, no one held my tongue, and I said, brutally: 



“No way, he got murdered!” This set Erin off again, crying and jumping around. The problem was, this time she was the only one and it really didn’t seem so sincere. It probably didn’t before, but as the rest of us were busy being all panic-stricken, we couldn’t observe her so well. Alone, she looked so stupid I wanted to bash her head against the other side of the bench. 



Erin calmed down very fast when she realized we weren’t playing anymore. Then she said, “Should someone call the police?” We all looked at each other and nodded and mumbled a bit. Linden dialed 911 and politely asked the operator to send a police officer to the house. He thanked her nicely and put his phone away. We stood around looking at each other and Bobby said: 
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“Let’s go inside so we don’t contaminate the crime scene.” 



“OK,” said Sabrina. 



“Good idea,” Erin agreed. 



“I need to call Matthew,” I said. 



“I need to get some ice for my foot,” said Jonathan. Linden dialed his phone and handed it to me. We stayed back a bit so I could speak frankly to my brother. Ahead of us Erin was alternately reaching out to Sabrina and Bobby, her body language screaming for attention. The two of them were so indifferent, and Jonathan just limped. It was so funny to see and Linden and I shared an amused look as my brother answered: 



“Hi Linden.” 



“It’s me,” I said. “I found Brendan Hickey’s dead body in Erin’s back yard this morning.” 



Matthew giggled. 







Rowneck Police Chief Victor van den Bosch and a couple of uniformed police officers arrived at Erin’s house at seven-thirty a.m. I was surprised to see him. Stunned even. 

Victor van den Bosch, or “V-Bosch,” as he was known as a boy, had also graduated with me, Erin, Jonathan and Cassie. I wondered why he hadn’t attended the wedding. I mean, Erin wasn’t any closer to me than to him, except in her deranged mind. Further, all the Rowaneck movers and shakers appeared to have been there, though none were friends of hers. 



Because I didn’t care about Brendan’s death, which appeared to be a murder, and because I didn’t care about Erin or her grief or whatever, I approached her in the kitchen after having noticed Victor enter her back yard through her driveway, and said, “Why wasn’t V-Bosch at your wedding?” Erin looked at me through eyes wet with tears she was able to drum up and said, flatly: 



“Christian, he’s…trash.” Ooooo, just when I thought I couldn’t hate her more. 



Victor van den Bosch was not trash, not the least because the Rowaneck City Council wouldn’t have hired him as police chief if he were. I did understand Erin’s perception of him, though I didn’t share it. His parents had lived for many years in an apartment downtown, over the Rowaneck Pharmacy. They were from Brooklyn or Queens or 

something, but they heard about Rowaneck and its public school system, one that rivaled private schools in reputation. They moved to Rowaneck when Victor was two or three. 

Mrs. van den Bosch got a job at the pharmacy behind the cosmetics counter while Mr. 
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van den Bosch worked at the UPS distribution center in the Bronx, third shift. This meant there was always someone home with Victor, for a while, anyway. 



Victor van den Bosch was not trash, but his mother was. She began a romantic 

relationship with the pharmacist almost immediately, from what my sister Joan told me. 

She spent the day working for him while her son was upstairs with his sleeping father. At night, when Mr. van den Bosch went to work, the pharmacist would either visit and get it on with Mrs. van den Bosch in the bed her husband had just vacated, or she would leave her son alone and go to his place. Mr. V discovered this one night when Victor was five. 

A fire alarm went off in the building. Another tenant fell asleep with a lit cigarette or something. A firefighter entered the apartment to make sure everyone was safe and found Victor alone, wandering around the apartment crying. He knew what was going on and called the pharmacist’s house. Mrs. van den Bosch came back to the apartment quickly. 

She begged the fire chief not to tell her husband but he was, like, fuck you Mrs. V and told Mr. V right away. She moved out and he moved to first shift. He brought Victor to the Bronx with him every day and left him with a woman who lived by the warehouse and looked after other employees’ kids. 



Strangely, Victor and his father continued to live in the apartment above the pharmacy, and Mrs. V continued to work for, and live with, the pharmacist. 



Yeah, Victor wasn’t trash, and his father was all right, but that mother… 



Victor. Victor, Victor, Victor. OK, are you ready? Victor van den Bosch was the first fella with whom I had sex. Yup. Rowaneck’s Police Chief and, apparently, the one member of Rowaneck High’s Class of ’84 who wasn’t invited to Erin Fleming’s 

wedding, took my virginity when I was thirteen. Kind of. We took each other’s. Kind of. 



Yeah, how much have I carried on, about myself, my family, assorted coworkers and students and finally…FINALLY I reveal my first partner. Hah! Victor van den Bosch it was. 



I met Victor in first grade. I don’t have a lot of memories of Mrs. Hand’s kindergarten class, but I do have an image of the two of us sitting at a table making something out of construction paper. I actually think they were Mother’s Day cards. I don’t know if his was still sleeping at their apartment. We would have been five years-old, which was when the fire alarm went off and she got busted. It could have been that night. It makes me sad to think of her taking the card from him that evening, putting him to bed, seeing her husband off to work and then getting picked up by the pharmacist and going back to his house leaving Victor alone and scared when he smelled smoke and heard sirens. It enrages me to this day to think of her doing that to him. I take very small comfort in knowing the pharmacist never married her and dumped her when Victor was eight. She tried reconciling with his father, but he wasn’t having it. She moved to Harrison and worked in a grocery store. 



As mad as I get at Mrs. van den Bosch, the two or three times I thought about her in the 73 



more than three decades since she left the pharmacy and Rowaneck, I get mad at myself, too. I’m nothing but a fair man, and I can’t hate her for abandoning Victor without getting mad at myself for doing the same. 



Victor and I were never friends, ‘cause I didn’t have any and because I don’t think he did, either. I was pretty, smart and formidable and I had a formidable family. Victor wasn’t pretty, though he was attractive in a rough way. He wasn’t smart, at least book smart. He wasn’t formidable, either, though he acted the tough guy throughout our childhood and adolescence. The fact is, Victor was lonely and scared. He went to school with rich Rowaneck kids whose families had three story homes. His father had a blue collar job. 

His mother was an adulteress and everyone knew it because everyone went to the Rowaneck Pharmacy and everyone talked. Victor distinguished himself in no way but being poor and not having a cool bike or nice clothes. I knew it then but didn’t think a lot about it. I know it now and it pains me. 



Victor was a tough guy and sometime bully. He never picked on me, though. No one did but Jonathan Tanner before my brothers warned him off, for his own good. He wasn’t mean to me or nice to me. He ignored me, which was fine. We were in more classes than not in grammar school, and sometimes we had to do projects together or in groups, but in general, we had very little to do with each other. Then, in eighth grade, we were assigned adjacent seats in science class. 



The science teacher, a bold, nelly queen named Mr. Wang, gave us a project about electricity or something. We had to connect wires to a light bulb on a board, thereby demonstrating how currents ran. I recalled William Jr. having done something similar when he was in school. I called him at Oneonta State University and asked him if he still had it. He told me it was buried in the closet of the room he had shared with Colin. “I don’t think it still works,” he said. I thanked my brother and found it. He was right, it didn’t still work. 



I had no interest in repairing it and as I knew no one else in my family was, either, I didn’t ask anyone. Still, I told Victor about it. He was excited that William Jr. was letting us use his electricity board thing and said his father could fix it. Victor suggested I bring it to school and give it to him so he could bring it home and show his dad. I thought that was a waste of time and brought it directly to his apartment instead. I showed up unannounced. His father was at work and his mother was ringing up groceries in Harrison. Victor was surprised to see me and embarrassed but he invited me in. His two bedroom apartment was small but it was clean and decently furnished. I had no problem with it, especially as for years I perceived my own family to be poor, in spite of our living in a three-story seven-bedroom house in the most expensive town in the most expensive county in the United States. 



Yeah, I’ve been there before, and I’m mortified when I think of how delusional I was, but the economizing my parents had to do to pay the mortgage and taxes, fix all our teeth and send us all to college left me thinking we were destitute. 
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Victor made excuses about the apartment to which I replied, “You have your own room?” 

He nodded and I said, “They’re nine of us in my house, I shared a room with Matthew most of my life. You’ve always had one of your own.” Victor appeared to have an epiphany and smiled broadly. I had known him since kindergarten and had enjoyed classes, gym and field trips with him for years. We were even in the same group at the Rowaneck Day Camp for three consecutive summers, and I had never seen him smile, genuinely. I thought he was going to hug me or cry. I didn’t get it, then. I had a big family so we needed a big house. He didn’t and didn’t. What was all the smiling and emotion about, my stupid thirteen year-old self thought. 



My classmate and science partner was so touched by my visit and remarks he encouraged me to stay and hang out. He got me a snack and then we examined William Jr.’s electricity board. Victor found his father’s tool box and fresh batteries and fixed it himself. He was very proud of himself for doing so and I was proud of him and said so. 

Then I prepared to leave. “No,” Victor said, gently taking my arm, “don’t you want to watch TV or something?” He was so earnest and I had nothing to do at home…and he touched me gently and it kind of was nice, and so I agreed. Victor got us more snacks, Kool-Aid and ding-dongs or something, and we watched “Valley of the Dolls” on the 4:30 movie on Channel 11. We sat next to each other on his couch. It was long enough for three people to sit on, so there was no reason for us not to have plenty of space between us, but when my host served the snacks and sat down, it was close enough to me that our thighs, hips and shoulders touched. 



It was nice, sitting next to him, our bodies leaning against each other. At some of the goofier parts of the movie we looked at each other and laughed. At commercials, and there were many, we talked about our project, school, my family, his father and, finally, Mr. Wang. “He’s gay, you know,” Victor said. 



“You think?” I replied. 



“I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that,” Victor said, in a manly way. 



“I don’t think so, either,” I replied, knowing where things were going, and wanting them to. At the next commercial, close to six p.m., Victor took a deep breath, looked at me and said: 



“Do you want to kiss?” 



“OK,” I replied, and we kissed each other. Lips puckered, mouths closed, we pushed our lips together and held them like that for ten or fifteen seconds. He broke first and asked: 



“Did you like that?” 



“Yes,” I replied. I did a lot of replying, then we did a lot of kissing, more than a half hour, until Victor’s father got home with a pizza for them. It was past six-thirty and I knew my parents would be pissed that I hadn’t come home for dinner, but I didn’t care 75 



because I was enjoying kissing Victor van den Bosch. When he heard his father opening the door, Victor said: 



“Don’t tell anyone we did this. We’ll get beat up.” His father entered the apartment before I could reply, verbally, so I just nodded. Victor introduced me to his father, who appeared surprised but not unhappy his son was entertaining. “Can Christian stay for pizza?” he asked. 



“Sure,” said his father. I shook my head and said: 



“I’d like to, but my parents are going to be mad I stayed this long.” 



“You can call them,” Victor said, so needy. 



“I better go.” Before I did, we showed Mr. van den Bosch our project…William Jr.’s project, and he said: 



“This is great, boys. You did this by yourself?” Victor kicked me gently, advising me not to reveal our having borrowed it from my older brother. I said: 



“Victor did most of it.” His father put his arm around him and said: 



“Good job, son. Good job both of you.” I said goodbye and went home. I walked because I couldn’t have carried the electricity board on my bicycle. I could have run home but I didn’t run if I didn’t have to, not even to escape punishment. Besides, I wanted the time to recall our make-out session. It was nice thinking about it. It made getting grief from my parents for missing dinner and not calling worth it. 



“Sorry,” I said, with total insincerity. They knew it which made my mother say: 



“I guess you must not be hungry, so you can go right to your room.” I did so, gladly. I thought about Victor, specifically the kissing, ‘cause there was nothing about him personally to which I was drawn, until I fell asleep. 



A week later Victor and I turned our science project in to Mr. Wang, who recognized it as having been William Jr.’s years before. How funny that I made no effort to alter it. 

“Christian,” Wang said, “I’m very disappointed you submitted your brother’s project.” 



“Victor and I made this together, Mr. Wang, from scratch,” I said firmly. 



“Then how come it looks so much like the one William Jr. turned in to me eight years ago?” 



“How would you remember that?” I asked. Wang took a photo album off his shelf and flipped to a page that contained the winning projects in a science fair that occurred in…let me do the math…1971. “Well how do you like that,” I said. “Great minds make 76 



the same great projects.” Wang wasn’t having it. He threatened to fail us and call our parents, and he might have had Victor not been involved. He pitied him and agreed to forgive us and let us make another electricity board. We did, between kissing sessions. 

And we made it completely identical to the award-winning one William Jr. had made eight years before. What a spiteful little fuck I was! I even went so far as to ask Mr. 

Wang if he would give me an award, too! 



Victor and I had weekly kissing sessions for over a year. We never touched each others penises during that time, though we did take off our shirts and hug each other a lot. Then, after the wet dream I had about Richard Stanhope, the former Rowaneck resident after whom I lusted for years, I suggested we go the distance. We did everything. I’ll spare you the details, not the least because we were fourteen and no one needs to be picturing what fourteen year-old gay boys did with each other. 



We had sex through the fall of tenth grade, until the day tough guy and sometime bully Victor van den Bosch told me he loved me. We had just gotten off and he said, “I love you, Christian.” I didn’t reply. He said, “I love you.” I didn’t reply, again. “I love you, Christian. Do you love me?” I didn’t reply a third time and then he panicked and said, 

“Please tell me you love me.” My continued silence told him I didn’t love him. He flew into a hurt rage and pushed me off his bed. I went crashing to the floor and smacked my back against the corner of his dresser. He made to come after me and I said: 



“You touch me and you better kill me, because if I survive I’ll tell everyone about us.” 

He froze, naked, on his knees on his bed. Three beats and he said: 



“Go.” Without a word I got dressed and left. We avoided each other until graduation, then we never saw each other again until the morning Victor arrived to investigate Brendan Hickey’s death. Matthew or my mother or someone told me Victor had become a cop in Rowaneck. I never saw him during the vacations and summers from Boston College, nor did I see him during the four visits I made to Rowaneck after moving to Florida: specifically for the funerals of my mother, father, Deirdre and Aunt Fiona. I didn’t think of his absence from any of those events as there were so many Rowaneck residents there. I should have, though, because there were so many Rowaneck residents there. He became police chief while Fiona was still alive. He would have attended her funeral. She was an important personality in our town, a legend, and he was Chief of Police. 



Maybe he was there, for her and my parents and sister, and just avoided me. Had I hurt him so badly? Was he still in the closet? I would ask him. I was curious. More, I wanted to know that he was OK, gay and happy. 



I found out quickly that Victor van den Bosch was OK, gay and happy when he entered Erin’s kitchen after examining Brendan’s body and the rest of the back yard. You see, when he saw me his face lit up as if someone had flipped a big, fat switch. “Christian!” 

he said. He was so happy I couldn’t help but respond in kind. 
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“Victor!” I said, and we hugged as ardently as Cassie had all of us. We held our embrace a bit longer, and only broke when Erin, who was sitting in the kitchen looking very pissed off that, as a recent widow, she wasn’t getting any of Victor’s attention, cleared her throat so hard I was sure she had stripped her vocal chords. 



“Give me a minute,” Victor said to her, which made me laugh before I could stop myself. 

The fella I first kissed, who was now Rowaneck chief of police cared nothing for Erin’s opinion, or anyone else’s as he asked, “How is my first boyfriend?” I was thrilled with his candor and good humor. 



“Still not over you,” I said, and couldn’t resist hugging him again. Erin cleared her throat again and Victor said: 



“Hi Erin. I’m sorry for your loss.” Erin forgave him a bit, nodded sadly and said: 



“I appreciate it V-Bosch.” His nickname sounded so strange coming from her. I mean, to be so familiar with someone when he wasn’t invited to your wedding and tons of people she didn’t know were…I just kept hating Erin Fleming-Hickey. “Was it murder?” she asked. 



“I don’t know, Erin. He could have hit his head or someone could have struck him with something. The blood on the bench indicates he tripped and fell into it, but I can’t say for sure until the crime scene techs examine the area.” It worked for me. “I’ve got an officer marking the scene. Tell me who discovered the body.” 



“I did,” I said, and then remembered how Erin came upon all of us shouting as if we had all just discovered Brendan together instead of one at a time over a half hour or so. “Well, we all did,” I corrected myself, “but I saw it…him first.” 



“What time was this?” Victor asked, pulling a small notebook and pencil out of his dark slacks. He was in plainclothes, pants and a short sleeved light blue shirt, but he looked very official. Greetings were over and Chief van den Bosch was in the house. 



“I don’t know,” I said, buying some time to think about what time Erin had joined all of us. “It had just gotten light. Me, Linden…Midwinter, my husband,” no reaction from the chief, “Bobby O’Day, Sabrina Landon and Jonathan Tanner all woke up at the same time. 

We got coffee and went out to the back yard to drink it, together. Then I saw something next to the bench and made everyone look at it. We all saw that it was Brendan and he was dead and we started screaming.” Erin seemed satisfied with my explanation. Victor sported a poker face. No one else was in the kitchen because no one wanted to be around Erin under any circumstances and certainly not as she played the widow. 



“Did anyone touch or move the body?” Did anyone? I didn’t think so. 



“No. No one did,” then I remembered Erin had and I said, “Erin fainted and fell on it. 

Him, I mean. Brendan…the body. She got off pretty fast, though.” 
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“It was very traumatic,” said Erin. Sitting alone at the breakfast table she said this. Alone in a house filled with her wedding party, her friends. She had called her daughter as soon as we returned to the kitchen. Claire didn’t pick up, which I figured was standard. Erin left a message telling her it was urgent that she call her back, that something terrible had happened and she needed to come home right away. She called her four more times as we all found reasons to leave the room. Each time Erin’s messages were more dramatic. She mentioned Brendan’s death specifically in the third. Claire was probably playing it over and over at her friend’s house, whooping it up. 



I suppose if her grief had been real I might have thrown her a bit of sympathy. The fact was, her fairy tale wedding was over. What further use had she for Brendan Hickey? 



“Is everyone still here?” Victor asked. 



“Yes,” I said. “Around.” 



“I’m going to need to speak to everyone who saw the body and who stayed here last night.” I wanted to ask if that included the still-unseen Aunt Francy, and if I could be present for that interview, and I would have had Victor not gotten all serious on me. My old boyfriend looked out a window onto the driveway. “The Westchester crime lab is here. I’ll show them the scene and then I’ll be back to speak to everyone, one at a time.” 

Victor surprised me by giving me a knowing look before leaving the kitchen. I believed it was his way of saying I need to make sure everyone says we all found the body together. 

I would have anyway, but it was nice to know he was looking out for us. 



I booked upstairs and found everyone hanging out in the room in which Linden and I were staying. They had Cassie on speaker phone, which made it convenient for me to tell everyone Victor had arrived and would want to see everyone. “I told him we discovered the body together, moments before Erin came out. Hence the laughing morphing into screaming.” 



“Yeah,” Bobby said, “It would be kind of tough to explain everyone seeing Brendan one by one and then just continuing to have their coffee.” We all thought about this and Jonathan said: 



“I think V-Bosch would understand.” On the phone, Cassie said: 



“Rory and I will be there soon.” 



Victor used a downstairs office for interviews. He spoke to Erin first. I did my best to listen in, but he wasn’t having it and told me to sit in the kitchen. “I got you covered, Christian” he said, “I need to do this by the book, though. We don’t get a lot of murders in Rowaneck, and I can’t have people thinking I’m running a circus.” I understood and respected Victor for saying it. 
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To Linden I said, “How funny that after almost three decades he knew I was going to eavesdrop and turn this whole thing into a big, fun adventure.” He replied: 



“Christian, you make national news every few years. Of course Victor’s going to be concerned.” After Erin, Sabrina spoke to Victor. Then Jonathan, Bobby, Cassie, Rory, 

‘cause he provided her alibi, and then me. 



“OK, Christian. The coroner has suggested Victor’s death was the result of having been struck, repeatedly, with a blunt object.” No surprise. “Neither she nor the crime techs believe he tripped and struck his head on that bench.” I didn’t believe it either. “He was likely killed elsewhere, inside the house perhaps, and brought outside. The killer, or killers, left him next to the bench, then spread some of his blood on the edge of it to make it appear as if it was an accident.” 



“It sounds like it happened that way,” I said, “but couldn’t you just say it was an accident?” Victor cracked a smile, reluctantly. “He was such a dick, Victor.” 



“So I’ve heard,” he said. “I have to ask you, Christian, did you do this?” 



“Again I’m insulted,” I said, which made my friend smile, broadly. “I wouldn’t waste the effort, Victor. None of us would.” 



“Are you sure?” he asked and then looked at his notes. “It looks like Brendan pissed off a lot of people over the last few days. Cassie got it the worst at the reception.” I nodded. 



“Yeah, that was pretty bad.” 



“He pissed off Claire so much she went off on him.” 



“That was probably a long time coming.” Victor continued examining his notebook. 



“Brendan insulted her, Sabrina, Bobby and Jonathan.” 



“Yes,” I said. “He did.” And I realized, and said, “He didn’t say anything against me, or Linden.” 



“No,” Victor said, “and given your reputation, I wouldn’t have, either.” I looked at the chief, demanding more information. “The drag queen a few years ago, the that murdered your sister, the men that owned the dog fighting ring, the police chief that killed your student, Ben Maitland…” Before he could list the others I said, quickly. 



“The drag queen died of natural causes and I didn’t kill Ben.” 



“Yeah, I don’t think even Brendan was stupid enough to take you on.” He laughed with me and then said, “You and Linden were together all night?” 
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“Yes,” I said. “Do you need to see him, too?” 



“Yes, I do. I wish I didn’t have to meet him this way, though I’m glad to see both of you.” 



“I’m glad to see you, too, Victor.” He looked from me to his notebook and said: 



“Anyone seen the brother…Scott?” I shook my head. “And has Claire come back from her sleepover yet?” I shook my head again and said: 



“She won’t come back until she’s dragged. She can’t stand her mother any more than the rest of us. I’m sure she’s thrilled about Brendan being dead. She probably has to get out all her joy so she can look morose for Erin’s sake.” 



“I don’t know Claire well,” Victor said, “but I know Erin, and I think you’re probably right.” 



Victor saw Linden, alone, for a few minutes and then I called Matthew and said he was free to go. My brother and Rosalie drove their car only three blocks toward Erin’s house. 

They didn’t want to have to see her and pretend to like her and be sorry for her. He called me from the next block and Linden said his goodbyes quickly. “I’m so sorry Erin,” he said to her, finally. 



“You’re not leaving?” she looked from him to me. 



“Linden’s going back to Orlando to look after the children. I’m staying, though.” Erin sighed with great relief. 



“Thank you, Linden, for coming. I’m so sorry…” He shook his head, advising her it was unnecessary to continue. He hugged her briefly and then the rest of us went outside and down the block with him. Rory was also free to go and Cassie asked Matthew if he’d drop him off at the train station. We all said goodbye to Linden, Matthew, Rosalie and Rory, a block away from, and out of sight of, Erin’s house. We laughed at the silly wedding, the wacky bachelorette party and Brendan’s death. 



“Who’s had a more exciting weekend?” Cassie asked. No one could think of anyone. I kissed my husband and said: 



“I’ll be back in a few days.” He kissed me back and said: 



“The babies and I will be waiting.” He joined Rory in the back of Matthew’s BMW and they took off. When they were out of sight we all turned in the direction of Erin’s house. 

Jonathan said, “Do we have to go back? Can’t we have lunch someplace or something?” 



“How long do you think we should stay?” asked Sabrina. 
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“I guess until his funeral?” Bobby suggested, without confidence. 



“No way,” I said. 



“V-Bosch has to do more investigating,” said Jonathan. “He can’t just talk to all of us and that’s it.” 



“He’ll probably do follow-up interviews?” Bobby suggested, with more confidence. 



“When?” asked Sabrina, though she didn’t expect an accurate answer. 



“And what do we do until then?” I asked, not expecting an accurate one, either. 



“I have an idea,” said Cassie, brightening, though none of us was really down. “I was going to stay through tomorrow anyway, for Career Day.” She looked at Jonathan, who nodded as if she had already told him this. “Why don’t we all go?” 



“Career Day?” Sabrina asked. 



“It’s Career Day for the juniors,” Bobby explained. “And Senior Cut Day for the seniors.” 



“It’s on a Monday?” I asked. It used to be Friday. Bobby said: 



“They found more juniors joined the seniors when it was on Fridays, and most seniors also cut on Thursday, too.” 



“I’ll go,” said Sabrina. 



“I’ll go, too,” I said, “though I’m not sure telling minors about Superior Bodies is a good idea.” 



“I’m in, of course,” said Bobby. We all looked at Jonathan, the successful author of 

“Riding the Rails.” I looked from him to Cassie and back. She had brought it up to him already and he had turned her down. I was sure he wanted to keep a low profile, in light of his siblings’ fraud stuff. His face told us he was still not down with the idea, so I said: 



“Jonathan, you’ve seen more people on Thursday, Friday and Saturday, and no one’s given you grief.” His face softened, confirming that no one had. “Career Day should be a piece of cake.” Two beats and he said: 



“OK, I’m in.” We returned to Erin’s house to find her saying goodbye, for the moment, to Victor. 



“I’ll send Claire home after I speak to her, Erin. I’ll drive her myself.” Victor said a brief goodbye to all of us and left. As we climbed the porch to the front door, Erin said: 82 





“Claire’s afraid to come home.” Hardly. “She’s scared about there being a body. I told her the county’s going to take him away soon and that I’ll call her when he’s…gone.” 

Erin did the crocodile tears thing, a bit. “I can’t believe this is happening.” I was afraid she was going to get hysterical again, like that morning, and I maneuvered toward her in a way that would make it hard for the others to stop me from slapping her. To my relief, or disappointment, she held steady. “Thank you for being here with me. All of you. It means so much to me.” 



“Of course,” said Sabrina, and that was it. Erin sniffled once, though there was no snot or mucous in her nose. Then she said, lightly: 



“What should we do now?” No one said anything, because no one wanted to do anything with her. “I’ve got board games and we could watch a movie. And there’s leftover cake.” 

The idea of playing Parcheesi, going to the movies or, and especially, eating that cake, made me want to catch up with Linden at the airport. I would have had Sabrina not said: 



“Let’s go inside, Erin, I want to give you something I made.” Erin smiled excitedly. 



“A wedding gift?” We looked from her to Sabrina, who said: 



“A gift. For you and Claire, though I think I want to give it to you now. Please go inside,” 

she said to everyone but me. “Christian, would you help me with it?” She indicated her car on the driveway between Erin’s SUV and Bobby’s Toyota or whatever it was. I followed her to it. Sabrina opened the trunk and pulled out a painting that was wrapped in paper. 



“Oooo, can I see it first?” I asked. 



“Of course.” She opened it carefully to reveal an image of Erin and Claire sitting beside each other reading a novel together. 



“Wow!” I said. “This is amazing.” It was. The image was beautiful, even Erin, whom she made marginally pretty while making Claire less pretty. They appeared happy as they enjoyed reading the same page of the same book, together. Because I’m generally frank, I said, “You made Erin look marginally pretty and Claire less pretty.” Sabrina smiled, knowingly, though she said: 



“I saw images of her on Erin’s facebook page. I used them as a guide.” 



“Erin will love this, Sabrina,” I said, sincerely. Then I added, as sincerely, “Claire will think it’s really stupid.” The artist laughed. 



“I think you’re right.” As she wrapped it up she began to say something else and then stopped. 
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“What?” I encouraged her. She opened her mouth, closed it, put the painting back down in the trunk and looked at me, hard. 



“It’s strange, Christian. I generally paint pictures of mothers and daughters. You know why.” She lost her mother as a young girl. “But something about coming upon you and Linden this morning. Sitting on the bench enjoying your coffee knowing there was a body on the other end of it and not caring.” 



“Oooo,” I said. “You make it sound so terrible.” 



“But it wasn’t,” she continued. “I felt the same way about Brendan…about finding his body. It was powerful, though. The image. Of you and him just sort of not interested. Of his death not spoiling your morning coffee. Like you would get to it when you were ready.” She described it with passion, looking behind me but at it, in her mind. “It wasn’t anything I’ve ever seen. It…it…” 



“It needs to be painted?” She looked back at me and smiled, busted. 



“Yes,” she said. I nearly asked by whom, but I didn’t put her on the spot. I had visited her website and she wasn’t kidding when she said she painted mothers and daughters, of all ages, exclusively. I thought it would be grand for her to step out of that box, that motif, and try something creepy, like lovers enjoying their morning coffee on a bench next to which someone they didn’t like lay dead. What a stretch it would be for her. What a gamut it would require her to run. 



No, I didn’t put Sabrina on the spot. Instead, I lifted her mother-daughter painting, a totally bogus image of a mother I was certain more than bought and paid for her daughter, and a daughter who wouldn’t take her mother’s calls. 



Sabrina gave Erin the painting, in front of all of us. She loved it. It fed her fantasy. She was happier looking at it as I had ever seen her that weekend or throughout our childhood. We all ooo’ed and ahhh’ed over it, because it was a remarkable piece, but also because it was so fantastically dishonest. Erin thanked Sabrina effusively. Then she propped it up on the mantelpiece. “Claire will be so happy to see it when she comes home,” after her interview with the police about where she was when her new 

stepfather’s head was bashed in. “She’ll need to see this. It’ll give us both the comfort we need right now.” None of us said a thing or looked at each other, as we were afraid we might laugh or wretch. When Erin next said, “Who’s up for Monopoly?” I booked to the bathroom where I found myself laughing as I threw up. 
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Chapter 6: 

Monday morning 




I woke up at my usual five-thirty a.m. for my first day of school since graduating from Boston College in 1988 and my first day of Rowaneck High School since graduating in 

‘84. “Class of ‘84.” There was a movie with that title, I think. It’s significant, as is having been born in ‘66. It’s one 6 short of ‘666.’ That’s significant. I can’t explain how except to say there’s some evil involved. I’m sure of it. 



We came up with a plan not to include Erin in our Career Day visit to the high school the night before as we watched the dark sound and enjoyed night caps in her back yard. The plan was to get up at different times and leave Erin’s house at different times giving her different excuses as to why we couldn’t hang out with her. Mine was that I was visiting one of my cousins…Fiona’s children. Yeah, I know, I made up a name because I still couldn’t think of any of theirs. Katherine is the one I chose. Katherine’s a good name. 

According to the fake story I would give Erin, Katherine Hanson Grinnel lives with her husband and three children in White Plains. I was driving there early as one of the kids had a recital at his middle school and I was going to attend it and then stay for a reception and then have dinner at their house. 



Sabrina got up at six-thirty a.m. She was going to see the Midwinters in Stamford, as they had expressed an interest in her work and wanted to meet with her. Erin would ask me why I wasn’t going with her and Sabrina would say she needed to focus on presenting her work, albeit online, to the client. “Meeting them in person, alone, studying their personalities and home décor was something I have to do by myself. A companion would be distracting.” 



Sabrina’s art was so personal I don’t know how she sold any of it. I couldn’t imagine her parting with any of her mother-daughter pieces, nor could I imagine anyone buying and displaying something that demonstrated so clearly the artist’s personal pain and loss. 



Jonathan got up at seven. His fake plans were joining his divorced mother and father, who had flown in from Myrtle Beach and Jacksonville, respectively, to meet with his brother’s defense team. Erin would ask for details, because she’s uncouth, and Jonathan would give none. 



Cassie’s fake plans involved rolling out of bed at eight and walking four blocks to the Bevan Hotel to meet another paramour, one of the many gigolos she paid for sex. It was her idea. “I pay for sex,” she said, matter-of-factly. “So much easier, especially with this face.” As much as I admired Cassie, and as accepting as she was of her unattractiveness, it still hurt to hear her say it. Even more admirable, and painful, was when she added, 

“I’ll go on about how the inevitable loss of my breasts made me anxious to be made love to while I still had them. I need to be reminded I’m a woman. You know?” Her delivery was all humor and bravado, and a choking sound she tried to mask with a big sip of her late-night Scotch reminded us she was terrified. 
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have them taken off tomorrow without blinking. And I’d miss them in no way. Ditto my arms, legs and eyesight. 



Bobby O’Day would get up at nine and tell Erin about doctor’s appointments. “I’m old, you know,” he said to us. I didn’t consider Bobby O’Day old at all and considered saying: 



“Sixty-eight’s the new twenty.” I didn’t, though, and am glad I stopped myself. His delivery was so sullen I didn’t think he’d appreciate it. Maybe it was the hour, maybe it was the alcohol, or maybe it was his ultimate return to the room he rented from Miss Juniper in Scarsdale, but Bobby O’Day was looking and sounding depressed. He was still hot, though. Indeed, were I not married to Linden, I’d pay him to get it on with me in a Bevan Hotel room that day, all day. 



As planned, we all left Erin’s house at different times, walking, driving or taking a cab to the Bevan where we met for a final cup of coffee before heading to the high school. It was easy convincing our host of our fake plans. Tougher was getting the outfits we had worn to her wedding out of her house and to the hotel. I suggested doing it the night before, but we were all too tired and tipsy. Instead, I carefully hid the dresses and tuxedos, freshly cleaned by Aunt Francy, in a particularly thick clump of flowering bushes adjacent to Park Avenue at the far end of Erin’s property. 



Yeah, we were going to Career Day in our wedding party outfits and really, why not? 



I left first, in a Rowaneck taxi. Over breakfast, Erin offered to lend me one of her cars, even the SUV if I wanted, but I didn’t want her to pass the Bevan on the way uptown to run an errand or hit the grocery store and see it parked in its lot. “I appreciate the offer,” I said, “but I get terrified driving other people’s cars. I’ve wrecked six of my own since I got my license.” I shouldn’t have said six, but then figured the bigger the lie, the more easy it is to sell it. 



“Six!” she said. 



“An Accord, two Miata’s, a Taurus I rented, and two of Linden’s. He won’t let me drive our babies anywhere. He forbids it, and with good reason.” Erin was shocked about my driving record. She was also concerned about the cost of taking a cab all the way to White Plains. “Katherine’s meeting me at their old home. On Elm. She wanted to see it and I was curious about it, too.” 



“Then why doesn’t she pick you up here?” Erin asked. 



“She’s concerned about seeing you. Katherine was always shy. Her social skills suck, generally. I think she’s afraid of not knowing what to say. You know…” Erin thought about her loss and nodded gravely. 



“Isn‘t it kind of early for her to drive from White Plains to get you?” Erin asked. 
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“Yes,” I said, offering no more explanations. “Bye now,” I left the house. 



A taxi pulled into Erin’s driveway. I got in and instructed the driver to take me to the bushes at the far end of her property. He did. I got out and asked him to help me transfer all the clothing we had hidden into the trunk of his vehicle. He asked what it was all about and I said, “It’s a surprise.” That satisfied him and we loaded everything in quickly. 

Back in the cab he leaned over his GPS and said: 



“Where in White Plains are you going?” 



“I changed my mind. Please take me to the Bevan.” 



“That’s four blocks away!” said the driver. 



“And the quickest twenty dollar tip you’ve ever earned,” I responded. 



“You’re the boss.” We arrived at our destination in less than one minute. The driver helped me take the garment and other bags into the lobby and I handed him the cash. 



“Thank you so much,” I said, sincerely. He put the money in his pocket, nodded to me and left. 



Cassie walked to the hotel. The others drove their cars to it. Bobby, the last to arrive, pulling his old Toyota into the hotel’s lot at ten.  We gathered in one of the first floor rooms, one that opened onto the porch that wrapped around the entire building. Jonathan, Bobby and I got dressed first. I was careful to be respectful of my straight male friends as we changed. They didn’t mind that they were dressing in front of me and I kept my eyes on my own clothing and above their necks as we conversed. 



OK, that’s not true. I successfully avoided looking at Jonathan’s mild middle-aged paunch and had no interest in his striped boxers or varicose-veined legs. I had no such control with regard to Bobby O’Day, who was as fit at close to seventy as I imagined he had been in the early eighties, specifically the year he spent coaching the boy’s swim team. He stripped out of his faded Wranglers—Wranglers! Who ever thought that brand could be sexy?—revealing clean but worn tighty-whities. I couldn’t help it. I stole a glance. OK, two. No more than two, though, but they were long. The second would have been longer had my former social studies teacher not winked at me, causing me to avert my eyes and my face to feel very warm. 



When we were finished, we had mimosas and bloody Marys on the porch while Sabrina and Cassie dressed, something that took them all of ten minutes. When they joined us in the white satin dresses in which they had both looked spectacular two days before, the three of us stood up as would proper gentlemen. 
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whose it was. We spent close to an hour on the porch enjoying morning cocktails, chatting about nothing and saying hello to hotel guests and residents, many of whom we recognized. Among them was Dottie Haigney, the St. Sebastian’s Teen Club leader with whom Sean had been close. We visited and she asked about him and his theater company. 

I told him he and his wife and daughter were happy and successful. I gave her the Portland Rose Theater Company’s web address and she said: 



“I don’t even know what that is, Christian.” I said: 



“No problem,” pulled my cell phone out of my trousers and dialed my brother. 



“Christian?” Sean said. It was still kind of early in Oregon. 



“I’m here at the Bevan. Do you recognize this voice?” I handed my phone to Mrs. 

Haigney and she and Sean enjoyed a thirty minute phone visit during which Cassie said: 



“We need fresh flowers.” We agreed. “And one more round of drinks.” We agreed. “And a limo.” Jonathan said: 



“We can’t leave our cars here. Erin might drive by and see them.” We agreed about this, too. Cassie said: 



“Then we drive up town, park behind the pharmacy and have a limo pick us up there.” 

We agreed. Mrs. Haigney also agreed as she handed my phone back to me. 



“You can’t show up at the high school dressed like that in anything but a stretch limousine.” She returned my phone to me, thanked me for hooking her up with Sean, gave me a big hug and kiss, and went inside the hotel. I drove to the pharmacy in Sabrina’s car. Cassie rode with Bobby and Jonathan followed them. We secured a limousine quickly as there was not much call for them before noon on a Monday. The Black Tie Transportation agent said a stretch Hummer limo would pick us up in twenty minutes. That gave us enough time to walk a block to the Rowaneck Florist and pick up corsages and boutonnieres. 



The florist, who was the son of the man who had struck William Jr. forty years before, recognized me as a Gallagher and blushed. I said, “It was forty years ago.” He responded: 



“My father never forgave himself.” 



“My parents did. My brother did. It’s his turn, now.” The florist smiled gratefully, nodded, and then turned his attention to our flowers. 



“Just give us what’s made,” said Cassie. “You have fifteen minutes.” The fella fussed a bit and Cassie got to work for him, quickly examining what he had in stock and ready and saying, “I’m taking the purple orchid wrist corsage. Sabrina, you OK with white roses?” 

She nodded. “Jonathan and Bobby’ll have the red roses and Christian…” she looked 88 



around, spotted a bouquet of red and orange flowers I couldn’t identify and said, 

“Christian’ll take that.” 



The florist gathered up our order quickly. Sabrina put on her corsage and pinned Bobby’s rose to his lapel. Cassie took care of Jonathan. I held my bouquet and admired my image in one of the shop’s mirrors. Cassie said, “How much?” and the florist replied: 



“They were displays and they’re wilting.” They weren’t wilting, but they hadn’t just been picked, either. “How about you pose for a photo I can hang behind the counter?” 



“Really?” Cassie said. 



“Oh, yes,” answered the florist. “You’re all famous and you look great.” We were famous, except for Bobby, I guess, but he was nevertheless well known in Rowaneck thanks to his decades-long teaching career. We all agreed. The florist produced a digital camera and looked around the shop for a place for us to pose. Bobby checked the time on a wall clock and: 



“The limo should be here. The driver’s going to think we made a crank call if we’re not there.” This gave me, Sabrina and Cassie the same idea. Sabrina said, first: 



“Let’s pose around it.” I did one better and said: 



“Let’s pose on it. In front of the shop. We’ll all sit on the roof.” 



“Will it hold us?” Jonathan, who had never been in a Hummer, asked. 



“Hell yeah,” I said, having spent the prior summer zooming around in one. He and Bobby left to fetch the limo. While they were gone the florist, the girls and I stepped out of the shop and regarded the current florist van. in the parking space immediately in front of it. 

Before I could tell the owner to move it, he fetched his keys, climbed in and started the engine. Sabrina and Cassie looked at the traffic on busy Rowaneck Avenue and the former said: 



“It’s going to be hard getting a good shot.” Cassie agreed. 



“He’d have to stand across the street to avoid getting hit.” They looked at each other, then at me as I flipped open my cell and hit 411. I said to the operator: 



“I need the Rowaneck Police Department, please.” Fifteen minutes later the Hummer limo was parked in front of the Rowaneck Florist and my four companions and I were sitting on its roof. In front of us, having stopped southbound traffic with his police car and four orange cones, stood Victor van den Bosch. Between us the very excited florist, who was joined by the retired parents with whom he lived in a small house in the unincorporated part of town, took dozens and dozens of shots of us. People honked and got annoyed but none of us cared, least of all Victor, whom we insisted on joining us for 89 



one of the pics. After that was taken, the florist handed the police chief his camera and dragged his reluctant parents in front of us for a final pic. 



The photo session over, Victor removed the cones and said, “I gotta run. I’m late for Career Day.” 



“We’ll see you there,” I said. He took off in his Crown Victoria as my friends and I said hellos and goodbyes to the florist and his folks. “Don’t worry about it,” I said to the man who had hit William Jr. He said: 



“Your father called me to say your brother forgave me…” I knew he would! “But your brother never did. I suppose I didn’t expect him to. He was a boy.” 



“Hold on,” I said to the man and then dialed my brother. 



“Christian?” William Jr. answered. 



“I’m here with the retired Rowaneck florist who hit you with his van forty years ago. I’m going to hand him the phone so you can tell him that you forgave him.” 



“OK,” my brother said without surprise, as nothing I said or did ever surprised him. I handed the guy my cell and turned my attention to the rest of the wedding party. “In the car,” I said. “I’ll explain on the way to the school.” When I turned back around, the former florist was crying a little. 



“Thank you,” he said to William Jr. “Thank you very much.” He looked at me, smiled with sincere gratitude and relief, and handed the phone back to me. “Thank you, too.” 



“You’re welcome,” I said. Then I shook his hand, hugged his wife, and gave his son Linden’s e-mail address. “Please send me all the pics.” He said he would. Then I joined the others in the limo and we drove away. 



A moment after I described the accident where the florist hit William Jr. Cassie felt her phone vibrate. She looked at it and said, “Oh, my. I have six messages.” She hit a few buttons and said, “From the principal.” 



“You’re in trouble,” Bobby said. Rather than check her messages, Cassie called the principal, a Mr. Deeds, whom I didn’t know. “He’s OK,” Bobby said. “He’s from Albany.” I couldn’t have been less interested. Cassie said: 



“Yes, this is Cassandra Frankel, may I speak to Mr. Deeds, please?” She listened. 

“Eleven-thirty?” She listened again. “I’m sure I would never have agreed to speak at so early an hour.“ More listening. “Well, tell V-Bosch…Chief van den Bosch, he’s going to have to go on before me.” Cassie looked at us gravely as Mr. Deeds’ secretary carried on at the other end. “So then there’s lunch and afternoon classes resume?” The rest of us looked at each other, our Career Day plans ruined. Cassie wasn’t having that. She was a 90 



Broadway diva, for goodness’ sake. “Please tell Mr. Deeds that after lunch, the junior class needs to return to the auditorium for the second half.” The secretary, whom I couldn’t understand, but whose tone I determined was as frustrated and indignant, said a bunch of stuff as Cassie held the phone away from her ear and nodded her head wearily. 

Then she said, “Look Madam. Please tell Mr. Deeds that my presentation alone should be enough to extend Career Day into the afternoon, but that I’ve brought with me best-selling author Jonathan Tanner, world famous artist Sabrina Landon, notorious Madam, murderer and Lillian Langford Best Boy Dancer 1977 and ‘78 Christian Gallagher and Bobby ‘Hot Ass’ O’Day.” The secretary was shouting now. The poor thing was no match for Cassie, who screamed, “JUST FUCKING TELL HIM!” She hung up, looked at the four of us and said, all Larchmont Ladies Association, “We’re going to have lunch first.” 

We all smiled and Jonathan asked: 



“Where?” to which I replied: 



“The cafeteria, of course.” 



“We need to get supplies,” Cassie advised us, and then asked the driver to find the closest liquor store. Twenty minutes later we had a pack of cigarettes, gum, a six-pack of diet cola and five twelve-ounce bottles: rum, vodka, gin, whiskey and tequila. 



A few minutes later the Hummer limo pulled up to the front of Rowaneck High School, a standard three-story brick job with columns, a clock tower, and enormous old energy-inefficient windows. Though the entire senior class had gone to Jones Beach or some other place, there were still roughly three hundred students buzzing around on their way to lunch. The driver parked in front of the entrance and opened the rear passenger side door. Those students, faculty and administration whose attention hadn’t already been captured by the kick-ass vehicle stared at us as we exited the limo in this order: Cassie, Sabrina, Jonathan, Bobby and, holding my bouquet of orange and red unidentifiable flowers, me. Jonathan tipped the driver and asked him to return at three p.m. The fella tipped his chauffer hat and said he would see us then. 



Rather than enter the building and go to the cafeteria where we would be forced to watch students consume bagged lunches and dry pizza, the five of us sat our asses on the front stairs, lit up five cigarettes, and drank our hard liquor out of bottles wrapped in paper bags. Three minutes into our lunch, Jonathan finished his first cigarette, took a hearty swig of rum, sighed and said, “This is nice.” We agreed and Sabrina held up her paper bag-covered bottle of vodka and said: 



“To Mr. Deeds.” The rest of us raised our bottles and Bobby said: 



“And his secretary. Mrs. Flores, whom I never liked.” We drank to both of them and then, wouldn’t you know it, they both appeared. Deeds was in his mid-fifties, tubby, bald and had a face full of burst capillaries that suggested he drank at lunch also. Flores appeared to be the same age and weight. Her face might also have been full of burst capillaries, but we couldn’t tell for all her makeup. She might also be bald but we 91 



couldn’t tell for an enormous synthetic wig of blonde curls. 



They were both super annoyed. 



“You’re drinking on school property, Miss Frankel,” the principal barked. 



“So what’s new?” she said to us. 



“And smoking, too,” barked Mrs. Flores, whose eyes found Bobby. “Mr. O’Day, what an example you are.” 



“Sorry,” he said, flicking his cigarette and taking a final shot of rum before capping the bottle and sticking it in his jacket. Flores gasped at his cheek and looked at Deeds, silently ordering him to do something. He said: 



“Look, I’m very grateful you’re here,” the principal began, surveyed our little group, and then paused as if rethinking his gratitude. “I am,” he decided, “but I can’t have you smoking and drinking out here with such impunity.” 



“I’m sorry,” Cassie said, “We’ll find a bathroom and finish our lunch there.” The rest of us chuckled as our liquors hit us. This made Deeds too flustered to continue, so Flores took up the reins. 



“I don’t care how famous you are.” She finally realized what we were wearing and added, “And well dressed. But you can’t smoke and drink like this in front of the children. We’ve extended Career Day into the afternoon for you, but you must dispose of those cigarettes and that liquor right away.” 



“You’re right,” I said, holding up my Scotch for a final toast. “To…” we had already toasted Deeds and his secretary, and I couldn’t think of who else warranted one. Bobby said: 



“Erin Fleming, for bringing us all together.” 



“And hooking us up with these great outfits,” Cassie added. We took final shots and then I poured the rest of my Scotch onto the concrete stairs in front of me. The others followed my lead. Deeds grimaced and Flores gasped harder. Sabrina, Cassie and I put out our cigarettes on the stairs, the butts in our bags and offered them to Flores to throw away. 

She got so mad I thought her makeup would melt. 



“The trash can is over there,” she said through clenched teeth. 



“Easy Juanita,” said Bobby, who was really feeling it, “you don’t want your hair to catch fire…again.” 



“Oooo,” I said, “getting up and extending a hand to him, “I want to hear about that.” 
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Jonathan stood, shakily, and helped Cassie and Sabrina up. Then he led us to the trashcan next to the farthest of the building’s three front doors and four of us deposited our bottles into it. Bringing up the rear, Bobby said to Deeds: 



“Don’t we have recycling?” Flores snapped: 



“You don’t have anything!” I looked hard at Bobby, whose face fell so hard I was surprised it didn’t smack the concrete. Though I knew the secretary meant he was no longer part of the faculty, her remark reminded the retired teacher that he was destitute. 

Cassie asked: 



“What’s the call time?” Deeds answered: 



“You have fifteen minutes.” Sabrina whispered something to Cassie and she asked: 



“Can you get a website on an overhead?” 



“It depends what kind,” Flores answered, glaring at me. 



“www…” I began, prepared to give the Bitch Bus web address, but Jonathan kicked me, harder than I think he would have had he not been drunk because, as drunk as I was, it really hurt. Sabrina gave her gallery address instead. Flores nodded. Deeds said: 



“Please be on time,” turned and opened the middle door. Flores said: 



“And be sober, too,” turned and walked through the middle door, which the principal held open for her. Deeds shot us a final, disappointed look before he followed his secretary into the building. The door wasn’t shut for two seconds behind them when I stuck five fresh cigarettes in my mouth and lit them all at once. Sabrina said: 



“It’s fun to misbehave.” At once, Cassie and I replied: 



“It sure is.” I distributed the cigs and we killed the fifteen minutes walking around the outside of the building, through the regular and faculty parking lot, past the bike rack and around the back. There we found the handful of Rowaneck greasers that found their way into every class smoking by the never-used football field’s closer goal post. I threw them the half-smoked pack of cigs. We finished our own and I led the butt flicking, our five still-lit cigs falling on the field’s track. “One of the runners’ll put ‘em out for us,” I assured the others. While Rowaneck High wasn’t large enough to support its own football team, it’s track team was very popular and successful. Whatever. 



Bobby opened the door to the gym and we went inside. A dozen students were finishing a game of basketball as the lunch period drew to a close. The five of us walked right through it, dressed to the nines, exhaling our last lungfulls of smoke, our shoes scuffing the floor terribly. The players and their spectating friends stopped playing and spectating and watched us, first in silence, then whistling and shouting a bump and grind tune. In a 93 



single file, led by me, of course, the five of strutted across the last half of the gym. When I reached the door that led into the hallway across which was the auditorium, I turned and blew a kiss to our admirers before walking through. Cassie, Sabrina, Jonathan and Bobby did, too. 



We crossed the hall and entered the auditorium, walking normally again. I held the door open for my posse. I continued to hold it open for some of the basketball players, greasers and others who happened to be juniors. “Hi there,” I said to one very tall muscular eleventh grader. “Oooo, when do you turn eighteen?” I asked a hot burnout bad boy. 

Bobby doubled back to the door, grabbed me by the lapel and dragged me inside, saying: 



“You’re going to get arrested.” 



“It won’t be the first time.” 
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Chapter 7: 

Monday afternoon 




About eighty students took up the third through fifth or sixth rows of the center section of the auditorium. Rowaneck students were trained to sit close to the stage for class-specific events, rather than scattered around and in the small balcony. Flores and other adults: teachers, administrators, school board members, Victor van den Bosch and a couple of other Career Day participants filled the first two rows. Though the police chief had given his talk, Victor wanted to see ours, and I didn’t blame him. Flores got our attention and indicated five empty seats next to her. We ignored her and ascended the stage where Deeds stood, prepared to introduce us. At the far end of the stage a student sat at a small table that held a laptop. 



Sabrina, the most sober of us, approached Deeds with her hand extended. “Principal Deeds,” she said, as gracious as she was beautiful, “I am so grateful you’ve extended the Career Day event to accommodate my friends and me.” She was so charming and lovely he actually glowed and likely forgave her earlier behavior. 



“Nonsense,” he said, “It is we who are grateful that RHS graduates as accomplished as yourselves have agreed to speak to our juniors.” He indicated the eighty or eighty-five students. 



“Is this it?” I asked no one in particular. No one answered, so I continued, addressing the students specifically. “All right, how many of your classmates joined the seniors for their cut day?” There was some laughter, a few shouted nonsense answers and some applause. 

Deeds smiled at me, though he wasn’t happy. Sabrina regained control of things by saying: 



“I have to tell you, Mr. Deeds, I only went to RHS for ninth and tenth grades. I’m not an official alumnus.” 



“Well, that’s OK with us,” he said. “Isn’t it?” he asked everyone else. Students and adults responded with clapping and a few more shouted nonsense answers, though someone began whistling lewdly. Flores wasn’t having that. She shot to her feet and turned around so quickly I thought she would lose her wig and perhaps break her own spine. The students got real quiet and she sat back down, slowly. 



“Would you like to begin?” Deeds asked Sabrina. She nodded and he said to the assembly, “Ladies, gentlemen, children,” scattered moans, “I give you Rowaneck High School honorary alumnus and noted artist, Sabrina Landon.” Everyone applauded and the guy, or girl, who whistled a moment before did so again. Flores would have turned around again were she not trying to get the rest of our attentions, indicating the empty chairs she had saved for us. The four of us saw her and ignored her, sitting on the edge of the stage on the opposite side as the kid with the laptop. As a screen descended from the ceiling behind her, Sabrina addressed her audience. 



“Thank you, Mr. Deeds, for your kind introduction. My name is Sabrina Landon, and 95 



while I am an artist, I wouldn’t go so far as to say I am of note. I am also an art teacher at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, where I have lived for nearly ten years.” 

Sabrina went on, describing her education at RHS, in Paris, and at art schools in New York and Boston. Then she asked the student with the laptop to bring up her website. It was nicely done: simple and elegant, with minimal copy and only a small full body shot of the ageless beauty. The site was all about the art. Indeed, the bio said less about Sabrina than she told the group. It could have been filled with breathtaking images of her, as a girl, during her modeling years, and since, but it was all about the art. The student clicked on “gallery,” a page that featured over fifty thumbnail images of Sabrina’s work. 

He clicked on “slide show,” and the images came up, one at a time, for five seconds each. 

They were all, of course, images of mothers and daughters, most of them blonde, most of the mothers as adults and most of the daughters as children. After the first ten, which included a woman bathing her newborn, teaching her how to walk, brushing her hair, playing dolls together, etc., Sabrina said, “If you haven’t figured it out yet, the theme of most of my work is mothers and daughters. I enjoy working in charcoal, oil and water color, though I’m not usually satisfied with my water colors. Nearly all my work is two-dimensional and on canvas, though on occasion I’ll experiment with different materials, mostly wood, on which I’ll paste items I find, at thrift stores and garage sales, in the trash, in my closet, which sometimes is the same as trash,” she smiled and a few people chuckled. “Each piece is unique, though I have made reprints of the more popular images.” The student clicked on “purchase.” Sabrina continued, awkwardly, “Everything on the site is available for purchase as an original or print. It’s indicated on the specific image. But I’m not here to sell you anything I’m here to tell you about painting, and teaching, as a career.” 



Sabrina went on for another fifteen minutes. Her presentation was tight, thorough and nicely-paced. Of course, she was so beautiful, in her satin dress or a plastic garbage bag, she could have stood on that stage picking her nose and received applause. She got plenty of it when she finished. And more than one whistle. When it finished Mr. Deeds approached her  and asked if anyone had questions. Several students asked about her education, what art schools cost, and stuff like that. One fella, the burnout bad boy greaser whose age I had asked, asked her what she was doing after school. His inquiry generated laughter and a scowl from Flores. Sabrina smiled and nodded for the compliment but didn’t answer. “Thank you,” she said, nodding again and then joining the rest of us on the far edge of the stage. 



Deeds looked at us and Cassie held up her hand, indicating she was next. He introduced her as “Miss Cassandra Frankel, star of stage and screen,” and then listed the shows she had been in at RHS. Cassie approached him and gave him a hug. 



“You’ve saved me the trouble of listing my high school stage credits, Mr. Deeds.” She glanced at Flores and continued, “either you or your very sweet assistant did your homework.” Flores beamed with pride at being acknowledged. Deeds looked at the student at the laptop and nodded. He brought up Cassandra Frankel’s Internet Movie Database page, which featured her headshot and a list of her movie and TV credits. 

Cassie wasn’t expecting this and said, “Yes, I’ve done some film and television. Though 96 



not steady work.” She indicated her face, thus explaining she didn’t work in movies much because she was ugly. Silently put, it was still hard to hear. “I’m glad to get TV roles. It’s easy and lucrative. Of course, nearly everything is easy next to doing a two hour one-woman cabaret show six times a week. And touring…UGH!” 



Cassie gave what appeared to be an off-the-cuff presentation that she may or may not have prepared. I suppose after touring in a one-woman cabaret show, standing in front of a hundred people and talking about touring in a show is easy. She repeated her Rowaneck High School musical credits in order to share some funny anecdotes about performing on the same stage as a ninth grader exactly thirty years before. She could have been pissy about her face relegating her to second female leads when her first soprano screamed first. She didn’t. She was positive throughout, the only reference to her limiting looks made early. 



Cassie spoke mostly of her stage work, though she did chat about this film role and that TV appearance. One of the students raised his hand and said, “I’m going through my 

‘Law & Order’ period. Were you that attorney in season three? The one who defended the child killer?” 



“Yes,” Cassie said and tried to remember her character’s name. “Diane…” 



“Yeah, Diane,” said the boy. “You were cold…” 



“Yes, I was. Diane appears again in season eight, and twelve. Twice in twelve, I think. Or thirteen. I think I played her six times altogether.” She looked behind her at the imdb page. It only indicated five. “They’re missing one. I was also on ‘Law & Order SVU’ and 

‘Criminal Intent.’” The laptop student scrolled through her page and found the “SVU” 

but not the “Criminal Intent.” “Hmmm,” she said. “I’ll have to get with…whoever does this page and update it.” She looked back at the assembly and added, “Or not.” She smiled and continued, “The fact is, I like TV. I’d do a series if I had the opportunity, but mostly for the money. I’ve appeared in a couple of sitcom pilots, as the wise-cracking friend or coworker. Neither of them got picked up, or even broadcast. I like TV and when I get older and my body and voice can’t take the grind, I’ll pursue it harder. But right now, I’m all about the stage. I like to sing and do comedy in front of a live audience. It gives me the most pleasure. I’ll do it as long as I can.” Then she hesitated, looked frightened and said, as if she just remembered she had cancer and might not survive the year, “I’ll do it as long as I live.” I looked from her to the audience and noticed the students and faculty giving each other concerned looks. I opened my mouth to suggest a song, but Jonathan spoke first, suggesting the same. Cassie snapped out of it and said, brightly but humbly: 



“But I have no accompanist.” The computer student said: 



“What do you want to sing?” and went to a site where you could stick in a song title and key and a piano would play the music. She looked at him and behind her at the website that appeared on the screen and said: 
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“Why this is unexpected. And delightful. I had no idea…” The student said, again: 



“What do you want to sing?” 



“Well, I don’t know,” Cassie said. “What do you want me to sing?” Adults and students shouted suggestions that included “Adelaide’s Lament,” from “Guys & Dolls,” and “Turn Back, Oh Man,” from “Godspell.” and “I’m Just A Girl Who Can’t Say No,” from 

“Carousel.” I thought, no way is she singing some alto comedy number. I shouted, above everyone: 



“’Look To The Rainbow,’ from ‘Finnean’s Rainbow.’” Cassie looked at me with eyes so excited and grateful they appeared twice their size. 



“’Look To The Rainbow’ it is,” she said. The student found it quickly and she indicated a key. As the intro played over the loudspeakers, he got up and brought her a microphone. 

She thanked him and began singing. 



I suggested the song because I heard legendary Broadway star and soprano Barbara Cook sing it on a PBS special years before. She sang it so beautifully. I knew Cassie would, too, and she did. As beautifully. Perhaps more so because the opportunity to demonstrate her first soprano was so rare. 



Cassie sang and everyone listened, and when she was finished everyone stood up and clapped for her. 



Then it was Jonathan’s turn, and things started to go badly. Mr. Deeds introduced Jonathan Tanner as an RHS Class of ‘84 star. “He played lacrosse and baseball. He held student government office his sophomore year. His GPA put him in the top ten percent of his class all four years. He volunteered for the Key Club—” 



“OK,” Jonathan interrupted Principal Deeds. “I appreciate it, sir. I stayed busy, but nothing I did in high school was what I wanted to do as a career. That is, writing.” Mr. 

Deeds took his seat as Jonathan described his interest in books, citing the favorite novels he was assigned to read while at RHS. “’The Once and Future King,’ everything by Kurt Vonnegut, ‘To Kill a Mockingbird,’ of course.” He thanked his English teachers, none of whom still taught at Rowaneck, for introducing him to books he might not otherwise have read. “With all the studying and sports, and dating, I didn’t have as much time as I wanted to read. Not in my teens. I was grateful to have been assigned the books I was, because even if I didn’t enjoy them personally, I learned from them.” Our boy was off to a good start. It continued OK as he talked about studying economics at Tufts. “I did well there. I enjoyed my major, but always made sure I had one English class each semester, to keep me reading.” He was still OK as he talked about entering the publishing industry, in sales & marketing. “I did OK putting together campaigns for books, some fiction, some non and some technical…textbooks and such. But all the time I wanted to write.” 

He brought up his grandfather, and his years riding the rails and living off the land after 98 



the Second World War. “I lost Grandpa in 1998. I lost him and his stories. A short time after his death I began putting them down on paper. I wrote as much as I could remember, and then researched the rest. I took a sabbatical from work and spent a year creating Denny Marr, the main character in ‘Riding the Rails.’” Then, before Jonathan could describe the book any further, one of the female students stood up and said: 



“You know, your brother and sister ruined my family, and I want to know what you knew about them and how much you were involved.” Mr. Deeds, bless his heart, anticipated something like this as Jonathan’s siblings were more famous than he was, and their scheme had bankrupted more than one Rowaneck resident. He stood and said: 



“Cynthia…” Cynthia anticipated being discouraged, ignored him and said: 



“We lost our house. My college money. My mother had to go to work. We live in an apartment. An apartment above the pharmacy!” I deliberately didn’t look at Victor. “Do you know how humiliating that is? I begged my parents to move out of town so people wouldn’t know we were poor, but they wanted me to finish here. So I am. I lost my car. I can’t afford a phone. I have to get a job. I have to get a summer job. Can you imagine?” 



“Cynthia, please. Mr. Tanner is here to speak about writing. He was not involved—” 



“The fuck he wasn’t!” Cynthia spat. “I know where he lives in Rye. I drove by his house. 

You don’t live like that selling books.” Cassie opened her mouth to say something, but I touched her arm, suggesting she not. Sabrina was quiet and Bobby was, too, though he was watching Cynthia very hard. The girl continued railing against Jonathan and his family, speaking for more than one student and, likely, more than one teacher and board member. Had she not I think others would have joined Mr. Deeds in trying to calm her down. No one discouraged her. Instead, everyone looked at Jonathan Tanner, waiting for him to respond. 



He didn’t. Everyone but angry Cynthia was totally quiet, and Jonathan was still quieter. 

His face maintained a generally neutral expression, but his eyes were enormously sad. He watched Cynthia with them. He looked at her throughout her diatribe. He said nothing as she raged and he said nothing when she said, “What do you have to say???” Finally, Mrs. 

Flores approached Cynthia, took her by the elbow and led her out of the auditorium. 



I wondered if Mrs. Flores had invested with Teddy and Connie. I think she must have, or she would have shut Cynthia down sooner. 



Jonathan walked past us, heading toward the auditorium’s side door. Sabrina stood up and stopped him. She guided him back to the edge of the stage where they sat down next to Cassie. Both women looked at the audience, gently defying someone to say another word against their friend. 



Mr. Deeds ascended the stage again, apologizing for Cynthia and thanking Jonathan. No one clapped. He looked at me and Bobby and I looked at Bobby and said, “You talkin’?” 
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He just shook his head, defeated. I wasn’t having that and decided to give him a jump by grabbing his head with both hands and planting a big fat, albeit dry, kiss on his sexy mouth. 



That snapped him, and everyone else, out of the Teddy and Connie Tanner investment fraud awkwardness. I stood up to some whistling and shouts of “Kiss me, toos.” I ignored them and said to the laptop student, “www.superiormutts.com.” 



Now, I really planned to speak only about Superior Mutts and the refuge in Lady Lake. 

To my credit, I did, for a whole five minutes. It wasn’t my fault that some milquetoast-looking kid turned out to be a loud, troublemaking asshole. His name was Dan, and seconds after I lied to the audience about having been tipped off to the goings-on in Lady Lake the morning after Hurricane Harriett, he raised his hand and said, without my having called on him, “Didn’t you run a whorehouse and kill a bunch of people?” Well, I wasn’t going to deny it, and I wasn’t going to confirm it, so I said: 



“They’ll be an opportunity for questions after my presentation.” I thought, stupidly, that would put him off. 



“Should you even be making a presentation?” Dan asked. “You own a bunch of gay sex clubs all over the country and you were busted in Florida for pimping.” There were some grumblings, both positive and negative, from the rest of the audience. I looked at Flores, wondering what she would do and discovered, not to my surprise, that she did nothing. 

Nothing, that is, but smirk faintly. Mr. Deeds’ expression indicated he was torn between shutting Dan up and shutting me up. As he was working that out, Dan continued, “You made that coven at that school with your students. You dressed up in wacky black clothes and had witches’ rituals.” 



“Now, that’s not true,” I corrected him, “about the rituals.” To the group I said, “The outfits were totally cool, though. Indeed, the staff at Superior Mutts Cleveland had knock-offs made for when they…” I nearly revealed their vigilantism, “worked.” 



“You and your students killed that sheriff, didn’t you?” 



“Sheriff Butcher?” I said. “Not yet!” I laughed and the rest of the wedding party did, too. 

How disappointed they would have been had my talk not collapsed as it had. I was glad not to have let them down. I stole a glance at Victor, and while his face held no expression, his eyes were twinkling. 



“And the drag queen who showed up to your trial. That was Fiona Hanson, wasn’t it?” It was in my Coven profile, so I wasn’t surprised he brought it up. Still, I feigned shock and said: 



“You’re lucky that old barracuda’s dead or she would have…would have…” 



“What?” Dan asked, defiantly. 
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“Done this,” I snapped, taking off my rented shoe and throwing it at him. I missed totally and wound up hitting the burnout hottie. Actually, he caught it. Deeds got up and so did Victor. Before either of them could speak, though, Dan stood up and shouted: 



“Nice. You’re going to kill me with your shoe. Is that how you killed the dude who ran over your sister?” 



The party was over. 



“Don’t you dare speak of my sister, you cunt,” I snarled at him. 



“What are you going to do?” he taunted, “Miss me with your other shoe?” 



“Now boys,” Deeds said. 



“Dan, Christian,” said Victor. Scattered students began chanting: 



“Fight, fight, fight…” I ignored them and said, though few could hear me over the chant: 



“I’m going to do this.” I turned around took four steps toward the rear of the stage, turned back around, ran as fast as I could to its edge, and launched myself at the seventeen year-old. 



My aim was better that time. 



The force of my body knocked him back into his seat and, I later learned, gave him whiplash. He might have broken his back or snapped his neck had the fellas on either side of him not stood up and attempted to catch me as my one hundred-fifty pounds rocketed into him. The little bastards also tore me off of him, preventing me from raining only three or four punches on his nondescript face. Victor climbed over two rows to join the fray. Deeds stood up and mumbled useless instructions at everyone. The other adults and all the students also got to their feet, shouting, chanting, calling for order, screaming for help, etc. My friends helped each other up and stood watching the melee from the stage. 

Then, mildly drunk and totally pissed off Cassie Frankel kicked off her shoes, and took a running leap into the mosh pit. She would have surprised the students toward whom she aimed herself had she not hit the most powerful Verdi-Viking, glass-shattering note that ever…shattered glass. They heard her coming and all but caught her. She burst into grand peals of laughter as she rolled around in their arms. The students, having gotten total kicks out of my leap and Cassie’s dive encouraged the other three wedding clad visitors to jump, too; this, as Victor dragged me out of the row into an aisle. He tripped over the last seat, causing both of us to fall onto the narrow red carpet. We lay there next to each other, laughing as Jonathan Tanner threw himself into the crowd of students. Five teachers, one board member and one parent remained standing at the seats they had occupied during the presentation. The rest of the adults fled their rows and, some, the auditorium. Deeds stood in the aisle sweating and shouting nonsense no one could hear or 101 



understand. 



Mrs. Flores, terrified someone would get hurt and the school would be sued, maintained her post with her arms up, so she could catch or, at least, soften the landing of Bobby O’Day, who, bless his heart, threw his hot sixty-eight year-old body right at her. 



Sabrina Landon, who had a host of issues but none that ever involved smoking on school grounds, public intoxication and leaping off stages into the arms of eager high school juniors, brought up the rear. 



Victor and I missed Jonathan, as we were falling into the aisle when he hurled himself through the air. We sat up in time to enjoy watching Bobby tackle Flores and Sabrina fly like a gorgeous satin-clad angel into the happy arms of dozens of students, among them horny boys who thought she was the mother of all MILFs, though her only children were the imaginary ones she painted. 



Bobby pulled himself off the angry secretary and the handful of other adults who caught him. As he climbed off of Flores, he deliberately pulled off her wig, just to be mean. He told me later as he stood next to Mr. Deeds, brushing himself off, he said, “Your assistant touched me inappropriately and I want her disciplined.” The principal, who was an incoherent mess by then, was unable to respond. 



Jonathan got to his feet hooting, hollering and high-fiving everyone around him as though he had just scored the winning point in some high school game of…something. He approached Victor and me as we got to our feet and gave us both triumphant bear hugs, like we were his teammates. It was cool and made me wish, for less than one second, I had gone out for high school sports. 



The handful of boys and girls who caught Cassie carried her out of the rows on their shoulders. She blew kisses to us, Flores and Deeds, and everyone else before the kids deposited her next to me and Jonathan. She hugged them all and thanked them for catching her. 



Sabrina, the beautiful and angelic forty-three year old finale of our performance art, lay on her back in the strong, steady arms of her admirers, being shuffled around among four or five dozen students as if she were a saint or goddess being worshiped. A full, long minute after Cassie landed, Sabrina’s devotees deposited her gently among us. She opened her mouth to comment on the thrill she had just enjoyed, but was cut off by the sound of a fire alarm. Victor said, “You folks better get Mr. O’Day over there and hit the road before there’s trouble.” Cassie burst into fresh laughter and said: 



“Like there hasn’t been any so far?” Victor cracked a smile, in spite of himself, and said:  



“Git!” I was prepared to run. Ditto Sabrina and Cassie. Jonathan, however, said: 



“Fuck that, you need to arrest us!” I looked at him, hard, and wondered for what our guilt 102 



ridden friend wanted to be arrested. Before Victor could respond, Bobby O’Day ran up to us and said: 



“We gotta get out of here. Flores is screaming for the police.” 



“I am the police,” Victor reminded him. “Now hit the road before I get the paddy wagon.” Jonathan wasn’t having that. He got up into the police chief’s face and said 



“You fucking better arrest me, V-Bosch!” I grabbed Jonathan’s left arm and Bobby, his right, and the girls helped us hustle him down the aisle and out the back of the auditorium. We ran through hallways crowded with students excited by the fire alarm and by what they were hearing had gone on at the afternoon presentations. We got a range of looks from all of them as they saw the five of us in our wrinkled and, in my case, torn finery. Cassie and Sabrina were without shoes and I wore just one. Oh, and then there was my bloody nose and lip. 



Outside the front of the building the students swarmed around the Hummer limo, whose driver stayed busy keeping them from touching or coming near it. We gave him a hand as all five of us pushed excited freshman, sophomores and juniors away from the vehicle. 

Some pushed back and Jonathan had to clock a couple of them, or maybe he didn’t have to but just wanted to. Cassie saw him lay two down, thought it looked fun, and punched one of her own. Sabrina kicked two boys in the nuts and one girl in her cooch. To his disappointment, no one bothered senior citizen Bobby O’Day, in spite of his baiting them. I only had to look at excited, disruptive students. my gorgeous green eyes framed by blood and bruises, to send them packing. 



Eventually, we all got in the limo and the driver drove through a mass of students that reformed around the Hummer as it moved slowly down the front drive. “Please ignore them,” he said, more afraid of us, I think. “We’re insured.” 



“No problem,” I said casually, and then realized I was missing part of a front tooth. 

“Fuck!” I shouted, and then smiled at the others. 



“Oh, Christian,” Sabrina said, shaking her head. 



“I hope you’re insured, too,” Cassie said, laughing. 



“You need to take care of those teeth,” Bobby said, displaying his own, very well kept smile. 



“Let’s go back and bust theirs,” Jonathan said, looking out the rear window as we pulled onto Rowaneck Avenue. 



“Where to?” asked the driver. 



“Jail,” I said. 
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“Really?” Cassie asked. 



“In for a penny,” Sabrina said. 



“Yes!” Jonathan shouted. 



“I wonder how this will affect my pension?” Bobby…wondered. 



“I’ve got that covered,” I said to him. He looked at me curiously and I added, “I’ll explain later.” 



“Do you really want me to take you to the police station?” the driver asked. 



“If you want a fifty dollar tip,” I said, steadily. He floored it. 



Twenty minutes later the driver waved goodbye and thanks to us as we walked up the stone front stairs of the Rowaneck municipal building. Bobby held the large wooden door for us and we stepped onto the cold marble floor. “Oooo,” Cassie said. “I wish I had brought my shoes with me.” 



“Don’t worry,” I told her. “I’m sure they’ll issue jail shoes.” Then I laughed at the term 

“jail shoes.” The others did, too. We walked to our right and Jonathan held open the door that led into the police station. It was a big open space with a small waiting area in front of a high front desk. An elderly receptionist, whose name I didn’t know but whom I recall from years of enduring mass, recognized me and said: 



“I thought we’d seen the last of you Gallaghers,” to which I responded: 



“And I thought you’d have died of old age twenty years ago,” I looked at her name tag, 

“Mrs. Worthington.” She pursed her lips and said: 



“If your mother were alive…” to which I responded: 



“She would have smacked you for insulting her children, now to whom can we turn ourselves in?” Mrs. Worthington looked at all of us and asked: 



“For what? Causing a car accident?” 



“Assaulting a minor,” I said. 



“Assaulting a minor,” Cassie said, and then added, “and fondling a couple of them, too.” 



“I punched two kids!” Jonathan boasted. 



“I kicked three,” Sabrina said, “and I drank on school grounds. And smoked. Cigarettes, 104 



only, but that’s still against the rules.” She was so adorable. 



“I assaulted Mrs. Flores,” Bobby said, and gave old Mrs. Worthington a sexy, seventies-hottie smile that was not wasted on her. “And then she ‘touched’ me. You know, on my rear end and…elsewhere.” Mrs. Worthington was all about that, and would have asked for more details had I not spat: 



“Book us, bitch.” 



“Why, you…” she began. Then she found herself, and then found a young officer. 



“I just got off the radio with the chief,” he said. “He told us to expect you.” I looked from him to Mrs. Worthington and said: 



“Well, thank goodness someone is demonstrating some competence!” She gasped and opened her mouth to respond, but Cassie cut her off, snapping: 



“Relax your dentures, honey. We’re done with you.” The five of us followed the young officer into the heart of the station, leaving Worthington at her desk, fuming and, hopefully, having a stroke. 



We went through the motions—fingerprints, photographs and the like—and then got put in adjacent cells: boys in one and girls in the other. Both contained toilets and sinks. A full wall separated them, apparently to give the separate sexes some privacy should we have to excrete. 



“So,” I said, loud enough for Cassie and Sabrina to hear. “Whom should we call?” 



“Duh,” Jonathan said. “Erin, of course!” We laughed at the obvious suggestion. Then Sabrina asked: 



“What should we tell her when she asks what you boys were doing at the school in the outfits she rented?” 



“And we ruined,” Bobby added. I said: 



“Firstly, Aunt Francy will clean and repair them. Have no doubt about that. We tell Erin we planned to do Career Day all along, but that we didn’t think she was up to joining us and spared her.” 



“What?” Cassie said. “That’s the dumbest thing I ever heard.” 



“Yeah,” said Jonathan, “and she’ll believe it.” 



“Oh yeah,” Bobby echoed. 
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“She’s so needy,” I began, “and she’ll be so thrilled at the drama of rescuing us she’d believe any excuse.” No one disagreed. 



We hung out for an hour and a half before Victor van den Bosch paid us a visit. We spent the time reviewing the entire day and the ninety minutes flew by. “Those seniors are going to be piiiiiiiissed they missed the big program,” Cassie said. 



“Oh, they’ll see it on the net,” said Jonathan. The rest of us didn’t know what he meant and said so. “Computer geek taped us. He started when that asshole kid started giving Christian shit.” 



“Cool!” Cassie shouted. 



“He’s probably uploading it now.” 



“He’s going to get suspended,” Bobby said, gravely. 



“Yeah, but it’ll be worth it,” Sabrina said with excitement. Victor entered the cell area and surveyed the day’s catch. 



“I see you’re all consumed with remorse and fear,” he said. 



“We sure are, V-Bosch,” said Cassie. 



“So how much trouble are we in, V-Bosch?” Jonathan asked. 



“I don’t know,” he said, taking a position between the cells so he could address all of us. 

“You seem to be running this arrest. How much trouble do you want to be in?” 



“The students we hit…the principal and the school board…you have to charge us with something.” Victor shook his head and said: 



“I’ve spent the last two hours with the principal and school board, and they asked me to forget it all happened.” Jonathan: 



“Why?” Bobby: 



“Because they’ll take heat for having had us in the first place.” It made sense, still, I said: 



“What about that kid, Dan? I’m sure I broke one of his teeth, too.” Victor shook his head and said: 



“Dan’s not talking, and neither are any of the other kids.” He smiled and added, “Not on the record. I’m sure they’re all calling and…texting each other right now.” We all agreed everyone in Rowaneck was, including the florist, his parents and Mrs. Haigney. “So, I’m going to let you all go, now.” 
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“Oh, don’t,” Sabrina said. Victor looked at her, incredulous, but only mildly. “Well would you please call Erin and tell her to come get us. She’ll be so disappointed if she hears about everything and wasn’t able to have some role in it.” The rest of us looked at Victor with pleading eyes; at least Bobby, Jonathan and I did, ‘cause I couldn’t see the girls’ faces. Victor sighed. 



“OK. I’ll call her now. But she’s just picking you up. You’re not going to be arraigned. 

They’ll be no bail or anything.” 



“You’re the best, V-Bosch,” Cassie said. 



“Yeah, V-Bosch,” I agreed. Jonathan began chanting: 



“V-Bosch, V-Bosch, V-Bosch…” and the rest of us joined him. 



“Whatever,” he said, and left us to call our newly-married, more newly-widowed hostess. 



Erin arrived thirty minutes later. Victor had released us from our cells and told us to wait outside. “That’s no fun,” I said. 



“I don’t care,” he replied. “I don’t want any drama going on in the station. You can tell her whatever you want outside.” 



We sat on the stone stairs in our now raggedy wedding clothing, tired from our adventure and having gotten drunk in the middle of the day. I wanted nothing more than to go to sleep. “What about your cars?” Cassie asked. 



“We’ll get ‘em tomorrow,” said Jonathan. “I just want a shower and a nap.” Erin pulled her luxury SUV up into a space in front of the building that was reserved for emergency personnel. She got out and ran to us, not even stopping to say hello before throwing herself into Bobby’s arms first, and then everyone else’s. 



“I heard what happened. Are you OK?” she said, hugging each of us. 



“Except for my chipped tooth, I’m good,” I said and then looked at the others. 



“Tired,” Bobby said. 



“And rattled,” said Sabrina. 



“Why didn’t you tell me you were going to Career Day?” Erin asked. At once, the five of us spouted differently-worded explanations of the excuse we had agreed to give her: We thought she would insist on also giving a presentation and we thought it was too soon after her husband’s death for that kind of stress. None of us was completely 

comprehensible, or the least believable, but she still bought it, saying, “You are the best. I 107 



appreciate you sparing me…” she looked at the group of us as a whole, waved her arms toward us and couldn’t think of an appropriate word. Jonathan suggested: 



“Violence.” 



“Yes,” she said. “I don’t think I could have handled more of it.” She got fake teary-eyed. 



Behind her, in the car, Claire Fleming rolled down her tinted window. She was screeching with laughter looking from us to her cell phone or whatever gadget she had on which she could see internet videos. 



“Oh my God, you guys are NUTS! Why didn’t you call me? This is GREAT!” She 

continued to laugh. “Oh, there goes Cassie…” more laughter, “Whoa, there goes Jonathan…” laughter, laughter, laughter, “Bobby, did you AIM for the old drag queen?” 

Jonathan said: 



“Let’s go, I wanna see that.” He bolted to the car and opened the front door. Claire went back so he could see his running dive into the audience. “SWEEEEEET!” The rest of us got in the car and Erin drove us back to her house. It was close to six p.m. but it may as well have been midnight. We all went to our rooms, undressed and took showers. Then we met back in the living room for a vegan casserole Aunt Francy made, and drinks. 

Jonathan took a second look at the video of our swan dives. Cassie checked it out, too, then had a crying fit, and then watched it again. Bobby, Sabrina and watched it several times and I e-mailed the link to everyone I knew. 



We gave Erin a brief description of our activities that day. She seemed disappointed and jealous at all the fun we had, especially posing in front of the florist. Ha, ha! Loser. 



“I wish I could have been in it,” she said. 



“Erin,” Cassie began, “how difficult would it have been for you to pose in your wedding dress two days after your wedding when your husband got bludgeoned to death that night?” Erin’s face told me she didn’t think it would be difficult at all, but she said, 

‘cause she had to: 



“Yes, it would have been very difficult.” 



Close to eight p.m. I was about to ask Claire if I could use her computer to get some addresses for visits I wanted to make the following day when the doorbell rang. Victor entered the living room. He was dressed casually in jeans and a polo. “I thought I’d check in and see how all of you are doing?” Erin made him a drink of straight Scotch and he sat down on a love seat by himself. Claire said: 



“The video’s got fifteen thousand hits already. And lots of comments.” 



“Any of them good?” I asked. She shook her head, but said: 
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“A lot of seniors wished they hadn’t missed it. Oh, and someone made a separate video and added a soundtrack.” 



“That I want to see,” I said. “Later.” Victor looked at my face. 



“You got it bad, Christian.” 



“It’s suffered worse.” I indicated my left cheekbone and said, “It’s fake. Plastic.” 



“Wow,” Victor said. Claire asked: 



“Was that when that guy threw your head into the glass at the club?” 



“No,” I began. “It was…” I nearly said it was when Reid Maitland struck me unconscious with a pistol. I was that tired. I rallied, though, and said, “a car accident.” I looked at everyone and everyone looked at me. “It was,” I assured them, even less believably. My eyes fell on Victor. His casual clothing made me wonder what his hours and, more specifically, his days off, were. I said to him, “Take a walk with me out back?” He nodded. Then I looked back at everyone, knowing they continued to look at me. “You can watch us from the window. We’re not going to touch each other.” Victor and I refilled our drinks and he followed me through the kitchen and out the back door. 



The evening was pleasant and the sound was calm and smelled good. We chose a bench and sat down, sipping our drinks and watching the water. “You’ve had quite a day, Christian,” Victor said. 



“I’ve had quite a week. All of us have.” 



“Do you know who killed Brendan Hickey?” he asked. 



“Yes,” I said. 



“Are you going to tell me?” 



“Yes, but not yet. I’ve got some stuff to do first. Then I will, before I go back to Florida.” 



“What do you have to do?” Victor asked. 



“I’m going back to the city tomorrow,” I said. “I want to visit Mother Teresa’s Soup Kitchen in the South Bronx.” 



“Where the teen club used to go?” 



“Yeah. Then I want to hit Catholic Teen Rescue in Manhattan, and maybe a doggie rescue if I can find one. I’ll check on Claire’s computer before I turn in.” 
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“Are you going tomorrow?” Victor asked. 



“Yes,” I said. “Wanna come?” I asked. 



“Yes,” he said, “I do. What time do you want to leave?” 



“Early. Eight?” 



“I’ll pick you up.” 



“Great.” We finished our drinks and went back inside. We could have visited more, but I was tired and so was he, and we would have plenty of time to chat the following day. 

After he left I asked Claire to locate a pet rescue in Manhattan for me. She came up with a lot and asked: 



“What breed?” I nearly said beagle, but then chose: 



“Pit.” She located one and printed out the address for me. “Thanks Kitten,” I said. I looked at her hard, and thought what other information I would reveal when I was ready to return to Orlando. 
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Chapter 8: 

Tuesday 




Victor picked me up at Erin’s at eight a.m. Tuesday. That morning Erin got up very early in order to hang out with me and the rest of us. When I went downstairs at six a.m. and saw her, I turned around and went back up to bed so I wouldn’t have to speak to her. I stayed in bed as long as I could reading some mystery I found lying around. I felt alone in the bed with no husband, babies or pups. I finally got up at seven forty-five, showered, and threw on khaki slacks and a polo. It wasn’t what I wore generally, but I wanted to look better than jeans and a t-shirt for the visits I would be making. 



I hit the kitchen to find Erin reading “The Wall Street Journal” and enjoying a bagel and scrambled eggs. Claire was on her way out to school. Before she left she said to me, “I can’t wait to enjoy the fallout from your…I don’t know what to call it!” 



“Neither do I,” I said. “Study hard.” I asked Erin, “Did we make the paper?” 



“The ‘Register’ comes in the afternoon,” she reminded me. “There might be something in the police blotter, but I doubt it. I doubt they saved your mug shots and fingerprints.” 



“Well that’s a disappointment,” I said. “What are you doing today?” My host put down her bagel and newspaper, sighed and said: 



“I’m meeting with the Father Johansen to talk about the memorial service on Saturday. 

Then the caterer.” 



“Caterer?” 



“To discuss the reception. We’ll have it in the school auditorium after. You know, just like your parents did. And your aunt.” I remembered. So Erin was doing a memorial service as opposed to an immediate funeral. Who would go? Certainly not Rowaneck’s best families. They had had enough of her, I was sure. Everyone at the wedding figured out quickly what a loser Brendan Hickey was, and Erin was always an irritation. I considered asking her how many people she was expecting when she said: 



“You think two hundred people?” I didn’t think she’d get twenty. I mean, I wasn’t planning to stay. I had a few more things to do and then I was back in Orlando. 



“I don’t know,” I said, honestly. 



“I don’t expect the three hundred, mostly because so many people were from out of town. 

You can’t expect them to fly in twice in two weeks.” I couldn’t believe anyone flew in once, and then thought that Linden and I had done that very thing. “Everyone from Rowaneck will be there. Everyone who came to the wedding. You know?” I didn’t know. 

Actually, I did. I knew that a fraction of people who came to Erin and Brendan’s wedding would go to Brendan’s memorial service, and only out of curiosity, since Victor had determined his death was suspect. Had it been a clear drunken fall, a fraction of that 111 



fraction would have come, just to see who was and wasn’t there, and to observe Erin’s reaction to having become a widow so soon…hours, after becoming a bride. 



As all this occurred to me, Erin waited for my response. Victor spared me from answering by ringing the doorbell. “That’s gotta be my date,” I said and excused myself to greet him. He was dressed in khakis and a plaid short sleeved shirt that screamed discount store. I loved him for having it and wearing it. I said, “A quick hello to Erin?” 

Victor grimaced but nodded. I led him back to her kitchen. 



“Hi V-Bosch,” she said warmly. It continued to irritate me that she would use so familiar a term. 



“Good morning, Erin.” 



“Do you want coffee or eggs?” 



“No, thank you.” 



“Any news?” she asked, referring to the investigation into her husband’s death. The inquiry sounded hollow under any circumstances but was more so since she didn’t ask when she had seen him less than twelve hours before. It had been fun watching her response to Brendan’s death, but it was getting tiresome. 



“I should get lab results back from the coroner today. I expect they’ll just confirm what we already know, that Brendan died from a series of blows from a blunt object. 



“Fingerprints? Footprints?” Erin asked. Victor shrugged. 



“I expect to get those, too. From White Plains. If there’s any from anyone who wasn’t supposed to be here, I expect we’ll have a suspect.” It was a line. The techs got nothing. 



“Please let me know,” Erin said. 



“I’ll tell you what I can,” Victor said, carefully. 



“Of course. We’re all suspects, aren’t we?” Erin looked at me as she said that. As usual, I wanted to hit her, though less and less. I said: 



“Ready…V-Bosch?” Victor smiled at my use of that name. 



“Yes, Chris.” Ewwww. I didn’t like the shortened version of mine, as I have established. 

Hearing it from someone I liked as much as Victor made it sound so much worse. 



We said goodbye to Erin and she returned to her newspaper. We noticed Jonathan coming down the front stairs as we crossed the foyer to the front door. “Anyone else up?” 

he whispered. I shook my head. He grimaced and went back upstairs where he’d wait for 112 



one of our other friends. 



Victor and I got in his red Buick and he pulled out of Erin’s driveway. “Where to first?” 

He asked. 



“The South Bronx,” I answered and gave him an address he programmed into his GPS. 

We drove down Rowaneck Avenue towards town and, past that, the expressway that would take us into New York. As we passed St. Sebastian’s, Victor pointed out my mother’s holly bush, which was thick and full. 



“The groundskeeper looks out for it,” he said. I stole a brief glance at it and nodded. 

“And the stone bench in Manor Park is in good repair.” I nodded at the reference to the bench my siblings and I had dedicated to my father after his death. “Everything’s always in good repair in the park.” Everything was. There and in Rowaneck in general. “I think your father would be impressed at how well we’ve maintained things since he passed.” I smiled genuinely and said: 



“He trained you well.” 



“He trained Tony Minnetti well,” he said, his tone nostalgic. 



“Whatever happened to him?” I asked, referring to Rowaneck’s former chief of police, a man my father rode for decades. Victor paused and said: 



“I lost him in 2002.” He what him? I looked at my old butt buddy as he drove through downtown. “You want coffee, for the ride?” he asked, his eyes straight ahead. 



“Yes, though not as badly as I want you to tell me what you mean by ‘I lost him.’” Victor pulled into a space close to the Manor Deli, a popular morning coffee place for people on their way to the train station. 



“Let’s fuel up first,” he said. We got out and went inside. Victor got a large coffee and danish. I got an extra large black coffee. We returned to the car and got in, silently. 

Victor pulled into traffic and I stared at him until he spoke. “Tony and I were lovers.” It’s what I thought he would say, based on his earlier remark. Still, I cried: 



“Shut up!” He smiled with a combination of joy and sorrow, and said: 



“Yeah. For fifteen years.” 



“Shut up!!!” I cried, louder and with greater surprise. Victor nodded, amused. “When? 

How? Why?” I wanted to know. Then I recalled the image of the police chief that had served Rowaneck since before I was born and said, “Tony Minnetti was gay?” Victor nodded. “And his wife?” 
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interesting, and said nothing. “They got married the year we were born.” I considered this. Mid-sixties. Middle class America. Of course they did. 



“I hope they got a lot of cash and a lot of gifts,” I said. Then I did the math and asked, 

“How much older was he than us?” 



“Thirty,” Victor said, evenly. Though I wanted to comment on the large difference in their ages, I was again silent. It would have been rude, and purposeless. Instead, I asked: 



“How did you hook up?” Victor ignored his danish and sipped his coffee as he pulled onto the expressway. 



“When I turned eighteen my father began dating a woman at UPS. Her parents passed and left her a house in Myrtle Beach. She asked him to marry her and move there with him and he said yes. This was…January of ’85. Dad asked me to go with them, but I think he did out of obligation. We weren’t close. We never were. He was a good guy. 

Still is, I guess, but I don’t think he wanted me to go with them.” I didn’t know and so offered no opinion. “He gave me some money when he left. A few thousand dollars. He had been saving it so I could go to community college. Since I told him I wasn’t going, he just gave it to me.” He paused to sip his coffee. “I was working at McDonald’s then. I wasn’t making much. Not enough to keep the apartment. I used the money for rent. And booze, and cigarettes and…OK, some drugs.” I nodded. “I went through it pretty fast. 

When it was gone I couldn’t pay the rent. I blew off McDonald’s and they fired me. I got a job at the Grand Union, stocking shelves. It wasn’t enough for the apartment. I could have dealt, but something kept me from going there. I stopped the drugs but kept drinking. I went to work drunk and they fired me, too.” I continued to listen in silence. 

“Mr. O’Day got me a job with the school system. As a janitor.” 



“Really,” I asked. 



“Yeah. He was a good guy. I never did well in his class, but I tried. He liked me and I liked him. I think he knew I was gay. I’m sure he knew it, when I made a pass at him junior year.” 



“Really?” I said. Victor nodded, and blushed. 



“Yeah, it was very embarrassing.” He paused. “It was more embarrassing when I started crying in front of him.” Oh, Victor. “He kept an eye on me after that. It wasn’t easy,” He paused again, looking at me, “for any of us.” No, it wasn’t. Even as a Gallagher I had my lonely, confused nights of fear and shame. OK, one. “Bobby kept an eye on me and he called me about the job pushing a broom in the grammar school.” 



“Really,” I said, for the third time. I would have to come up with another word. 



“Yeah. He could have hooked me up at the high school, but I knew too many people going there still, and they would have given me grief.” I agreed they would have. “I did 114 



OK there, mostly because I didn’t want to let Bobby down. It wasn’t great work. Lots of dirty toilets and cafeteria floors. I stopped drinking, except on my days off. I paid my rent. I went to White Plains to a gay bar and hooked up a few times. My life sucked, though.” I thought his life was probably very lonely, but I didn’t say so. “Somehow Tony figured out about me. Maybe he could tell. You know, ‘gaydar.’ Or maybe he saw me at the bar or something. He went sometimes. Rarely, though, and always hooked up discreetly.” He would have had to, lest his lesbian wife find out and get jealous, I didn’t say. “I ran into him in the deli and he asked me to join him for breakfast. I did. He asked me about my job at the school and I said it was OK. Then he asked me if I was interested in police work. I said I didn’t know. Then he asked me if I would think about it and I said yes.” 



“Good for you,” I said. Victor sipped his coffee and continued: 



“I had a couple of interviews. They drug tested me. They did a background check. I didn’t have a record, but I told Tony I’d done drugs.” 



“How did he react?” I asked. 



“He said it was OK, just not to do them anymore. Or drink. He said a good cop needed to stay sober, that the temptation to drink was strong, considering the stress from the job,” 

he added, “even in Rowaneck.” 



“The stress of enduring my father’s constant complaining must have tempted Chief Minnetti to do very hard drugs, I imagine.” 



“Your dad was OK, Christian.“ I knew he was, but it was still nice to hear it from someone else, especially someone I liked as much as Victor. “Rowaneck Police 

sponsored me for training. I passed, though just barely. The physical stuff was OK. The written part was hard, though. You have to be smart to be a cop.” Victor looked at me and laughed. “You may not stay smart, but you have to be smart in the beginning, to pass the tests.” I smiled and nodded, making no remarks against cops. Victor nudged me playfully. “Tony helped me study. And so did Cheryl.” His wife, I guess. I never knew her first name. “They were good people.” 



“Is she gone, too?” I asked. 



“Yeah,” Victor said, sadly. “In 2007. Heart failure. She was older than he was, and she had heart trouble her whole life.” We were quiet for a few moments. Then I forgot my good breeding and asked: 



“When did you hook up?” Victor smiled and said: 



“If it were up to me, right away.” 



“Really?” I said, and then realized I was saying that irritating word again. 
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“Oh, yeah. I figured him out quickly. No one else did, I don’t think.” I didn’t think so either. Of course, as I never found Chief Minnetti attractive I never gave his sexuality a thought. “There was something…not ‘gaydar.’ Just…something that made me know he was gay.” 



“The way he looked at you, maybe?” I suggested. Victor considered this and said: 



“Yeah, but he never leered or anything. He was a gentleman. When I passed training and joined the department I came out to him. I felt like I could. Like he was expecting me to. 

He didn’t ask. He waited for me to tell him.” 



“And when you did?” 



“He told me, too. He said, ‘We need to keep this between us. And Cheryl.’ So we did.” 

We were quiet for a few moments. Then I asked, again: 



“When did you hook up?” Victor smiled, again, and said: 



“A few weeks after we came out to each other I told him I liked him.” Hmmm. “He said he liked me, too.” OK. “And then I said, ‘No, Chief. I like-like you,’ and he said he felt the same way about me.” Victor paused, blushed again and said, “Then I tried to kiss him.” I imagined young, rough-looking Victor van den Bosch kissing middle-aged, slightly paunchy, gray-haired Tony Minnetti and forced myself not to shudder. In spite of my control, Victor read my mind and said, “I know, he wasn’t a looker. But when you get to know someone, and they are kind and have character, you start to find them attractive. 

That’s what happened with me and Tony.” We were quiet for a few moments, and then I asked, for the third time: 



“When did you hook up?” He laughed and said: 



“Two years later.” 



“Two years?!” It was a good thing I wasn’t driving. Victor laughed harder and nodded. 

“Why so long?” I asked and then said, again, “Two years???” He drained his coffee. 



“He wanted to be sure I was sure and he was sure. I was still young. Only nineteen. He said, ‘Let me know how you feel about me on your twenty-first birthday.’” I thought Tony Minnetti was wise, and had tremendous self-control. I asked: 



“How did you feel on your twenty-first birthday, Victor?” He smiled, knowingly, and said: 



“We hooked up on my twenty-first birthday.” 



“Yes!” I said. 
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“And I moved into his garage apartment a week later.” 



“Sweet!” I said. 



“And we spent only a handful of nights apart for the next fifteen years.” I thought again about his having lost Tony Minnetti in 2002 and said: 



“Oh Victor, I’m so sorry, but so happy for you.” My old friend looked at me briefly and smiled with the same combination of joy and sorrow he did earlier and said: 



“They were the happiest years of my life.” 







We arrived at Mother Teresa’s Soup Kitchen a little after ten a.m. The area was every bit as desolate as I recalled when I was in high school and used to visit with members of the St. Sebastian’s Teen Club. As we entered the Bronx I gave Victor, who had never been there, a brief description of the soup kitchen/women’s shelter. “I admire you for coming here,” he said. “But you couldn’t have had a good time.” 



“I did and didn’t,” I said. “It was interesting but depressing, too. Sean really enjoyed it, though.” 



“Sean? Why?” Victor asked. I told him about my brother watching the front door, drinking and smoking with the homeless people and sassing the more irritating nuns. 

“That sounds like Sean.” Victor parked on the street a block away from the building and we walked casually toward it. I was careful not to put on airs that suggested we were in some way superior to or different than those mostly black men, women and children that were there for what was likely their only meal of the day. We couldn’t help being white, though, and wearing clean slacks and shirts. The visitors recognized us as being volunteers or having some other business at the soup kitchen and cleared a path up the stairs for us. Victor and I nodded to several of the folks, said hello and approached the front door. 



“It’s locked,” the old woman at the front of the line said. I nodded to her and knocked. 

“They’re not going to answer. Not ‘til eleven. You volunteers?” 



“Yes,” I said. 



“You can go around to the back. They’ll see you through the window and let you in the kitchen.” I remembered that. 



“Thank you,” I said. Victor nodded politely to the woman and made to move back down the stairs. I took his arm, stopping him, and said to the line of folks, “Who wants to sell me a couple of cigarettes for twenty bucks?” Several hands shot up. I approached the 117 



closest smoker and traded a twenty dollar bill for two. Quieter, I said, “I’ll give you two more twenties for a bottle of booze.” He pulled a small but nearly full bottle of cheap whiskey from a pocket and asked: 



“Is this enough?” Though it was only a small amount of liquor, I said: 



“Ooooo, yes,” and handed him two more bills. The fella gave me the bottle and lit the cigarettes I had stuck in my mouth. “It’s been a pleasure doing business with you,” I said. 



“The pleasure was all mine,” he replied. I handed Victor one of the cigs, took a sip of the nasty whiskey and handed him the bottle. He took a drag and a sip and then offered both the cig and bottle to the old woman. 



“Thank you, I don’t mind if I do.” She took a drag and a sip and returned the cig to Victor and the bottle to me. Then the door opened and I said to my old and new friends: 



“That was faster than I thought.” I handed the bottle back to the woman and Victor and I gave our cigarettes to her and a man standing next to her. Then we turned to a rather pretty, but clearly irritated young nun. 



“There’s no smoking or drinking near the building!” she snapped. 



“Oh, sorry,” I said. “It’s been years since I’ve been here and I forgot the rules.” The nun sized Victor and me up and said: 



“Volunteers aren’t allowed to smoke or drink,” she snapped again. “You’ll have to go.” I shook my head, which caused her eyes to widen in outrage, but before she could say any more discouraging things I pulled out my checkbook and said: 



“I’m not leaving until I make a donation to the soup kitchen.” The nun looked suspicious but wasn’t taking any chances. She opened the door wider and gestured for us to enter. 

Victor and I told the old woman we’d see her in a half hour and entered the building. The nun brought us through the first floor to the dining room and, beyond that, the kitchen. It all came back to me: the narrow hallway off of which were offices for the nuns and social workers, the narrow stairs leading up to the sleeping area, the two large dining room tables and the large kitchen filled with busy nuns and busy volunteers. There were only women there that day, and they all looked up at Victor and me. The aggravated sister got the attention of a solid looking middle aged-nun and said, “Sister, these men are here to volunteer.” 



“Hello everyone. I’m Christian, and I volunteered here twenty-five years ago.” 



“Hello. I’m Victor. I’m a friend of Christian’s, and this is my first visit.” Everyone welcomed us and some of the other volunteers shook our hands. The nun in charge said: 



“I’m Sister Meredith. Thank you for coming. We don’t always have male volunteers, but 118 



when we do we ask them to watch the door. Would you do that for us? And keep count of the number of guests we have today?” Before we could agree, Sister Aggravation said: 



“Sister Meredith, may I speak to you about that.” Meredith looked at her colleague patiently, but before she could excuse herself from us I said: 



“Sister Meredith, my friend and I were offered liquor and a smoke outside while we were waiting for someone to answer the door. I thought it would be rude of us to refuse. I think that’s what concerns your colleague.” Meredith looked at Aggravation, whose real name I never learned, and she nodded. 



“Well,” the older nun said, “I’m sure Christian and Victor have had their fill of cigarettes and alcohol for the day.” 



“I have!” Victor said so quickly I wanted to laugh. 



“Me, too!” I imitated him, something that earned me a slap on the back of the head. 



“Excellent,” she said. She asked the younger nun to explain our duties, but before we took our posts I said: 



“Do you have a pen?” I wrote a check from mine and Linden’s account and handed it to Sister Meredith. She didn’t look at it to read the amount, which I found ultra-classy, but stuck it right in her habit. 



“It’s from both of us,” I said, indicating Victor. 



“Thank you very much, gentlemen.” To me, she added, “And thank you for not forgetting about us after all these years.” Class, class, class. 



Sister Aggravation led us back to the front door explaining what our duties were. They amounted to making sure no one drunk or belligerent entered. This I recalled was extremely rare as the other visitors generally shooed them off before they could reach the door. “And you must keep accurate count of everyone coming in.” Okie-dokie! As the aggravated sister pulled a counter off a shelf in the tiny foyer, Victor whispered to me: 



“Christian, you didn’t have to include me in the donation.” 



“Sure I did,” I answered. 



“Then let me pay for half.” 



“Forget about it, V-Bosch, I got it covered.” As the pretty, young, unhappy nun held out the counter for me to take I added, “I can more than afford it, running all those sex clubs and all.” A beat during which I looked from Victor to horrified Sister Aggravation, “Oh, thank you, sister. And thank you for your kind hospitality!” 
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Victor and I watched the door from eleven to twelve-thirty, chatting happily with the guests. Then he got a call from the station and excused himself. A few moments later he said, “I have to go back.” 



“Another murder?” I asked. 



“No,” he answered, gravely. “A suicide. Genna Gerome.” 



“Oh my God,” I said, sadly. “Is she related to Frank Gerome?” He had been in Colin’s class. 



“Yeah,” he said. “Frank and Sissy Wolfe’s daughter.” Sissy graduated with us. “She just finished her sophomore year at Penn State.” They were both at the wedding. 



“Oh, Victor. That’s so terrible.” 



“I’m sorry. Do you want me to drive you back or…?” I shook my head and said: 



“No, you go. I’ll stay here another half hour and then get a cab into Manhattan.” 



“To Catholic Teen Rescue,” he said, as I had told him about Rose and Terrence. I nodded. “When are you going back to Florida?” 



“Tomorrow,” I said. “I’m not going to the memorial.” 



“You’ll see me before you go?” 



“Oh, yeah,” I said. Implied was that I would confirm the person I was sure he knew killed Brendan Hickey. I threw my arms around my old friend and first lover and said: 



“I’ve been glad to see a lot of people this week, but I’m happiest to see you.” 



“I feel the same way,” Victor said, holding me tight. We kissed each other on the mouth. 

Pecked, really, but held each other for nearly a full minute. “Please say goodbye to Sister Meredith and that other nun for me.” 



“I will,” I said and opened the door for him. There were only a couple of people waiting for their meal. Victor nodded to them as he passed them on his way down the stairs. He turned around and waved at me and I waved back, feeling very sad and thinking, also for nearly a full minute, what kind of couple we would have made. I would have imagined it for longer had Sister Aggravation, who must have been close enough to see our chaste kiss and long embrace. 
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“I’ll thank you to close the door and not to engage in any of that behavior or you will not be welcome back.” I smiled to the fellas still on line, both of whom had heard the young nun, and said, just: 



“OK.” 







A cab took me from the Bronx to lower Manhattan. I can’t be more specific because the driver knew where Catholic Teen Rescue was and I can’t remember the address. 

Broadway, I think. Tribeca? I never figured out Manhattan neighborhoods. The shelter occupied the first two floors of a five-story building. The first had been a furniture store and the rest were lofts that had contained…who knows? Each had floor to ceiling windows. Offices, classrooms and a dining room were on the first floor and boys and girls dorms were on the second. It was all big windows, old hardwood and drywall. 

Drywall, drywall, drywall…I had never seen so much of it. The building’s third floor was a dance studio and it’s fourth, studio space for artists and photographers. The fifth was some Armenian Association, I think. Shelter staff and residents had their own entrance into the first floor. Three, four and five entered through a different door. Probably so they wouldn’t be bothered by the troubled youth. 



I approached Catholic Teen Rescue’s private entrance, which faced the side street, not Broadway. As at the Atlanta shelter, I had to be buzzed in. I was, immediately, by a nicely dressed, professional young man I thought probably had been a resident who had been successful and who returned to volunteer. Before I could introduce myself he said, 

“You’re Terrence’s uncle, aren’t you.” 



“Yes,” I said smiling. 



“He told us all about you. My name’s Tommy.” We shook hands. “Terrence told us all about you and all the great things you did for Atlanta.” I couldn’t respond. Atlanta had been such a train wreck. Joelle’s suicide. I could never think of Atlanta or Catholic Teen Rescue or Terrence even without feeling profound regret over Joelle. 



“That’s nice of you to say. I was glad to see him and meet the staff and residents there.” 

Tommy said nothing of Joelle or any of the other drama Samia and I caused, which led me to believe news of it didn’t make it to him. While I was glad of that, I was still certain the powers that be in the Catholic Teen Rescue mother ship were nevertheless aware of our…I don’t know how to describe it. Visit? Tommy said: 



“Stay here and I’ll call Sarah.” Sarah Aldridge. She ran the place. Terrence told me or I read it someplace. Linden and I donated every year. I’m sure I saw her name on literature. After calling Ms. Aldridge, Tommy said, “Terrence didn’t tell us you were coming. You live in Florida, don’t you? What brings you here today?” He was so nice. 

He was so well groomed and professional and so nice to volunteer at the center that had rescued him and turned his life around. Why couldn’t he be irritating, like Daisy from 121 



Atlanta, so I could blow him off. I said: 



“I’m in New York for a wedding. I wanted to see where Terrence had stayed. I’m so grateful he found this place.” 



“We’re all grateful for Catholic Teen Rescue,” Tommy said sincerely as Sarah Aldridge entered the small lobby. She was short, my age, unattractive, plainly dressed in a beige knit skirt and top, wore no make up and sported no jewelry, and in spite of it all held an aura of benevolent power that nearly caused me to lose my balance. 



“Christian Gallagher. I’m Sarah Aldridge. Sarah.” She shook my hand as I found words. 

They were: 



“Miss…Ms…Sarah, I’m so glad to meet you.” 



“Won’t you come in?” I didn’t want to. I suddenly didn’t want to and almost couldn’t. I wasn’t worthy. I killed Joelle. I amused myself at the Atlanta shelter. I played Auntie Mame, throwing Samia’s money around and getting in people’s business and Joelle died. 

I wanted to leave. To go home. Even to Erin’s. I had to escape. I wasn’t worthy but something in Sarah’s expression, some kindness or sympathy, caused me to say: 



“Yes.” She held the door to the large sitting area open for me and I walked through. 



“Thank you, Tommy,” she said. I stumbled an awkward thank you to him, too, and then looked around the space, afraid to look at Sarah. She took my arm and said: 



“You mustn’t feel that way. You’re brave to come.” She knew about Joelle. She knew everything about Atlanta. I thought I would faint. She said, “You must forgive yourself, Christian. You have a good heart, and so does your friend.” 



“Thank you,” I said, unsteadily. She nodded, said: 



“We love you, now come look around,” and showed me the first floor. 



Sarah Aldridge held my arm as she led me through the sitting area, to the kitchen, laundry room, computer room, library, administrative offices and ever other room. She did so as if we were old friends catching up. I said hello to residents and staff, some of whom recognized Terrence in my eyes and eyebrows. My host didn’t need to show me 

everything, but she knew I needed to calm down and a long, thorough, friendly tour did that. 



My host. I’ve referred to Erin Fleming as my host, at her home, which was beautiful, three stories, had a widow’s walk, a view of the sound and windows of which no two were alike. She had money and things and an unobtrusive servant. She had clothing and was polished, and I wanted to spend my last night in New York at Catholic Teen Rescue with plain Sarah Aldridge, the hem of whose ugly skirt Erin Fleming wasn’t worthy of 122 



touching. 



But I couldn’t because in spite of her kindness I felt as horribly as I had waking up to discover Joelle’s body in Terrence’s tub. 



Our tour found us back in the sitting room. It lasted thirty minutes but seemed longer. It was unplanned. Sarah was busy and I had seen what I had come to see; that is, the place where Terrence sought shelter and to whose cause he had devoted his life. I had faced Sarah Aldridge, who knew about what Samia and I had done and how it had led to Joelle taking her life. Whether having received her forgiveness would make me feel any less badly when I thought of Atlanta and Catholic Teen Rescue in the future, I didn’t know then. I didn’t think it would. 



I had a check in my wallet and was about to suggest we go to Sarah’s office where I could give it to her privately when a frantic young woman appeared and said, “Jess is tripping. I think she was carrying heroin in her stomach. It leaked. Like with Boyd.” 

Sarah said to me, “Joelle forgives you, Christian. Forgive yourself.” Then she booked down the hall and up an interior staircase to the girls’ dorm. 



I stood in the sitting area figuring out…grasping that one of the residents had been a mule for a drug dealer, and if the package of drugs she was carrying in her stomach had burst, she would probably die or, at the very least, be a vegetable. I had enjoyed all of Sarah Aldridge’s attention I would get that day. Jess, who would probably die, needed her. She needed Sarah to hold her hand as she seizured, lost consciousness and died. How out of nowhere it seemed, this overdose, at the end of our tour. It seemed so to me, but it was probably routine for Sarah, who had given me all she could because everyone else needed her more. My regret was irrelevant. Someone was dying. I had her forgiveness, on top of Terrence’s and others’. Would this additional absolution make me feel any better? I didn’t think so then, and I can say, now, with confidence, it hasn’t. 



In fact, it made me feel worse. I was ashamed of my need to be absolved when children were carrying drugs in their stomachs and dying. 



I left the check with Tommy, told him how proud I was of him and how much I loved him for helping Sarah. He thanked me, gave me a hug and then I left. 



On the street I lost my balance again. Then I pulled myself together and found a cab that would take me to Grand Central Station. I would send Manhattan Pit Rescue a check from Orlando. 
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Chapter 9: 

Tuesday Evening 




I returned to Rowaneck on the six twenty-five from Grand Central. The commuter train was filled with folks returning to their suburban homes after hard days of work. I had no book with me but wish I had. I recall after college and before moving to Orlando I lived in Rowaneck and worked a temp job at a large insurance company in Manhattan. Word processing. I did it for a year. I got paid sixteen bucks an hour in 1989, which I thought was a lot. My mother dropped me off at the train station every morning like so many husbands and wives did for their spouses. The commute, which was about forty minutes, always went quickly because I always had a book with me. I recall reading Dostoyevsky, Thackeray, Thomas Hardy and the Dorothy Gilman “Mrs. Pollifax” series. All good stuff. 



I made friends at the insurance company and some high school acquaintances and college friends lived in Manhattan at the time. Among them I got lots of invitations to happy hours and dinners in the city. I turned all of them down as I always couldn’t wait to get back on the train to see what was happening in whatever book I was reading, and I couldn’t wait to get back to 12 Cherrywood to see and hang out with my parents. But for Matthew’s vacations from college and occasional visits from siblings, I had William and Joan Gallagher to myself for that year, and it was up there with the best times of my life. 



I had no book that Tuesday at six twenty-five p.m., and while I could have gotten one or picked up a paper I was too wound up from my visit to Catholic Teen Rescue to read or do anything but think of Joelle, Jess and Boyd. 



When I arrived at the Rowaneck station I considered taking a cab to Erin’s house but chose to walk instead. I was in no hurry to see her and while I had enjoyed connecting with Jonathan, Cassie and Bobby, and re-connecting, I guess, with Sabrina, I wanted to go home to Linden and our children. I wanted to see Elio, Marty, Garrett and Grayson. I missed Montverde and Lady Lake: Freebird, Sylvia, Kevin, Joshua and Jacob. I missed Samia, who wouldn’t be there but whom I would see again, and Rhoda, who wouldn’t be there and whom I would not. 



It was a mistake to walk because I found myself passing all these Rowaneck landmarks: stores, parks, St. Sebastian’s, etc., alone. There was no one to distract me from the nostalgia. I took in everything, and everything hit me hard. My mother’s holly bush most of all. I approached it and the plaque that my mother’s friends at St. Sebastian’s had dedicated to her after she died eighteen years before. I read the plaque and touched the bush. I thought of my mother: her strength and compassion, her strange matriarchal masculinity, her rare but caustic wit, and the love and respect she had for my father. And for us. For me. 



I got choked up for a split second before shaking my head and saying, out loud, “This is why I never come to reunions.” They’re in Rowaneck. They invite painful nostalgia. I gain nothing from them but sadness. I left St. Sebastian’s and made a beeline to Erin’s, looking straight ahead as I walked down Rowneck Avenue, ignoring the three-story homes so I wouldn’t think of who had lived in them, whether I had been inside, and what 124 



had become of their occupants in the last quarter century. 



I made a special effort to ignore the sign that said “Cherrywood Avenue.” 



What a coward I am. I, who lost family, friends and, most painful, Drucilla and our other dogs. I, who killed Darien Davis and Seth what’s-his-name. I was the boldest and ballsiest person I knew and I couldn’t bear to look at the Cherrywood Avenue street sign. 



Whatever, I wanted to go home. 



I was anxious and tired when I entered Erin’s house. She, Bobby, Jonathan and Cassie were sitting around the large kitchen table in the large kitchen opening a second or third bottle of wine. “Hi,” Erin said. “How was your trip to New York City?” How do I respond to that? I thought about it and said: 



“I don’t know. I don’t know how to describe it.” Erin appeared concerned and 

approached me. I didn’t want her to. I didn’t want her to come near me or touch me. I was so annoyed with her. I turned to the refrigerator, thwarting her. “What’s for dinner?” 

I asked. 



“Aunt Francy’s off, so we ordered hot dogs, from Walter’s.” I used to love Walter’s. We all did. Thinking of those greasy, albeit tasty hot dogs then made me want to throw up, though. I don’t usually begrudge meat eaters their food. I’m a hardcore vegan but not a militant one, and I would win no converts by vomiting over their meal. I helped myself to a diet cola and scanned the faces of my friends. My old friends. The people with whom I had been so close and had so much fun during the week, and I was sick of them all. 



“What’s wrong, Christian?” Jonathan asked. I focused on him and realized he was buzzed and leaning over Cassie, who was buzzed and whose wet and swollen eyes indicated she had been crying. I looked from them to Bobby, who sat in a threadbare oxford, unusually faded, super-old jeans and cracking loafers looking as out of place in the gigantic modern kitchen as anyone could and I felt ill. I looked from them to Erin, who had returned to the table and was opening the wine, and felt the same level of contempt for her I had since I arrived the week before, and that was a lot. Instead of answering Jonathan I asked: 



“Where’s Sabrina?” 



“Here I am,” she said entering the kitchen. “I was on the widow’s walk looking at the sound. It’s so beautiful, and the clouds have caught light from the setting sun in a magnificent combination of orange and magenta.” She said it so tragically I thought I would throw my soda in her face. Indeed, it was all I could not to. Cassie began weeping over her boobs and Jonathan leaned his forehead against hers. Erin looked like she didn’t know what to do and Bobby looked unattractive. My eyes swept them and returned to Sabrina, who looked even more sadly wistful over the image she had just described. I actually had to hold my left hand over my right I was so afraid I would pour my soda over her head. She read the desire in my face because she said: 
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“What’s wrong, Christian?” What was wrong? Not them. They hadn’t changed since the night before. I had. I had visited Mother Teresa’s Soup Kitchen and Catholic Teen Rescue and had walked through Rowaneck alone. I didn’t tell her this. I didn’t want to. I wanted to be a bitch, so I looked at the tragic beauty whose mother died when she was a toddler and who had spent her entire life obsessing about it. I looked at her and asked: 



“Why don’t you paint it? The sky. Why don’t you paint it?” Sabrina looked at me oddly. 

She didn’t answer so I said, “Answer me.” She looked at me with concern and a side of anger. “It’s so beautiful, Sabrina. You’re an artist. Capture it. Capture the orange and magenta clouds of the fading June sky.” She continued to look at me with concern, though her anger dissolved. That made me madder and I was about to say something unkind when Cassie said: 



“Christian.” 



“What are you still doing here, Cassie?” I asked because she had an opportunity to save her life and she was sitting around drinking. She began weeping harder. I sighed, loudly. 

This caused Bobby, who had been paying only partial attention to us, dreading, perhaps, his return to that rented room after living in luxury for a week to ask: 



“What’s up with you?” 



“Yeah, Christian, what’s bothering you?” Erin said, tilting her head and knitting her brows in a feigned worry she believed. EEEK. That was it. I said: 



“I know who killed Brendan.” My five…friends, gasped at one time. “Yeah, I’ve kind of known it all along.” It was obvious, but his death didn’t interest me a whole lot and I therefore didn’t care enough about it to spend any real energy being sure. Still, I was confident enough to make an accusation. 



“Who?” Jonathan asked. I looked from him to Cassie, to Sabrina, then Erin and, finally, Bobby. Then I said: 



“I’ll tell you, but first I need to say something.” I thought for a moment about Claire and then determined she was mature enough. More than mature enough. And she had the right. I said to Erin, “Get Claire, please.” She was too intimidated to object, leaving Sabrina to say: 



“Christian?” 



“Relax, she didn’t do it,” I snapped, and then jerked my head at Erin, hurrying her up. 

She found her cell phone on the tiny desk on the far end of the kitchen and dialed. 



“Honey,” she said. EEEK. “Would you come to the kitchen, please?” She put the phone down and returned to the table in front of the bottle she had prepared to open. I said: 126 





“You should probably pour everyone some of that. Including me.” Erin obeyed. 

Everyone else stared at me, though they shared a few worried looks with each other. I just waited patiently for Claire, watching her mother open and pour everyone a glass of wine. 

She filled the four glasses on the table and got two more. She emptied the rest in one of them but before she secured another bottle I said, “I changed my mind. I need to stay clear-headed.” Erin silently handed Sabrina her glass as Claire entered the kitchen wearing jeans, a New York Yankees t-shirt, and i-pod ear things. She looked at all of our dour expressions, assumed one of her own, and took out the ear pieces. 



“What?” she asked. I looked around and said: 



“Let’s go into the living room.” Everyone moved to exit the kitchen when Erin said: 



“Christian,” in a tone that reminded me I was in her house. Everyone stopped and looked at me, expecting me to bite her head off. Instead I said: 



“Erin, this can go hard or this can go easy. It’s up to you.” She pursed her lips and led us all from the kitchen, through the front hallway and into her living room. She took an armchair near the fireplace, sitting up and crossing her ankles. Cassie, Jonathan and Claire sat on the couch. Bobby took another armchair and Sabrina, the piano bench. They all got comfortable and looked at me with fear in their eyes. Actually, not all of them. 

Sabrina continued to look concerned in a way that didn’t make me angry anymore. And Claire just looked totally curious and a little excited. “I went to Catholic Teen Rescue today,” I said. Everyone had heard of it and everyone but Sabrina and Claire relaxed a bit, certain my bad mood was the result of a tragedy I had seen that day. Sabrina and Claire knew better, bless their hearts. I continued, “There’s something like it in Atlanta. I didn’t know that until an Orlando friend of mine, Samia, told me about it. Long story short, she discovered that my late sister Rose’s son Terrence was a counselor there.” 



“Late sister?” Erin asked. Erin! 



“Yes. She disappeared, as some of you know. Terrence, whom I met, told me she lived with a mentally ill woman who pushed her down a flight of stairs, killing her, when he was in his early teens.” 



“Oh, Christian,” said Sabrina. 



“They were in Brooklyn. He didn’t know my father, who would have taken him in faster than you can blink and was a commuter train away. He wound up on the streets, then in Catholic Teen Rescue.” 



“I’m so sorry,” Cassie said. Jonathan and Bobby looked solemn. Claire looked like she knew I was just warming up. I don’t know how Erin looked because I didn’t look at her. 
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there was a young man named Dondi, who turned tricks, got raped and has HIV. I brought him back to Orlando with me.” Nothing from anyone. “I would have also brought back Joelle, a girl whose father raped her so often and so badly she became incontinent and would cut herself, but she took her own life.” 



“Christian,” Jonathan said, as if to ask where I was going. He should have known. Cassie knew. The others did, too. 



“I could go on. It could get worse. I could tell you about that friend Samia. Her father trafficked human beings and impregnated her and then had their baby strangled thirty seconds after she delivered him.” 



“Christian,” Jonathan said, a warning. 



“Yeah, OK. I’ll get to the point. Which is that you, Cassie, need to get that double mastectomy tomorrow, before it spreads to some other place that can’t be removed.” 



“Christian!” Jonathan said. 



“Oh be quiet, Jonathan. My friend Rhoda died of cancer last year. Of the throat. She couldn’t get her throat removed.” I looked at Cassie, who was too stunned to do any more crying, and said, “Cancer sucks, Cassie, but you’ve lived with that face for forty years, bravely and without shame. I admire you for it. I always have. You could have gotten surgery but you didn’t. Is losing your breasts so bad considering?” Jonathan opened his mouth to object again but Cassie put a hand over his. He looked at her and so did Erin. 

The others watched her through their peripheral vision. I looked at her hard and with respect. She said: 



“They’re the only beautiful things about me.” 



“No, Cassie. You’re the only beautiful thing about you.” That would have sounded schmaltzy had I not been so sincere, so I continued, “When I make love to Linden I’m not making love to his face or penis or testicles or toenails. I’m making love to him.” OK, that was schmaltzy, so I added, curtly, “Get it done, heal, and open that show.” Cassie looked equal parts stunned and relieved, and she didn‘t cry. Jonathan took his hand away from hers, shot me an angry look and opened his mouth again. Before he could say whatever he was going to, I said: 



“You knew what your brother and sister were up to, Jonathan.” His mouth remained open but nothing came out. “You knew because they cut you in.” Nothing, and everyone looked straight at him. “They cut you in, but not directly. They hooked you up with 

‘investments’ that would provide an income large enough for you to take that year off and write your book.” Jonathan closed his mouth and shrank into the couch. “It was too good to be true, Jonathan, and you knew it. You’re too smart not to have known. They cut you in so you wouldn’t betray them without appearing complicit, and you kept your head in the sand so you could enjoy a wealthy Rye lifestyle while you spent your days 128 



writing a book instead of selling them. Your wife figured it out and she complained to you. You wouldn’t pull your head out of your ass, though. Not for her. Not to save your marriage. She got fed up with you and threw you out because she didn’t want her children to be raised by such a coward.” 



“Oh, Christian,” said Bobby. 



“Don’t get noble with me, Bobby. You’re miserable and angry and you should be.” I shot a glance at Erin and added, “For so many reasons.” It went over his head, the idiot, but Erin went bright red. I turned back to Jonathan, who looked like he was about to cry, and said, “You’ve got some apologizing to do, sir. You can start with Bobby, contact all the other teachers and everyone else your siblings swindled, and then go to your wife and kids and tell them you’re sorry, you love them, and you want you to come home.” 

Jonathan burst into tears. Cassie put her arm around him. I wasn’t ready for Bobby and looked at Sabrina. “Do you want yours privately?” She smiled wryly, shook her head and said: 



“Give it to me.” 



“Your mother died, Sabrina. Mine did, too. It’s very sad, but it doesn’t consume me to the point where I’m limited. You are extraordinarily talented and, more important, extraordinarily kind. There’s a woman out there in the world who has lost a daughter and a daughter who has lost a mother,” I thought of the teen rescue, “or been thrown out of the house by her. There’s a broad range of lonely people who would love to take long walks with you. And there’s a sky outside,” I saw that it was dark, “a night sky that’s begging to be painted.” She nodded. “’Nuff said?” 



“’Nuff said.” I looked from her to Bobby and thought about how best to proceed. 



“I’m next, huh?” I thought for another moment and said: 



“Kind of.” I looked from him to Erin, who looked extremely worried, and from her to Claire, who began to look worried. I pointed at the three of them and said to the others, 

“Who’s figured this one out, besides me and Brendan?” Sabrina nodded that she had. 

Cassie looked at them, had an epiphany, and gasped. Jonathan couldn’t see it. I looked at Claire and said, “Is your seat belt fastened?” She looked back at me, no longer worried, but not happy, either, and said: 



“Yes.” 



“Your mother adopted you from a young woman who probably looked a lot like my sister, Deirdre.” Jonathan figured it out. Erin uncrossed her ankles and buried her face in her hands. Claire said: 



“Really?” I nodded. Then she asked, “Who is my father?” Everyone looked at Bobby O’Day, on whom everyone in the room but Jonathan, and Claire, had had a crush. He 129 



aged a hundred years in two seconds as he, finally, figured it out. To help everyone process this soap opera moment I said, “Erin hit thirty without a husband. She had lusted after you for years, as had I, and Cassie, Sabrina, Aunt Francy and everyone else on the planet who likes men. She couldn’t have you because you spent your life being in love with my sister, so she found a prostitute who looked like Deirdre Gallagher,” I shot a glance at Erin, who looked at me from where she held her face in her hands, and asked, 

“Do you have a picture of her? ‘Cause I’d sure like to see it.” She didn’t answer, and I continued, “She found a prostitute and hired her to meet, date and seduce Bobby O’Day. 

She got pregnant. She broke up with him. She had Claire. She dropped Claire off. And she left with…how much?” Erin lifted her head out of her hands, snarled at me, grabbed a fireplace poker and went after me with it. I grabbed it and fought her for it as Bobby and Jonathan shot out of their seats. Erin and I struggled until the two men wrestled her back to her chair. 



“You fucking asshole!” She raged at me as the fellas held her by her shoulders. “You fucking queer asshole. You ruined everything. You fucking ruined everything!” 



“You fucking ruined everything you big loser,” I said casually. And then I noticed Claire begin to weep and shut my mouth. She sat on the couch and cried quietly and softly, looking from me to her mother to her lap. Cassie moved closer to her on the couch and offered her hands. Claire leaned her head on Cassie’s shoulder and cried, hard. 



“Oh, Christian, you have had a bad day,” Sabrina said, making me want to laugh really hard, because while she was smart, talented, kind and beautiful, Sabrina Landon wasn’t  a great wit, and that was a funny line. I remained serious, out of respect for Claire, whom I was confident was crying out of shock and not sadness. I said: 



“Not as bad as Erin, whom I hereby reveal as Brendan Hickey’s murderer.” 



“You piece of shit asshole. You fucking piece of queer shit. You asshole fucker. You cocksucking fucker!” That was Erin, by the way. She attempted to attack me again as she renewed her profane rant but Jonathan and Bobby continued holding her down. 



“Who knew mousy little Erin, head of this club and that club, valedictorian, tireless reunion organizer and gracious hostess had such a mouth on her?” She went railing on with her ear-blistering language and the boys kept her in her seat. I continued, “You know, Erin, I actually don’t care that you killed Brendan.” This shut her up. “He was irritating and worthless and no loss to anyone, least of all his brother. I mean, has anyone heard from him?” No one answered because no one had and, of course, my question was rhetorical. “I actually think it’s kind of funny. I mean,” I paused, considered how far I was going and considered stopping. Then I looked around at my former classmates, former teacher, and Claire Fleming, saw the expectation in all of their faces but Erin’s, and continued, “I think it’s funny how a telemarketer called your house to sell you something and you fell in love with him and married him. Brendan Hickey was a drunken, gold-digging loser and you carried on as if yours was a love for the ages.” They kept looking at me, encouraging me with their eyes. “As if he wasn’t so obviously 130 



worthless he may as well have been holding a sign that said so, he ripped each of your old ‘friends’ so terribly you would have packed him into a cab heading off a cliff if you had the tiniest bit of character. But no, you had been dreaming of that fairy-tale wedding since you were eight years-old and you were going to get it if it meant watching your fiancé insult your life-long friends and make a pass at two of your bridesmaids. You were going to get it, in a church you never worshipped in, in front of rich old Rowaneck socialites who wouldn’t take your calls or speak to you on the street, given away by a man who didn’t know your maid-of-honor was his daughter.” 



“Christian,” Cassie said, still holding the girl. Everyone looked at her but Erin. Claire lifted her head off Cassie’s breast, sat up straight, wiped tears from her eyes and said: 



“It’s OK. It’s OK.” She took a large, cleansing breath and added, “It’s a relief,” which caused her adoptive mother to shout: 



“You little CUNT!” It was lovely, and so funny I burst out laughing. No one else did, which I suppose is to their credit. Claire responded by standing up, approaching Erin Fleming, and smacking her across the face. Then she left the room. Erin was too stunned to speak, or maybe she was just exhausted from hollering all those expletives. I said: 



“You had your Barbie dream wedding Erin. You were so happy for the months leading up to your big day, which you spent as a princess would. Then you wound up that night in your bedroom with the pitiful slob you settled for and he wouldn’t touch you.” Erin was exhausted. And sad. She said, wearily: 



“How did you know?” I should have found some pity for her, because she truly was pitiful, but I didn’t. I answered: 



“Common sense.” Sabrina looked at her feet. Cassie shook her head. Jonathan ran his hands across his face and Bobby collapsed back into his chair. Erin looked at nothing as she recalled her wedding night and said: 



“I put my arms around him and he pushed me away. I undressed in front of him and he gagged. I cried in front of him and he laughed at me.” It was nicely put but still generated no pity. She continued, “I was so hurt and angry I threatened to throw him out and he threatened to tell Claire and Bobby.” She paused, for half a beat, and continued, “Then I lost it. I grabbed a paperweight from the desk in my bedroom and struck him with it. It surprised him, but I didn’t draw blood or knock him out. It might have hurt had he been sober, but he didn’t feel it. And then he laughed at me harder. And…” 



“And you struck him again, and again, and again, and again, and again…” I said it even more times than that. I said it until Jonathan said: 



“OK, Christian.” 
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around his neck. Then I waited until I knew everyone was asleep and dragged him down the back stairs and outside. I reset the fire and burned the pillowcases and the sheet. I buried the paperweight.” 



“What did you do with your bloody clothes?” I asked, because I was ten years-old Christian Gallagher and I was back. I was baaaaaaack!!! 



“I was naked when I hit him.” I knew she was and laughed. 



“Christian,” Cassie said. 



“Oh stop, Cassie. Really. She killed her husband, which is fine. I don’t care. But she deliberately made it look like a murder when she could have passed it off as a suicide. 

She inconvenienced us. She made us hang out with her more.” No one said anything, and then Erin laughed bitterly. 



“I wanted you to stay,” she said. “I knew the police…V-Bosch, would make you stay. 

While he investigated.” 



“Oh, Erin,” I said, truly sorry for her. To hear her admit it…I sat down on a loveseat, rested my elbows on my knees and hung my head. I was tired and so, so sad for this woman who thought we were her friends and was so needy she… She interrupted my thoughts, saying: 



“I could have pushed him down the stairs, pretending it was an accident. You would have stayed a day or two, just to be nice. Then you would have left. Back to Orlando and Massachusetts. New York City. Rye. Scarsdale. I would never have heard from you.” She looked from me to Sabrina. “Some of you.” She looked at the others, “And I would have seen you at our thirtieth reunion and we might have had a conversation.” I hung my head lower. I didn’t think a person could be so pathetic. I didn’t think I could be so emptied of cruel humor. “If you were witnesses, and suspects, you would have to stay. I figured V-Bosch, would eventually charge me. Then there would be a trial and you would be witnesses. I’d post bail and you would come back and stay with me. You’d be my witnesses and we’d work on my defense. We would spend hours with attorneys 

recreating the night and rehearsing testimony. We’d order pizza.” Bobby scoffed at this. 

A scan of the others’ faces told me the pizza thing was too much for them. 



“Well, that won’t be happening, ‘cause I’m calling Victor. And not because you killed Brendan, Erin. Had you come to me I would have helped you bury his body.” I looked at the others. “I’ve done that before. A lot.” No one looked surprised by that information. 

“I’m calling him because you didn’t think he was good enough to go to your loser wedding. And because you pulled that shit with Claire and Bobby. That alone...” 



I called Victor. He arrived so quickly he might have been waiting outside. He knew it was going down and he made himself available. We spent the few minutes waiting for him sitting around the living room, saying nothing to Erin or each other. We didn’t look 132 



at each other, either. Erin put her head back in her hands. 



Victor arrived with a uniformed officer. Erin confessed to him, softly. He led her out of the living room, without cuffs or anything. She stopped briefly and looked behind her at Sabrina, who looked back. She said, “Tell Claire I’m sorry and that I love her.” 



“I will,” Sabrina said. They left and then I said, immediately and without thinking: 



“I feel gross. Anyone want to go for a swim?” Cassie responded first, saying, simply: 



“Yes.” Jonathan nodded. Sabrina did, too. I looked at Bobby and said: 



“Maybe you should find Claire and go for a walk.” I had all the answers. 



Bobby found Claire and they went out the front door, quietly. The rest of us found a bottle of something and went out the back door. Without saying anything we removed all of our clothing and stepped off the stone wall onto the tiny beach and into the cold salty water of Long Island Sound. It was dark and while the sky was clear the moon wasn’t full. There were back yard lights that no one turned on. We couldn’t see each other well, but as we waded into the water I approached Cassie and looked at her large breasts and their large nipples. I said, “They are beautiful.” She smiled sadly, held them and said: 



“I will miss them, but not a lot.” Then she dove underwater. 
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Chapter 10:   Wednesday 


The next morning I woke up Sabrina and said, “Wanna take a walk?” 



“Where?” she asked, and then added, smiling, “There can’t be school, it’s summer vacation.” I smiled, hard, and said: 



“Manor Beach. I wanna see it again.” She sat up, yawned and rubbed her eyes. 



“Christian, it’s not open yet.” I shrugged. 



“I’ll bust the lock. Dig up the paperweight, or bring a sledgehammer.” Sabrina considered this and determined it would be effective. We had showered the night before after our cold, dark swim. We put on jeans and t-shirts and went downstairs. Aunt Francy was making breakfast. We greeted her as if she hadn’t been invisible all our lives. We poured ourselves coffee. We left. 



Rowaneck’s Manor Beach was on the other side of Manor Park from Erin’s house. I was glad to walk through it with my childhood walking pal. It was six o’clock and we saw a few joggers. A couple had dogs. The dogs were on leashes. There’s a leash law in Rowaneck that Victor and everyone else on the force and in town enforces. We nodded to the runners and said very little to each other. Then Sabrina said, “We never did talk much, did we, Christian?” 



“No,” I said, smiling. “We didn’t drink this great coffee, either.” 



“I always finished mine before I left the house,” she said. 



“When did you start drinking coffee?” I asked. Sabrina did the math and said: 



“Second grade, I think. Dad did. He didn’t drink juice. He always forgot to buy orange juice but there was always coffee. I liked the way it smelled. It was an acquired taste, but I picked it up fast.” 



“A seven year-old coffee drinker,” I said. Then I stopped because we had come upon the stone bench my brothers and sisters and I had dedicated to my father. We paid something like two thousand dollars for it. The charge included a small plaque. It was identical in font and size to the one in front of my mother’s holly bush. It says: In Loving Memory of William Gallagher, from his children. Sabrina said: 



“Sit with me on it and tell me how he died.” From anyone else under any other circumstances the suggestion would have been weird or tacky. Then and there, and coming from her, it was completely natural and…sweet. 



Oh my God, I haven’t described my father’s death, have I? All these stories about everything and everyone around me and I wait until this one to describe losing my 134 



virginity and losing my father, two such significant things. 



“It was late summer of 2000. A Sunday. My father was sitting on the back porch of our house and Matthew was in the back yard grilling steaks for lunch. His wife Rosalie had run into town to get some stuff at the Grand Union. Matthew said Dad was fine, alert and chatty, and then all of a sudden he let out a big sigh and his head dropped. He went up to him, held his head to his chest and cried. I flew up the next day. Monday. Everyone came home right away.” I didn’t say that Rose hadn’t. It wasn’t important and, actually, she didn’t occur to me, then. “An ambulance had taken him to the hospital where he was pronounced dead. The outfit that cremated my father picked up his body and did their thing Monday morning. He was ashes before my plane landed.” 



“Did you want to see him?” I nodded and said: 



“I did. I wanted to see him and touch him. I saw my mother in the hospital when she was in a coma and eighty pounds. It was horrible but I’m glad I saw her. I would have liked to touch my father.” Sabrina nodded. Then I said something that I had never told anyone, because it never came up. I said, “That night. Monday. There were so many of us at the house. Siblings and their spouses and children. All the bedrooms were taken except for my father’s. So I slept there. I slept in his bed on sheets that he had slept in Saturday night. I imagined they were still warm from him. I imagined I could smell his scent. It was nice.” I wiped my eyes and looked at Sabrina. “Do you think that’s weird, or gross?” 

I generally didn’t ask people their opinion of my behavior—we Gallaghers were that confident about everything we did. Sabrina said, without hesitating: 



“I think it’s lovely.” I smiled and hugged her, hard. Then I stood up and held my hand toward her. She took it and stood up, too. We left our coffee cups on the bench for someone else to find and I led her, by the hand, to that part of the park where my parents scattered the ashes of Joan’s late husband, Stanley. I told Sabrina about his drinking and his hitting her. And his suicide. 



“Joan threw his ashes in a trash can at 12 Cherrywood one weekend before she returned to their apartment in New York City. Dad found them. Then he and my mother dressed up as if for church and carried them to the park and scattered them here.” She said: 



“That is so very lovely.” I took her hand and led her away from the spot, toward Manor Beach and it’s century-old bathhouse. When we arrived we checked out the lock on the entrance and I said: 



“This is going to be easy.” We looked for a rock large enough to bust the lock. I found one in seconds and in seconds the building was open and ours. Sabrina looked around the main aisle at all the Manor Beach swim team photographs on the old wooden walls and said: 



“I used to come to the park all the time, but I can count the number of times I ever came to the beach.” She took in the sight and smell of the old bathhouse. She touched the old 135 



walls and took off her shoes to walk on the coarse mat that runs down the main aisle from the entrance to the key room. “It’s amazing. It’s like walking through a time machine.” 

Sabrina found the picture of me taken in the early eighties posing with three swim team trophy winners. “Did you win these?” she asked, referring to the two I was holding. 



“No,” I said. “The swimmers who earned them were late for the picture and the coach asked me to pose in their place.” Sabrina smiled, broadly, and said: 



“So you also modeled, Christian Gallagher.” I smiled, broadly, and replied: 



“I guess I did.” We continued admiring the pictures up and down the main and other aisles of the bathhouse. Then I found the ones that featured Richard Stanhope and I told her about the crush I had on him as a young boy and how I found him living at the DuMont Nursing Home years later. “I took all the pictures in which he appeared and brought them to him to see. Then I returned all of them but one. It’s the one in which he looks happiest. It’s at my house in Orlando.” Sabrina began to cry. She took my face in her hands and said: 



“And we all thought you were just mean.” I smiled at this woman who had known me as a boy and had never forgotten me and said: 



“But I was.” She kissed my face and said: 



“Yes, and you were, and are, so much more.” I might have cried, too, had Victor van den Bosch not appeared, out of nowhere. He noticed us enjoying a moment and hesitated a beat before saying: 



“Breaking and entering…you want to see Erin Fleming again that badly?” 



“Oh,” Sabrina said, wiping tears from her face. “Did someone see us break the lock?” 



“No,” Victor said. “This place has a security system. Motion sensors.” I was stunned. I said: 



“Time machine my ass. This place is, like, state of the art.” Victor shrugged and said: 



“Kids get in…and adults. The lock’s been broken a hundred times.” 



“Is anything ever stolen?” I asked, looking around. 



“Just one of the photographs. From the forties, but that happened decades ago.” Sabrina and I exchanged a look that told Victor this wasn’t news to us. He said to me, “What did you do with it?” I repeated the story about Richard Stanhope, in more detail than I had Sabrina. She enjoyed listening to it again, and found it as moving the second time. Victor said, “And we all thought you were just mean.” 
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“But I was,” I said, again, and Victor kissed me, too. 



I really liked Victor van den Bosch. I think I also loved him. 



“Where to now?” asked Sabrina. I looked from her to Victor and hesitated. 



“What?” he asked. I took a breath and said: 



“The last time I saw 12 Cherrywood was the day after my father’s memorial service. It was filled with his children, their spouses and his grandchildren. It had all my parents’ 

stuff in it. All the furniture and Thomas’ paintings. The piano. All the beds and desks. 

The carpet. The kitchen utensils.” I was being irritating, I thought. They were being patient. “It’s the last image I had of it.” I wanted to stop there, but I felt the need to mention, “William Jr., Colin, Thomas and Matthew cleaned out the house. We all took the things we wanted without conflict. What we didn’t want and was in working order we gave to the Salvation Army. The rest we threw out in a huge dumpster William Jr. 

rented.” My friends looked at and listened to me with affection and I continued, sarcastically, “We.” A beat. “I didn’t do any of it. I didn’t take the mirrors off the walls or pack the dishes. I didn’t tear down the house or give our things away or throw them away. “Another beat,” I was such a coward.” 



“They let you get away with that, Christian? Not pulling your weight?” Victor chuckled a bit, trying to lighten the mood but genuinely curious. 



“I had been so good to them and their families over the years. The uncle that lived in Orlando and had enough connections in the tourist industry to hook them up with tickets to anywhere they wanted to go.” 



“Connections?” Victor asked, lewdly, again trying to lighten the mood. 



“Yes,” I said. “Those kind. And friends and I worked at this place where tourists came to record songs and make music videos. We bartered. Whatever. I hooked everyone up.” I paused. “I offered to go. To fly up here and help, but they said they had it under control. 

And they did. Sean didn’t go, either. Or Joan.” I thought about it. “Sean would have been OK, but I think Joan was like me. A coward.” Sabrina said: 



“Christian, I hardly think you’re that.” 



“Then why wouldn’t I dismantle the house? Why do I avoid it every time I come to Rowaneck? I visit my mother’s holly bush and I saw my dad’s bench today.” 



“You’ve hardly been back.” 



“And why? Why no reunions? I come back for funerals and leave right away, seeing as few things as I can because I don’t want to see them changed.” 
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“That’s not cowardice,” said Victor. “It’s a choice.” I didn’t think so and he read it in my face. “Christian, you went to Mother Teresa’s Soup Kitchen yesterday. Then you went to Catholic Teen Rescue. You operate a dog rescue. How many people have the courage to do that?” I considered what he said but came to no immediate conclusions. “You’re being stupid,” he said. “Let’s get out of here.” I looked at Victor, kind of pissed at his dismissal of my feelings. He didn’t care. I looked at Sabrina, whose face wore the same frustrated expression. She said, imitating me: 



“’Cassie, get your double mastectomy and get back onstage,’ ‘Jonathan, fess up and ask your wife to forgive you,’ ‘Sabrina, quit painting pictures of your mother and become one,’ ‘Christian, hold any image of Rowaneck and 12 Cherrywood in your heart that you like.’” I didn’t think my issues were the same as hers or the others’, but I wasn’t prepared to argue the point with either Sabrina or Victor, who said: 



“Are we done here?” I looked around and said: 



“Yes.” Sabrina asked, again: 



“Where to now?” I said: 



“12 Cherrywood.” They looked at me, even more annoyed. “Not me,” I said. “I want my last image of it to be my last image of it.” Sabrina: 



“But you want me to go there?” Me: 



“I want you both to go there.” Victor: 



“Why?” Me: 



“I want you to find an empty pot and a trowel and go to 12 Cherrywood. If there’s someone there I want you to ask him if you can dig up a white impatiens flower from the garden. If the place is empty, just take it.” Sabrina smiled and said: 



“I can do that.” Victor shook his head. 



“I better go, too. I know the family. They might just think you’re a crazy lady.” Sabrina nodded. “Let’s go.” 



We left the Manor Beach bathhouse, me for the last time, I was sure. Victor asked if I wanted to walk back to Erin’s through the park and I said no. I had seen my father’s bench and the spot where he and my mother scattered Stanley Regis’ ashes, both for the last time. Nostalgia was painful. There was enough pain in my life, in all our lives, that I didn’t need to indulge in it any more than I had. Did it make me a coward, or did it make me smart? I didn’t decide then, though I since have. Avoiding unnecessary pain is smart. 

My parents are alive and well in my heart. ‘Nuff said. 
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Victor pulled his cop car up to Erin’s house and Sabrina and I got out. She went around the house to a potting area we had noticed earlier in the week. While Victor waited for her to return I said to him, “I’m getting a flight out tonight. Would you drive me to the airport?” 



“Let me know when,” he answered. Sabrina returned quickly with a pot and trowel. She got back into the car without a word and the two of them drove in the direction of my parents’ house. I went inside and found Claire, Bobby, Jonathan and Cassie sitting around the kitchen table enjoying the mother of all Aunt Francy breakfasts. Everyone was chatting and appeared to be in a good mood. Cassie asked: 



“Where’s Sabrina?” I told them and she said, “Cool.” The others nodded their approval. 

Jonathan looked at his watch and said to Cassie: 



“The twelve twenty-five?” indicating the commuter train to New York City. She nodded. 

Then he said to me, “I’m dropping her off and then going to Rye.” To his family and his home. Cassie said: 



“I called the oncologist this morning. I’m going into surgery tomorrow.” She paused and added, “He’s very glad. So am I.” I was, too, for both of them. 



Sabrina came back with a flower pot with white impatiens that my mother could very well have planted decades before. Further, the soil could have contained her ashes and my father’s ashes, as both were spread over them. Blah, blah, blah. 



Jonathan got his stuff together. It included his tuxedo, which he decided to keep. Erin could afford it and she was in jail and everything and would go to prison. How funny is that? Cassie got her stuff, too. Among it was the Aunt Francy-clean white satin dress—

did she have a dry-cleaning machine in the basement? The matching shoes were back at the school, or perhaps in someone’s closet. Maybe Mrs. Flores’. I wonder if Cassie would wear the dress, it having spaghetti straps and everything. She’d have to get it taken in in the bust. I think she planned to wear it again or she would have left it behind. 



Jonathan and Cassie hugged all of us. Tears, promises to keep in touch via e-mail or on facebook, and they left. Their last hugs and looks were for me, which I thought was kind of sweet and a relief since I had socked it to both of them the night before. 



When they were gone Sabrina got her stuff together, too. It also included the white satin dress. She said goodbye to Bobby and Claire and found Aunt Francy so she could say goodbye to her, too. Then she asked me to walk her to her car. It would be our last walk together…there I go again with the sad nostalgia. I hesitate to mention this because it’s so silly but, OK, kind of true. Sabrina said, “You changed my life this week, Christian.” I blushed, which I rarely do. “You changed all of our lives, but I imagine you do that a lot.” 



“Sabrina,” I said, wanting her to stop but knowing she wouldn’t. She laughed and said: 139 





“I didn’t say you always changed lives for the better, but that’s a good thing, too, if someone needs to be…punished?” she suggested. 



“Oh, just say it,” I said. “Killed.” She laughed again. 



“Who could imagine my laughing at that?” she asked, rhetorically. 



“Sabrina,” I said, “we spent six years of our lives walking to and from school together every day. Didn’t any mean thing I said to you make you laugh?” Her face went very grave as she thought about it. 



“Yes,” she said, with relief. “I think it did. How funny to realize it now.” 



“I’m glad you came to the wedding, Sabrina. And I’m glad I did, too.” She smiled again. 



“Christian, I’m glad I posed in front of the gigantic limousine in front of the flower shop. 

I’m glad I did a swan dive into that group of kids,” she laughed at that, heartily, and then got serious again. “There’s a women’s shelter in Amherst. Somewhere. No one knows exactly what home or building, and no one should. I only did because I donated a painting to them for a silent auction,” a  beat, “a fundraiser I didn’t even attend.” I took her hands. I generally don’t take people’s hands or touch them. I didn’t even realize I was doing it until after I had. “I’m going to find out where it is, Christian. And I’m going to get involved in it. Housing families or fostering children while their mothers work things out for themselves.” She squeezed my hands. “I wouldn’t have done it if I hadn’t seen you this week and you didn’t tell me to paint the night sky, which I’ll also do.” She began crying and I did, too. Quickly, we hugged, she got in her car and drove away. 



I didn’t know if I would see Cassie Frankel or Jonathan Tanner again. I wouldn’t see Erin Fleming. I would visit Sabrina’s website and send her e-mails. She’d be on my and Linden’s Christmas card list. She was my oldest friend and would remain so as long as we lived. 



After saying goodbye to Sabrina, Bobby was easy. I had kissed him on the mouth and watched him change into his tuxedo in the hotel room at the Bevan. I regret he didn’t skinny-dip with us the night before, but he was doing something more important, and I have the videotape of Rory, who I was thrilled to learn went all the way. 



I liked Bobby, a lot. I respected and admired the person he was. More than anything, though, I lusted after him. I was hot for him from the moment we met during his visit to 12 Cherrywood in 1973, and I remained hot for him for the next thirty-seven years. He had all kinds of qualities and was funny and smart and compassionate and everything, but for me he was always, and would always be a hot piece of seventies ass. 



I didn’t leave right away. I found a plane going to Orlando that evening and booked a flight. Then Bobby, Claire, Aunt Francy and I had lunch. Yeah, with Erin gone, she 140 



revealed herself. In addition to every other bad thing Erin Fleming was, she was a horrible employer who oppressed the dear old woman, who looks like Mrs. Doubtfire from that movie. I loved her immediately and thanked her for all the vegan stuff she made. Claire told me in spite of the low profile she had maintained with us, she and Aunt Francy, who pretty much raised her because Erin was so busy working, were very close and loved each other. I was glad they had each other and had had each other. 



I called Victor at two and asked him if he could pick me up at four. I hugged Bobby in the foyer of the huge Fleming house, no two of whose windows were the same size or shape. As we held each other he said, “Thank you, Christian.” I blushed again. I was tired of being thanked. Then, in one quick moment he released me, grabbed my face and planted a long, wet kiss on my mouth. I mean, open mouthed. I mean, tongue and saliva and everything. I responded it to him by throwing my arms back around him and pressing my body, hard, against him. Then, and I am not making this up, Bobby took my hands and pushed them down the back of his worn jeans so I could cop a gigantic feel. It lasted a moment but I’ll remember it always. I’ll also remember how we began laughing at ourselves. We let each other go and I said, “No, Bobby, Mr. O’Day. Thank you!” 



Claire watched our sexy and kind of alarming goodbye and said, “Can I walk you to the car?” I nodded and she did. As we crossed the front porch and went down the front steps, I considered the weight and depth of the upheaval and trauma husband-killing Erin Fleming’s adopted daughter had endured that week. So hard did it fall on me I stopped on the front walk and dropped my suitcase and the tuxedo I would take with me. 



“Oh God, Claire,” I said, genuinely concerned. So genuinely concerned. She knew what I was feeling and said: 



“It’s OK, Christian. I’m going to be OK, I think.” I just looked at her, at the face that was equal parts Bobby O’Day and a woman who looked like Deirdre Gallagher. “I have Bobby…my father. And Aunt Francy will live with us forever. 



“And when Erin gets out of prison, or wherever?” Without needing to think, Claire said: 



“She can stay at Miss Juniper’s.” A hug and a couple of tears later, I was in the front seat of Victor’s car driving down Rowaneck Avenue and back into the city. We drove in silence, initially. The week had been so full, of drama and of saying goodbye. I had said goodbye to five superior people and my superior hometown that day. It was a lot. And I would have to say goodbye to Victor, too. We passed the intersection of Rowaneck and Cherrywood. We passed St. Sebastian’s and, in its side yard, my mother’s holly bush. 

And then we passed the Rowaneck Pharmacy, which prompted me to say something that had been on my mind since the last time we drove together through our town. 



“When was the last time you spoke to your father, Victor?” He was surprised by the inquiry and didn’t answer right away. Kindly, I asked, “Are you thinking about it or are you annoyed I asked and just don’t want to answer? 
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“I’m not sure,” he said. “Why are you asking?” 



“I’m asking because I figured out everyone’s life for him so far. Everyone except you. 

And this is my last chance.” I looked at Victor’s face and saw profound annoyance. I didn’t care. I continued, “Victor, your mother abandoned you but your father didn’t.” 



“Christian…” he sounded like Jonathan the night before, only he was armed. 



“Victor, you’re going to have to kill me to shut me up.” His expression remained annoyed but he gave me no additional warning. I continued, “Your father took care of you. After your mother left he changed his schedule and brought you to that woman’s house in the Bronx every day so she could look after you while he was at work. He waited until you were eighteen and graduated high school before he started dating again, though he probably wanted to for years. I’m sure he was lonely.” Victor sighed, really not wanting to go there with me or anyone, ever. I pressed on, “Did he ever say anything against your mother to you?” This inquiry surprised him, more than my earlier one. I waited for his answer. It came thirty long seconds later, and it was: 



“No.” 



“How many people do you know could keep their mouth shut like that after being betrayed the way he was. The way you both were?” 



“Dad and I were never close, Christian.” 



“Maybe that’s what you think, Victor. People have different perceptions of close. And love. My father never said ‘I love you’ to me at all, ever, in his life. I once whined about his lack of affection to my mother and you know what she said?” He sighed again, though more softly, “’Actions speak louder than words.’” Before he could reply, or sigh again or anything I continued, “Your father gave you a safe home and he came home every night. He didn’t drop you off in Harrison with your mother and take off with that woman. He looked after you until you were an adult, Victor, and then, when he moved to South Carolina, he asked you to go with him.” He inhaled, preparing to sigh, but I kept going, “You don’t know that, Victor. He may have been sincere. Why would he ask you to go with him if he didn’t want you to come? He wasn’t a bullshitter.” He let out the sigh and shook his head. I wasn’t convincing him. I wasn’t getting anywhere and the trip to the airport was all I had. So I pulled out the big guns. “Victor, your father knew you were gay and that we were getting it on and he didn’t discourage it or punish you or throw you out.” This stunned him more than anything I had so far said. “Did he ever hit you or call you names or threaten you to be straight or else?” Victor said nothing and reacted in no way, except to drive steadily. I considered the expressway and the traffic and wondered if I should have postponed my flight and had this talk with my old friend and first lover someplace safer. “Every single person in Rowaneck knew I was gay. They had known since I came screaming out of my mother’s womb. They knew we spent time together. It was more time than I had ever spent with a classmate and more time than I think you had, either.” Victor’s face remained expressionless. “Your father knew that first day when he 142 



brought home that pizza to find gay-as-a-goose Christian Gallagher at your apartment fixing William Jr.’s science project and watching ‘Valley of the Dolls’ on the 4:30 

Movie. And did he ever say anything against you about it? Did he tell you not to hang out with me anymore?” Victor finally answered, choking on a: 



“No.” 



“He fed you and took care of you until you were able to take care of yourself. He waited until you were out of school to start his life again,” I didn’t like that and corrected myself, saying, “no, he hadn’t put his life on hold, because you were his life.” 



Victor said nothing, but his face screwed up and his eyes welled up. “He did know, didn’t he?” My silence was my affirmative answer. “He did look after me, and he did ask me to go to Myrtle Beach with him and Stephanie.” Myrtle Beach…that’s where one of 

Jonathan’s parents lived. It’s not important. I only mention it because I’m tired of everyone’s crying, etc., and need a distraction, however insignificant. Victor continued, 

“I didn’t think he wanted me anymore. I thought he was through with his obligation to me and was done with me. It’s why I didn’t go.” He paused, and then added, “I also knew I’d come out one day, and I was afraid if I went and he found out, that he wouldn’t want me to be around anymore.” 



“Well, you’re wrong there, buddy-’ol-boy.” I never called anyone buddy-’ol-boy, ever. I just had to change things up. We were silent. Victor fought tears, successfully, and said: 



“Three years,” in answer to my first question. 



“So you’re going to call him, right? Tonight? When you get back home?” 



“I don’t think I can wait, Christian. I may do so at the airport, after I drop you off.” I thought about it and said: 



“That’s good.” I paused, and then I added, “When you do, please give him my best regards.” 



Thirty minutes later Victor pulled up to the departures area of LaGuardia Airport. Before I got out of the car I said, reluctantly, “OK, Victor, just one more thing.” He looked at me with an expression that asked what could be next. I said, quickly, “The last time we talked before now was that day at your place when you said you loved me and you asked me if I loved you. And I didn’t answer. You asked a few times and I didn’t answer because I didn’t want to say no and hurt your feelings but I couldn’t lie, either.” 



“It’s OK, Christian. I was hurt, but I was a kid and I’m fine.” 



“OK,” I said. “I just wanted you to know I was sorry. I liked you. A lot.” A beat, “as much as I liked anyone as a kid, besides my family.” 
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“You were close, weren’t you?” I nodded at what was the mother-of-all understatements. 



“Thank you, Victor. For forgiving me. I really was sorry. And I do love you, now. In fact, yesterday, after you left the soup kitchen, I wondered what our lives would have been like had I been in love with you then and told you.” I paused, not realizing then the gravity of what I was saying. “I wondered what it would have been like if we had hooked up, as adults and as a couple. What our lives would have been like. I mean, would I be here in Rowaneck or would you be with me in Florida?” 



“Or would we have been in Myrtle Beach?” Victor said in a way that told me he had thought the same thing. Neither of us answered the other. Instead we mused for fifteen seconds. Victor sighed and said, “I wouldn’t have been with Tony and you wouldn’t have been with Linden.” No, I wouldn’t have, I thought with profound sadness. “This way,” 

my wise friend continued, “we had them and we still have each other.” I looked into his smiling face and we hugged, hard and long. “I love you Christian,” Victor said. 



“I love you, too, Victor.” 







Several hours later I walked out of the Orlando International Airport to find Linden, my husband, the person I love, waiting for me. I dragged my suitcase, to which I had attached my tuxedo. Linden regarded it through the plastic and said, “What a surprise.” I cracked a smile and kissed him. I would have hugged him had I not been carrying the potted plant, also covered in plastic. 



“What’s that?” he asked, though he knew. 



“It’s from my mother’s sea of white impatiens,” I said. Linden smiled and held his hands out for it. I handed it to him and he removed the plastic. He regarded the white petals of the hearty flower and said: 



“This is nice.” He opened the rear door of his nondescript sedan and I put my suitcase and the tuxedo in it. I reached for the impatiens and Linden shook his head, putting it in the back seat. “I have something else I need you to hold.” I looked in the backseat to see if he brought our children. I didn’t think so and they weren’t there, but I could think of no other thing he would need me to hold on the ride back to our house. 



I got in the passenger seat and my husband, the driver. He reached behind my seat and pulled out a package, a framed something covered in brown paper. He put on the interior light and said, “Open it.” I knew immediately what it was and kissed and hugged him my thanks before I carefully unwrapped a framed color photo of the wedding party, sitting on a stretch hummer in front of the Rowaneck Florist. “Tell me who they are,” Linden said. I held the photo up to the light and, going left to right, said: 



“Rowaneck Police Chief Victor van den Bosch, Broadway and TV star Cassandra 
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Frankel, author Jonathan Tanner, me, artist Sabrina Landon, and hottie-for-the-ages Bobby O’Day.” 
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